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Later, the ones left alive would agree they never should have turned off that dark stretch of Tennessee interstate. They were tired and tense, two guys and three girls arguing over a vacation gone bad. But things were about to get worse for the five young friends. Much, much worse. In fact, most of them would never see the highway again.�
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Later they would all agree they should have stayed on that dark stretch of Tennessee highway. One or two of those left alive at that point would remark on how useless it is to want to change something that cannot be changed-the kind of insight normally available only to people forced by circumstance to move beyond the self-centered world of their own psyches and see things as they really are. They would also experience the bitter realization that such knowledge is often earned the hard way.
But all that was in the future.
Right now the travelers were still on the interstate, five weary young people returning from a vacation that hadn�t gone quite as well as planned. Squeezed into a Honda Accord, they were engaged in the age-old ritual of returning vacationers everywhere-general bickering and the exchange of petty insults.
Chad Robbins shifted uncomfortably in the backseat. �What a lovely fucking idea this was.� He breathed a put upon sigh. �Remind me, who thought it would be fun to relive those not-so-long-ago halcyon days of our college years?�
�You did, Chad. Among others.�
�Fuck you, Dream,� Chad said. �I had to be convinced. For months I listened to earnest pleas from all of you. You especially. You fuckers brainwashed me.�
Alicia Jackson snorted. �Bullshit.�
Dream Weaver, the Accord�s owner and driver, glanced to her right, where a red-eyed and out-of-patience Alicia was ensconced in the shotgun seat. �Alicia, please.�
Too late.
Alicia�s seat belt seemed to snap away of its own accord as she whirled around, leaned through the gap between the front seats, and said, �Nobody brainwashed you, asshole. You wanna know who came up with this idea? I did. That�s right, and I didn�t manipulate you or cajole you in any way. You got asked maybe twice to go along with us, and that was only out of misguided courtesy. You�re only here because Dream took pity on you. Like always. Jesus Christ, you�re still the little outcast geek she kept the seniors from beating up in high school.� Her lips curled into a sneer that radiated contempt. �Some things never change, right? You didn�t know how to be gracious then, either.�
Dream gripped the steering wheel hard and prayed for an end to the fighting. She had never dealt well with extreme displays of anger among her friends, and she was trying hard not to cry. Crying would be bad. Because once the tears began to flow, she would have to pull over and cry until she could cry no more, a process she suspected would take a very long time. Of course, she would only be delaying the inevitable if she managed to stem the floodgates.
The trip to Key West had come to an abrupt and premature end. Things hadn�t gone well almost from the beginning, when tempers soared over the inability of certain people to adhere to the previously agreed upon departure time-and the situation only deteriorated from there. Due to a desire to re-create that wistfully remembered spirit of collegiate camaraderie, they�d traveled together, taking just two cars. The second car, a VW Beetle, was still in Key West. The Beetle belonged to Dan Bishop, Dream�s boyfriend.
Ex-boyfriend now.
Who was probably still in room 206 of the Paradise Inn. On the sixth day of their stay, Dream had returned early from a shopping excursion with Alicia and Karen Hidecki. When she�d opened the door to room 206, she�d caught Dan in what could only be described as a compromising position. That is, it compromised certain illusions of fidelity and monogamy. The revelation also compromised the assumption her lover of six months was exclusively heterosexual.
One can easily imagine the ensuing brouhaha.
Shocked and heartbroken, Dream spent the evening being consoled by her girlfriends, who assured her over and over that Dan was a heartless fiend unworthy of her tears. They left in a rush the next morning, hurriedly cramming strewn clothes and tourist booty into bags and suitcases. Before they departed, Dream happened to glance at Dan�s Beetle-which was parked several spaces down from the Accord-and was startled by what she saw. Every one of its windows had been smashed in. Bits of safety glass glittered on the faded asphalt like pebbles on a beach.
And then they were gone, grimly embarking on a journey home Dream was determined to make in one day�s time. They had been on the road now nearly fourteen hours, with some 120 miles still remaining between them and Nashville, home to all of them. They were in the high country of East Tennessee now, just outside Chattanooga, and the going was excruciatingly slow. The road was shrouded by tall trees on both sides and sloped precipitously, curving wildly through the mountainous region like the pencil squiggles of a young child. Their ears popped due to the elevation, and they would occasionally see where roadside ramps had been carved from the earth for runaway trucks. It was a dangerous route even in daylight, so Dream grudgingly adhered to the posted low speed limits. She thought she might not be so careful if she was traveling alone.
Perhaps she would even be a little reckless.
But she wasn�t alone. There were four other people with her, three of whom were her oldest friends. The fourth was Shane Wallace, Karen Hidecki�s boyfriend. Shane and Karen were in the backseat with Chad. Karen sagged unconscious between them, her head lolling on Shane�s shoulder, a cowboy hat tipped down over her slack features.
Shane, who was normally good-humored in the traditional manner of a former BMOC, was as cranky as any of them. �Stop arguing, you assholes. You�re giving me a headache.�
�Shut up, Shane,� Alicia said, directing an angry glance at him before refocusing her attention on Chad Robbins. �You�re a sniveling little shit, Chad. How dare you attack a sweetheart like Dream.�
�How dare I?� A small smile touched the corners of Chad�s mouth. �Maybe I�m tired of being her charity case, hmm?� He laughed. �Or could it be I�m tired of the passive-aggressive games she plays in our so-called friendship? Maybe I�ve just come to loathe the ever-present hint of condescension in her little girly voice.� Another laugh. �Oh, there could be all sorts of reasons I�d lash out at such a � sweetheart.�
Dream wiped away a single tear as it spilled down her cheek. �Alicia!� Her voice was strangled with grief. �If you love me � please stop this.�
Relief swept over her as she heard Alicia release a deep sigh. She allowed herself to hope the worst of it was over. Alicia Jackson had a temper like no one else Dream knew. She was like Jekyll and Hyde. Alicia was a sophisticated black woman who could dazzle you with her wit and intelligence. A person could have the most enlightening conversations with Alicia about science and God and the nature of the universe. But you didn�t want to offend her, because she would not hesitate to use that same intellect as a weapon. She was completely without fear of confrontation. But she was also sensitive enough to know when it was time to back off.
Like now.
She showed Chad one more sneer, investing it with all the considerable disdain she could muster, and returned to her seat. �You�re not even worth crushing under my heel, cockroach.�
Chad chuckled. �Oooh, now you�re just turning me on.�
Alicia looked at Dream and made the universal sign for gagging-a finger pointed into a wide-open mouth. Dream mustered a small smile, but she was unable to control the trembling that caused the expression to twist into a grimace. She had been unprepared for the psychological wallop of Chad�s hateful words. She heard them again in her mind, marveled at the intensity of feeling behind them, and wondered how it was sweet Chad Robbins could have masked that degree of resentment for so long. Which begged the question-just how long had he felt this way about her?
All along, said a quietly insinuating voice that issued from somewhere deep inside her. He�s hated you from the very beginning.
Dream believed this was the voice of paranoia, but she did feel some uncertainty. Her first memories of Chad were of a sweet kid who somehow managed to be at once gawky and serenely at ease with himself. He was just another geek wandering the hallways of Smyrna High School, one of so many, and he likely would never have entered her social circle had happenstance not caused her to be in the vicinity of an impending beating he�d been about to receive at the hands of several large football players.
What a ditz she�d been in those days. Although wildly popular and possessed of the kind of head-turning blond beauty that might have landed her on the covers of fashion magazines had she grown up in a major metropolitan center, Dream had somehow turned out to be that rarity of rarities among popular, good-looking kids-a kind soul. A therapist had once attributed her selflessness and altruism to the absurd moniker her parents had burdened her with at birth, which made as much sense as anything else. A girl named Dream certainly didn�t want to be anybody�s nightmare. Of course, that didn�t explain why Chad had become so important to her almost from the beginning. He wasn�t the first gawky kid she saved from a beating, nor was he the last, but he was the only one she�d truly taken under her wing.
There�d been a sort of sweetness about him back then, and she was a sucker for sweet, shy boys, but there was something else about him that fascinated her, something less tangible than a pleasant disposition. She thought it had something to do with the way he looked her right in the eye when speaking or listening to her. He was never nervous around her, and he didn�t try to impress her by performing feats of astonishing stupidity the way so many other boys did. Maybe it was just that he was the first person of the male persuasion to treat her like a real person instead of an object. It was also of no little significance that he didn�t make fun of her unusual name. Hell, there�d just been a sense of ingrained decency about him, and she�d responded to that.
� maybe I�m tired of being her charity case �
She eventually decided the reason for his apparent lack of physical interest in her was a simple matter of orientation. She wasn�t a snob about her looks, but she was intelligent enough-and self-aware enough-to know she was extremely attractive by just about any standard. Nearly every male she encountered let her know this in some way, either by openly ogling her or-in the case of older men-glancing at certain parts of her anatomy in a surreptitious way. Since Chad didn�t do these things-and since he was never in the company of a girl other than herself or her friends-he had to be homosexual. It was this ill-informed conclusion that brought about one of the most awkward moments of their friendship, that weekend after high school graduation when she�d set him up on a blind date with another boy.
There was just one problem.
Chad was straight.
He didn�t date girls until well into their freshman year at college, and when he did begin dating, the girls he went out with were shy, bookish types. Dream experienced an odd sense of rejection. She obsessed over his lack of interest in her. Oh, she�d never been really attracted to him, not physically, but she was mystified by the notion of a heterosexual boy who didn�t want her. Thinking these things made her feel shallow, but she couldn�t help it. A lifetime as a sex object left a girl with certain expectations. Ten years had gone by and she still didn�t understand it. She experienced moments of deep depression during which it was all she could think about. She would lock herself in her apartment, drink wine, and cry over the only boy who had never tried to fuck her. Who, she would admit to herself when the wine bottle was nearly empty, was the only boy she really wanted.
Which was just insane.
Yes, perhaps insanity, or something very close to it, did play a role. That would help explain the only half-serious suicide attempt of two years ago she had never told him about. At least Alicia had kept her mouth shut about that tonight, thank God. She hadn�t really wanted to die-not then-but the attempt landed her in the emergency room and left her with a legacy of scars. She normally concealed these with bracelets, but there were nights when she would lie alone in bed and stare at the little white lines on her left wrist and remember how it felt to part her own flesh with a blade.
Never again, she usually thought in those moments.
But now she wasn�t so sure.
There was a sudden hiccup from the backseat.
Dream glanced at the rearview mirror and saw Karen Hidecki stir from her vodka-induced slumber. Karen was a third-generation Asian-American who looked a bit like Lucy Liu. She pushed back the cowboy hat, squinted, and looked around at her companions. �Are we home yet?�
Chad snorted. �No, you fucking lush. We�re still a gazillion miles away.�
Karen�s head wobbled as she directed a glassy-eyed glare at Chad. �Don�t talk to me like that, Chad. Not unless you want your ass kicked.�
Chad, who was slightly built and no match for the athletic Karen Hidecki, nonetheless said, �Kick away, vodka girl. I�m not afraid of you.� He grinned. �You�re about twelve steps away from being able to effectively aim your foot at my ass, anyway.�
�So I�ll do it for her,� Shane said. �My aim�s pretty good, chump.�
Dream groaned. �Stop.�
But no one was listening to her. She was speaking so softly no one even heard her anyway. The verbal firefight was spinning out of control, strafing everyone in sight with random insults. No one was safe. Dream was sure a state of critical mass would soon be attained, resulting in a physical altercation while the car was still in motion. She was consumed with a sense of urgency, an overwhelming need to do something to head off such a potentially calamitous event.
But what?
She prayed for a miracle, some divine deliverance from this madness. Her gaze flicked to the right as the Accord�s headlights picked out a green road sign. Her heart fluttered as she listened to new threats emanating from the backseat. The wheels of inspiration started spinning in her head.
Chad was laughing again. Dangerous, almost hysterical laughter. �Hey, Shane, you want to know a secret?�
Shane�s expression radiated contempt. �Hey Chad, you want to know a fact? I can knock most of your teeth down your throat with one punch.�
Karen went rigid between them. �Chad � don�t.�
Chad was still laughing. �That�s pretty scary, Shane. But, you know, you might want to knock someone else�s teeth out in a second.�
Karen ground her teeth. �Don�t,� she hissed.
Alicia shot a puzzled expression at Dream.
What�s this shit all about?
Dream didn�t know, but a sense of dread caused the muscles in her arms to twitch like those of a junkie in the midst of withdrawal. The spite in Chad�s voice was an awful thing to hear. It was like listening to a depraved stranger. She was having difficulty reconciling the malice radiated by this person with her memories of the boy she remembered. She knew some of it was due to major changes in Chad�s life. Success in business had eradicated most of his former shyness and replaced it with swagger and a caustic tongue. She often had to consciously remind herself that he really wasn�t the same person he�d been-and that a heartbreaking amount of time had passed since he�d even remotely resembled that person.
�Dan Bishop didn�t have all the fun in Florida, Shane.� Chad grinned. His tone was that of one who relished the discomfort his words generated. �Someone else got some extracurricular tail during our ill-fated sojourn to the Sunshine State. Care to hazard a guess who?�
A silent moment elapsed.
Karen closed her eyes and awaited the inevitable.
Chad chuckled, but some of the edge was gone from his voice. Dream had a sudden precognitive flash about what he was going to say, something that just couldn�t be.
Something very, very wrong.
Chad said, �I fucked your girlfriend, Shane.�
Dream drew in a sharp breath.
Chad kept talking, driving the figurative knife home and giving it a wicked twist. �I fucked her while you were out fishing with Dan.�
Dream drew in a sharp breath.
One strangled word emerged from Shane�s throat: �Bullshit.�
Karen sobbed. �You fucking asshole, Chad.�
�It wasn�t the first time, either. But you shouldn�t be jealous.� Some of the malice returned to Chad�s voice. �There�s no emotional involvement. She calls me her fuckbuddy. She has several fuckbuddies, Shane. The way I understand it, she just can�t get enough dick.�
Shane was shaking with barely controlled fury.
�Now, don�t be angry with her.� A tone of mock consolation entered Chad�s voice then. �She needs help. Professional help. Booze isn�t her only weakness, guy. She�s addicted to sex, too.� He smirked. �She�s a nymphomaniac. A slut. A whore. A cheap floozie. Not to mention a really nice piece of ass.�
Dream flicked on the Accord�s right turn signal.
The action went unnoticed by the rest of the car�s occupants, including Alicia, whose attention was riveted to the brewing shitstorm in the backseat.
Karen sagged in her seat and said, �Somebody just put me out of my misery, please.�
Shane looked at her. �Tell me he�s full of shit, Karen.�
Karen apparently had nothing else to say.
Chad�s smirk deepened. �There you go, Shane. Secret revealed.�
Shane lunged across the suddenly gasping Karen Hidecki and clamped a large hand around Chad�s throat.
Karen shrieked.
Alicia surged through the gap between the front seats in an attempt to save Chad Robbins from almost certain asphyxiation. The backseat became a cacophony of screams, shouts, and choked gasps.
No one realized the Accord was slowing down.
Or that it was turning off the interstate.
Most of them would never see it again.

***

Monsters pursued Eddie down a long tunnel lit intermittently by flickering gas lamps. The narrow passage twisted every so often, sometimes creating a blind spot untouched by the gaslight. Several times he crashed into the tunnel wall, tumbled to the hardpacked dirt floor, and staggered back to his feet. Every time he got up, the monsters seemed just a little bit closer than they were before. Their frenzied, hungry cries filled his ears and made his stomach clench with fear. Soon, he supposed, he would feel their hot breath on the back of his neck.
And then it would be too late.
He arrived at a place where the tunnel branched off in two directions. He came to a sudden stop, risked a glance behind him, and listened to the sound of his pursuers drawing still closer. His gaze snapped back to the maddening intersection and the unwanted complications it created. He experienced a long moment of panicky indecision that threatened to paralyze him. He saw himself rooted to this spot until fangs pierced his flesh and tore him apart.
The passage to his left glowed with a brighter light than that cast by the lamps. Somewhere down that length of tunnel, perhaps just around the next bend, lurked lights powered by electricity. The notion of electricity was alluring, with its hints of things sane, of things created by men from the world of his former life. The passage to the right was darker by far. He detected a faint flicker of gaslight from that direction. So he had a choice-on the one hand, more of the same; on the other, a slim possibility of deliverance from this land of madness.
He listened a moment longer to the heavy thud of dozens of dreadful creatures careening down the tunnel behind him.
His once-comfortable head start was dwindling by the nanosecond.
His only choice was forward motion.
NOW
He turned toward the light and started running again.
The tunnel continued in a straight line for a few moments, and the light-its source still unseen-grew steadily brighter. Eddie then reached another bend in the tunnel, the last he would encounter. The hardpacked dirt of the tunnel floor gave way to a short expanse of cracked tile bordered by cinder-block walls. Someone had scrawled �Lazarus is the way� on one of the walls. A bank of fluorescent lights hummed quietly from the ceiling. An unlatched metal door at the center of the wall directly opposite him beckoned like a street-corner whore in stiletto heels and a microskirt.
�What the hell � ?�
A goddamn open door. The fleeting thought that maybe he was being herded rather than chased flashed through his mind like a comet. The implications were dreadful, but there was no time to contemplate this new layer of mystery. No time at all. He would be monster dinner if he lingered any longer. He bolted toward the door, crossed the expanse of tile quicker than Carl Owens on crack, yanked the door open, stepped through the opening, and slammed it shut. He threw the latch home, turned a crank that secured it, and stepped back to catch his breath and gather his wits.
Something large and powerful struck the other side of the wall. Eddie flinched, but he thought he was safe for the moment. Another creature struck the door and its hinges groaned a bit. Eddie gulped. Maybe he wasn�t so safe. He remained certain the door would hold a little longer, but he had to concede it would eventually yield to the furious assault it was enduring. Which was cool, since he meant to be long gone from here by then.
The idea of freedom bloomed in his brain like a spring flower-it was intoxicating, the prospect of again being able to breathe fresh air. To see the sun again. To go anywhere his heart desired. To watch pay-per-view porn at his leisure. Mostly, it would be nice to again live in a world uninhabited by monsters and crazy people. Okay, there were crazy people in the surface world, too, but that was a pedestrian kind of crazy by comparison. He would rather come face-to-face with Jeffrey Dahmer�s long-lost, meaner brother than spend one more second in this freak-show place.
Speaking of which, wasn�t it high time he got his ass in gear again?
The door hinges groaned a little louder.
YEP
He whirled around, staggered forward a foot or two, and came to an abrupt halt.
�Oh my God ��he breathed.
He was in a cramped, dimly lit room that appeared to be some sort of security office or checkpoint. A large, paper-cluttered metal desk occupied much of the room. Above it a bank of black-and-white monitors flickered quietly. Several seemed to show various empty tunnels. Or perhaps these were just different portions of the same tunnel. The tunnel-or tunnels-closely resembled the place he�d just left behind. Funny, he hadn�t noticed anything even remotely resembling a camera. He supposed they�d been obscured in some fashion, an easy enough proposition in all that darkness. The top row of screens was devoted to several angles of a deceptively normal-looking house. How innocuous it seemed. How normal. How safe. Well, how else would the entrance to hell ensnare its victims? Other monitors revealed places he�d become all too familiar with over these last several months. Looking at these scenes made him anxious to get on with his flight from the howling terror behind him.
And he fully intended to do just that.
He needed another moment, however, to recover from the shock of seeing the dead people. He wasn�t too bothered by the death aspect. Up-close encounters with death occurred with regularity down here. He�d become almost blas� about death. As a concept applied to other people, that is. The notion of his own death did still disturb him. Okay, it wigged him out. Still, he�d seen plenty of death down here, so much so that death as a phenomenon had lost its ability to shock him. Then again, maybe not, because there was something about what he was seeing now that was more disturbing than the things he�d seen before.
A nude fat man weighed down a swivel chair in front of the desk. A nude woman straddled him. The fat man had a large bald spot and a wedge of now-displaced combed-over hair. The woman was thinner and not bad-looking. She looked as if she�d been roughed up some time prior to her union with the fat security guard, and she bore the mark of a slave girl on her neck. Her head hung limply over the fat man�s shoulder and her glassy eyes stared at nothing at all. They�d been run through with an ornate sword-its bloody tip pierced the back of the swivel chair.
Eddie regained his voice. �Holy fuck ��
He tried to imagine a human being strong enough to put that thing through two people-one of whom had been very large-and the back of a chair. His mind couldn�t comprehend such a thing. But the solution to the puzzle was obvious-a human being hadn�t done it.
Nor had one of those monsters out there.
Who probably lacked the ability to effectively wield swords and didn�t really need them anyway.
No, this could only have been done by the owner of the house.
The thing that feigned the appearance of an ordinary man. A mortal man. A creature worse by far than the fearsome things that had hounded him through the tunnels.
The Master.
The monster to end all motherfucking monsters.
Eddie�s internal terror barometer shot past the red zone. The only thing he wanted to deal with less than the tunnel creatures was that� thing. He cast his gaze about the rest of the room, which was otherwise nondescript. There was a single tall filing cabinet, beside it an overflowing wastebasket. A doorway revealed a tiny room with a dirty toilet. There was another door next to the bank of monitors. It stood slightly open, letting in a sliver of yellow light.
The closed metal door behind him rattled louder than ever.
He could hear the scrape of tortured hinges pulling slowly free of concrete moorings.
Still, he didn�t move.
He stared at the sliver of light, his body quaking like that of a man in the grip of a small seizure. He was moments away from being eaten alive. But it was possible an even worse fate awaited him through that open door.
He heard the heaviest thud yet from the tunnel.
The door came loose from the wall and fell heavily to the floor beneath the weight of the surging creatures. There was no more time to think. No more time to weigh one fate against another. Eddie moved. And slid for a microsecond on the pool of blood that surrounded the chair. But he righted himself immediately, slipped through the open door, and pulled it shut. This one locked electronically. A resolute click assured him it was sealed against all unauthorized personnel. He glimpsed an electronic keypad embedded in the wall next to the door. He tried to remember seeing something similar near the other door, but he was drawing a blank. Not that it mattered. It was just curious how the primitivism of Below gradually gave way to higher-tech gadgetry.
The creatures slammed against the door and bellowed outrage at yet another thwarted chance to corner their quarry.
Eddie allowed himself a shaky sneer. �Poor monsters. No dinner for you tonight.�
He was in a short hallway with a high ceiling. The cold electronic eye of a security camera stared down at him from the ceiling. A red light next to the lens blinked on and off. It didn�t bother him. The security guard wouldn�t be coming after him anytime soon. Still, that door-like the one before it-probably wouldn�t hold forever, so it wouldn�t do to linger.
At the other end of the hallway was a tall concrete staircase. It seemed to stretch into infinity. Maybe not quite that far, but it was certainly the tallest staircase Eddie had ever seen. There were good-sized office buildings that didn�t reach that high. But he could just make out the tiny outline of a door at the top of the staircase. He glanced in the other direction and saw nothing but gray wall-a dead end.
He strode in the opposite direction and began to mount the stairs. He climbed the steps two at a time at first, driven forward by a new burst of adrenaline and a renewed flicker of hope. It was probably a foolish hope, but he would nonetheless chase it until he collapsed. Or until hostile forces caused his collapse. A dozen steps fell away below him. Two dozen. Three dozen. Then he was taking them one at a time, but was still moving at a pretty good clip. The door at the top grew incrementally larger, though it remained tantalizingly far away.
Fatigue began to set in after a few dozen more steps. He had to work at making his tired legs move up another level. A sheen of sweat covered his bare torso. He concentrated on continuing the upward trajectory, focusing the whole of his will on the monumental physical effort needed to keep moving. The act of swinging a leg up another step became excruciating, worse than, say, carrying large sacks of potatoes up a steep hill on a sweltering summer day. He wanted more than anything a spare moment or two to sit down on one of these steps. His heart pistoned in his chest like the engine of a very old and very feeble car.
�Don�t throw a rod, motherfucker�,� he muttered to his beleaguered heart.
It was a while before he realized the pursuing creatures were now nonpursuing creatures. He was ascending the steps at a rate slower than an elderly Florida driver steering a Buick through a choked intersection. Awareness dawned as a realization of the absence of any sound other than his labored breathing and the rapid thrum of his heart.
He came to a stop, an act that didn�t require a lot of effort. He sagged against the cold concrete wall, slid slowly down until he was in a squatting position, and stayed right there while his body tried to recover. He figured he might be able to cease panting within a week or two. He sat there with his eyes closed for several minutes, thankful he was no longer in quite so much imminent danger of being ripped to shreds. His breathing leveled out, and his heart no longer seemed ready to propel itself out of his chest. He allowed his eyes to flutter open, and he had his first opportunity to cast a downward glance.
The sensation of vertigo made his stomach lurch. His head swam, and he was dizzier than he had been at any time since he�d made himself spin like a top as a kid. He gripped one of the steps above him with one hand, slapped the open palm of the other against the wall, and held on for dear life. The vertigo passed in a few moments. Then, when he felt prepared, he risked another look down.
He felt a slight twinge in his stomach, but it was of minor consequence. He was okay. There were no ravenous monsters with bulbous demonic red eyes hot on his trail. Not anymore. The staircase below him was empty, as was the little hallway at the bottom. He listened intently, but he could detect no sounds of destruction from the little security room. Well, that was good. Something had worked in his favor for a change. Then he turned his eyes toward the ceiling and looked at the blinking red light of the security camera. He thought of how much closer the camera had seemed when he was in the hallway.
Actually�
Well, the staircase, too, seemed much steeper even than it had originally appeared. He was maybe a third of the way up, and he felt as if he had been climbing the stairs forever. A feeling of unreality gripped him. A new creeping sensation of fear spread through him. Unreality. That was just the right word for it. Or was it just that reality was very fluid in this strange place?
Would he climb these stairs forever without reaching the top?
�No. Nuh-uh. No way, nohow.�
He would give it one more good effort. Thirty minutes. No, an hour. And he would climb the steps at a more reasonable rate this time instead of using up all his energy at once. If he was still only a third of the way up the stairs after another hour of climbing, he would give it up and toss himself off the staircase. He would rather die than be condemned to this odd purgatory forever.
�Okay, then.�
He got to his feet, took a deep breath, and resumed the upward trek. He was a bit wobbly and he desperately craved a bottle or two of Gatorade, but he felt reasonably okay. He kept his head down this time instead of staring at the impossibly faraway door. To while away the time, he counted the steps as he climbed. One, two, three� a dozen � two dozen � three dozen � same old story.
Or maybe not.
When he finally glanced up, he was surprised to see the door was actually getting bigger. And closer. An impulse to pick up the pace-nearly impossible to resist-flashed through him. But he forced himself to continue at his steady rate.
And the door loomed larger still.
And closer still.
Until, at last, he could count the number of steps remaining between himself and the landing. Seventeen steps. Sixteen. Fifteen. Fourteen. Less than ten. And then he did move faster, covering the last several in leaps and bounds. He came to a stop on the landing and felt that he knew what it was like to climb Mt. Everest. Hell, Mt. Everest was for pussies. What did a simple mountain have on a haunted stairwell?
Well, maybe it wasn�t haunted.
He decided that wasn�t the precise right word-but he did know this was a place that had absolutely nothing to do with the natural world.
And he knew one other thing.
He wanted out.
Now.
He studied the door. It was made of much simpler stuff than the previous two he had encountered. In fact, it was made of wood. There was no electronic keypad to either side of it. There didn�t appear to be any locking mechanism of any kind. Just a simple brass doorknob. All he had to do was reach out, grasp it, and turn it. �
Then he thought of how deceptive appearances often were here.
And he thought of the skewered couple in the security room. The perpetrator of that act was probably somewhere on the other side of this door. The idea of encountering that abomination chilled him to the core, but he knew there was no going back.
And he couldn�t just stand here on this landing forever.
So he took a deep breath.
Gripped the knob.
And turned it until the door began to ease away from the frame.
Setting aside decades of ingrained agnosticism, he muttered a prayer and entered the devil�s home.
The entity the denizens of Below called The Master was several centuries old. His existence on this plane spanned more than three quarters of a millennium, but when he was in his human guise, his appearance was that of a gray-haired man in his early sixties. He could adopt the appearance of a much younger man, but he�d found most humans treated their elders with a degree of deference he enjoyed. It established their subservience from the beginning.
And that was the real jewel at the heart of the game. A creature of such longevity needed amusements, and he enjoyed the games he played with the humans. Like bugs mired in a spider�s web, they didn�t realize they�d entered the devil�s den until it was too late to get away. He loved to taunt them, to strip away their layers of false civility and pride, to torment them until they were just broken, sniveling shells. Some he would kill, preferably as their friends and loved ones were made to watch, others he would banish Below, where they would do the work that honored his own dark gods and allowed him to exist in this haunted corridor of the world, a darkly enchanted place that was simultaneously of the natural world and beyond it.
He stared at the reflection of his human mask in a mirror in his chambers. He saw a handsome, distinguished face, an artfully crafted facade. He knew what he would see should he choose to lift the mask. In neither instance would he see the visage of a deity. His kind was flesh and blood. Like all the other creatures of the world. In the end, his special abilities would not save him. The knowledge he possessed of his own nature was limited to what little he was able to glean from ancient texts he knew to have been penned by his forebears. He knew his natural life cycle was approximately a thousand years, an arc he was three quarters of the way through. The two to three hundred years remaining to him would seem an eternity to lesser beings, but to a creature that had already lived so long this stretch of time seemed terribly finite.
Two hundred years.
Maybe three.
A drop in the celestial bucket.
He tilted his head to one side then the other, focused his concentration, and deepened the shade of gray around his temples. He examined this final touch, smiled, and found it satisfactory. He pulled on a tweed jacket he�d removed from the corpse of an Englishman in the 1930s, slid on an Oxford class ring (from another Englishman of the same approximate vintage), and left his chambers.
For the time being, he shunted aside disquieting thoughts of mortality.
There was much to do tonight.
He stepped into the darkened hallway, grinned like a Halloween ghoul, and went downstairs to meet the newest arrival.
Mark Cody fiddled with his Zippo lighter, flipping the top up and down, up and down, and stared nervously about the room. It was a large den, anchored by a suitably impressive fireplace and lined with bookshelves. He was sitting at the edge of a plush sofa, his knees inches from an oak coffee table. There was an ashtray on it, but there was something off-putting about its pristine appearance-it looked never to have been touched by falling ash.
Mark sighed. He was in desperate need of a soothing brace of nicotine, but he wasn�t sure whether he should light up. There was something not right about this place. Oh, he�d been happy to see the woman in her black Bentley, that Ms. Wickman, when she�d shown up next to his deceased Volvo.
Strange thing, that.
The car was barely a year old and it was down for the count. The engine didn�t even attempt to turn over when he twisted the key in the ignition. There was only that annoying click. He supposed the battery was dead, even though he�d always been careful about not doing anything dumb to run it down, like leaving the headlights on when he went into work.
So it was just dead. And he�d been in the probably pointless process of locking it up when the Bentley�s headlights came into view up the road. He remembered the sigh of relief that shuddered through him. He sure hadn�t been looking forward to that hike into town, whichever town it was, and he�d initially been effusive in his gratitude when the Bentley slowed and the driver�s-side window slid down.
Then he got a look at Ms. Wickman.
An attractive woman in a way, but there was something oh so cold about her.
Still, he got into the Bentley and rode with her up the winding stretch of rural highway until they arrived at the place she called �The Master�s home.� She�d mentioned this person during each of her terse contributions to the en route conversation.
The Master.
Sheesh.
Mark shook his head. The term conjured images of counts in castles in old black-and-white movies. But the place could hardly be called imposing, at least from outside. It was big enough, the kind of home that would go for half a mill in the suburbs, but it hardly seemed the proper residence for a person whose employees addressed him as �The Master.�
He stopped scoffing the moment he was inside the house.
There were no bodies hanging from meat hooks. He hadn�t wandered onto the set of a Wes Craven movie. But there was something undeniably� off� in the house. The atmosphere inside was charged with a palpable sense of danger. He jumped at every flicker of shadow. When Ms. Wickman asked him if something was wrong, he tried not to notice the hint of a smirk tugging at one corner of her mouth.
She�d instructed him to have a seat in the den, perhaps pour himself a drink from the bar, and await The Master�s arrival. He�d feigned a lighthearted tone and asked for The Master�s real name, but she�d only stared at him with the stoniest expression this side of Mt. Rushmore.
So here he was.
Still waiting.
Flipping the Zippo top up and down.
Up and down.
Then, the hell with it, a flicker of flame, and the Marlboro wedged into the corner of his mouth flared to life. He sucked in a deep lungful of smoke, savored it for one very sweet moment, then slowly expelled it. He immediately felt better. But only a little. A grandfather clock ticked away in a corner. Click. Click. Like the tocking of a clock in the death chamber as it approached midnight.
He thought about this person, The Master.
Whatever else he was, he had to be one pompous son of a bitch.
He started to draw in another lungful of smoke as he heard the slap of loafers on the hardwood floor. He took the cigarette out of his mouth, wedged it into a notch of the ashtray, and stood up.
He frowned.
This was The Master?
He tried to suppress a smirk but didn�t altogether succeed. He wasn�t sure what he had expected, but this wasn�t it. He�d been prepared for someone imposing, maybe a combination of old-time plantation owner and present-day cracker businessman. But this guy wasn�t anything like that. Shit, this old duffer looked like his classics professor back at Southern Florida State.
Then he opened his mouth. �Mr. Cody, I presume?�
Mark extended a hand. �That�s me.� He made the smirk morph into a smile that oozed false sincerity. �Pleased to meet ya.�
The old man smiled. �Likewise.�
Mark cleared his throat. �Say� would I be out of line by asking your real name? Ms. Wickman wouldn�t tell me.�
The man pursed his lips and gave a professorial nod. �Ms. Wickman is a devoted � employee.�
Mark cranked the smile up another notch. �Yeah, well, we ain�t strangers here anymore, eh? Now that we�ve introduced ourselves, I mean.�
The man regarded him with a faintly bemused smile, started to say something, then inclined his head toward the doorway through which he�d entered. Mark frowned, glanced in the same direction, and saw nothing.
�Um�� Mark cleared his throat again. �As I was saying ��
The man shifted his gaze back to Mark. His smile was broader now, more genuinely amused-by what Mark didn�t know, but the expression was unnerving. �My name is irrelevant. You wouldn�t be able to pronounce it. It�s from a language with only one living practitioner.�
The old man laughed, a sound that was surprisingly hearty. Mark found it disturbing in the extreme. �Now, I have a question for you.�
Mark grunted. �Oookay�� He threw up his arms. �You didn�t answer my question, not really, just kind of in a doublespeak, politician kind of way, but what the hell, I guess I�m just a more gracious guy� His smile was completely sincere now. �So fire away, pops.�
Something flared in the old man�s eyes now. Something vaguely predatory. �You�re aware, aren�t you, that your country�s surgeon general has deemed smoking hazardous to your health?�
Mark laughed. �Sure.� He picked up the smoldering cigarette, puffed on it until the end flared back to life. �What about it?�
The old man indicated his cigarette with a nod. �A vice I rarely indulge these days, but I wonder if I might have one of yours?�
Mark shrugged in a magnanimous way, extracted the pack of Marlboros from his coat pocket, and tossed it over to the old man. �Have at �em, pops.�
The old man turned the pack over and over in his hands, studying it. Then he again fixed his gaze on Mark. The predatory gleam in his eyes burned brighter now. He extracted a single cigarette from the pack and approached Mark, who, thinking the old man wanted a light, extended the Zippo. The man swatted the lighter away with a flick of his wrist and it went flying over the sofa.
A wave of terror surged through Mark. The whole of his consciousness was occupied by a single concept: Get away from the crazy man right now!
He heard the front door open.
Then voices.
He lurched in that direction. But the old man seized him about the throat and pushed him down onto the sofa. Mark wheezed, struggled desperately for air. He felt like he was drowning. The old man showed him the package of cigarettes. The crinkled cellophane wrapping reflected the crackling light from the fireplace.
His nostrils flared. Something about his face seemed to be changing. Mark would have screamed had he been capable of it.
�These things will be the death of you, boy!� He showed Mark a death�s-head grin, a rictus of cruel humor. �Don�t you know that?�
The Master forced Mark�s mouth open.
And fed him the cigarette he�d removed from the package.
Then the rest of them, one after another.
Until he choked on them.
The Accord swooped around the curving exit ramp, and its passengers cried out in surprise. Dream experienced a flash of guilt, but scaring her warring friends seemed the only way to get them to cease hostilities. The Accord hugged the turn until the ramp straightened out. Then they were on a two-lane road even narrower and darker than the interstate. This stretch of road seemed devoid of streetlamps, which was worrisome, but it was the last thing Dream gave a damn about at the moment.
She pushed the brake pedal to the floor, brought the car to a stop on the road�s shoulder, wrenched the gear to neutral, and got out, slamming the door behind her. She stalked away from the car, came to a stop a few dozen feet away, turned her head to the sky, and let out a piercing cry of frustration. Then every muscle in her body went slack, and she sank to her knees. Warm asphalt scuffed her bare flesh, but she hardly noticed. She was too weary to feel pain. She crossed her legs beneath her, cupped her face in her hands, and finally shed the tears she�d been holding back.
A few moments passed while she sat there at the edge of the cone of light projected by the Accord�s headlights. Then a door opened. Someone got out. She heard the solid thunk of the door being thrown shut, followed by the slap of sandals on asphalt. Dream didn�t bother to peek through her fingers to see who it was.
There was no need.
Alicia Jackson sat down beside her on the asphalt, draped a slim brown arm around her friend�s shoulders, and said, �You okay, sweetheart?�
Dream released one more shuddery sob, sniffled, and wiped tears from her face. �Yeah �� She cleared her throat. �Sorry.�
�Good.� Alicia gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. �In a minute I�d like you to tell me why you did this, but first I think we ought to get up and move farther away from the road.�
Dream looked past her knees and realized for the first time how close she was to the yellow line separating the road from the shoulder. �I guess this is a little dangerous.�
Alicia got up with her, keeping a hand on one of Dream�s elbows. Dream wobbled a bit as she got to her feet, but Alicia managed to keep her upright. Then they clasped hands and walked slowly back to the Accord. The rest of its passengers were still inside, watching them with what Dream imagined was a new understanding of her boundaries. Perhaps they would be more sensitive now, less willing to tamper with her already fragile sense of emotional stability.
Or maybe it was just fear she was sensing.
Or anger.
She experienced a flash of guilt, became aware of a gray cloud gathering in her brain, a vague numbness that normally preceded the onset of a bad depressive episode. She was seized by a sudden impulse to apologize. Never mind that her abrupt deviation from the interstate might well have prevented a catastrophic highway accident. She�d done the right thing, something she recognized intellectually-but that didn�t matter.
She�d frightened her friends.
They were probably upset with her.
Could be they even hated her. Why not? There was a lot of hate going around. Hell, she had plenty to spare, most of it self-directed.
It was stupid.
Senseless.
But there you go.
The Accord�s dome light was on, and Dream saw that its remaining occupants were still arguing, albeit in a somewhat less heated manner. Dream wanted to shake them all, make them come to their senses, see that they ought to treat each other better and with more respect. Yeah, right. She�d have an easier time preaching tolerance at a white supremacy rally.
They reached the Accord and Dream slumped down on its hood. Alicia stood in front of her, her arms crossed over her chest. �Now we should talk, girl.�
Dream sighed. �How could Dan have done this to me, Alicia?� Her eyes moistened again. �Why do these terrible things keep happening to me? All I want is a normal life. All I want is somebody to love me. Why can�t I have that?�
Now it was Alicia�s turn to sigh. �Honey, I know you�ve had a rough time. Trust me, though, this really isn�t the time to deal with this.� She paused. �And I think I ought to do any driving there might be left to do tonight.�
But Dream couldn�t let the question go. Not yet. �Why, Alicia?�
Alicia shook her head. �Shit, you�re really going to make me do this, aren�t you?� She took a deep breath. �This keeps happening to you because you�ve never gotten over that insufferable little asshole in the backseat.� She raised a hand to stifle Dream�s protest. �Don�t insult me with your denials. I know you, girl. Here�s a hard truth, sweetie, and I want you to take this to heart. Whatever you saw in him originally is gone. He lost his humanity the moment that World Lit frump popped his cherry. He became like every other loser you�ve ever attached yourself to-obnoxious and full of himself.� She released a big breath. �It�s time you moved on, Dream.�
Dream pouted, breathed a petulant sigh. �Why can�t I attract a real man?�
Alicia�s voice was thick with frustration. �Goddamn, Dream. The only real man is one who�ll treat you with respect and dignity. It�s high time you got clued in to that.�
Dream flinched. �Oh ��
�Sorry.� Alicia continued in a softer tone. �Try to really listen to me and stop being such a little drama queen. I know you, Dream. You�re better than that.�
Dream looked away from her friend and didn�t say anything.
The discourse on Dream�s failed romantic life was brought to a merciful end by the sound of the others getting out of the Accord. Chad Robbins, hands in his pockets, sauntered over to where Alicia was standing. �She okay?�
Dream gasped at the sight of Alicia�s hand snapping hard across Chad�s startled face. �No, motherfucker, she�s not okay. Now go away!�
Chad adjusted his glasses, rubbed his stinging flesh, and said, �Well, so much for the caring, sensitive approach. Fuck both of you.�
Shane Wallace shook his head at all of them, swung his legs over the guardrail, and disappeared into a stand of trees. Karen Hidecki reached the gathering at the front of the car and staggered to a slow halt. �Shane�s taking a leak. I would, too, but I don�t wanna go in the woods.�
Chad snorted. �The toxic twosome. One day pictures of your livers will be shown to middle-school students as a warning on the dangers of alcohol abuse.�
Karen frowned. �How�d you get to be so mean, Chad?�
Alicia looked at him. �I�d like to know the answer to that myself.�
Chad smirked. �Lots of people would like to know what makes me tick. I�m just a fascinating guy. But I have a few questions of my own I�d like answered, starting with where the hell are we and why are we here?�
Dream said, �Somewhere a little east of Chattanooga. And we�re here because a few of my friends stopped acting like civilized human beings.�
�And once again the unassailable Dream Weaver, she of the single stupidest name in recorded history, laughably attempts to place herself on the moral high road.� The mocking tone, a stable of Chad�s verbal arsenal, had long ago lost its ability to sting. What was shocking to Dream was the unadulterated anger in his voice. This was something new, these outward displays of hatefulness. �Allow me to remind you of a few key things, your highness. One, tricky maneuvers involving automobiles and hairpin curves are best left to professional racers. They certainly should not be performed by unmedicated manic-depressives, especially not by PMS-ing manic-depressives. Two, and I think I should emphasize this as dramatically as possible�� Here his voice rose drastically in pitch. �YOU ALMOST GOT US FUCKING KILLED, YOU STUPID FUCKING BLOND BIMBO BITCH!�
Karen Hidecki said, �Whoa � oh, wow ��
�Chad,� Alicia said, calmer than Dream would ever have imagined her friend being under circumstances such as these, �I know you don�t give a damn about anybody�s feelings but your own, but I�m telling you to keep a lid on your bullshit. Otherwise I�ll have to hurt you. That�s not a threat, it�s a promise.�
Karen turned her sullen face away from the line of trees. �You�ll have help, too.�
Then her gaze went back to the impenetrable darkness of the forest. Heartache was evident in every nuance of her posture and facial features. She exuded regret in a way that was almost a physical presence. It was painful to observe.
Dream slid off the Accord�s hood and approached Chad, who instinctively backpedaled a step. She took a grim satisfaction in the look of utter surprise on his face. Well, he would be surprised, of course-a genuine act of confrontation would be the last thing Chad would expect from her.
She stepped right up to him. �What did I ever do to you, Chad?� She strove to make her voice as calm as Alicia�s, hoped to fill it with even a fraction of that same withering quality. �I really would like to know, because I�ve never been anything but a friend to you. I�ve supported you through every crisis in your life. I�ve been your shoulder to cry on when girlfriends left you. I�ve thought about it, really dredged my fucking memory, and I can�t think of a single thing I�ve done to warrant this viciousness. But obviously there�s something I�m missing. Please do me the favor of telling me what it is. You owe me that much.�
Chad glared at her for another long moment, then the hardness went out of his face, like air escaping from a balloon. His shoulders sagged and he suddenly seemed very tired. Like the rest of them. �Okay� he said, sighing. �There is something.�
Alicia grunted. �This should be rich.�
Chad opened his mouth to say something, then appeared to hesitate. Finally, he said, �I don�t know if I should tell you.� Another hesitation. �You might want to kill me.�
Dream felt a nameless terror rising in the back of her mind. She was right on the cusp of knowing what he was talking about. �No��
Chad nodded. �Yeah.� A sheepish expression distorted his features. �I�ve known about your little secret all along, Dream.�
Dream shot a horrified glare at Alicia. �You didn�t?�
The exasperated look on Alicia�s face was enough to dispel her suspicion, though. �I never said a goddamn word, Dream. I keep my word, girl.�
They heard Karen sigh. �I told him.� She kept her back turned to them. �I guess I�m just full of character defects. No honor.� Her voice grew quiet. �Not worthy of trust.�
Chad rolled his eyes. �Break out the violins and strike up the self-pity orchestra. Jesus Christ.� His gaze fixed on Dream. �Let�s stop fucking around and get this all out in the open. I�ve known all along about your so-called suicide attempt. What�s funny is how you went to great lengths to cover up such a stupid plea for attention. You had to know it would get back to me somehow. And why is it I can�t stop thinking that was what you wanted all along-to make me feel guilty for failing to fall at your feet and pledge my undying devotion? You need help, Dream. Serious help. And you need to stop laying your troubles at my feet. It�s not fair.�
Dream�s eyes brimmed with tears again.
She wrenched her gaze away from him. �You asshole. ��
Chad grunted. Dream didn�t need to see the smirk on his face to know it was there. �Yeah, I�m an asshole. And you�re the most selfish-�
Dream didn�t know what she was doing until she had done it. Her clenched fist struck Chad�s midsection with a force that surprised both of them. It was the first time in her life she�d hit anyone in anger. Chad clutched his stomach, bent over, and gasped for air. His glasses slid from his face and tumbled to the asphalt, where they landed with a crack.
There was a long period of relative silence during which the only sound was that of Chad�s attempts to regain his breath. Dream knew right away her friends were shaken by the sight of her assaulting another human being. Sure, Chad probably deserved some form of punishment, maybe even a good thrashing, but no one would have expected Dream to administer it. Dream was kindhearted. Dream was a hippy-dippy pacifist who listened to Phish and fawned over every puppy she met. Dream wore tie-dyed T-shirts and always had a flower in her hair in the springtime. She was a kind of benevolent earth goddess. She was, well, a flake.
This wasn�t that Dream, the one they all knew and loved.
This was a tigress.
�Damn you for making me do that, Chad.� She sniffled again. �Damn you.�
Alicia touched her elbow. �Easy, Dream.�
Dream flinched from the touch. She wasn�t ready to be consoled. She wasn�t done addressing Chad, either. �It breaks my heart to say this, but you better know I mean it.
I don�t ever want to see you again after this. You can officially absolve yourself of any guilt, real or imagined, I may have caused you.�
Chad held his stomach a moment longer. He examined his broken glasses and cast them aside. He wore them for nearsightedness, but he could see okay without them. He got shakily to his feet. �Okay.� There was a note of sad resignation in his voice. �I guess that�s the way it has to be.�
�Thank God,� Alicia said. �This is eons overdue, if you ask me.�
�Amen �Karen said.
Chad sneered. �Hypocrite.�
Alicia shot a warning glance at Chad, then addressed Dream. �Sweetie, do you have an Atlas in your car? A Mobil guide?�
Chad shook his head. �What do you want, a four-star hotel? Let�s just find the nearest Rathole Inn and call it a night.�
Alicia smirked. �Appropriate, since you are a rat.�
Dream looked at Alicia. �I don�t have an Atlas or anything like that. There was one in Dan�s car, but� well�� She turned her hands up helplessly. �But I saw one of those road signs with symbols on it before I pulled off the interstate. I�m pretty sure there was one of those lodging icons on it.�
Alicia nodded. �Okay, so if we drive a little bit down this road, we ought to come to one of those clusters of motels and convenience stores soon enough.�
Dream said, �I think so.�
The discussion about what to do next continued as Karen Hidecki drifted away from them. She reached the guardrail and stood there as she studied the stand of trees. Shane was out there somewhere. She strained to detect any evidence of his presence, but there was nothing-just darkness and the occasional flicker of shadow as the breeze stirred tree limbs. Something about the inscrutable blackness disturbed her, made her hug herself even though the night was warm. It occurred to her that Shane had been out there a long time.
Almost as if on cue, a scream emanated from somewhere in the woods.
A scream of pain, judging from the shrillness of the cry.
Karen�s heart lurched.
Shane!
She vaulted the guardrail, scrambled up the slight rise, and plunged into the woods. She didn�t realize what an impediment her alcohol-slowed reflexes would be until she ran into a low-hanging tree limb a second after seeing it. The limb smacked her forehead and sent her tumbling to the forest floor, where the back of her head struck something hard and unyielding. She never lost consciousness, but everything went gray for a moment, and she only caught a fuzzy glimpse of the creature that emerged from the shadows to stand over her. She sensed only that it was something very large and entirely outside her experience. It seemed to contemplate her for a moment, the way a patron of a restaurant would study a slab of meat prior to impaling it with knife and fork, then its head jerked up at the sound of her approaching friends.
They were calling her name, getting closer by the moment.
Then it was gone.
Karen blinked her eyes in surprise. There hadn�t even been enough time to be properly scared, but now a tsunami-sized wave of terror was sweeping in, oh, yes.
�What the fuck was that?� she panted.
She heard a crackling of branches somewhere in front of her, then a brutal burst of knowledge arrived in her head fully formed.
Shane had already encountered that� thing.
Which meant�
�SHANE!�
She started to get up, but then a hand fell on her shoulder and held her down. She screamed.
Eddie proceeded the only way imaginable under the circumstances-with the most extreme degree of caution he could muster. He was in the kitchen of The Master�s home. It looked much the same as he remembered from his prior experience. Here was the same large, wellstocked pantry. In the middle of the room was a large island with cupboards and a sink. Beyond it was a table, the same one at which he�d partaken of his last normal meal prior to his imprisonment Below.
He�d arrived here some six months earlier, a lost and weary traveler in search of a telephone. He had been returning from a business trip to North Carolina, where he�d assisted in setting up a new distribution center for the company that employed him, when his car-a year-old Lexus-began to sputter and cough. He�d pulled off the highway in desperation, figuring he would call Triple A from his cell phone. Only his cell phone, a brand-new, company-provided Motorola, had also decided to stop working.
Eddie was a low-key guy, laid-back and not given to fits of temper; he chalked up the mechanical failures to a quirk of fate, the kind of thing he could turn into a funny story at the next corporate meeting. So he got out of his car and started walking, certain he would soon reach a place to crash for the night. In the morning he would call Triple A from a phone provided by the hotel. They would tow his car and soon he would be on his way in a Hertz rental.
Things didn�t work out quite that way.
He walked and walked for what seemed like forever. He was good at judging distance by foot from his days on the high school track team. A mile went by. Two. Three. He began to tire. Huffing and puffing, he stopped to try his cell phone one more time. Nothing. So he trudged on. Five miles and no sign of civilization. Okay, there was a winding asphalt road, bordered on each side by guardrails. Clearly man-made stuff. But he hadn�t encountered even one road sign, not one billboard, nothing at all to indicate he was in a populated area. Which was just absurd. He knew where he was. He�d passed through Knoxville not long before the Lexus started misbehaving. So there should be something. Some tiny telltale indication of a human presence.
But there was nothing.
He was beginning to despair when his eyes detected the faint pinpoint of a distant car�s headlights winding along a curve in the road. He listened to it draw nearer, suddenly all too aware of how rarely he himself stopped for hitchhikers, which was approximately never. As the car entered a straightaway that led to where Eddie was standing, he stepped into the center of the road and began waving his arms up and down.
He remembered thinking, I look like a crazy man.
The car, a sleek black Bentley slowed down as it approached him, but instead of going around him it drew to a stop beside him and the driver�s-side window whirred down. He walked over and peered down into the face of a stern-faced woman, whose hair was pulled back into a tight black bun. Her face was implacable and ghost-pale as she listened to his tale of woe.
After babbling for what seemed like a day or so, Eddie concluded with, �So, if you could get me to the nearest hotel, I would be forever in your debt.� He fumbled for his wallet. �I could pay you a generous-�
The woman�s expression didn�t change as she said, �Get in.�
Eddie thought there was something strange about her, but he�d been in no position to hesitate or question why she was so willing to pick up a total stranger. She told him only that she would take him to her employer�s house, where he could use a phone.
�A hotel would be better,� he�d said.
To which she hadn�t replied.
He was happy to no longer be stranded, so he didn�t press the matter.
And so it was that he�d arrived at the house he was once again in. An unassuming two-story abode that sat hunched against an East Tennessee mountain. He was too tired to be disturbed by its utter isolation. He wouldn�t know it for a few more hours yet, but his life as a free man had come to an end the moment the front door swung shut. There had been times since when he�d thought this season in hell would never end, but maybe there was hope after all.
So get moving, he thought.
He padded slowly through the kitchen on his bare feet. He stopped at the island to extract a long carving knife from a wooden block. The knife would provide precious little defense against The Master himself, but just being armed at all made him feel a little better.
A few more quiet, shuffling steps and he was out of the kitchen. He peered around a corner into a hallway. To his left, at the far end of the hallway, was the closed front door of the house. He willed himself to resist the impulse to immediately dash in that direction. He had to be patient, had to make sure no one was watching. To his immediate right was a staircase that led to a series of bedrooms and The Master�s chambers.
The devil�s playground.
The memory of his one night ensconced in one of the second-floor rooms made him shiver-a return trip to that place would be nearly as bad as a return Below.
He shuffled past the staircase and peered around another corner. He saw a plushly decorated living room with opposing sofas, a coffee table, bookshelves, and a bar. Eddie remembered this room, too-it was where The Master entertained �guests.� He heard a low murmur of voices issuing from the far end of the room.
Two male voices.
Eddie sucked in a breath.
One of them�
The Master.
The timbre of that hated voice was unmistakable.
Eddie edged away from the corner and stood staring at the closed front door, wondering if he should make a run for it now or spend more precious time looking for an alternate way out. He was smart enough to know the latter choice was the only sensible one, but something primal in him rebelled against the notion of spending even one extra moment in this house of horrors.
Gotta get out, he thought.
Eddie trembled and took a shaky step toward the door. His heart racing, he took another step. And another. He kept expecting The Master to suddenly appear before him, all imposing six-feet-plus of him, leering at Eddie like a raincoat-wearing pervert as he closed in for a quick kill. Or perhaps he would toy with Eddie the way a cat does with a trapped mouse. The latter seemed far more likely.
He took another careful step.
Then froze.
Shit!
He heard a muffled jangle of keys from the other side of the door. His breath caught in his throat as he watched the knob begin to turn. It was the bitch, returning with yet another new fly caught in The Master�s web. The sadistic �housekeeper.� Ms. Wickman, she was called, but Eddie had come to think of her as �lisa of the Manor.� She wasn�t quite as voluptuous and strangely alluring as Dyanne Thome, that cinematic icon of bondage and discipline, but this woman was the real thing, the personal overseer of the methodical torture administered to The Master�s newly arrived guests.
There wasn�t anyone he feared as much as The Master.
But one person came close.
lisa of the motherfucking Manor.
Without thinking about what he was doing-there wasn�t time for thought-Eddie turned and raced up the stairs. When he remembered where he was going and the horrors that awaited him, he had to suppress a scream. An impulse to turn around and go back flashed through him, but he dismissed it as the closed option it had obviously become. He reached the second-floor landing, looked down the long, empty hallway he�d entered, and trembled. There were rooms here that resembled normal bedrooms, but they were all equipped with cleverly concealed implements of the sort favored by sophisticated sadists everywhere. Other rooms, usually locked to prevent premature entrance by new arrivals, were full-scale torture chambers.
Eddie performed a speedy analysis of his current situation and decided death at his own hands might be the best option all around. He looked at the carving knife and tried to imagine piercing his own flesh with it. But not his wrists, of course. Too slow a way to get the job done. He�d have to slash his own throat.
He grimaced at the image.
Aw, fuck it.
The door downstairs opened, and he heard his suspicions confirmed. Ms. Wickman had an accent that was vaguely British, like the way an expatriate Brit might sound after decades of living in the United States. Then there was another voice, a refined southern gentleman�s voice.
Some unfortunate old duffer who had no idea how dire his circumstances really were.
Eddie, unfortunately, was in no position to warn him.
He made himself focus on the content of their conversation. There was something about The Master being busy at the moment. In the meantime, the bitch said, she could show him to his room. There came a creak of old wood as the two began ascending the staircase.
The knife almost slipped from Eddie�s hand. He was shaking again. He clenched his hand tighter around the handle and willed the tremors still as he backed down the hallway. He was scared shitless. There was no way out, no obvious escape route available, but perhaps he could find a place to hide. He tried the knobs of the doors as he passed them, finding each one locked until his hand closed around one that yielded about midway down the hallway. He rushed into the room, then pushed the door quickly but gently shut. He turned the lock and backed into the room.
He turned away from the door and gasped at the sight of a girl emerging from the bathroom. She saw him a second later and opened her mouth wide. Eddie braced for the scream that would bring death running, but a low, susurring sound emanated from that open cavity. Eddie stared at her for a moment, his face a study in perplexity. Then it dawned on him-she was mute. She was also young, maybe fifteen or sixteen, with long black hair and porcelain skin. She was wearing a long dress made of velvet that exposed small, ghostly shoulders, and there was a scarlet choker around her thin throat. A tiny black kitten purred in her embrace even as it glared at Eddie.
She was the most beautiful thing Eddie had ever seen.
But he wasn�t so startled by her beauty that his self-preservation instincts were swept away. She was clearly one of The Master�s kept women. A Mistress (in the dispenser-of-pain-and-discipline sense of the word). She was beginning to edge back toward the open bathroom door. Eddie closed the gap between them before she could slip away, clamped a fistful of glistening black hair with one hand, and used the other to lay the blade of the knife against her throat. The kitten dropped to the floor.
His mouth pressed against her ear. �Listen to me, girl,� he whispered. �I don�t want to hurt you. I know I probably look like a maniac, but that�s only because I�ve had a really bad day.� More like a really bad six months, but who was counting? �Help me hide and we won�t have any problems.�
She struggled in his grip, and he wound his hand tighter in her hair, eliciting a small cry of pain. He felt bad about it, but he didn�t really have a choice. �Christ, what�s wrong with you?� His voice was a more insistent whisper. �I�m the one with the knife, little missy, so knock it off.�
He felt something rubbing against his ankle and looked down to see the kitten staring up at them. �Piss off, furball.�
The girl went rigid in his grip and hissed at him again. Eddie�s gaze went back to the kitten, which was still watching him with those creepy yellow eyes. A plan began to formulate in his head. He saw instantly it was his only hope, albeit a thin one. He released the girl and picked up the kitten, placing the knife at its puny neck. The girl whirled around and gaped at him in horror.
Eddie tensed for a moment as he heard voices in the hallway, getting closer by the moment, and he briefly believed his desperate run to freedom had reached the endgame stage. The voices grew louder. They were right outside the door. Then they were moving away down the hallway, growing dimmer.
Eddie released the breath he�d been holding.
�Okay,� he said, still keeping his voice low. �Here�s the deal. I don�t mean you or the kitty harm. I only want out of here. Help me hide out awhile, maybe even find a way to get me out of this place, and you won�t have to call PETA on me.� But now a measure of menace entered his voice. �Then again, fuck me over and furball gets skewered.� He turned the kitten�s face toward her. �Got it?�
Her eyes narrowed, became thin slits of rage, but she nodded.
�Good.�
Eddie looked around the room. It was dominated by a large four-poster bed with a heavy canopy of lavender velvet. In a corner next to it was a full-length oval mirror on a swivel stand. There was a chest of drawers and a vanity. He supposed he could hide under the bed, but the thought made him feel claustrophobic. He peeked inside the bathroom. He saw a Jacuzzi, a shower stall, and a lot of ornate fixtures.
He stepped all the way into the bathroom, peeked around the door, and saw a closet large enough to house an immigrant family. Eddie returned to the bedroom, glanced around one more time, and this time glimpsed the coiled cat-o�-nine-tails on the bedspread. The girl followed his gaze, smiled when she saw what he was looking at, and raised a lascivious eyebrow at him.
Eddie shuddered. �Think again. I got drawn in that way last time, didn�t I? One minute you�re playing a kinky game, the next you�re trussed up on a rack with clamps on your privates.�
The girl shrugged.
�Look, I know you�re one of them, but my gut tells me there�s a tiny uncorrupted corner of your soul. I think maybe your heart�s not as black and twisted as the other sick fuckers here. You know why I think that?�
The girl shook her head, a hint of a smirk appearing at one corner of her mouth.
But Eddie was undaunted. �Because you care whether this thing lives or dies. Hey, I still only trust you about as far as I can bowl you, but I think there�s a chance I�ll be okay as long as I�ve got your little friend.� He sighed. �And, fuck it, I�m about out of other options. I�ll hide in your closet for a bit. I guess they�ll be looking for me soon, but I�m willing to bet you could convince them I�m not here. Am I right?�
The girl appeared to think about it a moment, then nodded.
�Great.� Eddie edged toward the bathroom. �Now you think about what I told you. Come up with a way to get me out of here. We can talk about it-� Eddie frowned. �Shit. Do you have paper and something to write with?�
She nodded again.
�Good.� He stepped into the bathroom. �Say good night to kitty? He gazed again into her cold, calculating eyes. �And keep thinking about what might happen if you double-cross me. Think about kitty guts spilling on the floor.�
The kitten meowed softly.
The girl stared a plea at him.
�Don�t worry,� Eddie said, strangely compelled to offer reassurance. �He�ll be fine. Good night, now.�
He walked into the closet and pulled the door shut. A row of long dresses hung from a rail. He slipped behind them, feeling their silky smoothness brush his bare torso. Then he arranged himself in a dark corner of the floor, held the kitten close, and cooed at it.
It watched him with its strangely luminescent eyes.
Shane Wallace liked to think of himself as a guy�s guy. The kind of hearty slab of macho attitude lesser men aspired to be like. An object of envy. A stud whose mere presence in a room got the ladies purring with desire. His days as a star running back at his high school were a decade in the past, but his body still looked cut from granite. Female heads turned wherever he went, a phenomenon that might have been an ego-booster had his ego ever been in need of boosting.
Such was not the case.
Shane Wallace wasn�t just about surface shit, though. Sure, he liked his chicks hot, but he wasn�t a shallow bastard. He was really a deep kind of guy. Sensitive but stoic, the way a real man should be-like Mel Gibson in the movies. A guy you could count on. He was a strong shoulder to cry on for the girls, a dependable drinking buddy to his male friends. He was the kind of guy you wanted on your side when life was fucking you in the ass. He often thought he would make a good movie hero. Hell, he had the looks, was quick with the one-liners, popular with the ladies, and he was-in his not even remotely humble opinion-definitely heroic.
So he was having a great deal of difficulty reconciling this deeply held self-image with his current predicament-hiding behind a tree and squatting bare-assed with his pants down around his ankles while people around him screamed and called out his name. Well, there was only one person calling his name, and he was pretty sure that voice belonged to Karen. It had that familiar grating quality about it.
That lying slut.
�Fuck,� he breathed.
Incredible.
A guy gets his guts ripped out by a girl he really does kinda care about, an experience without parallel in his past, and the bitch doesn�t even have the grace to allow him to do his business in peace. The indignity of it all made him fume.
Why would a foxy number like Karen bump uglies with a doof like Chad Robbins?
It offended his sense of order in the universe.
Basic rule of existence No. 1: Hot chicks don�t fuck nerds.
With the obvious exception of software billionaires.
Besides, girls didn�t cheat on Shane Wallace. Ever. Karen�s transgression was utterly without precedent in the long and varied history of his sexual conquests. Sure, he�d fooled around on every babe he�d ever boned, but that was different. Guys were allowed. They were slaves to what his old buddy Steve Wade, the captain of the SHS football team, used to call the �random jism-dispensation imperative.� Guys, in other words, were impelled by biology to spread their seed far and wide.
Girls had no such excuse.
Therefore, cheating was okay for guys but not for girls.
What could be more obvious?
A girl like Karen, well, you just couldn�t respect her, could you?
He glanced down at his still half-engorged member and experienced a rare flash of shame. Well, it just wouldn�t do to be caught flogging the dolphin by that pack of estrogen carriers. He got to his feet and pulled his pants up, pulling the zipper taut over his wilting erection. Resentment promptly displaced embarrassment.
It was their fault this was happening.
Karen�s friends were just too hot. He�d spent the bulk of the vacation and the long trip back thinking about what he would like to do to them. Oh, he thought they were ignorant, politically correct bitches, but he longed to bone one of them. Or both. That was the image that had pushed him over the edge, a vivid fantasy of being double-teamed by the blond bitch and her black friend. He�d spent the last hour of the ride staring at Dream�s bare shoulders and slender neck, exposed as they were in the orange tank top. Then Dream had her little meltdown and he�d unexpectedly been presented the opportunity to release some spare sperm.
Feigning more emotional trauma at Chad�s revelation than he really felt, he�d ventured into the woods, wandering a little farther out than necessary, just to ensure he wouldn�t be caught in the act. He figured he needed maybe five minutes, then the deed would be done. Things were going great for a couple of minutes. He was imagining the black bitch going down on him while Dream rubbed her sizable tits in his face. Then all hell broke loose.
Somebody-a woman, from the sound of it-was in a world of hurt somewhere deeper in the woods. There�d only been the one scream from that direction, and there was something ominous about that. There�d also been a flurry of movement in the vicinity, a wild rustling of leaves and branches-the sound of something enormous stomping about. Its location was hard to pinpoint-not that he felt particularly compelled to find it anyway, especially since whatever was making the goddamn racket had probably done something unspeakable to elicit the scream he�d heard.
Shane frowned, realizing this was the kind of sound a movie hero would investigate without hesitation-and without any apparent thought given to personal safety.
He thought about inbred backwoods psychos with hunting knives.
Okay, fuck the hero shit.
It was high time he was gone from this creepy-ass place. The decision made, he moved in the direction of the street, his mind already hard at work conjuring up a good story to cover up his cowardice.
From the sound of things, that wouldn�t be too hard. There was a lot of noise emanating from a place directly ahead of him. Karen screaming again. The shrill cunt. Christ, but breaking up with her was long overdue. She was a good-looking broad, but maybe he was done with his Asian phase.
Maybe he�d get himself a blond girlfriend next.
A flaky little bitch like Dream.
Or maybe even Dream herself.
Sure, why not-she was vulnerable enough now.
Shane was so lost in self-absorption and sexual obsession that he didn�t really hear the sound of snapping branches until the creature emerged from the shadows and stood before him. It was huge, maybe eight feet tall, and covered with matted, shaggy fur.
Dog, he thought, genetic mutant big-ass dog.
But, no, there was something decidedly lupine about this creature. �
�Holy crap.� The words popped out of him unbidden. �A fucking werewolf.�
The creature bared its fangs and snarled.
Shane staggered backward, stumbled over a rock, and collided with a tree. He leaned against the tree while the creature slowly approached. He knew he should run, but at the moment the whole of his mental and physical resources were occupied with the task of keeping him upright. But he was failing even at that-his legs shook beyond his ability to control, and he began to slide down the tree. As the creature got closer, he discerned a splash of fresh blood in its fur. Shane thought immediately of the mystery woman and figured her goose was cooked.
As was his own, he realized.
The creature loomed over Shane now, causing his nose to wrinkle at its horrid breath. The thing smelled as if it gargled with raw sewage. He stared up at its long snout, wincing as huge droplets of saliva splashed on his face. The teeth, of which there were so many, looked like rows of jagged knives. Its yellow eyes glowed faintly in the dark. Shane mumbled a genuinely contrite prayer as the beast slowly lowered its massive head toward his throat.
Then deliverance seemed to arrive in the form of Karen�s nearby voice. Funny, now it sounded like the voice of an angel. An angel of mercy. The creature�s head jerked around at the sound of approaching footsteps.
A voice whispered in Shane�s head: Run, dummy.
He had to do it. This moment of distraction might be the only chance he got to redeem himself. Suddenly full of religion, he swore to God he would be a better human being if only He got him out of this. Not only that, he would do his damnedest to make amends with Karen, who really wasn�t so bad a chick at all, and-
�SHANE!� Karen was closer than ever.
There were other voices, too.
Her friends, admonishing her to be careful and slow down.
Fuck that.
This was it, baby, movie hero time.
Shane felt the strength and power return to his athlete�s body, slamming back into him like a dose of lightning. He got to his feet and charged past the startled creature, running for daylight-figuratively, this being night-just like his glory days on the gridiron. He felt a moment of pure triumph and laughed, knowing he had won.
But then the beast was upon him.
Slashing and drawing blood. The ground rushed toward him. There was a thud. Everything went black.
Dream recoiled as Karen screamed and launched herself off the ground. She backed into Chad, who grunted and gripped her shoulder to stop her. Alicia swept past her and approached Karen, who was wild-eyed and on the verge of hyperventilating. Dream was shocked by the sight of her disheveled and obviously terrified friend.
Alicia laid a tentative hand on Karen�s shoulder. �Hey, girl, calm down. Take a deep breath and tell me what happened here. You see your man out here?�
�No.� Karen started backing away from them. �You heard the scream. Something happened to him.� A note of pleading entered her voice. �We�ve got to find him.� She sobbed. �You�ve got to help me.�
Alicia gripped her shoulder tighter. �Whoa, hold on. We heard the scream, sure, but I�ll tell you right now that wasn�t Shane Wallace.�
�It was obviously the sound of a female in distress,� Chad chimed in.
Alicia�s gaze never wavered from Karen. �Much as it pains me to agree with dickhead here, he�s right. The boy wouldn�t acknowledge pain that way. He�d be cursing up a storm.�
�The forest primeval would resound with �fuckers,� �motherfuckers.� and all the usual variations thereof,� Chad added.
This did little to calm Karen. �But you didn�t see that� that thing.�
Alicia frowned. �What are you talking about, sweetie?�
Agitation showed in Karen�s restless eyes. �I tripped over a rock.� She pointed to a spot near Dream and Chad. They were standing in a small circle of moonlight between the trees, a space just large enough to qualify as a clearing. �Knocked myself woozy. I wasn�t out, but everything went fuzzy for a minute. There was� something. Something big.� Terror edged back into her voice as she described what happened. �Something that wasn�t a man. Something that wasn�t even human. But it walked on two legs like a man. It was � it was ��
She started to sob again.
Chad quietly hummed the familiar notes of the X-Files theme.
Dream successfully resisted an impulse to ram an elbow into his stomach, but she wrenched her shoulder free of his grip and approached the other women. �Karen, what did this thing look like?�
Chad snorted. �You can�t be taking her seriously.�
Alicia said, �Ignore him.�
Frustration showed in Karen�s eyes. �I don�t know. I didn�t see it so much as sense it.� She sniffled. �Everything was shadows, shapes. But I could feel it standing over me. I could sense how big it was. And I could smell its breath. Oh, God �� She put a hand to her mouth. �I can�t tell you how awful that smell was.�
They all heard Chad�s exaggerated sigh. �Oh, Christ. So what we�re really talking about here is a tall hermit who hasn�t brushed his teeth in ten years. A deranged former Harlem Globetrotter, maybe. But we�re certainly not talking about, what, a monster?� He sneered at them. �Karen, do you realize how insane that sounds?�
Dream breathed a weary sigh. �You�re neither needed nor wanted here, Chad. In fact, I�d appreciate it if you�d go back to the car and wait while we sort things out with Karen.� An alien flicker of cruelty stirred within her, causing her to speak before she could reconsider the harshness of her words. �You heartless piece of shit. Somehow you got to be as ugly inside as you are outside.�
Dream winced at the sharp intake of breath from Alicia. She was instantly horrified at the sound of her own voice. That wasn�t her speaking those hurtful, terrible words. It couldn�t be. And, oh, how the tables had suddenly turned. A tide of shame welled within her. �I�m sorry, Chad.�
But the damage had been done.
Chad looked away from her. His chin trembled. �See, girls. Maybe this is why I�ve spurned her all these years, the monster lurking beneath the pretty exterior. Maybe I knew it was there all along.� His voice broke. �Good-bye, Dream. I�m out of here.�
He spun around, stepped back through the line of trees, and disappeared from view.
Dream�s heart lurched. �Chad-�
�Let him go.� Alicia�s voice was stern. �The sheer quantity of dysfunction is making me dizzy. He�s been goading you all night. You snapped and said something out of character. Let it go at that. We�ve more important things to tend to.�
Dream met Alicia�s unwavering gaze, derived some strength from it, and nodded. �Okay, what now?�
�We find Shane.� Karen�s voice was insistent, rife with impatience. �He could be hurt. He could be dead.�
She made a move to plunge again into the gloom, but Alicia restrained her. �Hold on. Let�s do this right this time. There a flashlight in your car, Dream?�
Dream nodded. �In the glove compartment.�
�Go get it, girl.� Alicia held Karen�s gaze. �We�ll go find your man when she gets back, okay?�
Dream moved in the direction of the road.
Karen said, �Wait!�
Dream hesitated, glancing first at Alicia then meeting Karen�s gaze. �Yes?�
�Shane didn�t want anyone to know, but there�s a gun in his bag. A Glock.� The admission seemed to pain her. �I don�t care what Chad says, there�s something out here.� She swallowed hard. �You should get the gun.�
Dream looked at Alicia. �I don�t know anything about guns.�
Alicia shrugged. �Shit, I sure don�t.� There was a new hint of nervousness in her voice. �And I�m not sure we should be fucking around with firearms anyway.�
Karen said, �Shane took me to the shooting range.� She was trying to sound confident, but her voice was still all ragged edges. �I know how to use it.�
Dream said, �I�ll look for it.�
But she thought, And I�ll leave the goddamn thing right where it is.
She decided to keep the sudden flare of anger she felt toward Shane to herself. The son of a bitch had transported a firearm over several state lines.
In her car!
Karen said, �Thank you.�
Dream moved again toward the road, but pulled up short when she heard Alicia say, �Hey� hear that?�
Dream frowned, and listened. �What? I-�
Alicia made a low shushing noise. �Listen!�
There was a moment of absolute stillness.
Then they heard it.
The sound of something approaching from deeper within the woods. Dream was suddenly very afraid. The rational part of her understood what they were hearing was probably just Shane finally returning from whatever he�d been doing-Dream had a strange, almost extrasensory inkling about that-but she was surprised to find a part of herself suddenly buying Karen�s giant monster story. The now significantly louder approach of lumbering footsteps filled her with dread. Her imagination supplied a very vivid image of some horror-movie abomination emerging from the darkness to eat them alive.
Something was flailing about out there. Something very clumsy, to judge from the sound of it. Then Dream detected another sound. She couldn�t quite make it out. It could have been a moan, or a low growl-the kind of sound a monster might make.
A nearby snapping of twigs made them all flinch.
Dream gasped.
It was even closer than she�d thought.
Run! her mind implored her.
Her feet managed a backward a step or two before the presence finally emerged from the darkness and into the little clearing.
It was Shane.
Only, he was nearly impossible to recognize. He was covered in blood, and his clothes were shredded rags. He staggered toward them, his mouth opening as he attempted to tell them something, but blood burbled out instead. He took one more unsteady step, wobbled, and crashed to the ground.
Karen sank to her knees beside him and wailed.
Dream heard another scream.
Her own.
Chad was more than a quarter mile down the road by the time the situation he was leaving behind attained genuine crisis status. His travel bag was slung over his right shoulder, and he was walking briskly. He was in excellent condition from daily workouts at the neighborhood gym, so a walk into town wouldn�t be too taxing. Of course, he wasn�t so sure how far away this theoretical town was, but he had little doubt an oasis of civilization would be nearby. Soon he�d reach one of those little clusters of mcDonald�s restaurants and Holiday Inns that were so liberally interspersed at regular intervals along the major highways. Any minute now he�d round a bend in the road and the golden arches would be looming in the distance. He didn�t doubt he was doing the right thing by leaving his former friends. Alicia was right, damn her-this break was long overdue. He�d outgrown them. The prospect of a future without the girls was at once exhilarating and frightening. He would establish an identity that wasn�t informed by mostly female perspectives. Yet he couldn�t deny the encroaching feeling of bittersweet regret that was gaining a foothold in his heart. It was a kind of grief, he supposed, the loss one feels at the passage of youth. They�d been such good friends in the old days. He�d always been closest to Dream, but he�d known Alicia since high school and Karen since sophomore year of college.
A sliver of doubt slowed his pace somewhat.
Don�t! a stern voice in his head admonished him.
This was the voice of independence, he realized. The voice he�d been listening to as he stormed out of the woods with Dream�s words echoing in his head. He didn�t like to make major life decisions based on emotional impulse, but he felt now was the time for a bold, unusual move. So he reached inside the unlocked Accord, popped the trunk open, retrieved his bag, and started moving.
And those first steps down the path toward a new life had been so intoxicating. So much so he resented this new infusion of doubt. He wanted to believe himself righteous, but his conscience betrayed him, reminding him of his shameful series of trysts with Karen Hidecki. The guilt he�d been holding at bay for months threatened to emerge from a locked door of his subconscious. His pace slowed, and he realized he was contemplating a return to the Accord.
No! railed the admonishing voice.
It was almost a scream now.
Chad suspected it might not really be the voice of independence. That instead it was a manifestation of intense emotional pain. Of deep hurt. A memory of Dream in high school entered his mind like a taunt from the nether regions of his psyche.
One day after school he�d made the mistake of wandering too near the football team�s practice field. He was new to the school, but he�d already been marked as a loner and a geek. Nobody liked him. Nobody talked to him. This kind of exclusion from the social hierarchy of high school-he wasn�t even a Loser, a status that would have at least afforded him membership in a recognized clique-might have bothered him more if not for the transitory nature of his childhood.
His father was a military man and they moved around a lot.
But he was oblivious to all that now as he walked in the late-summer sunlight, reading from an open paperback as he walked. A group of the football players saw him as he strayed from the path that led from the rear of the school to the nearby public library. He was drawn by the sight of a picnic table. The Gatorade dispensers and stacks of plastic cups should have served as warning, but he was blissfully ignorant of the lurking danger. All he knew was that he was a little tired from the heat and needed a place to rest for a few moments. The picnic table had seemed like a good solution.
Until three very large football players were looming over him.
He remembered looking at their hostile faces and naively asking, �There a problem, guys?�
One of the players repeated his question with an exaggerated lisp.� �There a problem, guys?��
He started to get up, but a big hand clamped around his wrist, wrenched his arm behind his back, and pushed him to his knees. Another player stood in front of him, flexing the fingers of a hand wrapped in tape. �I bet you wanted to watch us run around in our tight uniforms, didn�t you? You fucking butt pirates make me sick.�
Chad started to cry. �Please don�t hurt me.�
The tears and the plea elicited only more of that ugly laughter. Chad wanted to scream for help, but who would help him? Some of the other football players? That didn�t seem likely. A sense of hopelessness began to suffocate him. He wasn�t gay. Not that it mattered. The fucking jocks assumed anyone the slightest bit fey was homosexual. The word �tolerance� wasn�t in the jock dictionary. Their social order was simple, guided by one unyielding principle-the strong of the world exist to subjugate the weak.
They were the strong.
And he was definitely the weak.
Hence, he was fucked.
But then he became aware of another presence. There was a subtle shift in the stance of his tormentors, though they weren�t yet backing off. He heard female voices. A group of girlfriends, maybe, or cheerleaders. Great, they could do a sis-boom-bah routine while the athletes took turns using his head as a punching bag.
�What�s going on here?� he heard one of them say.
A leggy blonde pushed through the circle of players, saw Chad pinned to the ground, and unleashed an impressive display of verbal indignation. �What the fuck are you primates doing to this kid!?� She stepped right up to the player holding him down. �Let him go, Moose, or I�ll make sure Mr. Chandler hears all about this.�
Chad recognized the name of the school�s principal, and he was instantly filled with a new source of dread-the prospect of his father hearing about the incident. Chad liked to believe his father had no idea what a reject he was, and he desperately wanted to maintain the facade of a normal kid. A beating at the hands of strangers was infinitely more acceptable than that awful possibility.
But he didn�t yet know that Dream Weaver was one of the most popular girls at his new school. Or that her father was a close friend of Principal Chandler. So he was amazed when the football player who�d been holding him released him and began apologizing profusely to Dream.
�Hey, Dream,� he said, his voice full of patently false good humor. �We didn�t mean any harm, really. We were just messing around, giving the new kid a hard time. So chill, okay? It�s no biggie.�
Dream stepped right up to him. �Yeah, no biggie. Like your dick, Moose.�
Some of Dream�s girlfriends laughed.
The football player�s face went a bright shade of scarlet. �Come on, Dream. Lighten up. You know how it is. He�s a geek.�
�No, Moose, I don�t know how it is.� Chad listened to her in awe, unable to believe this girl was showing no fear as she assailed a boy more than twice her size. �But I know that beating up people smaller than you is a real limp-dick thing to do.�
They were gone moments later, thoroughly cowed by this amazing girl.
She helped him to his feet and brushed a fleck of dirt from his face. She smiled, an expression so radiantly beau-beautiful it stirred his heart in a way he could only compare to the way watching a sunset at the beach made him feel. Something about looking at Dream made him feel good, like he was gazing into some marvel of nature when he looked into her eyes. He would soon realize this was part of Dream�s gift. Kindness was her life�s guiding principle. She�d been raised to treat people-all people-with decency and respect, and it was this inward beauty people responded to when they fell under her spell. Her outward beauty only enhanced her admirable personality traits, making her a kind of goddess figure to nearly everyone who met her.
Chad knew this was the real reason her love life was such a shambles. Everything about her intimidated the men who might have been a good match for her. So she screwed a lot of unworthy people.
Like Dan Bishop.
All the while believing he was the only right one for her.
The memory of that afternoon on the practice field stung him now as he thought about his indiscretion with Karen Hidecki. The enormity of the betrayal finally hit him, and he recognized the way the revelation pushed every one of Dream�s emotional hot buttons. To think he�d described her as the �passive-aggressive� side of their relationship.
So here it was, the self-confrontation he could no longer avoid.
He came to a stop, set the bag down on the road, and sighed. �Fuck me.�
Everything was his fault.
Well, what now?
Part of him wanted to run back to the Accord and pour his heart out to Dream. To let her know how much she�d really meant to him over the years. To apologize until his voice was hoarse. To cry on her shoulder while she held him. He could do that. She would forgive him. He knew her too well. But he wasn�t about to forgive himself. There was only one right thing to do, and that was to let Dream get on with her own life. His initial reasoning had been all wrong, but leaving was still the right thing to do.
He picked up the travel bag, slung it over his shoulder again, and resumed walking. But his legs didn�t feel lighter than air anymore. A heavy conscience weighed him down, a burden that imbued every step with lethargy. He was only a few more yards down the road by the time he finally perceived the approach of heavy footsteps somewhere behind him.
The sound of bare feet thumping on the asphalt.
He sensed speed and feral intent.
Chad gripped the shoulder strap of the travel bag tighter, readying to sling it in the face of anything that came near him. The bag left lots to be desired as a weapon, packed as it was with clothes and a few chintzy souvenirs. A pillow might pack a little less wallop. But only a little.
Running didn�t seem like a viable option, either.
His heart pounded as whatever it was pulled up short behind him. He heard moist, smacking sounds, and felt hot breath at the back of his neck. He flashed on Karen�s vague description of a monster, and he muttered a silent apology to her.
Because he really didn�t need to see the thing behind him to know he�d been wrong.
Her monster was real.
And it had found him.
He turned slowly around, a thick lump of fear lodged like a sardine in his throat, and the paper-thin wall separating his conscious mind and an incapacitating wave of terror gave way.
A snippet from an old Monty Python movie floated into his head as he stood there paralyzed by this up-close encounter with the outright surreal: Run awaaay!
Yes, a dash into the woods might be the best idea all around.
Too bad he felt nailed to the asphalt.
The creature commanded his attention, obliterated rational thought. It was big-really big. A huge, misshapen head with a long, leathery snout sat atop a massive body covered with fur and corded with impossibly huge muscles. It leered at him, hissing through a lot of sharp, glittering teeth.
Saliva dripped from its mouth, splashing the pavement.
Chad�s head hurt.
He felt dizzy.
Why was it just staring at him like that?
Was it toying with him?
Maybe.
The fucker.
But then it was reaching for him, extending one of the unnaturally long, distended arms. �
Chad slumped to the pavement unconscious.
And the creature scooped him up in its arms.
Eddie dreamed of white-water rapids, the heat of the summer sun, and a spray of water against his face as his raft slapped the roiling river. He was with friends he hadn�t seen in what seemed like a span of lifetimes. He dreamed of rum and sweet, slow sex with an island girl on a beach in the Caribbean. He experienced the reassuring solidity of rock beneath his hands as he scaled a mountain in some other exotic place. And now he was with another woman, a stunning blonde like something ripped from the pages of a fashion magazine. She was wearing a flimsy blue shift; it billowed around her and her long hair swirled gently about her head as a breeze redolent with the scent of the sea brushed over him. She stepped into his embrace, held him close, and he shuddered as her soft lips met his own. The wet tip of her tongue probed his mouth, sending another shudder through him, then she slipped free of his embrace and stepped away from him.
God, how beautiful she was!
He swallowed hard. �I need you, Dream.�
So the dream girl was named Dream. This was amusing to him even behind the wall of sleep. Her smile became a seductive pout as she began to disrobe. �Worship me, Eddie.� She turned her head to the sky as the wind stiffened, buffeting her hair like a boat�s sail on the open sea. She raised her hands above her head as the shift fell away. �Worship me.�
No problem there.
Eddie fell to his knees in front of her. �Oh, Dream-�
But something was wrong.
The blue of her eyes was displaced by a yellow gleam, and there was something about the tone of her bare flesh that suggested elasticity. He shuddered with fear as she began to morph into one of those awful things. Her face elongated and there were several audible pops as new bone matter and cords of muscle formed in her body. Her formerly lovely head swelled to the size of a Halloween pumpkin, and thousands of strands of fur sprouted from her flesh like a fast-spreading fungus.
The transition from human to beast was complete.
Droplets of saliva spilled from the corners of her mouth, which had become, let�s face it, a snout. She was drooling, watching him the way a fat man at a burger joint watches the arrival of his burger and fries.
Eddie thought now would be an excellent time to wake up.
Because this didn�t seem at all like a dream. He was not only awake, he was face-to-face with, well, a werewolf, and it was going to scarf him down like a Happy Meal. The beast loomed over him, opened its enormous mouth wide to display rows of killing teeth, growled at him, then swooped in for the kill.
Eddie woke up with a gasp.
And then he was screaming, because the monster had somehow slipped through a dream matrix. It was here with him-in the closet-teeth clamped to his throat, poised to rip his life out. He clutched at his throat, seized the presence there, and realized he�d been frightened nearly to death by a ball of fur no bigger than one of his hands.
He ceased screaming immediately.
Still, why had the creature attached itself to his throat that way? He looked now into its strange yellow eyes and was struck by how strongly they resembled the eyes of the she-wolf thing in his dream, which were so like those of the shapeshifters that prowled the tunnels Below. The usual subliminal dream alchemy.
Yeah.
But�
He held it well away from his body, waiting for it to change into something else. A werecat, maybe. The kitten felt too substantial in his grip, stronger than something its size should be. His hands tightened instinctively around it, and he had a nearly overpowering urge to snap its little neck.
The animal seemed to sense his intent.
It hissed and thrashed in his grip.
There was an instant when it almost slipped free, but he caught it about the neck and began to choke it. The hell with it. He had to kill the goddamn thing.
Then, just as he began to feel cartilage give way beneath his strong hands, the closet was flooded with light. Eddie blinked. He sensed a physical presence rushing into the room. Panic gripped him, instilled a renewed urge to flee, but there was nowhere to go this time. The row of dresses he was hiding behind was swept back. The beautiful mute girl glared down at him, her eyes gleaming with a fury that made Eddie gulp, and she ripped the cat free of his grip.
There goes my insurance policy, Eddie thought.
The girl glared at him another time, then shifted her attention to the kitten, whose demeanor had undergone a radical change. A loud purring emanated from its throat. The girl held it close and made strange cooing noises at it.
A dark thought occurred to Eddie-he might have to kill the girl. He tried to picture himself doing it. Perhaps with some blunt instrument in the room. The idea repulsed him. Maybe he would do it-if given no other choice-but a very large part of him doubted his ability to kill her. Bashing in a woman�s skull, especially that of a very young woman, would put him in league with the sleazy likes of Ted Bundy.
And Eddie had already lost quite enough of his humanity and self-respect, thank you.
He realized the girl was staring at him, an expression of cold calculation evident in the set of her features. Then she wheeled about on her heels, the train of the long dress swishing about as she moved, and was gone from the closet. The part of his mind that valued survival above all else went into a state of high alert. He should get to his feet, charge after the little bitch, and take her down.
Eddie thought about it a moment longer.
Saw himself doing the Bundy thing.
And stayed right where he was.
Shit, he was tired of running. Tired of fighting. The crazy flight to freedom that had begun at one of the several checkpoints Below had taken too much out of him. Just getting this far had required a nearly superhuman effort. He was drained. Out of gas. Which was why he�d fallen asleep in such short order. He yawned, rubbed his bleary eyes, and slumped back against the wall.
How long had he been out?
Ten minutes?
Fifteen.
Just long enough to slip into dream mode.
Hell, he thought, I could sleep again right now.
Let the little goth girl bring the reinforcements.
Maybe they�d do him the favor of killing him while he slept. He felt ready for that ultimate acquiescence. He�d prefer an eternal sleep to another six months-or longer-Below. He was beginning to think he might even prefer it to a renewed effort to get out of this place, mostly because escape didn�t seem possible. He suspected he was a rat in a glass-covered maze, and The Master was watching his every move, laughing softly to himself at each of Eddie�s hopeless attempts to extricate himself from this nightmare.
The hell with fighting this impossible battle.
Better just to sit here and await the inevitable.
But as Eddie sat there considering surrender, he was troubled by thoughts of how far he had come, how tantalizingly close those visions of freedom regained had seemed to becoming reality. The prospect of just giving up ignited an ache in his heart, pangs of regret that taunted him like the remarks of crude schoolyard bullies.
Yeah, Eddie, take the easy way out.
You wouldn�t want to put yourself out.
You fucking wimp.
What�s the big deal, anyway?
It�s only your life we�re talking about.
He thought about being free again. A free man in a free land. He thought again about how things would change if he ever accomplished that goal. He knew one thing-his days with the company were over, regardless of whether they would take him back after an extended and unexplainable absence. The idea of surviving this insane place only to plunge back into the corporate realm was laughable. He would liquidate whatever property and holdings remained, sell all his personal possessions, and venture forth into the world. He would savor every sunrise and every sunset. He would visit other lands all over the globe. He would find that island girl or one very much like her. Most of all, he would never take anything for granted ever again.
The closet door swung open again, admitting a sliver of light.
Something pointed and hard struck his shin.
It felt like the tip of a high-heeled shoe.
�Ouch.�
He looked up and saw the face of the mute girl.
She was alone.
Well, that was curious. Where were the reinforcements? Where was lisa the housekeeper?
Why am I not dead? he thought.
The mystery deepened as she beckoned him forward with a bent forefinger.
Eddie cleared his throat. �Um � you want me to get up?�
She nodded.
Eddie sighed. �Sure, whatever.�
Something vaguely like a smile touched the corners of her mouth, and he didn�t even detect a spark of malice in it. Then she swirled out of the room again, leaving Eddie to ponder the bewildering turn of events.
Enigmatic, Eddie thought.
God, I hate that in a woman.
Eddie walked out of the closet and entered the bedroom. The girl was sitting at a small round table in a corner of the room. She looked up as he stepped into the room. There was an unoccupied chair next to her. Eddie steeled himself for any weirdness that was about to ensue, and sat down next to her.
There was a pad of paper on the table, pink teenage girl�s stationery. The girl�s gaze shifted to the empty page before her, dipped a pen in an ink quill, shook it, and began to write.
Eddie grunted. �Huh � a quill pen. How � retro.�
Eddie wanted to slap himself-the weirdness of the situation had apparently rendered him incapable of intelligent discourse.
She turned the pad toward him, fixed him with a serious gaze, and tapped the top page with the pen.
Eddie looked at what she had written.
YOU ARE PROBABLY WONDERING WHY I HAVEN�T SUMMONED THE MASTER.
Eddie raised an eyebrow. �Well, now that you mention it, yeah.�
She repositioned the pad and wrote some more. Eddie�s eyes followed the words as she penned them with finely turned strokes.
BECAUSE YOU ARE NOT HERE BY CHANCE.
Eddie was suddenly apprehensive again, recalling the passing thought he�d had at the last checkpoint-that he was being herded instead of chased. Well, here was the first inkling that bit of intuition wasn�t so far off track.
He tried to keep the fear out of his voice as he said, �So � why am I here?�
She dipped the quill in ink and wrote some more.
I SUMMONED YOU.
Eddie gaped at her. �But� why?�
I AM NOT READY TO TELL YOU THAT, she wrote.
Eddie squinted at the infuriating words. �Not� ready� to � tell� me.� He cleared his throat. �Well, that�s just great. You let me know when you can spare a minute to clue me in to whatever sadistic game you and The Master are playing.�
He started to get up.
�Meanwhile, I�ll catch some shut-eye.�
She hissed at him, displaying rows of perfect teeth as white as oysters-movie-star teeth. Eddie�s upward motion ceased, and his eyes widened at the incongruous sight. She was one of the loveliest women he�d ever seen, possessed of a delicate beauty that made his little soldier want to stand up and salute, and yet she looked so vicious.
So deadly.
He sat back down.
The feral quality vanished from her face, and her attention returned to the page of pink stationery, where one slim, pale hand was again spinning beautifully rendered handwriting from margin to margin at a startling speed. She filled half the page, then turned the pad toward him.
Eddie read with mild interest some dry biographical information about the girl, but boredom gave way to shock and terror as his gaze moved down the page.
Her name was Giselle Burkhardt, and she�d first come to this place in 1973, when she�d been seventeen years old and a senior in high school.
Eddie�s brow wrinkled at that bit of impossible information-Christ, the girl looked seventeen right now, thirty years after the claimed date of her arrival in The Master�s world.
But that was easy to swallow compared to what came next.
She�d been on what was to be her last vacation with her family before embarking on a new phase of her life-college in New England. The car carrying her parents and younger brother experienced engine trouble east of Chattanooga, and her father had been forced to pull off the highway. Thus began a long night of terror that culminated with the mutilation deaths of her parents. Her brother was taken to another room, and she was chained and stuffed in a crawl space, where she remained until The Master was ready to initiate the second phase of her indoctrination. She was removed from the crawl space and tortured by Ms. Wickman until she was screaming her willingness to do anything to end her agony.
Her brother was brought before her.
She remembered how heartbreakingly brave he�d looked as he stood there trembling.
It hadn�t been easy.
She wanted Eddie to know that.
But the pain was more than she could take. And she knew they could keep inflicting pain every bit the equal of what she�d already experienced-and perhaps worse-should she refuse to do their bidding.
She didn�t refuse.
Ms. Wickman gave Giselle a straight razor.
Giselle used it on her brother.
Over a long period of time.
Then finished him.
�Oh my God,� Eddie breathed as he read this. �Oh, sweet jumpin� Jesus��
I MURDERED MY BROTHER, the tale�s concluding paragraph began. THE MASTER ALTERED ELEMENTS OF MY BODY CHEMISTRY AND ARRESTED THE AGING PROCESS, ALLOWING ME TO SERVE HIM HERE AS HIS APPRENTICE INDEFINITELY I HAVE SERVED HIM WELL. WELL ENOUGH TO FOOL HIM. I HAVE WAITED THREE DECADES TO ATONE FOR MY SINS, AND THE TIME FOR ATONEMENT IS NEARLY AT HAND.
Eddie stared at the disturbing words a moment later, horrified by the cruelty they described, then he wrenched his gaze away. He didn�t want to look at Giselle, didn�t want to have to look into those dark eyes. He could feel them on him, studying him, taking the measure of him. He cast his gaze about the room, looking for something, anything, to divert his attention-and he realized the cat was missing.
He still wasn�t looking at her when he said, �What happened to furball?�
Giselle turned the pad to a fresh page and wrote, GONE.
Eddie frowned. �Gone?�
She elaborated: THE CAT IS A SHAPESHIFTER, ALBEIT A MORE HIGHLY EVOLVED EXAMPLE OF THAT SPECIES. IT FUNCTIONS AS MY PERSONAL MESSENGER AND SPY
A shapeshifter.
Well, sure.
Eddie had only seen the Lon Chaney wannabes Below, but he remembered his struggle with the creature in the closet and knew she was telling the truth.
Eddie was finally able to meet her gaze again. �What happened � have you always been mute?�
She scrawled a single angry word in big block letters: NO.
Eddie winced. �The Master? He ��
She wrote, I WAS A SHRILL TEENAGER. HE TOOK MY VOICE, A REMINDER THAT MY STATUS AS APPRENTICE DIDN�T MEAN HE WOULDN�T PUNISH ME HE REVELS IN SUCH PETTY CRUELTIES.
Eddie shook his head, �That�s fucked up, Giselle.�
IT WAS A VALUABLE LESSON, she wrote. I LEARNED PATIENCE. I LEARNED TO THINK. I TURNED INWARD AND GREW STRONG IN MY MIND. I HAVE MANY THINGS TO TELL YOU, BUT FIRST YOU MUST LEARN A LESSON OF YOUR OWN.
Eddie tensed. �Whoa, wait-�
She was still writing: YOU MUST KNOW YOUR PLACE. I ALLOWED YOU THE ADVANTAGE LAST TIME, BUT YOU CANNOT OVERPOWER ME.
Eddie started to push the chair away from her.
�Giselle-�
She seized him about the wrist, gripping him hard with one slender hand. Eddie attempted to yank free, but she held him fast-and with little apparent effort. She steadily increased the pressure until he could feel bones grinding. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes. Maintaining her grip on him, she stood up and pulled him away from the table. He stumbled along beside her as she led him to the bed. She spun him about at the foot of the bed, spread both her palms open over his chest, and pushed with all her considerable strength.
Eddie flew backward, then momentarily experienced a kind of drowning sensation as he sank into the plush comforter. The girl climbed onto the bed and stood over him. She prodded him with the tip of a high-heeled shoe, urging him toward the headboard. Eddie scooted backward, too intimidated now to do anything but her bidding. The display of strength had frightened him, all that power in that small body.
His gaze was riveted to her face-her beautiful, cruel face.
Then he felt the folds of her long dress brushing his bare torso as she planted a foot on either side of him. She neared the headboard and velvet darkness engulfed him.
A moment later he couldn�t breathe.
Dream went to Karen�s side, knelt beside her, and draped an arm over her heaving shoulders. Karen turned into her friend�s embrace, clutched at the thin fabric of her top, and began to sob even harder. Dream cradled Karen�s head against her chest, felt the wetness of tears against her breasts, and felt moisture appear in her own eyes. She stroked Karen�s hair and made painfully useless cooing noises.
Alicia�s face was a mask of intent concentration as she held Shane�s limp right wrist. She dropped the wrist and leaned over Shane�s face. Dream wasn�t sure what Alicia was looking for, but something in her friend�s expression told her she wasn�t finding it. Alicia pressed two fingers against the man�s throat, waited a few moments, frowned, and sighed. She made eye contact with Dream, who asked the pertinent question with a lifted eyebrow.
Is he�
Alicia answered with a tired nod.
Yes.
And now a tear did slide down Dream�s face.
All my fault, she thought.
She�d taken the stupid detour because she was a fucking flake. Memories of the escalating tensions in the car in the moments preceding the detour were temporarily banished from her conscious mind. All she knew was that a human being was dead due to her foolishness. She was such a worthless shit. If only� if only �
If only I�d gotten it right that time, came the inevitable conclusion.
The thought made the scarred area around her left wrist tingle. She experienced again the sense-memory of the blade penetrating her flesh. There had been pain, yes, intense pain, but there had also been relief. Tremendous relief. There�d been a sense of falling, of plummeting from a great height, and then the sweet release of unconsciousness.
If only �
Dream�s tears flowed unimpeded now.
She made a shushing noise, slipped an arm around Karen�s neck, and again eased her into a sitting position. She cupped a hand under Karen�s chin, held her head steady, and said, �Honey, I�m gonna need you to get up now, okay?�
Karen�s shoulders sagged. �Shane ��
�I know, sweetie, I know�� She glanced at the man�s ravaged body, winced at the tickle of nausea at the back of her throat, and brought her gaze back to Karen. �He�s just resting.�
�That�s right,� Alicia said, taking the verbal baton from Dream. �He�s resting. We�ll get him some help real soon, but first we have to get you out of here.� A forced smile turned up the corners of her mouth. �Okay, sweetie?�
Karen swallowed a lump in her throat, sighed, and looked at each of them in turn. Dream and Alicia each felt a flash of shame at the look of desperate pleading in her eyes. �Don�t coddle me.� She sniffled. �I know he�s dead.�
She tried to get to her feet. �Whoa ��
Dream and Alicia caught her as she wobbled, held her until she was steady, and began to walk her back to the car. As they stepped through the line of trees, Dream heard something behind her. Something stealthy. She risked a backward glance, saw a flicker of shadow at the periphery of her vision, gasped, and stumbled over a rock. The other women gave out a shout as she pitched forward and tumbled down the incline.
Her uncontrolled descent came to a painful and abrupt stop in the ditch. Her body was gouged and scratched, and she ached all over. She tried to move, but a line of pain arced through her like a jolt of lightning. She cried out again and looked up to see a panicked Alicia kneeling over her.
�Goddamn, Dream, try to give me a heart attack, why don�t you?�
Dream winced as she turned her head toward the dark line of trees. �I saw something back there, Alicia. I looked back and � saw something.�
She shuddered at the memory.
Alicia frowned. �What?� She glanced in the direction of the woods, then looked again at Dream. �What did you see?�
�She saw what I saw.�
They both looked at Karen, who was sitting up on the guardrail now, staring at the line of trees, that green wall that now seemed like the demarcation between the sane, natural world and a land of nightmares.
Her voice had a faraway, dreamily detached quality to it. �The thing that got Shane. A real, honest-to-gosh monster.�
Alicia sighed. �Jesus��
Dream seized Alicia�s wrist. �She might be right.� The other woman�s skepticism was immediate and obvious, but Dream plunged on. �Or maybe not. But there�s something out there. Something that didn�t leave when it was done with Shane.�
Alicia�s gaze again went to the line of trees. �Fuck me.� She swallowed a lump in her throat and fixed Dream with a serious expression. �I don�t believe in monsters, girls, but I do believe in mad dog killers. So maybe some Hannibal the Cannibal wannabe is out there. And I don�t know about either of you, but I don�t aim to be another notch on his knife handle.�
Dream recognized the logic in Alicia�s words. Her theory made so much more sense than the idea of some supernatural abomination, but there was something about her memory of the barely perceived thing at the edge of her vision that snickered at concepts like logic and reason. Something in that flicker of shadow that made the idea of monsters resonate in her heart with cold certainty.
She held tight to Alicia�s wrist and began to haul herself up. Bits of dirt and bramble tumbled off her, and various parts of her body complained. Alicia cried out, surprised by the abrupt movement, but Dream managed to get to her feet. She tightened her grip on Alicia�s wrist and began to move toward the guardrail. Alicia stumbled along with her, protesting every step of the way.
�Hey! Shit� hold up. �� She stumbled again, but Dream�s arm went rigid and held her upright. �Jesus � what�s gotten into you?�
A moment later they were at the guardrail, flanking Karen, who regarded them with the kind of distant expression a combat veteran would have recognized, the hollow gaze of a person who has walked straight through hell�s front entrance, fought with demons, and somehow emerged physically intact. The same couldn�t be said of her mental health, however, which was in obvious tatters.
Her eyes didn�t reflect the smile she showed them. �Monsters,� she breathed. She hugged herself and shuddered. �I can feel them watching. Can�t you?�
Dream looked at Alicia. �I don�t care which of you is right. All I know is our odds of getting out of here alive are dropping by the second. Let�s get the hell out of Dodge, girls.�
Alicia grunted. �You see me arguing? Let�s go.�
They climbed over the guardrail and began to walk toward the empty car. The Accord�s trunk was standing open, Dream�s keys dangling from the lock. Dream slid a sidelong glance in Alicia�s direction, noted that her friend seemed a bit distracted, and said, �Alicia.�
Alicia blinked and looked at her. �Yeah?�
Dream strove to keep her voice nonchalant as she said, �Get Karen in the car. I need to get something out of the trunk.�
Alicia shrugged. �Sure.�
They arrived at the Accord. All four doors stood open, and its dome light was on. The empty car looked like an abandoned spaceship in the dim moonlight. Alicia busied herself with Karen, who was mumbling something else about monsters, and Dream went to the open trunk, where she began a quick inspection of its contents. Shane�s Eddie Bauer bag was tucked in a corner behind Alicia�s scuffed green suitcase.
Dream�s heart accelerated as she reached for the bag, grasped it, and pulled it closer. She peered around the open hood, saw that Alicia was in the backseat next to Karen, who apparently was again in need of comfort. Dream relaxed a little, tugged the zipper open, and began to sort through Shane�s things.
There was an array of typical vacation wear, ranging from Hawaiian shirts and sandals to ugly, floral-print boxers and droopy cargo pants. Wedged into a side panel was a porn magazine devoted exclusively to depictions of girls getting it on with other girls. Poor Karen. The deceased sleazebag didn�t merit her grief. She experienced a dark awareness-that she was bothered more by the manner of Shane�s death than the actual fact of his death.
She waited for a flicker of guilt.
She sighed.
It wasn�t forthcoming.
Forget about shadowy creatures lurking in the woods, she thought, the real monster is right under your noses, girls.
The gun was tucked into the same side panel. Dream carefully extracted it, set it down in the trunk well, and zipped up Shane�s bag. She put the Eddie Bauer bag back in the trunk, opened her own bag, and slipped the Glock beneath a pile of flimsy tops and panties. She zipped the bag shut, closed the trunk, took the keys from the lock, and got into the car.
Alicia said, �Find what you were looking for?�
Dream thought she detected an accusatory note in her friend�s voice. Alicia wasn�t dumb. She knew Dream was vulnerable, and she no doubt remembered Karen�s remark about the gun. It was a simple equation-suicidal friend plus availability of deadly weapon equals a ton of trouble.
�No.� Dream put a key in the ignition and started the Accord. �I was looking for Shane�s gun.� She amazed herself by keeping her voice steady as she slightly embellished the part of her statement that was a lie. �I thought we might need it, but I didn�t see it right away, so I gave up.�
She put the car in gear and pulled away from the shoulder of the road.
Alicia grunted. �Yeah, okay�
Dream was able to read Alicia pretty well after all these years. She didn�t entirely buy Dream�s story, but she wasn�t too concerned by it either. Or maybe she was just too tired to voice open skepticism. Whatever the case, she obviously wasn�t about to give Dream a lot of grief over it.
Dream relaxed a little.
Things were falling into place.
Soon they would reach a place where Shane�s death could be reported, and a little while after that they would retreat to hotel rooms. There, alone at last, she would open her bag and meet her fate.
She drove deeper into the night.
And tried to imagine how it would feel to finally be free.
The shapeshifter stepped through a line of trees and surveyed the access road that lead to Below�s primary tunnel entrance. There was no indication of shapeshifter activity in the vicinity, so it stepped onto the road, slung its unconscious human cargo over its shoulder, and began to run.
The creature experienced an echo of emotion from another lifetime. From the time before the change-before he�d come to this land of strange creatures and dark forces, a land where he lived a very different existence from the one he�d known before. Here he roamed the haunted woods, hunting and eating in the old ways, feasting on the flesh of unfortunate wanderers who�d found themselves lost in this place. It was a primal, sensual existence, exhilarating in ways savage and oddly wonderful. He loved the taste of raw flesh, of blood spurting fresh from severed arteries into his mouth.
Yes!
The glorious exultation of bloodlust indulged was a delight without equal. Something like sadness filled him now as he began to realize he had tasted human flesh for the last time. He regretted that his time in this nocturnal wonderland was nearing an end, but this angst was tempered by the promise of an even better place. An exalted place beyond this physical realm. A paradise. The word emerged from long-dormant memory banks, those reservoirs of human knowledge he�d rarely tapped since The Change.
Paradise.
That place promised him by The Other.
She�d come to him in the forest one night, naked and beautiful, long raven-black hair spilling over milk-white breasts. Walking into the clearing where he sat finishing his latest meal, the forearm of a man whose guts lay steaming on the forest floor. He didn�t experience the expected fresh flare of hunger, and he soon realized why-the woman, The Other, wasn�t human.
Not anymore.
The Master had changed her.
Her dark eyes instilled fear in him. He wanted to drop the food and run, to plunge deep into the forest and erase from his memory the image of the woman�s compelling countenance. He was guided by pure instinct most of the time now, ancient and primal urges, but the woman exuded a power that overwhelmed instinct-that overwhelmed, obliterated, any ability or desire to rebel or resist her will.
She was almost as powerful as The Master.
And he belonged to her the moment she projected that power Into his mind, telling him with images the things she wanted him to do. Tempting him with images of a reward so sweet his fear of The Master�s wrath was all but extinguished.
She had taken him on the forest floor.
Plying him with sex magic.
Inducing a temporary reversion to his human form.
Still, he�d howled at the moment of release, bucking into her like the wild beast he would again be when she left him, and the feeling was better than the taste of warm blood in his mouth. Better than anything.
And it was only the beginning.
She showed him this, too.
It was a promise of things to come.
A glimpse of paradise.
A glimpse that allowed him to put aside the dimmer sense of loss and plunge through the tunnel mouth without hesitation. Long legs took him through the winding tunnel at a rate even the fastest human couldn�t hope to match, taking him deep beneath the surface of the earth. He knew the terrain of the tunnel as well as he knew his hunting ground Above, and he moved nimbly through the darkness, never once stumbling.
Down he went.
His passenger light as a feather over his shoulder.
Down.
Down.
Down.
Until he came around a bend and saw light. The light illuminated a building surrounded by a chain-link fence. A human stood at an open gate. The shapeshifter�s nostrils twitched and his mouth filled with drool, but he understood he was not to eat this human. The Other compelled this denial of his nature. The human, a man attired in the militaristic uniform of Below�s police force, waved a flashlight at him.
The man�s expression was grim. �You�re late.�
He turned away from the shapeshifter.
�This way.�
The shapeshifter followed the guard through the gate and then through a propped-open door into the building. The man led him through a long corridor, then a shorter one, at the end of which was a small holding cell. The guard took a ring of keys from his belt, selected one, and slid it into the cell door lock. He gripped the door and pulled it open, then beckoned to the shapeshifter.
There was another human inside the cell. A woman. Strong and healthy. She sat on a cot with her legs crossed, not looking at them, her face a study in apparent disinterest. Hot saliva dripped from the shapeshifter�s mouth, and he looked at the tasty morsel longer than appropriate.
The guard prodded him with the flashlight. �Over there.�
The shapeshifter set the unconscious man down on an empty cot, glanced once more at the woman, who still hadn�t acknowledged the presence of her new cellmate, then he followed the guard out of the cell. The guard threw the cell door shut, relocked it, and led the creature back out of the building.
The shapeshifter was happy.
It had done The Other�s bidding.
Paradise was assured.
He was thinking of that place, of his sweet reward, when a bullet from the guard�s side arm tore out a big chunk of his head. The guard sighed and holstered his piece. �Sorry, big guy
He regretted having to kill the poor deluded thing, but he consoled himself with the knowledge it had given its life to a higher cause.
He sighed one more time.
Then got to work hauling the carcass out of sight.
Chad came to slowly, his aching head full of nightmare images of things that couldn�t be real. He saw a creature that shouldn�t exist, a hideous, snarling thing that looked like a werewolf.
Which wasn�t possible, since werewolves didn�t exist.
Except that, well, they did. Apparently.
His last conscious memory was of the beast opening its elongated snout to bare a distressing number of very sharp teeth. Everything thereafter was cloaked in darkness. The empty, eternal darkness one knows at the moment of one�s death.
But he wasn�t dead.
Which was nothing short of fucking miraculous.
He felt something solid beneath him, a padded, uncomfortable thing that made him think of dorm rooms and camping excursions. Tangible, physical evidence that he was back in the land of the living. His eyes fluttered open, and he saw that he was sprawled across a cot in a dimly lit holding cell. He glimpsed a graffito on the wall, a simple two-word legend: LAZARUS SAVES. There was another cot above him, and there was another pair of stacked cots against the opposite wall. Bunks. He hadn�t slept in a bunk bed since a miserable two weeks at summer camp when he was in junior high. There was an overhead light in the form of a dangling bulb that crackled and popped, making the room�s shadows caper like epileptic phantoms.
He had company.
A slim woman clad only in a leather loincloth and a matching top paced restlessly about the room. She had straggly brown hair and wore thin-soled sandals that slapped against the cement floor. There was a tattoo of some sort on her neck, something that vaguely resembled chain links. An unpleasant odor emanated from her vicinity. It wasn�t overpowering, but it was strong, almost a physical presence in the cell. She smelled like a person who�d been homeless and living on the streets for a while. On the other hand, her long legs were shapely and toned with muscle. Her belly was flat and her bosom ample. And that getup made her look like a refugee from a sci-fi movie, a warrior babe from a post-apocalyptic world.
When she noticed he was awake, she ceased pacing and focused in on him. She had vivid green eyes that added to her exotic appeal. �I�m not gonna beat around the bush here, new guy-if you�ve got anything of value left on your person, hand it over.�
Chad swung his legs around and sat on the edge of the cot. He felt weak, exhausted, the way he would after a long day of physical labor.
He said, �Hold on, give me a second here. Did you say-�
Then she had two handfuls of his shirt and was lifting him off the cot with little obvious effort. �Shut up!� She shook him so hard, Chad thought his head might snap free of its moorings. Moisture sprayed his cheeks. �Don�t trifle with me, idiot. I want everything you�ve got. Now.�
Chad gulped, struggled for a moment to find his voice, then said, �Okay! Okay! Just please let me down. I�ll do whatever you want.�
She released him immediately, and he swayed back on his feet. He required a moment to regain his footing, then, with a last, sweat-inducing glance at the woman�s flashing eyes, he began turning out his pockets. There wasn�t much. A handful of change, which he relinquished to her as soon as it was in his hands. But she cast the coins aside with a swat of his hand, sent them spinning across the floor. He patted the rear pocket his wallet usually occupied and realized with a start it was gone.
�Hey!� Absurd indignation momentarily colored his voice. Then he remembered the fucked-up nature of his situation and met the woman�s stony gaze. �Wallet�s gone.�
She seized his left wrist. �Of course it is.� She stripped the fake Rolex he�d purchased from a street vendor in Key West, making it disappear inside a pouch strapped to her loincloth. �That�s mine now. Everything you have is mine.�
Never at any point in his life-not when facing the stern punishments doled out by his father; not when enduring the taunts of jocks and other bullies; never-had he ever felt so intimidated by another human being.
He strove to keep the tremor out of his voice. �O-okay!�
�Now your shoes.�
She drove the heel of a palm into his chest and he was thrust backward, landing painfully on the cot. The back of his head struck the wall, eliciting a yelp of pain. Then her hands were on him again. Strong, probing hands. Hands that would not be denied. Chad was incapable of mounting a physical resistance against this degree of brute strength. He was a slight 5 foot 6 and weighed maybe 150 pounds. He was, he had to admit, a bit of a loud pipsqueak. Knowing all this, however, did little to alleviate the bruising his ego was receiving. What kind of self-respecting guy got pushed around by a woman! An impulse to rebel flared to life within him. But how? He considered falling back on his most reliable weapon, the cutting remark.
But even that skill failed him.
�Hey ��he managed. �Not so rough, okay?�
But she wasn�t listening to him. She had his shoes now and was sitting on the cement floor. She kicked her sandals off and replaced them with the almost-new Reeboks Chad had worn less than a week. She got to her feet again and resumed pacing the cell, testing the shoes out.
She showed Chad a feral grin. �Fuck, yeah.�
A while later-Chad wasn�t sure how long, since he no longer had his watch-they heard footsteps padding down the corridor outside the holding cell. Chad was sitting on the cot again, the pendulum of his emotions ticking wildly, alternating between boredom and apprehension bordering on terror.
He�d figured he wouldn�t speak to Sheena, as he thought of her, again unless prompted, but a question sprung to mind that he just had to ask. �Is this hell?�
She turned a cold gaze on him. �Shut up. We have company!�
The footsteps grew louder and in a moment two burly guards appeared at the cell door, a cuffed prisoner between them. Sheena didn�t acknowledge their arrival. She lit a handrolled cigarette from her pouch. Chad, however, got off the cot and walked over to the door. �Is this a real jail?� he asked no one in particular.
A collapsible nightstick appeared out of nowhere and whickered through two of the bars. Chad gasped at the sudden sensation of pressure against his abdomen. It was like being jabbed in the stomach-hard-with the end of a broom handle. Then the door clanked open, the prisoner was uncuffed and pushed inside, and the door was reclosed with an emphatic clang.
One of the guards said, �Now, y�all be good.�
Guard number two laughed. �Try not to have too much fun in here.�
General snickering ensued from the non-incarcerated side of the door. Then the two behemoths were lumbering away, their idiot laughter reverberating in the hallway. Chad rolled onto his back and saw Sheena lunge forward to clamp a hand around the newcomer�s throat.
Great, Chad thought.
I�m in jail with a homicidal maniac.
The new arrival was also slightly built, maybe just a touch pudgier around the middle than Chad, but he was older-Chad had him pegged at around fifty. He had salt-and-pepper hair and a small bald spot at the crown of his skull. Sheena dragged him like a rag doll to the opposite end of the cell, where she commenced banging his head off the wall. Chad gaped in astonished horror at the smear of red that suddenly brightened the drab beige wall. Then there was a sound so grisly in tone his stomach revolted. A splintering sound, the stranger�s skull collapsing. Chad rolled over again and deposited the contents of his belly on the floor.
The body tumbled to the floor. Chad cleared his throat, hocked a mouthful of spit onto the floor, and tried to breathe. He looked at the body, a darting glance, and his stomach knotted up again. He braced his palms on the floor, got slowly to his feet, and turned his gaze to Sheena, whose expression of nonchalance was chilling. A thin sheen of sweat was visible at her forehead, but it was the only evidence of the violent episode she exhibited. She looked-satisfied. Content. As if she�d just returned from a jog around the park, flushed with good health and vigor.
Chad couldn�t believe it.
A human being had been murdered right in front of him.
His eyes widened behind his glasses. �Why? Why did you do that?�
Sheena strolled over to him. She put her face right up against his-their noses touched. �Did that scare you?�
Chad started in disbelief. A peal of humorless laughter wrenched free of his throat. �I�ve never been so goddamn scared. What�s wrong with you? You killed that guy for no reason.�
�That was my stepfather.� Her face was expressionless, but Chad detected a deep well of anger and resentment, unknowable angst. �Last time I saw him, he was slitting my little girl�s throat. Three years ago, man.�
Chad thought about that a moment.
The emotional pendulum now seemed permanently anchored in the red zone of terror. �What the hell kind of place is this?�
�He deserved to die.�
She ignored his question. Or maybe she hadn�t heard it. She seemed intensely focused on making him believe what she said.
Fine.
�I believe you.� He swallowed a lump in his throat. �He deserved to die.�
It wasn�t a lie.
What else could you say about a child killer?
The woman�s expression softened some, and she backed away from him, resumed her perpetual pacing of the cell.
Chad could make no sense of this place. That thing, that shapeshifter, had brought him here, but why? There had to be some reason he was here instead of dead. The mystery of his circumstances bothered him, made him crave more information, something-anything-that might point to a way out of this insane dilemma.
�Look-� he started.
She slapped him. �Stop.�
He stopped.
Despite the burst of violence, there was something new in her expression, a hint of feeling he wouldn�t have expected. It took him a moment to recognize what it was, and when the realization came, he was surprised.
It was compassion.
�A few minutes ago, you asked if this was hell.� She gripped one of his hands, but not in an unfriendly way this time. �Well, Below�s not the hell of the Bible, but it is a hellish place. A suburb of hell, I guess you could say.� Her grip on his hand tightened, but, again, not in an aggressive way. �Forget all the rules of civilized society, they don�t apply here. Don�t trust anyone. Be prepared to kill. Sleep with one eye open, because someone is always out to get you.� Her eyes riveted on him. �Most of all, and I hope like hell you believe me, I�m the best friend you�ve got.�
Chad sputtered, �But� but that�s absurd. You just kicked my ass and took my shit. If you�re my best friend, my worst enemy�s gotta be one charming son of a bitch.�
Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. �I can�t tell you everything yet, but this much you can know-what I did to you was a case of keeping up appearances.�
Chad showed her a baffled frown. �Say what?�
Her voice dropped yet another notch, to the point where she was nearly inaudible. �An act. That�s all it was. I treated you the way banished people are expected to treat newcomers-mercilessly.�
Chad�s voice was choked with incredulity. �Banished people? Banished from where?�
�From Above.�
Chad grunted. �Oh, thanks. That clears it up.�
She ignored the sarcasm. �We�re getting out of here. You and I. See that dead fucker on the floor?�
Said �dead fucker� twitched intermittently and oozed brain matter on the floor.
�How could I miss him, Sheena?�
She smiled, and there was a wicked gleam in her green eyes. �You don�t think his presence here, after all these years, was coincidence, do you?�
Chad gave his head a weary shake. �I suppose not.�
�Damn straight it wasn�t.� She glanced at the steaming corpse, and her smile faded. �That was a favor to me.� Her gaze returned to him, and there was something so haunted in the look she showed him that Chad had to fight an urge to avert his eyes. �A show of gratitude for agreeing to be here. Arranged by our benefactor Above.�
Chad chewed his lower lip. Something about the circumstances was bothering him. �You keep hinting at an arrangement. A conspiracy. But I don�t get it. What are you trying to accomplish?� He glanced at the dead man. �Other than revenge, I mean.�
�Accomplish?� But the interrogatory tone was rhetorical. �Revolution. The overthrow of The Master.�
Chad�s brow furrowed. �The Master?� He shook his head in puzzlement. �Above, Below, The Master� all this means shit to me. What-�
She shushed him again. �Shut up and listen. I�m about to tell you everything you need to know.�
Chad considered this. There was something disquieting about the way she was suddenly opening up to him. Something he couldn�t quite pinpoint. �Why?�
She began to smile again, just a small smile that barely turned up the corners of her mouth. �Can�t you guess?�
An icy finger of dread scuttled along Chad�s spine. �Um��
�You�re coming Below with me.�
Chad felt suddenly queasy.
�I think it�s time we were properly introduced. My name�s Cindy.?
She extended a hand.
Chad took her hand, shook it numbly. �Chad.�
She squeezed his hand. �Welcome to the revolution, Chad.� Her eyes and voice radiated intensity, a suppressed excitement. �We�ve been waiting for you.�
Chad felt faint.
The Master stirred from a state of repose that wasn�t quite sleep but wasn�t full consciousness, either. The condition was more akin to a deep turning inward, a period of intensely focused introspection that sharpened his already keen senses and replenished his appetites. In these ways it approximated the sleeping state of humans and the lower animals; however, he remained aware of his surroundings at all times-albeit in the dim way one perceives background details in paintings or films-and possessed the ability to instantly return to full consciousness should circumstances compel it.
This was one of those times.
There had been an unusually high level of activity in his home tonight. There was the matter of the escapee from Below, a foolish man who likely believed he�d succeeded in evading his pursuers. This was not the case. The Master knew the man was in one of the rooms on the second floor. He even knew which room. He smiled, thinking of the wicked little girl with no voice.
His most facile and talented apprentice.
He was content to allow her to have her fun with him.
The man was a gnat.
Less than insignificant.
As had been the case with tonight�s first new arrival, Mark Cody, whom he�d dispatched from this world simply because he�d been a dullard. The Master preferred lively torture sessions with interesting, intelligent humans. There was nothing as stimulating as an evening spent listening to smart people plead their cases between moments of intense agony.
There were people of this sort en route even now. He could feel them out there, wandering, lost souls growing more desperate and afraid by the moment. Soon they would arrive at the false succor of his home. He could not read their minds, but he could sense things about them. There was one among them who radiated something special, an inner energy that hinted of gifts she likely didn�t know she possessed. A female. A charismatic figure adored by many. But he sensed a deep vein of vulnerability there, as well.
He wanted to know more about her.
He closed his eyes again, entered another meditative state, and focused the power in his mind, that living mass of energy that was almost like a separate organism existing within the shell of his physical body, an intimate symbiosis of unique beings. His mind thrummed with the power, and he felt the fine edge of electricity that always accompanied these moments sweep through him.
His mind sent out energy pulses like psychic tendrils.
A radar that detected usually imperceptible brainwaves.
And, sometimes, deciphered them.
Dream, he thought.
He had her name now, snagged like a firefly out of the air. He sensed more about her by the moment. She was getting closer and closer. Dream was a moral person. She was perceived by most people as a force for good. A truly decent human being. The strength of his perceptions about her was unusual, another indication of the rare gifts she didn�t comprehend.
The Master�s eyes snapped open.
He went to the bar and poured himself a drink. Old scotch over ice in a lightly frosted glass. Alcohol�s intoxicating effects were largely lost on him-his body processed the alcohol more efficiently than a human body-but it did have a soothing effect.
He was surprised to find himself in need of the liquid comfort.
Dream.
He repeated the name silently several times, savoring it like a fine wine.
He poured another drink.
Something was happening in his domain. Something unusual and troubling. Troubling because none of his efforts to pinpoint its nature had been successful. His powers of perception had waned of late, flickering in and out like radio transmissions from a remote location. This insight into the woman�s psyche was the clearest signal he�d received in months.
Even his gods, the death spirits, were silent.
He called to them again, now.
Beseeching them for guidance.
Shivar!
Mindragin!
Nothing.
Just the same aching celestial void.
He poured yet another drink.
Dream, he thought.
The new obsession grew in his soul like a malignancy.
Dream?
What are you?
How will I corrupt you?
The Master�s assumption about Eddie King�s circumstances was correct. He was a prisoner again. A slave again. He was spread-eagled on his back on the mute girl�s plush bed, staring up at the velvet canopy. His arms were lashed to headboard rails, and the leather straps of a ballgag were affixed firmly about his face. His ankles were tied to the posts at the foot of the bed. His bonds grew tighter and more uncomfortable each time he struggled against them, so much so he was worried the circulation in his extremities would be cut off.
He was fixated on the discomfort now. The circumstances that had brought him to this place had-at least temporarily-been rendered irrelevant, overwhelmed by the panic filling his mind, panic that cranked up another notch every time the knots about his wrists and ankles tightened a little more. And there was the lump of plastic in his mouth-the word �gag� was apt in more ways than one. He knew it was firmly attached to the device encircling his head, but he couldn�t suppress the growing fear he would swallow it and choke on it.
Giselle was at the writing table, bent over the stationery pad. She�d been at it for nearly an hour now. The quill pen in her hand was a nonstop flurry of motion that ceased only when she paused to flip to a fresh page. Eddie had no idea what she could possibly be writing about. She couldn�t be going on and on about what she had done to him. There just wasn�t that much to tell. He�d misjudged her. Well, that was an understatement of epic proportions. She�d asserted her dominance over him with embarrassing ease. So perhaps she was writing about something else.
The long velvet dress was gone. She was naked now, with the exception of a pair of lacy black panties and high-heeled shoes. Her legs were crossed at the knees, and the dangling foot jiggled like a teenage girl�s would during a boring math class. Physically, of course, she still was a teenager, frozen in time at the age of seventeen. Eddie, who was pushing forty, knew she was actually older than him by more than a decade. Knowing this on an intellectual level was one thing. But yet her body was still ripe with the perfections of youth.
A perpetual Lolita.
She put the tip of the pen to her chin in a contemplative pose. Her brow furrowed and the jiggling of her foot slowed. Miracle of miracles. The runaway prose train was at an impasse. She stared into the middle distance for a time before redirecting her gaze toward Eddie. The pensive look vanished and was replaced by an expression that was equal parts smirk and lascivious grin.
He shuddered.
And thought, Oh, no �
A sound that was almost like a hideous laugh issued from Giselle�s mouth. She had seen the terror in Eddie�s eyes and been amused by it. She set the pen down, tore a page from the pad, then stood up and came to the bed.
A dark, undeniable thought came to him.
I should�ve killed her when I had the chance.
He remembered how supple, how yielding, her flesh had felt beneath the pressure of the blade. Parting that flesh would be no more difficult than carving a Thanksgiving turkey. The idea repulsed him, the notion of murdering a woman, but now he wondered whether his ingrained chivalry might really desert him should he again have her at his mercy. Maybe things would happen another way.
He thought about it some more.
He also thought some more about the ballgag in his mouth.
And he struck the �maybe� prevarication from the thought.
Eddie�s heart lurched as she leaned over him. Her lips parted and she ran her tongue slowly along the edge of her teeth. Her nostrils flared. She looked more like a hungry lioness than something as mundane as a woman with a mean streak. She reached behind his head and the snaps fastening the leather straps about his head came away. Eddie experienced an absurd wave of gratitude toward her. He drew in deep lungfuls of air, suddenly, blessedly able to breathe properly again. Christ, he was practically ready to nominate her for sainthood for these things alone.
Giselle showed him the piece of stationery from the pad.
His heart went momentarily still at the words written there.
I KNOW YOU BETTER THAN YOU KNOW YOURSELF it read.
Now Eddie�s heart was racing.
THIS IS WHAT YOU�VE ALWAYS WANTED.
She cast the note aside.
�No,� he breathed-and heard the lack of conviction in his voice.
She smiled.
And patted his cheek.
Then she climbed onto the bed, got carefully to her feet, and leered down at Eddie.
Jesus, he thought.
Here we go again.
His gaze shifted from the oddly sympathetic set of her features to her shoes. He didn�t like the way they deeply indented the mattress. At least they weren�t stiletto heels. She shifted a leg and placed the cold sole of one shoe on his chest. There was almost no pressure. She maintained perfect balance and a light touch for an amazing stretch of time.
Then the pressure increased a little.
And a little more.
The heel gouged his flesh and Eddie cried out.
She suddenly applied her full weight to him. His face contorted with agony. She was standing on him now with both feet.
Then she was stepping forward.
Walking on him.
The flat sole of one shoe touched his left cheek and drove his head sideways, and the heel dug into the soft flesh at the base of his throat.
Eddie saw the note on the floor, its message a condemnation.
THIS IS WHAT YOU�VE ALWAYS WANTED.
To his dismay, he found he couldn�t immediately answer the question that came to mind: Is it?
Oh my God � is it?
The pressure on his face increased again.
Dream was scared. She marveled for a moment at the spectacular irony of the notion, but it was without doubt the absolute truth. Here she was, a person committed to ending her life before the next sunrise, and she was scared. Except that maybe �scared� didn�t quite convey the depth of what she was feeling. Scared was how you felt when you were sitting in a darkened movie theater watching a good horror movie. The word implied a degree of detachment from the source of the fear. Maybe the movie would wig you out a little, but it would end soon enough, the lights would come on, and you would soon emerge into the warmth of the sun.
No, this was a sick, creeping sensation of enervating terror. It drained every bit of remaining strength and left her feeling ill. She gripped the Accord�s steering wheel harder to still the trembling in her arms. �Guys, I�ve gotta stop.�
Alicia�s eyes narrowed with concern. �You okay?�
Dream gave her head an emphatic shake. She twisted the steering wheel and the Accord swerved to the shoulder. She parked the car, opened the door, and leaned over to be sick. Her stomach spasmed, and she retched up a thin stream of acid. There was nothing in her stomach to throw up, but she was helpless to quell the spasms for a time. When they at last subsided, she pulled the door shut and settled back into her seat.
�Jesus, I�m sorry. I�m so sorry�
Alicia was looking at her the way a nurse might regard a seriously ill patient. �Oh, hush.� She cupped a hand behind Dream�s neck. �It got to you, that�s all.�
Meaning the image of Shane�s slashed body.
Well, it was a feasible explanation. The memory was gruesome enough to trigger nausea. Still, it wasn�t the true reason for her sickness, and she was about to say so when Karen started talking.
�Please.� There was an uncharacteristic caustic quality in her voice. �I love both of you, but don�t offend me with this shit. Neither of you were ever members of the Shane Wallace fan club.�
Alicia protested. �The fuck does that have to do with it? Nada, that�s what. Not a goddamn thing. We�re human beings, girl, and our personal feelings go out the fucking window when something like that happens to another human being.�
Karen huffed. �Whatever. I only bring it up now to make a point. Dream�s not upset by what happened back there-� She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. �She�s upset by what�s happening right now.�
There was a long moment of silence. The tension was stifling. Dream�s only point of comparison to the atmosphere in the car was the first stilted conversation she had with Dan after finding him in the arms of that� man. The short exchange had been the most awkward moment of her life.
But this moment ranked a close second.
Dream sighed. �She�s right.�
Karen said, �No shit.�
Alicia sniffed. �Well, damn, I guess I�m just a dumb-ass bitch, �cause I don�t know what the hell y�all are talkin� about.� Her hand came away from Dream�s neck. �So maybe one of you should spell it out for my clueless black ass.�
Dream looked at Alicia. �How far do you think we�ve come since we left the interstate?�
Alicia shrugged. �Ten miles? Maybe a little more?�
Dream shook her head. �Try more than twenty.�
She let the information sink in for a moment before continuing. �And when was the last time you drove this far off an interstate exit without seeing an Exxon or a Holiday Inn? Even in a sparsely populated area there ought to be something. A mom-and-pop motel, a general store where you can buy gas and live bait, something.� She paused and noticed the way Alicia�s attention was riveted to her now. �But there�s been nothing, and I do mean nothing. There haven�t been any other cars. There haven�t been any road signs, either. No road signs. No billboards. Nothing.�
There was another moment of silence. An oppressive silence. They could almost feel the night closing in around them. Alicia�s voice was uncharacteristically shrill when she said, �So what are you saying?� There was some anger in her voice, but there was also something very much like the beginning of real fear. �Because you can�t be saying what I think you�re saying.�
Karen laughed without humor. �You bet your ass she is.�
Alicia chortled. �So that was exit 666 back there, huh? We�ve driven off into another dimension.� Another pause; another disdainful chuckle. �Bullshit! That wasn�t the Tennessee portal to the Bermuda goddamn Triangle! You�re both letting your stressed-out imaginations get the better of you.�
�Nobody�s getting worked up, Alicia.� Dream spoke in measured, calm tones. �All I�m saying is, we�re lost in a very rural area. We�ve got maybe a quarter tank of gas. A little less, actually. I don�t know about either of you, but the thought of being stranded out here for the night scares the shit out of me.�
Alicia seemed to relax now that one of her friends was sounding sane again. �Look �� She sighed. �I bet the gas will hold out long enough to get us to help. A quarter tank will get us, what, another forty to fifty miles down the road?� She laughed. �I can�t imagine all this nothing going on another fifty goddamn miles. Can you?�
Dream didn�t want to imagine that. �No.� She shook her head and released a shuddering sigh. �Definitely not.�
Karen snorted. �Nice cop-out, Dream. Well, little Ms. Diplomacy, you�ll have to excuse me, but my own humble opinion is that we�re fucked.�
Alicia rolled her eyes at Dream, a conspiratorial gleam there. Dream didn�t acknowledge the expression beyond a subtle shrug. She didn�t want to rock the boat, not when she believed steady and reliable Alicia was the crucial linchpin keeping them afloat. But she secretly sided with her other friend.
Something wasn�t right out here.
Something unnatural.
Alicia, however, was a confirmed skeptic. She was unable to keep the snide tone out of her voice when she said, �And your opinion has been duly noted, dear.� She winked at Dream. �But I think we should press on now. You up to driving, Dream?�
Dream wasn�t at all sure about that-her stomach still did a little flutter every few seconds-but she didn�t want to relinquish control of her own car to anybody else. The feel of the wheel beneath her hands was the only thing keeping her tethered to reality.
�Yes.� The word was a barely audible hiss.
Alicia squinted at her. �You sure?�
Dream answered by twisting the key in the ignition, putting the car in gear, and pulling away from the shoulder of the road. She put the accelerator to the floor for a moment and quickly achieved a good escape velocity. She eased off the pedal after the Accord screeched around a hairpin turn. Karen, who wasn�t buckled in, swayed from one side of the car to the other.
Alicia said, �Jesus Christ, girl!�
Karen groaned. �Damn, Dream, who�d you bribe at the DMV to get your license?�
Dream felt another surge of embarrassment. �Sorry, guys.� There was a plaintive tone in her voice, an unspoken plea that they not be too mad at her. �I�m just a little jumpy, I guess.�
Alicia shook her head and rubbed at red-rimmed eyes. �Ain�t we all?�
They drove on without speaking for a while. The swooping road traced the winding curve of a mountain. The air was getting thinner, making their ears pop. Dream put on the Accord�s brights each time they neared a particularly hazardous loop of road, always cutting off the high beam after just a moment or two for fear of blinding the drivers of cars coming from the opposite direction.
Dream tried not to think about how pointless the precaution was becoming.
They had the dark mountain road to themselves.
Alicia cleared her throat. �Sorry to dredge this subject up yet again, but you guys have to see my point by now.�
Her voice sounded cheerier than it had for some time. Something about Alicia�s lighthearted tone disturbed Dream, something that hinted of a growing, quiet desperation.
She was careful with her response. �What� do you mean?�
�This.� A wave of her hand made it clear she was talking about something outside the car, and her tone indicated what she meant should be obvious. �All this.�
Dream frowned. �Um ��Whatever was so apparent to Alicia remained a mystery to her. �Alicia, I don�t get it.�
Karen said, �Ditto.�
Alicia made a sound of exasperation. �Jesus, are you both blind?� She rolled her eyes. �The road. Look at it. That�s asphalt. Those yellow stripes running down the middle, one solid, one broken at regular intervals, those are paint.�
And this, Dream thought, is a study in condescension. �No kidding. Your point?�
Another roll of the eyes. �No need to be snide, Dream. I�m only trying to point out the good news all around us.�
Karen erupted. �Stop talking in goddamn circles!�
Alicia winced. �I�m not-�
�Yes, you are,� Karen continued, quieter now. �And not so long ago you were the one wanting things spelled out for you in big block letters. Please, I�m begging you, show us the same courtesy, because we don�t know what you�re babbling about.�
A look of hurt flashed across Alicia�s face. �I�m giving you something solid to focus on, something we should all find reassuring.� She nodded at the road. �This road was paved by men. A road crew working a government contract. That paint was put down by man-operated machines. Same with the guardrails.� She flashed a grin at Dream. �Can you see the state of Tennessee making room in its budget to pave the road to hell?� A laugh, vaguely derisive, stuttered out of her mouth. �I think not.�
It sounded good. Alicia�s argument was a sensible one. But the road kept unfurling before them, a faded gray ribbon walled in on both sides by dense stretches of forest, and the absence of fellow travelers out here in the mountain darkness remained ominous.
Karen said, �Shouldn�t we have run into Chad by now?�
Dream gasped. �Oh, shit. You�re right.�
She�d been so wrapped up in their immediate dilemma she�d forgotten about her suddenly estranged friend, but now awareness of his absence ratcheted up the fear consuming her yet another excruciating notch.
Alicia stiffened beside her, but she didn�t say anything. The stark fact of his disappearance seemed to disturb her into silence. Understandable. Despite everything-the betrayals and harsh words exchanged-Dream found herself worried about Chad.
She began to scan the sides of the road more closely.
Looking for a body.
Goddamn you, she thought.
Where are you, Chad?
He wouldn�t have returned to the interstate, not with the prospect of a hotel room and a bed tempting them all in the other direction. He was on foot, so they should have seen him already. Maybe whatever had gotten to Shane had gotten to him. Dream thought of the scrawny boy he�d been when she rescued him from the clutches of those jock assholes. He wasn�t much bigger now. compared to Shane, who�d been big indeed, he was a human toothpick.
The image of Shane�s ravaged body came to her again.
She tried not to cry.
She might have been sick again, but a flash of inspiration drove the unpleasant images from her head. She pressed the radio�s power button, turned up the volume, and said, �Karen, you grew up around here. In the area we think we�re in, I mean. Can you remember which radio station had the clearest, most powerful signal?�
Karen didn�t hesitate. �Rock 106, if it�s still around-106.7.�
Dream tuned the radio to the frequency, turned the volume up some more, and said, �So right about now Metallica ought to be piercing our eardrums.�
�Yeah.�
Alicia said, �Girl hasn�t lived here in ten years. The goddamn radio station probably isn�t on the air anymore.�
Dream put the radio on scan. �Watch.�
The digital display moved from one end of the spectrum to the other. Then again. And again. There was nothing to lock on. No static. No faintly heard signal. Dream turned it off. �What do you make of that, Alicia?�
Alicia shrugged. �It�s obviously defective.�
Dream groaned inwardly.
Pull your head out of the fucking sand, she thought.
She said, �It�s not defective. And the radio was on before we left the interstate.� She wasn�t arguing anymore, was just stating irrefutable facts, and her voice had grown quiet. She was scaring herself. �And we should�ve seen Chad.�
Alicia pursed her lips. Her brow furrowed. She sighed. �Look, I�m not conceding anything here. There�re reasonable explanations for everything going on.�
Karen laughed. �You bet, Scully.�
�You didn�t let me finish.� Dream, who had been slightly annoyed with her friend�s oblivious attitude, detected a return of reason in her tone now. �Yes, I�m a skeptic. That said, I think enough is enough. We should turn around and head back to the interstate. We�re not accomplishing anything by staying out here and freaking each other out.�
Dream glanced at the fuel gauge. �That�s not an option anymore.�
The needle was already at a dangerously low level, and it dipped a little lower as she looked at it. Another increment lower and they would be running on fumes.
Alicia leaned over to have a look. Concern-and maybe the beginnings of true panic-creased her brow. �Aw, shit.�
Karen groaned. �We�re about to be stranded, aren�t we?�
Alicia settled back in her seat. �Shit, shit, shit.�
�This can�t be happening.� Karen�s voice edged closer to a whine. �Why isn�t there anything at all out here?�
Dream put the Accord�s brights on again and took the car around another curve. The smooth glide of tires on paved road came to an abrupt end, and they were jouncing up and down in their seats as the car rumbled over the ruts of a dirt road. The road still wound through dense stands of trees, but the darkness was no longer quite so impenetrable.
The car�s interior resounded with gasps and shouts.
Dream detected a twinkle of light through the trees.
She cleared her throat. �Hey, guys-�
�Turn us around!� Karen yelled. �Fuck getting us back to the interstate-just get us the hell out of here.�
But Dream took the car around another bend in the road, and the light through the trees grew brighter. The road rose around the mountain at a steep angle, and when they entered a straightaway, they saw a gleam in the middle of a large clearing, barely visible over a hill. Dream pushed the accelerator to the floor again, and the car held steady on the hardpacked dirt.
Alicia gripped her shoulder. �Dream? What the fuck is wrong with you? Turn us around, or so help me-�
The Accord crested the hill and the terrain leveled out.
Karen whistled. �Will you look at that?�
They looked.
The protest at the tip of Alicia�s tongue went unspoken.
The Master�s house loomed before them. An array of klieg lights illuminated its exterior. As they neared the house, a big stone mansion, Dream�s friends reiterated their desire to flee this place, but their pleas barely registered. Dream was looking at the Doric columns rising from the ends of a long porch and bracketing a big balcony that overlooked the front yard.
It was imposing.
A grim sentinel hunched against the mountain.
And yet�
Dream experienced a moment of vivid prescience.
A frisson of familiarity.
She had never seen this house before, had never glimpsed its gambrel roof and gabled windows, but this first peek elicited an odd-and undeniable-feeling.
She felt as if she belonged here.
As if she needed to be here.
She drove on.
The man behind the desk possessed the aloof air of every coolly efficient bureaucrat Chad had ever encountered. He was tall and thin, gaunt-looking, with bony hands and the dark, predatory eyes of a wolf. He wore a black suit over a crisp white shirt and a narrow black tie, the sort of ensemble an undertaker might wear. His bored expression managed to convey impatience, disdain, and haughty superiority all at the same time.
�So,� he said, addressing Cindy in an oily, insinuating voice that made Chad think of Peter Lorre. �I have before me a petition for emancipation .� He nodded at Cindy. �And you, I understand, are the party petitioning for emancipation.�
Cindy nodded. �Yes, sir.�
The man, who Chad had gathered was a warden of sorts, chuckled without humor. �And what have you done to merit this privilege?�
�I�ve served The Master well for three years.�
Cindy strode closer to the warden�s desk. The armed guards flanking the desk watched her with suspicion. This, after all, was a woman who�d just physically subdued and murdered a man in her cell. She made them uncomfortable, anxious and edgy, but Cindy seemed oblivious to the danger.
She indicated Chad with a nod. �I have an endorsement from Overlord Gonzo, and this one can take my spot in his herd.�
The warden lifted a single sheet of smudged paper off his desk, glanced at it, and flashed those predatory eyes at Cindy. �Do you mean this endorsement? Signed, I see, by your owner and several witnesses.�
Cindy�s eyes narrowed. �Yes. Everything should be in order.�
Chad could not believe what he was hearing. They were speaking in very rational, measured tones-civilized tones-about things medieval and barbaric. The warden�s office added to this perception. It was a large, dimly lit room with an absurdly high ceiling. The desk was the only piece of furniture in the room. The walls were painted a dark green. Chad thought of hospital walls. Prison walls. Institutional walls. Images from movies. The world of make-believe was the only apt frame of reference, he decided. This place was just too surreal. He noticed a coiled hose attached to a spigot in one corner of the room and a rust-flecked drain set in the floor below it. His gaze shifted from the drain to a set of shackles and chains affixed to wall mounts. Then he saw the coiled whip that hung from a peg behind the desk.
He began to tremble.
The warden�s thin lips formed a wet slit of a smile, and he held the piece of paper so Cindy could see it clearly, gripping the upper corners with the thumbs and forefingers of his hands. The multiple signatures were legible from where Chad stood.
The warden tore the piece of paper down the middle, then folded the separate pieces together and tore them again.
And again.
Cindy shook with silent rage.
The man pursed his lips and stared hard at her over steepled fingers. �Oops, I seem to have misplaced it.�
Chad�s mouth opened in an astonished expression of righteous disbelief. He couldn�t believe the audacity of this man. He wanted to say something, to protest, but could think of nothing that wouldn�t sound foolish or naive. He was clearly in a place where the normal rules of decorum didn�t apply. Hell, rules at all didn�t seem to apply. Apparently, if you occupied a position of power in this place, you could just make them up as you went along. Chad�s tolerance level for brazen abuses of authority had always been low, but there seemed no means of recourse here.
They were at this man�s mercy.
Whose distinguishing characteristic seemed to be a lack thereof.
Cindy began to move toward the desk. The tall man�s eyes widened slightly, but he was never in any real danger. A guard interceded, clamping massive hands around her upper arms. She struggled in his grip, realized instantly it was useless, and gave up.
�This is wrong,� she whispered. �Wrong, wrong, wrong.�
Chad despaired at the defeated tone in her voice. It was disheartening to see someone so strong and so spirited beaten so easily. He didn�t much care for what it seemed to portend for him, either, which was total subjugation. He was no coward, but he was self-aware enough to know he was likely no match for anyone down here.
The tall man made a tsk-tsk noise and shook his head. �Such a stupid cunt.� He smirked. �You should know better than to threaten your betters.�
He pushed away from the desk and stood up. Chad was unable to suppress a gasp. The man was even taller than he�d guessed. NBA tall. He removed his jacket and draped it over the back of the chair, then he unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves and rolled the sleeves up.
The smirk deepened, becoming a sneer. �I shall administer your punishment myself.� He licked his lips, again causing Chad to think of a wolf. A wolf about to descend upon a gaggle of undefended chickens. �Twenty lashes.� He chuckled. �No, thirty!�
He removed the whip from the peg, uncoiled it, and snapped it against the floor with a crisp flick of the wrist. He nodded at the guard holding Cindy. �Prepare her.�
The guard pushed her toward the corner Chad now realized functioned as a sort of bare-bones torture chamber. He looked at the drain and the coiled hose again. A shiver went through him. The curiously equipped corner likely served a dual purpose. Torture was just the first phase of punishment. Perhaps, if you were lucky, the only phase. The second phase was certainly execution. The hose was a heavy-gauge one. It could be turned on the prisoner as an additional element of torture, but Chad believed its primary purpose was to drive blood and tissue down the scummy drain.
Chad�s stomach rumbled.
�Please don�t do this,� he mumbled.
Another guard clubbed him in the ear. �Shut up.�
The guard assigned to Cindy slammed her against the wall, causing her to cry out. Chad winced at the brutality. He had to remind himself this was far from the worst of what he would see before this nightmare was over.
The shackles snapped shut around Cindy�s wrists and ankles. The tall man approached her slowly, flicking the whip against the floor again and again. Chad sensed a terrible relish in the man�s deliberate approach. He radiated malevolence. His dark eyes reflected no hint of mercy.
He stood before Cindy and smiled. �Who do you serve, bitch?�
Tears were streaming down Cindy�s cheeks. �The M-Master.�
�Yessss.� The tall man sounded like a snake poised to strike. �As we all do. And you have offended the Master with your insolence. Now you pay.�
Cindy�s knees shook. �Please. Please don�t.� She was sobbing now. �I�ll do anything.� Chad wanted to look away, but he found himself unable to do so, as though some outside force compelled him to bear witness to Cindy�s indignity. The heartbreaking part of it was the strength that still resonated in her voice. �Anything at all. You got anybody you want dead? I�ll make them dead. Use my body in any perverted, fucked-up way you want. I�ll make it better than your sick mind ever imagined. Just please don�t do this.�
The tall man laughed. �Really? How tempting.� Laughter from the guards this time. �Of course, I�m used to pleas of this nature from people in your position, but I find this interesting.� He nodded at Chad. �Would you kill him?�
Something at the center of Chad�s being went very cold. Cindy made eye contact with him and held his gaze for a period of seconds that seemed eons long. Then she looked at the tall man. �Would you approve my petition?�
The tall man�s eyes narrowed and he turned to appraise Chad more fully. He stroked his chin with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand. In that moment the warden was the epitome of a Mephistophelean figure, diabolic and crafty. It was just one more unpleasant association on top of a whole heap of unpleasantness, and Chad suddenly felt very weary.
He was really and truly fucked.
The tall man seemed amused by Cindy�s gesture of ruthless self-interest. �I would consider it a second time, perhaps more favorably?
Cindy scowled. �Fuck that. You have to promise.�
Chad had to wonder what the point of that condition was-this was so clearly not a man who honored his word. His promises would be worth less than Confederate cash. And he didn�t know what to make of Cindy�s tentative acquiescence, either. He had a hard time believing she would kill him, not if he trusted the truth of the things she�d told him in the cell, but maybe none of that mattered anymore.
Maybe all she gave a damn about at this point was self-preservation. He strongly suspected no one survived three years in this place without making that the number-one priority of every waking moment.
So, yeah, he could see her killing him.
All of a sudden, he felt a little less detached from the situation.
A little more in imminent danger of serious harm.
He didn�t know how to deal with it. Should he protest? Beg for his life? Maybe whimper and cower like the cowardly cur he secretly feared he was. Maybe there was some other angle he was missing. Wasn�t it possible Cindy was acting, playing the angles until she could work out a way to get them out of here? The helplessness he felt was humiliating. Debilitating. He�d handled some pretty stressful situations in this business world, scenarios that called for quick thinking and an ability to solve complex problems in creative ways, and he�d come to believe he was pretty damn smooth.
Well, that self-image was all shot to hell now.
He didn�t have clue fucking one what to do.
The way the warden was eyeing him wasn�t helping matters. He looked like a serial killer sizing up a lone prostitute at two in the morning. �I�ll tell you a secret. This is a personal insight I�m giving the two of you. The thing I treasure most about my position Below is the freedom to do as I wish with my inferiors.�
He started to coil the whip. �Before I came here, I ran an office of twenty. I worked my people hard, and most of them did good work. Some of them, though, were slackers. Layabouts. I did my best to get rid of them, but that wasn�t so easy a proposition with the ones who�d done enough to fake their way through the probationary period. The corporate bylaws made them almost untouchable. The niggers were the worst. That affirmative-action shit made my life hell, I�ll tell you. All that red tape. All those government regulations. I can�t tell you how much it all pissed me off. I would�ve given anything to string any of those assholes up by the balls.�
He finished coiling the whip and handed it to a guard, who returned it to the peg behind the tall man�s desk. �Here �� He spread his hands wide and smiled. �I have none of those worries. Procedure?� He indicated the pile of shredded paper on his desk. �You�ve seen how much proper procedure means to me.� He addressed one of the guards. �Release the woman.� The guard took a ring of keys from his belt, unlocked the shackles around Cindy�s wrists and ankles, and moved back as she stepped away from the wall. She rubbed her wrists as she walked slowly to the center of the room. She walked straight toward Chad, making fearless eye contact with him, and came to a stop several feet in front of him.
She said, �We do what we have to do down here.� She extended an open hand and a guard slapped a baton into it. She held out her other hand and the handle of a knife was pressed into the palm. She began to advance on Chad, who was dismayed by the gladiatorial gleam in her eyes. She smiled. �It�s going to feel good to kill.�
Chad drew in a deep, anticipatory breath.
This is it, he thought.
Ready or not, this is it.
Holy shit, say a prayer or something.
He barely perceived the rest of the warden�s monologue, but he could see Cindy was waiting for him to be done speaking. �Two more examples. Two mysteries someone else might give a damn about solving. Two people who wound up sharing a cell with you, young lady. Two people who were never signed in.�
He chuckled. �Typical administrative sloppiness. Accurate record-keeping isn�t one of our priorities. It bothered me in the beginning, when I first took this position, but now I appreciate the freedom it gives me.
�No record, no official notation of their presence, means they were never here.�
Another chuckle.
�You can think of it as a license to kill.� A pause. �Again.�
Cindy�s voice was a breathy whisper. �Thank you, dead man.�
Chad winced, bracing himself for the killing blows.
He wasn�t prepared, however, for the roar of gunfire that suddenly filled the room. He flinched and hunched his shoulders, but he didn�t seek cover-because Cindy�s stolid green eyes never wavered.
She smiled at him. �You�re okay, Chad.�
Her voice released him, and his gaze darted about the room, taking in the carnage. Three guards were dead on the floor. A fourth guard stood to his right, a 9mm pistol aimed at the still-standing warden, who was now a quivering mass of terror. His lanky, angular frame seemed to collapse in on itself as he fell back against the desk, his shaking hands held out before him.
�P-please � ,� he sputtered, his suddenly red eyes brimming with tears. �I can-�
Cindy was still facing Chad. �I don�t give a shit what he can do.�
Her hand, the one holding the knife, reared back.
Then, with a grace and precision worthy of a prima ballerina, she wheeled around, cocked her arm all the way back, and whipped it forward. This all occurred in the space of a heartbeat. The knife sliced through the air and flew straight and true. The tall man had time to gasp before the blade punched through one of his eyes and penetrated his brain. His hands clutched instinctively for the knife�s handle, but he was already dead. His body toppled backward, slid sideways along the desktop, and rolled to the floor.
Chad�s psyche, overloaded with violent sensory input, finally kicked his mouth back into gear. �Oh my God, I thought you were going to kill me. I thought you were going to torture me and then kill me. Oh, shit. Oh my God. Oh shit. Holy fucking shit.�
But Cindy�s smile was implacable. She exuded the calm that had left her following the tall man�s denial of her petition. �That was never going to happen, Chad. You�re too important.�
Chad cackled, a sound close to lunacy unleashed. �Yeah, you bet. Never going to happen. That�s what I thought all along.�
He looked at the guard with the pistol.
The unlikely savior.
He was a stocky guy in his thirties. He had a thin wisp of a mustache and a receding hairline. His gaze was sturdy, and he projected the air of a man you don�t mess with, not unless you want to lose a lot of teeth. Of course, maybe some of that had something to do with the big gun his hands were wrapped around. The black pistol looked huge and malevolent. But, hey, at least it wasn�t pointed at them.
�So you�re in on it, too.�
Chad�s gaze shifted back to Cindy. �You really ought to tell me more about this whole revolution, conspiracy thing. You�ve been implying I�m some kind of central figure in whatever�s going on, which makes no goddamn sense, since I don�t know you people and have never set foot in this godforsaken place even once in my whole life.� He laughed again. �Call me crazy, I think I�m owed a little more of an explanation.�
Cindy clasped hands with him. �Soon, Chad, I promise.�
And then she was pulling him out of the room.
�But now we have to go.�
He staggered after her.
The guard followed them.
�Hey-�
They were proceeding down a drab hallway at a pace Chad had difficulty maintaining, and he tried to plant his feet, an attempt to bring their exodus from this place to a temporary halt. He was pissed off about being kept in the dark. He wanted answers. But Cindy�s strength again eclipsed his own, and he was dragged along a bit before managing to regain his footing.
�Jesus Christ, Cindy� He panted. �It�s not like I�m being unreasonable. I really did think I was about to die in there. You could�ve fucking told me about our friend here. Do you not have an ounce of compassion in you? Not one single fucking ounce? And what was up with the wait? Why wait so long to bring in the cavalry?�
The guard cleared his throat. �Had to find out how much the boss knew.�
Cindy added, �Which turned out to be not much.�
The guard grunted. �Thank God.�
They exited the building through a rear door and stood in a tunnel that vaguely resembled an underground mine shaft. Earthen walls supported by joists and beams. Chad peered down the length of tunnel he could make out, which wasn�t much-it curved and formed a blind spot. He saw something flickering-a gas lamp flame.
Chad sighed. �I�ve died and gone to the land that time forgot.�
The guard pulled a folded piece of paper from a vest pocket and passed it to Cindy. �A duplicate of your emancipation endorsement. You�ll need it to get past the next checkpoint. The man you�ll need to see there is Stephens.�
Cindy nodded. �Stephens.�
Something flickered in the guard�s eyes, a hint of some private shame. �There�ll�� He cleared his throat again. �There�ll be a price to pay?
Cindy met his gaze. �It won�t be one I haven�t paid a hundred times before.�
The guard sighed. �I know.�
Cindy started walking.
Chad, ever reluctant, had no choice.
He followed her. �I would really like to go home now.�
Cindy ignored him.
�Good luck,� the guard called after them.
She ignored that, too.
The guard waited there until he saw them disappear around the bend in the tunnel. Then he went back into the holding facility and returned to the warden�s office. He examined the bodies of his former colleagues, checking to be sure they were dead. He detected a faint pulse from one of them, Nitkowski, a problem he took care of with another bullet to the back of the head.
Then he moved to the warden�s desk and took a seat.
He surveyed his bloody handiwork and judged it a job well done.
But not quite finished.
He racked the 9mm�s slide, ratcheting another bullet into the chamber. Then he put the gun in his mouth and thought about all the terrible things he�d done since coming Below. The slaves he�d killed. The innocent children he�d consigned to a life of slavery. Unspeakable, unforgivable acts of brutality. He wasn�t an evil man. Not really. These things had been an almost unbearable burden on his conscience, which was alive and well despite his repeated efforts to suppress it, even kill it. He�d allowed circumstance and his own fears to override his morality.
To turn him into a henchman of the devil.
But fate had turned and granted him an opportunity to atone for his deeds.
An opportunity he�d taken with gratitude. There was just one more thing left to do. Seal one more dead man�s lips forever. He pulled the trigger.
This is a dream. A dream but not a dream. A warped reflection or inversion of reality, like the dreamer�s odd visions of the beautiful woman called Dream. He experiences the same awareness that he�s dreaming. The lucid quality of the scene in his head distresses him. His sleeping body writhes on the bed, and he covers his face with his hands. Only then does he realize he is no longer tethered to bedposts. In fact, he senses he is alone in the bedroom. So this is it, the miraculous opportunity he�s been praying for, another chance to get out of this place. All he has to do is wake up.
WAKE UP!
an internal voice commands.
But he cannot.
How strange it is, how frustrating, to experience this dual awareness. Knowing that what he�s seeing in his head is something more than the usual juxtaposition of weird images conjured by a brain at rest. That random quality isn�t there. Nor is there any overt symbolism. He watches the drama unfold like scenes in a movie. A movie he can�t look away from. He is reminded of that guy in A Clockwork Orange, the singing sadist, who is immobilized and forced to watch a series of grotesque images, his eyelids held open with metal clamps. This is like that. Something restrains him. Monofilaments of psychic thread knotted in strategic areas, effectively preventing a return to the conscious world. The knowledge of his unbound body in the bed is like that proverbial carrot at the end of the string-always just out of reach. Maddeningly close.
Not for the first time, he experiences despair.
He is in a room lit only by candles. He sees this. He knows it�s an image in his head. But he�s there. Really there. He can feel the ground beneath his feet. Can feel the warmth generated by the flickering flames. There is an altar of sorts against the back wall. Upon it is the nude body of a middle-aged man. His chest is sunken and his ribs are visible through yellow, papery skin, the way plastic wrap might look stretched over a skeleton. His ankles and wrists are bound with lengths of rope, a measure that seems unnecessary-nothing about this obviously doomed man suggests �flight risk.�
The man is awake.
And resigned to his fate-no pleas of mercy issue from his mouth.
But the dreamer senses something more than mere resignation; the man on the altar seems almost� eager.
Yes, that�s it.
He�s eager to die.
He eagerly awaits deliverance from a long period of suffering.
The dreamer-who maybe isn�t really dreaming-is horrified by the revelation. Not for the sake of this man, who is obviously beyond help, but for himself. Because he knows how easily he might embrace a similar fate. It is all too easy to imagine that sense of serenity, of blissful acceptance, in that last moment before death.
There is a small crowd in the room. A dozen people. All there, the dreamer supposes, to bear witness to this man�s death. Witnesses are an essential part of the ritual. He isn�t sure how he knows this, but it is fact, as immutable as the tide. He can�t make out their faces, and none of them speak. They are waiting for something. This is a reverent silence, a silence of solemn anticipation.
They wait.
And wait.
The dreamer wills his sleeping body to open its eyes. His concentration is so focused the intensity of the scene in his head wavers just a bit, goes soft-focus. His eyelids flutter. Once. And then the scene snaps back into focus. There is a flashing moment of utter despair and frustration. Then the mute witnesses drop as one to their knees. The dreamer is on his knees in the same instant, not at all sure how he knew the precise moment to genuflect. But the same mysterious impulse causes him to bow his head in the next moment. His peers in worship do the same. That sense of anticipation remains, but it is more intense now, and there is a collective holding of the breath.
Footsteps.
Someone has entered the room. A presence of authority. The footsteps draw closer. The sound is the thump of boots on wood, and there is something ominous about it. The dreamer begins to shiver and experiences symptoms like the onset of a cold, a headache and chills, a dull throb at the back of the throat. The clip-clop of the boots is like a hammer in his head as the person wearing them passes by him on the way to the altar. The person ascends the few steps to the altar, stops, and turns to face the small crowd. The worshipers, if that�s what they are, look up now.
The dreamer shivers again.
It�s her. Giselle. His tormentor. The awful mute woman who tied him up and tortured him. The candlelight seems to grow brighter. No, the dreamer realizes, it�s not just a matter of perception. The light actually is brighter. Giselle has somehow willed it. She is capable of such things. Magical things. She is not as adept as the one who taught her, The Master, but he thinks her power should not be underestimated. This knowledge appears fully formed in his head, intact from nowhere, like a file added to a computer�s hard drive via a floppy disk.
Giselle looks more beautiful than ever. She is wearing an ankle-length black skirt over black boots and a burgundy top that exposes her arms and breasts to stunning effect. Her long black hair is pulled back and gold hoop earrings dangle from her delicate lobes. The light from the candles seems to lick at her porcelain flesh. Her eyes are alive with the raw power of dark magic. She is the most striking female he has ever seen.
She smiles.
And extends a hand.
A person near the front of the crowd stands, extracts something from the folds of a robe, something that glints in the light, and walks with her head knelt down to the altar. She proffers the shiny object. Giselle takes it from her and the robed woman returns to her kneeling position. Giselle�s gaze takes in each person in the room, one by one, seeming to linger longer on the pale face of the dreamer.
The dreamer swallows hard.
Giselle�s smile broadens. The object in her hand is a wedge of razor-sharp steel. A knife with an ornate handle. Ceremonial knife. She turns away from the crowd. The dreamer has a side view of her slender figure now. She walks over to the bound man and kneels beside him. She brings the blade to her lips and kisses it. All a part of the ritual. The dreamer knows this, but the purpose of the ritual eludes him-a missing floppy-disk file?
The next phase of the ritual becomes apparent when another member of the crowd-the dreamer himself, actually-stands up and approaches the altar. Dread fills him like a fast-acting poison. The last place he wants to be is anywhere closer to Giselle or that altar. But he continues his approach on damnably steady feet. There is an object in his hand. A thick, leather-bound book. He wasn�t aware of it before, but here it is.
An image flash. Giselle nude. Standing over him.
Standing on him.
He wants to be far, far away from this sadistic bitch, but here he is ascending the steps to the altar, turning to face the crowd, opening the book, opening his mouth to intone lines written in a language he doesn�t know.
Except that he knows it now. Words swollen with madness emerge from his mouth. Repetitive and rhythmic, blocks of strange verbiage form like passages in a song. This is a chant. An invocation. The dreamer speaks the words with the rote familiarity of one who has spoken them many times before. A possibility occurs to him, a notion imbued with enough unexpected hope to cause his physical body to grunt with surprise.
What he�s witnessing is real. Or very nearly real. He suspects any exaggerations supplied by his own mind are minimal. Slight embellishments. However, he�s now certain he isn�t actually in the candlelit room. Instead, he�s a visitor in someone else�s head, an unseen voyeur. His host, this sentient conduit between his own sleeping brain and this strange place, is unaware of his presence. He shares some of this person�s store of knowledge, which is how he knows this strange language. But there are gaps in the interweaving of the two minds, places where the synapses don�t quite mesh. The dreamer knows his host is a male. He knows the man once had a normal life in the world outside The Master�s domain, but that all ended more than seven years ago.
And that is all the dreamer knows of his host.
He stops reading. The book snaps shut. There is utter silence in the room again. Another phase of the ritual has concluded.
Only one phase remains.
Giselle grips the bound man under the chin with one hand, forcing his mouth open. The other hand, the one gripping the knife, moves with practiced deliberation toward the gaping orifice. Moisture leaks from the corners of the doomed man�s eyes. Helpless tears. The dreamer experiences a surge of anger that nearly-but not quite-overrides the terror he�s feeling. This just isn�t right. Hell, it�s a fucking travesty. Things like this should not happen in the modern world. But, hey, this isn�t really a part of that world, is it? That place, though still subject to the forces of random chaos and violence, is a world that has achieved some degree of civilization. Of enlightenment. This terrible thing would not happen in that place. �
Here, on the other hand �
Giselle slides the knife into the man�s mouth with the same unhurried precision. The man�s body jerks as something in his mouth gives way beneath the pressure of the blade. There is pain, sure, lots of it. Like all other sentient creatures, he remains a prisoner to the instinct of nerve endings. His mouth tries to close around the blade in a desperate effort to halt its progress, but Giselle merely tightens her grip around his jaw. She works the blade up and down while gouts of blood jump out of the man�s mouth. The look on her face is one of rapt concentration as the blade continues its inexorable excision.
Her eyes sparkle with nearly orgasmic joy as she springs to her feet and holds the blood-flecked knife high above her head. Impaled on its tip, almost unrecognizable beneath a coating of gore, is a small flap of flesh. The mutilated man on the altar has rolled onto his side and is coughing up blood. He is choking on it. Someone should help him.
Someone�
Be careful what you wish for, the dreamer thinks.
His host is moves toward the bound man. A moment later, he is kneeling beside him. The book is set aside as he reaches into his robe. His hand-the host�s hand, he reminds himself-closes around cold metal. A knife. The blade comes into view, and this is no ceremonial instrument. Six inches of dented but very sharp steel. This is a working man�s knife. A killer�s knife.
The host�s hand rears back. Then the blade swoops down in a merciless arc. The man on the altar dies, his throat cut ear to ear with stunning precision.
He steps away from the corpse, holds the dripping end of the knife away from his robe, and Giselle again takes center stage. She lowers the knife, pries the bloody piece of flesh loose, and opens her mouth.
I�m going to faint, the dreamer thinks.
The tongue is drawn into her mouth. She swallows it whole. There is a moment when the dreamer sees a lump in her slender throat, then it is gone, like the body of a mouse passing through a snake�s gullet. Something in the atmosphere of the room changes. It reminds the dreamer of the way it feels outside in the moments just before a storm hits.
Giselle�s nostrils flare and her body abruptly goes ramrod straight. The muscles in her arms and neck convulse like those of a condemned prisoner getting that first jolt of electricity. The throbbing veins look ready to burst. Her eyes glow a brilliant yellow, then morph to red a moment before resuming their normal dark brown hue. A great sigh issues from her mouth and her body returns to a normal posture. The strange power gripping her is gone-at least its visible signs-but her cheeks are imbued with a rosy glow. And that sense of almost erotic excitement remains palpable.
She looks at the dreamer again.
At his host.
She opens her mouth�
Then the scene starts to fall away from him, like the glint of a nickel tumbling down a well, diminishing to a pinpoint before disappearing altogether. There is a moment of total blackness, and in the next instant the dreamer is jolted back into his own body.
His eyes snap open as he jerks awake.
He sits upright in the bed and breathes hard.
My name is Eddie, he thinks.
Eddie, Eddie, Eddie.
And I am not a murderer.
Eddie quickly scanned the room for signs of Giselle, but she was nowhere to be seen. This was the best news he�d had in, oh, ever. He�d rather get whacked repeatedly in the nuts with a Louisville Slugger than ever encounter that scary bitch again. Images from the dream assailed him, disjointed now, but still all too vivid.
The rational side of his mind began its inevitable assault of these things. The dream couldn�t have been real. He certainly couldn�t have been inside the head of another man. Eddie, the voice of reason told him, these are things a crazy person believes.
Eddie told the voice of reason to get fucked, because he wasn�t buying it.
It had all happened.
It was all real.
Whatever it was.
He had no idea what the purpose of the ceremony he�d witnessed had been and had no interest whatsoever in finding out. He knew it was some fucked-up kind of black magic, and he knew he wanted to put as much distance between himself and its purveyors as soon as possible.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed, found his jeans on the floor, and pulled them on. This was the same pair of jeans he�d been wearing for the last year, and the filthy fabric felt nasty on his flesh. Nastier than usual, that is. He frowned, ran a hand through his hair, and frowned some more. His hair felt� clean.
He held out his arms and examined the rest of his torso. All the accumulated grime and muck of a year spent living in a cave was gone.
Psycho mama had washed him.
Eddie grunted.
Weird.
It was almost as if she�d been � well� preparing him for something.
His eyes widened as he thought again of the ceremony.
GO! the voice of self-preservation urged. MOVE YOUR ASS!
So Eddie moved his ass.
He went to the bedroom door, gripped the doorknob, and tried to turn it. It didn�t budge. He frowned, gripped it with both hands, focused his strength, and tried again to make it move. Nothing. He sighed and slumped against the door, breathing hard. Okay, this was depressing. The door wasn�t locked, yet it wouldn�t yield to his most concerted efforts. He supposed Giselle could have sealed it with a spell. Yes, she would be able to do that, wouldn�t she?
Damn her black magic-practicing ass.
He would just have to think of something else.
His gaze fastened on the window to the right of the bed. Yes! He ran to it, jammed his palms under the edge, and tried to throw it up its tracks. His muscles protested and a wheeze rattled out of his constricted throat.
�Aw, shit.�
A closer examination revealed the window to be as effectively sealed as the door, but, hey, he could deal with this. Glass would yield, spell or no spell. He went to Giselle�s writing table, picked up one of the chairs, took one step back toward the window�
� and froze.
He heard a muffled sound, but its source was a mystery. Then there was a louder sound. A grinding, shifting sound. Stone moving over stone.
Eddie put the chair down.
He sat in it and cupped his face in his palms. �Fuck me gently with a thresher.�
He rubbed his eyes and opened them again, and he saw what he expected to see. A panel of the wall was sliding slowly open. He glimpsed darkness and the hint of a flickering flame. Giselle emerged through the opening bearing a gas lantern. As soon as she was in the room the wall panel began to slide shut. Then the opening was gone and there was only the wall. The seal was seamless. He shook his head. Well, it made sense. A place like this would have sliding wall panels and secret passages.
Giselle blew out the lantern�s flame, walked over to the writing table, and set it down. Eddie looked up at her and was unsurprised to see her smiling at him. She looked just as she had in the dream. The long black skirt swirled about her ankles. The burgundy top looked flimsy, almost see-through, like something that should be ripped from her body posthaste.
Hmm, what a strange thought�
Giselle reached out and stroked his face with the palm of a hand. Eddie shuddered at her touch. Something passed through her fingertips into him, something sensuous, an electric elixir that made him drunk with desire.
He gulped. �Giselle, I�ve never been so scared of a person in my life, but��
Giselle smiled.
And she opened her mouth.
And said, �But you want to make love to me.�
Eddie�s eyes widened.
He felt dizzy.
So very, very dizzy.
He slid out of the chair and tumbled to the floor.
The Master relaxed with another drink as he considered his nomadic nature.
Though he tended to remain in one place for decades, he�d traveled the world, beginning new colonies of slaves in the remotest corners of nearly all the major continents. These he wiped out whenever a renewed sense of wanderlust told him the time had come to move on. No trace was ever left. These demolitions were great, masterful symphonies of destruction, carnage on a grand scale, and it all occurred beyond the eyes of the outside world. The gap between the world the humans inhabited and the dark corners he carved out of the fabric of existence could not be breached.
Unless he willed it.
Which, as was the case tonight, he sometimes did.
He wasn�t certain yet, but he thought this place in the mountains of Tennessee might be the last of his kingdoms. That sense of restlessness was beginning to fade. The notion of starting fresh somewhere else possessed none of its former invigorating power.
Time.
That relentless tick-tock ogre.
He was getting old, and some of his passions were deserting him.
There was a life beyond this realm. He knew that. A place where he might finally live among others of his kind. This place wasn�t the afterworld of primitive human belief, but it was similar in some respects. His physical body would die and decay, but his life would not end. He would ascend to this other realm, this elevated place of light and wonder, and would inhabit a new shell. Solid flesh and blood. But this was the extent of his knowledge. He knew little of the form and substance of this other place. The few texts that talked about it were too vague in their descriptions.
The texts he had were handwritten tomes handed down from others of his kind through the millennia. The ancient pages survived only through a concentration of his will. When he ascended to that other place, there would be no one left to continue this act of magical maintenance; the pages would crumble, the binding would dissolve, and the remaining pile of dust would be swept away by the next gust of wind that happened along.
The Master sipped his drink.
A thoughtful frown creased his brow as he considered these things. It wasn�t a given he would automatically ascend to the other place. He certainly shouldn�t assume it would just happen. The gods required a constant level of appeasement and sacrifice. The ancient texts were quite clear on that matter.
Tick-tock.
The disquieting thing was the lack of a measuring stick. He had nothing to judge his efforts against. Had he done enough? Why were the gods silent? A melancholy loneliness settled over him. He ached for the company of others of his kind.
He became angry at himself.
How had he contracted so many human weaknesses? He fed off them in a vaguely vampiric way, derived life-sustaining energy from their terror, and he wondered now if he�d absorbed some of their essence.
Yet another in a long series of troubling possibilities.
He carried his drink to his chambers.
His �guests� would arrive soon. The sense that there was something unique about the one called Dream was undiminished.
She was special.
The thought he�d been trying to suppress-because it was so obviously not possible-floated fully formed into his consciousness.
She was the reason for this uncharacteristic bout with melancholy and self-doubt.
And this uncomfortable contemplation of the eventual end of his natural life.
He sighed deeply, stretched out in a chair, and closed his eyes. The flesh of his face began to ripple and contort. Some of the gray-but not all-faded from his hair. New hair filled in other places and removed the illusion of a receding hairline. The creature in the chair no longer looked like the benign older gentleman it usually pretended to be when greeting new arrivals.
The man in the chair looked forty instead of sixty.
Old enough to command respect.
Yet young enough-and handsome enough-to instill desire.
He was instituting a new approach tonight, a one-time deviation from the usual program of subjugation and torture. Dream was the reason for this change of plans. She would come to him of her own free will. He wasn�t sure why, but he sensed this was important.
The Master smiled.
The change was complete.
The Accord pulled to a stop alongside the long front porch. The imposing house loomed over the car�s passengers like a steely-eyed beast. Gabled windows extended from either side of the columned porch. The house would not have looked out of place in an upscale modern neighborhood, but there was a hint of something old world about it. There was an implied menace in the way it seemed to crouch against the side of the mountain, as if readying to strike.
Karen leaned through the gap between the front seats and said, �Creepy�
Alicia whistled. �No shit.�
Dream was entranced by the house. She was aware of the menace it exuded, but it evoked something else in her, some nameless longing that made her heart race. She opened the door on her side and extended a long leg through the opening.
Alicia seized her wrist. �Whoa, hold up!�
A thunderclap of unexpected fury rumbled inside Dream�s head. She twisted free of Alicia�s grip and barked at her, �Don�t fucking touch me!�
Alicia blinked. �Jesus, Dream.�
Dream winced.
What the hell brought that on? she wondered.
She clasped hands with Alicia. �I�m sorry�
Alicia frowned. �Whatever. We�re all on edge. I know that.� She glanced at the house again before shifting her gaze back to Dream.
She shuddered.
And opened the door on her side. �Oh, hell. Let�s go if we�re goin�.�
Dream smiled. �Thank you.�
�Place is creepy as all get-out, but we don�t have a lot of other options.�
Karen sighed in the backseat. �Other than just killing ourselves.�
Dream tried not to show her shock.
Karen�s comment was offhand, flippant.
She couldn�t know one of her friends meant to do that very thing.
�Nobody�s killing themselves.� Alicia sounded weary and out of patience. �Let�s get up in this fucker and see if we can get some help for that little asshole.�
Meaning Chad.
They all got out of the car and stretched their legs. Dream stared up at one of the gabled windows. A flickering light emanated from the darkness there. A candle. She walked up to the porch, climbed the steps, and soon stood before a large door. Karen and Alicia, still wary, trailed after her, and stood to either side of her.
The door was ornate and carved from old oak. There was a small window at about eye level, and there was a heavy brass knocker below the window.
Dream grasped the knocker. She rapped it hard against the door four times and stepped back.
There was no initial acknowledgment of their presence from the other side of the door. Dream was ready to reach for the knocker again when they heard a muffled click of footsteps from somewhere inside. A woman in heels, from the sound of it. Then yellow light was blazing through the small window. A moment later, the door creaked open.
A tall, slim woman of about forty stood in the opening. Her expression was severe, made more so by the way her black hair was pulled tightly away from her face. She wore a simple black dress, a dress an urban woman might wear to an elegant club. Something in her posture and the set of her features hinted at cruelty.
A smile devoid of warmth twisted the woman�s thin lips. �Are you ladies lost?�
Dream gulped. �Um �� She cleared her throat and somehow found her voice. �Yes. We�re lost and we need help. A friend of ours is� dead. And another one is missing.�
Dream�s voice quavered with unexpected emotion, the veil of detachment slipping momentarily away. �Please, we need to call the police. Please help us.�
�Oh, my,� the woman gasped, an exaggerated, nearly theatrical sound. �How dreadful.� She made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head. �Why don�t you ladies step inside?
You can call me Ms. Wickman, by the way. We�ll have a talk and figure out what to do about your missing friend.�
Dream stepped over the threshold and into the house. Alicia and Karen followed her inside, and the heavy oak door swung shut behind them.
Ms. Wickman turned the lock.
�There,� she said, obvious satisfaction in her voice. Her hazel eyes sparkled with ill-concealed excitement. �Now no one gets in or out.� She chuckled, a sound that unnerved them all. �We�re all safe from the big, bad killer.�
Dream was appalled by the inappropriate nature of a humorous remark at a time like that, but then Ms. Wickman swept past them and beckoned them to follow her. So they did, moving down a short hallway off the foyer, then stepping through a doorway into a large and impressively appointed living room.
�Here, dearies, have a seat on the comfy sofas.�
The women seated themselves, settling into squeaky leather.
Alicia said, �We appreciate the hospitality, but what we could really use is a phone.�
An expression that was nearly a smirk tugged at a corner of the woman�s mouth. �Yes, I suppose that�s so. There isn�t one in this room, unfortunately. Relax and get comfortable.� She smiled again. �You should know that this isn�t my home. I am merely an employee of the man of the house. He will be in to see you shortly.�
She was gone before they could question her further.
Alicia released a shuddery breath. �Oh my God, she is so fucking strange.�
Karen looked startled. �Don�t let her hear you say that.�
Alicia laughed. �Yeah, what�s she gonna do? You think she�s coming back with a chain saw? Get real. She�s just an antisocial wacko living up here in the woods with her recluse boss.�
Karen said, �Think about what you just said. That last sentence.�
Alicia frowned.
Dream cleared her throat. �You both need to calm down. You�re jumping at shadows.�
Karen�s head jerked toward Dream. �Yeah, and for some pretty good reasons, or have you already forgotten? What�s wrong with you, anyway? You�re acting weird.�
Dream sighed. �I am not. I�m just tired.�
It was only a partial lie.
She was acting weird, and she knew it.
Hell, she felt weird.
Strange.
Well, this was her last night on earth.
How else should she feel?
But the suicidal thoughts vanished as she became aware of a new presence entering the room. She felt a strange tingle as she turned to get a glimpse of the best-looking man she�d laid eyes on in a long time. He was maybe six feet tall, solidly built, and blessed with square-jawed movie-star looks. He caught her eye immediately and smiled in a way that made her knees shake.
Alicia whispered, �Oh, my!�
His compelling gaze never left Dream.
She went to him, extending a hand. �My name is Dream.�
He clasped her hand.
His touch sent a shiver of sensual delight through her.
He smiled. �Welcome to my home, Dream.�
Dream blushed.
She felt weak.
Helpless.
Lost in his glittering eyes.
Chad followed Cindy through a narrow tunnel that steadily curved and sloped ever downward. The going was slow. You didn�t want to work up too much of a head of steam, or you�d go tumbling ass over teakettle down the tunnel. Staying upright was a job and a fucking half, but Chad found it helpful to let the fingertips of his right hand glide over the tunnel wall. The technique worked well enough, for the most part, but he was unsurprised to find himself stumbling as they rounded yet another bend. He righted himself with a wild pinwheeling of the arms, drew in a steadying breath, and slipped his right foot back into the primitive sandal it had just vacated. �Hey, uh, Cindy?�
She glanced over her shoulder at him. �Yeah?� He resumed walking, even jogged for a moment to catch up to her, the sandals slapping against the hardpacked dirt. �Look, I can dig all this stuff about how you do what you have to do down here. Law of the jungle, survival of the fittest, and so forth. But since we�re sort of comrades-in-arms now, having been through a kind of trial by fire together, I thought I�d appeal to your better angels and ask you to give back what�s rightfully mine.�
�What are you saying?�
�I want my fucking Reeboks.�
�It�s good to want things, Chad.�
Chad groaned. �Jesus Christ, woman, you�re taking me down into the bowels of, well� hell� or something. I should get to make the journey in a modicum of comfort. Or is that too much to ask?�
�I think you already know the answer to that one.�
Chad sagged. �Congratulations, you are now officially the ball-busting champion of the world. I know you must be proud.�
Cindy�s expression softened, the smirk becoming an almost affectionate smile. She walked up to him, cupped his face in her palms, and kissed him full on the mouth. Chad�s eyes widened as she continued to kiss him for several seconds.
She broke off the kiss and said, �What were you saying?�
Chad frowned, and nervously cleared his throat. �Um � that was unexpected. Unexpected and startling �� He almost smiled. �� but nice.�
Chad watched a single tear spill from one of her eyes and trace a path over the contours of one of her lovely cheeks. A familiar ache sparked to life in his heart, the leading edge of a mass of pain he tried to keep tucked away in one of the darkest corners of his soul. That corner housed the love he felt for Dream that could never become the romantic love she so desired. Oh, he loved Dream so much. His one regret in the world, the one he would change if he could, was his inability to be what she wanted him to be.
A man worthy of her bottomless wellspring of love.
Cindy wasn�t Dream. They were different in countless ways. But here was that same source of angst again. He stared at her and felt a terrible empathy. The thin film of dirt that covered her body was heartbreaking. He looked at her unwashed hair and thought how coarse it must feel to the touch. He ached for the woman she�d been prior to coming here, a woman he�d just gotten a bittersweet glimpse of, a mom and a lover and a nurse. A good person. His own eyes glistened with moisture.
No one deserved this fate.
He took her into his arms and she stepped willingly into the embrace, wrapping her arms about his back as she cried softly against his ear. The embrace was brief, but he sensed it was a welcome gesture. When they parted, Chad sensed something fundamental had changed between them. He thought maybe he�d touched something long dormant within her.
�Thank you,� she said softly. �Sometimes it all hits home.� She managed a small smile. �Sometimes I get desperate to wake up from this nightmare and I just lose it.�
�You don�t ever need to be embarrassed to be human in front of me, Cindy�
Please let me have a chance to say that to Dream before I die, he thought. That and so many other things.
She kissed him again. A light peck on the cheek. �Thank you. Now �� She heaved a big sigh. �This has been � nice � but we should get going again.�
Chad nodded. �Right.�
Cindy clasped hands with him, and they began to make their way through the tunnel again, this time at a slower, more deliberate pace. Chad was so preoccupied by the abrupt change in the tenor of his relationship with Cindy that he failed to immediately notice the widening of the tunnel. He was so immersed in contemplation of the development that the hum of nearby machinery didn�t register until Cindy said, �Slow down.�
Chad looked at her. �What?�
So she said it again. �Slow down. Listen.�
Chad did. He frowned. �What�s that?�
Cindy looked troubled. �Checkpoint. We have to pass through it to return Below.� A shudder rippled through her. �We�ll be encountering some nasty people in a bit, and, well, no offense, please keep your big mouth shut. I�ve been through this before and I can get us through this now, but you need to leave the talking to me.�
Chad shrugged. �Fine.�
The tunnel continued to widen as they trudged forward. The steep downward slope began to level out, only a little at first, then dramatically, and soon they were walking on flat ground. The tunnel�s ceiling became higher, as well, and they began to perceive a glow of artificially produced light. The hum of machinery grew louder. Chad was pretty sure they were hearing a generator. This suspicion was confirmed as they came around what turned out to be the end of this branch of the tunnel. They stepped out of the tunnel and into a much larger area.
�This is the checkpoint,� Cindy breathed.
Chad glimpsed a dark opening beyond the checkpoint and realized his earlier perception hadn�t been quite true. The tunnel didn�t really end. Not exactly. Its dimensions changed here and there, particularly in places where more room had been carved out of the earth for places such as this. There was a shack to his left that looked a bit like a construction site office. A row of military-style transport trucks were lined against the opposite wall. A holding pen occupied the space between the shack and the trucks. Chad counted thirteen people in the pen. Slaves, he assumed. The area was lit by klieg lights, a brightness that approximated midsummer daylight.
Rifle-toting guards patrolled the perimeter of the pen. They wore body armor and black helmets with inscrutable black visors. They were lean and muscular and lithe, and they moved like hungry panthers stalking prey.
Satan�s shock troops.
Chad whispered, �Holy shit. Pardon me while I pass out.� He looked at Cindy. �Please tell me you�re sure they don�t know about��
His eyes flicked back toward the tunnel. �You know ��
Crimson-tinted images of the holding facility massacre shook him.
Cindy arched an eyebrow. �Of course they know. Don�t be naive.�
A jolt of terror slashed through Chad�s heart and caused his eyes to open so wide he thought they might fall out of their sockets. �What!?� He was still whispering-a guard was approaching them-but he was agitated now. �What the living hell, Cindy? You said you could get us through this.�
�I can. I think.� There was an edge to her tone now, an implied warning. �You just have to shut up and trust me. Now hold tight.�
The guard reached them. He held his rifle in front of him, and Chad noticed his forefinger was curled around the trigger.
The guard�s voice was brusque. �Identification.�
Cindy reached into the pouch at her waist, pulled out a card, and handed it over to the guard, who gave it a long inspection. �I am formerly the property of Overlord Gonzo.�
Chad thought, Overlord Gonzo?
He heard a feigned pride in her voice when she said, �I am an emancipated slave.�
The guard studied the card a moment later, glanced at Chad, and handed it back to her. �And who is this?�
�This is my new slave.�
The guard studied Chad. The scrutiny made his skin crawl. It was like being sized up by The Terminator. The inscrutable visor increased his anxiety level by several degrees. An urge to turn and flee back through the tunnel gripped him, but he remained where he was, counseling himself against acts of impulsive-as well as suicidal-stupidity.
At last, the guards gaze went back to Cindy. �You�ll have to meet with the Stationmaster.� He nodded at Chad. �Your slave will have to stay in the holding pen.�
The holding pen!
Chad looked at the hungry eyes of the slaves in the pen. �Are you kidding? I won�t last ten minutes in there.�
Cindy backhanded him, a blow that rocked his head and sent him staggering backward. She stalked after him, glaring at him with real malevolence, and drove a fist into his solar plexus. He dropped to his knees and gasped for breath. Cindy grabbed a handful of hair, yanked his head back, leaned in close, and hissed, �Mouth off again and I�ll have this man shoot you.�
Panic filled Chad�s soul, wrapped a cold fist around his heart. He had fucked up. He knew that. Cindy�s anger was genuine, albeit for reasons other than what the guard would assume. He�d broken his vow of silence. He had to consciously remind himself she was role-playing-and that she alone best understood what it would take to get them through this place.
�I�m � sorry!� There was a quaver in his voice, and he realized he was close to blubbering. But that was okay. A little role-playing of his own couldn�t hurt. �It won�t happen again, I swear. Please don�t hurt me anymore.�
Cindy relinquished him.
The guard said, �I like the way you discipline.�
There was something new in the timbre of the guard�s voice, a deeper, raspier tone, and he was speaking at a level just above a whisper. Chad had a disturbing notion, an idea that he was beginning to know how Cindy meant to get them through this checkpoint.
He ached for her again.
�And what about my body?� Her tone was matter-of-fact, the voice of a person negotiating a business transaction. �Do you like that?�
The guard chuckled. �Very much.�
Cindy nodded. �You�re Stephens, right?�
The guard licked his dry lips and smiled. �Yes. I�ve been waiting for you. I�m the new Stationmaster.�
Cindy pursed her lips. �And the old Stationmaster?�
The guard�s smile widened. �Hawthorne.� He shrugged. �A real by-the-book, rules-and-regulations guy!� A tone of mock solemnity entered his voice. �Tragically, he just met an untimely end.�
Cindy nodded.
As if the information wasn�t news.
Stephens said, �I�ll just need to discuss some loose ends with you. In private.�
Chad�s stomach roiled.
She wouldn�t really let this happen, he was sure of it.
Stephens slung the rifle back over his shoulder, cupped his hands around his mouth, and called out, �Coleman!�
Another patrolling guard stepped away from the holding pen and strolled over to where they were standing. �Yeah?�
Stephens nodded at Chad. �Keep an eye on this guy while the lady and I conduct some business.�
Coleman grinned. �Sure.�
The guard and Cindy entered the tunnel, and Chad watched them disappear around the bend through eyes blurry with tears. Several long moments elapsed during which nothing seemed to be happening.
And then he heard them.
Dimly at first. Then louder. High-pitched cries of sexual enthusiasm. Cindy. And a lower-pitched series of testosterone-charged grunts.
Stephens.
This went on for a time.
Chad felt a welling of tears. He doubted he could quantify how infinitely sad what was transpiring made him. It was wrong. An unforgivable offense against the universe. Which was a melodramatic thing to think, he realized, but he believed it nonetheless. He was seized by a desire to bring this place down. He wouldn�t be satisfied with just his own escape. Not anymore. He would settle for nothing less than complete destruction. An inferno. The oppressed rising up to mete out a justice every bit as ruthless as the vile transgressions against humanity this underworld�s powers-that-be seemed to engage in as a matter of routine.
But that was ridiculous.
He was a systems analyst, not a revolutionary.
How could he hope to change anything down here?
When Cindy and the guard emerged from the tunnel, she seemed reluctant to look at Chad. He met her gaze once, tried to transmit a message of concern and empathy, but her eyes flicked instantly away.
The guard who took Cindy into the tunnel sent Coleman away. �You�ll be boarding the next transport run when it leaves, which should be within an hour. You and your slave will be taken Below. You will be carrying documentation verifying your status as an emancipated slave.�
Then he was gone, leaving Cindy and Chad standing there unguarded.
She said, �See? I know what I�m doing.�
Chad nodded. �Sure.�
But there was a distance in his tone, a faraway look in his eyes.
He was thinking about liberation. About throwing off the shackles of oppression. He was also thinking quite a bit about retribution.

Eddie was dreaming again. Yet again. But the images weren�t as vivid this time. They were fleeting and halfformed. That sense of lucidity and pseudoreality was gone. In its place was an odd mixture of physical lust and a swirling sense of impending disaster. He saw bodies burning in a pile, heard screams so loud and so anguished they pierced his eardrums like serrated knives. The stink of death was everywhere. And, in the middle of it all, appearing and disappearing-then reappearing again-was the woman from his earlier dream.
Dream.
A hauntingly beautiful image glimpsed here and there through a fog. Or it might have been smoke, the billowing black smoke of a conflagration. Although he couldn�t tell exactly what was happening, he sensed the woman was in extreme danger. Something terrible was about to happen to her, something unspeakable, and, this was the creepiest part of it, she seemed to welcome it, to even embrace it.
He saw the woman again, more clearly than before. She was again wearing the flimsy, sheer blue dress she�d shed in his previous dream. She seemed less threatening in this dream, not quite as apt to turn into a yellow-eyed beastie. He wasn�t sure why that was, but he would later decide he was getting glimpses of a fluid possible reality. The woman�s fate wasn�t decided yet. He sensed she was vulnerable, susceptible to ideas she wouldn�t normally entertain. She stood now on the precipice of a great corruption. Soon she would either surrender her soul to darkness or give up her life trying to fight whatever was threatening her.
This dream, what little he would recall of it upon awakening, was suggestive of things that might happen should she pursue the latter course. A dark shadow, enormous and distended like a shadow puppet, emerged from the smoke to loom behind her.
Eddie opened his mouth to scream out a warning � � and awoke with a start.
Giselle looked up from her writing table when he sat bolt upright in the bed, gasping hard like a runner at the end of a marathon. The images from the dream became fuzzy and dispersed like bubbles blown into a breeze, but he retained a sense of what he had seen and of what the images meant. He looked at Giselle, who, with a tip of a quill dimpling a corner of her mouth, resembled a biology student studying a particularly interesting specimen through a microscope.
He heaved one more heavy sigh and said, �I am having some seriously fucked-up dreams.�
He reconsidered the admission instantly. Broaching the subject with her was the kind of mistake that registered in the upper reaches of the stupidity Richter scale. Wasn�t it possible she was the one who�d turned his head into some kind of psychic antenna? �That is, ah, I mean, it�s probably nothing, and, uh ��
Giselle set the quill down, folded her hands primly in front of her, and said, �In what way are these dreams � �fucked up�?�
Eddie said, �Well-�
And then it came back to him, the memory of the astonishing event that had sent him reeling back into unconsciousness. She had spoken. Upon emerging from the secret passage, the mute girl had opened her mouth and sounds had emerged.
Words and sentences.
He stared at the sleek contours of her lovely face-and again experienced inappropriate erotic urges-and recalled images of a bloody flap of flesh sliding down her mouth, a tongue excised from the mouth of an emaciated old man.
The images, as well as the persistent desire to kiss her red lips, quashed his train of thought. �Um ��
There was a glint of amusement in her eyes, a glimmer of secret knowledge. �Your desire for me disturbs you.�
Eddie swallowed hard. �Ah � well��
She laughed. �You can�t understand why you are so drawn to a woman whose deeds you find abhorrent.�
She�d nailed that part of it, Eddie had to admit. �That about sums it up.�
He shrugged. �I suspect you of literally fucking with my head, altering my brain chemistry somehow. I don�t understand it, but� there you go.�
�Nor do you need to know the specifics of it.� She got up and walked slowly toward the bed. The long skirt swirled about the ankles of her boots. �My powers are rooted in obscure rites and ancient magical practices, things you are too simple to comprehend.�
She climbed onto the bed, hoisted the skirt to thigh level, and sat astride him. �You saw me do something horrific, saw it in a dream, but what you don�t know about is the higher purpose behind the ceremony�
She wriggled her ass against his crotch and grinned at the automatic physical reaction the stimulation caused. Eddie�s heart fluttered. He was having difficulty focusing on anything other than pure sensation, but he managed to say, �Come on, a higher purpose behind murder. You�re kidding � right?�
She tilted her head back, pinched her nipples hard through the fabric of her dress, and said, �No � you have a destiny to achieve, Eddie.� Her face was flushed with lust, her porcelain flesh tinged a deep red. Her breathing quickened as she moved more rhythmically against him. �The ceremony� is symbolic. Restores my speech for a short time. I did it to facilitate quicker� communication between us, to��
Eddie managed a hoarse mutter: �What destiny?�
Her only reply was a low moan.
Eddie shifted uncomfortably beneath her, but the movement only served to further stiffen his cock. He sighed and became still. It felt like there was a stick of dynamite wedged between their bodies.
Though it disturbed him to look into her eyes-especially when they were so close-he did so now. �You know, magic didn�t make that happen. I�m a guy who likes women. A lot. And you are one lovely piece of ass.�
Giselle licked already moist lips. �Oh?�
Eddie nodded. �Yeah.�
Giselle laid her wrists on Eddie�s shoulders and clasped her hands behind his neck. �Tell me more about these dreams.�
He slid a hand along one of her thighs. �Um � now?�
�Tell me everything.� One of Giselle�s hands came away from his neck and cupped his jaw. The hand squeezed, forced his mouth open, and for one long, delicious moment their mouths joined. During that moment, every concern he had-even the need to escape-was obliterated by the totality of the erotic fever gripping him. Then she withdrew her tongue, pulled her head back, and said, �Everything. Leave nothing out. Starting with your escape from Below.�
Eddie was breathing hard. �Jesus � I can�t even think with this � thing � between us.�
Giselle�s eyes flicked downward, then she met his gaze again and smiled. �I seem to have created a monster.� Teasing laughter trilled out of her mouth. �I suppose I should set it free. Then we can talk.�
She propped herself up on a knee, unfastened his jeans, and pulled his cock free. Eddie scrambled to push the jeans down around his knees while Giselle stroked the engorged shaft. He moaned and flopped onto his back. She settled onto him, easing him inside her one heavenly inch at a time. When he was all the way in, she started riding him like an urban cowgirl atop a mechanical bull. Eddie thought he would come right away, given his unusually intense state of arousal, but it turned out she controlled his ability to achieve orgasm, as well.
He cupped her breasts through the fabric of the dress, and she arched her back. Her mouth stretched open wide. Her eyes closed. Her head whipped side to side, making her raven hair fly. A series of high-pitched gasps escaped her mouth, building to one long crescendo of uninhibited pleasure. She abruptly seized him about the wrists and stopped bucking. She got to her feet, pulled the dress off over head, and tossed it away. Eddie stared up at her, rapt, and ran a hand along one of her perfect legs. He was dimly aware of any will, any resistance to her desires, dying quietly. Whatever else she might be-monster, killer, sadist, what have you-she was unquestionably a goddess.
There was nothing he wouldn�t do for her.
She smiled, as if sensing his thoughts.
And she sat on his face, wedging the pink slit of her sex against his open mouth. He worked her with his tongue, determined to pleasure her as no one else had, convince her of his worthiness. A piece of knowledge arrived wholly formed from seemingly nowhere. His arrival in her room was no accident. She had directed him here. She had plans for him. Grand, dangerous plans. He didn�t know what she had in mind-couldn�t know-but he sensed whatever it was might be his only true hope for salvation.
She screamed.
Slapped the wall behind her with open palms.
She rolled off him and beckoned him to her. He came to her without hesitation, planting his hands beneath her arms. She arched toward him and he thrust into her, gasping at the hot wetness that enveloped him. She locked her legs around him, the balls of her feet gouging the small of his back. Eddie thrust and thrust, arching his back, crying out, and it went on and on, until finally, mercifully, release was achieved. His eyes clenched shut, he groaned, twisted handfuls of rumpled bedsheets, gasped in air, and slumped against her.
No words were exchanged for a while. Silence was better. Eddie�s head rested between her breasts while she slowly stroked his tangled hair. Her legs still clung loosely to his hips. It was beautiful, a natural physical joining. Eddie had engaged in sexual activity during his time Below, but never had there been an opportunity to enjoy the luxury of afterglow. For that matter, sex Below had never remotely approached anything like what had just transpired. The memory of those quick, animalistic couplings saddened him, served as a reminder of just how grim his situation remained. And he didn�t want reminders. He just wanted to enjoy this moment. To savor the feel of Giselle�s soft, deceptively fragile body beneath him.
He�d just made love to a woman.
Really made love to a woman.
A beautiful, transcendent thing, one of nature�s greatest gifts. The most natural, normal thing in the world. How good it was to feel normal again, even if for only a few fleeting moments. How he would love to perpetuate this moment forever, render this carnal interlude eternal.
But that could not be.
Somehow he knew it.
And so he was not surprised when Giselle said, �Our time here is short.�
Eddie sighed. �I thought you might say something like that.�
She stroked his cheek. �A time of reckoning is nearly at hand. Now� tell me about your dreams.�
So he told her. He described the woman called Dream, whose recurring presence in his dreams was so like a portent, a sign of some momentous event, something he was somehow tied to. He told her of his growing surety that Dream was a real person, not merely some symbol of the subconscious.
�But the dreams themselves, I think, are symbolic. Something catastrophic will happen. I keep picturing fiery conflagrations. There�s a sense of temptation, a psychic war for this woman�s soul.� Eddie shook his head. �I can�t make sense of a lot of it, but I get the feeling she�s the key to� everything.�
Giselle�s gaze flicked to the bed canopy. She looked thoughtful. �Tell me about your escape. Leave nothing out. Spare no detail, no matter how minor.�
So he told her about the escape. The supply run to the checkpoint. How he�d slipped into one of the upbound tunnels while the guards at the undermanned station were busy taking advantage of the female members of the supply team. He was more than a hundred yards into the tunnel before he heard the dim echo of raised voices behind him. He told her of his frantic dash through the tunnels. At some point the shapeshifters picked up his scent. The memory of that awful snorting, a hungry intake of unnatural breath, made him shudder in Giselle�s arms. Next he related his passage through the security booth and the surreal trip up the endless staircase.
Giselle made a sound.
Eddie frowned. �What?�
She ran fingers through his hair. �I was thinking how much easier this would have been for you had we been able to approach you.�
�We?�
Giselle just smiled.
Eddie�s mind reeled. There was so much he didn�t understand. �Shit. Look, I don�t care who all�s involved in � whatever�s happening. But if you needed me up here, if I�ve really got some kind of destiny to meet� why not tell me up front?�
Giselle�s smile never wavered. �Destiny can�t be coerced.�
�I don�t get it.�
She kissed him lightly on the mouth. �You had to come to me of your own free will, Eddie, with no foreknowledge of the role you�re to play here.�
�But why?�
She sighed. �A higher power decreed it.� Her smile finally faltered. �I doubt you would have come here had you known what was in store for you.�
Eddie didn�t like the sound of that. This rendezvous with so-called destiny gave every indication of placing him in great danger.
Life-threatening danger.
Which wasn�t his cuppa Joe, thank you very fucking much.
He cleared his throat. �Look��
�Shush.� She placed a finger to his mouth. �You have a rare opportunity, Eddie, a chance to achieve greatness. To do a good thing.� Something flickered in her eyes, a barely glimpsed shadow of regret. �And to help me atone ��
He frowned again. �Wait� are you saying what I think-�
She cut him off again. �Yes. Then we�ll be gone from here.�
Gone?
Eddie knew better than to hope.
Hope was heartache waiting to happen.
But Giselle said, �Yes, Eddie, we will.�
She drew him into her again.
And gasped.
�I promise.�
Dream couldn�t get over how gorgeous King was. His square jaw and cool blue eyes were the stuff of steamy erotic fantasies. A wavy wedge of brown hair swept back from his brow. He was dressed in black slacks with razor creases, a starched white shirt open at the collar, and polished nut-brown loafers. A class ring of some sort glittered on one of his fingers. But the attraction was about more than appearance. There was something in the knowing way he looked at her that made her weak in the knees.
A shudder went through her every time he turned that dazzling smile on her, as he did now. �Tell me, Dream, if you don�t mind my asking, were your parents�� He pursed his lips, as if considering the proper way to address a potentially delicate subject.�� the sort who lived on communes and traveled around the country in the wake of nomadic musicians?�
Alicia snorted.
Dream shot her a look, then showed King her most open, inviting smile. �No, I don�t mind the question. I know what you�re getting at. My name.�
King arched an eyebrow. �And a lovely name it is.�
Dream was peripherally aware of Alicia rolling her eyes. She knew what Alicia would say privately about King. That he was phony. That he dripped false sincerity the way construction workers dripped sweat-profusely. And perhaps there would be some truth in those accusations, but Dream didn�t care. She knew King�s demeanor toward her was typical predatory male stuff. His interest in her was obvious in both the set of his features and the rapt attention he paid to her.
And Dream loved it.
The memories of recent wounds were still so fresh in her mind. Disillusionment caused by Dan Bishop, the ultimate phony. Rejection and scorn from Chad, the man who didn�t know-and now would never know-he was the love of her life.
It felt good to be the object of such blatant desire.
�Thank you,� she said, flushing. �To answer your question, my parents weren�t classic hippies. They went through a phase of that when they were very young, which happened to coincide with when I was born. My folks were eighteen and nineteen at the time. My mother named me. She later said she would have named me anything else if she�d known there�d be a hit song in the seventies of the same name. At any rate, I don�t mind the name. It�s not the burden everyone assumes.�
King laughed. �Oh, I would hope not. A name like that�s a gift. You should wear it proudly, the way a queen wears her crown.�
Alicia echoed his laughter. �Flaunt it, baby�
King appeared to miss her sarcastic tone. �Precisely. Let it set you apart, distinguish you from the masses. You should move through the world with arrogance, smirking at the ordinary people who can never know how it is to feel special� the way you are, Dream.�
Dream�s smile faltered. �Yeah. ��
What King said ran contrary to everything she believed. She disdained arrogance in people. Ditto crass displays of unchecked ego. King exuded those qualities in abundance. Everything about him, his clothes, his home, his attitude, bespoke a measure of wealth and success that was disquieting. Exceptionally attractive women, women like herself, were magnets for men like King. A lot of women allowed themselves to be seduced by money and material things. Dream couldn�t fault them. It was only human to seek security. But her experiences with successful men always left her cold. Wise in the ways of finance and business, none of them were versed enough in the nuances of the human heart to suit her. She needed a man who would prize her more for her worth as a person than her value as a trophy arm-piece. Somewhere along the way she�d decided the right man for her, whoever he turned out to be, probably wouldn�t be a slice of society�s upper crust.
Why, then, should she find herself so drawn to King?
But the answer was obvious, wasn�t it?
This was a time of great upheaval in her life. Life, in fact, had beaten her. Like a hooker left broken and bloody in a ravine. She had struggled so hard for so long, and now she was ready to give up. She was ready to die. The enormity of it hit her for the first time since entering King�s house. Maybe her bleak mind-set was to blame. A person facing imminent death at her own hands had no reason to be bound by a lifetime�s worth of insecurities and inhibitions. The same went for principles once held dear. A man like King, cocky and so polar opposite of her ostensible ideal, was maybe exactly the right man for this set of circumstances.
King got up to freshen his drink, then returned to the sofa opposite her. �You seem troubled, Dream. Is something bothering you?�
Dream frowned.
He�d known her less than ten minutes and already he was probing her for personal information. It seemed inappropriate, but� yes, she felt like she could talk to him. Something in his eyes spoke to her, indicated that all her darkest secrets could be shared in confidence. But that was ridiculous. She was assuming things she couldn�t know. Perhaps all she was seeing was lust, naked desire transformed by the filter of her desperation into something else. It was silly, even absurd, the notion that he was appealing to her on some deeper level.
But the feeling was there, imbued with an unlikely emotional heft.
She sighed. �Well��
�Oh, Christ.�
Dream flinched at the exasperation in Alicia�s voice. She glanced hesitantly at her friend, whose unwavering gaze was locked on King.
�I hate to interrupt your little mating dance, but tough shit, we�ve all got some things bothering us.� Her eyes, hard brown pebbles set in porcelain, flicked briefly at Dream before returning to King. �We didn�t show up at your door because we had nothing better to do, Edward. We�re lost, you see, and we�re out of gas. We�re here because your place is literally the end of the road. We need help.�
King stroked his jutting chin with a thumb and forefinger. His brow furrowed with concern. �I see.�
Alicia smirked. �Do you? I�m not sure, man. One of our friends is dead.� She jerked a thumb at Karen Hidecki, whose face was a numb, unreadable mask. �Her boyfriend. And we�re not talking about natural causes. He was murdered.�
Dream saw a shudder shake Karen�s thin shoulders. Shame assailed her all over again. The woman�s obvious state of shock was the only barrier holding back a complete mental meltdown. Jesus, Alicia was right to sound pissed off.
What�s wrong with me? she wondered.
How many times had she asked herself that very question?
Too many.
A picture of the Glock filled her mind.
She breathed very slowly.
In. Out.
In. Out.
She looked at King and had a thought. A thought so startling it made her swallow with difficulty. This house, this place high up in the mountains, would be the stage upon which the last great drama of her life would play out. She would either kill herself with the Glock during the night, or King would turn out to be the lover she�d always needed. The heterosexual alpha male she could cling to like a life raft. She listened to the flow of words between Alicia and King, sensed on some level what was being said, but she wasn�t really listening to it.
She was thinking of King that way again-imagining herself undoing the buttons of that clean white shirt and pulling it off him �
� thrusting a hand inside his slacks �
She felt wanton.
Slutty.
She felt disconnected from the scene in the living room. Cut off from her friends. All of existence was composed of herself and King, a vivid image of their naked bodies entwined, desperately fucking away all the pain in the world.
She became aware of someone saying her name.
It was Alicia.
�Dream? You hear me, girl?�
Dream gave her head a good shake. The world regained definition; random, senseless sounds coalesced again into recognizable words and language.
She nodded. �Yeah.� She cleared her throat. �Of course.�
But that inappropriate erotic tingle was still very present. She recrossed her legs and shifted uncomfortably on the sofa. She made herself look at Alicia instead of King. �I�m sorry.� She searched for a good excuse for her distraction. The most valid one occurred immediately. �I�m just so tired. This day has gone on forever.�
She didn�t have to fake the yawn that came then.
Alicia�s expression softened. �I know, girl.� She smiled, a sad upturning of her lips that spoke of weariness and loss.
�Just bear with me a bit longer. I�m having a bit of an argument with Miss Scully here.�
She nodded at Karen.
Dream was startled by the Asian girl�s tear-soaked countenance. A fresh stab of shame made her wince inwardly. Christ, how could a person get so lost in fantasy that she�d miss a friend�s emotional meltdown? The grotesque inappropriateness of her thoughts made her want to cry.
But� Jesus � the thoughts weren�t going away.
She made herself say, �What are you arguing about?�
Alicia scowled. �You are really out of it.� She sighed, glanced again at Karen before continuing. �We�re arguing about� the way Shane died.�
Karen whimpered, a sound that tugged at Dream�s battered heart.
�What about it?�
Alicia�s expression grew more solemn. �She�s still insisting he was killed by a monster. She�s been telling Edward here about what she believes she saw in the woods, a vivid description, granted, but obviously a product of hysteria and stress. I say she didn�t clearly see Shane�s killer, so her mind supplied her with images gleaned from movies and books. Delusions-�
Karen turned on her. �I saw what I fucking saw, Alicia!� She scooted to the far end of the sofa, away from Alicia. �I�m not fucking crazy, I�m not on drugs, and I don�t hallucinate monsters. My mind�s not so goddamn brittle. You don�t have to believe me, fine, shit, I don�t care, but please stop insulting me.�
Alicia closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. Her lips moved, and Dream knew she was counting to ten. She was trying to find a calm center within herself, the place she always tapped to drain away excess hostility. Dream had seen her do it a million times.
Her eyes fluttered open. She turned an unblinking gaze on Karen. �I�m sorry if you feel insulted, Karen. It wasn�t my intention to insult you. We�re all under a lot of stress, and I think we�ll all feel a lot better as soon as we can get a ride to the nearest hotel.� Her gaze shifted to Dream. �Right, Dream?�
Dream�s breath caught in her throat. She was uncomfortably aware of how closely the sound resembled a gasp. A disappointed sound. She couldn�t help the quick glance she shot King�s way. �Um � yeah, sure.�
But she didn�t like that, acquiescing to Alicia�s unflinching drive to steer them in the right direction. She didn�t like being cajoled. And she didn�t want to kill herself in a fucking hotel. She wanted to spend her possibly last night on earth under King�s roof.
In his bed.
She sighed.
A frustrated-little-girl sound. She didn�t like making that sound. It embarrassed her, made her feel childish, but she couldn�t help it.
She didn�t want to go.
She wouldn�t go.
Fuck it. Fuck them. Fuck everything.
A look of exasperation creased Alicia�s face. �Oh, what, Dream?� She shrugged her shoulders in an exaggerated way. �Please don�t get weird on me. I�ve seen you making googly eyes at studly here. Cool, fine, I understand lust. What I don�t understand is this lack of grace under pressure.
This is the wrong goddamn time for hanky-panky. I�m counting on you, girl. Help me get us out of this.�
Dream seethed.
Alicia�s famous bluntness was intact, but it had been a long time-since shortly after the escapade with the razor-since Dream had felt the brunt of it.
So she lashed out.
�You�re not my fucking nanny�
But Dream was instantly appalled by the utterance.
�I�m sorry, Alicia.� She sobbed. �I�m sorry, I�m sorry, I�m sorry�
Alicia came to her without words, took her into an embrace, and wiped her tears away. She held Dream close, cradling her face against her neck. Dream snuggled into the crook of her friend�s neck. Sobs continued to shake her body. Her friend�s strong arms around her were a reassuring statement of strength. It was what she liked best about Alicia. She was stolid. Dependable. Implacable. She would absolutely never, ever crack under pressure.
As always when Alicia comforted her, she quickly began to feel better. She breathed a shuddery sigh and broke the embrace. �I�m okay now.�
Alicia looked at her with concern. �You sure, hon?�
Dream wiped her eyes. �Yes.� She managed a fragile smile. �Sorry about that.�
Alicia rolled her eyes. �Oh, hell, don�t apologize for being human.�
King loudly cleared his throat.
They all turned their heads toward him. He sat in his chair with one leg propped over another, his big hands clasped over a knee. A look of bemusement played across his handsome features. Dream found herself unsettled by the expression. There was a disturbing quality to it, something she couldn�t quite pinpoint, something � And then she had it. The realization struck her like a sack of rocks.
He�d found the tearful exchange � amusing.
Entertaining.
What a sick motherfucker!
Dream felt a surge of anger.
But�
She frowned and chewed her lower lip.
Maybe she was misreading him.
She wanted that to be the case.
King�s expression changed, became solemn. �I�m afraid there�s no question of where you�ll be staying tonight. Our phones are out.� He shrugged in apology. �I don�t know what the problem is, but I assume the phone company is working to correct it. You are, of course, welcome to spend the night here.�
He smiled. �It�s really for the best. All will seem better �� He paused, glanced at Karen, and appeared to reconsider his words.�� or at least more manageable in the morning. A good night�s rest can do wonders for the disposition.�
Alicia grunted. �Look, what we�d really like is a ride into town.�
Dream frowned, chewed her lips.
Was that what she really wanted?
She jiggled her foot and tried not to look at King.
Alicia, oblivious, went on. �No offense, but I�d really feel a lot better about everything if we could let the police know what�s going on.�
�Chad�s still out there,� Karen chimed in. �They ought to be looking for him. He could be in danger.� She grunted, glanced with deliberation at each of her friends. �Don�t forget what it was like out there.� Her voice dropped in pitch. �Strange. Like the motherfucking Twilight Zone.�
�He�s in danger,� Alicia said. �No doubt about it.�
Karen�s red-rimmed eyes flicked toward Dream. �We should never have left the goddamn interstate.�
Dream flinched.
Alicia sighed. �Yeah.�
Dream didn�t want to think about that.
Not anymore.
King sighed. �I�m sorry, ladies. I hesitate to send my employees down the mountain at night even under the best of circumstances. This place is not this �twilight zone� you speak of, although I understand tremendous stress of the sort you�ve endured can cause some misperceptions. I live in a remote area. The going is treacherous at best, as I�m sure you�ve discovered. And the threat of inclement weather erases any possibility of such a trek, I�m afraid.� He smiled thinly. �Your missing friend should be fine as long as he sticks to the road. I suspect he�ll show up here at some point.�
There was another uncomfortable silence.
Dream thought, What threat of inclement weather?
But she didn�t say it.
She looked at King, felt her heart stutter, and she just couldn�t say it.
Alicia sighed, defeated. �Okay. I guess we�re staying here.� Then there was some steel in her voice again. �But you�re getting us out of here first thing in the morning, understand?�
King smiled. �Of course.�
Then he raised his voice. �Ms. Wickman!�
The severe housekeeper appeared through an archway. �Yes, Master?�
Alicia�s double take was impossible to miss.
She looked at Dream and mouthed the word: Master?
Her face radiated incredulity.
King paid her no mind. �These ladies have endured a long, arduous night. It is time for them to rest. Please be so kind as to show them to their rooms.�
Ms. Wickman nodded stiffly. �Certainly? She arched an eyebrow at the women. �Ladies?�
Alicia and Karen got slowly to their feet, stretching and groaning from exhaustion. Dream shifted in her chair, uncrossed her legs, and listened to the beating of her frantic heart. She was as tired as her friends-perhaps more so, having done the bulk of the driving from Key West-but she didn�t want to leave yet.
She wanted to stay right here.
With King.
Alicia cast an inquisitive gaze at her. �Hey, Dream, aren�t you coming up?�
Dream mustered a big smile, infusing it with as much sincerity as she could summon. �I�m a little restless yet. I think I�ll stay down here and have a drink with Mr. King.�
King smiled.
Alicia smiled. �Okay. Whatever. You�re a grown-up, sweetie.� She bent down to kiss Dream goodnight. �You take care of yourself, you hear?�
Dream met her friend�s gaze. �I will. Don�t worry about me.�
She tossed her car keys to Alicia, who caught them in midair. �Get our bags out of the car. You can give me the keys tomorrow.�
Alicia sighed. �Okay, Dream.�
Then she and Karen were gone, following Ms. Wickman through the archway.
Dream, at last, was able to turn the whole of her attention to King.
His smile broadened and he uncrossed his legs. �Alone at last.�
Dream drew in a deep breath, counted slowly to ten, and expelled it with a shudder. �Yes,� she breathed. She had to count to ten again. She swallowed hard and somehow managed to say, �I want you.�
King nodded. �I know, Dream.�
He stood up.
Approached her.
Extended his hand.
She stood.
Took his hand.
And followed him out of the room.
Hell.
Chad wondered about that.
Am I in hell?
Perhaps. If Satan�s domain was a maze of crudely carved tunnels beneath the mountains of East Tennessee, then, yes, he was certainly in hell. What he�d seen of Below so far was comparable in important ways to Western civilization�s most common vision of hell-an oppressively dark, hot, nasty place somewhere well south of heaven, a grim place where evil reigned supreme and soul-scorching terror was a way of life.
Okay, maybe this �Master� person wasn�t the literal Satan of the Bible, but he was clearly some variety of bad-ass supernatural being. He could manipulate minds as easily as other people fold clothes, and he apparently enjoyed mucking about with the fabric of reality a bit. Not nice.
Chad had never previously had occasion to give the issue much thought, but he considered it a given that anyone who went around mucking with the fabric of reality was an asshole.
Which was somehow perfect.
Of course the devil was an asshole-what else would he be?
So, Chad decided, let�s say this guy�s the devil. Master. Devil. Same difference. For hypothetical purposes, let�s just go with it. This motherfucker is Beelzebub. The horned one himself. 01� Scratch. Commander of the forces of darkness. Wielder of malevolent power beyond calculating.
Why, then, did such a being have such an inefficient infrastructure in place for his underworld kingdom?
The guards at the checkpoint, for instance.
An undisciplined joke.
These things were all symptomatic of a system ripe for exploitation. As he rode with Cindy in the transport truck, the part of his mind that made him a success in business went into overdrive, scheming, turning things over in his mind, looking for patterns, weak links, things he might be missing.
The transport truck coughed and sputtered as it rumbled over the rough tunnel terrain. Its shock absorbers were shot, and every time the vehicle bumped over a rock or mound of hardpacked dirt its occupants were jostled. It was a feeling akin to being on a small ship during a major storm on the open sea.
Cindy, who was free of restraints, was handling it okay. She could easily grab one of the curved metal struts that supported the green canvas above them. But the slaves-and Chad was a slave-had it bad. They were tossed about like dice in a gambler�s hand. Chad kept pitching to the floor and smacking his head on the bench opposite him. To get back up, he had to roll onto his side, shift around until he could get his butt under him, then propel himself backward onto the bench next to Cindy.
Cindy, of course, didn�t lift a finger to help him.
She didn�t even look at him.
As a slave, his safety was of only minor importance. He was her property. Extreme emphasis on the word �property.� Dehumanization was obviously a vital component of the master-slave relationship. To the extent that you could even describe such an arrangement as a �relationship,� that is.
He wasn�t really her slave. They�d discussed it in hushed voices prior to the transport truck�s arrival at the checkpoint. She had to maintain at least a facade of the typical bad attitude evinced by newly emancipated slaves. Freed slaves had something to prove, she educated him. They had to show they could be every bit as cruel as their former masters. More so, if possible. Survival of the fittest wasn�t the guiding principle down here. That was surfaceworld rhetoric. Bullshit spewed by clueless assholes who didn�t know the true meaning of adversity.
Survival Below wasn�t about corporate-style maneuvering.
Or the petty backstabbing of reality-show contestants.
Cindy made it clear she meant to put forth a convincing portrayal of the meanest bitch any of these assholes had ever seen. Chad, of course, knew what that meant-assthrashings so severe they�d make even the jocks who�d tormented him in high school cringe. She didn�t try to sugarcoat it for him. He was going to have a hard time. He was going to hate her sometimes.
But she told him to keep one thing clear in his mind at all times.
Pain aside, it wasn�t real.
He wasn�t her slave.
He looked at the manacles binding his wrists and thought about the leg irons immobilizing his feet, and he tried to believe that.
But it was hard.
The rumbling and tossing stopped as the truck rolled onto a stretch of tunnel floor that was significantly smoother than the rougher terrain it had just traversed. The excavation was more extensive here-the tunnel walls were farther apart, and the ceiling was higher. Chad could see this through the opening in the green canvas at the rear of the truck. The lighting was better here, too, more revealing-he could see evidence of the tunnel�s long-ago construction, shovel marks in the earthen wall.
Then the walls seemed to fall away altogether, the tunnel opening up behind them like a pair of unfolding hands. Chad slid to his right, leaning into another slave as the truck went down a steep incline. Cindy held on to a strut. Chad leaned harder on the slave. The emaciated man groaned. The descent was so dramatic he could only compare it to a monster roller coaster going down a long, plummeting straightaway. His stomach roiled, and he felt a tickle of nausea in his throat.
Then the descent ended and they were on flat terrain again. Chad became aware of noise all around them. Strange sounds. Something like a carnival whistle. Angry shouts. Threats. The primal sound of conflict. Fists on flesh. A crack of a whip. Voices. A multitude of voices, like at a rock concert before the houselights go down. If he needed any further reminding that he was in a savage place, here it was, the sound of the devil�s playground in full bloom.
The truck slowed as it threaded its way through a milling crowd. Jeers were hurled at the truck. Chad�s heart thumped faster when he realized the epithets were directed not at the driver, a servant of The Master, but at the slaves in back. He turned to stare through the rear opening at the faces of the hecklers.
An old man with a long, tangled beard and a corona of stringy, dirty hair around a bald scalp walked behind the truck, leered in at them, and held his middle finger aloft. He wore a loincloth, and Chad saw a glint of silver at his throat.
Chad squinted, but he couldn�t make out what it was.
The man�s leering countenance receded as the truck pulled onto a rutted track along the cavern wall and picked up speed. A few minutes later they were pulling into an open space that served as a parking lot. The truck pulled to a stop alongside another transport vehicle, and its engine shuddered as it shut down. A door creaked open and there was a sound of booted feet slapping the hardpacked floor. Then a guard�s visor-obscured image appeared through the rear opening.
�Any nonslave personnel aboard?�
Cindy answered immediately.
�Yes.�
The guard scrutinized her. �You bear the mark of a slave. Are you emancipated?�
Cindy nodded. She held her chin high, proudly. �I am.�
�Step forward, please.�
Cindy got up, strode purposefully toward the rear of the truck, and jumped to the ground. She opened her pouch and produced her paperwork. The guard took the folded papers from her hand, opened them, and studied the words printed on them. The guard stared at the papers long enough to make Chad uncomfortable.
At last, though, the guard folded the papers and returned them to her. �I see you�re newly emancipated. Congratulations.�
�Thank you.�
�Do you have a slave on board?�
She nodded, pointed at Chad. �That one.�
�The fresh meat?�
�Yes.�
The guard motioned to Chad. �Step forward.�
Chad got to his feet and shuffled to the rear of the truck. He looked down at the ground, hesitating, wondering whether he was expected to jump with the leg irons still in place. He was still considering this when Cindy grabbed the chain linking the manacles around his hands and feet and yanked him out of the truck. He screamed, struck the ground at an awkward angle, and pitched forward. His open mouth tasted dirt, and he gagged. He groaned, rolled onto his side, and stared through blurry eyes at Cindy, who looked to be reaching out to help him.
Wrong.
Her foot, encased in one of his new Reeboks, drove hard into his stomach, punching the air out of him and sending an explosion of pain through his midsection. She kicked him again, harder, and he curled up, a pathetic attempt to deflect any further blows. She kicked him one more time anyway, the tip of the athletic shoe punishing the hands clasped protectively about his stomach.
Chad cursed her in his head, but he cried out for mercy. Something awful occurred to him. Wasn�t it possible Cindy was fucking with his head? She�d been down here a long time-long enough, perhaps, to have every remaining drop of humanity wrung out of her. Maybe she was a sadist and this was how she caught her kicks-by concocting a carefully wrought illusion of friendship and conspiracy, an illusion she was even now in the process of cruelly destroying.
He couldn�t see her, but he imagined a smirk creasing her lovely face.
The thrashing ceased with a jarring abruptness. Through his tears, he saw Cindy whirl away from him and face the guard.
The guard smirked. �Nice. You have to break them in right.� He cast a sidelong glance at Chad. �Some people just have a knack for this life. I think you�re one of �em.�
Cindy only said, �We�ll be going now.�
The guard nodded. �You�ll need to register with Slave Control. There�ll be some more paperwork.� He grinned. �And your letter.�
Cindy�s eyes gleamed. �The mark of emancipation.�
�Yep.� The guard lifted his visor. Chad saw that the man had a prominent brow and a bulbous nose. There was a hulking quality about him. �Will you be at The Gathering tomorrow?�
Shit, Chad thought, the thug�s hitting on her.
Cindy shrugged. �Maybe. We�ll see.�
The guard�s smile faded. �Yeah, sure.� He sneered. �Don�t go getting the big head, bitch. You may be emancipated, but I�m still a swingin� dick with a big gun.�
Cindy sighed. �Jesus ��
Pitiless laughter trilled out of the guard�s mouth. �Just keep it in mind, whore.�
Cindy parted ways with the guard without another word, came to Chad, and pulled him to his feet by the chain. Chad staggered, his head swimming. A hand snapped across his face, stinging his flesh and clearing his vision.
�Be still,� Cindy hissed.
She knelt before him, extracted a key from her pouch, and unlocked his leg irons. She pulled them free and handed them to him. Then she stalked away from him, and he shuffled after her.
�Hey, hold up.� His breathing was labored. �Christ, this is heavy�
She didn�t say anything.
�Can�t I just drop it?�
She whirled around, and Chad drew up short. Her green eyes flashed with real anger. Seeing it made his knees shake. She twisted a handful of his shirt and pulled him to his tiptoes. Christ, she was strong. He�d forgotten how easily she�d handled him at the holding facility. His chest swelled with pain as panic jolted his heart with the force of a defibrillator. Her face, vibrant with newfound power, was inches from his own.
�You�re letting me down, Chad.�
A helpless sob escaped him. �I��
�Shush.� Her lips brushed his ear. �Remember everything I told you. This isn�t real. I know it sounds crazy, but you have to let me hurt you to help you. No matter what I do, remember that I� shit��
Chad wiped his eyes and studied her expression. �What, Cindy?�
Cindy averted his gaze, frowned at some middle-distance point. �Nothing.�
Chad was puzzled. She seemed almost� embarrassed.
But why?
She turned away from him, yanked on his chain. �Come along.� She talked to him over her shoulder. �And remember what�s real. Remember.�
Chad shuffled along after her. He still felt weary, battered, exhausted almost beyond the breaking point, but Cindy�s reassurances made things bearable. They soon passed through the parking lot�s security gate. The lot adjoined a squat, one-level building with the letters SCD crudely painted next to the entrance. Chad assumed, correctly, that this was the �Slave Control� building the guard had mentioned. Cindy shackled him to a rail outside the building and went inside. The rail was made of wood and stretched from one end of the building to the other. It made Chad think of the hitching posts cowboys tied their horses to in Western movies.
Chad glanced around, saw no one watching, and tossed the leg irons away.
Three other slaves were shackled to the rail. One was a black woman of Cindy�s approximate age. The slave closest to him was a frail young man. Chad�s stomach clenched at the sight of him. He was dying. There was a wound of some sort along his side, a raw lip of swollen flesh. It pulsed with infection. He was feverish and glassy-eyed. He laughed, mumbled, and swatted at bugs that weren�t there.
Hallucinating, Chad realized.
The last slave was tethered at the far left end of the rail.
A small girl child.
Six, maybe seven years old.
Chad ground his teeth. A single word hissed through his clenched mouth: �Evil.�
The word captured the attention of the dying slave. For a moment, a moment Chad sensed would be all too fleeting, the man�s eyes were clear and focused. He looked right at Chad and said, �You�re new.�
Chad nodded. �I am.�
A sad smile touched the man�s face. �I�ve been here four months.� He frowned, and his eyes went momentarily dull before clearing again and locking on Chad. �Or maybe four years. I forget. Don�t have a lot in the way of advice to give you, friend. You�re pretty much fucked.�
Chad laughed. �I figured.�
�Just keep your head down.� The man nodded, affirming the truth of his own statement. �Whatever they do to you, don�t fight back.� He lifted an arm and gave Chad an unobstructed view of the wound that was killing him. �Ain�t worth it.�
Chad looked away. �I�ll keep it in mind.�
�And you have to see Lazarus.�
Chad frowned. �Who?�
But that was the extent of the conversation. The doomed slave went back to swatting invisible bugs and mumbling half-coherent condemnations of God and, obscurely, Johnny Carson. Chad stopped listening to him and took in his surroundings.
So this was Below.
The place where The Master�s banished people were forced to live out what remained of their bleak existences.
Below was a huge cavern. The ceiling, high above him, was like an earthen sky. The place was lit by dozens of klieg lights. The rutted track that served as a road for the transport trucks was bordered on this side by the parking lot, the SCD building, and a scattering of other, vaguely official-looking buildings. Across the road was a row of more primitive-looking edifices. He heard a buzz of voices beyond those buildings.
The carnival whistle sound came again.
As did sounds of strange commerce and conflict.
There was a lot wrong with this place-a colossal understatement-but he realized it was a functioning community with a social order and, probably, some sort of rudimentary economy. It would fascinate a sociologist.
Chad, however, was repulsed.
Cindy emerged from the building thirty minutes later, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
The incongruous smile had a contagious quality that reminded him of�
Dream.
Chad blanched.
He�d been trying not to think about Dream. He hoped she was safe in a hotel somewhere, snuggling in for the night, blissfully unaware of his dire predicament. Logic told him this was probably the case. They had a car. They would be safe in the car.
He had to believe this.
Anything else was too dreadful to contemplate.
As Cindy drew nearer, he noticed a glint of silver at her throat. When she reached the hitching rail, Cindy turned her neck up, displaying a necklace to him. �You like?�
A piece of metal fashioned to resemble the fifth letter of the alphabet dangled from the necklace, glinting in the artificial daylight.
The dying slave was staring at Cindy, his gaze riveted to the necklace. Lucidity again touched his feverish visage. �Cunt. Emancipated cunt.�
Cindy hit him in the throat and he went down, folding faster than a glass-jawed stumblebum absorbing a blow from the heavyweight champion of the world. He lay unconscious on the ground, his arm dangling from the hitching rail.
Chad gaped at her. �My God ��
Cindy unlocked the chain shackling him to the rail. �Had to do it.� Her voice was low, barely audible. �I start accepting disrespect from slaves, we�re both in trouble.�
She led him across the rutted track. He stepped in a puddle of engine oil, winced, and shook oil from his sandal, then he joined Cindy on the sidewalk-like path of polished stones on the opposite side of the road.
He caught up to her and asked, �That guy back there, the sick slave, he said something about a guy named Lazarus.�
Cindy stopped abruptly. She put a hand on his chest, stilled his next question with a forefinger to the lips. �I�m taking you to Lazarus now.�
Chad frowned. �But who is he?�
Cindy�s answer only deepened the mystery. �I don�t know who he really is, Chad. I only know his real name is something else.�
She smiled. �Some people, Below�s more gullible denizens, think he�s God.�
God, Chad thought.
What a perfect irony.
He was in hell.
And God was here with him.
What might that mean?
And what was this strange, niggling feeling at the back of his mind?
He thought of a jigsaw puzzle with a thousand pieces, the pieces slowly, slowly fitting together, revealing long hidden secrets, pointing the way�
Out of here, Chad thought.
And followed Cindy around a corner.
Eddie couldn�t believe what he was hearing.
�You must be kidding. We can�t kill that thing.�
Giselle�s smile hinted of secrets unrevealed. �But we can.�
She was at her writing table again, still nude, gloriously nude, and he wanted her again. Oh, how he ached to be inside her again. Eddie forced his gaze away from her body. She too easily distracted him, and he did not want to be distracted now. What she was proposing was madness. He couldn�t do what she wanted. He just couldn�t. Couldn�t she see it was tantamount to suicide?
And Eddie wanted to live.
He hadn�t come this far, struggled this much, to voluntarily lay down his life. So tell her that, he thought. Be blunt. Lay your cards on the table. He paced the room, puffing intently on one of Giselle�s handrolled cigarettes.
�I don�t want to die!� he told her. He knew what it sounded like, but he didn�t care. �Call me a coward, go ahead. You won�t hurt my feelings. Goddamn, Giselle, you don�t survive Below without developing one bad motherfucker of a self-preservation instinct.�
He stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray on the table. He made himself look at her face, not the slopes of her breasts or the breath-quickening swell of her hips. No, better to seek sanctuary in the relative safety of her face. Her lovely, exquisite face. �I�m just a man, Giselle.� His voice was quiet, solemn, devoid of the previous agitation. �You send me up against that thing, you�ll be writing my death warrant.�
Giselle finished rolling a fresh cigarette. She licked the end of the paper, pressed it shut, and struck a match. She puffed the cigarette to life, exhaled, and said, �It�s true, Eddie, you may die. There is risk involved. Great risk.� Another slow exhalation of sweetly aromatic smoke. �That I can�t deny. But I can assure you of this-if you attempt to flee this place, you will certainly die.�
Eddie groaned. �Jesus, Giselle.�
Her gaze sharpened. �It�s true, Eddie. Remember what I told you about The Master�s mind? This place we inhabit, this shadow realm, is more than a corruption of reality. It�s a prison, Eddie. Once you enter The Master�s domain, you cannot leave. There is no exit. No early parole.� She smiled a little. �No escape.�
She opened her mouth. More smoke plumed away, perfect O�s floating up toward the ceiling. The smell was strange. Sweeter, more pleasant than tobacco. But it wasn�t marijuana. Come to think of it, he wasn�t sure he really wanted to know what they were smoking. It would be something freaky, wouldn�t it? Something like powdered bone or magical herbs. Essence of speech-impaired old man, perhaps.
Why not?
Look, he told himself. She�s a great lay. Strike that. A mundane term like �great lay� didn�t do this lady justice. She was light-years above and beyond anything he�d ever experienced, and he was a fairly experienced guy. He wasn�t King Stud, but he�d had his share of very nice sexual experiences, a great many of them certainly falling in the �great lay� category. And none of those women, not one, was fit to carry Giselle�s garters. She was ecstasy incarnate. Transcendence. Bliss. She could give you those things. Her body could take you to places beyond sensation, beyond orgasm, a place within the body, to the root of the pleasure centers deep in the muck of brain matter. And she could manipulate them with a precision a neurosurgeon would kill for.
Yes, she could do this.
He knew.
She had done it to him.
He was effectively enslaved to her now. There was no more need for ropes and discipline. He could never leave her, would never think of it, not now that he knew what she could do to him. He accepted this as fact and chose not to expend any energy struggling against it.
She owned him.
End of story.
But knowing that did not erase some very grim facts.
Giselle was a killer. A vicious killer.
And she was a sadist.
Bad things. He didn�t approve of any of the fucked-up shit she had done, let there be no mistake about that. Still, he�d surrendered his immortal soul to her. His immortal fucking soul, ladies and gentlemen, and you know what?
He�d do it all over again.
Without blinking a goddamn eye.
Which was why this act of resistance was so momentous a mental struggle. There was only one thing so awe-inspiring in its power that it rivaled the hold Giselle had over him, and that was The Master, a creature he�d bet the house on in a no-holds-barred death match against Satan and all his hellspawn.
�No escape?� Eddie threw up his hands. �So we�re just fucked, right?�
�No.�
�No?� he repeated.
Well, at least she said it with conviction.
�Let me tell you some things, lover.� She patted the seat next to her. �Have a seat.�
Eddie opened his mouth, but no words came out. Getting next to her was dangerous. Proximity would weaken his ability to argue. But he had no choice. It was a command, not a request. He sat down, gulped as he watched her legs uncross, and shivered when she propped an ankle on his knee. His strong hands went immediately to her foot, and his thumbs began to gently massage the soft pad of her sole.
Eddie sighed.
That�s it, he thought, it�s over, I�m screwed.
She made a sound of pleasure. �Mmm, that�s nice. When I�m done telling you what I need to tell you, we�ll make love again. Won�t that be nice?�
Eddie gulped.
It was another statement of fact. No need to comment.
She exhaled a final stream of smoke, stubbed out her cigarette, and stared at him with an expression of serene confidence. �Some things I can show you, Eddie. You can see with your own eyes some of the things I know, some of the things I can do. The power of ritual. The power of magic.�
Eddie recalled his vision of the bloody sliver of excised flesh disappearing down her throat, and he shuddered.
Giselle smiled. Her gaze drifted to the ceiling. She appeared to be looking beyond the speckled white surface, at something, or some place, far away. She looked stoned. There was a good reason for that-she was stoned. Eddie realized he was a little buzzed himself. Shit, it had to be that stuff they�d been smoking. He felt light-headed, not quite himself, but it wasn�t like a ganja high. He didn�t feel� fucked up. This was the opposite of that. It was a real high, in the purest sense, an elevation, an expansion of the senses. This was what proponents of lysergic acid were always claiming as the drug�s great miracle, but Eddie had done acid a time or two when he was younger, and he knew that was a bunch of shit.
Acid wigged him out, made him doubt his sanity.
This stuff�
Jesus, this shit made him � see.
He reached for the unlit cigarette in the ashtray, but Giselle deflected his hand. �No more. Any more will be too much. It�s still working its way into your system.�
�What is it?�
�It�s not important.� Her foot slipped out of Eddie�s grasp, insinuated itself along an inner thigh. �Just close your eyes and listen to me.�
Eddie did as she bade, leaning back in the chair and shuddering at the enhanced physical sensation of her foot on his bare flesh. Something surprising occurred to him. He wasn�t aroused. He should be. His cock should be straining toward her even now, but it was not. Then he realized she was regulating his physical response. She wanted him attentive. Focused on her words instead of her body.
So he listened to her.
And she said, �There are many things you will have to take my word for, things I can�t show you in the physical world. There are other planes, Eddie, and I�m not talking about the kind that fly. I�m talking about other levels of existence. Places inhabited by beings beyond man�s comprehension. Gods, Eddie. Immortals. Yes, they do exist. Notice my emphasis on the plural form. When you understand, Eddie, when you see, the idea of one great, omniscient God will make you laugh. These gods do wield some influence on events in our world, the one beyond this tainted place, but mostly they stay out of human affairs. These beings are powerful, more powerful by far than The Master, who is not a god, and who is not immortal.
�You need to know this about The Master-he is flesh and blood. As such, he is vulnerable. He has always been vulnerable, Eddie, but because he is powerful, and because he is careful, no one has ever been able to exploit that vulnerability. We will be the first. And the last. We will kill him.�
The conviction in her voice riveted Eddie.
The drug, this odd elixir that invigorated the mind and senses, made him believe it.
She said, �I have communed with the gods, Eddie. Even some of his gods. Not in the metaphorical way humans �talk� to God. I have had exchanges with them. They have told me things, shown me things, all the sweetest wonders of existence, as well as its darkest terrors. They have shown me the truth about The Master. They�ve shown me how to kill him.�
Eddie�s heart rejoiced.
Yes!
He can be killed!
�He is the last of his race, Eddie, and I know some things about his kind even he does not. They did not originate on this world. His ancient ancestors came here in a ship. A disabled vessel. It crashed on our planet. Only a few of them survived. The Master was born here, birthed by an alien mother. She died when he was young, and the others dispersed about the planet, using their unique abilities to blend in with the primitive peoples that inhabited our world then.
�They lived as Gods, became kings and idols, and some of them became dictators, the worst despots the world has ever known. Our Master could have followed in their footsteps, but he chose a different path. He was exceptionally gifted even for his kind, and he chose to use his rare abilities to create a different kind of kingdom, to exist beyond the prying eyes of the modern world. I�ll tell you something astonishing, Eddie. This place, this corrupted terrain, is but the latest in a series of kingdoms. He builds them, fills them with wayward souls, then, eventually, he crushes them and moves on. That will not happen here, Eddie.�
Eddie shivered. His eyes remained closed. �The gods told you that?�
�They showed me how to stop him. He is weak, Eddie.� She laughed, a wicked, conspiratorial sound that thrilled him. �He, too, communes with the gods, but do you want to know a secret? The gods don�t like him.� Laughter pealed out of her now, melodic, intoxicating. �His gods are the death spirits. Parasites that feed off suffering. Powerful spirits. They know he is weakening. They laugh at his offerings, his pitiful attempts to appease them, these laughable sacrifices.�
Eddie laughed.
To think that he�d never seen it that way-that sacrifice was laughable!
It was amazing!
He laughed at the idea of killing people to make gods happy.
What an absurd concept!
Giselle said, �He doesn�t understand the true power of ritual, of symbol. The tongue I ate was a symbol, Eddie. The gods appreciate that. I honor them in ways that appeal to their sense of humor. Have you ever heard a god laugh, Eddie? It�s the most wondrous sound. ��
Eddie tried to imagine it.
He was almost there, could almost hear it-with the aid of this amazing drug-but the sound remained just beyond the range of perception. �
�The Master knows he is a mortal being. He has lived a long time, and he knows his time on this plane grows short. I�ll tell you something else, something to make your heart palpitate, Eddie. His power, while still great, has greatly diminished.�
Eddie swallowed hard. �It has?�
Her foot slid away from him and she stood up. �It has.� She took his hand. �Open your eyes, Eddie.�
His eyes fluttered open. He stared up at her, slackjawed, his heart thrumming in his chest like a high-tension wire. God, this drug, it was amazing, it did the impossible-it made Giselle seem even more beautiful, even more desirable. She guided him toward the bed, and he numbly followed, sliding beneath the rumpled covers with her.
She curled her body around him. �We�re going to kill him, Eddie.�
Eddie felt a tingle of the old fear, but it was an echo, a remembrance of something that no longer existed. He would do Giselle�s bidding. That had been clear all along, but now he was truly at peace with it. �I know,� he rasped.
She kissed his neck. �It�s why you�re here, Eddie.�
He breathed heavily. �I know,� he repeated.
�Remember, Eddie,� she said, and briefly took the lobe of an ear between her teeth. �Symbol. Ritual. I can�t tell you everything now.� Her tongue traced the edge of his jaw, dipped briefly into his mouth, and retreated. �But know this, Eddie, it will all become clear to you soon. When the moment comes, it will all be perfect, and you will see. You will understand.�
I hope so, he thought.
�You will,� she said.
Eddie looked at her and shivered.
It was a reminder, he realized.
She owned him, mind, body, and soul, and she could see his thoughts as clearly as if they were printed on his forehead.
She smiled.
�Relax, Eddie, let it all go for a while.�
Eddie stared at her beautiful face and tried to do what she said.
Her smile turned salacious. �Would you like me to tie you to the bed again, Eddie?�
Eddie gulped.
Shivered.
And said, �Yes.�
Karen turned out the lamp on the nightstand next to the bed, snuggled up under the plush comforter, and tried not to think about Shane. It was impossible. There in the darkness, with the shadowy outlines of unfamiliar furniture lurking like dream phantoms, she found herself unable to think of anything else. The darkness was suffocating, a dark cloak drawn taut over her head. Helpless to stop it, her mind went back several hours, brought back the claustrophobic feeling of stumbling blindly through invisible trees. Dark and forbidding, these woods were full of hidden rocks and branches that snapped at your face an instant before you saw them. She staggered and fell, got up, and kept going, moving with relentless, heedless drive in the general direction of the scream they�d heard from the road. The terror, the most undiluted, all-encompassing burst of emotion she�d ever experienced, was more than she should have been able to bear. But she was undaunted, motivated by guilt, by the need to rescue the lover she�d betrayed.
The echo of Chad�s voice taunted her: �I fucked your girlfriend, Shane.�
Asshole.
What a rotten son of a bitch.
Chad�s revelation, so cruelly delivered, was an unforgivable offense. Boorish in the extreme. But he�d only been the messenger. She had only herself to blame for her transgressions. The worst of it was that the regular trysts with Chad hadn�t constituted an isolated phenomenon. There had been many other lovers. It shamed her. She wanted to know the serene joy of pure love, an ideal relationship, the one so fulfilling in every way it would erase at last her inability to be monogamous. She�d had such hopes for Shane, had even fleetingly believed he was The One. The one who would match her carnal intensity, finally freeing her to mature into a responsible, faithful lover.
But now she would never know.
Her eyes filled with fresh tears. Guilt welled within her like a balloon ready to pop, and her heart ached with loss. She thought of Dream, then, and remembered that awful night Alicia�s shaky voice on the phone had summoned her to the emergency room. The sight of her friend�s wan, drugged countenance in that ER room haunted her for months. Life was so fucking unfair. Dream was a sweet, funny, beautiful girl, and the depression that crippled her was so cruel. A lot of people cared about Dream, even loved her, but she didn�t give much of a damn about herself.
It had mystified Karen.
Even angered and scared her.
Now, however, she thought she knew what it was like to be Dream, to dwell in a place where fear and unmitigated anguish held sway. A dark, echoing, empty chamber of the heart, a lonely place where no one else could ever venture. Her friend inhabited this lonely realm full time. It felt at once alien and welcoming.
She couldn�t sleep. Not at first. She tossed in the bed, curling into a ball first on her left side, then her right side. She turned onto her stomach, clutching the pillows like a lover. That was no good. Too many heartrending connotations. So she turned onto her back again and stared at the velvet expanse of the four-poster bed�s canopy. She thought her mind would never rest enough to grant her the temporary peace of unconsciousness. But sleep came the way it always did, stealing in slowly, stealthily, displacing consciousness before she knew it was gone.
And then the dreams came.
Shane was alive in the dreams. And then he wasn�t. He was an ambulatory corpse, a wounded, shambling thing, a movie zombie. His mouth hung open and a steady, raspy hiss emanated from his throat. His flaccid cock dangled from the open fly of his jeans, and one of his dead hands stroked it to no effect. He came after her with it, and she ran. She ran and ran, tripping and stumbling her way through a phantasmagoric wilderness filled with screaming vampire bats and wolves with luminescent yellow eyes.
Then the scene shifted.
She was in a bed. The bed was her own, but in the dream it was in Shane�s apartment. His bedroom. She was naked. A faceless man loomed over, fucking her, grunting and cursing her. And she loved it. It was so great. She clawed the phantom lover�s back and cried out. Shane was in the room, too, standing clothed next to the bed, watching the primal rut with an empty expression.
He was holding a gun.
His Glock.
The gun hung limp in his hand, aimed at the floor. But now his arm moved, raising the gun, pressing the muzzle against his temple.
She laughed at him. �Do it. I�ll come so hard if you do it, Shane.�
Shane�s empty expression never changed. His finger squeezed the trigger, there was a momentous explosion, and her boyfriend�s brains splashed the window blinds behind him. Karen awoke with a gasp, her eyes blinking against the wall of darkness, the final grisly image from the dream imprinted indelibly on her brainpan.
She felt sick, disgusted at the imagery conjured by her traitorous mind. The dream�s meaning couldn�t have been more clear. She�d killed Shane with her betrayal. But it was just a dream, random brain blips, the unconscious mind�s bent way of processing the shame filling her conscience. The crude mental shorthand couldn�t be taken seriously.
She knew that.
So why was she suddenly crying again?
Because it was all too much. The grief washed over her again, drowning her in sorrow. She was so preoccupied with her guilt, she didn�t initially realize something was very wrong. Then she felt it.
The restraint.
Something cold and metallic encircled her wrists.
Handcuffs?
And all at once there were no more feelings of guilt, no more bottomless depths of grief to plumb. Panic, hot and galvanizing, spread through her like a wildfire. Her hands yanked against the restraint, and she heard a faint metallic clank.
Shit!
Her hands were cuffed to the headboard rails. Before she could scream, she heard a faint creak-then she saw a sliver of yellow light. The bedroom door slowly opened, and a lithe figure stood framed in the light from the hallway.
The figure chuckled.
Fear seized her heart like a cold hand.
The figure closed the door. There was a click, the sound of the door being locked. Then she heard heels clicking on the hardwood floor. The figures face wasn�t clear yet, but a sudden certainty gripped her-she knew who it was.
The figure clicked on the lamp next to the bed.
And Karen trembled.
Her suspicion was validated.
Ms. Wickman smiled at the cuffed girl, licked her thin lips, and said, �What a naughty little bitch you are. Killing your boyfriend that way.�
She made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head.
Karen whimpered. �Don�t hurt me � please.�
Ms. Wickman threw her head back and laughed heartily. She looked again at Karen and said, �Oh my, I haven�t laughed that hard in �� She pursed her lips, cocked an eyebrow, and appeared to think it over.�� oh, since the last time I punished a lying little whore like you.�
She pulled the comforter down, cast an appraising glance at Karen�s exposed body-nude except for white cotton panties-and opened the nightstand�s drawer, from which she extracted a cat-o�-nine-tails. It was black with a braided handle, nine knotted cords with metal tips, and a wrist loop for better handling. Karen shuddered. She�d played with such things before-in controlled situations with partners she trusted.
Ms. Wickman�s demeanor was not that of one who wanted to play.
And there was the matter of the woman�s devastating accusation�
� killing your boyfriend that way�
Could she see into her mind?
It wasn�t possible.
Was it?
Ms. Wickman smiled and flicked the whip at her.
Another room, dark and quiet.
The figure on the bed sleeps fitfully. Tortured dreams abound in this place tonight. They always do. The house is a vast repository for nightmares. The very air is heavy with the trace remains of agonies past. �
Alicia�s eyes snapped open in the darkness. She sensed something in the room with her, an unnatural presence leering at her, and the perception caused her heart to do a pretty good imitation of a jackhammer. She sat up in bed, gasped, and cast her gaze quickly about the dark room.
The terrain of the room was alien, disconcerting, its dark corners impenetrable in the gloom. A ripple of fear made her teeth chatter. She flipped the covers off her body, snapped on the bedside lamp, and saw �
Nothing.
She was alone in the room.
She put a hand to her breast, breathed deeply, and tried to relax. The perception of a menacing presence faded. More deep breaths. She worked at regulating the out-of-control rhythm of her heart. Her nerves were on edge, a condition she attributed to the creepy surroundings.
Goddamn you, Dream, she thought.
But Alicia was angrier at herself. She should never have acquiesced to Dream�s strange desires to stay in this place. Her friends were distraught. Their judgment wasn�t to be trusted. That being the case, she should have been firmer in her resolve.
Alicia breathed a sigh of frustration.
The truth was, there was little she could have done. The Accord was so low on gas it might not have gotten them back to the paved road, much less all the way back to the interstate. And the prospect of sleeping in the Accord after all those cramped hours on the road was only marginally more enticing than an invitation to sleep on a bed of nails. Therefore, they were at King�s mercy.
Alicia didn�t like that.
Not at all.
This house was a few very small steps removed from being a prison. She was here against her will, and she couldn�t leave. The stark reality of it shook her. She wished she�d probed King for personal information when she�d had the chance. They�d all been too wrapped up in their own problems to give him much thought, but it suddenly seemed very important to know who he was and what he did. Why, for instance, did he live in such isolation? He was a man of obvious wealth, given the size of his home and the fine furnishings in evidence throughout its interior, but how did he generate the money?
But the isolation bothered her more than the mystery of his wealth.
A person with certain inclinations, a fondness for the taboo things civilized society shunned, would find it easy to indulge those appetites here, far from the prying eyes of law enforcement and media.
A disturbing thought sent a chill through Alicia. He could kill people and get away with it. Take the case of Alicia and her friends, for instance. Days had passed since they�d communicated with anyone back home. Nobody knew where they were, a situation exacerbated by the unplanned detour from the interstate and the subsequent bewildering path they�d taken through the winding back roads. If anything happened to them, how would anyone ever find them?
The answer was obvious.
No one ever would find them.
Fear galvanized Alicia. She got out of bed, pulled on a white robe, and went to the window that overlooked the front yard. Ground lights faintly illumined the driveway and front porch. The burgundy Accord was a rich red in the semidarkness. A black Bentley was parked behind it. The elegant luxury car hadn�t been there before, and the sight of it made Alicia frown.
The frown deepened when she realized the night sky was clear and the ground below was drier than Death Valley.
What the hell happened to the inclement weather? she wondered.
She was contemplating this when she heard the sound.
Shrill but abrupt, it might have been a scream. A woman�s scream. Alicia spun away from the window and went to the bedroom door. She placed an ear to the door, held her breath, and waited to hear the sound again, but the only thing she heard was her heart kicking into overdrive.
Warring factions of her mind debated.
That was a scream.
No, you�re imagining things.
She hoped she�d imagined it.
Then the sound was repeated.
Alicia was propelled by instinct, with no regard for her own safety. She cinched the robe shut around her with the sash, pulled the bedroom door open, and stepped into the dimly lit hallway.
Which way?
The next scream, longer in duration and more anguished, provided the answer. She went left, her bare feet scampering across the cold floor. The sound grew louder and was punctuated with sobs. Though there were no words, something in the tonal quality was recognizable. One of her friends was making that sound. She came to a stop outside a room several doors down from her own, grasped the doorknob, started to turn it-
-and hesitated.
Karen was on the other side of this door. Something horrendous was happening to her. Alicia wanted to come to her friend�s rescue, but the mystery of the situation gave her a moment�s pause.
She was weaponless.
Karen wailed again.
Fuck it.
Her bare hands would have to suffice.
She turned the knob and stepped into the room. She was several feet inside before her mind registered the reality of the insane thing she was seeing.
A previously ordinary wall composed of drywall and paint had been flipped around to reveal manacles set in stone. Karen was suspended above the ground in these, her legs and arms spread apart in a Christ-like pose. A neck bracket kept her head flat against the wall. She saw Alicia and sobbed.
Ms. Wickman�s whip hand paused in mid-lash, and she turned around to greet Alicia with a wide-eyed grin of pleasure. �Why, it�s your little Negro friend. Come on in, dear. We don�t discriminate here.�
Alicia wanted desperately to take the old bat�s whip and insert it firmly up her tight fucking ass. She would have done it, too, if not for the specter of the thing crouched at the end of the bed.
Dark, matted fur covered its foul-smelling flesh. The thing looked at her, and the enormous nostrils at the end of its long snout flared. A rumbling snort emanated from somewhere deep within it. Its mouth opened, leathery lips peeling away from gleaming rows of razor-sharp fangs.
It growled at her.
And loped off the bed.
Alicia wilted, the sense of righteous fury spiraling out of her like dirty water down a storm drain. She backed away, but her shaking legs betrayed her, and she tumbled numbly to the floor. The thing loomed over her, dripping saliva on her face.
Too late, she believed.
Monsters exist, she thought.
They really do.
And I�m just another goddamn dead pragmatist.
A spine-scraping sound sputtered out of its hideous mouth.
Lupine laughter.
Alicia fainted.
Dream had somehow known there would be no drawn out process of seduction. The chemistry between them was so powerful, their desire so obvious, that an unspoken conclusion was reached-they would dispense with the niceties, forgoing even the merest pretense of accelerated courtship, and get right to the fun part, the enthusiastic exploration of each other�s body.
Even so, she was shocked by just how swiftly this developed. There were a handful of one-night stands in her past, though not nearly as many as other people believed, but she hadn�t fallen into bed with any of them quite as hastily.
She supposed she should feel bad about it.
Perhaps feel cheapened, an easy lay.
But she didn�t care.
Not now.
And maybe never.
Dream screamed into the mattress.
She moaned. �Oh � God ��
Her face was pressed sideways against the tangled bedsheets. A sheen of sweat covered her sun-brown body. She panted. Strands of blond hair fell into her open mouth, and she spit them out automatically, not thinking about it. Her fists knotted handfuls of bedsheet. She cried out again as another precise thrust pushed her forward. She turned her mouth into the mattress and loosed another muffled scream. Her knees wobbled on the edge of the bed, but King�s hands were firm at her waist, holding her in place.
He stood poised behind her, rigid behind her upturned ass.
Making her wait again.
�Please � �she breathed.
So he gave it to her again, one more swift, brutal shove. She felt faint. White light crowded the edges of her vision. She was sure the next thrust of his cock would rupture her vaginal walls, maybe pierce her uterus. He was that endowed. That powerful. It was incredible. No man she�d ever had could compare. It was like being fucked by a god. Each stroke was like an exorcism, banishing forever the ghosts of Dan Bishop and Chad Robbins, rendering them meaningless. He earned her adoration for that feat alone. He looped some of her blond hair in a hand and pulled her head back.
He leaned over and whispered in her ear. �What would you do for me, sweet Dream?�
She struggled to form coherent words. �Any� anything � you want. ��
He pulled her straight back and his other hand, so muscled and strong, roamed over her hanging breasts, pinching her nipples, squeezing. �Would you kill for me?�
He arched up into her and tears rolled down her face. �Yes.�
She meant it as she said it. It was insanity. It was sinful. It was wrong. A part of her even felt an echo of shame. Later, when she was no longer under the spell of Eros, the memory of the exchange would horrify her. That didn�t matter now. Nothing mattered. All she cared about was this extraordinary thing he was doing to her.
Because it was extraordinary, of that there was no doubt.
Dream could think of no legitimate comparison with anyone from her past. The whole experience was a series of erotic revelations, exploding epiphanies of carnality. She�d been fucked a variety of ways by her former lovers. Gently. Roughly. Passionately. She�d had beautiful experiences, indifferent experiences, even some fairly exotic experiences. King was a different species of lover altogether, a man for whom the word �exotic� seemed barely adequate. No word was adequate. He used his organ to manipulate her, punish her, and she loved it. It wasn�t like making love, with that term�s connotations of intimacy and rhythmic, gentle coupling.
It was just fucking, proffering herself as an object for his pleasure. And being extravagantly, acutely pleasured in return. It was as if she existed only to perform this act. There was something dehumanizing about that, a depersonalization.
She loved that, too.
Losing herself.
It was raw, animalistic, primal.
She didn�t want it ever to end.
He pulled out of her, relinquished her hair, and flipped her over. She spread her legs wide, and he climbed on top of her. She ground her teeth and ripped the flesh on his back with her nails as he reentered her.
His voice was hoarse. �Will you kill that black bitch for me, Dream?�
Her mouth opened wide.
She couldn�t say anything. She was entranced by the sight of his magnificently muscled torso looming above her. The way it looked, the pecs and biceps flexing as he moved against her, was beautiful. So fucking beautiful.
He stopped moving. �Answer me, Dream.�
She cleared mucus from her throat. �Yes.�
What?
How could she say such a thing, even during the altered state of consciousness induced by lust? It was awful. She was troubled, in a detached way, that he was even asking her such creepy questions. He couldn�t mean them literally. He had to know she would never hurt her friends. She knew, though, that some people got off in strange ways. Asphyxiation, for instance. Slapping. Biting. Bondage. This was just his version of that.
His kink.
She decided there was no harm in playing along.
He slid slowly in and out of her. His brow furrowed and his mouth twitched. She loved the way he groaned and twisted his neck. He was so turned on. Being able to do that to him thrilled her, heightened her own already elevated state of arousal.
�And what about the Asian slut?�
�Yes.�
He closed his eyes. His voice seemed far away. �Would you slit her throat, Dream?� His head arched back. �Would you drink her blood for me?�
She felt it coming.
Saw the muscles in his shoulders tensing.
Her eyes went wide with anticipation.
His voice was barely audible. �Say it, Dream.�
�Yes!� she cried. �I�d drink her blood.�
He opened his eyes.
And smiled.
Then his body spasmed against hers, rocking the bed, threatening to push her through the mattress. She locked her legs around him and held on for dear life. It went on far longer than any normal male orgasm should. When his body finally stopped pistoning and settled on top of her, she felt the way she imagined champion bull riders must feel at the end of a grueling tournament.
Her voice sounded frail when she said, �Oh my God.�
He rolled off her and beckoned her to the head of the bed. She felt weak, enervated, but she managed somehow, curling her small, toned body around his muscular frame. Their bodies meshed perfectly together, like two halves of a whole. Dream realized she was smiling. She knew why.
Who wouldn�t smile after having the best sex of their life?
It was true.
She had never felt this drained, this completely satisfied, or more inextricably linked to a partner. She didn�t think anything in her life had ever made her feel this good. No food, no emotional experience, no professional accomplishment-nothing. It was nice beyond words to finally feel fully alive, to not hurt, to not want to die. The suicidal impulses were quiet again, and she felt their absence like the lifting of a heavy physical burden. She suspected they were only lurking somewhere in a dark corner of her psyche, biding their time until she was vulnerable again, but that was okay. They wouldn�t trouble her while she was in the arms of this amazing man.
She traced a finger along the edge of his rib cage. �Mmm, I want to do that again. ��
He chuckled. �As you wish. ��
She arched an eyebrow at him. �Oh, shit, no, not now.�
He was smiling. �Why not?�
She sighed, her face flush with perfect contentment. �I don�t think I could survive another round of� that� so soon.� She kissed his chest. �You�re � my God, there�s no word for you � you�re like nothing else on earth.�
He laughed. �You�re right about that, Dream.�
Dream rolled her eyes. He had a healthy ego. Well, what else would she expect? Any man who could do the things he did had to be brimming with confidence. A lot of guys out there came on like God�s gift, but Ed here was the real deal. He knew it, too, which was sickening on one level, but also pretty thrilling.
She sprinkled his chest with soft, slow kisses. She was content for the moment to enjoy a period of serene afterglow. And what a wonderful place to wallow in postcoital bliss. The bed was massive, big enough for an orgy. The soft feather mattress was deliciously pliant under her, creating an illusion of being adrift on the open sea. A fire crackled in the fireplace, warming them and providing the room�s only illumination. The flickering flames looked far away, like a campfire on a distant shore. A marble bust of Alexander the Great sat on an ornate pedestal next to the fireplace. The spacious room was enormous, bigger than many luxury apartments in their entirety. As in the living room downstairs, bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes she supposed were ancient and valuable. The hardwood floor was dotted with throw rugs; they looked hand-loomed, the work of artisans of various ethnicities. French doors opened onto a long balcony, which overlooked a panorama of mountain and trees that would be beautiful by daylight.
It was just heavenly, a wondrous sanctuary from a coarse world.
She thought it might be very nice to stay here forever. The notion should have been alarming. How smart could it be to consider that level of commitment to a person she�d known only hours? She knew what Alicia�s answer to that would be.
Shit.
Thinking of Alicia was a jarring dose of reality. She�d managed to keep the memory of King�s kinky interrogation at bay for several minutes, but now the perverse words resonated in her head, making her skin crawl. She turned her head to gaze into King�s dark, soulful eyes. �Ed � can I make a request?�
He ran a hand through her hair. �Of course.�
Be like Alicia, she thought.
Get right to the point.
She sighed. �I loved everything you did to me. I loved surrendering my will to you, letting you have your way with me, and you can have me again any time you want, any way you want, as much as you want, but, please, don�t make me say that sick shit about my friends again. That was awful.�
A flicker of some indiscernible emotion passed over his face. �Was it?�
Dream nodded. �Yes. Hey, I don�t care what you�re into, Ed. Any kind of freaky shit you like, cool, go for it. I�m yours to do with as you wish.�
Hearing the words replay in her mind, she shuddered-yet she knew they were true.
She took a deep breath and continued. �I only ask that you leave my friends out of it, and that you not make me say things that offend my heart.�
His arms encircled her, drawing her closer. �Then I will honor your wishes. Your willingness to surrender yourself to me is humbling, but it is profoundly unnecessary. I don�t seek your submission.�
An odd flicker of disappointment made Dream frown. �You don�t?�
He smiled. �No. Quite the opposite. I�ll tell you something I believe, Dream. I believe your arrival here was no accident of fate. I believe destiny brought you here. Your destiny. My destiny.� He laid a hand upon her face and stroked her cheek. His gaze never wavered as he said, �It�s like a fairy tale, Dream, though not of the sanitized, storybook variety. I�m a King. King of this place.� His arm swept away from her in an all-inclusive gesture she supposed was meant to indicate his home and the surrounding mountain region. �But I was a lonely King, A tired, sad old King.
A King who had grown weary of life, weary of existence itself. Then, on a dark night full of magic, a miracle happened, a Queen arrived at the King�s door.�
Dream swallowed hard. It was hard not to be entranced by King�s words. What woman wouldn�t enjoy being likened to a fairy-tale queen?
She smiled. �But how can a King be a King without subjects to rule?�
The vaguest wisp of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. �Oh, but there are subjects. A great many of them, in fact. I want you to take a trip with me, Dream. A great journey. Are you up to that?�
She nodded, murmured against his chest.
�Good.� He kissed her mouth. �Now I need you to do something for me.�
�Anything.�
�I need you to close your eyes, Dream. Close them and imagine yourself far away from here. Envision yourself floating on a cloud, weightless, insubstantial, a free spirit soaring high above the earth. Glory in that freedom, Dream, revel in it.�
She closed her eyes.
She listened to his voice, let herself be captivated by the imagery it described.
At first what she was experiencing was very similar to the kind of visualizations therapists had tried on her as a way to reduce stress. Her mind filled with an image like the one King described. She was high above the ground, soaring through the clouds over East Tennessee. She was a nude figure, a winged goddess, an image worthy of fantasy tales. It was nice. Soothing. Relaxing. A great way to escape the mess she�d made of her life. And King�s droning, sensuous voice only magnified the sense of exhilaration. Still, she was always aware of it as an exercise-while she swooped over mountains in her mind she nonetheless remained conscious of the mattress beneath her, of King�s arm around her, of the shifting of logs in the fireplace.
But then an astonishing thing happened.
The tactile reality of the mattress began to fade. The crackle of fire dimmed, then was gone. She had a sense of falling�
� of plummeting from a great height. �
Then she felt the wind on her face, buffeting her hair and caressing her body like the ephemeral hand of God. She opened her eyes, looked down, and her mouth opened in a silent scream. A green carpet of treetops was rushing to meet her. What happened next was reflex. She flexed her arms, turned her gaze heavenward, and soared back toward the clouds. She entered the swirling white mist, continued moving upward, and emerged above the clouds. She continued up, up, up. She knew if she kept going she would pass through the earth�s atmosphere and enter the icy blackness of space. The prospect initially frightened her, but intuition told her she would be fine. Nothing could hurt her. Especially not the lack of oxygen she didn�t need in this form.
So she kept going.
Slipping the bonds of the tarnished planet that was her home. Earth receded behind her, shrinking to a globe the size of a basketball. She circled the moon, her mouth open in awe as she surveyed the gray, rocky landscape familiar from old NASA films. She swooped back toward earth and hovered above it, raised her arms over her head, and danced like a ballerina, a solo dancer in the celestial spotlight.
The sensation was beyond liberation.
It was empowering.
More intoxicating by far than the most potent drink ever distilled.
And it was real.
She didn�t question it. There was no point. She was reminded of Karen�s angry words to Alicia about the thing that killed Shane. She was seeing what she was seeing. She trusted her own mind and senses. This was her essence up here in space. Her corporeal body was still on the bed in King�s room, but she could feel and experience everything in an exalted way no physical, flesh-and-blood construct ever could.
King�s disembodied voice spoke to her. �Do you like this, Dream?�
Her face had a hard time containing her exultant smile. �Yes!�
�Good.� She felt his smile. �Come back to earth. I have things to show you.�
She released a squeal of delight, flexed her knees, changed direction, and dove back toward earth. She was free of all fear now, and she moved toward the spinning planet at a speed that should have been terrifying. The earth�s atmosphere was like a lover�s hand this time, warm, welcoming, stimulating. She plunged through the clouds and overlooked a desert vista far from King�s mountain home. She saw a pyramid in the distance, a ruddy, four-sided triangle rising up out of the sand. A burst of excitement emboldened her, and she sluiced through the sky-she�d only seen pyramids in pictures, and she coveted this new experience. The wonder of it all filled her like a dazzling inner light, made her marvel at the limitless possibilities.
She could go anywhere.
Do anything.
See anything.
People in primitive attire milled about the base of the pyramid. She flew low and studied their faces. They were workers. Their bodies glistened with sweat as they struggled with their burdens. Dream realized they were slaves.
�This is a glimpse, Dream.� King�s voice was right in her ear, although she was alone in the air. �You asked about subjects. This is the kingdom of one of my forebears. These are his� subjects.�
Realization dawned in Dream. �You were telling the truth about being a King. It wasn�t just a story.�
�No, Dream, it wasn�t. And what you�re seeing is real, but it�s just a glimpse. It�s the past. We can only have glimpses of it, unfortunately. All those people are long dead.�
The vision faded, broke apart like an old television with bad reception, and there was a sense of displacement, a temporal shift. All of existence was blinding whiteness for a millisecond, then a new scene revealed itself, a remote section of English countryside in the early twentieth century. She flew low between hills, passed grazing sheep, and approached a stately old house. A man who looked nothing like King stood on the porch, yet she realized it was King. A fully formed awareness appeared in her brain.
He could look like anything. He wasn�t human. He was something � more.
Something better, she hoped.
The knowledge should have been frightening, but it wasn�t.
�Here�s another glimpse, Dream. This is from my own past, so we can linger longer here. For days, if we had the inclination. We won�t be that long, however, a few minutes should suffice.�
The man on the porch-King, she reminded herself-turned and went back into the house. Dream passed effortlessly through the front door. It was insubstantial to her, offering no more resistance than a breath of air. The man, who was wearing a tweed jacket and sported an Oxford class ring on one finger, turned down a hallway.
�Leave him, Dream.�
She hovered next to a staircase. �Where should I go?�
�To your left, through that archway, into the kitchen.�
Dream did as he bade. Part of her wanted to fly away and see other wonders, but he was her guide through this process of enlightenment, so she went without hesitation.
The kitchen was large and outfitted in the usual way.
�Where now?�
�See that door next to the pantry?�
�Yes.�
�That�s the cellar door. I want to take you down there.�
Dream experienced her first real twinge of apprehension since the beginning of this astounding journey. It was a precognitive, unsettling feeling. Something disturbing lurked beyond that door. But she decided to trust him. It wasn�t like she really had a choice, right? She was on this ride for the duration. So she passed through the cellar door, glided over a dark staircase, and arrived in a dank room. It was empty, but there was an opening in the far wall, a passage carved from the earth. She understood King meant her to go there, so she did, ignoring the renewed sense of trepidation.
She was in a tunnel. The tunnel wound down into the earth, far below the house on the hill. She followed it, floating down, down, down, until she emerged into a cavern. She floated just below the roof of the cavern and surveyed the scene below her.
It was horrific.
She was looking at an underworld society, a realm similar in distressing ways to the pyramid scene. She saw immediately that there was a ruling class and an underclass. More slaves. They were treated horribly, worse by far than the slaves who�d toiled in the desert. Worst of all, she realized this awful place was a creation of King�s. These people were here because � he�d trapped them.
They were travelers, unfortunates who�d turned down the wrong road.
They were-
�Here are my subjects, Dream,� King�s voice revealed.
She noticed the hideous, lupine creatures poised around the tunnel exits.
Shane, she thought.
One of these things killed Shane.
The pitch of King�s voice never altered. �You can come back now, Dream, come back to me.�
That was fine with her.
She suddenly wanted nothing more than to be back in her own body. She didn�t want to see any more of this.
The cavern scene faded.
And she was falling again �
� falling �
Her eyes snapped open and she lurched in King�s arms.
He held her close. �Relax, Dream.� He traced one of her lips with a forefinger. �You�re safe with me.�
�But you�re a monster,� she breathed.
He laughed. �These things are subjective. Am I monster? Or am I a King? What the storybooks neglect to say is that the two concepts are often inextricably entwined. I am only a monster to those I exclude from my inner circle. I have servants. Apprentices. My chosen ones wield a degree of power they could never hope to achieve in the outside world. And there�s nothing as seductive as power, Dream. These people are grateful to me. They love and worship me.�
Dream trembled. �They fear you.�
King chuckled. �Of course.� His smile was disquieting. �As well they should. But they also love and worship me, exist to serve me.�
He kissed Dream on the mouth. �As they will exist to serve you.�
�Love you.�
�And worship you.�
King kissed her again, and Dream felt her body go slack. His mouth on hers still felt good. Bullshit. It felt wonderful. He was a monstrous, evil, inhuman creature. His very existence was an affront to everything she�d ever believed in.
And yet�
His hand traveled down her side, over her hip, along her leg, fingertips gliding over her raised kneecap, then sliding slowly, inexorably down her inner thigh.
It was too much.
Too exciting.
Too exquisite.
So she compartmentalized, stowing away the horror generated by his revelations, and she gave herself over to sensation.
�You are so beautiful, Dream. I�ve waited for you so long.� His deep voice, rich and resonant, soothed her, made her tremble. �My Queen.�
Queen.
What an incredible concept.
She shut her eyes.
Focused on the physical sensation of King�s tongue on her flesh.
And let go.
Surrendered to Eros again.
Lost herself again in sweet oblivion.
And there was nothing better than that.
Chad followed Cindy through a throng of madmen and madwomen. His head was in constant motion, his mouth open in a perpetual gape, as he took in the spectacle of what looked like a medieval marketplace. His mind numbly catalogued countless instances of casual brutality. An old man pitched over after a member of The Master�s police force cracked the butt of a shotgun against his head. Blood gushed from a gash above the man�s ear, and he screamed for help. A shadowy figure emerged from an alley, picked the old man up in its distended arms, licked its chops, and loped away toward one of the distant tunnel mouths.
Chad turned a wide-eyed expression toward Cindy. �What�s the shapeshifter doing with that old man?�
Her expression remained blank, stoic. �Having dinner.�
Chad groaned.
This place was a nightmare come to life. A vendor to their left was hawking canned goods. A woman was on her knees fellating him. The tone of his pitch never altered as the woman�s head moved. �Step right up, ladies and gentlemen, step right up!� He sounded like a carnival barker. �Oh, who am I kidding?� He cackled. �Gather round, you depraved sacks of shit, come check out the goodies I have for you today. I�ve got beans, I�ve got soup, I�ve got corn, I�ve got it all. I�m the only authorized seller of spinach in all of Below!�
�Bullshit!� bellowed another vendor nearby.
The canned-goods salesman wheeled in that direction, his wet member slipping free of the woman�s mouth. She scurried after him, drew the dripping cock back into her mouth, and moved her head desperately up and down.
Chad was disgusted. �Jesus Christ.�
The vendor waved an arm in the direction of his challenger. �Do not listen to this man!� His voice rose dramatically in pitch. �He is a liar, a cheat, and a scam. Go to him if you wish to spend your hard-earned currency on inferior product. But don�t blame me when you�re doubled over with food poisoning after ingesting his rancid wares. My goods are fresh. Everyone Below knows the name Elvis Kennedy means quality!�
Chad looked at Cindy. �Elvis Kennedy?�
�A lot of people Below use made-up names.�
�Oh.�
�Like Lazarus.�
The vendor continued, �Ask anyone, my prices are the lowest around! I will not be undersold! Everything�s negotiable. No money? We can work something out!� He grabbed a handful of the woman�s hair. �Hell, just ask my lady friend! She�s a repeat customer!�
Cindy approached the man�s booth. Chad stood back and watched. The vendor regarded her with a lascivious grin. �Hey, good-looking! What can I do for you today? I bet you could go for some baked beans, whaddya say?�
Cindy never hesitated. She strode purposefully toward the obnoxious vendor. Chad could see the coming violence in the set of her shoulders. She was like a snake poised to strike. Too bad for the vendor she didn�t have a warning rattle.
Chad felt a reflexive jolt of fear.
Cindy was too impulsive.
He couldn�t help believing she was endangering their already fragile position here by violently attacking the first person who pissed her off.
And this attack was certainly violent.
But it was also executed with lethal speed and efficiency.
She got the vendor in a headlock before he even sensed danger. She rode him to the ground, planted a knee in his gut, and twisted his neck. He flailed, gurgled, and spit, but Cindy never budged. She kept the pressure on until the man�s face turned purple and his tongue protruded from his mouth. Chad winced at the sound of popping tendons and bone. At last, he went still and Cindy released the lifeless body.
She stood up and turned away from the dead vendor, leaving the grisly scene behind without so much as a backward glance. As soon as she was clear of the area near the booth, the crowd of onlookers converged on the dead man�s goods. They crashed into each other, diving and scooping up stray cans, filling the burlap sacks they carried as shopping bags. Chad saw the woman who�d been servicing the vendor snag a can of soup and wobble away. He watched the nearest guards for signs of retribution, but none was forthcoming. Amazing. A murder in plain sight, and they did nothing. It was a wonder this crude society managed to function at all.
Cindy took his hand and dragged him past more vendors. Vendors selling cooking utensils, vendors selling animal skins, vendors selling bread. One vendor was pitching what he called �contraband� goods from Above. Trinkets of the sort that were sold in convenience stores and truck stops. Key chains, disposable lighters with slogans, and miniature race cars. There were homemade curios, too, including placards with crudely rendered etchings of a longhaired man that bore the inscription �Lazarus Saves.� Children clamored around this booth. Chad looked at their dirty faces and the sea of bruised innocence made him want to puke. Another �contraband� dealer peddled piles of porn magazines. Still another booth was actually in the business of selling people.
Chad said, �It�s like the Farmer�s Market of the Damned, or something.�
Cindy looked at him. �That it is. But there are worse things Below.�
Chad grunted. �Shit.� He looked around at the bustling panorama of filth and corruption. �What could possibly be worse than this?�
�Well, there�s the live sex shows the Overlords force the slaves to participate in.� She didn�t look at Chad. �That�s worse. There�s not a woman Below who hasn�t been made to do some pretty vile things. You�re not in Kansas anymore, Chad.�
The information saddened Chad. Again, however, it wasn�t surprising. �Where do the vendors get their merchandise?�
�The guards bring it in from Outside.� She glanced at him. �A branch of the tunnel opens onto a road outside the mountain. They load up the transport trucks with cheap shit from grocery stores and truck stops, bring it back here, and distribute it among the vendors. The vendors are emancipated slaves. The Overlords stay in their private quarters with their concubines and liquor, while hired thugs tend to their herds.�
Chad frowned. �Herds?�
�Slaves.�
�Oh.� He glanced at her. �How do you know all this?�
�You�ve seen how things are run here, Chad. These aren�t exactly state secrets.�
Chad thought that over. �I should know this shit. What other secrets do you know?�
Her brow furrowed. �Hmm, here�s an interesting fact. Not counting guards and shapeshifters, there are over five thousand people living Below. Not all of them got here the way you and I did, by having the bad luck to wander into The Master�s territory. The guards occasionally go out on scavenging parties, bringing back as many as a half-dozen people at a time. There�s a high rate of attrition here, and they like to maintain certain herd levels.� Chad saw a flash of anger cross her face. �You�ve got an idea of what the guards are like by now. They mostly abduct women.�
�Why so many slaves?�
�What do you mean?�
Chad frowned. Something didn�t add up. There was something missing, some crucial piece of information he didn�t possess. �Historically slaves have served as laborers. I just don�t see what work there is to do around here. There�s no cotton to pick. No crops to tend. So what function do they serve?�
�Slaves Below are walking dead people.� Her voice exuded a chill that was almost palpable. �They are sacrifices in waiting.�
�Oh my God.�
Another layer of horror.
Was there any bottom level to the depravity?
�The sacrifices are offerings to The Master�s gods. Each month each Overlord selects a member of his herd as his contribution.�
Chad cringed. �Barbaric. Absolutely barbaric.�
Cindy snorted. �No shit. It�s why slaves so zealously pursue emancipation. It�s the only way to remove yourself from the ranks of the condemned. The problem with emancipation is the inevitability of becoming what you loathe.�
The obvious implications were unsettling. �And now you�re emancipated.�
A statement. Cindy didn�t reply.
�Are you �� Chad groped for the proper way to express what he wanted to say. �� would you say that� inevitability � applies to you?�
Again, no reply.
Which was not exactly reassuring.
They emerged through another crowd of people and ducked down an alley. An old man with a bottle sat slumped against a wall. �Where are we going now?�
�The Outpost.�
�Oh.� Chad waited for clarification, but none seemed forthcoming. �What�s the Outpost?�
�It�s what passes for a social club Below. Entrance is restricted to emancipated slaves and Overlords, but the latter rarely venture inside.�
Chad groaned. �Am I about to be hitched to a rail again?�
�No. I�ll get you in. It won�t be a problem.�
He couldn�t account for her confidence, but there was so much here he didn�t understand-like almost everything-so he let it go.
He stepped over another unconscious wino. Like the slave hitched to the rail outside the SCD, he stank of infection. �Ugh. Jesus. Hey, Cindy, why are we going to the Outpost, anyway?�
�You�re a smart boy, Chad.� He could almost hear her smirk. �You should be able to figure it out.�
Chad started to refute her statement, but he realized she was right. �That�s where Lazarus is.�
�Uh-huh. I�m proud of you, Chad.�
Chad ignored the sarcasm. �So what�s the deal with this guy, Cindy? Is he some sort of guru? Why are you taking me to see him?�
Cindy�s sigh was rife with exasperation. �Stop interrogating me, Chad. Save your questions for the man with the answers.�
That being Lazarus, Chad assumed.
They emerged from the alley and crossed another street, this one less congested than the marketplace. There were pedestrians about, but they were outnumbered by guards and hulking shapeshifters. The strange creatures watched him with hungry fascination; he could feel their eyes tracking him down the street, a sensation that made the back of his neck tingle.
The buildings here, though fewer in number, were marginally more impressive than what he�d seen of the buildings lining the marketplace. Those had been little more than shacks and lean-tos. The level of craftsmanship here, however, was several notches higher, as were the building materials-he saw actual brick and mortar, concrete foundations, and glass windows. One building they passed had an open door through which instrumental techno music emanated. Two attractive women, each notably more attractive than any of the other women he�d seen Below (with the exception of Cindy, who was otherworldly), framed the doorway. They wore thigh-high black leather boots with stiletto heels, black thong panties, and black bras with pointed cones. Each of them wielded bullwhips, which they would snap at the occasional passerby. A closer look revealed the telltale emblems of emancipation about their throats. Cindy�s gaze locked on the building as they passed it.
Chad had to ask. �What sort of place is that?�
Cindy glanced sideways at him. �A bad one. It�s where the Overlords go to indulge their basest desires. Slaves are the entertainment.� She looked at him directly now. �Females slaves, mostly.�
His eyes narrowed. �Have you-�
�Yes. Now shut up. We�re here.�
�Huh? Where?�
Despite the horror he felt at the injustices heaped upon Cindy and the other women of Below, the women in their bondage gear were shamefully compelling. He had to force his gaze away from them to see what Cindy meant.
�The Outpost, Chad.� She smirked. �Which you would�ve known if you weren�t like every other man on the planet.�
A sign less than twenty feet from where he was standing read:
THE OUTPOST
OVERLORDS AND EMANCIPATEDS WELCOME. SLAVES AND OTHER SCUM STAY OUT!
The message troubled Chad.�! thought you said-�
�I remember what I fucking said, maggot.� She twisted a handful of his hair, eliciting a high-pitched yelp. �And you better remember to keep your slave mouth shut.�
She leaned in close and spoke in a whisper. �Now we�re back to keeping up appearances. This is important, Chad. Life-and-death-level important. Don�t talk again until invited to do so.� She spun around, relinquishing her grip on his hair. �Follow me.�
Chad followed her through a pair of bat-wing doors.
Smoky jazz music emanated from a hidden sound system. The mellow tones meshed perfectly with an atmosphere of languor. The dozen or so patrons present sat slumped over beer steins and whiskey glasses at booths and tables. The dining area was small, but the bar was surprisingly wellstocked for an establishment that redefined the phrase �out of the way.� Tendrils of sweet-smelling smoke plumed in the air. The aroma was vaguely reminiscent of marijuana, but Chad was sure that wasn�t it, though the handrolled cigarettes pinched between the fingers of at least half the customers did resemble joints.
Heads turned with slow indifference as Cindy led the way to the bar. A balding bartender with rolled-up sleeves over beefy arms planted meaty hands on the bar and glowered. �His kind�s not welcome here. There�s a big damn sign outside that makes that pretty clear. You blind?�
Cindy leaned over the bar. �I�m here to see Lazarus.�
The bartender�s expression changed subtly, a flicker of suspicion in his eyes. �He ain�t here.�
Cindy ignored the denial. �Tell him �the girl has returned.��
The bartender�s demeanor did an about-face. �I�ll be right back.�
He disappeared through a door next to the rows of liquor bottles.
Chad�s brow furrowed.
He again experienced the frustration of not being privy to crucial information. He ached to ask Cindy what was going on, went so far as to open his mouth, but she silenced him with an angry glare. Chad fidgeted, barely able to contain his curiosity-luckily, the bartender returned less than a minute later to usher them through the rear door.
They entered a room smaller even than the dining area outside. A pair of booths lined the rear wall. A single table occupied the center of the room. A lone man sat at the table with his back to them. A black kitten with yellow eyes leapt off the table and ran out of the room-Chad felt the animal pass between his legs. The bartender left them without another word, closing the door behind them. Cindy circled the table, pulled out a chair opposite the man Chad assumed was �Lazarus,� and beckoned Chad to sit at the only other chair.
Chad sat.
Cindy started talking. �It�s almost time. Everything�s in place.�
The man inhaled from a handrolled cigarette, smiled thinly, and released a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke. �Excellent. May I say that your bravery is inspiring.�
Cindy blushed.
Chad couldn�t believe it. Cindy blushing?
�I only did what had to be done.�
�Nonsense.� The man toked again. �Your valor is truly humbling.�
The man�s unwashed hair hung to his shoulders. It was brown but heavily flecked with gray. His eyes were bloodshot, but they nonetheless sparkled with a keen intelligence. His body evinced the telltale signs of decades of hard living-a pale complexion, a red nose mapped with traceries of broken veins, and a gut. A whiskey glass and a nearly empty bottle of gin sat next to his ashtray. There was an aura of sadness about him, something awful in his past-something that predated his time Below.
�And it is an honor to meet you.�
Chad was studying the man�s face so intently he didn�t initially realize this latest statement was directed at him-but the man was looking right at him.
He blinked. �Say again?�
The man laughed. There was something familiar about the sound. Hauntingly familiar. �We�ve waited a long time for you.�
Something in the set of the man�s features triggered a nagging association, a mental puzzle he couldn�t set aside. The man reminded him of someone. A deepening frown creased his face as he minutely examined every facet of the other man�s visage. The mouth. The nose. The eyes. The cheekbones. He�d never looked so closely at another man�s face before. It was so familiar, like the face of an old friend you haven�t seen in too many years. And there was that voice, so distinctive, a rich whiskey-soaked baritone. Chad�s mouth opened in a gape as suspicion quickly morphed into absolute certainty.
�Oh my God.�
Now the man whose name wasn�t really �Lazarus� was frowning.
A helpless, humorless laugh sputtered out of Chad�s mouth. �This can�t be. You�re supposed to be dead.�
He knew the man�s name. His real name.
The man knew that he knew. Chad could see it in his eyes. Those riveting eyes he�d seen in so many film clips from VH1 specials and documentaries. Penetrating, playful, and mournful.
Eyes set in a frown.
The man sighed. �The person I was is dead, Chad. In a figurative sense.� Another pensive drag from the cigarette followed this grudging admission. �The body lives on, yes, but that person, the personality, the myth �� He flashed that same sad, thin smile again. �That� persona � has rightfully been consigned to the ash heap of history�
Chad was astounded. �So you say. But you have no idea, man. No idea. You haven�t been forgotten.�
The man�s eyes narrowed. �I don�t know how I feel about that. What I do know is what I am now is much more important than what I was�� He indicated some nebulous place above them with a forefinger. �� up there. ��
�Why do you say that?�
The old singer smiled. �Here I can really help people be free. It is my calling. My true role in life. What I was born for, Chad.�
�Wait.�
Chad�s eyes widened in shock. �How do you know my name?� He darted a glance at Cindy, who wasn�t looking at him, but he was sure she knew far more about this man than she�d let on. �Jesus Christ. It just hit me. We were never introduced. You can�t know my fucking name.�
The man�s posture changed. Chad saw his eyes charge with excitement. �But I do, Chad.� He leaned over the table. �There are things you need to know, friend. You have no idea how important you are.�
Chad shivered at the singer�s words. He reached for the whiskey bottle. He said, �I need this more than you right now.� He drank straight from the bottle. And a long morning of revelations and whiskey-fueled lamentations began in earnest.

Giselle�s progress through the passageways behind the walls of The Master�s estate was slow and deliberate. The time for the uprising Below was nearly at hand, and she wanted to get a sense of the structure�s temporal stability. The house was more than an assemblage of stone and mortar. It existed simultaneously on the physical plane and beyond it, like the tainted swath of land encircling it. This was what allowed for the vast, impossible expanse of rooms on the upper level, enough rooms to fill the most extravagant mansion. Several dozen, at least. From the outside, however, the structure�s top floor looked big enough for only a fraction as many.
This flagrant defiance of the laws of physics also allowed for alternate means of movement through the fluid structure. The dark passages between the walls were accessible by more than the conventional means of ingress and egress. Here and there were places where the fabric of existence was altered in an enhanced way, portals through which those sensitive to their presence could move from room to room within the beat of a demon�s heart.
Giselle passed through portal after portal, pausing at each stretch of passageway just long enough to gauge its stability. She would lay a hand on the cold walls, close her eyes, and allow her uniquely sensitive mind to search for signs of volatility. Anything out of the ordinary would be cause for alarm. A disturbance in the energy field could indicate The Master�s awareness of the impending revolt, a development that would doom the effort before it could even begin. She was looking for anything, any subtle hint of something amiss, but there was nothing.
Only the usual cold emptiness.
She allowed herself a smile.
Just a small one.
Because she knew the danger was still immense. The uprising�s chances of success depended on keeping The Master off guard until it was too late. Until the moment of his death was at hand. For that to occur, every aspect of her long-ago-conceived plan would have to come together with utter precision. Which entailed a perfect confluence of events and players. At least she could be sure Eddie would be where he needed to be when he needed to be. The sex magic had, of course, eliminated any ability he had to resist her. The rest of it was maddeningly out of her control.
She did, however, trust her fellow revolutionaries Below.
Especially Lazarus.
The only man she�d ever loved.
And the only one she could never have.
The man was a mythical figure to the banished people, believed dead for years but not forgotten. The amazing man was haunted by demons from his distant past, and he had a pronounced penchant for whiskey. However, he possessed a remarkable ability to remain lucid no matter how much he imbibed. He was a man of clear vision and unwavering conviction, and he�d inspired the people of Below. People flocked to him, clamored to hear him speak, and they derived hope from his words.
Of course, the power structure Below soon moved in to silence him.
A slave was bribed to assassinate him.
It happened at a Gathering.
Gatherings were the weekly festivals of music and dancing the slaves were allowed to participate in. They were spectacles of debauchery. The slaves fought and fucked in a frenzied burst of revelry the likes of which even New Orleans had never seen. People died. Buildings collapsed. Babies were conceived. It all served a larger purpose, of course-to further pacify the herds. The distractions of inebriation and internal conflict effectively stifled any possibility of revolt.
But Lazarus changed the tenor of the Gatherings.
They became opportunities to hear the charismatic man discourse at length on varied topics. He talked about the world they�d known. The world beyond this place. Its wars and history of petty conflict. He talked about men and women of rare courage. People who had been willing to take a stand during difficult times.
He was a learned, erudite man.
And a dangerous one.
Enter a slave who called himself Kansas.
The assassin.
His target didn�t suspect anything until he was crumpled on the ground with a knife in his chest. The guards moved in and whisked him away. A guard then shot Kansas in the face, and the dead Judas was carried off to the tunnels by a shapeshifter.
The slaves were too stunned by the events to riot, their grief was too enormous. A long period of mourning ensued, and Gatherings were never quite the same.
Sometimes, however, there�s more to the picture than what�s seen on the surface.
One of Giselle�s confederates was a high-ranking guard. He assumed responsibility for the disposal of the old singer�s body, a detail no one else wanted. A cursory check of the body revealed a faint pulse. The guard summoned a slave who�d been a nurse Above. She tended to Lazarus as best she could, using the meager supplies available to perform miracles. The wound, though deep and ragged, had managed to miss anything vital.
Lazarus survived.
The nurse�s name was Cindy.
Rumors of the old man�s survival circulated Below. There were occasional �sightings.� Most of these were bogus, but on occasion a slave would glimpse a man who looked very much like a disguised Lazarus being escorted place to place by a grim-faced cadre of protectors. So began the myth of Lazarus. It was at this point that his more devout followers began to ascribe Christ-like attributes to the man.
He was a savior, these people said.
And one day he would arise again.
The Overlords scoffed.
Giselle was unable to suppress another smile.
It would happen.
She blinked through another portal, laid a hand on the coarse stone�
But this was not stone.
It was drywall. Plaster covered with dry paint. Which meant the room on the other side of this wall was in use for discipline purposes. Giselle closed her eyes, leaned her head against the wall, and let her mind see what was happening on the other side.
She flinched.
Ms. Wickman.
The ruthless, despicable woman was The Master�s most exalted-and most trusted-servant. She was cruel in ways the other apprentices could never equal. Giselle was capable of cruelty herself. It was a job requirement for the apprentices. She had killed people. Tortured them. Made them do awful things to themselves and people they cared about. But it all served a higher purpose. She did what she did to keep working behind the scenes, to see to it that she and her allies accomplished the momentous thing they�d worked toward for years.
Ms. Wickman, however, enjoyed hurting people.
Just as she was hurting the women in this room. Giselle saw a nude, teary-faced black woman tied to the bed. A drooling shapeshifter hovered over her. Another girl, also nude, was on her hands and knees on the floor. She was Asian. Her body was laced with lash marks. A smiling Ms. Wickman watched her from a bedside perch. She sat next to the black woman, a straight razor at her throat. Another apprentice, a black-clad man with wavy dark hair, stood over the Asian girl, a broadax propped over his shoulder.
Giselle felt a surge of compassion for the black woman.
Ms. Wickman was asking her questions no one should ever have to answer.
Life-and-death questions.
Giselle knew the women were beyond her help, but the knowledge did nothing to lessen the anguish she felt. Her eyes brimmed with tears. Over the years, she�d built a wall against emotions. Survival required a distance, an inner coldness, and she�d cultivated that detachment so well she�d stopped feeling anything. However, now that her plan was finally coming to fruition, that wall was crumbling.
In her mind, she saw Ms. Wickman frown.
And look toward the wall.
Giselle quickly blinked back through the portal, but she could still see Ms. Wickman�s penetrating eyes. She blinked rapidly through a succession of portals until she was in the small antechamber behind her own room. She stood on the pedestal where she�d performed the tongue ritual. She rubbed her eyes hard, and the menacing countenance of The Master�s top servant was gone.
Which was good.
But Giselle was troubled.
The woman had sensed something. A presence. Giselle believed the woman wasn�t as adept as she in the magical arts-only The Master could make that claim-but she clearly had some ability. More than the average apprentice, anyway. Might she have seen who was on the other side of that wall? Did she, like Giselle, possess the ability to detect the psychic traces people left wherever they went?
Giselle hoped not.
It would mean the woman could follow her to this place.
And everything would be ruined.
She dropped to her knees, closed her eyes, and clasped her hands before her. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she strove to make contact with the gods. She focused her will, tried visualizations to transport her back to that wondrous realm they inhabited, but there was nothing. Just silence. A heartbreaking void. Giselle felt a ripple of panic. Had they abandoned her?
She tried to calm down.
The problem, of course, was this stew of emotions percolating in her head. It was ruining her concentration, making communication with that other realm impossible. So she drew in a deep breath and imagined the construction of a wall. Brick by brick. Layers of mortar hardening between rows of bricks. She didn�t rush the process. The wall slowly took shape, and as it did, the nervous tremors in her body stilled. Her breathing became regular. And she felt the physical world become insubstantial. When she opened her eyes, that world was gone.
She was in the land of the gods now.
She spoke with her mind: Azaroth, I beseech you.
A swirl of black smoke parted, and a creature resembling an old man in a flowing robe appeared. She understood this wasn�t his true appearance. These creatures were composed of a different kind of matter-deity dust, you could call it-and the human eye wasn�t equipped to interpret the reality of the gods. So an illusion was created. They appeared to humans in a form they could understand. To Giselle, the god Azaroth looked exactly like a man who�d played Moses in a movie she�d seen long ago.
Azaroth smiled.
You called me?
She returned the smile.
She loved Azaroth.
Yes.
Why?
Giselle�s physical body shuddered at the memory of Ms. Wickman�s eyes.
I�m afraid I jeopardized everything. I was traveling. Through portals. I saw something in a room. That woman, Ms. Wickman. I�m afraid she saw me. I�m worried she knows what�s coming.
The god�s mouth opened.
And a sound as resonant as any oratorio filled her with delight. It was her favorite sound from any world, from any layer of existence.
It was the sound of a god laughing.
She knows nothing.
�But-� More laughter.
Dear Giselle, you overestimate this harridan. You should be careful of her, yes, but you need not be afraid of her. She possesses some psychic sensitivity, but it is feeble, not worthy of comparison to your extraordinary abilities. And she is loyal to The Master, but not at the expense of her own safety. She will not expend energy saving a sinking ship.
Giselle felt some of that bright edge of fear fade.
Azaroth sounded so sure of himself.
Well, he always did.
And he was usually right.
Almost always.
Still. But Azaroth sensed her lingering doubts: Giselle, all will be well. The other man from your vision is in place now. You will see him tonight. Be ready.
Yes!
Giselle felt a thrill of exultation.
Eddie in her room.
Chad Below.
Just as she�d seen it so long ago.
She addressed Azaroth: It�s really happening, isn�t it? We will win.
The god�s answer was encouraging but evasive.
You have an opportunity. The creature you call The Master is weaker than he has ever been. His gods have turned their backs on him.
So you�ve told me.
Azaroth continued: He is vulnerable, and the silence of the gods disturbs him. But you must not underestimate him. He is weakened, but he remains the most powerful living creature on earth. Be careful, Giselle. Be strong. Resolute.
I will!
Azaroth�s human guise began to break apart.
Yes, I think you will. And now you must go.
And then the image was gone.
Giselle experienced the usual jolt that accompanied the transition from one plane to the next. She opened her eyes and was back in the antechamber behind her room. She got to her feet and stepped off the altar. She crossed the room, touched the knob that swiveled the wall, and returned to her bedroom.
Eddie, of course, was waiting for her.
He took her into his arms.
Kissed her.
And led her to the bed.
Giselle went eagerly.
She heard the echo of Azaroth�s words in her head.
All will be well.
She willed it to be true.

Dream was dreaming.
In her dream she felt light as a butterfly, soaring in the air, flitting from place to place with ease and grace. She flew through clouds, over mountains, buzzed a herd of cattle, and passed through an airplane. As she passed through the plane, alien thoughts buzzed in her brain. She seemed to exist as many people at once. She was a gay man named Jim. She was a boy named Alexander. She was a teenage girl named Sophia.
Jim�s parents had disowned him, and he was depressed.
Alexander wasn�t doing well in school.
Sophia was fantasizing about a movie star.
There were others.
The madness of being all these people at the same time brought her out of the dream. The sensation of lightness was gone. She felt a jolt. That transitional jolt. She opened her eyes, gasped, and realized it hadn�t been a dream.
Oh my God, she thought.
It was real.
All of it.
The out-of-body experience. King. This house way the hell out here in the middle of nowhere. Shane�s death. Chad�s disappearance.
And the sex.
Let�s not forget about that.
As if she could.
Dream rolled onto her back, closed her eyes against the brilliant light of the sun, and stretched. She groaned, lifted her arms high above her, and stretched her legs to their limit, extending her toes horizontally. Then, when she could stretch no more, she let her muscles go slack and she settled back into the plush feather mattress. She blinked, squinted against the sunlight, and took in her surroundings.
King�s room was, if anything, more impressive by daylight.
The room was just huge, bigger even than she had perceived last night. A small family could live in this room and not worry about invading each other�s personal space. The rows and rows of floor-to-ceiling walnut bookshelves made her think of libraries at great universities. She thought maybe the books were just for show. How could anyone ever read this many books in a lifetime?
Unless, she reminded herself, one�s lifetime encompassed several centuries.
So, she thought, back to that again.
Well, there was no avoiding the subject. Her new lover was a supernatural being with powers that both awed and frightened her. Absurd. But undeniable. The exhilaration of her flight through space and time was still fresh in her mind. But so was the memory of what she�d seen in that underground place in England. The slaves. The degradation. Death. And there was another place just like it somewhere beneath this house. While she luxuriated in this incredible bed-easily the most sensually decadent bed she�d ever slept or fucked on-somewhere below her people were suffering.
She shifted ever so slightly on the bed.
She still didn�t want to get up.
Even the reflexive guilt she felt wasn�t sufficient enough to change that. The French doors stood open, allowing her a view of the balcony and green mountainside. The warm sunshine felt good on her nude body. It was like a lover�s lightest touch, fingertips gliding over trembling flesh. She ran a hand along an inner thigh, shuddered at a sense-memory of King�s caress, and touched herself.
She remembered being perched at the edge of the bed.
Her favorite position.
Another shudder rippled through her. She could almost feel him inside her. She was often too shy with new lovers to broach the subject. When she was with someone new, she invariably put up with the standard alternations of boy on top and girl on top for weeks before working up the nerve to tell them what she wanted. They were always enthusiastic, which just made her feel silly for being so bashful. Of course, some of them were confused by her request, thinking she wanted it in the ass.
Dan thought that.
Of course�
Well, she hadn�t made the connection until now.
It made her giggle.
This is just insane, she thought.
Here she was, surrounded by madness, and she was giggling � and sort of lightly masturbating.
What�s wrong with this picture?
She knew she ought to be getting up, putting her clothes on, making preparations to get out of this place. No sane person, knowing what she knew, would hesitate. Somewhere on the floor was a tangle of clothes. She envisioned getting off the bed, sorting through them, and going out to look for Alicia and Karen. Her friends were somewhere in this house. She had to warn them.
She didn�t move.
The thought came again: What�s wrong with me?
Had she been drugged? She didn�t have any of the familiar symptoms, and she knew them pretty damn well from her time in the hospital and the institution. That spaced-out, numb feeling wasn�t in evidence. Dissociation, they called it. No, this was nothing like that. She had never been more in touch with her senses and her feelings. In fact, she seemed hypersensitive. The hand at her sex felt like a warm, vibrating glove.
Hmm � some weird libido drug?
She jerked her hand away when she heard the sound of a doorknob turning. Dream�s head lolled to the left, and she saw Ms. Wickman enter bearing a tray. She set the tray on a folding stand next to the bed, folded her arms beneath her breasts, and said, �The Master wanted me to tell you he�ll be along shortly. He has some business to attend to.� Her gaze traveled the length of Dream�s exposed body before she added, �There�s a robe for you in the closet, should you find yourself feeling � modest.�
She turned and exited the room before Dream could formulate an appropriate reply or inquire after her friends. The door clicked shut, and she was alone again. She perched herself on an elbow and examined the contents of the tray. A porcelain cup brimmed with steaming coffee, and there was a little plate with a cute arrangement of chocolate truffles. Dream�s stomach growled, and she realized how much time had passed since she�d eaten-not so much as a bite had passed through her lips since discovering Dan in flagrante delicto.
She scooted to the edge of the bed, picked up a truffle, and nibbled. Crumbs tumbled from her mouth to the mattress. She brushed the crumbs off, got out of bed-finally!-and went to the closet. The large space was filled with expensive, tailored suits, things a modern bigwig would wear with pride, but there was a curious assortment of clothes from other eras. She saw vests, shirts with ruffles, Edwardian jackets, and tweed coats with arm patches. There was a shelf for hats. There were fedoras, bowlers, top hats, and a leather cowboy hat with a braided band around it. Some of it looked like stuff that belonged in the Smithsonian or some other museum. She wondered how long it had been since he�d worn some of these things. Why would he keep such old clothes?
Could a thing like King feel sentiment?
Dream pulled a terry-cloth robe from a hanger and slipped it on, shuddering at the way it felt on her skin. Her conviction that something was enhancing her senses grew a little stronger. She drew the sash tight across her waist, cinched it, and returned to the room. She picked up the tray and carefully carried it out onto the balcony. She set the tray on a table and moved to the edge of the balcony, where she gripped the railing with both hands.
Her voice was a breathy whisper. �Oh � my. ��
The view was spectacular. She had a greater appreciation now for the distance she and her friends had traveled the night before. And she must have been too tired to have a real sense of the size of King�s house, which appeared to be perched atop some high point, perhaps at the very peak of a tall mountain. It hadn�t seemed that way on their approach last night, but she was beyond questioning these inversions of reality. The rear of the house stretched for what seemed like a mile in either direction. Dozens of gabled windows overlooked the same breathtaking panorama of mountains and greenery. She saw a lowlying cloud roll lethargically through the slash of land below.
It was gorgeous.
Heartbreakingly so.
She felt weak in the knees, so she made herself go to the table and sit down. She settled into the wicker chair, picked up the still-warm cup of coffee, and sipped from it. Delicious, as she�d somehow known it would be. She set the cup down, reclined in the chair, and stared in rapt awe at the scenery.
What would it be like to wake up to this every morning for the rest of her life?
She sensed that King wanted that.
She smiled at the memory of his fairy-tale analogies.
Me, she thought. A queen.
Imagine that.
She sensed other things about King, as well. Things gleaned from the unique bonding of the out-of-body experience. Insights few humans could ever perceive. The most readily apparent thing was the change under way inside him. He maintained a convincing facade of menace, but she had a notion his heart wasn�t in it anymore. He�d reveled in his nature for centuries, glorying in sadism and cruelty, but wasn�t it possible even truly evil beings could grow bored with their existence?
It wasn�t as if she�d read his mind. But these things had been easy enough to intuit. In the altered state of incorporeal consciousness, feelings and thoughts possessed something close to form and substance. Subtle permutations of light and color, hot and cold. She�d detected the strongest indications of his changing mood during their tour of the long-vanished underground society in England. This she�d discerned as a darkening of her perceptions, like a lens with a filter over it, and a chill that penetrated to the core of her disembodied essence.
A strangely appealing possibility resonated in the wounded regions of Dream�s battered psyche. She recognized deep depression when she encountered it, and the concept of a depressed demon or spirit was intriguing.
Well.
More than intriguing.
She sighed.
She also found it romantic. Romantic, that is, in the manner of gothic dramas and Shakespearean tragedies. She had always had a weakness for the doomed figures in plays and fiction. They spoke to her in ways the characters in modern trifles could not. The writers of old seemed more keenly attuned to true suffering, and they�d evoked that quality in timeless, compelling ways. Her favorite had always been Hamlet, with its incomparably dark climax of blood, poison, and treachery.
She had to remind herself that King was not Hamlet. It was tempting to fall prey to such an analogy. A leap like that would make reconciling her knowledge of King�s brutal deeds with her desire for him too easy. But King possessed none of the prince�s haunted nobility. Oh, he was handsome and suave, and his home dazzled you with its beauty, but the pretty picture was rife with imperfections.
He was a killer.
More than that, he was a sadist who killed for pleasure.
And he did it on a grand scale.
So, then, how would it feel to wake up to this sweeping vista of pastoral beauty every morning?
But she knew the answer to that question, didn�t she?
It would be akin to waking up one morning to find you�d suddenly become the devil�s concubine. A favored whore allowed to wallow in all of the world�s most sensual pleasures while all around you time�s doomed souls cried out in the eternal torment of molten hellfire.
Unacceptable.
No part of her could fathom being a willing part of an existence like that. It went against her pacifist instincts, which were deeply ingrained. She�d even felt a twinge of regret at the sight of Dan�s vandalized Beetle. She�d long ago stopped caring much about her own well-being, but she would not give tacit approval to acts of subjugation and brutality by consenting to be King�s mistress. Her self-esteem had taken a lot of hits in recent years, some quite crippling, but most of her more admirable traits had remained intact.
Her benevolence, for instance.
And her compassion.
Her basic goodness.
She would die before allowing King to destroy whatever good was left in her.
Hell, if things had gone as she�d originally planned, she wouldn�t be alive right now. Her brains would be splattered all over the walls of some hotel room. Dream shifted in the wicker chair, recrossed her legs, and shuddered. The image lingered in her mind, alluring, Technicolor vivid. She saw herself with the Glock jammed like a big black cock in her wide-open mouth, the back of her head a ragged, bloody mess. The vision filled her not with horror but a sense of long-sought peace finally attained. The ruined body she imagined was an empty vessel, no longer home to the tortured soul that had inhabited it for nearly thirty years.
It astonished her that something so grisly could be so beautiful.
But, to her, it was.
She was still deep in contemplation of the image when she heard footsteps behind her. King stepped out onto the balcony. He flashed her a small, knowing smile. A lover�s smile. She couldn�t help returning it. And seeing those dark, soulful eyes did something to her, triggered a spreading warmth that made her tingle in all the sensitive places he�d so deftly pleasured the night before.
Right here.
Right now.
Amazing. She could know all the things she knew about him, even the dimly sensed plans for her friends, unspeakably vile things, and still she desired him.
He went to the railing, grasped it the way Dream had moments earlier, arched his head to the sky, and inhaled deeply of the clean mountain air. Dream�s gaze, saturated with bald erotic need, studied the impressive figure his body cut against the gorgeous scenery. He wore khaki trousers with the cuffs rolled up over bare ankles and feet and a white button-up shirt open over his muscled torso. His sleep-tousled hair stirred in the gentle breeze, and he ran a hand through it, brushing it back from his brow.
Dream�s hand went to the sash around her robe.
The need was almost more than she could bear.
He turned around and leaned against the railing. He didn�t so much as glance at the hand slowly tugging at the sash. Well, a man-or thing-like King would never be anything less than impeccably smooth and unflappable.
He smiled again. �Did you sleep well?�
Dream willed her hand away from the sash. She picked up the cup of coffee instead, brought it to her mouth, and took a casual sip. �With the exception of one troubling dream, yes.� She smiled. �That bed is amazing. I�ve never felt so comfortable.�
He frowned. �Tell me about the dream.�
She set the coffee cup down and folded her hands primly in her lap. �Well, I�m not sure if it really was a dream. I think I might have been � traveling � again.�
King nodded. �It�s possible.� He unfolded his arms and gripped the railing behind him. �It�s also rare. Humans usually aren�t capable of spontaneous sleep forays so soon after their first experience. In fact, only a small percentage of your race is capable of what you did last night at all. The ones who manage it possess a common trait, an unusual sensitivity to the nuances of the world around them, the little holes in the subtly interwoven planes of the physical world and the spiritual realms. You are one of those people. I sensed that upon first setting eyes on you.�
A flicker of something like sheepishness briefly creased his handsome features. �Actually, I�m being disingenuous. I sensed your presence before you even arrived. I am capable of many things, but that degree of acute psychic awareness isn�t something that happens often. I knew well before you arrived I would be encountering a woman of rare gifts.�
Dream arched an eyebrow. �Is that so?�
King shrugged. �It is. You are that rarity of rarities, Dream, a human with an untapped well of amazing powers. You are capable of so much, and you never knew it. You need only to get in touch with those abilities, to develop and hone them. If you can do that, there is no limit to what you can do.�
She tried not to smirk. �And you�re the teacher I�ve always needed, right?�
His eyes glittered with confidence. �Yes, Dream. I am.�
She felt something like defiance come to life within her. The feeling was welcome. Invigorating. A reminder of her essential humanity. �Well, Ed, allow me to introduce you to a radical concept-maybe I prefer to leave those powers untapped. Maybe, and here�s the real kicker, maybe I prefer being a normal chick.�
His expression darkened. �You have never been normal, Dream. That�s a ridiculous statement.� He smiled, but there was no humor in it. �I can sense the truth of your soul, and the truth is you have always felt apart from others of your race. You have many friends, close ones, but there�s a missing connection, a vital component they lack. You�ve never known what it is, but I�ll supply the answer. It�s that sensitivity, Dream, that ability you have to see beneath the surface of things. To see truth. Learn what I have to teach you, and you can know bigger truths. The eternal ones. The secrets of the gods, Dream. Surrendering your humanity is worth that, I think.�
Dream snickered. �Yeah, I�m real good at divining hidden truths, Ed. Hell, I�m so good at it I didn�t know my boyfriend likes men.� She tapped a temple with a forefinger. �My powers of insight are astounding, are they not?�
King didn�t say anything.
His gaze settled on some vague middle distance.
He�s mad at me, Dream thought.
The notion was at once thrilling and frightening. She was in what she had to assume was the rare position of being courted by this creature. The thing wanted her to join him here, to become a willing part of his insane world, which likely was the only reason something dreadful hadn�t happened to her yet.
The line of thought again made her think of Karen and Alicia. She suspected she couldn�t help them if they were in trouble, but she nonetheless felt compelled to ask after them. �Ed, I want to ask you a question, and I hope you respect me enough to give an honest answer.�
She saw his gaze retreat from the middle distance and flicker with curiosity. �Like is the mildest of words for what I feel for you, Dream.� He smiled. �I think it might be something much more.�
She arched her eyebrow again. �You think you love me, Ed?� King�s claim was startling, and it derailed the other line of inquiry. �You can�t be serious. You only met me last night. And I�m not� like you.�
He sighed deeply.
Dream couldn�t imagine a more weary sound.
And he really did look tired. She examined him closer. His eyes. The set of his features. His posture. She was sure what she was seeing wasn�t as simple as physical exhaustion. His eyes reflected a weariness of the soul. The perception supported her suspicion about his state of mind. She experienced a frisson of recognition, the opening of a previously closed door in her mind.
It felt like precognition.
King looked away from her. �No, Dream, you�re not like me. You won�t live for a thousand years. You won�t see empires rise and fall. Imagine it, Dream. A life so long you�ve experienced everything there is to experience many times over. Except, of course, love.� The haunted quality in his voice made her shudder. �You want honesty, Dream? Here�s honesty. I kill. It�s what I do. It�s my purpose. I can�t change that, nor do I wish to. As long as I inhabit this world, I will continue to do what I do.� He sighed again. �I may have killed you last night had our time together not been so transcendent. Now I know what a waste that would be. What a travesty:�
Dream shivered. �So my fate�s not still up in the air, Ed?�
King�s gaze came back to her. �I will not kill you.�
Dream held his gaze. �I�m not afraid to die, Ed. Do you know that?�
He studied her for a moment, holding his head at an angle. �I sense it, yes. I suppose it may be one of the reasons I find you so � compelling.�
He pushed away from the railing, came to the wicker chair, and knelt before her. He took her left hand in his, turned it so the wrist was facing out, and traced the little white scars with the tip of a forefinger. Dream shuddered at his touch, which possessed the maddening ability to turn the scars into a new erogenous zone. �Your willing flirtation with your own demise touches me. I don�t believe suicide is the act of cowardice so many of your kind proclaim it to be. It bespeaks a rare bravery, an unflinching zeal to know the bliss that lies beyond this decaying world.�
It bespeaks a bunch of self-justifying mumbo jumbo, Dream thought.
As she should well know, since she�d expressed similar thoughts to a long succession of therapists, albeit not quite as poetically. She was smart enough to know when a man was preying upon her weaknesses. It was the creepy, devious, underhanded tactic of a raving asshole, but damned if it wasn�t effective.
It was exactly what she�d always wanted to hear.
Her eyes brimmed with tears.
Her shoulders shook.
His arms encircled her and she sobbed on his shoulder for several minutes. The embrace felt good, natural, comforting-the safest place in the world to be. The insanity of the notion-safe in the arms of a monster?-was irrelevant. For the time being, there was nowhere else she wanted to be.
When the sobs finally began to ebb, she reluctantly broke the embrace. �I�m sorry!� Her voice was subdued. �That happens to me a lot. It�s like I have no fucking self-control.� She sniffled. �It�s embarrassing.�
King�s expression was solemn. �You�re beautiful, Dream. Everything about you is beautiful. Even your anguish, which is only the product of your wounded heart.�
That was laying it on a little thick, but she let it pass. �You said something about the �bliss beyond this world.� Were you talking about�� She hesitated. The notion sounded silly even in her mind, but she weighed that against everything else she�d experienced and plunged ahead.�� an afterlife?�
He nodded. �I was.�
She swallowed hard. �What�s it like? Do you know?�
That faraway look stole back into his eyes for a moment. Something about the question troubled him. But his expression sharpened and the perception went away. �I have some sense of it, Dream. I know this. When you get there, assuming you get to the right place, you will be at peace. You won�t hurt anymore. You will actually feel exalted, removed forever from the troubles you once knew.� A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. �It�s certainly something to look forward to.�
She frowned. �But what about hell? Don�t the bad people go to someplace bad?�
He showed her his solemn expression again. �Depends. Humans, for instance, can wind up dwelling within any number of the infinite planes when their physical bodies die. Some of these are pleasant places. Some of them are akin to what you think of as �hell.��
Dream�s lips were pursed. �So � what about� things like you? Do you have more control over where you wind up than humans? Or are you even mortal?�
That troubled look flashed and disappeared again. Something was definitely bothering him. �I do, Dream. And I am mortal. My gods have protected me for centuries, and I have served them well. They are the death spirits, the most powerful of all gods. When I die, my ascendance to paradise will be assured.�
Paradise, Dream thought.
What a lovely word.
At once corny and rich with the promise of a better place.
She put a hand around King�s neck, stroked the edge of his jaw with a thumb. �I can never be your queen here, Ed. I can�t condone murder. Or sadism. You say you won�t kill me, but you�ll have to if we stay here.�
King frowned. �We?�
The idea coming together in Dream�s head disturbed her on many levels, but it seemed fitting in a way that was final and unquestionable. �Yes, Ed. We. I won�t help you hurt people, nor will I be content to stand by while you do it.� She drew in a deep breath, steeling herself for the leap she was about to make. �But I would love to be with you forever in that other place.�
His face expressed a wide range of emotions in a few seconds. Surprise, anger, stupefaction, perhaps even fear. �Dream-�
She cut him off. �That�s the only way we can be together, Ed. You implied you were in love with me.� She wasn�t sure she believed him, not knowing what she knew about him, but she had to go with it. �If you were telling the truth, you�ll do this with me.�
He didn�t say anything, just stared at her.
She pressed him. �You need to do this, Ed. We both do. You know it.�
He relented. �Yes.� But there was doubt in his eyes. �I��
�Ed? What is it?�
He shook his head. �Nothing.�
Her hand went to the sash of her robe again. �Do you love me, Ed?�
He watched her part the flaps of the robe, exposing her sun-bronzed body. Something in him seemed to break. Suddenly he wasn�t resisting anymore. He just nodded. She stood up and slipped out of the robe.
She took King by the hand and led him to the railing.
She leaned against it.
Turned her head to the sky and saw an eagle soar over her.
King came to her without hesitation.

Chad awoke with a throbbing headache. No surprise there, given that he�d consumed copious amounts of cheap bourbon and sundry other forms of alcoholic potions. He�d also smoked a bit of the old singer�s faux-ganja. The stuff had a weird kick that was different from anything in his limited drug experience. Lazarus claimed the herb was called Trance and that it grew naturally in the area affected by The Master�s influence. Slaves supervised by the guards cultivated the stuff and brought it back here. Use of the drug was prohibited for slaves, but Overlords, emancipateds, and guards were allowed to partake of it. Apprentices Above were rumored to use it, as well.
Trance.
Now there was an appropriate name. The drug had taken a while to work its magic, but once he began to feel its effects, he knew he was in for a unique experience. It seemed to really enhance the senses and open up doors of perception in ways other drugs were only purported to do. While under its influence, he was conscious of being tapped into the beating heart and lifeblood of the universe. Later, he doubted this, attributing the perception to mere intoxication. On some level, he understood he was only rationalizing the experience, but he was okay with that. Transcendental mysticism, even in the form of dazzling, drug-induced celestial light shows, wasn�t really his bag anyway.
He preferred good ol� terra firma and alcohol.
And there�d been plenty of the latter.
When the drug�s effect finally dissipated, he�d stuck to what he knew, imbibing at a rate that nearly matched the singer�s almost supernatural ability to quaff spirits. Getting wrecked had seemed the only sane response to the insane circumstances he found himself in, but now he was regretting it. He felt the way he did when he went out on the rare weekend bender with guys from work-remorseful. He was sorry he�d done it, he�d never do it again, and so on. Please God. All bullshit.
Once the rote words of phony contrition were out of the way, he became aware of sensations other than the pain cleaving his skull. There was a sleeping body next to him. His eyes fluttered open and he saw Cindy�s face on his bare chest. Her eyes were closed and she was lightly snoring. She had an arm thrown around his waist and a leg curled over his crotch. They were both utterly devoid of clothing. He had to assume they�d engaged in some sort of sexual activity, but, regrettably, he could remember none of it. And he had to wonder just how �performance-ready� he�d been after giving his liver the workout of its life.
Chad had known guys, lots of them, who told stories about getting blind drunk and screwing bar sluts or strippers. In his experience, though, this didn�t seem possible. Once he achieved a certain level of intoxication, getting a stiffie was about as likely as being invited to a penthouse orgy by a bunch of hot bisexual supermodels.
How, then, to explain this?
He was drawing a big fucking blank on that one, he had to admit.
So, on to other things, like, where were they?
Because they sure didn�t seem to be in the back room of The Outpost anymore. This room was more squalid compared to the relative order and cleanliness of that place. No one had given it even a cursory cleaning in a long time. They were sleeping on a mat similar to ones he remembered from those rare camping excursions with his friends. It was none too comfortable. A gas lamp provided the room�s primary illumination. The walls looked like the walls of a tree house assembled by first-time users of hammers and nails. The boards were crudely fitted, and some were warped, admitting slivers of light from outside. Bugs scurried between the cracks in the wood, including some sizable specimens that made Chad want to jump out of his skin. He detected a faint odor of urine and shit, and he turned his head to the right to see a toilet resembling the ones in Porta Potties. He supposed there would be some sort of collection tank beneath this ramshackle joke of a domicile.
He had a disturbing thought.
Was this where Cindy lived?
He hoped not. Because she just didn�t deserve anything this horrible. Neither did anyone else, of course, but she was the only one he cared about. He studied her sleeping face, at once so beautiful and grubby. He wanted to take a clean, wet washcloth to that lovely countenance and wash the grime from it. He wanted to wash her whole body, erase forever the stain of this appalling place. He would do that for her if he could. He would do anything for her-now that he knew what he knew.
He was, apparently, an unwitting key figure in a conspiracy that aimed to accomplish a seemingly impossible task-the overthrow of The Master and the liberation of the banished people of Below. The conspiracy was built on what seemed to Chad a very shaky foundation, composed primarily of two very ephemeral components: faith in the ability of a resurrected Lazarus to stir the people to action, and a �vision� of the future by a woman few active participants in the conspiracy had ever met.
That was hard enough to swallow.
But then Lazarus told him the woman, whose name he would not reveal, had experienced this vision more than twenty years ago, and that was just too much. The woman had known his name and what he looked like as an adult when he�d been a little kid living hundreds of miles from here. That couldn�t possibly be true, yet Lazarus insisted that it was. The bitch of it was, he believed the old singer was telling the truth. How else to account for his foreknowledge of Chad�s identity?
He marveled at the insanity of it all.
He�d been an almost mythical figure in this place for decades. It was nuts. There he�d been in Nashville, contentedly living his successful urban life, surrounded by nice things and girls eager to fuck money, and all the while a handful of netherworld dwellers had been obsessing over him, praying for and awaiting his eventual arrival.
Awaiting deliverance.
Life could throw you some curveballs once in a while, but this was ridiculous.
Then there was the matter of Cindy, who�d been drawn into the conspiracy after she�d been called upon to nurse Lazarus back to health following a failed attempt on his life. With her connections, she could have attained emancipation long ago, but she chose to remain a slave to further the cause. She functioned as an undercover agent, finding out what she could by keeping her ears open when she was in the company of the Overlords. Her information saved the conspirators several times over.
They could never thank her enough.
An understatement of astounding proportions.
Her final contribution as a slave was volunteering to be in that jail cell when Chad arrived. It was her duty to see to it that he made it Below in one piece. The conspirators couldn�t risk exposing the few guards friendly to the cause. Their assistance would be needed later. So it fell to Cindy to use her ingenuity and daring to get Chad where he needed to be. An arrangement was made and she was there waiting for him.
The rest he�d already known, having experienced it.
The thing he was having a hard time getting his brain around right now was the uprising itself. It was supposed to happen tonight. This huge, momentous thing, a mad, impossible undertaking, and it was set to begin hours from now. Chad became aware of an impulse to run and hide. What these people expected of him wasn�t fair. He wasn�t what he�d call a coward, but he wasn�t really a brave man, either. He knew this. He accepted it. And these people just assumed he would automatically leap to fulfill this fucked-up �destiny� of his. He tried to envision himself wading into battle like Rambo, and he just couldn�t do it.
But then he looked at Cindy�s face again.
And the shame he felt brought tears to his eyes.
Couldn�t do it?
Horseshit.
He had no choice. What was he going to do, adjust to life Below and spend the rest of his years toiling as a slave and living like a fucking caveman?
No goddamn way, buddy.
He would do what he had to do.
He would, however, have to find a way to process and cope with the paralyzing fear that loomed like a storm cloud in his consciousness. That potential wrench in the works would have to be dealt with well before the uprising got under way. He suspected a few shots of the singer�s rotgut right before showtime might do the trick, but he would have to be sure he consumed just enough to take the edge off-it wouldn�t do to go up against an army of guards and shapeshifters drunk off his ass.
That would just get him dead.
Which, he supposed, would spell the end of the uprising.
And the beginning of a massacre of the banished people.
Chad shuddered.
Jesus Christ, he thought, I can�t handle this kind of responsibility.
Cindy groaned and stirred, lifting her head off his chest and blinking sleepily. She smiled when she saw him, hooked a hand over his shoulder, and pulled herself up to kiss him. The physical reality of her mouth on his triggered sense-memory, briefly shedding light on banks of memory obscured by alcoholic blackout.
The shack was her slave quarters. She�d told him that at some point. Since they would be gone from this place forever in less than a day, there�d been no point in seeking other lodging. Besides, there were things here she needed. Faded, edge-worn pictures of her little girl, a child�s drawing on a yellowed piece of construction paper, and a hidden weapon. She�d shown him where the latter was, he remembered that, but the weapon�s location was a bit of information that still eluded him.
He�d been falling-down drunk when they finally left The Outpost late that morning, needing to lean on Cindy to remain upright while they made their way here. All he�d wanted to do at that point was pass out on the mat, but Cindy had other intentions. She gave him something, a powder she said was a derivative of the Trance plant, and made him swallow it with water. The Trance derivative produced a muted version of the smoked version�s trippy effects, but it mainly acted as a restorative.
And, he remembered now, a stimulant.
He�d watched her remove the two ragged articles of clothing she�d had on since he�d met her in the holding facility. �I want to make love to a man one more time.� There�d been a troubling hint of melancholy in her voice. �I want you, Chad.�
And so she�d had him.
He remembered a lovely experience, one that didn�t necessarily rank in the upper echelon of sexual encounters, but a nice one. He suspected the sex would have been better had he not indulged so much, a notion that triggered pangs of regret. He wished his first time with Cindy could have been better for both of them, but she didn�t seem unhappy. Indeed, the opposite seemed true. This smile was the most unguarded, serene expression she�d shown him, and seeing it made him happy.
He smiled. �I know you�ll have a lot to do when you get out of here. Putting your life back together will be a lot of work. But, when you have some time to spare, would you do me the honor of having dinner with me?�
A bit of color entered her cheeks. �Wow� you know, that�s the first time I�ve been asked out since before my husband proposed.� The color faded from her face. �That bastard.�
And then she was crying.
Chad stroked her hair and let the tears run their course. He wanted her to feel safe in his arms, to be the best source of comfort she could imagine. He realized he was falling for her, and the insight made him wonder again why he hadn�t been able to be this way with Dream. Maybe he�d needed something like this-some crisis to test his ability to endure and survive-to shock the selfishness and insensitivity out of him.
He had to admit something like that was long overdue.
Dream was lost to him forever. He�d blown that opportunity by distancing himself from her all these years, and now he�d even ruined what remained of their once-special friendship. It was such a waste. And so unnecessary. But it was reality and he would have to accept it. And learn from it. He couldn�t know what the future held, but he vowed not to repeat the mistakes of the past with Cindy.
When she was done crying, she kissed him again and said, �Thank you, Chad.�
He opened his mouth to say something, but she shushed him.
�Thank you for making me feel human again. I can�t tell you what that means to me.� The smile she showed him was almost shy. �It�s like a little miracle.�
Her words moved him to tears. �Cindy, I-�
He never finished saying whatever it was he�d meant to say.
Because that was when they kicked the door down.
One powerful blow was enough to bring the door off its hinges. It toppled to the floor and landed with a smack, sending a cloud of dust into the air. While Chad and Cindy coughed and blinked dust out of their eyes, guards with visorhelmets and shotguns streamed through the new opening. Cindy was jerked out of Chad�s arms and dragged screaming outside. Chad saw her naked back disappear through the door and lurched off the mat, but the butt of a shotgun connected with his jaw and sent him crashing back against the flimsy wall. The boards bulged but didn�t quite give beneath his weight. His vision blurred, pain roared in his head, and he only dimly perceived the last shotgun-wielding guard�s hasty departure.
Blinding rage obliterated the pain. What had just happened was more than wrong-it was an offense against nature. The fucking thugs had stormed into the room like Nazis, absolutely heedless of the intimate scene they were violating. His mind was a whirlwind of questions: Had someone within the conspiracy ratted them out? Why had they only taken Cindy? Was this possibly unrelated to the conspiracy?
Questions without answers.
For now.
Chad braced his hands against the wall, shook his head to clear the fog, and tried to remember the location of the weapon Cindy had shown him last night. It was no use. Christ, he couldn�t even remember what kind of weapon it was. He was keenly aware, however, that Cindy�s predicament grew more dire every moment he lingered here. He pushed away from the wall, staggered across the room, stumbled going down the step outside the door, and crashed to his knees on the hard ground.
The guards were struggling with Cindy.
She was amazing. She just never stopped fighting. Never gave up. She drove a foot into one guard�s crotch, doubling him over, flailed against the arms that held her, and managed to get free of one guard. She grabbed his visor and tore it off, sank her fingers into his eyes, and released him when he reeled away screaming. The other guard relinquished his hold on her and backed away.
She advanced on him, her eyes alive with feral, predatory fire. The guard was clearly rattled by Cindy�s ferocity, fumbling with his shotgun and dropping it. Chad couldn�t believe it. She was going to pull off another miracle.
Too late, he saw the nut-kicked guard get to his feet. It happened too damned fast.
The guard pulled a handgun from the holster at his waist.
Aimed it at the back of Cindy�s head. And pulled the trigger. Bloody pulp splashed the other guard�s vest. Chad screamed.

The bout of lovemaking on the balcony was just the beginning of a day given over to pleasures of the flesh and far-ranging astral trips. Dream felt a flutter of pleasure, a carnal echo, at the memory of her ass balanced on the railing, her legs locked tight around King as he moved against her, her head thrown back and her hair swaying in the breeze. The knowledge of her precarious position had the perverse effect of heightening the sense of erotic exhilaration, rendering her orgasms explosive, overpowering. There was no question a drop down the mountainside would be fatal, and King�s firm grip about her waist was the only thing separating her from a plunge into the abyss. When it was over, they returned to the bedroom and went traveling again. A journey rich with magic and awe. He showed her more wonders of the world. The great wall of China. The Eiffel Tower. South American rain forests.
The bottom of the ocean and the mysteries that lurked there, strangely shaped creatures that glowed like science fiction monsters, shipwrecks recent and ancient, and a great, shadowy presence King called Zarah, the god of the depths. The being was aware of their presence and was none too happy about it. This Dream discerned for herself, and a surprised King attributed it to her unusual gifts, which were developing at an astonishing rate now that she had finally tapped them.
They left the ocean and climbed through the earth�s atmosphere, venturing again into the chilly embrace of space. They flew low over the blasted landscapes of Mars, danced around the rings of Saturn, and passed through the unfathomable heat of the sun. They followed a communications satellite in its unwavering geosynchronous orbit of the earth. Then they were back in their bodies, consciousness and living tissue merging like a revelation of sensuality, and they were at each other again, intent on ravaging every square inch of the other�s flesh, a mad pursuit of the ultimate carnal cleansing.
Then, again, more traveling.
Followed by yet more lovemaking.
King�s enthusiasm was unbridled. He�d completely surrendered to the first real new experience he�d had in who knew how long.
He found Dream enthralling.
He loved her.
She didn�t doubt that anymore.
But he was afraid of her, of that she had no doubt. Afraid of her and everything her inexplicable hold over him might mean.

Several hours later, when neither of them had any more energy for fucking or astral-tripping, Dream made the pronouncement she�d been avoiding.
�It has to be tonight.�
He sighed and didn�t say anything for a while. Then he said, �Think of what we could have here, Dream. A hundred more years, maybe more, of days like this. We don�t have to go to Paradise. We can create it right here.�
Dream slipped out of his embrace and sat up on the bed. �Are you already breaking the vow you made to me, Ed? I know you don�t know a lot about love, so I�ll give you a little lesson. This is what�s known as a violation of trust.�
He laid a hand on her back and she flinched away.
He sat up next to her, slipped an arm around her shoulders. �Tonight, then.�
She settled into his embrace. �It has to be this way�
He stroked her hair. �I know.�
But his voice sounded distant.
That distance bothered her, but she believed he would ultimately keep his word. This conviction was based on more than something as nebulous as trust. The knowledge had shape, substance, was something that newly awakening part of her could feel. She could almost hold the truth of his promise in her hands like an orange. Peel away that orange�s outer layer of skin, however, and what you had in your hands was a squishy mass of fear.
This fear was enormous.
It was the fear of death-and the possibility he might be wrong about what awaited them on the other side. Though he didn�t want to acknowledge it aloud, she knew the possibility existed.
This might break him.
But she didn�t believe it would.
King left the room around midafternoon to �meditate� in his study. Dream didn�t question his need to be alone for a while. He�d lived so long, was close to immortal, and now he was hours away from dying. He needed time to marshal his thoughts and strengthen his resolve. Also, he�d already told her how the deed must be done. The gods, his death spirits, had to be involved, and he would need to commune with them. And there would be certain preparations only he could tend to.
The ritual he described sounded beautiful and appropriate.
She looked forward to it.
But now that she�d been alone for a time, her thoughts finally turned back to Karen and Alicia. She hadn�t seen them all day. Nor had either of them come looking for her. She had to assume something horrendous had happened to them. The thought did much to disperse the lingering field of charged eroticism that hung over her like a haze. Shame, her old friend, came roiling back, taunting her with accusations she couldn�t deny. She�d known her friends were in danger, yet she�d been unable to tear herself away from the hottest fuck of her life to go help them.
How appalling.
How unforgivable.
Dream was a normal woman in at least one regard-she liked sex. A lot. And she reveled in it when it was good. But she�d never known what it was like to be truly drunk on lust. Until now. Because only intoxication, of the overwhelming, good-sense-obliterating, falling-down-in-the-gutter variety, could explain her debauched behavior. Acts of grand atonement were obviously in order. One such act, the removal of her worthless soul from this miserable coil, was in the works. But there was one other thing she could do right now-go looking for her friends.
The certainty that the gesture was too late coming didn�t sway her.
The attempt was morally mandatory.
She got off the bed, found the travel bag Ms. Wickman had brought in at some point, and unzipped it. She felt around for the Glock, panicked for a moment when it wasn�t where it should be-tucked beneath the jumble of bras and panties crammed to the right-and experienced an ensuing sense of relief when her hand closed around the pistol�s cold plastic grip. She extracted it, dropped the bag, and stood up to examine the alien contraption. She�d never used a gun in her life, but she was able to discern that this particular gun had more than one safety mechanism. She experimented a little and settled on leaving two off and one on. A full magazine of ten bullets was in place.
Fine.
She could figure out the fucker�s basic operation. But there were other variables, important ones, that were a mystery to her-like, could she control the gun if she had to fire it? She was worried the recoil might be more than she could handle.
She would just have to pray and hope for the best.
But she had other concerns, as well.
Like, would she have the nerve to use the gun if she had to, even in self-defense?
She didn�t know.
That, like everything else, she would find out when the time came.
She set the gun on the bed with the barrel pointed away from her, pulled on the clothes she�d worn the previous day, and retrieved the gun. She held it at her side, the barrel pointed at the floor, her nervous finger outside the trigger guard.
She took a deep breath and walked out of the room.
The hallway extended before her like an endless corridor of hell. The passage was dimly lit by glass-covered candles in wall sconces. Dozens of closed doors loomed like silent sentries to either side. Dream�s capacity to experience fear began to rejuvenate itself. Sure, she wanted to die, even planned on it, but that was meaningless in the face of something so unfathomable. She was sure the hallway hadn�t seemed quite so long the night before, but it was possible her perceptions weren�t to be trusted, she�d been so intent on King and her desire for him.
Bullshit, the voice of rationality told her.
You know what you remember. It�s like Karen said, you saw what you saw. You�re a chick with a lot of problems, but you�re not insane.
And you don�t fucking hallucinate.
The hallway was different. Longer. Darker. Had there been candles in sconces last night? Dream didn�t think so. She was sure there�d been electric lights. There�d been a lot of doors to a lot of rooms, but she didn�t think there�d been quite this many. Okay, so what? She was faced with an inversion of reality that only mirrored what she�d seen outside King�s bedroom. She accepted that the substance of the house was fluid, malleable, and she had to assume the changes occurred due to subtle fluctuations in King�s mind. Some he controlled, some maybe he didn�t, the supernatural equivalent of brain farts. A disturbing notion occurred to her-what would happen to you if you were in one of the rooms that disappeared when King�s mind hiccuped?
She shivered.
She stood still in the doorway of the bedroom a moment longer, willing herself to be calm, and reestablished her connection with that thing inside her, the awakening power center. The connection was instant, and it was like a slap in the face. She touched that mass of knowledge again, the tangible fact of King�s vow to her, and held it firmly for a moment before coming back to herself.
Thus steeled, she ventured into the hallway.
She tried the first door she came to, her free hand closing around the doorknob. But it was unyielding when she tried to turn it. The same was true of the next door. And the next. And the next. Door after door after door until she�d tried dozens of them, all with the same frustrating result. She was near the end of the hallway now, could see the landing around the corner that led to the spiral staircase.
Well.
Again with this shit, she thought.
It hadn�t been a spiral staircase last night. Of course it hadn�t. It had been a regular old staircase. Straight up to the goddamn landing. And now it, too, had altered its shape and dimensions in accordance with the overall creepy-manor motif.
You can�t let it bother you, she reminded herself.
There were only a few doors left.
The pattern of failure remained unchanging until she was three doors from the end of the hallway. She reached for a doorknob that wasn�t there. The door stood open, and she heard sounds of human activity in the room. Panting. Groans. A woman�s voice. Two people. She was sure the other person was a man. She was also sure they were having sex. Hence the groans. She was hesitant to spur an act of coitus interruptus, but she didn�t see that she had a choice.
Somebody had to help her.
So she stepped into the room.
And saw right away that the room�s occupants weren�t having sex.
A nude man was locked in a pillory. Dream had never seen one outside of movies, but she recognized it for what it was instantly. The man�s head and hands were visible through holes, and his scarlet rear end quivered on the other side. A lithe young woman with hair so blond it was nearly white cocked her head to one side and stared at Dream with open curiosity. She had on black garters, stiletto heels, and a black leather bustier. A corner of her mouth turned up.
She spoke to Dream. �Hell-o, pretty?
She twirled a cat-o�-nine-tails.
�Will you join us?�
Dream numbly backed out of the room, the Glock forgotten at her side. She stood in the hallway and watched the blond approach her. The girl�s blue eyes were chilling. There was nothing like a soul behind them. Just a dark center of evil. Dream intuited this the way she�d read Zarah�s malevolent thoughts. She knew it. It was fact. The lovely girl was a monster. And her smile was insidious. An invitation to debasement.
The girl�s fingers curled around the edge of the door.
�Good-bye, pretty.�
And she threw the door shut.
Dream shook with relief.
Relief so profound she wasn�t aware of the door opening behind her until it was too late. She whirled around in time to feel Ms. Wickman�s hand closing around her wrist to peel the Glock from her hand.
King�s cruel-eyed housekeeper brandished the weapon in her face.
�My, my.�
Dream tried to speak, but she was shaking too hard.
�Shush, dear.� Ms. Wickman placed the Glock�s muzzle against Dream�s left temple, pushing her head to the side. �I wonder what The Master would think of this, eh? Skulking about his home, the home he so generously opened to you, with a firearm.�
Dream again tried to say something, but the austere woman clamped her free hand about Dream�s jaw and slammed her against the wall. The woman leaned against Dream, her face so close she could feel her breath.
�I�m not a stupid woman.� The muzzle pressed so hard now it scraped her temple. �I know something is amiss.�
Dream whimpered.
�The Master is in trouble.� She laughed without humor. �I suppose it had to happen eventually. I further suppose there�s nothing to be gained by killing you, though I would derive great pleasure from doing so. There may even be something to gain by allowing you to live.�
She detected something in Dream�s gaze then, some subtle flicker of knowledge.
�Oh, I keep my ears to the ground, young lady. You see, I serve The Master and I am loyal to him, but my loyalty has its limits.� Her lips grazed Dream�s mouth, making the captive girl quiver. �I will weather this storm.�
She relinquished Dream. �So go, whore. Enjoy hell.�
Ms. Wickman turned away from Dream and disappeared around the corner to the landing. High heels clicked down the winding staircase, echoing like pebbles dropped down a well. Her mocking laughter was the deranged laughter of hell�s warden.
Dream, demoralized and scared shitless, slumped to the floor.
And she stayed right there until she had the shaking under control.
Her friends were dead.
No way they�d survived the night in this place. Anger began to displace Dream�s terror of the strange housekeeper. Whatever shred of illusion she�d been clinging to was irreparably tattered. She didn�t want to join King in some redeeming eternal afterlife.
What she felt for him wasn�t natural.
That was so clear now.
He�d done something to her.
Some kind of� sex magic.
Yes, he would be capable of that.
Dream tried to get a grip on her warring emotions.
It was tempting to let anger guide her actions now, but she saw immediately how counterproductive that would be. She had to remain focused on the goal. Had to maintain the illusion of conspiracy with King. He needed to keep right on believing she wanted to be with him.
Until he was dead.
Until they were both dead.
Defeated and devoid of hope, Dream got to her feet and returned to King�s room.

In its true form, the house on the mountain existed in a state of stasis. The dilapidated structure consisted of matter suspended. For more than forty years, the old beams that made up the house�s sagging skeletal infrastructure did not decay. The rot that had already begun could not progress. The water stains that made the kitchen ceiling droop did not spread. In the living room, the property�s old caretaker sat on a plastic-covered sofa, his throat slit and his head cocked to the right. The perfectly preserved body had been there since January of 1960. The plastic cover and the man�s overalls were stained with blood that had never coagulated.
This house, the true house, was a kind of purgatory.
Cold, unchanging, and invisible.
It provided the framework for the illusions created by the creature that had invaded and forever changed this forgotten slice of land back in those final pre-Camelot days. The dimensions and appearance of the illusory house changed daily, sometimes in a subtle way, occasionally in a very drastic way. The power that created the illusions and kept the true house out of view was immense, stronger than the forces of the natural world.
The illusion was unassailable.
The true house impregnable.
Untouched by time.
Until today.
When something stirred.
Somewhere, perhaps in one of the empty upper rooms, a board faintly creaked.
A sigh was almost audible.
The sound of something very old and very tired awakening one more time.

The gunshot knocked Cindy off her feet, lifting her momentarily off the ground. Chad knew next to nothing about guns, but this one was powerful. Cindy flopped face first on the ground and didn�t move. Didn�t even twitch. The bullet had taken out most of her brain. Chad watched with slackjawed horror and disbelief as the guards retrieved their wounded colleague and departed.
They didn�t spare him so much as a backward glance.
Grief beyond his ability to contain welled out with a force that shook him, and he turned his head heavenward and wailed. Hot tears spilled down his cheeks and trickled into his mouth. Later, he wasn�t sure how long he remained there like that. It might have been only a few minutes or as long as a half hour. Cindy�s shack was one among a row of dozens. This was where the slaves lived. Their quarters. Some of them emerged cautiously from these decrepit dwellings to see what the fuss was about. Chad only began to recover when he became aware of their presence.
And he saw what they were seeing.
The obscenity of Cindy�s nude, unspeakably defiled body.
A shell that had until moments ago housed a vibrant, galvanizing life force. The soul of a woman who had gone to great lengths and placed herself in jeopardy to bring him safely to this place. A woman he�d known for so brief a period of time but had been well on the way to caring a great deal about. And now she just didn�t exist. The ruined home of that precious soul leaked blood and tissue on the ground. The magnitude of the loss triggered another spasm of grief, and he lurched to his feet, staggered back into the shack, and returned with a tattered blanket.
He covered her body with the blanket.
And slumped next to her on the ground. He was only half-conscious of his own nudity, but modesty was an absurd concept in the face of something so horrific. He supposed the impulse to cover a dead woman�s body was also something of an absurdity, but she deserved some slight measure of dignity, at least, so he made this little gesture. And he continued to sit there with her, feeling impotent, powerless, unsure of how to proceed. He experienced the expected thirst for revenge, but he had no idea how to go about exacting these theoretical acts of reprisal.
He later supposed he might have stayed there next to the body indefinitely had it not been for the intercession of Jack Paradise.

Jack Paradise, not the name bestowed upon him at birth (surprise, surprise), had lived Below for fifteen years, the last nine as an emancipated slave. As an ex-marine, he should have been a prime candidate for membership in The Master�s underground police force, but Paradise made it clear he would be no one�s thug. The act of resistance should have earned him a ticket on the express train to heaven, but the great drill sergeant in the sky must have been smiling on him that day, because, hey, he was still here, in the flesh and bigger than life. Big being the key word in that phrase, since he was impressively built and well over six feet tall.
The leaders of the conspiracy had him in their sights from the beginning, and he�d assumed a leadership role soon after being recruited. He was good at things the others didn�t have a clue about, practical things like strategy and identifying which guards might be sympathetic to their cause. Jack had an outsized personality, but he was shrewd and honorable. Lazarus may have been the movement�s inspirational figure, its messiah, but Jack was its Patton. The conspiracy had eyes almost everywhere in those closing moments before the uprising began, and Jack was summoned to the scene of Cindy�s death almost immediately.
His first look at the brave woman�s ruined head made his expression grow hard.
Cords of muscle in his big arms tensed with a need to lash out at something.
But he remained steadfast.
And got to work.

Chad, of course, had no idea who the big guy was, but he sensed he was there to help. Something in his general demeanor told him that-the stance of his body, the way his face became a slab of granite at the sight of Cindy�s body.
Chad detected compassion in the man�s eyes when he turned his piercing gaze on him. �I promise you one thing, the motherfuckers who did this will die tonight.� He extended a hand to Chad. �Here, let�s get to work.�
Chad took the proffered hand and was promptly hauled to his feet. The man then knelt over Cindy and arranged the blanket over her head and the upper portion of her body. Then he lifted her off the ground, beckoned to Chad with a tilt of his head, and carried the corpse into the shack. Chad, still numb but nonetheless intrigued by the appearance of this superhero, followed him through the door.
The man placed Cindy gently on the mat, found a crumpled bedsheet with holes in it, and covered the lower half of her body with it. Then he took one of her lifeless hands in his, kissed the back of it, and muttered something Chad couldn�t decipher. He closed his eyes, squinted hard, and breathed deeply.
Then that steely gaze was back on Chad, focused and intent. �Get dressed, Chad. We�ve got a revolution to start�
Chad searched for his clothes.
He wasn�t surprised that the man knew his name.
That was hours ago. Chad had since learned who Jack Paradise was, and the man instilled more confidence in him than Lazarus ever could. He radiated spirit and ability. He was a compelling figure with a lot to say. Paradise advised him to compartmentalize his grief and anger. Not forever. Later he would see that his anger, if properly channeled, could be a useful tool. It might provide him the courage to stride brazenly into the belly of the beast.
Paradise took him back to The Outpost, where Lazarus awaited in the back room. The old singer was visibly shaken by the news of Cindy�s death. His face was puffy and his eyes were red. His breath smelled of alcohol, but the odor wasn�t as strong as Chad was afraid it would be. He embraced Chad and patted him on the back. Chad held the old man in his arms and tried to heed Jack�s counsel.
Compartmentalize.
Compartmentalize, goddamn it.
Easier said than done.
There were others in the room. More coconspirators. Two of them looked cut from the same mold as Jack. Another was a stoop-shouldered man at least a decade older than Lazarus. One was a woman Chad recognized, one of the whip-wielding emancipateds outside the sex club. And there was a young boy who looked to be about the age Chad had been when Dream intervened on his behalf so long ago. Chad felt a flash of incredulity that a kid was a member of this inner circle, but a closer look revealed eyes that reflected intelligence and sturdy conviction. The look was enough to tell him the kid was grittier than he could have dreamed of being at that age.
Jack made the introductions. �You all know who Chad is, but he�s at a disadvantage, so I�ll do the honors.�
He nodded at the woman. �This is Wicked Wanda.�
The woman�s expression was grim, her mouth a tight line.
�Wanda and Cindy were close, Chad. Confidantes, you could say.�
He then introduced the brawny men Chad thought of as Jack Clones, and they were indeed ex-military Their names were Shaft (as in Richard Roundtree) and Joe (as in G.I.)- Shaft was an imposing black man with a gleaming bald dome of a skull, and Joe looked like a strapping farm boy from the heartland.
�This geezer here is Jake Barnes.�
Barnes chuckled. �Geezer, my eye.� His gaze swung in Chad�s direction. �Don�t let my posture fool you, boy. I�m still ass-kicking capable.�
The kid was the last to be introduced. �And this is Todd Haynes, still wet behind the ears and barely out of his diapers.� Paradise tapped his skull. �But he�s got more going on up here than the rest of us combined.�
The kid�s serious expression never wavered. �I�m a genius. That�s just a fact of IQ testing. I�m counting on you to return me to the land of higher education and government grants.� He started to smile. �And I�m as tough as any of these assholes.�
Chad believed him.
Paradise clapped his hands, a signal that the formalities were at an end. �Okay, down to business.� A grim tone entered his voice. �I know you�ve all heard what happened to Cindy, and I have the sad task of confirming it. She�s dead. Early indications are it�s a retaliation for the death yesterday of a certain vendor we all know.�
Chad groaned.
He heard a murmur of other voices.
�Elvis Kennedy had friends you don�t trifle with. He was a bastard, an evil pervert, but he should�ve been left alone.� He smiled, a fragile expression that wavered on the fine edge of a sad exhalation. �Cindy�s sense of moral outrage finally outweighed her good sense. Perhaps she was emboldened by her emancipation, or maybe it was the nearness of our time of reckoning that prompted her action. But we can�t know what was in her mind, so conjecture is useless.�
He sighed.
Somebody sniffled.
Chad looked at Lazarus.
Paradise continued, �We don�t need to say a lot of words about Cindy. We know what kind of person she was. Brave and honorable. Invaluable to the cause. Everybody in this room loved her, including yours truly, but we must resist the temptation to succumb to grief.�
He moved to the center of the room, where he slowly surveyed the faces of everyone present. Chad could tell he was looking for chinks in the armor, subtle hints of weakness or anticipatory jitters. When he appeared satisfied with the resolve of his compatriots, he picked up his train of thought.
�Everybody here, with the obvious exception of Chad, knows what he or she has to do tonight. We�ve prepared for this day for years.� He glanced at Lazarus and Jake Barnes. �Some of us have waited decades for this day. We�ve worked too hard and come too far to be derailed by this tragedy. Failure is not an option, friends.�
His voice dropped a few notches and his eyes narrowed. �Destiny doesn�t take time off for grief, and neither will we. Not yet.�
Chad looked around the room and saw heads nodding. Paradise again assumed the manner of a motivator and master strategist. �The Gathering begins in a few hours. Slaves and guards from the outer perimeter will begin arriving sooner than that. Let�s be ready? His gaze fixed on Lazarus. �Ready for resurrection?� The old singer looked at the floor and sighed. He scratched the thick beard that was so much whiter than the grizzled images Chad recalled from old magazines. He drew in a big breath and exhaled it. His shoulders straightened, and he looked at Paradise. His eyes glimmered. �Yes, I�m ready.� Paradise smiled. �Let�s go over it all one last time.� And Chad began to see The Outpost�s back room for what it really was. A war room.
The time of the Gathering was drawing close. The banks of stadium lights began to dim, an approximation of the onset of night. Chad followed Wanda and Todd Haynes as they pushed their way through the milling slaves en route to the �square,� a place he was made to understand was what passed for a downtown in the hobbled-together community.
The square was a big open area between buildings. There was a platform for speakers at one end and a big tent behind it. Chad imagined Lazarus waiting in that tent, perhaps remembering what it was like to wait backstage before a concert. Since he knew the singer wasn�t in the tent, the image failed to coalesce. The old man was in a private room in one of the buildings that bordered the square, and he would be escorted to the stage directly from there when the time arrived for his moment in the spotlight.
There was a pit in the middle of the square. It was filled with the charred remains of previous Gathering bonfires. Chad saw slaves wheeling carts of fresh wood toward the pit, and he wondered how many of them, if any, were conspirators. That got him started examining the faces of everyone he saw, trying to decide who was a comrade in arms and who wasn�t. He�d been told that the weekly festivals were doses of uninhibited debauchery. He saw people drinking, but what he saw didn�t look like the initial stages of drunken carousing. A lot of people had bottles, but they were sipping from them. Nursing them. They looked like people who knew they had to be careful how much booze they consumed, like a bunch of designated drivers at the periphery of a massive pub crawl.
On the other hand, maybe he was seeing things that weren�t there. Maybe he�d seen one too many political thrillers in his time. In any case, he figured even a little paranoia was a dangerous thing.
Don�t assume anything, he thought.
Stick with what you know.
The rest of it�s out of your hands.
They circumvented the pit area on the way to the platform, where they joined a growing throng of people awaiting some imminent event. Chad stood off to the side of the platform with Todd and Wanda.
�What�s happening here?� he asked them.
Wanda stood there with her arms folded under breasts, her gaze turned away from him. �What usually happens is Below�s version of a vaudeville act. That�s first. You get actors, if you can call them that-they�re bad-who mock the power structure in skits so puerile you�ll swear they were written by five-year-olds. Controlled rebellion. Safe pseudoanarchy. Meshes with the whole concept of the Gatherings as an anesthetic of the spirit. Then, at some point, some of Below�s weakest, most pitiful people are brought onstage for public humiliation. It�s a crowd participation affair, with a panel of judges weighing suggestions from the crowd on the best ways to abuse the poor bastards. It�s the ultimate irony. The slaves, who have long been subject to acts of casual sadism, are encouraged to find a kind of catharsis in being sadistic to other slaves.�
Chad understood now why the woman had been Cindy�s friend.
She was sharp.
He said to Todd, ?I thought you were the genius.�
The kid smirked. �I am.� He slipped an arm around the woman�s waist. �I�ve just been rubbing off on her.�
Chad gawked.
He couldn�t help it.
Below was an awful, barbaric place, was probably earth�s closest approximation of an actual hell, but where else would a kid like Todd have a chance of getting laid by the likes of foxy Wicked Wanda?
Wanda was looking at him now. Perhaps she sensed what he was thinking. �I�m sorry if I�ve been abrupt with you, Chad. I loved Cindy, and ��
She didn�t have to say it. �I was with her when she died.�
She dropped her gaze. �Yes.�
�I couldn�t have saved her, Wanda.� He felt a dangerous edge of emotion rise within him. Compartmentalize, he thought. Compartmentalize. Oh, bullshit. �It just happened too fucking fast. I�ve never felt so useless. I would�ve given my life for her.�
Wanda looked at him again. �I believe you. I know there�s nothing you could have done. But I can�t stow my grief away like Paradise. I just can�t.�
Chad nodded. �I know.�
Chad�s own grief resurfaced. He was so consumed with angst he didn�t immediately perceive the flutter of excitement that rippled through the crowd. Then he looked up and noticed how many more people had gathered around the platform. The bonfire was already lit and crackling to life. He saw a few more obviously drunk people now. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter of the square, and Chad again thought he was able to discern who was with them and who wasn�t. Some of the guards, maybe most of them, projected an air of casual indifference. But a few of them seemed anxious, alternately studying the crowd, their fellow guards, and the nearby buildings.
They were waiting for something.
The uprising, Chad thought.
And Lazarus.
It was almost time.
The crowd was stirring. There was an excited babble of voices. Chad had a vague sense of something approaching. Then he saw the crowd part, and Jake Barnes emerged to climb the stairs to the platform.
Wanda leaned over to whisper in Chad�s ear. �Jake is a sort of emcee. He�s a popular fixture at Gatherings. The Overlords consider him one of their own.� She chuckled. �They�re about to experience the mother of all paradigm shifts.�
Jake waved to the cheering crowd, then held his hands out palms down in the universal shushing gesture, and stepped to the podium. A silence punctuated by expectant murmurs ensued, and Jake surveyed the crowd in the smiling, almost arrogant manner of a benevolent king.
He cleared his throat and leaned toward the microphone. �Good evening, and welcome to this week�s Gathering.�
A surge of enthusiastic applause necessitated another shushing gesture on Jake�s part. �Good to see all of you so fired up.� He cleared his throat again, adopted a more overtly serious tone. �Now, I know you all have certain expectations of these things. You come to have a good time and forget your troubles. Given the sad circumstances of your lives, that�s understandable.�
More murmurs.
Voices raised in confusion. Barnes had already deviated from the standard opening statement in a startling way. The old man�s opening words sounded like a prologue to a deeply philosophical, ruminative speech, which would be the antithesis of anything the bulk of his audience was expecting. They were geared up to hear the sarcastic comments and jokes that peppered his usual patter. Chad saw more than confusion out there. There was concern. Some slaves appeared worried their weekly dose of �fun� was in jeopardy. A guard at the square�s perimeter directed a comment to one of his colleagues and the colleague shrugged, a the hell if I know gesture.
Barnes slowly surveyed the sea of faces before him, appearing to take the measure of everyone in attendance.
Some fidgeted beneath his gaze. Others looked angry. Someone called out, �Spit it out, for Christ�s sake!�
A smattering of boos ensued, but there was a sense that the heckler spoke for them all.
Barnes smiled. �Patience.� The old man took a deep breath and expelled it in a slow, deliberate manner. �Tonight is a momentous night.�
Wanda hooked a hand around Chad�s elbow. �Come.�
Chad, perplexed, frowned at her. �What? He�s just getting started.�
But he allowed Wanda to pull him along. �So are we,� she said.
Chad looked at Todd, who was strolling along ahead of them. He realized then where they were going-the big tent he thought of as �backstage.� Two guards were stationed outside the hanging flaps of the entrance. They were stolid behind their visors, shotguns positioned across their chests. They projected an aura of steely efficiency and ruthlessness, and Chad cursed his mind for selecting that moment to replay the image of Cindy�s brains splashing the guard�s vest.
Todd stopped to say something to the guard on the right, who barely seemed to acknowledge his presence. Wanda�s hand closed on Chad�s elbow, and they drew to a stop several feet outside the tent. �Calm down.�
�I�m calm.� But he�d said it too fast.
Wanda smiled. �Okay, Chad. But keep this in mind. We�re already in a restricted area. The people of Below know not to come back here.�
Chad frowned at the guards. �Yeah?�
�Yes.� She nodded at the guards. �Ours, Chad. Don�t worry about them. I have a more pressing concern. I need you to tell me something.�
Chad sighed. �Sure.�
The crowd�s rumblings were growing louder. Chad heard the old man say something about the Russian revolution and tsars. He was setting the stage for something extraordinary, and some in his audience were beginning to sense it.
Wanda�s smile was gone, replaced by an expression that was all business. �I need to know if you have a weak stomach, Chad.�
He didn�t really have to think about that one. �Not anymore.�
She nodded. �Good.�
Chad saw Todd disappear through the hanging flaps. Wanda pulled him forward again, and they stepped between the guards. He saw her hands curl around one of the flaps, and he experienced a sudden, vivid jolt of precognition. Something he really wasn�t prepared for awaited him inside the tent. What, he didn�t know, but it was going to be really, really bad.
He swallowed hard. �Wanda-�
�Easy, Chad.�
Then they were inside the tent and the back of his throat felt a tickle of bile. Chad put a hand to his forehead, squinted, and tried to take it all in. �My God ��
The inside of the tent was a charnel house. He saw bodies. No way to tell how many, because they were in pieces. Blood pooled and ran in rivers on the ground. The victims all appeared to be middle-aged Caucasian men. The men who�d done the killing stood in a loose circle around the mutilated bodies, all of them wielding still-dripping machetes. Their clothes and faces were spattered with blood. Chad recognized just one of them-Shaft, the only black man in the room.
Chad wavered, his head going fuzzy, but Wanda�s grip around his elbow tightened, keeping him upright until he steadied himself. �What happened here?�
Todd came toward him with a machete. �The beginning, Chad. The uprising�s first victory�
Wanda said, �These men were the Overlords, Chad. All of them.�
Shaft sneered. �Assholes never knew what hit �em. Was over in minutes.�
Chad flinched at the motion of Todd�s arm, but then he realized the kid meant to give him the machete. Chad took it with great reluctance, holding it lightly by the end of the handle. He wanted to tell them he wasn�t up to hacking people to pieces, but he knew there was no room for queasiness in this equation.
Todd nodded at another gap in the tent�s canvas wall. Chad looked and saw a shadowy set of steps he assumed led to the platform�s stage. �Our men hid in there, waiting for Jake�s verbal signal.�
Shaft chuckled. �Tsars, it was.�
Chad shuddered. �Jesus� how could you kill that many people so fast?�
Another man said, �You do what you have to do.�
Chad could only nod.
He�d heard that before, of course.
He realized then how clearly he could hear Barnes in the tent, almost as if the old man were standing right next to him. The old man was saying something about the inevitability of change, that no order lasts forever. Chad wondered how long what remained of Below�s power structure would allow the now openly treasonous diatribe to continue. The crowd grew quiet as Barnes talked of the sacrifice made by Lazarus. The memory of the revered figure still possessed the power to instill a measure of solemnity. But new murmurs arose as the old man alluded to the Christian tale of their messiah�s resurrection.
The murmurs grew in volume, became a babble of agitated voices.
The old man couldn�t be saying what they thought he was saying.
Could he?
Chad was only dimly aware that Shaft had gone to work with the machete again, severing the few remaining strands of tissue that still connected a blood-flecked head to a mangled body. The head came loose with a stomach-clenching snap. The black man similarly liberated another head. He grasped both of them in one hand by strands of long hair, and he moved toward the stage entrance.
�If you can believe in revolution �� Barnes bellowed. �� you can believe in resurrection!�
A dramatic pause followed. His voice dipped in pitch! when he resumed: �People of Below, I give you revolution!�
And Shaft dashed up the stairs to the stage.
Chad imagined him holding the severed heads aloft for all to see.
There was a moment of stunned silence.
And then pandemonium.
Wanda closed a hand around Chad�s, forcing him to tightly grip the machete�s handle. �Whatever happens, hold on to this.�
Then she moved with Todd to the stage entrance. The others huddled around them, listening while war erupted outside. There was a cacophony of gunfire. Huge, jarring sounds. The percussive thud of shotguns and the amplified firecracker beat of automatic weapons. Chad sensed that the flash point of the conflict was at the perimeter of the square, where so many of the guards were. Guards shooting guards. It seemed an insane way to start a war. Wouldn�t the anonymity of the visorhelmets make it impossible to distinguish between the good guys and the bad guys? He heard women screaming, men yelling, and children crying. Their obvious terror shook him. Being in this tent made him feel like a general at some safe encampment well behind the lines. But he realized he�d been escorted to this place so he�d be out of the line of fire. He was their savior, the one promised in a vision, and they would protect him.
Until he was face-to-face with this thing they called The Master, that is.
At which point he would be on his own.
Chad looked at the machete in his hand and gripped it a little tighter. The hand holding it tingled strangely, as if being charged with a mild electric current. He tried to still the trembling in his arm, but it was difficult. He didn�t feel like a demon killer. These people were looking to him to be a hero, but he didn�t feel the slightest bit heroic. He just felt afraid and anxious, like a heart patient about to go under the knife.
The shooting stopped. Chad released a breath he hadn�t known he was holding, and some of the tension drained from his body. Then he realized the battle wasn�t really over. He could still hear gunfire, but it was intermittent and far away, and he imagined a building-to-building fight deeper into the community.
Footsteps pounded down the steps and Shaft reemerged into the tent. His eyes gleamed and his muscles twitched. Chad was sure he�d never seen a more highly adrenalized countenance in his life. �It�s on! We took some hits, lost some of our guards, but our side�s element of surprise was too much for the fuckers. They�re in full retreat now, and our people are hunting them through the village.�
Wanda�s eyes shone with tears. �We�re really doing it. I can�t believe it. Oh my God ��
Todd threw an arm around her and drew her close. �Yes, we�re really doing it.� His voice was charged with excitement. �But we�re not done yet.�
Chad swallowed another lump in his throat. �So � what now?�
Shaft said, �We get up on stage.�
He disappeared through the stage entrance again and the others followed him. Chad girded himself with another deep breath, then followed them into the semidarkness. Ten steps took him up through a sliver of light to the stage. He hadn�t been on a stage of any sort since junior high, a memorably unnerving performance of a class play. He�d known then he wasn�t cut out to be an actor or any other kind of performer. He didn�t like all that attention focused on him. He didn�t like crowds of people. Hell, to be honest, he didn�t like people in general. But that was an impersonal dislike. He�d always been able to hate the bulk of people around him because he didn�t know them. He didn�t know these people, either, but he experienced a profound empathy for them that surprised him. The stricken looks on their horrified faces touched a long-dormant part of him, a part he realized Cindy had reawakened.
The perimeter of the square was littered with bullet-riddled bodies. Most of them were fallen guards, but a few were those of unlucky citizens who happened to be caught in the cross fire. Guards without helmets lined the front of the stage and patrolled the perimeter. Chad saw discarded visorhelmets here and there around the square, and he realized now how the movement�s guards distinguished themselves from those still loyal to The Master-by ripping their helmets off and casting them aside.
Chad studied the faces of the guards close to the stage. Their features were grim, intent, the faces of noble men charged with a sacred duty they were determined to see through. It no longer mattered that these same men had done some awful things during their time Below. Somewhere in each of them lurked the remains of a true human heart, a soul capable of empathy and compassion, and somehow Jack Paradise had sought them out, tempting them with the promise of redemption.
Looking at them boosted Chad�s morale considerably.
The square itself was still congested with milling slaves and emancipateds. Chad sensed the volatile energy of the crowd. They looked like they were waiting for something else to happen, for the proverbial next shoe to drop, and they remained wary of the helmetless guards. But the prevailing mood of agitation seemed dangerous. Chad feared what might happen if that agitation wasn�t properly channeled.
Shaft gripped him by the shoulder and pointed to a nearby building. �You think these people are worked up now, keep your eye on that door.�
Chad squinted and saw an open doorway flanked by guards. The door was a dark rectangle, but he thought he detected a hint of movement somewhere in the darkness. Then he saw Paradise, G.I. Joe, and Lazarus emerge into the artificial twilight. The guards fell in behind them and escorted them to the stage. The crowd was slow to notice the approach of the old singer�s entourage, but when they did spot him they seemed to turn as one to observe their arrival.
A hush fell over the crowd.
Chad noted looks of confusion, incredulity, astonishment, and joy. Some of these people simply couldn�t believe what they were seeing. A few of these had witnessed the old man�s assassination. The word �miracle� spread through the crowd like an aural ripple on a human sea.
The singer�s escort arrived at the side of the platform, where the old man ascended a few steps to the stage. He strolled to the podium with his head held high, his face the triumphant mask of a returning conqueror. He shook hands with Jake Barnes, who leaned over the microphone to utter a parting remark: �People of Below� I give you resurrection.�
Then Lazarus stood alone at the podium, gripping its sides and studying them with the mute confidence of a god. Some of the long-suffering slaves dropped to their knees. The crowd grew quiet, awaiting the old man�s first public words in years.
There was utter stillness.
No more murmurs.
Barely a breath.
Lazarus smiled. �Friends ��
A susurration of reverent joy rippled through the crowd.
It really was him.
There could be no mistaking that voice.
A look of humility crossed the old singer�s face. �I can�t tell you how happy I am to stand before you here today. It is a miracle.� He paused to clear his throat. �I have returned to lead you home.�
The outburst of joy the remark triggered sent a tingle down Chad�s spine.
Then he heard an approaching rumble and turned his head to the left. A transport truck emerged from a side street and rolled up to the front of the stage. The diesel blast of its engine pierced the square�s atmosphere like a giant�s belch. Jake Barnes clapped a hand on Chad�s shoulder. �That�s your ride out of here, boy�
Lazarus resumed speaking. �I do not promise an easy exodus. The tunnels will be an ordeal. The shapeshifters rule that realm, and the danger they present is considerable. Some of us will die on the path to freedom.�
He sighed.
His face was a study in solemnity.
�Friends, I ask you-are you willing to pay the ultimate price for the chance to be free again?�
The cheer this time was a roar of affirmation.
Lazarus, whose big voice critics had once ascribed god-like qualities to, bellowed loud enough to be heard above the crowd: �THEN FREE YOU SHALL BE!�
This time the crowd�s response was like a battle cry.
Fierce and determined, a voice of collective yearning.
Chad realized he was shaking again.
But it wasn�t fear causing the trembling.
It was battle fever.
The machete�s handle thrummed in his hand.
And then hands were on his back, urging him to the side of the stage-toward the stairs.
Toward the transport truck.
Toward, yes, destiny.

The Master emerged from the meditative trance he entered when he wanted to commune with the gods. For centuries this had been an effortless process, a thing he did with the unthinking ease of an opera maestro going through vocal warm-ups.
That had changed.
Oh, he could still enter the meditative state instantly, but what was different now was his relationship with the death spirits. Often they seemed reluctant to commune with him. There had been times in recent weeks when he�d feared they didn�t wish to communicate with him at all. He was afraid they were abandoning him, a possibility with ominous implications.
The gods were enamored of power. They fed on people, places, and things that were suffused with energy. The death spirits, his gods, loved dictators, the military-industrial complex, politicians, corporations bent on circumventing EPA rules, and the more prolific serial killers. They derived energy from the dark deeds of their hosts. He�d fed them well for most of a millennium. The swath of terror he�d cut through this world was impressive by any standard. His numbers didn�t quite match those produced by human genocides, but those were intensely concentrated outbursts of brutality that burned out after a few years. His strength was implacability, a steady slaughter maintained throughout the ages.
He was the death spirits� most loyal servant.
And what was his reward?
Silence.
Hateful, maddening, terrifying silence. He alternately raged and despaired into the void as he beseeched the beings he�d once almost considered equals. Now they seemed unreachable. Uncaring. He knew the reason for their retreat, an awful truth he could no longer avoid. He�d been weakening for years. Perhaps even for decades. He had more than a hundred years remaining in his natural life cycle, but he suspected they would not be good years. The time left to him might well be a grim slide into senility and dementia. The illusions created by his power might morph beyond his ability to control, perhaps even become dangerous to him. The prospect of a descent into the indignity of advanced age and madness was more than he could bear.
These were the reasons the human woman�s dark invitation tempted him so. A premature ascendancy to paradise seemed infinitely preferable to a steady, sure decline on this wretched plane. It was the notion of time�s relentless progress-and the ravages it might wreak upon him-that decided him.
He wanted to die with Dream.
She was evolved so far beyond the rest of her race that he wondered whether she was really human at all. He theorized a sexual coupling between one of Dream�s long-ago ancestors and another of his own kind, a union resulting in a kind of human/Master hybrid. The important genes, the ones encoded with his kind�s power, remained dormant for reasons he couldn�t fathom. But there they lurked, awaiting discovery. No other possibility seemed feasible. He�d assumed genetic differences rendered conception between the species an impossibility, but he�d never put this to the test.
He tended to kill the women with whom he copulated.
He regretted that now.
He wished he�d met Dream-or at least a woman very much like Dream-hundreds of years earlier. A life spent in the company of such a creature would have been fascinating. He envisioned lost generations of babies. Human/Master babies. A family. A kingdom ruled by others of his own kind.
He grimaced at the cloak of melancholy that enveloped him.
He would have no family on this plane.
But he would have eternity with Dream.
He knew this because, after a silence of days, he�d finally established contact with one of the death spirits. Loth, one of the lesser death gods. It scarcely mattered that he was still being ignored by the supreme spirits of that realm. Any contact at all by this point was cause for rejoicing.
You wish to die? Loth asked him.
Yes.
And you expect passage to the plane of your choice?
Yes.
There was a pause as the god considered it.
You have served us well through time. We can do this for you. However, we desire a final sacrifice in exchange. Might you have something suitable in mind?
The Master didn�t hesitate.
The people of Below.
Loth, who resembled a bloated gargoyle in The Master�s mind, seemed almost to smile.
Why, yes, that is acceptable.
However, should you fail to deliver the banished people unto us, you will find yourself transported to a realm bearing no resemblance at all to the paradise you seek.
I will not fail.
And then Loth was gone.
The Master never sensed the rumble of revolution Below.
What remained of his powers was concentrated elsewhere.
And he had preparations to begin.
Alicia woke to pain like nothing she�d ever known. Her body was awash in it. Hundreds of little razor nicks dotted her flesh. That bitch had done this to her. That awful hag had done this unspeakable thing to her. Cutting and cutting her with the dispassionate manner of one slicing roast beef. And then pouring things into the wounds. Making her scream and thrash against her bonds. All while poor Karen was made to watch from the floor while that other apprentice stood over her with the gleaming broadax.
Karen.
Shit, she didn�t want to think about Karen.
But she was powerless against the hideous memories. They unreeled in her head like scenes from a depraved snuff film. She saw again what the shapeshifter did to her on the floor. Violating her. Then she saw what the broadax did. The blood. She saw that over and over.
Alicia cried.
The worst thing of all, the knowledge she wanted to somehow excise and cast forever out of her brain, was the memory of her own role in Karen�s death. That memory she just couldn�t abide. It made her want to die.
Which was ironic, since it was her own inability to endure pain and torture that had doomed her friend.
She saw Ms. Wickman�s leering face in her mind. Heard her asking, �Would you like a little more perfume in your wounds, dear?�
�NO!� A shriek.
�Just a little?�
�NO!�
�Not even to spare your friend a little pain?�
A long pause punctuated by her own whimpers.
Ms. Wickman tipped the little bottle toward one of the fresher razor nicks.
Alicia screamed.
A sound Ms. Wickman mocked.
She seized a handful of Alicia�s hair. �Answer me.�
Alicia was sobbing again by this point. �N-no ��
The utterance made her feel pitiful, pathetic, like a coward.
Ms. Wickman set the perfume bottle on the nightstand and retrieved the straight razor. She smiled as she unfolded it. �And this?� She held up the shiny, blood-flecked blade for Alicia to see. �Would you like another taste of this?�
Again, the same pathetic denial. �No.�
Ms. Wickman clucked. �Not even to spare your friend?�
Alicia watched the madwoman twirl the blade, and she simply hadn�t been able to bear the thought of it piercing her flesh even one more time.
So, yet again, in a voice so small she could barely hear it, she said, �No.�
At which point Ms. Wickman got off the bed and took the broadax from the apprentice. She propped it over her shoulder and made sure Alicia was looking at her before she said, �This is the part of my work I really enjoy.�
Then she underwent a startling transformation. She snarled, her eyes bulged, and she hefted the broadax high above her head. She looked more like a savage beast than a human being. She brought the ax down in an arc that was straight and true.
And here, to taunt her again, was the result of that blow.
Karen�s blood-spackled face was her first sight upon awakening. Her friend�s head was on a tray propped on a folding stand next to the bed. The Asian girl�s once gorgeous long hair was sticky with coagulated blood. The vision filled Alicia with shame and grief beyond measure. Hot tears spilled down her face and moistened the dried blood on her pillow.
I did that, she thought.
I killed my friend.
There was no denying it.
She was a monster.
She didn�t deserve to fucking live.
Almost as if sensing her thoughts, Ms. Wickman opened the bedroom door and stepped into the room. Alicia looked at the gun in the woman�s hand with something close to relief. She prayed for a bullet to the brain. For a quick, violent, explosive end to this orgy of terror and loss.
Ms. Wickman smiled at her and set the gun on a bookshelf, then she came to the bed and picked up the straight razor. White teeth sparkled through grinning lips as she said, �I want you to know I�ve enjoyed our time together. I�ve had such great fun.�
Alicia managed a weak �Fuck you.�
The awful woman laughed.
Then she moved to the foot of the bed and slashed through the bonds at Alicia�s feet.
The howls of the shapeshifters grew louder and more frenzied as the convoy of transport trucks wended its way through the dark tunnels. The truck Chad was in was bringing up the rear. He sat on a bench with Lazarus and Jack Paradise in the vehicle�s rear compartment. The opposite bench was filled with guards stripped of their visorhelmets. Jake Barnes was riding up front with the driver. The old man was in communication with the driver of the lead vehicle via walkie-talkie, and he occasionally fed them updates through the small window at the back of the cab.
�The kid�s telling me there�s still no sign of the beasties,� the old man said. The �kid� in question was Todd Haynes, who was at the wheel of the lead vehicle. �He thinks maybe they�re in retreat.�
Chad shook his head. �Wishful thinking.�
Paradise said, �Yeah, they�re louder. Retreat, my ass.�
Chad sighed. �Yeah.�
They would not pass through this dark maze of horrors without first having to survive a brutal, decimating clash of some sort. Chad clutched the machete tighter in his hand, felt its unnatural power suffuse him, and somehow knew he would be safe as long as he possessed this weapon. Nobody had to tell him he�d been given this particular weapon for a reason. He suspected he was meant to use the long, curved blade on the being they called The Master. The suspicion exacerbated the hot lump of fear that sat inside him like the melting core of a destabilized nuclear reactor, making him sweat and twitch.
Jack Paradise nudged Chad with an elbow. �How�re you holding up?�
Chad shrugged. �Given the likelihood of dying in a few minutes, about as well as possible, I guess.�
The set of the ex-soldier�s features was grim. �Hey, Chad, I won�t lie to you. A lot of our people are about to die. The guys ahead of us will take the brunt of the assault and most of the casualties, and they volunteered for that duty. They�re gonna make sure we get you where you have to be.�
Chad sighed.
Another flicker of guilt twisted his insides.
And the howls of the shapeshifters grew louder still.

Dream stood again at the balcony railing, her face turned into a breeze that made her blond hair swirl about her head. The cool air felt good on her body, which was clothed only in a flimsy blue nightgown. The sheer material of the garment felt good, too, like a ghost lover�s wispy embrace. She ran her hands through her hair, sniffed air redolent of rain, and watched the last of the day�s light yield to night�s inexorable descent. Russet hues gave way to charcoal gray, then, finally the black canopy of night. The beauty of the progression made her shiver, and she wrapped her arms tight about her bosom. Her breath caught in her throat and tears welled in her eyes.
She�d just watched the last sunset of her life.
With a last shiver of regret, she turned away from the dark vista of the valley below and returned to the bedroom. King stood shirtless at the fireplace, his back turned to her as he stared at the dancing flames. She approached him and laid a hand between his shoulder blades. He turned into her embrace, wrapped his strong arms around her, and held her close.
�I love you, Dream.�
She felt the erection pushing against his trousers.
�I love you, too.�
But the words were like a blasphemy in her throat.
She was pledging love to a murderer. To a monster. She didn�t love this vile creature. She hated the goddamn thing. Her harrowing trip through the hallway and the humiliating encounter with Ms. Wickman had brought that reality home with a clarity no amount of sex magic could ever obscure.
But her hatred of him was irrelevant. She�d failed her friends, dooming them with her acquiescence to King�s desires. She couldn�t help them now. But she could honor their memory by making sure the same thing never again happened to anyone else. She wasn�t worried about Ms. Wickman or any of King�s other apprentices, sensing they would flounder without their Master around to guide and control them.
She reached into King�s trousers and curled her fingers around his cock, making him groan. She curled a leg around him and laid her head on his chest. His warm body felt good against her, comfortable and safe, a haven from life�s tribulations. She couldn�t imagine a more bitter irony. Despite the revulsion she felt for him, she began to feel aroused.
But that was okay.
She even welcomed it.
She would use sex the way he used it, as a method of control and manipulation. She would ravish him, make him feel so much pleasure he wouldn�t sense her deception until the moment of his death. She kissed him, tasting his tongue, biting his lip, and raking the hard flesh of his back with her nails. She pushed his trousers down and urged him to the floor, where he went without hesitation, lying flat on his back with his penis pointing up at her.
She smiled.
Lifted the hem of her nightgown.
And took control.
For a while.
Eddie�s eyes snapped open as he awoke from another startling dream.

Another dream that maybe wasn�t a dream at all. His eyes sought Giselle, who was sitting at the writing table.
His throat felt tight. �They�re coming,� he rasped. She smiled. �I know.�
The transport truck slammed to a halt, dislodging some of the rear compartment�s occupants from their seats. Chad felt a sense of deja vu as he pitched forward. The machete was jolted from his hand, clattering toward the end of the compartment. He scrambled after the weapon, closed a hand around its handle, and panted.
�What the fuck?�
The voice of Jack Paradise. Panicked, straining at a wirethin edge of tension. It was disconcerting to know that even a man as imposing and stolid as Paradise could experience such terror. Then again, terror was the only rational reaction to what they were hearing.
The howls of before had given way to growls and screams. And tearing sounds. Chad imagined lupine teeth shredding human flesh. He was shaking, his nuts were shriveling, and there was absolutely not a goddamn thing he could do to temper the terror that threatened to swallow him. The sound track of savage slaughter grew more dissonant, a rising crescendo of agony and fear. He wanted out of this truck, wanted to find some dark corner into which he could crawl and hide, then a hand seized the back of his shirt and yanked him to his feet.
He turned to stare into the blazing eyes of Jack Paradise.
�Out of the truck, boys and girls.� He pushed Chad toward the rear of the truck. �We�re on foot from this point on.�
So Chad went, leaping from the truck to the ground, managing to remain upright via some minor miracle. Paradise was next. Then Lazarus. Then the guards streamed out of the truck and took up defensive positions to either side of the vehicle. Lazarus produced a handgun from his waistband and joined them. There was a frozen moment of stillness, during which the surreal nature of the situation caused Chad to believe he was imagining all this. He glanced in the direction from which they�d come, knowing that somewhere back there was a rear guard of banished people making their way on foot through the tunnels, most of them armed only with sticks and knives. If the advance unit failed to overwhelm the howling monstrosities, those people were fucked.
Then the first shotgun blast roared in his ears.
The guards moved deeper into the tunnel, discharging their weapons at a furious rate, and now the tunnels reverberated with the sound of feral agony.
Paradise�s hand was at Chad�s back again.
But he needed no prompting now.
There was really no choice anymore.
He hefted the machete and went after the guards.
Dream screamed and fell against the huge bed.
The Master came up behind her, seized a handful of her hair, yanked her head back, and entered her. The position he�d conquered her with last night. But this experience had none of that encounter�s intoxicating erotic power. There was no subtlety. No gradual increase of ecstasy. This was pure, desperate frenzy, the act of a once-proud creature on the brink of losing control.
She cried now and braced her arms on the bed, cursing herself for imagining she could do to him what he�d done to her.
How naive.
How goddamn naive.
And now he was screaming.
A sound that reached into her and gripped her pounding heart like the ice-cold hands of death.
The creature�s misshapen head loomed in the darkness, its yellow eyes glittering like bar-window neon. Chad loosed a kamikaze yell and charged forward, leaping over a mangled body. The shapeshifter�s snout opened wide, its lips curling away from rows of glistening teeth. It hurtled toward Chad with a speed that would have shamed a greyhound, but Chad had the machete in motiona perfectly timed blow. The blade thunked into the creature�s thickly muscled neck, stopping it in its tracks.
Chad wrenched the blade loose and watched blood pump from the wound with a primal satisfaction that felt at once foreign and familiar, an echo from the collective unconscious-from a time when his ancestors had lived in caves and killed their dinner with spears.
He lifted the machete high over his head and brought it down hard, bisecting the shapeshifter�s head with one devastating blow. The machete�s handle vibrated with power, and the power coursed up his arms, invigorating him and filling him with strength he shouldn�t possess. He yanked the blade out again and kicked the dead shapeshifter�s falling carcass aside.
Another shapeshifter sprang out of the darkness.

Chad moved without thinking, guided by the power suffusing the machete, and the blade penetrated another mound of thick flesh and matted fur, piercing the creature�s galloping heart with the tip of the blade.
The sound of gunfire was loud in the tunnel, explosive and powerful.
And effective.
The passage was riddled with the bodies of fallen beasts. But Chad didn�t envy the firepower of the guards. The weapon in his hand felt like the most potent weapon on earth. And he was its Master.
The ultimate arbiter of life and death.
Then, all at once, there was quiet.
The guns went silent.
Chad stood panting in the tunnel. He turned in a slow circle to survey the carnage around him. He saw the bodies of Todd Haynes and Jake Barnes. The old man had been disemboweled. Todd�s throat was a bloody mess. Wanda stood weeping over him. Jack Paradise was slumped against the tunnel wall, blood pumping from a wound at his shoulder.
�Keep moving, Chad,� the soldier told him. �You�re not done yet.�
But Chad felt rooted to the spot. The shapeshifters were all dead. He�d killed the last of them. But the victory was spoiled by the terrible knowledge of its cost. Most of the people who�d worked so hard to get him this far lay dead and dying around him. He thought of Cindy. Saw the gun blow her head apart. A fury filled him, and he clenched the machete�s handle so hard he thought it might shatter beneath the force of his grip.
So much death.
So much to avenge.
A hand fell on his shoulder.
Lazarus. Somehow the old singer had made it through this without a scratch. His continued health was pure luck. He�d waded into the battle as unhesitatingly as any of them. �Come on, friend. I�ll get you the rest of the way there.�
Chad looked at Paradise. �You should be there, Jack.�
The ex-soldier flashed a grim smile. �Nah, think I�m sitting this one out, buddy.� He grimaced and slumped farther down the wall. �You don�t have time to waste with me. Get your ass in gear.�
Lazarus retrieved a fallen machine gun. He ejected the empty ammo clip and inserted a fresh one. He seemed way more familiar with the operation of such a thing than a former reveler in the summer of love should have been. Chad could only wonder what the singer�s still-devoted legion of fans would make of this scene.
Wanda turned away from Todd�s mutilated body. �You fuckers aren�t going without me.�
Paradise spoke through gritted teeth. �Just go, all of you.�
So, accompanied by the handful of guards still standing, they went.
And soon they reached the end of the tunnel.
They stood at the beginning of an expanse of cracked tile and cinder-block walls. A thick metal door stood open against the far wall. One of the walls bore a scrawled slogan: �Lazarus is the way.�
Chad led the way across the expanse of tile.
Following the path a desperate slave named Eddie King had taken a day earlier.

Dream sat cross-legged on the bed, shivering with her arms folded over her breasts. The Master was pacing the room, crossing and recrossing it in long strides. His nude body was a roiling mass of spasms and nervous energy. He was distraught. He was raging against everything. The gods. The people of Below. His own mortality. He was a volatile mass of dark energy. He was furious.
He was afraid.
�I can�t do it, bitch! I can�t do it!�
Dream flinched, keeping her head down. She couldn�t bear to look at him, she was so afraid. Still, she found one more reservoir of courage. She managed to say, �Yes, you can.�
He abruptly stopped pacing. He crossed the room in less than a heartbeat, seized her hair again, and screamed, �I CANT!�
Dream trembled. �You can.�
He screamed again, but relinquished her hair. �You don�t understand, Dream. You bitch, you�re just too stupid to understand. The gods have abandoned me. My only way to paradise is a sacrifice I can no longer deliver!�
His eyes brimmed with moisture. The presence of tears seemed to offend and disgust him, and Dream wondered if this thing had ever cried-if it had ever known grief.
Maybe now it knew a kind of grief.
The self-pitying kind.
�Something�s happening Below. Something momentous. Something I can�t stop.� He sounded like a helpless child, whining over a toy taken away. �I can�t do what I planned to do. It�s too late. The banished people are coming to the surface.�
He shook his head at the absurd wonder of it.
Dream climbed off the bed. The soiled blue nightgown fluttered around her waist, and she smoothed it down in one deft motion. She steeled herself, willed her legs to be steady, and went to him. She pulled him into an embrace, stroked his back, and whispered the things he needed to hear.
�Substitute me for the people of Below.�
His head fell against her, and he sobbed.
�Sacrifice me. Then go to paradise alone.�
His body shook with the force of his sobs, and she was again reminded of an inconsolable child.
�But� but I love you.�
Bullshit.
You miserable, selfish, evil piece of fucking shit.
She said, �I love you, too. So � doesn�t that make me worthy� of sacrifice?�
He went still in her arms.
Dream smiled.
His thoughts were almost audible.
Chad and his ragtag army swarmed through the abandoned security office, then into the outer room that was only a basement in the true house. Only a short time ago, The Master�s psychic eruptions had rendered it a surreal obstacle course for a desperate man fleeing the hounds of hell. But the magic was gone from this place.

A short flight of stairs led to a wooden door that stood ajar.
Chad took them two at a time
And was inside The Master�s kitchen within moments.
Wanda and the old singer were right behind him.
Then the guards were in, spreading out and brandishing their weapons.
Alicia experienced a momentary surge of joy as Ms. Wickman freed her of her bonds.
Here was the chance she�d been waiting for.
The opportunity to fight back.
To make this wicked bitch pay for her sins.
But that was not to be.
All the revenge fantasies faded the moment she tried to move. The pain held her down as effectively as a slab of cement. Every open wound puckered, pulsing with pain and incipient infection. So she stayed where she was, unmoving, silent tears of helplessness sliding down her cheeks. She sensed the evil woman had returned to finish her off, and she could only hope the process wouldn�t be a protracted one.
Ms. Wickman lifted her off the bed, cradled her battered body with unnatural effortlessness, and carried her to a chair. She dropped her in the chair with a sadistic lack of concern for her tender condition, and Alicia screamed at the shock waves of pain that rocked her body.
Alicia watched Ms. Wickman open the razor.
The woman approached her.
Slowly.
Drawing it out.
Enjoying Alicia�s terror.
The sharp blade gleamed.
Alicia felt a strange intimacy with that blade. They were so well acquainted. Cutting edge to soft, yielding flesh. So she awaited the blade�s final, merciless caress, closing her eyes as it insinuated itself against her throat.
She felt the cold metal press.
But then the pressure was gone.
Alicia opened her eyes and saw something unfamiliar in Ms. Wickman�s eyes.
Something like � fear.
Alicia became aware of an external sound.
Something outside the room.
Something approaching.
Ms. Wickman�s gaze was riveted to the door as she backed away from her victim. Alicia saw the woman swallow a lump in her throat. She felt a mad urge to scream at the bitch, to ask her how it felt to be afraid.
HOW DOES IT FEEL, YOU HELL-BOUND CUNT!?
But she didn�t have the strength.
Ms. Wickman never looked at her as she retreated to the other end of the room. She stood with her back against the far wall, her eyes screwed tightly shut. Then something strange was happening to her. Her image grew hazy, wavering like something barely glimpsed over the horizon on a muggy summer�s day. The section of wall she was leaning against shimmered. Some weird kind of transmutation was happening, the substance of reality altering around the woman to allow-PASSAGE.
And then she was gone.
She�d gotten away.
The wall looked normal again.
Alicia sobbed. The memory of her rigid belief in a world of solid reality reared up to taunt her.
She�d thought she was so smart.
So levelheaded.
But she�d known nothing at all.
She didn�t want to live in a world where the sort of things she�d seen and endured were possible. She�d survived the ordeal with Ms. Wickman, a miracle others might embrace, but she knew she couldn�t live with the images in her head.
Which left her with only one choice.
To obliterate them.
To that end, fate had finally smiled upon her.
Ms. Wickman had left something behind.
Alicia gripped the armrests of the chair, gathered her strength, and lifted herself up.
She went to the bookshelf and retrieved the gun.
Then she hobbled back to the chair.
Sat down.
And put the gun in her mouth.
Dream�s heart fluttered at the sight of the long, ornate swords brandished by The Master. He�d retrieved them from his study. She saw right away that these were no ordinary swords. The metal no ordinary metal. The blades gave off heat, pulsed with energy. He proffered one to Dream, who took it with reluctance-but reluctance turned to eagerness as she felt the unnatural energy generated by the sword surge into her body, triggering an endorphin rush stronger and more sustained than anything she�d experienced through drugs or carnal sensation.
The Master smiled.
And beckoned her to the center of the room.
He knelt, positioning the tip of the blade against his chest.
Dream knelt opposite him, mimicking his positioning of the sword.
The blade�s tip thrummed against her with its strange magic, suffusing her with ecstatic joy and a marvelous sense of peace. She could almost feel the blade pulling itself into her, parting her flesh without assistance.
YES!
This was what she�d always needed.
Tears of joy ran down her face.
Blood trickled from the nick between her breasts.
The Master smiled. �I really do love you, Dream.�
Dream smiled, too. �I know.�
And maybe he really did.
In a really fucked-up, nontraditional kind of way.
The only way he could.
Not that it mattered.
Only his death mattered.
Our deaths, she reminded herself.
The Master slipped into the Trance of meditation.
The state others could access only by ingesting the plant of the same name.
Loth! he intoned.
The answer was immediate.
You have failed us.
The Master�s ethereal laughter resounded in the shimmering realm.
But I have another offering for you!
And now Loth laughed.
Do you?
The Master�s disembodied sigh rolled through the alternate plane like a gust of hot wind across a desert plain.
I do.
And the admission that followed was almost-almost- bittersweet.
The apprentices occupied the top, most exalted rung of the ladder in The Master�s hierarchy of servitude. For many of them, life as an apprentice was good. Very good. Quite a few of them considered their place here preferable to what they�d known in the �normal� world. Here was a place where they could indulge their sickest desires-and never fear for a moment the specter of legal intervention or retribution.
When these people sensed the unusual disturbance occurring in The Master�s home, they never suspected what was coming. The Master was all-powerful. The Master would always protect them. They had nothing to fear.
So they poured from their upper-floor rooms to see what the commotion was all about.
And learned, too late, that maybe they weren�t so safe after all.
Giselle seized Eddie about the wrist and dragged him out of the room. They were in a hallway clogged with black clad apprentices before he even had a chance to protest.
He couldn�t know, of course, that this was as Giselle had planned it.
She had plied him with the sex magic.
Had provided him the exotic thrills of his darkest fantasies, the ones he never spoke of, that he could never admit aloud, scenarios of bondage and submission.
And it had worked.
Rendered him pliant.
Suggestible.
But she�d thought it wise to leave Eddie in the dark until just moments before the time arrived for him to do what he had to do.
That time was now.
Eddie flinched at the sight of all the apprentices. �Jesus-what�s going on here?�
�Can�t you smell it?� Giselle smiled. �Revolution is in the air.�
Then she was pulling him through the clot of people in the hallway.
Toward The Master�s chambers.
Chad made the second-floor landing faster than he would have thought possible, taking the stairs three at a time. The machete blade glowed with heat, shimmering like a precious ore exposed to a heat beyond fathoming. It seemed to pull him along, taking him where he needed to go through some almost sentient alchemical instinct. He stood panting on the landing and scowled at the wary faces of the apprentices.
Lazarus made the landing a moment later.
He took one look at the faces turned toward him.
Saw the corruption that pulsed behind their shiny eyes like bloated parasites. And opened fire.
Giselle threw open the massive doors to The Master�s chambers and Eddie stumbled in after her. He gaped at the sight that greeted him. Two people kneeling on the floor, two lethal-looking swords pressed to their chests.
A suicide pose.
A hari-kari pose.
But that wasn�t what shocked him. What shocked him was the people poised to do themselves in. The guy, who he deduced right away was The Master, didn�t look the way he had looked the last time Eddie had seen him.
In fact, he looked exactly like Eddie.
Only bigger.
And the other was the woman from his dreams.
�Dream,� he breathed.
Yes. Dream. So he had seen the future! Only, she didn�t appear to be morphing shapeshifter-style. There was, however, some change under way behind those heartbreaking, sky-blue eyes.
Something tragic.
Eddie was so saddened by this beautiful woman�s obviously damaged soul that he at first took little note of The Master�s newly focused attention.
On him.
NO!
Dream wanted to scream when the son of a bitch began to stand up.
So close!
She�d been so close to ending his obscenity of a life.
She glanced in the direction of the disturbance, took little note of the pretty, pale girl standing next to King�s doppelganger. The man was a grungier, less thickly muscled version. There was something else different about the intruder.
The unmistakable humanity evident in his eyes.
She moved on instinct when The Master advanced on the man.
The blade seemed to move of its own accord, swooping in a perfect arc toward the creature�s perfectly exposed throat. The blade�s power filled her with a galvanizing energy. She could feel it coursing through her veins like liquid light. She saw how it would happen in her mind, the blade taking his head off at the shoulders.
So she was shocked when his free hand halted her sword�s path at mid-arc.
She realized how strong he was then.
Stronger than she�d ever imagined.
Stronger than nature.
His head swiveled slowly in her direction, turning farther than a normal human head ought to turn. His face was a twisted mask of loathing and-oddly, incredibly-heartbroken betrayal.
Dream wavered for a moment.
Just a moment.
I could have been his Queen, she thought.
In that moment, just that slightest, almost immeasurable nanosecond, she felt she could have become what the creature wanted.
A sadistic mistress every bit his equal.
Reigning here on earth and, later, in the afterlife.
The moment passed.
She would rather die than live a life that repudiated every good thing she�d ever believed in.
Hell, she would just rather die.
Some things never change.
So she relinquished her hold on the sword, felt the unnatural energy blip out of her with a strange fizz, and stepped back, tore open her blue nightgown, and turned her head to the ceiling to await the final killing blow.
The Master let the sword that had almost decapitated him slide from his hand.
He grasped the other sword, the one with which he�d meant to take his own life, and readied it for another use.
The final destruction of the bitch who�d brought this ruin upon him.
Eddie wanted to help her.
To stop this offense against God and nature.
Dream!
She couldn�t die.
But Giselle�s strong hand at his shoulder restrained him. He tried to wrench free, but she was implacable. She shook something from the sleeve of her dress and pressed it into his hand. His fingers curled around it, and he looked down to see what it was.
A dagger.
It vibrated in his hand, pulsed with a strange energy.
Giselle whispered in his ear, �Sanctified by the gods. His death spirits. He knew you were here, Eddie, but he never knew what was in my heart.�
The hand holding the dagger shook.
Eddie strained at the leash.
�Do what you came here for, Eddie. Go to your destiny�
She released him.
And Eddie leapt forward.
The Master was so intent on the murderous rage consuming him, this need to remove every trace of this lying whore from existence, to obliterate her, that he wasn�t aware of the danger hurtling toward him until it was too late.
The dagger penetrated his throat with an electric jolt.
He tumbled to the floor with the human intruder on top of him. A detached part of his mind reeled at the layers upon layers of deceit heaped upon him tonight. Giselle, his pet, had brought this thing here, had set it upon him. He cried out in agony and frustration-frustration at his inability to have foreseen this.
There�d been no hint of any of it.
Not of Giselle�s betrayal.
Not of Dream�s true intentions.
And, most damnably, not of the momentous changes occurring Below.
He raged into the abyss, that horribly echoing chamber of reality�s darkest plane, cried out against the unfairness of it all. He flung the intruder aside and staggered to his feet, casting about for his fallen sword. He was weakened, had perhaps received a mortal blow, but he remained stronger by far than all these infidels combined.

Dream saw her window of opportunity.
It was small.
Maybe too small.
The asshole was looking for his sword. But he was wounded, badly wounded, and he was so enraged he didn�t see that the thing he wanted was right at his feet. Dream already had the other sword back in her own hands.
She didn�t wait.
Not one moment.
The supernatural energy filled her again, with strength-and with the knowledge that she was stronger than he was now.
That he was fucked.
She drove the blade through his chest and pushed it all the way out through his back. He threw his head back and roared like a wounded dragon, a sound so mighty it blotted out the rest of existence for a moment. Dream stumbled away from him, clamping hands over her ears and willing the sound to stop.
He staggered after her.
He was dying.
But he clearly meant to take her with him. She was cool with that. Death couldn�t obliterate the happiness she felt.
She�d won.
And he�d never hurt anyone else again.
Chad charged over the machine-gunned bodies that filled the hallway, threading his way through them with the ease of an accomplished obstacle course runner. He only dimly perceived the shouts of the others behind him. He was rushing toward something, and there was nothing that could hold him back.
The blade knew the way.
The open doors of a massive bedroom stood open before him.
So many open doors tonight.
All of them leading him here.
To his destiny.
Giselle smiled when she saw Chad.
The last element of the dream trinity.
She saw him pull up at the sight that greeted him upon his entry into the room.
And she gave him a little psychic push.
A nudge he never suspected had an external origin.
GO.
Then he was moving again.
Dream.
Chad�s heart hammered, and unalloyed joy suddenly pulsed through him.
GO, came the voice he assumed was that of his own belligerent psyche.
The blade carried Chad forward again.
Rose up of its own volition.
And thunked into the back of the creature threatening Dream.

The Master staggered away from Dream. His hands clawed impotently at the blade wedged like a fishhook in his back. The convulsions that gripped him made the task impossible. His head wobbled on his shoulders like a kite caught in a high wind, and the rest of his body shook like a condemned man riding the lightning. There was a stink of sulfur and burning meat, and his eyes radiated light, reflecting a fire burning from the inside out. His body assumed the consistency of melting wax, and the room�s other occupants began to back as far away from him as the walls would allow.
The strange convulsions increased in intensity.
The creature became a barely discernible blur in the middle of the room.
Then there was a pause.
A blip in reality.
A held breath.
Followed by a wet explosion.
Chunks of the creature�s body thumped against the walls, and a rain of blood and vaporized organs fell on the witnesses to the thing�s demise.
Dream blinks. It�s not right. This isn�t right. He�s dead. But she�s not. She should be gone, too. Shouldn�t be here. But-Chad is here. He looks � changed somehow.

She finds herself accepting his embrace, and she turns her face into the warm crook of his neck and begins to cry. He holds her tight. So tight it feels as if he�ll never let go of her.

�EPILOGUE
The Master�s death brought about the return of the true house, stripping away the layers of illusion to reveal an old, modestly-sized dwelling in an advanced stage of disrepair. The dimensions of the house appeared to contract, but the impression of shrinkage was yet another illusion-the structure�s drastically reduced size was just the restoration of reality. Evidence of the vanquished power was manifested in other ways, some subtle, some obvious, like the shapeshifters, who�d only been humans artificially endowed with the trappings of lycanthropy-they reverted to human form now, including the few that hadn�t perished in the tunnel massacre.
The banished people of Below returned to the surface world in a steady stream throughout the night. News of The Master�s demise elicited smiles and cheers, and some of the refugees from that netherworld sought a degree of vengeance by taking their anger out on the handful of apprentices who�d managed to avoid being machine-gunned in the second-floor hallway. By dawn of the next day, the remaining apprentices were all dead, victims of rough justice. Most of them were lynched-their bodies dangled from tree limbs, twisting in the sturdy morning breeze.
Chad didn�t participate in the reprisals.
But he made no effort to halt them.
The apprentices were sociopathic monsters masquerading as real humans-the continued functioning of their lungs was only a waste of perfectly good oxygen.
Let �em twist.
He supposed he might even have helped string a few of them up had he not been so completely focused on Dream. He allowed her to cry in his arms for a long time following The Master�s death. She felt so fragile in his arms, like a bird with a broken wing, and all he cared about anymore was taking care of her. He vowed to become the kind of friend she�d always needed. Perhaps, eventually, he could be more than that to her, but, for now, that was all that mattered.
Being a friend.
And seeing her through this season in hell.
Dream didn�t want to ever leave his embrace. She clung to him the way a drowning woman would cling to a piece of driftwood. Desperately. Gripping him by the shoulders so tight that her fingers felt welded to his flesh. As if she were trying to merge with his flesh, become one with him, to seek some ultimate solace in his new strength. Because he was a changed man.
That so complete a transformation could have occurred over a twenty-four-hour period was nothing short of astonishing.
A miracle.
It was like the old Chad, the one she remembered from high school, had been magically restored to her. But this transformation was nothing as simple as that. He was different now. More compassionate. More empathetic. She didn�t need him to tell her these things, to claim that he�d changed, and she didn�t even need the current demonstration of concern.
She could feel the change in him.
She could reach into him and touch it.
The realization was only a momentary surprise. The strange, unknowable creature that had ruled this place had been a master weaver of illusions, but the power that created those illusions had been very real. And he�d told her the truth about her own abilities; they were vibrant within her even now, stirring to life, becoming stronger, striving to become something � new.
Dream meant to develop these abilities.
And use them in a positive way.
She owed that much to Alicia-and to the memory of her other dead friends. A morning search of the second-floor rooms had a revealed a number of shocking, repulsive things, so many it was almost possible to become inured to depravity. But just a glance inside the room where her friends had died had been enough to repudiate that notion. The image of Karen�s decapitated head on a tray was awful enough, but the thing she found most disturbing was the way Alicia had died.
At her own hand.
With Shane�s Glock.
The way she herself had intended to die so recently. The stark, irrevocable fact of Alicia�s suicide repulsed Dream, offended something primal within her. A vital, compassionate woman-a force for good-had been removed from the world, and she would never return. Could never return. It wasn�t right. It should never have happened, and there was no way to change it. It made Dream feel useless. Powerless. And perhaps even a little angry at a friend who now would never have a chance to fulfill her life�s rich promise. The frustration Dream felt was so intense, she sensed she was experiencing what she would later see as a watershed psychological event in her life.
She would be a long time overcoming her grief-perhaps would never overcome so deep a reservoir of loss and regret-but she doubted she would ever entertain suicidal thoughts again.
She had survived.
She had Chad.
And a new sense of purpose-to do good, to make the world a better place.
Those things had to count for something.
As the morning deepened and the sun rose higher in the sky, the people of Below, the former banished people, began the long trek down the mountain. An exultant Lazarus led the way, and he sang to the heavens in his rich baritone, a glorious, soulful sound, a bluesy cry to the angels.
A victory cry.
Hearing it made Chad shiver.
It was the sound of freedom.
Of limitless possibilities.
Arm in arm with Dream, he followed the old singer down the mountain.
He caught the eye of a bandaged and groggy Jack Paradise, who was being supported by the able Wanda Lewis, aka �Wicked Wanda.�
�What do you think happened to that girl, the mute?�
The ex-soldier shrugged, winced. �Fucked if I know. I would like to have gotten my hands on her, though-bitch did a number on me when I first came here.�
A number of the formerly banished people had less-than-fond memories of the mute Mistress, who�d disappeared with the man whose appearance The Master had mimicked during the last day of his life. But a thorough search of the house and environs revealed nary a trace of her. It was as if she�d vanished into thin air.
Just like that other woman �
Somewhere in the Midwest, a black Bentley rolled through the chilly night. A woman in dark sunglasses was at the wheel. A nervous hitchhiker, a teenage girl, sat in the front passenger seat, fidgeting, growing more concerned. The creepy old chick at the wheel had barely acknowledged her presence since picking her up, and now they�d passed the place where she�d asked to be dropped off.
But she was afraid to say anything about it.
There was something � not right� about the woman.
She was smartly dressed in a black business suit. A subtle string of white pearls glittered at her neck, and her dark hair was pulled back in a bun. She looked as if she should be the headmistress at an exclusive, ivy-covered prep school for girls. The hitchhiker imagined being summoned to the woman�s office for, oh, talking in class.
She could see the woman striking her hands with a ruler.
Or worse.
The hitchhiker shuddered.
And prayed the woman would let her out soon.
But the Bentley rolled on.
And the night grew colder.
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