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Аннотация
Possibly the darkest and most shocking six scary short stories yet ever created from bestselling author Stephen R. King. An instinct of passion and disrespect for decency and humanity fill this volume of life experiences we mostly keep in the back of our conscience, never wanting to bring to the forefront. It�s truly sick!


Stephen R. King
THE SICKNESS


THE SICKNESS

For a long time, I slept.
The air around me was comforting and dark. I forgot how sunlight felt, what colors were. I was suspended through space, and all of the stars had been devoured by black holes. I couldn�t see anything because there was nothing. The only thing I recognized was sound. Like raindrops falling onto glass, but magnified, filling me up until I couldn�t think.
I forgot about human constructs�time, and language. I no longer felt my body, as if it were no longer attached to me. Then I forgot my name.
With nothing else to hold onto, I clung to the nothingness. Life was absence, and subtraction. It no longer contained meaning, and I no longer understood the concept of consciousness. I reveled in the darkness. It was me, the dark, and the frosted sound.
And then I woke up.
The process was jarring�far more overwhelming than the first time, writhing through the womb. Infants know no suffering. Everything came back, aching and slow. My body first, bones blooming like flowers out of thin air. Sinews of tissue seeped from the pores, entwining and layering me like a blanket. Flesh grew and flowed like water, and I cried out wordlessly at the joy of it.
With human skin came all other humanly things� with eyes there was more darkness, but this darkness was of another kind, shadows hidden far beneath the earth. With limbs came beauty�the simultaneous silky and rough feeling of wood against my fingertips, cradling my toes. And sound, so much sound my dormant ears drank in the noises: bats wings, rhythmically flapping in the night air, a cacophony of crickets chirping, the sound of a thousand blades of grass shivering in the wind.
CHHING, CHHHING.
Metal scraping against dirt.
My body stiffened, first alarmed by the foreign feeling of it, then I listened intently, struggling for clarity. Through the thick grains of oak, and the layers of clay and soil, I heard the sounds of a man. They were faint, practically nonexistent against the cadence. But they were there. The voice was like brushed steel against a silver fork�metallic and heavy, every grunt running along my spine, until I felt my body shrink in protest.
Somebody was digging above me.
To what purpose, I was unsure. My freshly born mind couldn�t fathom the possibilities. The only instinct that kicked in was fear�fear and an unwavering desire to be asleep again.
* * *
Sweat trickled along my back, imitating a creek bed. But I kept going. Blisters bubbled and burst pockets of blood on my palms. But I kept going. Every time I thrust the shovel into the dirt, every time my shoulders protested at the movement, I thought of her face. How had she died? A disease taking her in slumber, plains of skin painted in mock serenity? A car crash, eyes full of surprise, mouth agape at the gore in her hands? The mortician would have fixed it, made her beautiful again. But it was the look of anguish I imagined as I dug.
Cemetery soil caked underneath my fingernails. My heart pounded against my rib cage, its solid vibrations a constant reminder that I was alive, and she wasn�t.
Finally, the sweet sound of steel against wood. I squealed in boyish delight, flinging my shovel on the dew covered grass. I clawed at the dirt with my fingers�nails against wood grains, like a pencil sharpener. Each splinter buried in my skin was that much less distance between me and her. Constance. Constance Amelia Hayes. Her name rolled along my tongue like butterscotch. I felt my lips pant it out, over and over again like a hymn. Every nerve, every rivet in my brain focused solely on my fingertips touching soil, soil touching wood, and wood caressing every curve of her body. Constance Amelia Hayes.
The first sight of the casket was my private hallelujah. The sledgehammer was an extension of my fist, colliding into the wooden lid. Every piece of splintered oak was a drop of blood pumping towards my erection. I grappled the edge of the lid, flipping it off and away like a raging wind. Moonlight spilled over the grass and onto the box like a silk dress, illuminating her gray fields of skin, the decay in the corners of her luscious mouth. Constance Amelia Hayes.
Looking upon her face, I opened my mouth and whispered
�Jesus, lover of chastity, Mary, mother most pure, and Joseph, chaste guardian of the Virgin, to you I come at this hour, begging you to plead with God for me. I earnestly wish to be pure in thought, word and deed in imitation of your own holy purity.�
* * *
The man worked with a fury I never mustered my first time of living. He dug closer in a steady rhythm, making the casket shudder all around me. My body lay helpless as I swam within my mind. Consciousness. The beauty and ache of a human soul, returned. My spirit ran through my veins, like I swallowed a piece of the sun. Memories eluded me; in death, I forgot who I was. But life itself poured into my marrow, rendering me human, with thought, emotion, and reason.
And finally� air. Sweet air, dripping like honey down my throat, coating my lungs in ecstasy. I opened my mouth, gobbling it up. This was bliss, this was heaven.
The sound of wood cracking. Tiny fragments of splinters thrust down from the coffin lid, millimeters from my wide, seeing eyes. I was violently alive, instantly falling in love again with what it meant to be human.
In my experience, there was only two reasons why somebody dug up a body in the middle of the night. The first reason was to rob them. The second, was to violate them. Deep in the pit of my stomach I knew the man above wanted sex. Sex with a cold, dead human� he worked with such urgency, such excitement, I knew it to be true. And here I was, at the ready. I was too grateful to be enraged. Too eager to rest my gaze on another living creature, soul to soul. It had been so long, far beyond a mortal�s concept of time. I wanted to touch warm skin as badly as I wanted to breathe. My frail paper arms lifted of their own accord, running along the coffin�s edges, waiting.
* * *
She was a portrait of beauty. An exquisite corpse. Her heather gray skin glowed under the glare of the moon. Her decaying process was slow, and intricate�instantly dainty and feminine. Strands of red hair streamed from her skull, falling into soft curls as they lay atop her cotton covered breasts. A widow�s peak�my favorite. Straight brows rested over lashes, black and spread like a fan over a geisha. I imagined the faint, rosy hue her cheeks once held, a constant blush of modesty. This creature had never been wicked in life.
Her purity stood in stark contrast to the sexual desires I tried to keep secret for so long as a youth.
My eyes tore to her mouth. I had never seen such a beautiful mouth before. The curves of her upper lip were as tempting as her white dress, smooth and arched in all the right places. The corners of her mouth were split even, spreading outward in gray decadence. But what charmed me most was how her lips were parted, ever so slightly, in the center. Forever asking a question. Asking me to hold her, love her, let her be human one last time. Her thin arms lay against her sides, elbow crooks exposed to the night air. I saw the faint traces of her veins, now void of blood. Purpose gone. A slight dimple in her rounded chin. Slender waist into curvy hips. Beautiful collar bones, islands surrounded by sunken skin. All of my organs twitched in envy for what my eyes experienced first.
In a moment I was on my knees before her, caressing her skin with my fingertips. Like paper on which I wrote. With shaky breath, I unbuttoned her dress. The frilled edges and silk laces of a classic sundress, as white as freshly fallen snow. Innocence preserved in death. I took pause, then stopped unbuttoning. I trailed my fingers from her cold, lifeless toes up her stiff shins, and withered kneecaps. I moved my fingers into graceful arcs against each thigh, and up into her dress. Her mouth seemed to widen more, as if in suppressed shock. The trees suddenly danced in place, moved by the gentle wind. Every branch and golden leaf whispering �Constance.�
They alone shared my excitement. They alone knew how I felt.
My blistered fingers flew to my zipper, clumsily thrusting downward, retrieving myself from within. My beautiful creature would be dry in her graying folds. I knew this. So had they all before her. I brought my wrist to my lips, palm up as if in offering. Canines gnawing at skin with dull tips, until at last blood appeared, a tiny mound of crimson. I chewed further, hearing Constance moan in tormented longing. Blood ebbed like rain water.
I cited, �Obtain for me, then, a deep sense of modesty.�
I smeared blood between her legs, rubbing my life into her dead flesh.
�Which will be reflected in my external conduct,� I whispered into her ear, and pushed myself inside, feeling the boundaries of life and death erode as I thrust.
* * *
Life, precious life, swam within me. Rebirth was worth this moment alone, my union with warm skin, a creature of the sun. After so much darkness. I did not dare open my eyes. I would have cried at the sight of it. I remained quiet, and motionless as he slowly buried himself inside me. My own secret joy.
* * *
Constance Amelia Hayes. I felt unworthy of her, this silent goddess, this symphony contained in graceful decomposition. Still, I thrust, imagining my energy soaking into her pores, spreading like wildfire through organs and tissue, restoring her to life. My helpless puppet. Sweat collected at my crown, a rhythmic groan competing against the frantic waving of trees. My hands roamed upon her, palms meandering against her fabric-clad navel, burrowing between the gentle swells of her breast. They found themselves against her face, sliding her cold eyelids back, dark eyes meeting my own. I pushed deeper, her body enveloping my embrace.
I stared at her and said �Protect my eyes, the windows of my soul.�
My muscles trembled as my moment approached. I felt my blood pulse against my skull. I tilted my head back in inexplicable pleasure, panting out the words.
�From anything that might dim the luster of a heart that must mirror only Christ like purity.�
Instant release, fruitful elation. I felt my seed swim from the hair on my head to the hair on my genitals, rushing through her dead body. I cried out wordlessly at the joy of it. Constance Amelia Hayes.
* * *
My body shuddered against his bones as he opened my eyes, giving me to the world again. Everything dove into my pupils at once�the cloudless night sky above, stars looming like gemstones. Tree branches wriggling, trying to be free of their roots. And his face, his beautiful face, etched into happy exhaustion as he breathed against my cheekbones. Dark eyes, a whirlwind of emotions, and dreams, and memories carved into their irises. The lines of his face spoke of a life lived, and remembered, and I was in awe of such magnificent architecture.
* * *
I became steady and tranquil, watching her as my breath slowed. I slid my fingers against her curls, wrapping red ringlets around my pinkies. Loving her was knowing her, and I suddenly ached at the idea of parting. Constance Amelia Hayes.
The horizon grew purple, warning me of the sun�s arrival. The sun meant people, human beings who wouldn�t understand. I gingerly pressed my lips to hers, closing my eyes, trying to imprint every arch of her body, every inch of skin, into my brain. Then I rose.
She stared at me as I began to pour soil at her feet. Begging me silently to stay, to hold her, love her, make her feel human again. I stared back and whispered.
�And when the �Bread of Angels becomes the Bread of me� in my heart at Holy Communion, seal it forever against the suggestions of sinful pleasures.�
Sweat ran along my shoulder blades as I poured pile after pile of earth into the grave, all the while Constance watching me. Her eyes reflected patches of white moon, burrowing into me. I said my hushed goodbyes, patting the earth into her lovely face. As if I was never there at all. But there was something about those parted lips that told me she would remember.
The sky turned pale orange. Birds chirped in the distance, hurrying the day forward. I suddenly wanted to kill them, perpetually silence them�as if the day could not progress without their incessant encouragement. With gloomy thoughts, I pounded the last of the soil into place.
�Heart of Jesus,� I murmured. �Fount of all purity.�
I ran my cold hands against the dusty stone above her head. �Have mercy on us,� I leered. I shoved my hands into my pockets, forcing my legs to walk away.
* * *
I waited, silent with immortal patience, until his footsteps crunched on the gravel from afar. He had worked hard against the dirt, persuading it to hide what had transpired. But I was alive, and well. My fingers worked against the soil, collecting it under my fingernails.
By dawn, one arm made it through. I sensed the warmth of the sun against my skin. I felt its heat�against my pale hand, concentrating all of its life into the rays soaking into my pores like the sun itself greeted me.
I slowly raked my fingers against the crisp morning air in hello.
Experiencing time slowly came back to me, as I worked my fingers into the caked dirt and mud around me. My arms, so unused to being useful, ached from being arched over my head.
The pain was numbing, but even that was refreshing for my dead body to withstand. The world above me was silent as I worked. I let my mind wander back to many years before, watching my family huddle around my casket as it was lowered into the ground. I saw it all from a nearby field. I remember feeling cold grass between my toes.
�My name is Constance,� I said�only it didn�t come out that way. It came out as a series of croaks and rasps that got lost in the desert that was my throat. I whispered it over and over again, until I could almost make sense of what I said.
With one last scrape against the mud, the ground caved in, and I saw a clear blue sky above me. One cloud floated into view as I marveled. It looked to be in the shape of a rabbit.
Inch by inch I raised my head and peered across the sloping lawns around me. Sunlight poured into my retinas, but I pinched at my curved black eyelashes, forcing them to remain open. I had to make my escape.
Hundreds of yards away sat a young couple, laying a bouquet of daisies beside a freshly placed plaque. I couldn�t see their tears, but the woman kept swiping her hands across her cheeks. I didn�t think they would notice me.
With weak ankles, I dug my black silk slippers into crevices of dirt as I climbed and pushed my way through the hole I had dug. As my body emerged, I used my arms to lay flat against the grass, inching myself away from my open grave.
A series of emotions and sensations rushed into my pallid body as I felt thousands of green blades dig into my skin through my simple cotton dress. The air was so fresh, it stung as I sucked it into my mouth, down my throat and into my lungs. I felt the rays of the sun warm my waxy flesh.
With each jerk of my body, the routines and ablutions of ordinary life swooped into my brain. Suddenly I remembered the taste of potato soup, the irritating bump of canker sores, how a cat�s fur felt under my open palm.
I was experiencing what it was like to be alive.
With watchful eyes and sly movements, I rose up from the ground and walked toward the front of the cemetery. I made my movements looping and graceful, as if to show everyone around me that I belonged there�I had a purpose there.
I followed the winding black pavement of the trail until at last I reached the large metal gates that enclosed the burial park. I stood before them, knowing that the moment I opened the gate I would be forced to choose whether to turn left or right. And I had no idea where I once lived.
I pictured the house in my head. It had a gray roof with a couple of dangling tiles. The shutters were white, and made permanent dents into the outer walls. The front door was black, without any windows.
The street it was on alluded me. Slowly, I grabbed the metal gate and pulled it open enough that I could slip out of the park. I turned right on impulse, and began to meander down the cobblestone street.
I smiled down at my legs, feeling each bone and muscle work together to propel me forward. Feeling my very spirit knock and pivot inside the shell of a body was an immense comfort�like a homecoming of sorts. I got lost in my own mechanics as I walked down the street. Houses with torrents and wrap around porches were placed in rows on either side of me. The wooden rockers that lived on their front porches were all empty of occupants.
I kept walking, watching as townsfolk emerged from their front doors, from around corners, strolling under parasols within the streets. Ladies smiled at me under the brims of their large straw hats. Men nodded their greetings, the pads of their thumbs latched onto their suspenders as they made their way into town. I tried to smile back. I tried to act as though I knew the inner-workings and secrets of the town as though I had been alive for the last five years.
Out of nowhere, a nagging feeling grew in the pit of my stomach. Something told me to look up from the dusty bricks that made up the street, and to look at the house on my left hand side. I turned, and before me stood a two story house of a rich blue hue.
Four grand white columns were lodged under a balcony on the second floor, facing the daily humdrum of the street. Large white oaks grew on either side of the white stone porch, looming over a couple of flower baskets that were placed beside the white double doors.
It was not my house�yet something compelled me to walk across the lawn and up the grey stone porch. Something told me there was somebody inside that I needed to see.
I trudged up the uneven gravel path to the front of the house. I stared down at the large doorknob, seeing my white face staring back at me from dull eyes. Not every part of me had blossomed into life again.
With a hesitant grunt, I reached for the door and turned it open, letting the door swing on its hinges across the threshold. I stepped onto the large oak floor of a foyer, with various doors and entryways on either side of me.
The wood creaked, announcing my presence before I managed to work my jaw again. �Hello,� I tried to say. A grunt issued forth on my stale breath.
With unsure steps I walked further down the hall, letting my fingers run across the thick maroon damask that had been adhered to the walls. I heard the sound of static and then a violin echo from deep inside the bones of the house.
Two bars later, and the violin was met with flutes and the crisp pounding of a timpani, imitating the way thunder sounded as it clapped over an open sea.
I followed the sounds until I reached a set of ornate wooden doors�the last set of doors on the right hand side of the grand hallway. These knobs were made of gold leaf, and curled into spirals. As I placed a hand on one I marveled at how my heart thudded against my ribcage. It was only then that I realized I was nervous.
I took a deep breath and turned the handle down, letting myself into what was a grand ballroom.
The walls were covered in a lively yellow silk. On the ceiling was a colorful fresco of men and women in colorful clothes, twirling together in happiness. And there, at the other end of the room was a familiar face.
* * *
Her eyes were wide as she crept into the room. Her red hair, once so vibrant against the dull coffin, looked lackluster against the jeweled tones of the room. During the night her cotton dress looked plain. But as she walked toward him, he could see the faintest markings of constellations stitched in the fabric with silver thread.
He had dug up a blood witch.
* * *
I only needed one look, one look to know who the man was. I had seen it once before, hovered over me in the height of passion.

The man had revived me, for which I was grateful. Of course, that hadn�t been his intention. He had acted on a singular deed, a singular need to satiate a lust he tried to hide from the world. His act had been perverse, but it had been simple. To him, I had been an object, a plaything in which his seed could be spent.
But there had been life in that seed. The energy of a hundred sperm had careened through my organs, and gave me life it did not intend. How? How had such a thing been achieved? Puzzled, I found myself staring not at him, but at my dress, etched in silver thread. I felt a smile begin to spread across my face as the fabric shone in the overhead light. Deep within the threads, I saw the whispers, the evidence of a spell that had not been mine. Etched into that fabric were the symbols for eternal life, strength, endurance, and power.
The spells were the handy work of my fellow blood sisters. I could tell based on the arrangements of the spell work they intended for the powers to carry on with me into the afterlife, into the eternal comfort of darkness, spread beyond the confines and limitations of a human body. They wanted my spirit to live forever.
But such work had dire consequences. Encased in spelled cloth, my body absorbed the man�s seed and had derived power from it. My body clung to that sense of life and livelihood and it blossomed and bloomed into life again.
But as I took in the wavering line of his lips, and the anxious crease in his forehead, I realized that I was angry.

I had been in the dark place, expanding and contrasting with the nothingness. I had slipped between the cosmos as if it had been a blanket. I had lived behind the farthest star, underneath the deepest cavern.
I had been one with everything and nothing, until this human took a shovel to my burial mound. Until the thuds of the metal reached me and lured me back into the confines of my body.
I would have lived forever in that beautiful nothingness, had this man had curbed his sexual appetite, had this man resisted the act of desecrating the holy ground in which I rested.
My blood boiled then� had roared in my ears until it coursed through every vein in my body. The prickling of magic pulsed from my palms as that man had gasped one final time above me.
I had once been one with the bays of wolves, with the hollow wind of the night. And he ruined everything.
* * *
Constance looked at me with a glint of steel behind her eyes.
She paced in front of me, the skirt of her cotton dress twirling after her as she stalked from side to side.
�Priestess, please,� I heard myself say. �I did not see the detailing of your dress.�
The bones of my kneecaps shook inside my trousers. I stared at the wooden parquet floor of the ballroom until the pattern became blurry and distorted in my vision.
Constance took a lively step forward, her fingers poised as though at any moment she would grab something precious and stash it into her pockets. Her face took on a sharp, conniving smile.
�And it would have been perfectly acceptable to defile me had I been some ordinary person?� she asked, her pale head tilted with the question.
Panic seeped into the nooks and crannies of my body as she stared at me. I could tell by her eagerness that no matter what I said, my reply would be all wrong.
She had been incoherent as he succumbed to his ritual of sin. But her memory, contained deep inside her very blood cells, had revived just as her body had done.
She could piece together fragments of their interlude as the sun rose over the cemetery. And she had known that if she ever saw the man again, she would kill him in cold blood.
* * *
As the man sputtered out apologies, and nervously danced in place, I was connecting spells in my mind, linking them together with black smoke. The words appeared in ashy letters as I spoke the spell aloud, sizzling in the air between the man and me.
�Christ almighty,� I heard the man whisper as the letters floated up and disappeared above his head.
�Try to run,� I rasped out.
The man�s pupils expanded as he jerked his legs and twitched in place. With no amount of effort could he lift his feet off the floor.
�I-I can�t,� he sobbed. Spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth.
�No, of course you can�t,� I replied, laughing.
I made a dipping gesture with my hand and the man sank to his knees upon the floor. He cried out in surprise as his bones made contact with the wood.
�In fact, you aren�t going to go anywhere ever again,� I told him.
I rolled my hands over and over each other until black smoke appeared between them. Sending my strength into the smoke, I walked in a circle around the man, enclosing him within the mist.
The man started at the smoke, looking horrorstruck. Tears leaked onto his ruddy colored cheeks. His lips moved silently in prayer.
I continued to walk around him, adding layers of spells and dark energy into the circle. I made a series of gestures, feeling the spells connect and intertwine into a metaphorical fabric, ballooning around the sobbing man.
Even so, the spell cast would not kill him. I wanted to do that the hard way.
* * *
Bit by bit, she watched the man grow weary, slumping forward within the circle. His heart felt weak, and his forehead broke out into a sudden sweat. With every passing minute, his body gave into fifty-four years worth of service, pumping and pulsating and expanding to keep him alive. But no more.
The blood smoke permeated into his skin, coaxing his overworked heart into spasms and arrhythmias. Inch by inch his body betrayed him into noncompliance. Hours later, when the police would find him, he would be nothing more than a pile of most peculiar dust.
The man looked to Constance once more, watching her dance around the layers of smoke that continued to swirl around them. He had a sudden vision of her back in the familiar backdrop of a cemetery�only he imagined her dancing and offering herself up to the night on the sacred ground where his body would lie.
�Please,� he whispered. �Spare me.�
With a soft scraping sound, Constance dug into the waistband of her dress and pulled out a dagger, made of a light blue glass. She brought the tip of the dagger to her mouth, and dug the point into the swollen gums that surrounded her pointed, yellowing teeth.
�Evil spares no body,� Constance said matter of fact, and licked the blood that ebbed onto her teeth. �You sir, you have crossed a very delicate line, I�m afraid,� she sneered. �And it is just not in my nature to be sparing.�
She turned so she faced the man, his bent head was level with her waist as she hovered on the perimeter of the circle. She brought the glass blade from her mouth and ran its jagged point against the pad of her thumb. Her eyes dazzled as she watched him cower.
�You walked into the graveyard this evening with temptation and lust in your heart, in your loins,� Constance whispered, staring down at him.
�You dug into my trenches, pried my tomb in two. As your body grew alive inside of me, your excitement lulled you into stupidity. You did not feel my body twitch to life beneath you. You did not feel my body whisper warnings to you as you spent your seed inside of me. You came to the graveyard with desire, and you left with a death wish,� she sneered.
In flash of movement, Constance lifted her left hand and waved once. The smoke that swirled between the witch and the man parted, suspended by her sheer will.
She stepped into the circle, letting her body brush against her spell casting as if it had been a spider web. Spells crawled over the curves of her body, sinking into her purple-toned skin.
The man cried louder as the blood witch stood over him, and considered the knife she tossed from one hand to the other. This moment was nothing short of a cat playing with its meal.
�Lord, forgive me,� the man whispered. With one last grunt of effort, he tilted his head up toward the ceiling. He knew he wanted the last thing he saw before he died to be the giant fresco. He wanted to look upon the smiling faces of the dancing couples.
�By dagger�s edge, you will die slow, Until your brains rot in the ground below,� Constance said.
And she plunged the glass dagger into the man�s heart. His ventricles severed, as the blade slashed through him and once more as the witch withdrew the blade. Blood raced through his wound and out onto the floor, as if it had been a river following the trail downstream.
Constance watched as the man swallowed, blinking up at the painted ceiling. Every moment he grew weak, she felt the blood in her veins cry out in delight, in her reunion with the magic of the world.
* * *
The pain of my body felt distant and foreign as I died in the ballroom. The potent teals and golds of the fresco grew dull and hazy in my eyes as everything around me grew black.
I breathed in the cold, clean air of nothing, in search of a light, an explanation that hovered in front of me in space.
Where was I?
My memory fractured and disappeared as if I had awoken from a dream. Time grew long and unmeasured.
And then I forgot my name.

THE CLARION CALL

Will there not come a great, a glittering Man,
A radiant leader with a heavier sword
To crush to earth the enemies who crush
Those who seek food and freedom on the roads?
We care not if they flag be white or red,
Come, ruthless Savior, messenger of God,
Lenin or Christ, we follow Thy bright sword.

(Excerpt from a poem called �Prayer of Bitter Men� written by an eighteen-year-old youth to a Federal Emergency Relief Administrator during the Great Depression.)


I barely heard it at first. It seemed so far away, but then it got louder and louder and louder until whoever played that trumpet sounded like he was sitting on top of me. A sudden earthshattering blast from that horn made me bang my head against the steering wheel as my body jerked forward. I blindly punched away for the radio�s off button, but that was futile. My car radio stopped working months ago. I meant to take it in� just never got to it.
I could still faintly hear trumpet music.
My car was still idling, too. It must have been doing that for hours because it was dark when I first parked here. I turned the ignition key and shut the engine off, yet I still had this sensation of the car moving.
Groaning, I gritted my teeth and hugged the steering wheel as if it was a pillow until everything stopped moving; except I couldn�t do anything about my stomach. I swallowed hard, but that didn�t prevent the nausea from creeping towards the surface along with that bitter salty taste clogging my throat. I angled the rearview mirror towards me and what I saw was a bleary-eyed black man with a steering wheel imprint embossed on his forehead. I rubbed the area until it finally faded.
The horn music didn�t, but now I was kinda digging it. It had a nice mellow groove to it� the kind that made me want to kickback in my Lexus and let it serenade me back to sleep. Except all those martinis I drank at Harry�s Bar had a few words to say about that�� get the hell out of this car before you throw up.
Disoriented, I wrestled with the door handle as my forehead heated up and the world spun violently around me. My head felt like it was about to implode when I heard the latch click and I laid my shoulder into the door like a fullback in football. The car door flew open and I tumbled onto the grass. I didn�t care who walked by on the sidewalk as I unashamedly flopped down on my hands and knees to regurgitate my guts and treat the flies to a �Happy Meal� special. But I guess the chilly morning air did me some good because the best I could do was muster up a lot of dry heaves.
As I waited for them to subside, someone uttered, �Hey, mister, you left your keys in the car! You want me to get them?�
I slowly raised my head and saw a homeless old white woman wearing an Oakland Raiders knit cap. Her long scraggly hair spilled out from underneath it as she stood by my car�s wide open door with a toothless smile. I managed to push myself up from the ground and stood up on wobbly legs.
Before I could reply she said, �Don�t worry, sir, I got them.�
She leaned into the car and retrieved them from my seat. She cavalierly shut the door and beeped the alarm. Afterwards, she pushed her junk laden baby stroller towards me, happily jingling my keys. I tucked in my shirt and adjusted my sports coat, trying to look decent as the woman whose clothes looked like they had been mud packed to her body approached.
�Bet you�re sure glad I got you those keys before anybody else did. Otherwise you mighta been chasing your car down Pacific Coast Highway.�
�Yes, I am, thank you,� I replied in my graveled voice as a pinkish hand swimming with varicose veins handed the keys to me. I had to work overtime not to clamp my hand over my nose and insult her, but Jesus Christ, the funk coming from her body made me nauseous all over again.
�Had a pretty rough night, huh?� she asked.
�Uh huh, something like that,� I yawned as I self-consciously rubbed my puffy eyes.
�Yes, sir, I�ve had a few of those in my time, yes indeed,� she chuckled.
I had a feeling what was next on her agenda as she continued to stand there, shuffling her feet. I had already reached into my coat pocket before she asked,
�So, uh, do you think you could spare a little change?�
I gave her what I thought was a dollar bill until she held it up in the air and I saw it was a ten spot.
�Wow! Thanks, Mister!�
�Sure, my pleasure.� I prayed she would hurry up and move on so I could stop holding my breath. This was her lucky day. Ordinarily, I never gave vagrants money. As far as I was concerned, if they could say, �Can you spare some money?� then they could also get a job and say, �Welcome to Jack in the Box�.
�God bless you. You have a good day!�
�Uh huh, you too.�
I exhaled as she resumed her trek with a much jauntier step.
Before she got too far away I hoarsely yelled, �Hey, do you know who�s playing that trumpet?�
I figured she knew all the street vendors along the beach Boardwalk.
She turned and eyed me a little too long. �My hearing hasn�t been all that great lately. I don�t hear nothing, mister. Sorry.�
I guess it was her turn to be diplomatic and not insult me, but she still gave me a look like�� what fucking music are you talking about?
Maybe she didn�t hear the music, but I sure as hell could. And whoever was playing that trumpet blew some of the freshest shit I�d ever heard.
I watched her stop to ask some other people for change as I tried to regain my bearings. The best thing I could do at this point was take a walk and try to clear my head some. It turned into a beautiful sunny day, about 75 degrees, with a nice ocean breeze. Across the street, people spilled into Palisades Park from every direction, smiling and eager to celebrate this glorious morning. The Park in Santa Monica, California sat on bluffs overlooking the ocean.
I stepped right into the two-way traffic, ignoring the belligerent horns as I jaywalked across Ocean Avenue. The bike path was already strewn with bikers, joggers, roller skaters, and couples walking hand in hand. The sun�s rays sifted through my wrinkled sport coat as I leaned tautly against the white railing. I gazed out over the bluffs at the sprawling beach paralleled by Highway One.
The warm sun attempted to embrace me and make me feel as good as the pretty blonde who jogged past me with her iPod and ear phones. Her huge breasts bounced up and down as she flashed me her award-winning smile, but she picked up speed when I deflected it with a glare.
I know it wasn�t right, but I hadn�t been feeling right for a long time. There wasn�t enough sunlight in the world to illuminate the bleak and cavernous regions of depression wracking my body.
I wanted to go back to Harry�s and resume drinking, but it wasn�t open yet so I forced myself to keep walking in the direction of that seemingly never-ending trumpet music. Whoever was playing had some serious lungpower.
I walked down the incline and after a while ended up on the Boardwalk at Venice Beach. As I strode down the Boardwalk I passed this guy in a Caribbean T-shirt booth. He wore one of those knitted red, yellow, and green Rastafarian hats. He probably had about a thousand braids bundled up under that hat. He greeted me with a nod and then said with a Jamaican lilt, �How ya doin� this fine morning, my brotha?�
�I�m good. How about you?�
�Blessed.�
I smiled with a nod, ignoring my irritation with the response.
Our heads lifted when we heard a long and continuous screech of car brakes in the distance followed by a thunderous crash.
�Uh-oh, looks like somebody�s about to have a bad day,� he cackled.
�Welcome to my world,� spilled out before I could reign it in.
The vendor smiled sympathetically. �Sorry to hear.� He paused. �How about I sell you one of these great shirts at half price. Will that make things a little better?�
�Nah, it�s going to take a little more than that, but I appreciate it. Tell me this though, who�s playing that great music?�
He frowned as his eyes shot to the CD player sitting on the table behind him. �It�s not my music, but I�ll turn it on. You into reggae?�
�No, I mean, yeah, but I�m talking about the trumpet music. Don�t you hear it? Listen.� I closed my eyes and swayed. �Hmmm, man, isn�t that sweet? Dude can play, can�t he?�
He didn�t answer. I opened my eyes to find him stroking his pigtailed goatee and observing me with a sly grin. �Hey brotha, I don�t hear any music, but I�d like to be in the same place you are. How about a hit on whatever you�ve been smokin�?�
�I haven�t smoked anything, man,� I snapped.
�Okay, okay, chill bro, it�s just your eyes sure look red. Come on now, don�t be stingy, you ain�t got a little something you can share, huh?�
�I�m a lawyer. Do I look like a fucking drug dealer?�
Angrily, I shook my head and marched away. �Later, man.�
�Wait, hold on, brother,� the vendor yelled raising his hands. �I didn�t mean to offend you. I just wanted to hear the music, too! You know� one love, one hit?�
I wanted to say, fuck you, you ganja breath muthafucka, but I�d almost gotten into one fistfight last night with some jerk talking trash at the bar. I�m sure Rasta Man didn�t mean anything, but I just wasn�t in the mood for bullshit! Besides, my head felt like somebody smacked it with a steam iron. I massaged my temples, but it didn�t do any good.
And the trumpeter continued to play.
I just kept walking. Whether I ambled for 4 hours or 4 minutes, I don�t really know, I lost all concept of time because my watch stopped working. It froze at 9:23 a.m. And, of course, my iPhone was still in the car. So much for backup.
For all I knew I had been wandering around in circles despite knowing the area well; mainly because an unusually heavy fog drifted in. The mist was so thick it pressed against my face like a wet and sticky spider web. All of a sudden, I felt very alone, afraid, and very disoriented. I started stumbling backwards, forwards, even sideways, my eyes squinting and darting everywhere. I couldn�t see fuck! I no longer heard the sound of skateboards, rollerblading, bicycle peddles churning, people talking or laughing, nothing. All activity came to a standstill.
But the music played on.
You�d think a major evacuation occurred, but they forgot to notify me. Was I the only person left in this mad crazy world?
Apparently not.
Out of the dense fog appeared a caramel skinned girl with thick black pigtails and somber brown eyes that took over her whole face. I was so caught off guard by her sudden presence I reacted in shock with my hands plastered against my chest as if someone was holding me at gunpoint.
She didn�t seem to notice. She smiled and swayed rhythmically.
�You can hear the music?�
She enthusiastically nodded her head and extended her hand for me to grab. Wait. This was weird. Where were her parents? Maybe she was lost, too.
The earnestness in her melancholy eyes was heartwarming. She patiently waited for me to surrender my hand to hers and she had no intention of backing down. I hesitated because I didn�t want someone calling the cops thinking I was some some kind of pervert, but there was no one in sight. I figured she needed me as much as I needed her right now in this strange fog.
Except the difference between us was she didn�t seem to have any fear.
She held my hand tightly as we walked. For a moment, I felt like the Frankenstein monster walking hand in hand with the little girl by the lake. She was self-assured and seemed to know where she was going so I just followed her lead. Again, I worried about what people would think, but oddly, there seemed to be no one around.
Most likely, no one would have thought anything because she looked like she could have been my daughter. Her eyes were large and almond shaped and our complexions were of a similar color. She wore a very pretty old fashioned dress that you might get at a thrift shop and the shiniest black shoes�� looking like she was dressed up to go to a country church on Easter Sunday.
Even though we were in a fog, I used my free hand to wipe my sweaty forehead. We moved along in silence until I couldn�t stand it anymore.
�Hi,� erupted from my mouth. An obligatory greeting. No feelings attached.
All I really wanted to do was wrench my hand from her little monkey grip and run like a madman.
Nevertheless, I tried again, this time injecting a little life into my greeting. �Hello.�
She looked up at me and grinned, her big brown eyes dominating her face.
�What�s your name?� I asked.
She continued to grin.
�You don�t like to talk?� I asked with a parched throat. Her eyes darted confusedly as she clung to my wet hand. �Oh come on, I�m sure you can say something, young lady. You can�t say one word to me?� My effort to sound pleasant came off strained.
She shrugged her shoulders.
�Wait� oh, I�m sorry� are you deaf?� I asked apprehensively and pointed to my ear.
She shook her head and smiled again.
�All right, is there something wrong with your voice� I mean, are you mute?�
She playfully cocked her head.
�You know� can you talk?� I asked louder as if that might clarify it, pointing to my mouth. I didn�t know a whole lot about the physically handicapped.
She shook her head again. I couldn�t stop staring into her dark amber eyes.
�Okay, since you don�t want to tell me your name, I�ll come up with my own name for you. Now let me think� I got it! How about Angel? Yes, Angel is perfect for you. Anyone with eyes as pretty as yours ought to be one.�
Amused, she rubbed her chin as if pondering her new name. Abruptly a huge white grin spread across her face causing my dark mood to rise a little higher even though we were enveloped in this overwhelming fog.
�So Angel, you live here in Venice Beach or Santa Monica?�
Silence.
�As soon as this crazy fog lifts we need to find your parents. Are they somewhere around the beach? They�re probably going nuts searching for you because you seem a little too young to be out here alone. How old are you?�
She shrugged.
I was getting exasperated. �Are your parents at home? Work?�
Nothing.
�Are your parents alive, Angel?� My throat tightened. I really didn�t want to go there, but I still asked.
Sadness filled her eyes for the first time as she shook her head and released my hand. The depression bullied me again.
�Uh, I�m sorry for asking, Angel� are you staying with family, you know� like your grandparents, aunt, uncle, cousins?�
She gave me a puzzled expression.
Alarmed, I asked, �Do you have a home anywhere?�
A beatific smile crossed her face.
The trumpet music escalated. That�s the one thing the fog couldn�t obstruct was the enticing and melodic music filling my ears.
�Who�s playing that music, Angel?�
She grabbed my hand with urgency and beckoned me to follow her.
�Are you taking me to the trumpeter, Angel?�
I had grown used to her not saying anything so I just followed because she seemed to know exactly where she was going. As we got closer to the sound, the fog gradually parted and revealed a children�s playground. Ironically, it was the one off Windward Ave. I had brought my five-year-old son here a couple of days ago before dropping him off at his grandmother�s.
When I stepped onto the playground with Angel, I reached the Promised Land. It was as if I had walked on stage with the musician; the distinctive music was clearer now. I looked around and spotted a silhouetted figure seated on a bench near a carousel, playing a shimmering golden trumpet. The trumpet was obviously custom made with a long and skinny neck and its bell�s wide mouth bloomed like a colossal sunflower. Unbelievable sheets of sound poured out of that horn�� I had never heard anything like it before.
Angel ran over to some swings and hopped onto one with a victorious smile.
After all this, I had to meet the trumpet player and as I walked towards him, sand crunched beneath my feet. The man was so into his playing he was oblivious to my presence as I stood and checked him out. He sat scrunched up in a tight ball occasionally arching his back as he accentuated various notes. Out of his horn flowed a stream of intense, raw, and overwhelming notes. Goose bumps paraded up and down my arms.
I�m a jazz aficionado and I�ve seen many of the contemporary greats in my time, but nothing like him. This dude had to be one of the baddest musicians on the planet. I could not categorize his music or style�� there were hints of jazz, classical, country, even rock�� but it was beyond definition �it was his own unique musical blend. They may talk about the legends such as Miles, Coltrane, Gillespie, Ellington, Goodman, or whoever, but this cat was a grandmaster among the masters.
He wore black shades, and a midnight blue single-breasted suit with a tie and white shirt. He looked like some of the hipsters that used to hang out on Central Ave in Los Angeles decades ago. He may have looked like an anachronism, but his music was timeless. Nobody in this era or any other could touch him. A very special timbre in his playing was otherworldly.
Mesmerized, I stood there, ears sopping up his music. I witnessed the melisma of a virtuoso who breathed a lifetime into every single note. Fog or no fog, I couldn�t believe that people weren�t rushing to gather around him like seamen to a siren call.
He got me good, too. He definitely hit a chord in my soul as tears crowded my eyes before they rolled down my cheeks while he played a soothing and haunting ballad. Ordinarily I�m not one to bare ass my emotions to anyone, but his music touched me so deeply. I guess I was more fucked up than I thought.
But I didn�t think I was crazy! I noticed a slowly turning carousel close by that had no one on it. The swings moved backwards and forwards as if they were ushered by a strong wind, but no breeze existed. Angel was nowhere around so I assumed she headed back to wherever her home was or to whoever she came here with. The bridge to the jungle gym moved in waves as if invisible kids ran across it. The cargo net attached to the jungle gym seemed to breath in and out as if it had lungs. Even the palm trees got into the act, moving like metronomes.
My world just turned into a damn cartoon.
I vigorously rubbed my eyes to see if it was the tears distorting my vision, but nothing changed.
Reality intruded on my thoughts when a deep and mellifluous voice asked, �Did you enjoy the music?�
I paused before answering because all the prior activity on the playground stopped. We were the only two people in the vicinity and everything became chillingly silent, except for our conversation.
�Hell yeah, I enjoyed your music! I was feeling you big time. I searched all over the beach trying to find out who was playing such incredible music. You were so into it; I didn�t think you knew I was here.�
He pressed his trumpet against his barreled chest. �Of course I did,� he said matter-of-factly.
�Okay� so who are you? What�s your name, man?�
�I�m known by many names.�
�Uh, huh.� I supposed it was going to be that type of day.
He fingered his trumpet as if he were composing a tune in his head. I wondered if he was blind. He blew a few extra notes and even those made my skin crawl.
�Absolutely beautiful.�
He bowed his head in appreciation.
�So check it out, what are you doing out here playing in this crazy fog? You should be on a concert stage making tons of money. You feel me? You are exceptionally talented. Don�t get me wrong, I love being your audience, but you need to share your gift with the world.�
�The world has always been my stage.�
�Cool, but for some reason I feel like I�m the only person that can hear you.�
A half smile creased his lips. �That�s because the song is meant for you.�
He said it with such conviction I was speechless.
�Please, sit down. I�m taking up all the space,� he declared gesturing toward the bench. He pushed up from the bench and, like the phoenix, kept rising. The man was about eight feet tall, with shoulders broad enough to cover two time zones. For a man with such an imposing physique there was a gentleness in his demeanor.
That�s not to imply I would call his mama names because he looked like he could knock me into another universe if he got pissed off; there was a grace and fluidity in his movement.
He wasn�t blind. I noted earlier how he casually sized me up with an intensity behind those sunglasses that made me appreciate his eyes were concealed.
This is probably something I would never say to another man, but he was one of the most magnificent looking human beings I had ever seen. His face looked like it had been chiseled and polished from the finest marble. Remarkably, there wasn�t a line, blemish, or wrinkle marring his visage, yet his thick wooly hair was whiter than the purest snow. His face even appeared to glow.
Once I sat down, he eased his enormous frame back down on the bench. I expected it to groan with the acceptance of his weight, but heard nothing, not even a creak. My wife used to say I was the world�s worst liar because my emotions colored my face like an oil painting. Obviously, he noticed it too.
�Why do you look so troubled, friend? I thought my playing made you feel better?�
�Oh, no question� it�s just� you said that song was only for me� like you knew I was going to be here.�
He cradled his trumpet and stroked it as if it was a newborn baby. �As a humble servant of the Lord, my mission is to play for all the troubled souls in the universe. This morning, I felt compelled to play a tune to ease the enormous pain I sensed in your heart. Aren�t you one of those trouble souls?�
Great. I had a religious freak on my hands. I should have got up and walked away, but I remained glued to the bench. �Yeah, I guess you could say that�s me.�
I felt him studying me, burrowing into my psyche. Those weren�t eyes behind his shades; they were more like burning coals.
�Why should a young man like you be saddled by such heavy sadness, brother?�
�You don�t want to know,� I mumbled. He didn�t say �Brother� like we did on the streets. He said it like it was all-inclusive.
�Yes I do. Speak to me about your distress.�
I stared at the sand, the cold air pinching me. Did this man actually think I was going to pour my heart out to a complete stranger?
�Be assured, you won�t find a better friend than me to speak to.�
It was like he injected me with a truth serum. Lips trembling, I told him.
�I ain�t been the same since my wife, Bernadette, died over a year ago.�
�I�m sorry. How did she die?�
For whatever reason, I sensed he already knew the answer, but the words poured out of me all the same.
�She was jogging through the park. Some gangbangers spotted a rival drug dealer doing business and opened fire. She was killed in the crossfire. I didn�t even get a chance to say goodbye,� I muttered, pain ripping through me.
�Again, I am very sorry. You have any kids?�
�Yeah, my son, Thomas.�
�Then you have been blessed.�
�No, I�m nothing. I�m just living day to day, man, that�s all.� I interlocked my fingers together and held them in my lap. My body quivered involuntarily.
�Why do you dismiss the fact you are blessed?�
It took me forever to think of what to say. It didn�t bother him. He sat there patiently fiddling with his trumpet keys until I responded
�Bernadette was everything to me. My whole life revolved around her. When she died, so did I.�
�But you have a son. He�s a part of her legacy.�
�I know that, but I don�t need you or anybody else preaching to me and telling me what to do because I�ve heard it all before! Bernadette is the one that wanted kids so badly, not me. Now she�s gone, what am I supposed to do�show Thomas how to get wasted like his Daddy does every night? That�s why I leave him with his grandmother most of the time. She can do more good for him than I can. I pay for all his expenses so he�ll never be left wanting.�
�You don�t love your son?�
Irritation ripped through my body.
�Of course, I do, man. What? You think I�m some insensitive, unfeeling asshole? I just don�t have the energy to do what�s right for him. He�s in a much better place living with Bernadette�s mother. Don�t you understand that?�
�I understand that you didn�t love your wife as much as you claim you did.�
�What the fuck?� I glared at him. �Did you even hear a word I said? All I�ve been talking about is how much I loved Bernadette. I�m still in love with her and she�s dead! How fucked up is that?�
�If you loved your wife as much as you�ve expressed then you should be showering your son with as much love and affection as you have inside of you. Whatever you were like as a father when your wife was alive gives you the opportunity to become an even greater parent to your child. Life is all about love.�
Why did I waste my time talking to this idiot? Furious, I leapt to my feet.
�You know what? Stick to your music; don�t you dare talk to me about shit like love. You can�t even begin to fathom what I�ve been through!�
I intended to storm off, but he quickly reached out and grabbed my hand. I tried to wrench it away from his grasp, but my hand melted into his giant palm. My hand tingled and prickled as electrical charges surged through my joints. A pleasingly warm breeze enveloped my body and I became so relaxed I had the sensation of floating through the air. I forgot whatever transpired before and closed my eyes, savoring the feelings of peacefulness inhabiting my body.
My tranquility was interrupted when an arm looped through mine. A woman�s petite body snuggled next to me and I heard a voice I thought I�d never ever hear again. My body stiffened and I feared my heart was going to burst through my chest.
�Bernadette?� I asked in a foolish whisper.
�Winston, isn�t Thomas the world�s cutest kid? God, I love him so much.�
I opened my eyes, shocked to find Bernadette cuddled up against me. She laid her head on my shoulder and squeezed my arm affectionately.
�I think he takes after you more than he does me.�
�Bernie? Oh Jesus, Bernie? Are you really alive? I�ve got to be dreaming. This is insane! You can�t be alive. I saw your body the day� the day you were killed.�
But she was alive. I even smelt her perfume.
�Oh, baby, I don�t how how it happened, but you�ve come back to me. This is a freaking miracle! This whole day has been some kind of surreal thing, but this� this is more than I could�ve ever imagined.�
My hands swarmed into her thick curly hair and I kissed her face passionately as tears rained from my eyes. I held her in the longest embrace ever in our time together.
�I�m sorry, darling,� I remarked, as I pulled back and dabbed at the tear stains I left on her face. �It�s just that I missed you so much. My God, I can�t believe you�re here. Oh, man, there is so much I have to tell you� I� Bernadette?�
She wasn�t even paying attention to me. Her hazel eyes gazed past me.
�Babe, hey� what�s going on? Don�t you see me?�
She ran over to the park carousel. Bernadette wore the same purple colored warm-up suit she had on the day she was killed, but she looked better than I ever remembered. Her reddish brown complexion was incredibly radiant.
With her hands on her knees she leaned over the carousel. �Do you need any help, Thomas? Oh never mind, you�re doing fine� and you�ve found yourself a little friend� look at that� go, baby! Wheeee!�
I didn�t see Thomas on the carousel.
I did see Angel on it, clapping her hands and laughing with a child�s delight with this unseen entity that was supposed to be Thomas. The carousel moved slowly then increased in speed, but no one was pushing it.
�Go, Thomas!� Bernadette cried, laughing and applauding. �Isn�t this fun?� Bernadette glanced back at me. �Oh, Winston, look at our baby boy. Can you believe he�ll be six soon?�
I ran over and stood next to Bernadette wrapping my arm around her. Her eyes fixed on the spinning carousel. After all the tears, the prayers, and even my thoughts of suicide, Bernadette was back, but she acted as if I didn�t even exist.
�Bernadette, baby, talk to me� I�m trying to figure out what�s going on here.�
My words got lost in the morning air.
Bernadette raced to the slides, got down on her knees and waited at the bottom for this invisible entity to come down. This was crazy.
I gave up on trying to talk and just watched. Her eyes traveled to one of the swings and the swing swung back and forth. Angel climbed into the other swing and swung along with the invisible Thomas. Bernadette folded her arms and embraced herself. She seemed captivated by the scene as she beamed with pride.
�Don�t push him too hard, Winston. I don�t want him to fall and hurt himself� okay, I�ll be quiet� it�s a boy thing, right? You guys have got it under control. You don�t need me bugging you. I�m just so happy to be with my family.�
I saw a longing, wistful expression on her face as she gazed at the animated playground. Then it finally struck me. She was watching Thomas and me playing together. It was like a recreation of our time together the other morning.
As if she heard my thoughts, she turned and our eyes locked. My body trembled as she moved into my arms and tenderly caressed my face. I wanted to comment, but I was at a loss. No words could describe how much love I saw reflected in her eyes. A merciful feeling of absolution washed over me.
Her eyes held me captive when she said, �Winston, you are loved more than you will ever know. I am always here with you. Please take care of our son.�
Gazing deeply into her eyes, the greens and browns swirled like a kaleidoscope. I was completely entranced, but somehow managed to say, �I will, Bernadette, I promise. But there�s so much more we need to talk about.�
She smiled sadly and faded away.
Suddenly, I was back in the real world, confronted by my swollen eyes and perplexed expression in the musician�s black shades. He released my hand.
I didn�t know what to say. My headache, nausea, and aches and pains I�d been feeling for days vanished. Still, I was confused. I asked again, �Who are you, man?�
He rested his horn in his lap. �Winston, I am your past, your present, and your future.�
I never told him my name.
�So what does that mean? Are you God?�
He fiddled with his trumpet keys. �No.�
�Well, you�re no ordinary man. Who are you?�
�I am sometimes known as the messenger.�
�You mean like an angel� a guardian angel?�
He smiled. �You already saw your guardian angel.�
�Bernadette?�
The only response I got was the sound of waves crashing against the shore.
�This is insane, man. Impossible!�
�Nothing is impossible, Winston.�
We stood up and shook hands, his immense one engulfing mine. I experienced that warm soothing sensation again. I watched him slowly saunter through the fog�s drizzle toward the ocean. In another life, he might have been a prince or a warrior because each step was as pronounced as his speech.
Once he reached the shore, he raised his horn aloft and suddenly this titanic man levitated into the air and floated over the waters as a feather swept into the currents of an ocean breeze.
Deep over the ocean, he alighted on top of the water and stood there, as comfortably as I stood on the sand. I squinted to make out his image in the fog. At that distance, the chiaroscuro effect of the light emanating from his body made him appear as if he were encapsulated inside a tiny orb.
�Do you believe in all the possibilities of life now, Winston?� What should have been a yell traveled to me as a whisper.
�Yes.�
�Do you?� he repeated.
Before I could answer, I found myself standing beside him in the middle of the goddamn ocean! The day was crystal clear and from my new vantage point, I saw a coastline consumed by fog.
�Oh shit! I mean, oh Lord� yes I believe you, okay? Cool? I got it�� nothing is impossible!�
He crossed his arms as he admiringly surveyed his surroundings. �This is one of the places where I find serenity. Isn�t it beautiful?�
�Y-y-yes,� I said, shivering, as sheets of ice-cold water lapped over my shoes. �Listen, I don�t think I can do this any longer. I can�t swim.�
�I would never let you drown, Winston.�
The water rose up to my knees. I was determined not to panic despite my heart pounding furiously. I didn�t get unnerved until I looked around and the messenger vanished. I started dog paddling as I rapidly sank into the water.
�Enjoy your life, Winston,� he whispered into my ear in a voice as low as rumbling thunder. Then a shrill horn blast nearly tore my ears apart.
A second later, I found myself in a most undignified position straddling the top of the monkey bars. I managed to pry my fingers off and hopped to the ground. My pants were soaked, but I didn�t care. I was grateful to be safely on land. I looked around for Angel, but was not surprised to see she was gone, too. The fog dissipated and the radiant sun shone even brighter than I remembered. Tons of people milled around the Venice Boardwalk with vendors and entertainers doing their thing.
My watch started working again and read 9:24. After all I had been through, I wanted to say that�s impossible, but I knew better. The very thought of it filled me with euphoria. I burst out in giddy laughter as I strolled down the Boardwalk in the direction of my car. A few heads turned my way, but someone talking and laughing to themselves at Venice Beach was not even worth a glance.
I gave a hearty wave to Rasta Man as I walked up to his booth. He eyed me a little warily until I said, �Hey, man, sorry about going off on you.�
�No worries, brotha,� he said bumping fists with me. �You feeling better now?�
�Feeling great, bro! In fact, give me one of your small-sized shirts for my son and an extra-large for me�� your choice.�
�You got it!�
He ripped through one of the cartons and retrieved two Bob Marley shirts with �One Love� on the front.
�That�s smokin�, man,� I said shooting him a sly wink, which made him laugh.
When I reached the block where my car was parked, I froze with my mouth ajar.
My Lexus sedan was completely totaled.
A Coca cola truck was lodged into the driver�s side of my car and rammed it into a telephone pole. My car was caved in like an accordion. A police officer stood next to the truck writing a report while his partner knelt beside a man in handcuffs. All I could think about was, if I had still been sleeping in that car�
�Hey, mister, too bad about your car.�
The stinky fumes and creaky wheels of a stroller told me who it was.
�Yeah, thanks.�
�They say that driver they handcuffed was drunker than a brewery. He was weaving down the street, lost control of his truck and slammed right into your car. Damn shame. That was a nice Lexus.�
�Yes, it was, but my insurance will cover it.� I frantically searched through the pockets of my coat.
�Whatcha looking for?� the woman asked.
I sighed. �Doesn�t matter now. I forgot I left my cell phone in the car.�
�Oh, that�s all right, mister. You can use mine.�
She pushed some magazines aside in her stroller, reached in and pulled out a cell phone much more sophisticated than mine. I chuckled when she handed it to me.
�Thanks. Nice phone.� I handed her a ten, this time on purpose.
�It suits my needs,� she casually replied while scratching her ass. �You calling them insurance people?�
�Yes, Ma�am� right after I call my son.�
* * *
I kissed Thomas on the forehead then stood and listened to his quiet snores for a moment before I turned off the light and closed the door to his bedroom.
Later that evening as I sat in the den, I pulled out my family album from underneath the nightstand. I thumbed through the album and it didn�t hurt so much this time as I looked at pictures of Bernadette and Thomas and us together. Yeah, I teared up a little, but it was fine.
Lost in thought, I absently closed the book. A photo slipped out, floated to the carpet, and landed face down. I picked it up and turned it over. My mouth crumbled open as the family album took on a life of its own collapsing onto the floor.
I couldn�t stop gaping at the sepia print of my mother as a little girl. She was about seven or eight years old, wearing a brightly colored flower dress, with her thick long pigtails and shiny black shoes. Her adorable smile was nothing compared to those big brown eyes. The words finally tumbled out of my mouth in a whisper of disbelief. �Mama, it was you.�
Joy permeated my entire body as I let the tears fall this time. I kissed the picture and whispered, �Thank you, Mama� my guardian Angel.�

WHAT THE BLIND EYE SEES

I remember the last two things I ever saw clearly before I became partially blinded: a flash of blue light, and my brother saving me. After that everything was darkness, that sucking, clinging darkness you get when you swim over a deep ocean rift and look down. I remember the sound of screams, and my brother�s hot breath pumping against my cheek as he bore me away from the temple grounds.
�I can�t see,� I whimpered over and over.
�I know, Posy� he panted, kissing my ravaged brow. �But we need to be quiet now. Don�t be afraid.�
I don�t remember everyone being killed that night. Not mom or dad or anyone. That knowledge crept in later, irrepressible and omnipresent, until it seemed as if everything had always been that way. Everyone was dead. Everyone had always been dead. Just like fire always scalded and cold always dug cruel fingers down your neck to scratch at your bones.
Just like I always couldn�t see.
Some of the darkness did eventually fade. I could see blurs, vague outlines and light shifting. Sometimes, if I focused for a long period of time, I could even see Rawthorne�s face.
As the years went on, I wished I couldn�t.
Before everyone was dead, Rawthorne looked young and handsome, the perfect Son of the Sigorna. Not gifted with magic, of course, but he was strong and athletic and charmed even of the stuffiest of Dad�s monastic friends.
Now, he was haggard and careworn. The corners of his mouth were split and peeling, and the skin beneath his eyes were sodden and moldy, like the undersides of mushrooms. A sour, yeasty smell lurked on his breath and the places where his body folded.
�Don�t be afraid of the dark,� he�d say, swigging from a slimy flask. His hands often shook, especially on moonless nights. �The darkness keeps us hidden. The darkness keeps us safe.�
His voice reassured me, and, after a while, I no longer feared the black shroud that descended over our world. I couldn�t discern a moonless night anyway.
What I began to fear was the light.
�Quick! Somebody�s coming!� I called to him one night. He was about five feet below ground level, still digging. In the distance, the murky bob of a lantern approached. I smelled burning sulfur and heard sounds of angry footsteps and growling hounds.
�How much longer do I have?� He panted, leaning his shovel against the side of the hole and moping his brow with filthy hands. He was exhausted, but he would never let me dig. Since we couldn�t risk lights anyway, I played lookout.
Well, listen-out.
�Five minutes, at most,� I said. �And they�ve got dogs.�
�Damn it.� He kicked the ground, a staunch thump indicating he reached wood. �It would have been a good one. Solid mahogany.�
I explored the mossy gravestone with my fingertips. Far too faded for the normal eye to see, I could still read it. �A Baroness!� I exclaimed. �Aw, Rawthorne, we have to get it! That�d be meat enough for weeks! We could even buy a night at the tavern! I�m sure a few pearls would win that pretty Shelley girl.� I winked at him. Most would flee from a wink from me, with the scars like tree roots sprouting from my brow, but Rawthorne managed a weak smile.
�What would you suggest, little sister?�
�Let�s see� Dirty Martini?�
�You know I don�t like��
�Come on, Rawthorne, please! I never get to do anything! If I�m not scared of bones and bits, whose fault is that anyway?�
He winced. Though guilt heated my skin I held my gaze. I knew he only did this sort of thing to take care of me. He couldn�t show his face and get a real job, not with the dastardly Spiders after us. But it�d been weeks since I�d seen daylight, let alone another living humanoid. I was itching for some fun.
�All right,� he said. �But if things go sour, I want you to meet me by Angler�s Cave, I��
�Yes, yes, I understand, Thorny,� I told him, but I was already in the hole and scratching the last lawyer of dirt off the coffin. It was indeed mahogany with solid brass locks, which Rawthorne had to pop off with the sharp end of the shovel. It took him four tries. His hands shook worse than ever.
Once the bindings were removed, the coffin opened easily, and after a brief gust of stench that to me meant windfall, I leapt inside.
I immediately knew Rawthorne was right. This was a good one. As I sifted through the dusty bones, tossing the tiny ones aside and gathering the large ones in my lap, bits of gold and jewelry pattered away like raindrops in the moonlight. I seized an intact forearm and waved it cheerfully at him.
�Look Rawthorne, a watch!� That would be worth ten nights with Shelley.
�Good find,� he nodded, extracting the precious instrument and leaving the arm and hand bones to me. In minutes, Rawthorne assembled a small fortune into a cloth sack around his neck and I a sizable pile of bits to work with. He popped his head out of the hole.
�They�re almost upon us. I�d better go,� he said.
�Wait! I�ll need one of your flasks!�
�Alright. But don�t you actually drink any!�
I bit my tongue about his drinking habits. I was getting what I wanted. Don�t push it, Posy. �Thanks!� I said.
�Now, I want no trouble. And remember, Angler�s Cave!� He leaned down, squeezed my shoulder, and vanished into the night.
I had only seconds to prepare.
Making a bowl with my skirt, I gathered the remains of the baroness and scampered up and behind the gravestone. My back pressed against the marble monolith, I assembled my party trick and listened as the others arrived.
�Look, constable!� I heard a man wheeze in a bumpkin lilt. The grounds keeper, assuredly. A dog whined by his heel. �I told you! Ghosts and ghouls! Undead walking in the night!�
�Hush, Igor,� a sterner, arrogant voice growled. �Grave-robbers, I expect. There�s nothing to be afraid of here.�
Stifling a snigger, I swung myself atop the stone and perched there like a fat and knobby toad.
�I wouldn�t be so sure of that, dear fleshwalkers,� I snickered and snorted. I was dressed from head to toe in remains, tied haphazardly to my cloak. I found the looser they were bound, the more they clicked and clattered. I continued, smacking my lips: �Those whose dry bones touch the air envy�� smack�� wet meat.�
The grounds keeper turned the shade of used candle wax. �Undead!� He squealed. �The spirits protect me!� The dog attempted a growl, sputtering into a whine at my gleeful smile. The constable took a visible step back, but his wide eyes never left me.
�Who are you?� he demanded, his voice impressively steady.
�Gentlemen, please!� I purred, planting my backside on the stone and bouncing my crisscrossed legs in the manner of a fancy lady smoking a lazy cigarette. Speaking of ladies, my Lady Baroness began to slide off my face, so I pushed her skull back up the way one might straighten spectacles. �It�s been so long since I�ve seen such� full-bodied men.� With a hungry look I eyed the potato sack spilling over the ground keeper�s belt and the wrinkled turkey�s neck pinched by the constable�s collar.
At least the dog looked all right.
�Generally,� I continued, �one has a drink with a lady before asking such impertinent questions.� I fished a grime-specked glass, also a coffin find, from my cloak and twirled its thin stem between my fingers. Lucky it was so dark and my hands so dirty. The forearm stayed mounted on mine, but I hadn�t had time to make it dexterous.
With the opposite, undecorated hand, I upended Rawthorne�s flask over the glass. Thick, gelatinous red wine splattered up to the brim. It was the cheapest stuff, the bottom of the barrel, and I loved Rawthorne dearly for drinking something so redolent of blood.
�I command you: answer me! Who are you?� The constable shouted. Your aggression reveals your fear, my dear, I sniggered quietly to myself.
�Why, the Lady Baroness of course, up for a nightcap in this midnight hour.�
I sprung from the gravestone and landed before them with a clicking and a clacking of bones. The grounds keeper dropped his leash and the poor mutt sprinted into the darkness, tail between his legs. Unabashed, I bent down to the ground and sifted through the pile of soil Rawthorne left behind.
�Ah yes!� I said, my hand closing on something unseen. �Just what I needed!� With a flourish, I yanked an enormous earthworm from the ground. It was perfect: pink as a baby�s forearm and nearly as fat. With a satisfying kerplop I dropped the creature into my brew. Half its body hung out the glass and wriggled in distaste at the biting alcohol. Poor thing. I�d have to apologize to it later.
I bowed to the constable, bowed to the grounds keeper, and took a sip. The grounds keeper gurgled an inconsolable shriek, vomited into the grass, and fled. I glared coldly after him. He obviously never knew hunger. Earthworms aren�t so bad.
�Now that we�re alone,� I said, approaching the constable. At this point I was close enough for him to see through the eye sockets of the skull to my actual face. My mottled flesh and milky eyes disturbed him even more. Blindness scares people, I�ve learned, because it�s an ally of the dark. When they are blind, I can see. What earthly tremors can I sense that, to them, are invisible?
�What do you want?� he whispered.
�No, kind constable. It�s what you want. I can see straight through into your loins and your heart. I know you want� me!� I flew at him, lips puckered beneath a rotting jawbone, the stench of death heavy and thick. I was only about as tall as his chest, so when we connected in my loving embrace all he could look down on was the Baroness� moon-white skull, complete with several tufts of hair and a few clinging bits of flesh.
He tried to twist away, and my wine sloshed out the glass and down his chest. His mouth opened in a silent scream and he took off into the night, dropping his lantern, his light vanishing in a hiss. A hundred yards away I heard him gasp in pain as he collided with a headstone and limped onward.
I hit the ground laughing. What can I do? Have fun or go mad.
With all the time in the world, I picked for remnants through the grave before reassembling the Baroness. With a silent thanks, I kissed my fingertips, placed them on the lady�s forehead, and strolled towards the gates.
I hadn�t known there was a cleric in town.
Rawthorne and I knew better than to stray too close to the cities. The country�s biggest baddies were men like the constable, inflated by nothing but hot air. If I had known that any city-kitty was nearby, let alone Lord Bram, I�d never have dared my tricks.
That chicken-shit constable had gone and fetched him.
I noticed them before they saw me, but even then it was too late. The night does not hide one from Lord Bram. He cupped his hands together, bent his head in prayer, and with a roar, a searing light exploded outward from his palms. His power, a second sun, ascended above the graveyard, murdering all darkness but those pitiful remnants which clung like frightened children to the backsides of the stones.
I squirmed like a rat nailed to a board. The cleric muttered another spell: invisible chains sprung into being and coiled themselves around my body. I toppled to the earth, and, blinded, could only hear the Lord�s approach. The rich swishing of a cloak. The measured breathing of an old but disciplined man. The sound as small things crumbled beneath his iron step. Yes, that was Lord Bram, I was sure of it.
�This is no undead ghoul haunting your graveyard,� he growled to the constable, who was several feet behind him. �Just a monster of the flesh.�
�How can you be sure, my lord? She was drinking� terrible things��
�Typical of her class, I assure you.�
He bent and forced my chin upward with a fist. Please don�t recognize me, I thought, over and over. The disdain in his touch burned.
The constable blanched. �Her face� what�s happened to it?�
�Terrible scarring. Some curse, I�d imagine. Let me examine�� argh!�
He leaped back as my teeth snapped inches from his fingertips.
�Scum of the night!� He swore, swinging an iron-clod boot into my ribs. My cloudy vision boiled red and I bit back a cry for Rawthorne. So far, Bram hadn�t seemed to recognize my face, but if I uttered my brother�s name��
�I think I preferred the skull,� the constable wheezed. �What shall we do with her, my lord?�
�A public trial. Grave-robbing, necrophilia, who knows? We�ll see if this dark creature�s as brave before the many blazing eyes of justice. Bind her. That spell is not permanent.�
�Yes, my lord.�
* * *
Dawn was just peaking pallid creepers over the horizon by the time we reached the town square. My anger faded, replaced by fear. I did not like being out in daylight. I felt naked and exposed. Rawthorne wouldn�t know to look for me in the sun.
Bram attempted to question me several times throughout the journey, but I answered only with growls. �Fine,� he relented. �We�ll save it for the trial.�
I didn�t know what to expect from a country trial. When my world had been bright and full of the Temple�s colors, arguments and prisoners were brought privately before my father and the court to be weighed and studied and voted on. What did this �public� mean then?
I soon found out.
In the center of the town square lay a large wooden wheel, sunken into a stone platform and pierced by an iron axle. Atop the wheel a moldering pillory crouched. The two men dragged me to it and unlocked the pillory. They had to unbind me in order to stuff my face and hands inside. As soon as the ropes fell away, I kicked and bit and flailed, but I was no match for two full grown males.
The constable clutched a bleeding hand.
�See the apothecary for that when this is over,� drolled Lord Bram.
I was helpless.
The cleric vaulted from the wheel and instructed the constable to strike the Courthouse�s gong along the perimeter of the square. Soon an evil clangor rebounded through the morning air like a murder of crows disturbed.
Fucking noise, I thought. At night it�s so much quieter.
Lord Bram cried out to the sleeping houses: �People of Polidor! A great evil crept its way into your village last night, pillaging the peaceful resting of your dead and feeding on their bones! If not for your brave constable and I, she might still be lurking among the graves. Awaken, for this evil must face justice!�
Despite the immaturity of the hour, a crowd of people soon emerged from their houses to answer the cleric�s call. Women and small children saw me and shrieked, while men brandished petty weapons from safe distances. Several of them approached the constable to shake his hand and congratulate him on his courage. I tried spitting in the man�s hair, but he was too far away and it is apparently quite hard to expectorate with your neck pinned down. Instead, I dribbled. The crowd hooted in disgust.
�Monster!� roared Lord Bram. �You stand accused of trespassing, grave-robbing, and necrophilia! With what dark name has the devil christened you?�
�Eat shit,� I snarled, and the crowd seethed.
With terrifying calmness the cleric seized one of the spokes of the wheel and spun. The world blotted into gray. People might think that spinning is less dizzying for the blind, but it�s not. We are so in tune with the position of our bodies that such violence of motion is an agony. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming.
Finally, I slowed to a stop.
�What is your name?� The cleric growled.
I coughed out blood from an injured tongue and said, �They call me Lord Bram�s Backside, for I am the wretchedest of them all.�
The impact of his hand upon my cheek rocketed through my skull and silenced the crowd. He spun me again, faster. Gorge rose, and I wrestled it back. The crowd hurled refuse at me: rotten vegetables, spoiled meat, cow dung. Do they keep a stockpile just for these sorts of occasions? A fetid apple exploded against my ear, and half of my world vanished. Please, I can deal with cloudy vision. Don�t let me go deaf, too.
Lord Bram yanked the wheel three more times before letting it subside. In the silence I said, �Posy.�
�Posy�� If the name meant anything to him, it did not register. He addressed the crowd: �Posy, daughter of thieves, was witnessed by two men of this town violating and robbing the grave of our esteemed Baroness Marellia. I myself saw her attempting to flee the scene.� He stepped from the platform and pulled a man from the crowd. �Watchmen of the graveyard! Share with the public what you saw!�
�O� course, my lord. I was mindin� the graveyard, watching and a smokin�, almost done with me shift, when I heard noises coming from the far distance, bout where the Baroness be resting.�
�What sorts of noises?� A voice called from the crowd.
�Oh, you know. Diggin. Talkin.�
�Talking?� Sliced in the cleric. �Did you see anyone else?�
�I don�t rightly know, my lord. I figured she was a-talking to the dead!�
Lord Bram peered at me. �An uncommon talent, to be sure.� For the first time, I did not meet his gaze. �Continue.�
�Right-o, sir. So I was a little frightened, and went to rouse the constable for help��
A stumbling, animated story of the night followed, punctuated by gasps and hisses from the crowd. Then, the constable rose to speak. When he recounted how I threw myself upon him, �all full of lusting and blood thirst!� I had to force myself not to grin. It�s amazing, how easy it is to scare a man.
But then Lord Bram took the platform. �Posy Gravewalker, how do you plead in the face of the crimes?�
I did not answer.
Boom! Pain exploded on both sides of my head as he struck my ears with the heels of his hands. Warm blood trickled down my chin. For several long seconds I was deaf and blind, then:
��witnessed grave-robbing, defamation of corpses, and trickery. Do you deny it?�
�I robbed a grave, so what?� I cried out. The crowd hushed at the change in my voice. For the first time, I sounded like what I was. A frightened and bleeding little girl. I craned my neck and tried to look people in the eye. �Is that really so bad? The Baroness wasn�t using those treasures. Corpses are wealthy while the living starve!�
�And harvesting her bones to dance on her grave?�
�I� it was just� a joke��
The cleric reeled. Teeth bared in a terrible grimace, he seized the spoke of the wheel and with all his strength whirled it. Blood flew and speckled the crowd. My swimming mind began to drown.
�Please,� I whimpered. �Please, somebody, help me��
But the crowd erupted into a mob. They hurled burning things. Bits of my cloak caught and sizzled away. They jeered:
�Freak!�
�Monster!�
�Scarface!�
�Vermin!�
And then I saw him.
Rawthorne, standing mere feet away, sallow and still as the crowd seethed. His eyes met mine. He took a drink from his flask and turned away.
�No!� I screamed. �Please, wait! Help me! I�m sorry!� I entreated the cleric: �Lord Bram! I�m sorry! We were just really hungry, that�s all! We needed some money for food and��
�We?� He stopped the wheel mid-spin. My head cracked against the pillory. �Are there others?�
�No! I meant I! There�s nobody else.� I searched frantically through the crowd, but Rawthorne disappeared.
�Hmm.� He circled me. �She has confessed to her guilt, and now it seems she is concealing others! She must face the public�s justice! People of Polidor, how shall she be punished?�
A torrent of hate. Howls of death and torture. �Bury her alive!� some called. �Cut her flesh and reveal her bones!� roared others. Why do they hate me so? They do not treat normal thieves like this.
Then the constable cried: �Let�s see if she�s better looking from the back.�
The cleric grinned. �I do not usually condone such things, but I consent to Polidorian justice.� He took a prayerful bow, snatched the bottom of my tattered cloak, whipped it up and over my head, and with disdain jaunted away.
The crowd stormed the platform. What little undergarments I had were torn shredded, and then I felt the hands.
Wet hands, slick hands, calloused hands. Hands like eels slithering up my skin. Hands like raw meat creeping and pinching and leaving trails of slime where they�ve touched. Hands so much worse than the bones of the dead. They slunk their way upward and I felt them push �
Screaming. Screaming begging pleading sobbing make them stop make them stop make them stopstopstopSTOP!
Purple light erupted, blotted out the sun. The hands skittered away like cold leaves. I tried to sense what was happening, but tears blurred my little vision and blood clogged my ringing ears. I made out muffled shrieks and the sounds of confusion. Somewhere a terrified horse reared and galloped away. I tried to turn in the pillory, but my body was weak and wracked with pain. My fear seemed to have vanished, replaced by a surging, primal current not unlike standing on a mountaintop during a terrible storm.� What was going on?
Cold hands gripped my shoulder.
�Posy! Posy! Calm down!� I heard a voice say. �I have to get you out of here!�
�Thorny?� Hot relief flooded through me like booze on a winter night. �Rawthorne, you came back for me! I thought you�d left��
�Shut up and stop moving! I have to get this fucking lock��
Click.
The top of the pillory fell away and I toppled into Rawthorne�s arms, muttering a constant stream of thanks. My senses began to clear as I regained my footing.
It was pandemonium. The townsfolk fled in every direction, attempting to clear the town square. The constable and some other armed men moved in the direction of the graveyard, brandishing weapons. There was something there, at the edge of my vision�
�Posy! Now!� He cracked me hard in the face, and the last of the fuzziness vanished. He leapt from the platform and offered his hand.
�Wait a minute,� I murmured. �Where�s Lord Bram?�
�I never thought I�d see you again, Rawthorne, son of Sigorna,� his voice said from close by. Rawthorne�s eyes darted wildly, but could not find the source. The cleric had become invisible.
�Nor you, Posy. It seems you have inherited your family�s powers. Tell me, was I the lucky one who shredded your face the night we killed them, or did one of my friends have the honor?� He was circling us, trying to toy with us.
But I do not fear the invisible.
Swift and accurate, I lashed out behind me and struck the lurking cleric. He stumbled, surprised, and I seized his little torture wheel and spun, causing him to lose his footing and tumble down to the ground.
�Run!� I cried. Rawthorne grabbed my hand and we sprinted out of the village and into the woodland. Into that safe, enveloping darkness.
* * *
I did not look back as I ran, but instead kept my eyes firmly navigating the dense foliage and underbrush. Several times I stumbled to the ground with a groan, but Rawthorne was always there to seize me by the wrist or hair and hurl me onward.
�Is he following us?� I managed to gasp.
�I don�t think so.�
�Where are we going?�
�Angler�s Cave.�
We were both fond of Angler�s Cave, and camped many a night there. Isolated and generally feared by the public, it seemed like a good hiding place for two such hated personages as ourselves. When we arrived, crouched over and panting before its gaping maw, I already began to feel its comfort.
So when a fist flew from the shadows, striking me in the jaw, I was taken entirely by surprise.
�Rawthorne! What the fuck?� I winced as I hit the ground. My backside hurt. Everything hurt.
�You stupid bitch!� he stammered, swinging his leather boot at me. I dodged most of it, but the blow still skid of the bruise left by Lord Bram. He dove on top of me in flurry of punches. �How could you do that? We�re dead now, dead! He knows who we are! He knows how to find us!�
�Done what?� I grunted in a pause between fists. �I never said it was us! He didn�t know we were Sigorna until you showed your face��
Boom! Rawthorne had found a large stone and cracked it across my brow.
�No, you cunt, magic! Magic! You had to go conjure up an army, you couldn�t just die like a decent human being and finally let me be free of all this��
He trailed off, and we looked at each other in horror.
I decided to attack the less intimidating aspect of his statement: �What do you mean, conjure an army? I can�t do magic, neither of us can.�
�Apparently not. Something broke inside you when they were hurting you on that platform. Something was unleashed. A great purple light exploded and then��
�What?�
�Undead came. A multitude.�
�Undead?� I remembered that feeling of power, of current coursing through me. Could it possibly be magic?
�That�s why they killed our kin.� Rawthorne was sobbing now. Hot tears trickled from his face onto mine. �Our magic. Unholy, they called it. You can�t use it. They�ll hunt us if you use it.�
�But, Thorny��
�No. I will not allow it. I� I�ll snuff it out of you if I must.�
�Rawthorne, please��
He drew back his hand, clutching the bloodied stone, and struck.
* * *
I slept for nearly three days after that. I would rouse occasionally to hear Rawthorne depositing food beside me, and sometimes dishing water onto my lips. I was sticky with blood. On my face and in my ears. Between my legs. But he would not wash me as he once would have done. �You�re a woman now,� he�d say. �You wash yourself.�
While I slept I dreamed, dark dreams and nightmares about sticky, fish-smelling hands clawing up my thighs, about Lord Bram laughing as clots of hair and skin were torn my scalp and liquid drowned my hearing. The worst one was about Rawthorne, who crawled into the sleeping bag beside me, begged for forgiveness, but then touched me just as bad as the hands.
Finally, my mind pieced itself together. I saw more of the darkly dripping cave than the starkly gripping fingers. During these moments of clarity, I thought. These thoughts raged:
Why do they hate me so? I didn�t want to hurt anybody.
They hate you because they fear you. Look at him. Even Rawthorne fears you.
Why? My face? I know my face is ugly.
Uglyuglyuglyugly
But� I didn�t chose this life. Rawthorne did, and it�s destroying him.
They fear you because you are a reminder.
Of what?
Of death.
I�
You are a creature of the night. A freak. You tread the world in darkness while they cower from you in the light. They flock to men like Bram, who promise amnesty, try to deny death with torch lights and brands. You remind them that such efforts are futile.
It�s Bram they should fear! Not death!
Yes. Death is final. It does not torture or twist or prolong�
They force it away! It�s forced to lurk in graveyards, in hospitals, in battle, in the darkness of the night. Just like me�
Yet it�s life that perverts. It�s life that drives me hungry to the ground like a dog. It�s life which pushes me to fringes, and allows men like Bram inside, stripping me naked for taking what belonged to no one.
I can show them. I have the power.
I can be that reminder.
I can be part of humanity.
I can be death�
Rawthorne entered. �You feeling better?� He asked without caring, tossing a bowl of broth before me.
In an instant, I was on my feet.
�You should take it easy. Don�t want to upset anything, if you know what I mean��
�I don�t want to hide anymore, Rawthorne.�
�Don�t be stupid. They�ll hunt us down like rats.�
�No. I am the huntress now. I am not welcome among humanity? Fine. I will prey upon them. I will teach them the inevitability of death. They should not fear me, but themselves.�
�Posy? You�re talking awfully strange.� There were no rocks within reach, but Rawthorne moved his knife from his pack to his belt during the time I was out. It was sheathed beside his flask, and when he reached for the first he fingered the other. �You�re not thinking of doing magic, are you?�
�You let them hurt me,� I intoned. My power seethed through me. I did not need a knife. �You would have let them rape me, just to save your precious life. Don�t you know you�re going to die anyway, Thorny? Isn�t that what you wanted? To be free?�
�Posy, I��
Like ice cracking in a river�s spring thaw, my magic erupted through me. Purple light fountained from my palm, dashing the knife from Rawthorne�s hand. Together we dove upon it, and though I was small and injured, my despair gave me strength. Little fingers closed around the weapon. I twisted, for my brother was on top of me, and I drove the blade up under his sternum and into his chest. I felt the handle jump four times in my hand as his heart beat its final beats.
�Don�t be afraid of the dark, Rawthorne,� I whispered, kissing his forehead. �Be quiet now. Don�t be afraid.�
His eyes darkened and grew glassy, just like mine, and the deluge of blood from his chest slowed to a trickle.
�Goodnight, my brother. It�s time for us to come into our legacy. For you, the halls of our fathers. For me, all the powers of death.�
I pushed him off me and swaggered to the mouth of the cave, where the darkness swallowed the sun.
�And I know exactly whose light to extinguish.�

PHANTOM SCRY

It took Mr. Henry Hayward�s daughter approximately one week, three hours and sixteen minutes to arrive back on his doorstep after she had died.
He couldn�t see her at first. He remembered peering out into the rain, hands gripping the chipped green paint of the stoop in front of the farmhouse. It was late October, and his breath crystallized in the air.
But Mr. Hayward couldn�t see her.
Still, Layla was always a bright one�a dear soul. She wrapped her phantom knuckles against the stonewall in such a melody, he knew it could be no one but her.
Layla�s ghost, a frightening vision the first moment she materialized in front of him, became an acceptable�and then comforting�sight. When Mr. Hayward returned from work in the evenings, tossing his trench coat aside in the foyer, she would be there to greet him, peeking out from behind the mauve colored curtains in the den.
After supper, he would stretch out his weary legs in front of a roaring fire, coaxed into life by his own careful hand. Layla would appear behind him, casting a tall, thin shadow on the wall behind the familiar silhouette of his worn leather armchair.
She would also show up at night, standing at the foot of his bed, a myriad of incessant whispers leaking from her mouth into the silent room. Layla, she always liked to talk.
During the first year of her deathly occupancy, Mr. Hayward still allowed company to come to their house. He would scramble to stash a bemused Layla into an unused room the moment he heard the doorbell ring. �Quick, in here!� he�d cry, frantically waving his arms at the thick mahogany door of the library.
Layla would always comply, but she did not enjoy being ignored.
Mr. Hayward recalled the day Mrs. Prickett came over, swinging her cane at her side as she marched into the den. Her eyes narrowed as she meticulously searched every nook and cranny she noticed, convinced Layla was sure to appear out of one of them.
At last Mrs. Prickett sighed, sniffed the air with her long, hooked nose and sat across from Mr. Hayward on the velvet green sofa. �It�s still so shocking,� she murmured. Her lips disappeared into a series of wrinkles.
�Absolutely shocking,� he replied tersely. He felt his shoulders haunch in dismay of their own accord. Grief was exhausting.
The elderly woman surveyed him momentarily, taking in his patched trousers, thick woolen vest, and threadbare linen shirt. For the first time since the funeral that morning which felt so long ago, she looked genuinely sympathetic.
�Dear Henry,� Mrs. Prickett tutted, and fussed with her grey skirt. �I imagine you sometimes think she is still here, you most unfortunate man. Who would have ever thought Layla was so unhappy, she would resort to such means?�
To which Henry Hayward opened his mouth to speak, but the two neighbors lost their train of thought when they heard the loud banging of a door on the second floor of the house.
Heavy footsteps charged across the floor above where they sat. Mr. Hayward watched as the brass chandelier shook and tinkled with the movement, dancing six feet above Mrs. Prickett�s salt and pepper colored hair.
Mrs. Prickett turned to look at him, a sharp eyebrow quipped in curiosity.
�I have a new maid,� he said, willing his face to appear open and relaxed. �She is still getting comfortable with her tasks.�
After the neighbor�s visit, Henry never let another person into the house. More than anything, he feared what would happen to his daughter should she ever be exposed.
No, Henry wanted his thirteen year old daughter to have a tranquil, thought-provoking afterlife, filled with sunny afternoons and Jane Eyre. Her ghost self would shape to be what her living self had been destined for�an intelligent young woman comprised of charisma and wit.
And ordinary life, as it were, resumed.
They lived in harmony, father and daughter. A year passed, and the sight of her transparent skin became less and less shocking to him. Beyond her milky white pupils, and bloodless skin, Henry saw his daughter, and came to love her all over again.
For one beautiful year nothing changed.
But all bouts of peace eventually come to an end. And Henry�s did on an extremely windy night in early November. He stood by the door in the kitchen, gazing into the night outside. Through the square panel of glass, he could see the curve of the dirt road, disappearing into the dark. Down his porch steps was a small apple tree, clinging to its roots against the harsh wind. Behind it stood the barn. He heard its wooden planks groaning as another gust rushed through them. Henry studied its faded red paint, and resigned to give it another coat the following spring.
That�s when he heard the crying.
It was quiet at first�like a distant echo ricocheting off a canyon. The cries were steady, and urgent, carried on the wind from the barn.
It was only at that moment Henry realized Layla had been absent for some time in the house. With a sigh, he adjusted the thick woolen sweater on his shoulders and hustled out into the chill. The cries grew louder as he approached the barn, the crunch of gravel providing a rhythm under his feet.
Henry pulled at the wide door with both hands, grunting as it rolled on its track to the right. The barn was dark, save for the slivers of moonlight that streamed in between the gaps in the wooden slats.
The scent of hay overwhelmed his nostrils as he took a step into the barn, letting his eyes adjust to the shadows. Everything appeared as usual. The hay was stacked by the bushel in the far right corner. A wheelbarrow and wood working table were to his immediate right. Tools of various shapes and sizes were stacked and hung on metal hooks on the left hand side.
And somewhere was Henry�s dead daughter, sobbing like an ordinary thirteen year old girl was prone to do.
He followed the sound until he saw her, stretched out between two wood piles, cradling her head in her arms as she shook.
�Layla, what�s the matter?� Henry asked softly, bending with his palm out as if to stroke her hair.
But she was too quick. She pushed herself up from the ground, and was back on her feet within seconds. She stared at him with a mixture of concern and uncertainty. For the first time, Henry noticed the cream-colored lace gown he buried his daughter in made Layla appear much younger than she was.
Layla paced across the dirt floor, the end of her dress twirling as she moved.
�I� I don�t know,� she whispered. �This morning I went down by the pond near the basil field. I was just sitting there, dipping my feet into the water, when it felt like I wasn�t in control of my mind.� She shrugged helplessly as she walked.
�Whatever do you mean?� Henry asked. He adjusted his thick sweater around himself once more against the biting chill.
Finally, Layla stopped pacing and turned to face her father. Her mouth, usually spread wide in a full-fledged grin drooped in the corners. Her blonde hair lay limp against her shoulders. Her pupils turned white in death, but he could still recall their former color�the same color the leaves in the apple orchard turned when spring was in full bloom.
�I don�t know, Daddy. It�s almost as if� as if I�m starting to remember moments from the day I died,� she said.
Tears formed in Henry�s eyes as they looked at each other. Flashes of that day floated to the front of his mind� how the breeze made the previous crop of wheat stalks shimmy under the cloud-less blue sky. The soft cawing of a crow perched on the wooden fence that ran behind the barn. The lilting giggles of Layla, emanating from the lush, rolling fields in the near distance.
�It�s wretched enough that you experienced it once, my dear,� Henry said, trying to be tender. �Surely you don�t want to experience it again?�
Layla sighed, and dug at the dirt floor with her left big toe. �I just think I have the right to know,� she murmured quietly. Wayward strands of her light blonde hair fell forward as she stared at her feet.
Henry opened his mouth and then closed it again, unsure of what to say. All of his life he had been the type of person who scorned the tenets of most pseudo sciences. Apparitions, astrology, telepathy� it was all rubbish in the man�s eyes. He never allowed Layla to read about haunted places growing up�not because he was afraid she would be scared, but because he refused to let her believe in something that was not born of science, born of logic. Even God had no place at Mr. Hayward�s table.
And then Layla appeared on his doorstep, fresh from the grave she had been buried in. Nothing seemed logical to Henry after that.
Still, he readily gave up on his paradigms if it meant having his daughter return to him�if not alive then close enough. The two fell into their habitual way of interacting. Layla would sit across from her father in their metal fishing boat as he attempted to catch a trout. She would help him tend to the chickens and the cows, who lived in wooden pens beside the barn. They even took turns reading the poetry of Walt Whitman aloud, lounging about on the rug in front of the fireplace.
On one such night, Layla admitted she could not recall what happened to her.
�It felt almost as if my life had been a dream and all of the images and textures of it dissolved the moment I first opened my eyes,� she told him.
She picked at the thick threads of the rug beneath her, and looked at her father with moist eyes. �Would you tell me what happened, Daddy?� she asked.
Henry sighed as he looked at his daughter�s iridescent white pupils, staring at him from her otherwise familiar face. The fire crackled beside them.
�It was an accident, sweetheart,� Henry said, not meeting her gaze as he fidgeted with the book in his hands. �One minute you were there, and the next� you were gone. You may wish to know what happened that day, but it was excruciatingly painful for me. I�d readily give up the memory of it if I could.�
Chastised for her morbid curiosity, Layla bit her lip and nodded in silence. Of course that had had been unbearable for her father. It was wretched of her to even ask. Somehow, she found her way back to him, to home and that was all she could have ever asked for.
Within mere moments, she accepted the fact that she would never know what caused her death and not mentioned it since that night, until now in the darkness of the barn. But the second those memories were within reach�
Henry smiled at his daughter as she finally stopped fidgeting in the barn. What transpired a year ago felt like five. She had been so content with his explanation then. He looked at the way her pale, square jaw was set, and he knew he had not heard the end of it.
In the days that followed, Henry saw very little of his daughter. She wandered without purpose through the acreage of the farm, trailing her small, pale hands along the rows of leeks, lettuce, and chard. Whenever she would wander back into the farmhouse, he would ask her what she was doing.
�Thinking,� she�d reply. And she would say nothing more.
The truth was she was trying to recreate the fleeting moments when fragments of her death bombarded her brain. It wasn�t a glimpse into her demise that she saw. It had been her bare feet, trekking over a shallow hill at the far west corner of their farm. The slightly ticklish sensation of grass blades grazed against the bottoms of her feet.
Layla wasn�t quite sure how she knew that what she envisioned had been the last day of her life. It was a gnawing sensation in the pit of her stomach telling her it was so.
Her thoughts never wavered from that mysterious day as she wandered through her father�s land. What had she been doing? Where had she been going? The feet she had seen were undoubtedly hers, and yet their objectives and motives were as foreign to her as if she experienced a vision of a complete and utter stranger.
It was that nagging question that kept her outside, without purpose and without direction. Layla sighed and scanned the horizon. She spotted her father standing on their back porch, a hand at his brow to keep the sun from his eyes. She didn�t have to see his facial expression to know he harbored a look of concern as he peered out at her.
She would not tell him what she was trying to do. She had the right to know what ended her short life, but she also knew she had no right to ask her father to re-live that horrific day. She was his daughter. She was all he had.
Henry Hayward had always been a no-nonsense sort of fellow, and that became more and more apparent to Layla as she became a teenager. Anything that did not fall under the scientific method was considered new age in his eyes�a term synonymous with rubbish in his own humble opinion. However, everything they had thought was true, everything that made up the confines of their reality was shattered the moment she showed up, as a ghost or something much more, on the front porch.
And if ghosts were real, what else could be?
Layla walked until she found herself down by the edge of the pond. It had rained on and off the previous day, and the cold ground was still soggy as a result. Slowly, she sunk down onto the ground, heedless of the stains that would inevitably soak into her dress.
She stared at the dark water, watching it ripple in the mild wind. As she stared, the surface of the water ebbed into a peculiar pattern, until she found herself peering not at the water, but at a mouth.
It was thin lipped but smiling kindly at her. The lips were smooth and of a healthy pink colored hue. The skin around it was void of wrinkles, indicating someone who was young.
Layla leaned as far as she dared over the water�s edge, staring at the mouth. The moment it appeared she knew two very important things: one, that she had seen that mouth smile just like that on the day she died, and two, that smile meant a great deal to her at the time.
The young dead woman shivered at the thought, and the darkened water slowly took over once more, erasing all evidence of what she had seen. Hadn�t she been down near the pond the first time she was able to retrieve her last recollections of being alive?
Did water somehow have the properties necessary to channel and reveal these memories?
Years ago, away from the disapproving eyes of her father, Layla encountered a most peculiar term in a book she had been reading. Scry. She remembered laying on the floor of her father�s study, staring at that word, a frown etched on her face. She wasn�t sure what it meant, but she liked the way the word looked on the page. She liked the way the word sounded as it rolled off her tongue.
Carefully, she had flipped to the back of the book, hoping the author provided some kind of index, or glossary of terms. Her green eyes raked the pages until at last she found a definition:
Scry�� verb; The practice of looking into a suitable medium in the hope of detecting significant messages or visions.
The young girl blinked and re-read the definition twice more. She pictured a woman, shrouded in scarves and medallions who claimed she could see anybody�s future in the facets of a crystal ball� for a small fee.
With a noise of displeasure, Layla had placed the book back onto the mahogany bookcase, as far back as she could reach on her tiptoes. It was nothing short of the �new age mumbo jumbo� her father frequently raved about over the dinner table. It held no weight.
Layla found herself laughing despite herself as she dipped a wayward finger into the icy surface of the pond water, remembering that moment so clearly.
Ghosts were real. And she had just successfully scryed.
For five days, Layla took to sitting by the water�s edge, staring into the ripples. Had she been alive, her eyes would have stung and her head would have ached with the effort.
She powered every ounce of her desire, every ounce of her willpower into the cool, crisp water. She needed to know. She had a right to know.
Layla gasped in pleasure as the water changed color on the sixth day, growing as light as the sky above her had been.
In the water she saw a house�a house not a mile from her own. On the porch stood a young man. He shook his wavy brown hair out of his eyes and smiled at his surroundings. He bore the same lips; the same delicious smile she had seen before in the water�s depths.
The vision shifted, and suddenly she saw herself, clad in a lilac colored dress standing not ten feet from the handsome young man. Judging by the angle of the dirt road, Layla realized they stood about halfway between their houses. She could easily connect the pieces�running into each other as each wandered the surrounding fields and forest, doing their best to keep boredom at bay. Their meeting had been by chance, and yet she knew it had been destiny. With a smile, the boy bowed before her, and she found herself smiling coyly at him in response.
Layla�s eyes grew wet once more as she saw herself and the boy together in a series of quick, successive flashes. They climbed trees together once. They played in a creek until both of them were covered in a thick brown mud. She saw them eating sandwiches by the very pond she sat at now, throwing bits of bread to a trio of baby ducks, paddling within the water.
�Jack,� Layla whispered. His name had been Jack.
The vision evolved until she saw herself sitting at the dinner table, watching her father with an anxious expression. He was gesturing wildly in the air, and fervently shaking his head. She sensed the anger that sat within the ventricles of his heart.
His daughter had no business hanging around with local farm boys.
His daughter had no business compromising the values he spent his life trying to instill within her.
She saw herself open her arms wide, palms up in supplication. She didn�t need to hear the words to know she defended her honor, her innocence to her father that night. She was not the type of daughter who would readily forget her morals in a moment of temporary lust. She saw her relationship with Jack as a means of cultivating a proper marriage, when both became of age.
She had loved him. She had loved him with every fiber of her being. And for someone like Layla that meant she would wait until the end of the world before she did something that would somehow sully the beautiful simplicity and thoroughness of her affection.
The scene changed, and she saw her father, standing alone in their kitchen. He leaned over the kitchen sink, watching her as she twirled by herself between the growing leeks. Layla watched her father�s eyes narrow in anger and suspicion when Jack appeared beside her in the vision. With a grin, he held his hand out to her, keeping her steady as she laughed and twirled in circles around him.
With a sickening lurch, the scene changed once more. Layla saw herself sitting Indian style on the grass. The cotton skirt of her dark blue dress was draped over her knees, so Jack would not see her legs.
She could tell by the strangely bent branches of the oak tree behind him that they were on her father�s property, where the grassy field met small but dense woodlands. They were nearly a mile from the farmhouse. Layla looked through blurred eyes at herself and knew the spot had been selected because it was very unlikely her father would find her there.
With a smile that was equal parts anxious and excited, Jack reached out to take Layla�s hand in his. She flinched, feeling the soft heat of his skin emanating from the surface of the pond. She had never wanted anything so badly in her life than to reach out and feel that heat upon her cold dead skin. She marveled at the way her mind could have forgotten what had once been the most precious thing in the entire world to her while she had been alive.
Layla, in the vision, clutched at Jack�s hand in return, and smiled. His dark brown eyes gleamed with happiness as he shook his hair out of his eyes and grinned back. She could have written a thousand poems about that single moment in time.
Jack took a deep breath and brought his free hand up to stroke Layla�s peach colored cheek. She tilted into that touch, closing her eyes with pleasure. When she opened her eyes again, Jack was leaning towards her. His tongue darted out to lick his lips before he slowly brought them down upon her own.
�Oh,� Layla murmured, watching herself lean into that kiss with an intensity that felt foreign in a way. She watched the way Jack�s lips seemed to fit hers as if they were puzzle pieces. It had been those lips that she should have been kissing for the rest of her life.
Slowly, Jack pulled away, but Layla�s arms snaked out of their own volition, drawing him back again. He grinned into her mouth and returned her kiss.
It had, naturally, been at that very moment when Layla�s father crested a hill and saw his daughter giving into the lust he so greatly feared�the thing he had been so certain would happen the moment he laid eyes on the young farm boy.
Jack saw him first. His eyes grew wide and terrified as he tore his mouth away from Layla�s. She protested the loss of his touch until she saw the fear etched into his eyes. With great trepidation, she craned to look behind her.
Henry stood there silently. His ruddy cheeks flushed red. His nostrils flared out as his eyes darted between his daughter and Jack.
With jerky movements, Jack scrambled to his feet. With an apologetic look towards Layla, he turned and fled into the surrounding trees. He didn�t have the heart to stand there and endure the wrath of Layla�s father. He had not yet grown into the type of young man to face his fears with grace.
Layla stood up on shaky legs and turned to face her father. With two long strides he stood before her, yelling. Spit formed at the corners of his mouth. She saw the veins in his forehead pulsate underneath the skin.
In a blur, Layla wound her hand back and struck her palm across her father�s face. He craned his neck with the momentum of her blow, but his feet remained where they were. Her slap had been weak, and unplanned. He didn�t even have a mark on his face to show for it.
Layla watched her father�s face warp into a snarl of sheer rage. With both hands, he lashed out, shoving his daughter away from him with surprising force. She watched herself stumble backwards, until she saw nothing but sky above her as her body careened toward the ground. As her body succumbed to gravity, the back of her head whacked against a tree stump�the very spot she had liked to sit at and read when she was quite little.
Layla watched in horror as her living self crashed into that stump. Its edge struck against the base of her skull, and her head bent back with the impact. The dull edge of the tree stump snapped her spinal cord with one swift movement. By the time her body lay still, she was already dead.
Her green eyes were open, and faced the sky.
When the water clouded over, and the pond returned to normal, Layla gasped for air she no longer actually needed. Had she needed to eat to sustain herself, the contents of her lunch would have been evacuated onto the grass around her. She pictured her dead, open eyes over and over again as anger seeped into her body.
Her father�the man she cherished above all others�killed her. He robbed her of a thousand more kisses, of love, and happiness and countless afternoons spent anticipating the next chapter of her life.
He deprived her of a million heartbeats.
Layla blinked and found herself standing in front of the large wooden door of the faded red barn. She hadn�t been conscious of the fact she walked there.
But the moment she stood in front of that large, red building, she knew why she was there.
With gritted teeth, Layla used both hands to pull the large door along its metal track. The sweet smell of hay came up to meet her nostrils as she walked into the barn and made for the left hand side wall.
Placed in thick metal holders were her father�s various tools. Her hand reached out and stroked the cool, brown handle of a hatchet, dangling from a hook on the wall. Slowly, she unhooked it from the wall, and felt the weight of the weapon in her hand. It was light enough where she could carry it in one hand with relative ease.
Layla turned and made her way across the sloping green lawn. She saw her father crouched in the dirt of the lettuce patch, examining one of the plants. She gripped the handle of the hatchet and drew the weapon up behind her back.
With a steady stride, she made her way across the fields, her milky white eyes never wavering from where her father was. When she was ten feet away she began to run.
She channeled all of her fury first into her legs, and then into her arms as she swung the hatchet back behind her. Henry turned to see what the commotion was. With a deep-throated growl, Layla swung her right arm wide, and the hatchet cut its way through many layers of skin and tissue into her father�s chest, jarring her body from the force.
Her chest heaved as they stood staring at each other and she released the handle. Her pale face was fixed in a scowl. Henry�s eyes were wide with shock.
�Layla,� he whispered. He bent his head to look at the hatchet jutting out from his chest and into the space between them. Red soaked through his thick woolen sweater, dying it the color of his blood as his life drained away.
When Henry continued to stare at the weapon, Layla�s anger fizzled out, as if it had been a match dropped in a goblet of water. Maybe it was the way her father�s hands shook from the trauma. Maybe it was the way he looked at her without an ounce of malice in his eyes.
With a soft groan, Henry slowly inched towards the ground. Layla followed suit, and found herself adjust his head until it rested in her lap.
�I� I�� her father whispered. All the color drained from his face.
�Ssshh,� Layla found herself saying. �Ssshhh, it�s okay� it�s all going to be okay.�
Henry�s mouth gaped open then closed again, as though he were a fish out of water. He stared up into the white pupils of his daughter and knew she discovered the truth without his needing to ask.
�I�m� I�m sorry,� Henry gasped out. His legs grew numb. His breath came out ragged and shallow, as blood pooled and poured into his lungs.
Layla stroked her father�s hair as she smiled down at him. �It�s all okay now, don�t you see? It�s all going to be okay,� she murmured.
She continued to stroke Henry�s hair as his life�s blood seeped deeper into his clothes. Layla held her father�s body firm as he twitched in place.
Nature continued on its natural cycle as Layla held her father while he died. A silky black crow cawed as it glided in circles overhead. Cumulus clouds morphed and drifted from one corner of the sky to the other as she sat there, kindly shushing her father every time he tried to speak.
�It�s alright now,� she whispered into his ear. �You took my life and now I have taken yours. Everything is going to be okay now, Daddy.�
Henry stared up at his daughter and slowly nodded his head. Tears gathered and spilled over his pale white cheeks, and Layla took the pad of her thumb and gently brushed them away.
She wasn�t sure how long they remained like that. Even after Henry�s body grew lifeless, she continued to hold him and rock him in place, until the sun dipped low on the horizon.
It took Henry Hayward approximately one week, five hours and forty-seven minutes to arrive back on his doorstep after he had died.

TEMPTRESS

�Why are you looking at me like that?� I muttered.
�I wasn�t aware I was looking at you any particular way,� Victorio replied calmly.
�Yeah, you are. You�re studying me� analyzing me� giving me that Victorio Santana once-over scrutiny. You�re wondering�� is Leo in his right mind or not?�
�Not true. I think what you see on my face is concern for an old friend. I�m not judging. I�m only listening. Although, it might help if you kept your voice down.� He glanced towards the open doorway, worried probably about upsetting me too much and bringing my doc in to yell at him.
�Why? You afraid somebody might overhear us?� I voiced even louder, glaring at the nurse with her patronizing smile as she reached for my barely eaten tray of food. She whisked past us.
Victorio stroked his graying goatee while he waited for the nurse to close the door. His dark hair was shaved on the sides, with a Mohawk on top and a ponytail falling below his shoulders. He pulled off his buckskin leather jacket with a let�s get down to business attitude and laid it across one of the chairs. He grabbed another chair and pulled it up close to my bedside. He leaned forward, his dark brown eyes more troubled than when he first walked into my private hospital room.
He squeezed his hands together. �Okay, Leonard Goldfarb, talk to me. Maybe I didn�t hear you right the first time. Tell me again what you think you saw.�
�First of all, I didn�t think it. I saw it!� I yelled, hands gripping the sheet painfully.
�Okay, okay, man� chill. I�m trying to absorb this. Remember, I just got here. And the first words out of your mouth were kinda out there.�
�As in�� kinda crazy?�
�I never said that.�
I got tightlipped and stared at the muted football game on the TV screen. I didn�t know who was playing and I didn�t really give a shit, which is not my MO. I�m that dude who arrives at the game plastered with everything Seattle Firebirds�� caps, gloves, pullover hoodie sweatshirt, pom knit hat, watch, pants, whatever displays the team�s emblem.
Victorio rubbed the bridge of his nose. After considerable thought he said, �I can�t imagine the kind of stress you�ve been going through. I� look� you completely disappeared for nearly two weeks. We damn near filed a missing persons report on you because no one heard a word from you.�
He waited for me to respond, but I only shrugged my shoulders.
�Look man, are you getting what I�m saying? We were worried and freaked out, okay? Then you finally call to tell me you�re laid up in some hospital in Carmel, California, but can�t give me any details. So I catch a flight to the Monterey Peninsula Airport and burn up a few miles of highway to get here. Walk into this room, see your condition, and I�m like�� what in the hell happened?�
�Hold on. Who is this we you keep talking about that was so worried?� I asked, watching him suspiciously.
�You know who.�
�Kathy?�
�Who else? She�s worried sick about you, Leo. Calls me day and night to find out if I had heard anything from you yet.�
�Unbelievable!� I snorted. �She wasn�t that damn worried about me the night I caught her swapping spit with that dude outside Metro Grill!�
Victorio sighed. �Yeah, I know, man, that was a bad scene. I think dude is still searching the area to find his jaw after you displaced it. But I�m telling you� she was messed up about the whole incident.�
�She was messed up? What about me, Vic?�
�I hear you, bro� I don�t know what to say. I�m sorry that whole thing went down,� he murmured uncomfortably.
�Nothing to say,� I muttered bitterly. �Apparently this affair had been going on for awhile.�
Victorio nodded sympathetically as he played with his right earring.
�I hope you didn�t tell her where I am?�
�Come on, man, it�s me!� he insisted. �I gave you my word. The only thing I said was you needed space and had to jet out of town, but otherwise you�re doing fine.�
�Good.�
�Yeah, a pretty good lie. Whatever the case, she wanted me to be sure and tell you how miserable she is and that she really needs to talk with you.�
�That�s not happening,� I snapped. �The only thing we need to talk about is when she�s going to get her shit out of my house.�
�Hey, I understand but from here on out, this carrier pigeon has retired�� it�s between you guys. I�m here to help a friend get back to his happy place.�
�The only thing I�m happy about is it�s summer and I have time off until fall to recuperate before I go back to teaching sociology classes at the university.�
�Luck you. They got me teaching classes there at the American Indian Studies department this summer. Although, I must admit, I do sincerely enjoy stomping your guilty white asses with my moccasins now and then,� he remarked with a sly grin.
I tried, but failed to prevent the smile creeping up on me. �I�m sure you do.�
�Okay, so you hightail it out of Seattle and drive all the way to Carmel?�
�My mission was to drive to any-where�s-ville.�
�You chose a beautiful place to end up,� he said thoughtful.
�I guess.�
�Well, I got nothing but time. So let�s hear it� the real lowdown.�
�Oh, I�ll tell you everything,� I said, pushing myself up to a sitting position. �But I need you to make a promise.�
�Promise,� he quickly replied, adjusting the pillows behind me.
�I�m serious! I need you to be that open-minded, idealistic guy I connected with as a freshman in college when we protested everything from anti-Semitism to Columbus discovering America. I�m talking about the same guy who when we got drunk or high, loved to talk about ghosts, and spirits, and the supernatural.�
�You know I�m a believer in all that� the Great Spirt and all the spirits that inhabit nature� that�s how I was raised.�
�Then it�s about to be put to the test.�
�I hope you are aware that you�ve been through hell and sometimes under severe duress the mind plays funny tricks� you start seeing things that may not exist� you feel me?�
�They drugged me with painkillers, not LSD,� I reminded him.
He chuckled and eased back in his chair. �All right, man� let�s hear it.�
Naturally, I was filled with misgivings about recounting my story. To anyone who did not see it, it would sound insane, but it was what happened and I�d never say otherwise.
�Okay, you already know my state of mind was fucked up. After I raised some dust on the highway, I checked into a funky little hotel room in Carmel. Despite 13 hours of driving, I was restless all the following day. I tried to sleep but that was about as successful as converting Donald Trump into a liberal.�
Vic sniggered and I shot him a look until he settled back into silence.
�Finally, around 1:30 am, I threw on my sweats, snatched a case of brewskies out of the fridge, and trekked down to the beach. Even in my wretched state, I admired how clear and gorgeous the night was. I got to feeling very mellow as I wandered along the shore sipping beer. I had the whole beach to myself��
* * *
In my lifetime, I have never seen a moon so full and so incredibly bright as that night. The water sparkled as if it rained diamonds. I walked on the soft white sand as aimlessly as I drove. After an hour or so of mindless wandering, I paused to rest and leaned against an embankment of rocks stretching out to the sea. I popped open another beer while enjoying the chill of the ocean air massaging my face. The soothing sound of the ocean waves lapping against the rocks gave me such a feeling of tranquility my anger gradually melted�
* * *
�Wish they could find a way to capture that feeling in a bottle,� Vic interrupted, tugging his goatee again.
I smirked. �Me too. Xanax doesn�t come close to the serenity drifting through me at that moment, but I haven�t even gotten to the good part yet.�
* * *
I damn near fell asleep on those rocks, just listening to the waves crashing in around me, until something moving on the huge rocks jolted me out of my reverie. I climbed up on the embankment to see if I spotted anything. What I stumbled upon made my chest feel like it was about to crack open from the pounding my heart gave it.
There on the rocks lay a nude woman about 30 feet away from me bathing in the moon�s radiance like it was the noonday sun. Her face was like a porcelain doll�s; smooth, delicate, and small. Her deep olive colored skin shimmered in the moonlight.
I couldn�t steal my eyes away from her. She was absolutely breathtaking! She sat up and fanned her fingers through endless masses of coal black hair. It swept across her body as she rhythmically swayed from side to side. Overhead, I heard the eerie sound of a lone bird whistling, but saw nothing. In hindsight, I�m convinced it was her. Somehow, she made that call echo from her mouth, like nothing I�ve ever heard before. The woman�s eyes were closed and her arms thrust upwards toward the moon in a supplicatory gesture.
Abruptly, a gigantic wave trounced the plateau she was on and a large, glistening, reddish gray, dolphin-like tail lifted up out of the water and flipped back down several times. At first, I thought it was a dolphin that jumped out of the water and landed on the rock. Then it hit me and it turned out to be something far more phenomenal. My heart, my blood, and my sanity were on the verge of imploding�
* * *
I licked my lips in preparation for what I was about to tell my friend. �The tail was hers, man, it was hers.�
Victorio unconsciously sat up rigidly in his seat. He frowned, but didn�t say a word, except to wave his hand for me to go on.
�I know it�s crazy, but just hold on. I covered my mouth to suppress a rocketing scream� but it didn�t matter. The half-filled glass of beer I reflexively flung smacked against the rocks.� I moved my hand in the same crazy motion and watched Victorio�s eyes follow it.
�It shattered the spell. Her head whipped in my direction and she intently stared into the darkness where I flattened myself against the rocks. Whether she saw me or not, I�m not sure, but I�m sure she knew I was there.
�I heard a splash and glanced up to see a fish tail furiously battering the water as she propelled herself towards the open sea. Stumbling over wet and slippery rocks I maneuvered my way to the edge of the bank and stood there, motionless, and brutally cross-examining myself and trying to assess if it was my overactive imagination induced by a few beers.�
Victorio nodded slowly as if he were thinking the same thing, but still he kept his lips shut.
�I couldn�t bring myself to leave, man. Too many questions. I stayed on those same rocks long enough to watch the moon change places with the sun. As the sun rose, I finally got up and walked back to my hotel room. There I collapsed and fell into a majorly deep sleep. I didn�t wake up until the door clicked open and a frustrated maid poked her head inside asking when I was going to leave so she could clean up the room.�
Victorio blinked hard as he unconsciously rubbed his bottom lip with his index finger. He gazed out the window.
�Aren�t you going to say anything?�
�Nope, not until you�re finished,� he responded, sitting back down with his arms and legs crossed.
�Look, I know it sounds farfetched, but Vic, she was as close to me as you are. I couldn�t leave Carmel until I could verify what I saw. This thing haunted me. I wish I�d brought my camera. Then I could have proved that I saw a mermaid to you and you wouldn�t be scratching your head with such a perplexed expression on your ugly mug.�
Victorio smiled. �Didn�t you have your iPhone? You could have taken a picture then.�
�Sure, if I hadn�t thrown it down the toilet after Kathy�s last text. I called you on the hospital phone.�
�I forgot. Yes, you did.�
�Anyway, each night after that, at the exact same time of evening, I went back to that same remote area searching for my mermaid.�
Victorio�s eyebrows raised. �Your mermaid? Wow.�
�Yeah, that�s exactly how I felt� crazy ain�t it?�
�Why didn�t you call me right away and tell me about this?� he asked, looking worried again.
�Would you have been more prone to believe me over the phone than you do now? You�re one of my closest friends and you�re looking at me like you�re ready to commit me to the psych ward.�
�It�s still undecided. So go on, what happened next?�
�After about the fifth night of finding nothing on those rocks and searching for other embankments in case I was wrong, I thought that maybe it had been the beer��
* * *
I stood for hours scanning the ocean for movement, but all I got was nothing for my time. I finally gave up as any sane man would. The thought that she might just have been a figment of my imagination was too much to bear after that stressful night with Kathy. I wished I could blame Vic for slipping peyote into my beers but he wasn�t around to be my scapegoat.
The depression eased back in from Kathy and now this mysterious creature I feared I�d never see again. So that same evening I figured I�d go to one of the local establishments and drink myself into submission and laugh off what I finally figured was just some stupid illusion or simply me falling asleep on the beach and dreaming.
So I�m sitting inside this packed hotel bar when I see this sensationally gorgeous and exotic looking young woman sashay in wearing a very long and sexy sleeveless black dress. The front of it was V-shaped and subtly revealed her breasts, which looked like they were begging to be freed from their confinement. She had thick jet-black hair piled into a loose bun. She sat alone in one of the booths. I figured she must be waiting for a friend. I saw a few dudes immediately head over to her booth, but she gave them no play; not even a smile.
But she delivered a big one my way. And that pouty smile was so enticing I�m shocked I didn�t just combust and burn the whole bar down.
She loosened her bun and it seemed like a never-ending cascade of magnificent shiny and rippling black hair kept falling well past her shoulders. I swerved around to make sure she wasn�t looking at someone else, but when I turned back, she stared at me so intently my face must�ve been cherry red from the way my blood was rapidly coursing through my body. Then it hit me�� it was her!
* * *
�Her who?� Victorio interrupted loudly.
�The mermaid.�
�C�mon, man, you�re not serious.�
�I�m dead serious.�
Victorio resumed tugging at his right earring with a big smirk on his face.
�Remember, you promised me��
�You�re right� no judgment� I�d just like a taste of whatever it was you were drinking,� he said with a quiet chuckle.
�I�d just ordered a beer when this happened.�
�Yeah? Okay, well maybe she resembled the woman you thought you saw.�
�You mean the mermaid?�
Victorio eyed me blankly.
�I know what you�re thinking, but there was no doubt in my mind it was her. Whatever occurred that night to give her legs didn�t matter to me. The fact is she was as real as you sitting next to me. I mustered up the courage to approach her booth; she quickly stood up, gave me one more, �come hither� look and walked out the door. I jumped up and had to sidestep people in the crowd to follow her. When I stepped outside she had vanished� and I�m talking nowhere in sight. I searched up and down the street� nothing� the woman disappeared.�
�Maybe she stepped into the ladies� room and you didn�t see her,� Vic suggested.
�Nope. My eyes were glued to her. I didn�t lose sight of her until she walked out the door. I hiked back to the embankment where I first saw her and ensconced myself there for hours. Another full moon brightened the area like an enormous streetlight. And before you ask�� no, I didn�t have more to drink�� just nursing that one beer�� soberer than I wanted to be, trust me.�
Victorio smiled and raised his hands in surrender.
�I was about to call it a night, until I once again heard that unusual whistle from a lone bird, her song. She was near��
* * *
Abruptly, her head popped out of the shadows of the water. I acted calm, but my heart did a hundred-yard sprint. She bobbed in the water, warily observing me.
It was definitely the same face I saw in the bar. She was close enough for me to notice her eyes were kind of a translucent green. Her face was placid, but it projected a native intelligence. She had some type of magical or supernatural ability I couldn�t explain, but I felt it like a warm breeze rushing across my skin.� I wanted to find a way to communicate with her because what was happening to me at that moment was unimaginable. I had become privy to one of nature�s greatest secrets and without a soul to share it with.
She submerged into the water and I disappointedly assumed she was gone. But all of a sudden, in the distance, I witnessed a dolphin-like form shoot 50 feet into the air like water from a broken fire hydrant. She was spinning and leaping backwards and forwards atop the still waters. Compared to her, the seals, whales, and dolphins that perform at Sea World looked like they were in preschool. But as quickly as it began, it ended. She didn�t come back. I stayed until dawn to be sure.
The following night was an even bigger tease. I climbed up the embankment and there she was sitting on the rocks� waiting for me.
She allowed me to come within 10 feet of her before nervously edging backwards. I wondered if she could hear my heart beating because I could certainly hear it. Still, I managed to casually sit down on the rocks and spoke to her in very low soothing tones. I�m sure she didn�t understand what the hell I was saying, but it appeared to relax her somewhat, although I could tell she was still on edge. She scrutinized me with her unblinking eyes while I checked her out as much as I could without getting any closer.
Still, I couldn�t get past the sight of that astounding fish tail splayed against the rocks, moving as subtly and as naturally as me wiggling my toes. The upper half of her body was completely human in every way and her small breasts evinced her femininity. I couldn�t see her hands. Her hair hid them. I wondered if they were webbed, but thought it might be rude to try to ask, just in case she did understand me.
Unintentionally, I made one very human mistake�� I flashed my teeth in a smile. She reeled back in fear and emitted a shrill screech that penetrated the tranquil night air as she plunged into the waters and frantically swam away. Night over.
* * *
�What do you think that was all about?� Victorio asked.
�I figured the act of displaying my teeth threatened her. I mean, think about it� who knows what that means in her world?�
�Her world� I can�t believe I�m even listening to this, let alone discussing it,� he sighed and leaned back in his chair.
�Yeah, but now you�re intrigued, aren�t you?�
He sighed, but reluctantly nodded so I went on with my story.
* * *
The next night, I was so relieved to find her perched back on that plateau again. Maybe too relieved but, this time, I made an effort not to commit the same error. We fell right back into our conversation, speaking without words. I sensed she wanted to communicate with me as badly as I did her. At one point, she folded her arms and opened them and I mimicked her actions. I raised my hand, she raised hers, which weren�t webbed, they looked normal� five fingers, thumb� the same as ours. And so it went back and forth. We had discovered a way to greet each other.
Several times she dipped her tail into the water, glancing back, almost coyly, to see if I�d follow her into the water. Although I was tempted, I thought better of it. I�m a fair swimmer, but not a great one. Plus, I really wasn�t sure how she�d react to me being in the water with her. I only waved and stifled a grin when she awkwardly copied my gesture.
As the night passed, she eventually grew more at ease. Sometimes she was full of play, hauling herself up on the rocks and sliding forward like a seal. It was difficult to keep from laughing because it was cute, but I forced myself to exercise patience. I didn�t want to frighten her. I wanted her trust. And I can�t begin to tell you how much I wanted to just touch her� and see what she felt like. And you know what I didn�t expect? She had these very full, inviting, and so kissable lips.
I knew it was weird, but it was such an insane fantasy, all I wanted was to get lost in it. And I did. I had the chance to touch, maybe even hold a mermaid. I�m not ashamed to say I was obsessed. My fixation with her increasingly grew more and more absurd. When she finally swam away, I couldn�t sleep without dreaming about her and seeing her exquisite face.
It got so bad, I had a snit fit when I caught this little surfer couple making out on our spot. I immediately interrupted their dalliance by introducing myself to them as a cop watching out for a murderer killing couples on beaches. They told me they had never read or heard anything about it and I told them the police didn�t want to disclose the information yet.
* * *
Victorio eyed me with amazement then burst out laughing. �Are you serious? And they believed your cockamamie sordid tale?�
�They got the fuck out of there! But it was pointless; my girl never showed up. I was unbelievably pissed off at this stupid ass couple for scaring my mermaid away.�
�I believe you were on heroin, not painkillers,� Victorio teased.
�Makes you wonder, doesn�t it? The following night I sat on the edge of the rocks. I arrived there several hours earlier than my usual time after midnight because I�d been feeling anxious all day. I desperately needed to see her. If I could have rented a fucking submarine to go search for her I would have done it! I prayed for her to show up just one more time.�
�What were you going to do�� propose?� he teased, but I heard the worry back in is words again.
�In the frame of mind I was in, I don�t know what the hell I wanted to do. But when I heard something stirring in the waters below me, I almost toppled over the rocks into the sea in anticipation. And sure enough, there she was.�
* * *
She rested there, just below the surface of the water, peering at me, her hair moving about like zillions of wiggling sea snakes. Soon she floated upright, balancing on her tail. Her face was more animated than I had ever seen. She appeared to be just as excited to see me as I was her. She slapped the water playfully with her tail and held her arms outstretched as if she wanted to hug me.
At that precise moment I thought, is this an invitation? A rendezvous? I wanted her so badly my adrenaline pumped like an oil derrick. My fantasy was on the verge of becoming a reality.
I wanted to do a Tarzan dive into the ocean, but instead, and less romantically, scrambled down the steep embankment. She watched as I quickly stripped down to my shorts and eased into the chilly water. As soon as I was in, the chilly waves lapping at my chest, a heavy mist materialized and gradually enveloped me like a spider�s web. While I treaded water I had second thoughts about whether this was the smartest move in the world. I was being driven by my passion and I worked hard to relax in the freezing water. It�d grown colder since I slid into it and my teeth chattered.
I shivered from the freezing temperature and my own anticipation and considered getting back out, but her pull kept me there. It shocked me when her face unexpectedly sprouted about three feet in front of me. I pitched backwards in the water. I tried to quickly regroup because I realized I had probably ruined a prime opportunity and scared her away.
She was hardly afraid. A sick feeling crept into the pit of my stomach as she erased the gap between us. The widening and unblinking opaque eyes that fascinated me from afar were now as hard and cold and as unfeeling as a reptile. They no longer studied me; they targeted me. She was so happy to see me she even smiled.
And that�s when I knew I had screwed up.
Fear paralyzed me before I got smacked with a blow so powerful it should�ve knocked me from the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic. The bitch clubbed me with her tail. Everything after that was a blur.
I laid there, upended, floating on my back, and drifting. I thought, �Leonard�� swim, kick, flail your arms� do whatever you�ve got to do to get the fuck out of here!� But I kept sinking in and out of consciousness, mainly because the salty seawater continued to torturously revive me. And even though I was disoriented, I felt her swimming circles around me and under like a damn shark� nipping at me, treating me as if it was a game� almost as if it were foreplay for her.
Pure terror seized me when she landed on top of me. Now my heart beat furiously for a completely different reason.
* * *
I paused and leaned back against my pillows, feeling those sharp teeth of hers bit into my skin again.
�You want to hear something funny, Victorio? She smelled fishy; just like some stinking, decaying, and nasty fish that sat out in the sun for days. I became entangled in masses of seaweed, no, not seaweed�� it was her hair! And it had a life of its own. Strands of it reached out to me like fingers,� I said and acted it out, stretching my own as he watched. �Touching my face, stroking my head, poking inside my nose and ears. She was in total control, one second letting the hairs brush against my cheeks, the next teasingly withdrawing them. I felt about as helpless as one of those tiny fish trapped by a sea anemone.�
Victorio�s eyebrows furrowed so tightly it looked like a hairy snake settled over his eyes. �So wait a minute, Leo� are you telling me that��
�Hold on, Vic, I�m almost done.� I took a deep breath to steady myself and went on with what happened next.
* * *
Her fingers were normal earlier, but they were no longer that way in the water. Her fingers were webbed, and the nails were as sharp as stilettos raking down my chest, ripping flesh. The saltwater buried deep into my wounds stinging the hell out of me. But it didn�t make a bit of difference at that stage. I was too busy gurgling the seawater that rushed down my throat, and flooded my nose and ears.
Before she went down on me, she flashed that grin one more time and she wasn�t mimicking my smile that I thought frightened her. Her enraged face elongated, baring rows and rows of teeth like a goddamn barracuda! All that fantasy crap about mermaids protecting their little fishy friends is the biggest bunch of horseshit. I saw crab and fish fragments hanging from her rancid blue tinted gums.
I was on the verge of blacking out and I was thankful that I was about to be relieved from suffering further pain because I had already accepted that my imminent death was forthcoming. But I was premature.
The most excruciating and unbearable pain I ever experienced rifled through my body. Her teeth sank into my leg like it was a cube of butter and I screamed until I was hoarse, then I kept screaming anyway. And then it was over. Just like that.
I drifted through huge billowy dark clouds for what seemed like an infinity. When they parted, I saw a woman peering through her glasses at me.
�I�m sorry Mr. Goldfarb,� she said. �I didn�t mean to startle you. Welcome back.� She smiled. Her voice sounded light years away, as if she were speaking through a cellophane bag. �Don�t try to talk, just nod your head if you understand what I�m saying, ok?�
I nodded, every muscle in my neck screaming in pain.
�Good. I�m Dr. Patel and I�m here to take good care of you. You�ve been through a pretty harrowing experience. But you miraculously survived. Some kids found you on the beach in a little alcove. I must say, you�re a very lucky man, Mr. Goldfarb. From what we gather, you met with a very hungry shark.�
She paused as her smile lessened and she glanced down towards my legs.
�However, I have to be upfront with you, you�ve lost your leg in the fracas. Nevertheless, the main thing is you�re going to be okay. And we�re going to do our very best to help you successfully move on healthily with the rest of your life. Maybe, when you�re ready, you�ll explain why in the world you were swimming in those waters on such a cold night. But save that story for another time. Right now, the key thing is I want you to rest up, got it? Good.�
I nodded again and let my head hit the pillows, letting the painkillers do their work.
* * *
I was surprised to see Victorio�s eyes well up with tears as I finished my tale.
�Damn, man, I�m sorry, I was trying to be strong,� he whispered and rubbed his eyes.
�Vic, stop� it�s really okay, man. I just need you to be my friend. I�m going to be all right. I�m blessed to be alive, brother.�
�All right, buddy,� he said, sucking in a deep breath. �I�m here for as long as it takes.�
�Thanks, man,� I replied. �But now I�ve got to ask, and be honest�� do you believe me?�
Victorio sat down on my bed, unconsciously placing his hand in the area where the lower portion of my right leg should have been. He seemed to be collecting his thoughts before he finally sighed and said, �Man, I must be as fucking nuts as you, but dammit, I do believe you. My instincts tell me you just aren�t smart enough to make up a story like that.�
�Thanks.�
�But it�s more than that,� he added. �There are many Blackfeet like myself that have always avoided eating fish like it�s a plague.�
�Now that I think about it, all those years I�ve known you, I�ve never seen you eat fish. I just assumed you didn�t like it.�
�No, it�s not that simple. And we didn�t do the canoe thing either, traveling over the waters. I�ve never had a bite of fish in my life because my parents never allowed it. In Browning, the lakes and rivers were stocked with some of the largest trout around. Many of us believe that Underwater People called the Suyitapis inhabit the rivers, lakes, and after listening to you, the oceans. This incidence you experienced may have been a run-in with one of those supernatural beings who didn�t want you there. That may have been why she left you alive�� as a warning. Shit� now I�m talking like you, they�re gonna lock me up with your ass,� he chuckled.
I pondered what he said about the Suyitapis as I stroked my now almost full beard that had grown since I had been in the hospital.
�Leo� do you think she�s still out there?�
It didn�t take me long to respond. �No. She�s far too intelligent. I think she�s moved on. And that thing you said about being a supernatural being, I believe she has those special type of powers. She had the prowess to take my deep-seated fantasies and make me believe she was that woman I saw in the bar, in my dreams, and that beautiful mermaid I was in awe of on the embankment. But in reality, her true physical self was that horrifying creature I saw in the water. The bitch that stole my leg.�
�Yeah, I believe that, too, Leo.�
�You know what�s really scary? I guarantee you I wasn�t the first and I doubt I�ll be the last. She�s done it before. She�s a predator. The rapacious noise I heard prior to passing out was a being that enjoyed eating human flesh. The look she shot me in the end was not curiosity, it was triumph.�
A shivered passed over both of us and I gripped the bed harder.
�She was born with a carnivore�s cunning and instinct, and a human�s ability to reason. She�s a hunter, Victorio, a temptress. She set her sights on me while I was walking along the shore, before I ever discovered her. It was no accident. It was a setup. She sensed my loneliness, vulnerability, and recognized I was an easy prey.�
�It�s alright, man,� he assured me, but I shook my head.
�She played me. The irony is, she exhibited the patience of an old fisherman and I got hooked. I took the bait and she reeled me in.�
Victorio gently asked, �So now what, buddy?�
�Let�s just say, I�ll never go fishing again.�
We stared at each other for a long beat in silence before the laughter started, quiet at first until neither one of us could contain ourselves.
Then I felt the pain returning. I screamed for the nurse.

THE DEADLY LION

Herk Z. Jones stared at the blank wall. It hadn�t changed much since the day they brought him into the room. His main activity these days was to watch the passage of the sun as it moved across the floor. The windows in these isolation units no longer had bars over them, but it would take cannon fire to break one apart. He only saw his caseworker when she came in each day.
His other routine was the meals they fed him, which he timed according to the passage of the sun. With each meal came a routine of medication. They claimed the medication was for his own good and he had no reason to doubt them; it dulled his memories and he was grateful for what it did.
He still remembered the drop into the training field after the medics gave them the experimental drug that was supposed to make his unit an invincible fighting machine. All of them volunteered to take the drug after the last terrorist attack. There was plenty of revenge flowing through the military after it happened. They were told the drug, if it worked, would allow them to be the first group of Special Forces dropped into the enemy territory.
Herk was a big man with broad shoulders and a muscled torso. He spent the time he had in the room practicing his katas and doing isometrics to keep his body in check. If he were ever allowed to leave, he would need that body.
Why had he allowed Eunice to come along on the mission to test the experimental drug? She�d demanded to be included in the unit. She too was Special Forces, one of the few women to obtain the rank. The scientists who created the drug were eager to see how it performed on women, so they allowed her to go along. She was also his fianc�e.
He couldn�t forget what happened during the test drop into the field. They were supposed to take a simulated fortress after swallowing the capsules on the ground. His entire unit was equipped with bio monitors to follow their heart and vitals. No one seemed to think much of the drug after the recommended fifteen minutes elapsed, but they advanced around the obstacles and took their objectives. Some of the other soldiers complained of a headache, but nothing more.
Herk was about to request a pick-up after they�d achieved their goal when the full force of the drug struck him. He felt angry, invincible and in a rage at the same time. He looked at the unit with him and realized they were worthless pieces of meat who thwarted every attempt he�d ever made to succeed in life. Especially his fianc�.
He killed her first.
Herk couldn�t remember all of what happened. He remembered her turning with a smile as she thought the training mission was successful. The drug told him to kill, kill, kill and he slit her throat with his survival knife. Then he remembered turning the safety off his rifle and unleashing it on the rest of his unit. It sickened him when he remembered how good it felt to kill them.
By the time the security team hit him with the Taser, Herk had slaughtered everyone with him. Eleven bodies lay on the field.
However, he didn�t remember much of it. Once the rage struck him, everything else was a complete blank. The news of what happened was delivered to him slowly over a course of months. He was surprised someone hadn�t taken him out back to meet a firing squad. What he�d done was beyond evil. He�d wiped out eleven of his best friends, his brothers, along with the woman he loved. Herk wanted it to end. Perhaps they would give him a loaded gun and allow him to finish it all.
Herk was thrown out of his trance by the sound of a key turning in a lock. All these months in confinement, were they finally going to let him out? Up until now, he�d never been allowed to leave the room. All his interviews were done through a polycarbonate partition or inside his room with three guards at the ready.
The door opened and a nurse stood there with several security guards behind her. �Herk,� she said, �you�re leaving today, but you have to see the doctor first.� He shrugged and followed her down the hall.
They came to a door with no name on it. The nurse opened it with a special pass card. �Go inside, Herk,� she ordered, �the doctor is waiting.� Herk walked inside and the nurse stayed in the hall with the security guards.
As the door shut behind him, Herk looked the office over. It was bare, similar to one a military officer used and not lined with books no one bothered to read. There was a flag on the wall and a picture of the president. His eyes settled on the man behind the desk in front of him.
He was average in height with a little bit of weight on him. No uniform, which meant he was some kind of civilian attached to the military. He was bald and appeared to be in his fifties. The man wore a plain business suit and didn�t have any professional certificates behind him. He motioned to the chair, which faced the desk. Herk walked over and shoved his massive frame into it.
�I�m required to inform you that everything we say is being recorded,� he said sounding bored. �You can call me Doctor Jay; the rest of my name isn�t pronounceable for English speakers. I work for the military and run a special branch that answers directly to the president. According to the recent act passed by congress, the president is allowed two national security teams, which answer and report to him only. Mine is one of them. Do you have any questions?�
�Don�t I have to sign something?� Herk asked. �And does your organization have a name?�
�For purposes of payroll, it�s known as the High Executive Resource Amalgamation,� he replied. �Or HERA for short. And no, papers don�t have to be signed.� Doctor Jay tossed a mint in his mouth and offered Herk one.
Herk shook his head. �So why am I here and when do I get out?�
�You�re here because I want you for a job. We investigate cases of national interest that the other intelligence services won�t. Because of what happened to you on that field, the military will only release you so long as you�re under my care. If you don�t want the job, you can go back to the room.�
�I�ll take it,� Herk snapped. �Anything to avoid the room again.� He ran his hand over his shaved head.
�I need you to do ten jobs for me,� Doctor Jay said. �Ten jobs with no relapses and we�ll cashier you out. Then you�ll be free. Until then, your Aegean butt is Uncle Sam�s and mine. Does that sound good?�
�It sounds better than rotting in that room. Who do I have to kill?�
�No one for now. You did your quota already.�
�It wasn�t something I had control over,� Herk retorted. �You of all people should know about it.�
�I�ve seen the video and read all the reports,� Doctor Jay responded. �They�re all classified in case you ever want to see them. No one blames you for anything. However, we can�t let you out into human society until we know you won�t do it again. All work on that line of research was halted. The team responsible for it was reassigned elsewhere and warned never to talk about it. Officially, your entire unit was KIA. Including you. Therefore, officially, you don�t exist. Do you need me to go on?�
�No I don�t,� Herk responded. He sat there and wondered where this was all headed.
�You ever hear of Leon Nehemiah?� Doctor Jay asked, suddenly changing the subject. He rubbed his thin beard and looked Herk in the eyes.
�No, should I?� Herk responded. He stared back with a cold expression, something he�d learned from his grandfather who came from the Greek side of the border near Albania.
�You�ll need to learn a lot about him if you come to work for me,� Doctor Jay explained. �He went missing a year ago and I think he might have turned up in Philadelphia.�
�How does that concern you or me?� Herk asked him.
�He was one of our top bio-weapon experts,� Doctor Jay continued. �I�ll see to it you have access to his file. Harvard, MIT, the whole academia parade. The guy decided the army would let him play all the games he wanted if he gave them some basic results. They let him have his own lab after he finished his PhD. The idiots should�ve looked closer into what he was up to in that lab.� He leaned back into the chair and glared at the ceiling.
�Leon turned out to be a functional psychopath,� he continued, with a little anger in his voice. �The damn army hits every recruit with all manner of psychological tests to find out where they can use them. Understandably, they don�t want a psychopath in the ranks. A psychopath will do what they want and get everyone killed. This man turned off his moral side once he accomplished the goal of allowing the uniforms to trust him.�
�I have this feeling this is what you want me to fix,� Herk spoke up. He cracked his knuckles and listened.
�You can�t fix what�s already broken,� Doctor Jay said. �This man needs to be in a cell far more secure than the one we had you inside, better yet, buried in the ground. I tend to the second option, but the president doesn�t like to leave bodies of US citizens on the ground. It took us months of investigative work to find out what he was really up to in that lab,� he explained. �The bastard perfected a kill-suit.�
Now Herk�s attention was caught. �What did you say?� he asked.
�A kill-suit. You�ve probably never heard of the concept, but it�s been discussed for years in military research. It�s a type of body armor that makes the wearer impervious to bullets or anything the average soldier would carry. The problem we always had was how to power it. You can create an exoskeleton that will turn the average soldier into an unstoppable force, but what happens when the batteries go dead in combat? Such a suit would take a lot of juice and the technology never existed to make it happen.�
�He found a way to make super batteries?� Herk asked with a raised brow.
�He found a way to make a suit that never needed to be recharged,� Doctor Jay explained. �The suit he wears is biological. He found a way to grow an exoskeleton that he could slip on and become a superhuman killing machine. It feeds itself, we don�t know how, but his kill-suit is a living thing. It has some kind of bio-computer for the person who wears it. We think the battery might be powered by plant chloroplasts. He disappeared from an army base with one of these things and the information to make more.�
�And then the murders started,� Herk supplied, realizing where this story was headed.
�Harrisburg, Trenton, and now Philadelphia,� Doctor Jay confirmed. �All have the same MO. A powerful killer who crushes people or tears them apart with his bare hands. He likes to kidnap women and use them to lure their husbands or boyfriends back so he can have two victims. Never stays long enough in one city to leave a trail. But we�ve collected enough DNA samples from the crime scenes to know it�s his kill-suit. It has to be him wearing the suit because it was made to his specifications.�
He leaned forward and looked at Herk. �I need you to help me bring him in and soon. That will be your first task. Take this bastard out and it will count as the first of ten assignments. Accomplish all ten and you�re free to go. Just don�t leave any more bodies or show signs of a relapse. I�m not about to release a psycho killer to the general public.�
�Okay,� Herk said to him. �I play nice and do some tasks for you; I get to leave the funny farm. No problem, I�d do a lot to avoid Nurse Bulkhead and her little pills. Which leads me to the next question, what do you do about the meds? Those pills keep me sane but slow me down.� He glared right back at the doctor.
�Those pills have decreased in dosage, although you don�t notice it,� Doctor Jay explained. �The reason you don�t notice it is you are a lot better off than you were six months ago. Back then, we couldn�t have his conversation because you stared at the wall all day long. I have to take care of your maintenance dose�� the doctor pulled out a prescription pad and wrote down a few instructions� �but by and large you don�t need much. Again, first sign of a relapse and you come back here.� He handed the prescription to Herk who took it in his solid fingers.
�How are you going to keep track of me out in the field?� Herk asked. �Do I get sent to some kind of spy school?� He looked at the prescription, strong stuff, but less than they currently had him taking.
�On-the-job training. You were in the Special Forces before your premature death, so you have proven an aptitude for that kind of work. No need to send you off to Langley. Besides, someone might recognize you and we can�t have that. As for how I plan on keeping track of you, you�ll wear this at all times.� Doctor Jay handed him a square on a wristband.
�Put it on,� he told Herk. �Looks like those smart watches the kids like to wear. It does many of the same functions and tells me where you are and what you�re doing. Don�t take it off unless you message me in advance or I�ll have to call in an air strike.�
Herk looked over the tracker; it did resemble a smart watch.
�But I have another way to stay in keep track of your mental state,� Doctor Jay said as he touched a button on his desk. �You can come inside, Linda.� He leaned back and smirked. �I love retro-technology. I�ve only had this position six months, but the first thing I told the president when I accepted the job was that I had to have a desk speaker to buzz people from where I sat.�
There was a click from the door as it unlocked and a young woman in her twenties entered the room. She wasn�t very large and had big brown eyes, which focused immediately on Herk. She wore a short, tight dress that still managed to be regulation and had an ID tag that dangled from her neck on a linked chain. Her hair went down to her shoulders. It was jet black and curly. But what captured Herk�s attention was the shine on her polished Mary Jane shoes. He didn�t think you get such sheen on a standard set of leather pumps. His own jungle boots never looked so polished.
�Linda, this is Herk,� Doctor Jay announced. �You two will be working together from now on.� He turned to Herk who stood up to shake her hand. �Linda is a trained clinical psychiatrist. She will act as your liaison to HERA and help you out in the field.�
Herk looked down to see her smile and watched his gigantic hand swallow up her tiny one. She had to be no more than five-two and he was six-one. The woman introduced as Linda smiled at him. He saw no wedding band, which was a relief. The last thing he needed was a jealous spouse who had to stay in constant touch with his wife while she was in the field.
�I�ll be glad to work with you, Hahrk,� she said to him. Great, a Long Guyland accent.
�You two need to get your things ready and be on the first plane to Philly,� Doctor Jay said. �I�ll have cell phones sent to you at the airport. Herk, you don�t have a lot to pack and I�ve made arrangements at the clinic for them to give you a suit of clothes. You�ll have a stipend and a credit card and your schedule will be emailed to you. I�ve already decided on a pass word, it�s the first five letters of your prescription, shouldn�t be too hard to remember.�
He turned to Linda, �I�ve already talked about Herk to you. I wanted to make sure you are comfortable working with him. Any problems?�
The small dark haired woman looked Herk up and down. �No, none at all,� she said, but Herk thought he detected a shiver when she looked at him.
�Good, now get going,� he said. They turned to leave. �Just a minute, Herk,� Doctor Jay said with a snap of his fingers. He fished something out of his desk and tossed it to Herk. It was an ID tag. �You�ll need one of these when you�re in this building.�
Herk looked at it. The name was �Frank Johnson�.
�Really?� Herk said to the doctor. �You couldn�t have been more creative?�
�It changes every month and I�ve used �Heywood Jablueme� too many times. Now off with you!� They left the room.
* * *
�Is Doctor Jay always such a bundle of joy?� Herk asked Linda as they left the plane at Philly International the next day. Neither one spoke much on the trip.
Herk spent most of the flight reading over the encrypted files on his cell phone. He noticed Linda did the same while they flew to Philadelphia on a small charter plane.
�You caught him in one of his good moods,� Linda said. �I was hired right after he was appointed. The office you saw was a mess when he moved into it. I don�t think the last occupant was too happy to leave.� She adjusted an earring while staring at her reflection in a store window.
�Why do you say that?� Herk asked.
�The place was trashed. There was even a list of vendettas written on the wall with a sharpie. Took him weeks to clean that place up.�
They caught a ride to the Philadelphia police headquarters where the investigation was underway. Doctor Jay already had someone contact the Philly police about the federal interest in the case, but they didn�t seem too willing to cooperate. It took the president himself on the phone to the Mayor of Philadelphia to smooth things out. Linda told Herk on the way down she didn�t anticipate they would get much help from the police.
�I thought we were on the same side,� he told her. �Why won�t they rush to take advantage of our help?� He turned to watch the liberty bell slide past as the taxicab made its way to the police headquarters.
�Because then they would have to admit they can�t do it on their own. They�ll be glad to take any data and funds we can send their way. When it comes to getting any help in return, they stonewall. I�ve seen it happen before many times. Big city police departments can be the worst.�
�So how long have you been with Doctor Jay?� Herk asked after a few minutes.
�About as long as he�s had the position.�
�I take it I�m not the first person you�ve been assigned to watch.�
�This is the first time I�ve been assigned as a doctor to follow someone around,� she said. �I normally do field analysis work for his department. We don�t have a big staff or budget, so we don�t attract a lot of congressional attention. I think the president likes to keep us small for that reason. Ever since Watergate, the executive branch has downplayed their investigative staff.�
�I don�t plan on bugging hotel rooms,� Herk snickered.
�Nothing to find. These days all the private phone numbers are kept secure in the Internet cloud. Nixon�s plumbers wouldn�t have to force open a door to get what they wanted. Are you Greek by the way?�
�Yes,� he replied, �How did you guess?� Was it that obvious?
�Your middle name. I looked it up.� Zenopolis sounded Greek. Where does the �Jones� come from?�
�My grandfather, God rest his soul,� Herk explained. �He changed it when he became a citizen. He wanted something that sounded generic American. You?�
�Jewish,� she responded. �You couldn�t tell by Rabinowitz? My great-grandparents never bothered to change it.�
�I don�t assume anything. Looks like we�re here.�
Herk paid the cab driver with the money he�d been given by Doctor Jay before leaving the building where HERA had its office. The driver thanked him and sped away.
After they were buzzed through the entrance, Herk and Linda found themselves seated in front of a police detective named Foster whose precinct was where the latest victim of the serial killer was found. The detective, a tall black man in an impeccable suit, listened to what they had to say before telling them what he could do to help.
�It�s not up to me,� he told them. �The mayor�s office handles these things. The only reason it�s popping right now is that this is the third murder in two weeks where the victim was torn apart. Each time in or near an apartment and each time we think the perp used the screams of the woman victim to lure a man in to help her so he could get another victim.�
�Is there any information you�re not releasing to the public we should know about?� Herk asked.
Foster hesitated and looked at the door. �The president called personally to the mayor about this one, didn�t he?� he asked.
Herk and Linda nodded.
�We found flattened slugs around one of the bodies of the victims. He used a forty-four auto-mag which, close-up, should stop a gorilla. But the only blood we could find was that of the victim. We didn�t find any bullet holes on the wall, which would indicate a miss. They all bounced off something. Weirdest thing I ever saw. We also sent those tissue samples to Washington because they were unlike anything I ever came across.�
�We�ve had a look at those,� Herk said. �It�s why our office was sent in to investigate. Is there some way you could take me to the scene of the last crime? Sometimes it helps to go there and get a feel for the place.�
They left in Detective Foster�s car a few minutes later.
�It�s not much, as you can see,� Foster said as they walked around the quiet city street.
This was at one time a very prosperous neighborhood. Now it was a place where drug deals were made and gangsters parked their cars to lay low from the cops. It was also the place where a car was found with the remains of the latest victim.
There was a rumble sound as the elevated train sped overhead. Herk looked up to watch it pass. �How often does that train come by?�
�It�s pretty regular,� Foster said and scratched his chin. �I can get you a train schedule and we can go over it.� He looked around at the ground around where the other victim was found.
�You see anything funny around here?� Herk asked Linda.
�Nothing too obvious,� Linda called back to him. �You can tell something very violent happened from the rocks tossed all over the place.� She leaned over and picked up something. �A flattened bullet like this?� she asked Foster as she held one up.
Herk stood at the taped-off area where the murder took place and looked around. Other than the slug, there wasn�t much to distinguish it from the rest of this part of the city. Every block was splattered with trash and the row houses had bars in the windows. A few sullen young men lingered at the corner across the street and watched them from the distance. As Foster mentioned, there was an apartment building next door.
The taped-off area was between two buildings which where former warehouses of some kind. He saw the remains of a clock on one, but the name on the company, which once occupied it, was long faded. The traffic was light on these streets, as there was no reason for anyone to be here. Once there was a factory across the street, but he couldn�t tell what it used to make. The windows were all gone and water dripped inside it from the previous day�s rainfall.
�I think I�ve found another,� Linda called to Foster who went over to the place she pointed and took a picture of it with a small digital camera. Herk massaged the back of his neck and walked over to see what it was she�d found.
The door to the factory next to them blew open with the force of ten winds. Herk turned just in time to see a large figure emerge, howl and stalk in the direction of Foster and Linda. Herk was directly behind it and couldn�t tell much other than it was well over six feet tall and bulky. The beast, as that was how he thought of it, was a dark color. It closed in on Foster and Linda.
Herk saw the look of horror on her face as Foster pulled out his service revolver from a shoulder holster. He aimed it at the creature as it advanced. Whatever this thing was, it had no fear of firearms. It moved silently towards them.
As Herk slid to the wall and moved behind it, he watched Foster level the gun and fired three shots directly at the torso of the beast. Shocked, he watched the bullets deflect off the thing. It must have some kind of protective body armor, Herk thought and tucked the information away for later use.
The beast toppled to one side as Herk slammed into it in a low crouch. The creature righted itself and regarded the man who�d attempted to take it down.
Now Herk saw it fully. It was made of some brown material and had the face of a devil. Not the cartoon devil with curly mustache and horns, but one with a red face, green eyes and big fangs. The teeth snapped at him as it turned in his direction.
Herk hit it as hard as he could with one well-directed offside blow to the jaw. The punch caused it to spin in the other direction. It roared again and leaped on him. Herk felt the rage he remembered from the drug tap him on the shoulder. He rolled behind the beast and put the thing in a chokehold. He couldn�t let the drug possess him again; he needed to take this beast down with his own abilities. Herk tightened his hold on the thing and felt it weaken as the monster tried to grab his arm.
Just as he had it under control, the beast shifted its weight and sent him to the ground. Herk rolled over, came up into a fighting position. He made ready for another run at the beast with the green eyes. But he didn�t get the chance. The monster snarled at him and dashed back into the building. In the distance, they heard the wail of police sirens.
Herk turned to see where Foster and Linda were to find them at the front of the alley next to the detective�s car. He had his revolver still out and stood protectively next to Linda. His other hand held his cell phone as he called for backup.
�What the hell was that?� Herk asked as he walked back to the car. His eyes never left the door where the beast went.
�Our monster,� Linda muttered. �Christ, that was close. What the hell got into you?� Foster had a gun, why did you try and bear wrestle that thing?�
Herk reached down and picked something off the ground. �Foster�s gun has about as much effect as the last victim�s,� he said as Linda saw the slug fragment in his hand. �And he was using a higher caliber.�
They spent the evening at the police headquarters and talked to more people. Both Linda and Herk needed to give testimony, even though they were connected to the feds. The evidence unit went into the old factory and photographed everything with a SWAT team behind them. They found proof the beast had waited for someone else to show up at the former crime scene, but they were sure it was gone now. No one could determine where it might strike next.
A break came around ten that evening while they reviewed a map of all the credible sightings of the beast and the location of its murders. By now, the news had information of the latest attack and the city was in fear�s hands.
Linda and Herk stared at the wall map with the sightings marked in green and the killings in red. Two police investigators with them from the homicide department looked at it too.
�I never thought I would say this, but I miss the gang-related killings. At least they went down when you shot them,� Foster mentioned.
�This is crazy,� the woman detective spoke as they stared at the evidence before them. �Is this some kind of cheap horror movie where the mad scientist lets his creature loose to punish those who laughed at him?�
Herk opened his mouth, but shut it when he had a better thought.
�What�s this?� Linda asked Foster as her red nails followed a line of incidents up the river.
The incident line began at a particular point and circled back to it. Foster walked up to the map attached to the wall and looked at it. He wore glasses and needed to take them off to read the fine lettering.
�Pennsburg State Hospital,� he told them. �It�s been closed for years. I think the Pennsylvania National Guard owns part of it and someone else rents out the rest. It used to be a big home for mentally ill people, but the commonwealth shut it down over allegations of abuse. Most of the place is falling apart, they still haven�t figured out what to do with the land.� By now, everyone else was staring at the map.
�Can you get us there tonight?� Linda asked, her brown eyes reflecting in the light of the bulbs.
�Tonight?� he repeated. �That place is over grown. Your best bet would be to wait in the morning when you have the light on your side.�
�I think we need to go now,� she argued. �He�s been damaged, I saw the way he walked when he left and went into that building. It means he�s weakened from the fight with Herk. If we get to him now, there is a better chance of catching him.�
�Him?� Foster asked. Linda ignored the question.
The police were able to get an extra car for Herk and Linda, so long as the cops could follow in behind and the feds agreed to stay in contact. Herk and Linda roared down the Schuylkill Express with the other car behind them, sirens wailing. Herk called out the locations from the GPS receiver he held as Linda drove the car.
�You almost gave it away back there,� he grunted. �I know Doctor Jay doesn�t want us telling what we do or why we�re interested in a serial killer in Pennsylvania.�
�They didn�t make the connection,� she said. �So we�re okay. Did you read much of the report on that kill-suit?�
�Just a little bit,� he said as a small car sped past them. The local traffic was almost as bad as the one in DC.
�That kill-suit has to replenish itself. I don�t know how it�s impervious to bullets, but he found some way to generate a tough compound like Teflon on the surface. It grows back, just like the chitin on the shell of a crab. You grabbing it by the neck was something he hadn�t considered. I think that�s the best way to take him down.� She paused for a second and Herk felt her eyes on him. �Did you feel the effects of that drug again?�
�It�s always there,� Herk said with a shrug. �I worry that it will never go away. Why do you think he�s hiding at that abandoned asylum? And how could he have traveled there tonight?�
�Easy,� she responded after turning off the turn signal to change lanes, �where else could he use to work on that suit, keep it in running condition and not have anyone find out? Trust me; the doctor has all manner of trackers out there, many that aren�t legal. However, he hasn�t found out where Leon went. Every time he shows up and starts killing, it�s in a new spot. But always a one-day drive from this location.�
�Makes sense. So any idea of his motivations? You are the head-shrink after all.� He noticed she flinched at his remark.
�The guy is just pure evil. I�ve learned there are people in this world who don�t have an �off� switch when it comes to horrible thoughts. He�s a psychopath, lunatic, whatever you want to call him. But the short answer is that he does this because it�s fun and he can do it.�
An hour later, they were rolling down a crumbled road, which led through the old asylum grounds. They�d already pissed off their Philly police friends by ditching them in the gravel paths, which ran through the grounds. Linda pulled the car off to one side of the road and killed the engine. She turned off the lights and watched the other police car spin gravel as it went past them, unaware the car they searched for sat on a curb.
�You don�t want to involve them in this?� Herk said to her. �We have no idea where we are, we could use their help.�
�They�re Philly cops,� she explained. �Those two seldom cross City Line Avenue. They have no better idea where they are than we do.�
�You know a lot about Philly,� Herk joked. �Are you from here?�
�Wilmington,� Linda explained, �but I used to come up here when I was a kid. Now let�s see what we can do about changing up our appearance. I don�t want that thing to know the same people it tangled with this afternoon followed it here.�
In a few minutes, she�d changed into a light jacket from her travel bag and slapped a ball cap on Herk�s shaven head. He changed out of his business suit and into a muscle shirt and jeans.
�You�d fool me,� Linda said with a whistle as she looked him over. �Wow, you look pretty good in that shirt.�
Herk smiled at her reaction to his appearance. He�d worked hard to keep it up while in the facility and it paid off. �So what makes you think our beast man came back to this spot?� he asked as they shone some light around the curb with flashlights.
�Something I noticed as we drove in,� she said. �Look!� She aimed her flashlight at the ground.
Below them was a fresh tire track, which led off the road. Someone tried to hide it with a cover of brush, but it was still there. Herk pulled the brush aside and noticed the tracks followed a narrow trail beyond which vanished into the woods.
�Bingo,� she told him. �My mother always did say I had a weird way of finding things. Maybe she was right.�
They followed the trail back into the woods. Herk felt back in his old environment. This was why he spent years in training. It was the one time he felt alive, with his senses fully activated. Herk stayed a step behind Linda as she trained her flashlight on the ground and looked for more signs of their quarry. In the distance, he heard the other police vehicle roar around the unlit roads of the old asylum grounds. Clearly, the Philly cops had trouble finding their way in the dark. Soon they would locate their car. Linda needed to find the beast�s lair soon.
The flashlight she held illuminated the path before them. It gave Herk a chance to stay back and see if anything moved in the dark. Even with his kill-suit damaged, Leon would still be aware someone was after him. From all the reports he read, Herk knew the beast hadn�t encountered an opponent who could cause him trouble. Right now, he was probably in his hideout trying to figure why he�d nearly been bested by an ordinary man without a gun. Soon it would occur to Leon the suit had vulnerability in the neck department and he�d be forced to fix it.
The soft earth under his boots softened and he watched Linda�s tight dress as she continued to follow the tracks in front of her. Herk turned his light off to allow him to see better. He admired the rear profile of Linda. It was a long time since he�d been with a woman and she was quite attractive. He�d dealt with nurses the size of refrigerators for the last six months. A nurse less than oxen size would be useless in a mental facility for violent inmates. He tried hard not to think about his former fianc�.
As he watched Linda step further away from him, it struck Herk that she might be offering herself up as bait. Was she trying to lure the beast out into the open? It was possible; they had no idea where the thing was or even if Leon was still in his kill-suit. Herk guessed he�d dropped it once he was in the car. There was enough time between the moment Leon escaped in beast form to the when the police back up arrived to get out of his kill-suit.
The answer came two minutes later when the beast leaped on the trail, grabbed Linda and pulled her into the woods. Herk had his head in the other direction and saw it happen out of the corner of his eye. Before he could come to her rescue, they were gone. All he could see was the flashlight bouncing in the distance.
Herk ran after the beast and its captive, but the creature had a head start on him, knew the land and ran faster than he did. Herk was held back by the brush in the woods. He tripped constantly over branches and rocks on the ground. When he reached the flashlight, he found it lying in the soil.
Herk picked up the flashlight, turned it off and thought for a moment. The creature was too big to vanish without leaving a trace. He dimmed the light to the point where he could see the trail it left and not interfere with his night vision. Herk looked at the ground and saw the telltale passage of a large object as it had ran through the woods. He flexed his arms and followed the trail of the beast.
Even when he heard Linda scream, he concentrated on following the trail. Herk did not make a sound as he went along and noted which branch was out of position or what rock was over-turned by the beast. He didn�t worry much about Linda; Leon in his kill-suit had abducted her to get him to follow. By now, he probably figured out they were the same people who nearly took him out in Philly. Somewhere was the car Leon used to travel from this location to the places where he�d brought a reign of terror to the locals. Only by a steady pace could he defeat the beast when he found him. Herk felt the drug tap on his mind again, but he ignored it.
The drug was persistent. Shouldn�t it have worn off after one use? He asked the doctors at the clinic about this and they told him the drug turned something on inside him that caused Herk to transform into a total psychopath. What it was, they still didn�t know. So long as he kept the drug away from the switch, Herk maintained control. However, there might come a point when he�d let the drug flip the switch and then he�d have to be ready to turn it off again.
The moon was on its way down when he found the lair of the beast. It was a set of concrete steps that went down into an underground tunnel. Herk looked around and saw the outlines of several buildings ready to collapse. This had to be the passageway the old asylum once used to transfer inmates from one building to the next. From the stagnant water at the bottom, it wasn�t in good shape. Part of the entrance was hidden by a pile of wood. Leon must�ve found the tunnel after he fled the military weapons lab and concealed the entrance the best he could.
Herk stared down at the tunnel and Linda screamed his name. The beast wanted him to come down there to play. Leon had to know Herk didn�t carry a gun by now. He wanted a real match-up with someone who could present him with a decent challenge. Eventually the police or feds would learn that the kill-suit could be damaged by constant gunfire. The protective surface it grew would not be able to repair itself fast enough if a full automatic weapon was turned on it. Herk doubted Leon had any future plans; this was all fun to him. He�d seen this before; a kid kicked around in school grew up to be a mean son-of-a-bitch who would unleash his growth spurt on the bullies who made his young life hell. Leon wanted him to come down there and meet him.
Fine, thought Herk, you want to play, so do I. He walked down the stairs and pushed leaves out of the way.
The tunnel was dark, but there was a light at one end. It was from the light�s direction he heard Linda scream. Herk raced down the tunnel as he climbed over junk on the floor that blocked his way. It was not easy to be quiet down there. Herk didn�t know if the kill-suit gave Leon enhanced sensory powers, but if it did, he would know Herk was in the tunnel on his way. He counted on the beast�s knowledge he was there. It was when Linda quit screaming Herk grew worried.
The tunnel was quiet and the light went out in the distance. Herk stopped and waited. He smelled the dampness in the tunnel and the moisture in the air brushed wetly over his skin. It reeked of mold and fungal growth, the perfect place to hide from any kind of bomb-sniffing device.
There was a slight sound in front of him; could be anything from Leon to a damn mouse. Herk noted a rabbit scatter when he approached the tunnel. He brought up his flashlight, aimed it at the ground and turned on the lowest setting.
The devil beast was right in front of him, not more than five feet away. It was alone.
Herk set the flashlight to its highest setting and shone it directly in the beast�s face. The thing howled and tried to cover its eyes.
The flashlight hit the ground as Herk leaped on the beast and slammed it to the ground. In the faint light of the fallen flashlight, he hardly saw what he fought, but it attacked him fiercely. Herk grabbed it in a bear hug and smashed the horned creature into the concrete wall of the tunnel. Chips broke loose from the surface. The beast reached one arm over, grabbed Herk in a headlock, and tried to take him down to the ground. Herk went down with the beast on top of him as it snapped at his throat.
As he fell, the drug pleaded with Herk as he fell. It begged him to let it have a chance to make the difference. He had no choice, as his arms were pinned back, and allowed it some control. He kept enough of himself back to initiate the kill switch when he needed it.
Leon was already planning what he�d do to the woman when he took the muscleman down. This was a real fight, not the waste of time those men with pistols thought they could give him. He was almost at the neck with his artificial teeth, when his victim broke his grip in one precise move and stood up. Leon rolled over, this was impossible! His suit was built to have the strength of a polar bear. He still didn�t believe it when the muscleman grabbed him by the throat and squeezed. As the lights faded and he kicked without use, Leon realized there were more ways to increase human strength than he�d realized.
* * *
It was later, as they relaxed in the hotel room, when Linda finally asked Herk about his last minute burst of energy. She was tied to the wall when he defeated the beast and didn�t tell the whole story to the police detectives when they showed up. She�d watched as Herk dragged the lifeless form of Leon in his kill-suit over to her and freed her from the wall. Linda quickly found the destruct code on the kill-suit and watched it dissolve into its organic components. The police would find their killer, evidence of his victims, and be happy.
�You let the drug loose,� she said in the hotel room. Herk was in his robe and she in her nightgown.
�I had to,� he replied. �It was the only way to kill him. Too much of the suit was still bulletproof. I needed the drug to activate so I could strangle him.�
�But you turned it off,� she stated. �You can do that?�
�I can for now,� he said. �This time I turned it off. It didn�t want to go; it wanted me to go after you next. I was able to keep enough back when it activated to shut it down after Leon was dead. The next time, who knows? We still have nine more tasks to find out.�
Linda leaned over and lightly kissed him on the cheek. �I�ve thanked you three times for saving my life. You want to try four?�
�It�s a good start,� he said and undid the tie around her nightgown. It fell to the floor and she was on top of him in a second.
By morning, Herk and Linda had completed five tasks in the hotel room. She wanted more, but he needed to sleep.
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