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Chapter One – Susan Fleet – Absolution

A professional trumpeter and award-winning author, Susan Fleet has led a life that revolves around Music 
and Mayhem. At age eight, she began studying trumpet and joined the musicians’ union at fifteen. For 
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three decades she played gigs in the Boston area that included the Ringling Brothers Circus, Broadway shows, operas and 
symphonies.

Her solo CD, Baroque Treasures for Trumpet and Organ, won acclaim in Fanfare and American Record Guide. Inspired by a writing 
course taken at Emerson College, she began writing crime fiction in 1990. After teaching at Brown University and Berklee 
College of Music for many years, Susan moved to New Orleans in 2001 to focus on writing. The Premier Book Awards 
named Absolution Best Mystery-Suspense-Thriller of 2009. Susan moved back to the Boston area in 2010. Diva, her next 
suspense thriller featuring NOPD detective Frank Renzi, will be published in 2011.

Author website: www.susanfleet.com
Amazon author page: http://www.amazon.com/Susan-Fleet/e/B003MR47T8

Copyright © 2010 Susan Fleet

Absolution

Thursday July 9, 2005   Sundown:

Humming tunelessly, Dawn Andrews pulled on her low-cut lavender jersey, the one that showed off her 
cleavage, and aimed a seductive smile at the mirror above her dresser. She was no Britney Spears, that’s for sure, 
frizzy hair, crooked teeth, and a face guys didn’t look at twice. They liked her boobs though. The last time she’d 
worn this outfit was six months ago. Her last date. That one hadn’t panned out, but maybe tonight would be 
different. 

Mario. Just thinking about him made her tingle in all the right places. Her job at Hollywood Video paid shit, 
but she loved watching movies, imagining herself as the fearless heroine. Some of the customers were cute, too. 
Mario was more than cute. He was a hunk, tall and broad-shouldered, with dark chest hair curling in the V of his 
shirt. Flirting with her, telling raunchy jokes, eyes fixed on her boobs. He worked at a Shell Service Center and 
drove a Dodge Ram pickup with twin exhausts. 

This afternoon Mario had finally asked her out. 
Her gaze drifted to the velvet painting above her bed, a tan cocker spaniel with liquid brown eyes, a gift from 

Paul when she was fifteen, the night she lost her cherry in the back seat of his car. A week later Paul moved on 
to another girl. The story of her life. 

She checked the digital alarm clock on her bedside table: 6:35. 
Damn! The priest was late. 
She clumped down the hall to her living room. She hated her orthopedic shoes, but without the two-inch 

wedge her limp was worse. 
What would Mario think? He’d only seen her from the waist up, across the counter. Maybe he’d be 

sympathetic like the priest, asking if she’d sprained her ankle after she found him a copy of Tootsie this morning. 
When she said it was a birth defect, he told her God had given her a beautiful smile to make up for it. 

What a crock. If he liked her smile so much, why was he staring at her boobs? He was nice, though, young 
and good-looking in his Roman collar. He’d insisted on coming over to give her a pep talk about going to 
college. She hadn’t dared refuse. The nuns at St. Mary’s had drilled it into them: Disobey a priest and you’d go to 
straight to hell.

But that was before Mario asked her out. 
Gnawing her lip, she went to the window, parted the curtain and looked down at the shadowy parking lot. 

Where the hell was the priest? She didn’t give a shit about college. She wanted to get married and have babies. 
Mario was coming over after work, and she couldn’t wait to feel his arms around her. She pictured his eyes, dark 
and sexy and full of passion. 

Mario had promised to call her before he left work. If the priest was still here, that would be the perfect 
excuse to get rid of him. 

_____
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Cloaked in the darkness of his car, the sinner gazed at the light in Dawn’s third floor window, rapt with 
anticipation. Not many people knew he was a sinner. The rest he easily deceived. He had repented his youthful 
transgressions, but the path to salvation had eluded him until God sent him a sign. God had delivered him unto 
a city of decadence: New Orleans.

City of temptations you couldn’t resist, said the annoying voice that intruded on his thoughts far too often these 
days.

He dislodged a peanut from a back molar—part of the Mr. Goodbar he’d eaten after dinner—and crushed it 
between his teeth. Through the open car window he heard the distant hum of traffic on the Interstate. Sundown 
had brought no relief from the July heat wave, and his shirt clung to his back, damp with sweat. But his gaze 
remained on Dawn’s window, aglow with light, calling him to complete his mission and atone for his sins. 

Judging by her low forehead and vapid expression, Dawn wasn’t too bright, and she was a sinner, no doubt 
about that, teasing him with her seductive smile, flaunting her breasts. That was about to change. Tonight he 
would make her confess and repent her sins, as he had.   

Dawn would be his fourth Absolution in New Orleans. The others had garnered massive publicity, publicity 
that sent a powerful message to other sinful women. It also made things difficult. United against him, the police 
and FBI agents had vowed to stop him. But they couldn’t. No one could. 

With God on his side, how could he fail? 
His plan was brilliant, his mission righteous. 
All that remained was the execution. 

_____

“Blood in the water, out come the sharks,” Frank said to his partner as they pushed through glass double 
doors into another steam-bath New Orleans night. On the wide staircase below them sweaty-faced uniformed 
officers with nightsticks policed an agitated mob that spilled off the sidewalk into the street: terrified residents, 
local and national reporters, all of them obsessed with a twisted killer.

“No new victim, next best thing be a suspect.” Kenyon Miller ran a hand over the pecan-brown skin on his 
shaven head and headed for the stairs. “Enjoy the show while I get the wheels.” 

Anxiety nibbled Frank’s gut. The Big Easy at dusk could be romantic, but not tonight. Not with racial 
tensions about to boil over. All the ingredients for violence lay below him: outraged white residents, pissed-off 
black folks, and pugnacious journalists chasing a fresh angle to the story. 

And a full moon always brought out the lunatic fringe, like the oversized man at the rear of the crowd, 
lumbering along like a grizzly bear, long shaggy hair, dark stubble stark against his pale skin. No one else seemed 
to notice him, all eyes now focused on the man in the suit and tie emerging from the building that housed the 
serial killer taskforce. 

Reporters rushed up the stairs, bellowing questions at the latest star in the Tongue Killer drama now playing 
in New Orleans. Standing beside his attorney, he squinted in the glare of flashbulbs and television lights, an 
ebony-skinned man with a bushy Afro and dark eyes that seemed too large for his narrow face. 

In a voice filled with outrage, the lawyer told the reporters his client was a model citizen who’d done nothing 
wrong, and police had no right to detain him for thirty-six hours and hold him in a cell full of criminals.  

Frank tuned out the lawyer and focused on Grizzly, a good four inches taller than his own six-one and built 
like a refrigerator, probably outweighed him by eighty pounds, shoulders hunched inside an olive-green camo-
jacket with dark sweat stains under the arms. 

Television lights flared behind the crowd, spotlighting a young reporter in a form-fitting dress, about to do a 
standup across the street. Grizzly’s face puckered with anger as he edged closer to her, eyes bulging, lips moving. 

Oblivious to him, the newswoman, a reporter for a local network affiliate, gazed into the mini-cam balanced 
on her cameraman’s shoulder and began her report.

Grizzly was too agitated to be harmless. 
Frank charged down the thirty-odd steps, hit the sidewalk and plunged through the crowd to the street. He 

dug his Sig-Sauer out of its ankle holster and made sure the safety was on. No shooting in a crowd like this, too 
many people in the line of fire. 

Closing on the reporter, Grizzly reached inside his jacket.



Dodging a woman pushing a kid in a stroller, Frank broke into a run, ducked around two grim-faced black 
men in Saints T-shirts, and saw Grizzly’s hand come out of his jacket with an eight-inch combat knife. 

Frank ran faster, arms pumping, feet pounding the pavement, heart slamming his chest, knowing he was 
going to be too late. 

Grizzly shoved the cameraman to the ground, grabbed the reporter and locked her against his chest. The 
woman screamed, a shrill sound that panicked nearby spectators, who fled, uttering shrieks of their own. Eyes 
bulging, the man set the serrated blade of the knife against the reporter’s milky-white throat. “Don’t ignore me, 
you bitch!” 

Five yards behind them Frank skidded to a stop. 
One yank of the blade would sever her carotid artery, launching a gusher of blood. If the blood pouring 

down her trachea into her lungs didn’t drown her, she’d bleed out before help arrived. He’d seen it happen and 
wasn’t going to let it happen here. He holstered the Sig, launched himself in a flying leap and locked his hands 
around Grizzly’s wrist. 

The man staggered but kept his footing, kept a strangle-hold on the woman, kept his grip on the knife. “Get 
off me, dickhead!” 

Frank smelled booze on his breath, no surprise in a city with drive-thru daiquiri shops and 24-hour bars. He 
twisted the man’s wrist, forcing the blade away from the reporter’s throat. She screamed again, her lips drawn 
back in a grimace of fear. Grizzly jerked his shoulders to and fro, trying to shake Frank loose. With grim 
determination, he clamped his fingers around the wrist, inhaling the man’s vile body odor. An elbow slammed 
his cheekbone, and a red haze swam across his vision, but he held onto the wrist. Grizzly glared at him, rage 
smoldering in his eyes. 

“Fuck you, cocksucker! This bitch is mine!”
No sanity in those piggish eyes, just pure malevolence. Frank felt his sweaty hands slip on Grizzly’s wrist, felt 

like he was losing an arm-wrestling contest with a giant. Lose this fight, the woman was dead. 
He drew back his leg, aimed for the groin and kicked. 
Grizzly howled in pain and his knees buckled. 
At that moment Kenyon Miller, six-six and two-forty, barreled into them, and they collapsed in a heap. 

Miller slammed Grizzly’s head against the pavement. Frank pried the knife loose and gave it to one of the 
uniforms who descended upon them. Wielding nightsticks, a dozen officers subdued Grizzly, who screamed 
obscenities as they dragged him away. 

Frank struggled to his feet, heart pounding, still on an adrenaline high. His cheek throbbed as he helped the 
shaken newswoman to her feet. Beneath her makeup her face was ashen. She swayed against him, and he gripped 
her arm to steady her, heard his partner mutter in his ear: “Lights-camera-action.” 

Franklin Sullivan Renzi, 42, banished from Boston by a one-two punch of personal and professional 
disasters, knew what that meant. 

He released her arm and asked if she was okay. 
Drawing a shaky breath, she raked slender fingers through her hair. “I think so. That creep’s been bugging 

me all week, waiting for me outside the station every night after work. If you hadn’t tackled him, I’d probably be 
dead. I don’t know how to thank you.”

But the look in her eyes suggested otherwise. Frank didn’t consider himself handsome, not with his hawk-
like nose, but certain women found him attractive, women who liked flirting with danger, women who sensed his 
dark side. But this one was in show-biz, working for the media. 

Aware of the cameras, he flashed a quick smile, said, “Take care of yourself,” and followed Miller, a former 
LSU middle linebacker, who plowed through a mob of reporters lobbing questions at them. They fought their 
way to an unmarked Crown Vic idling at the curb and piled inside. 

As Miller merged into the early evening traffic, Frank’s heart gradually resumed its normal rhythm. He took a 
pack of Baby-Wipes out of the glove box, held one to his aching cheek and brushed dirt off his trousers with his 
other hand. One pant leg was ripped, another pair for the trashcan. 

“Thanks, partner. I owe you one. The guy outweighed me.”
“Pip-squeak compared to me.” Miller ran a hand over his hairless pate, which he’d recently shaved to 

eliminate a widening bald spot. “Didn’t your daddy tell you never to pick fights with guys bigger than you?”



“Hell, no. When a damsel’s in distress, my father expects me to slay the dragon, no matter how big it is.” 
Judge Salvatore Renzi expected his only son to uphold the family honor at all times. Now, more than ever.  

“Dragon slayer?” Miller rumbled a bass chuckle. “Frank, we just a couple of NOPD homicide dicks on a task 
force loaded with State cops and FBI agents. Boss-man wants us to re-canvas the vic-three neighborhood, catch 
folks at home after work, ruin their dinner, we best get on it.”

Miller cracked his window and lit a cigarette. They’d been partners for two years and got along well for the 
most part, but he wished Miller wouldn’t smoke so much. He’d quit ten years ago. The craving was gone, but the 
memory was tempting: sharing a smoke with a partner after a near disaster. 

An image flashed in his mind, a little girl sprawled on a filthy carpet, tears glistening like diamonds on her 
Hershey’s chocolate skin, eyes wide and staring, killed by a cop’s bullet, his or his partner’s. Four years later, the 
vision still haunted him. He’d never told anyone, not the Boston PD shrink they sent him to, not his partner, not 
the guys he played hoop with, not even his wife. When he’d still had a wife. 

“Media blitz brings out the freaks,” Miller said. “Now we gotta waste time writing up our go-round with that 
three-hundred-pound sack of shit.”

“She said he’s been stalking her for a week.” 
Grizzly wasn’t the Tongue Killer, but ever since the first murder two years ago violent crime against women 

had increased dramatically, as if the Tongue Killer now served as a sick role model for men who thought they 
had a license to batter, rape and kill women. 

“Well, he got his ten minutes on CNN.” Miller turned onto a tree-lined side street and looked over, eyes 
mischievous. “Good lookin babe, seemed like she was coming on to you.”

“I noticed.” He also noticed the lime-green Dodge Neon behind them, clocking the wing-mirror as the car 
settled in a half-block behind them. 

“So? Give her a call. She’s not married.”
“A reporter? No way.” On the job twenty years, he’d dealt with plenty of media types. Reporter or not, when 

it came to women, he went with his gut. It hadn’t prevented his marriage from going in the toilet, but he knew 
how to read most women. He also knew a tail when he saw one. The lime-green Neon, operated by a black 
female, was still behind them, mirroring their every turn. “Someone’s following us.”

Miller’s eyes flicked to the rearview. “The Neon?”
“Yes. Can you get behind her so I can make the tag?”
“You bet.” With a gleeful expression, Miller zoomed past a Rite Aide and turned into Prescription Drive-up 

at the rear of the building. Avoiding the line of cars, Miller circled the building in time to see the Neon join the 
Drive-up line. He kept going and pulled up behind a row of parked cars in front of the store. Seconds later the 
Neon sped past them, slowed to a crawl and stopped near the exit thirty yards away. 

Frank got on his cellphone, called in the tag and got put on hold.
“Maybe she’s a secret admirer. You been playing around?”
Miller stared at him, aghast. “You shittin' me? You know what would happen if I was playing around and 

Tanya found out?” He drew a finger across his throat in a slicing motion.
“The average guy thinks about sex ten times a day.”
“Not me. Get up at six, drive two kids to school, work all day and half the night, get home at ten if I’m 

lucky, who’s got time to think about sex?” Miller waggled an eyebrow at him. “You best get yourself a girlfriend, 
Frank.”

He refused to take the bait. He wasn’t about to discuss his love-life with Miller, or anyone else for that 
matter. To most cops gossip was sport, a diversion to keep them awake on stakeouts. 

DMV came back with the information, which he relayed to Miller. “The Neon’s registered to Rona Jefferson, 
no wants on her, no moving violations.”

“Fuck all!” 
“You know her?”  
“Woman writes a column for the Clarion Call that manages to piss off half the town.” Miller grinned. “The 

white half.” 
“Good looking?  Not that you’re interested, of course.”
“If you like barbed wire with attitude.” Miller’s grin faded. “Frank, I been a cop long enough to know that 



having a reporter on your ass can be a problem.” His cellphone chimed. Miller pulled it off his belt, took the call, 
listened for a bit and said, “How’d you get my number?” 

He glanced at Frank and rolled his eyes. “I don’t care what kind of tip you got. I’m not meeting you alone, 
you got that? Hold on.” Lowering the phone to his lap, Miller said, “It’s Rona, says she’s got a hot tip about the 
Tongue Killer, wants to tell me about it. Alone. Ain’t gonna happen tonight. We re-canvas the vic-three 
neighbors, be ten o’clock by the time we finish.” 

Irritated, Frank snapped. “So?”
“And get home at midnight?” 
“You think she’s angling for an inside scoop?”
“Not necessarily. I don’t know her that well, met her at an NAACP banquet once. But she’s written some 

good articles. Rona’s got her sources.”
“And we’ve got three dead women and no leads.”
“Rona’s not gonna tell us anything that can’t wait till tomorrow.”
“Jesus Christ! I’ll do it myself then, help you interview the vic-three neighbors till nine, meet Rona at nine-

thirty.” 
“She don’t want to talk to you, she wants to talk to me.”
“I don’t give a fuck what she wants. Tell her to be at Café du Mond at nine-thirty. I’ll take it from there.”  
Miller looked over, his dark eyes full of resentment, lower lip jutting out. “Suit yourself, Frank. But she’s 

gonna be pissed.”

Fin

Chapter Two - Jen Hilborne – Madness and Murder

I was born in England, and currently live in Southern California. Now a dual citizen, I spend a good deal of 
time traveling back and forth between the two. In fact, eleven hours cramped up in coach, next to a total 
stranger, has been the perfect opportunity to develop many ideas for my stories. For as long as I can 
remember, I've enjoyed writing fiction, I began writing my first novel in 2007, an idea originally stemming 
from the competitive real estate world, and the industry I've worked in for many years. However, as the 
storyline developed, I noticed the plot taking on a mind of its own and followed it with interest. The result, 

one year later, is Madness and Murder, a mystery suspense that begins in Oakland, takes us all the way to New Zealand, and 
then back to San Francisco. Madness and Murder was scheduled for release early July 2010 but it's available now. Why not 
check it out at Amazon. I am currently working on my second novel, another murder mystery, set in San Francisco. 

A number of people have asked me where my inspiration comes from. Truthfully, I don't how to sum that up in any other 
way than it being the result of an active imagination and a love of writing mysteries. Writing inspires me. When I'm not 
writing, I enjoy reading, traveling, the movies and a good meal out.

Author website: http://jfhilborne.com/index.html
Amazon author page: http://tinyurl.com/2cqfq42
Publisher website: http://www.echelonpress.com

Copyright © 2010 Jen Hilborne

Madness and Murder

Sacramento 1982-1983

"You have committed the most heinous of crimes, and you have shown no remorse. The court imposes the 
maximum sentence the circumstances will allow…life without parole."

A woman's penetrating scream drew every eye in the courtroom. From his seat in the back, Detective Mac 
Jackson looked over at the family of the convicted and at the boy glaring back at him with dark, hate-filled eyes.  
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Even when his mother's cries grew louder, and the uniformed officers dragged away his father–a brutal murderer  
with a shaved head and a spider tattoo curling all the way around his thick neck–to begin the life sentence Judge  
Marshall had just handed out, the child's rigid stare didn't waiver. Jackson read a warning in those eyes: this isn't 
finished.

Detective Shaun Hodges leaned in closer to his partner. Together, they'd brought Bodie Allure to justice for 
killing a child younger than Jackson's own son. "We did it." The jubilant punch struck him in the side of his leg. 

Jackson glanced at the family of the victim, a few rows in front of him, eyes cast down in despair, exuding  
anguish so raw, he had to close his eyes for a second. A life for a life, that's what they'd wanted. Taking the  
advice of his lawyer, Bodie had pleaded guilty and escaped the death penalty.

Unlike Hodges, Jackson didn't feel like celebrating. Murder left him weary. The murder of a child left him  
drained, used-up, like somebody had sucked all the good air out of the world and extracted the energy from his  
body. Although he'd spent many years on the force, seen some terrible things, he never got used to the death of  
a child. Perhaps it was the one remaining sense that reminded him he was still human; that this damn job hadn't  
turned him into a machine.

He nodded. "Yep, we did it." Finally, he got up to leave, passing the victim's family; a broken mother and 
father, clinging to all they had left: their seven-year-old twins. Tears ran down their cheeks, droplets falling from 
the end of their noses and onto the children's heads. The twins looked bewildered.

Jackson doubted they understood the significance of today. As he made his way from the courtroom, he  
thought about Bodie's long criminal  history.  The man had grown from a violent  teen into a brute with no 
conscience. A true psychopath. Thanks to the guile of his lawyer, a technicality had resulted in his previous  
crime, a rape and robbery, being thrown out. Jackson couldn't help wondering if the law had failed the Croft's; if  
Cameron might still be alive had the judicial system done its job.

He drove back to the station in a pensive mood. Cameron Croft had been the eldest of the Croft's three kids.  
Tall and skinny, he'd made it to eleven. Then he'd crossed paths with Bodie Allure, who'd snatched him from the 
driveway of his Sacramento home. His neck had been snapped like a twig, only a week after the rape and robbery  
charge had been dropped. Jackson switched lanes, trying simultaneously to change his train of thought. No such  
luck. Events soon after the murder filtered back. He remembered the family's reaction; how they'd crumbled in  
front of him when he'd given them the news that Cameron had been raped, sodomized, choked, and broken. He 
thought about his own son, Bryce, unable to imagine anything worse than losing a child. Raymond, Cameron's 
father, had told him he wished he were dead.

An experienced officer in his mid-thirties, Jackson found telling the families a loved one had died the most 
distressing part of his job. When a youngster had died the stress doubled. In solving the Croft case, he had 
excelled. Good instincts and an uncanny accuracy with a hunch had enabled him to track down Bodie quickly.  
From time to time, that sixth sense he seemed to possess even got Hodges spooked, or so he'd said. Jackson  
reached the station and pulled into his usual spot, chewing on a hunch that Bodie would not fair well in prison 
for raping and murdering a child. Even hardened criminals detested child molesters and Jackson knew it. He  
imagined if Bodie didn't, he was about to find out the hard way. 

* * *

"Seems like the Croft's got their wish."
"What d'you mean?" Jackson frowned when the  Sacramento Bee  landed on his desk six weeks later, almost 

knocking over his coffee. Ready to berate Hodges for his carelessness, the words caught in his throat when he  
saw the article Hodges'd circled. He read it quickly. "Well, well, well. Can't say I'm surprised." He grinned up at  
his partner. "He should have pleaded not guilty. He'd have lasted longer on death row."

"Nah, saved the state a lot of trouble," said Hodges, perching on the corner of Jackson's desk. "Saved the  
taxpayer's money." Ironically, Bodie had been sodomized and beaten to death by other inmates housed in the  
general population at San Quentin State Prison. He'd died the same way he'd killed Cameron, thanks to his 
lawyer's advice. "Ironic, huh?" Hodges took back his paper.

"Certainly is. Good to know there's still some justice out there."
"Think the Croft's know about it yet?"



"I don't know." Even if they did, Jackson doubted it would bring them any comfort. Nothing would bring  
back their beloved son. 

* * *

"He's dead. He'll never hurt anyone else." Her father's blunt words echoed in her head, but Jessica Croft  
didn't feel safe. What did he know? He didn't know about the bad man who came to her at night, terrorized her  
in the dark, an arm like a tree branch around her dead brother's neck. The vicious, snarling brute that made her  
wake up in the dead of night in sopping wet sheets.

She couldn't tell him. After Cameron died, no one spoke about the murder. No one spoke about anything to  
do with the murder, or the trial. Instead, the fractured family withdrew into themselves, withdrew from life, the  
parents dragging their scared, confused children into a bizarre existence that rarely strayed past the walls of their  
small, two-story home.

* * *

One chilly evening in late November, twelve months after Cameron's death, Jackson got another call that  
horrified him. "You're kidding me?" he said to the dispatcher when she gave him the address.

"I'm afraid not. The neighbor reported hearing a gunshot. You better get over there."
Did Bodie have someone on the outside who'd gone back to the Croft's to settle a score? Had someone 

murdered the rest of the family? Hurt the other children? "Jeez, I hope not," he muttered, gunning the engine of  
his black and white.

* * *

The twins had been in bed for hours. Sometime earlier, Jessica had woken, hair stuck flat against her sweaty  
forehead, nightdress stuck fast to her clammy legs. Only babies wet their beds. At eight-years-old, she felt like a  
baby. The moon's illumination cut a sliver of light through the blackness of her room, and she used it to chase 
shadows while her eyes focused. Out of her sodden bed, she pulled the wet nightdress over her head and felt  
around in her dresser for another. Once she'd put it on, she closed the creaky drawer slowly, and did what she  
did almost every night.

With Bear, her beloved, scruffy, brown teddy, under her arm, she made her way out of her own cream-
colored room, that never seemed so terrifying in the daylight, and inched along the hall toward her brother's  
room, and his dry bed. His bed would be safe. The bad man never ventured into Judd's room. The evil in her 
nightmares had no face, yet she knew it well. Always at the core, she saw her dead brother, a massive, tattooed 
arm tight around his neck, his chest muscles open, mouth drawn back, teeth exposed. He made no noise as the  
scream originating in his diaphragm lost its tone in his throat, and died on his lips. Trapped forever in the inky  
darkness of her dead brother's eyes and the horror that filled her nights, she wondered how, if Bodie was dead,  
he could still get to her in the night?

Judd barely moved when she slipped into the bed beside him, so familiar had the ritual become. Gradually,  
Jessica slipped into a fretful sleep.

The ominous boom jolted them awake. A deep, loud crack bounced off the walls, creating a rumbling, evil  
echo. Terrified, Jessica clung to Judd. "What was that?" she whispered.

Before he could answer, a chilling scream filled the night air, and then a strange sound came, a kind of  
wailing; the sound of insanity.

"Come on," Judd urged, sliding out from under the sheets.
Against all her eight-year-old instincts, Jessica climbed out of the warm bed behind him, shivering in the cold 

night air, and clinging to his old, blue-flannel pajamas. At the door, he craned his neck and peered into the hall.  
When he stepped out, she followed. Together they crept toward the stairs.

"Who's down there?"
"I don't know," Judd whispered, "but something's happening. Something bad." From the top of the stairs 

they heard another low wail. "Mom." As soon as Judd said it, Jessica began to sob. "We've got to go down 
there," he said.

"No, I'm too scared."



Judd sounded miserable. "Me, too. But we can't stay here." Jessica buried her face into Bear's neck. If Judd  
went downstairs, she would go, too. She didn't want to go; she wanted to run far away, wanted to hide. She knew 
she'd do whatever Judd said, for she trusted no one more than her brother.

"Come on, Jessie." He stood up with a bravery she didn't understand, took hold of her hand, and pulled her  
slowly down the stairs.

Fin
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Testarossa

Things are never how they seem, especially in police work.
A call came in at noon about a floater in the Venice canals.  I rode over alone, figuring I’d meet up with 

somebody from my unit...my partner, maybe.  The fact that they called me told me that the person I was to fish 
out of the canal was dead.  I’m a detective with LAPD Homicide, and I generally don’t go out on calls unless we 
have a corpse.  I don’t like to waste my time with the living.

The Venice canals were created in the early 1900’s by Abbot Kinney, a guy who apparently fell in love with 
the other canals, in the other Venice.  The oasis he created is the one I fell in love with.  Six canals intersect, 
flowing under footbridges and past walkways.  The houses are all different and all too close together, but walk 
down here on any given night and someone is always having a party, and they’ll invite you in, too.  That’s what I 
love about this place—that and the ducks.

I arrived at the scene, a block away from my house.  A young patrolman was standing on the banks of the 
canal with a duck barking at his feet.  He didn’t have the slightest inkling of what to do, so I pulled on a pair of 
latex gloves and stepped into the murky water.  I grabbed the guy under the arms and pulled him out.  I noticed 
as I did this that three or four people, about this guy’s age, were standing around and snickering.  I soon found 
out why.  As soon as his mouth hit oxygen he exhaled and coughed.  Then he threw up, all over the patrolman’s 
shoes.  He had his audience in stitches now and that pissed me off.  I twirled my index finger at the patrolman 
indicating he should turn around.  He stared at me dumbly, so I twirled my finger again, slowly this time.  When 
he did, I jerked the kid straight and smacked him on the back of the head.  He let out a yelp and the patrolman 
turned back to face me again.  I shrugged.  A cop’s gotta do what a cop’s gotta do, but I don’t believe in 
corrupting the young.

“You got some ‘splainin’ to do, Lucy,” I said to the kid, a big, goofy red head.  “Someone reported you dead, 
my friend, which is why I’m here.  You get why this is a problem now?”

“Yes, sir.”
“Good.”  And then I waited.  He finally caught on.  ‘Splainin’ to do.  Oh, yeah.  Right.
“I…I’m a…”
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“You’re a…”  I arched a brow and spun my hand in another type of twirling motion used the world over to 
get people to hurry the fuck up with whatever it is they need to say.

“I’m, uh, with a fraternity?”
“You asking or tellin’, red?”
“Ha,” he gasped.  “Takes one to know one.”  He pointed to my head.
“Sorry.  You lost me, Sparky.  You’re with a frat?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And this is some sort of…”
“Initiation.  Yes, sir.”
“Well, I’m gonna have Officer Parker here cuff you and take you down to the station.  After you’ve cleaned 

his shoes, he’s gonna arrest your ass and charge you with something really bad of his choosing.  That should go 
over big at the frat.”

“Yes, sir.”
“Off you go.”  Jesus.  I’m a real badass.

My name is John Testarossa.  Not like the car.  That’s the first question I get: ‘You mean like the car?’  The 
second joke isn’t so obvious, unless you’re Italian.  Testarossa means redhead.  And that’s what I am:  An Italian 
redhead.  Some bored guard over on Ellis Island decided to crack wise when they saw my redheaded grandfather 
get off the boat from Naples.  He ruffled my grandfather’s head, laughed, and said, “Testarossa.  Ha!  Ha! 
Testarossa” and it stuck.  Either you were stuck with the name of the town or village you came from, or you 
were stuck with something a wisecracking guard gave you.  They didn’t give a shit.  They were in a rush to get 
you through and settled.  My grandfather was fourteen when he got off that boat, alone, in a strange city.  A 
WOP in a strange land.  WOP – WithOut Papers.  That’s what it means.   The name stuck and I wear it with 
pride, but it wasn’t always like that.

I grew up in an Italian neighborhood in Bensonhurst, New York and I was always getting my ass kicked. 
“Get yer mick ass outta here,” the Italian kids would yell, kicking me in the ass as I ran home crying.  Trying to 
convince them I was not Irish went south after my two sisters came out and did a little ass kicking of their own. 
Not only did I have to deal with my red hair, but also with the fact that two girls were fighting my battles for me. 
It took a while, but when I got older and the kids saw I could fight, they left me alone.  I never told anyone this 
but it was Barbara and Marie, my sisters, who taught me how to fight.  Another thing that helped, at least for a 
while, was my dad telling me that Christopher Columbus was also a redhead.  We believed he was the greatest 
Italian that ever lived.  Until it turned out he was a raper and a pillager, in addition to being a discoverer.

I drove back to Pacific station where I work.  Pacific covers the area from LAX and Westchester to Playa del 
Rey and Venice with Mar Vista and Oakwood thrown in for good measure.  A couple of years ago a group of 
detectives were reassigned to Pacific to handle the growing gang concern as well as the large tourist area that is 
Venice Beach.  Response time is just better when you don’t have to fight traffic coming from the Glass House—
Parker Center.

I winked at Ginger our civilian desk clerk and went into the back to check in.  My C.O., Captain Dale 
Blackburn, stood in the doorway of his office.   A huge black man with gentle eyes and a booming voice that 
carried traces of his upbringing in New Orleans.  I still carried the New York accent quite heavily despite my 
many years in L.A. and when the two of us got together, it cracked everyone else up but us.  We didn’t see the 
humor.  With him at six-five and me close to six-three, I guess it can get interesting.  Dale B. was a good man to 
work for.  He trusted his officers and detectives to do their jobs and he only got involved when they didn’t.

“Where you been?”
“Fishing,” I deadpanned.
“Well done.”
“Thanks, boss.”  He knew where I’d been.  It was all over the station.  Homicide detectives were the elite. 

Sometimes we got side-tracked.  And even though it is never our fault that we occasionally got stuck on 
something more worthy of someone else’s time, any excuse to squeeze your balls around here, and someone will 
take it.



“Just to give you a heads up,” I said, “I handled it all myself.  Didn’t need Ortiz at all.”  Dale finally cracked a 
smile.  “Mark my words; this will go down as one of my greatest busts.  The chief will be all over this.  My atta-
boy is in ‘da bag, brother.”

I left him in search of my good-for-nothing partner.  I took a peek inside the men’s room.
“There you are, you lazy fuck.” I said, joining him on the bench.
He laughed.  “Yeah, I’m sorry I missed it, Johnny.”  Alex Ortiz was my partner and best friend.  I don’t 

know what fates brought us together, but we are good in every way imaginable.  I wouldn’t be caught dead in the 
field with anyone else but him.

“If you’re done laughing like a clown, maybe we could go check the board.  Do some police work?  Whaddya 
say?”  I said, staring him down.  This made him laugh even more.  I wonder how much work I’d get done if I 
partnered up with a sourpuss?  

The kind of call we all dread came in an hour later.  A bank robbery was going down in the Marina.  Robbery 
was not our thing, but the call was for ‘all units’.  

When we got to the shopping center where the small bank branch was located, it was already a bad scene. 
Three gunmen were inside with hostages.  An officer was already down and an L.A. County fire unit was tending 
to him.

The shopping center was large, with a grocery store, three restaurants, and several small retail outlets located 
around the perimeter.  The gunmen were smart.  They knew we would not engage in aggressive gunfire with so 
many people around.  Several patrol units were trying to get people out of the lot while keeping new people from 
coming in.  As Alex and I were getting into position after being briefed, two guys came out shooting.  And sadly, 
it became North Hollywood all over again.  Several cops opened fire.  Nothing penetrated their body armor. 
Both men calmly walked out onto the street, blocked off now with police barricades.  They turned one way, shot 
off a round in the direction of officers, then kept walking.  Clearly, they wanted to die, and within a minute, a 
SWAT sharpshooter took them out with one headshot each.  Alex and I never discharged our weapons.

SWAT went into the bank to look for more suspects then let the customers and employees out.  All these 
people were now lined up waiting to be questioned.  On the most harrowing day of their lives, they couldn’t just 
go home.  They were now part of a crime scene.  In addition to the two gunmen and the officer who was 
critically wounded, two bank employees lay dead inside.  The mood was somber as it is anytime an officer goes 
down.  They got him out of there and over to the hospital down the street for stabilization.  Then he would be 
transported to the nearest trauma center.  Unfortunately, because of the latest budget cuts, the nearest trauma 
center was at County USC near downtown.  

Alex and I walked up to the entrance to the bank.  Detectives Mark Gonzales and Amelia Carter were 
already there. 

“That was close,” Gonz said.  “Too much like 1997 for my taste.  But we were ready this time.”   In 1997 a 
bank robbery went down in North Hollywood.  Three men armed with automatic weapons that could go 
through body armor outgunned police trained to handle just this type of thing—except that the assholes wore 
body armor as well.  In this case, their toys were bigger—and better—than ours.  Two people were killed and 
fifteen injured, including ten police officers.  It was the worst bank robbery in L.A.’s history.  This was too 
familiar.

“We were ready?”  Amelia Carter arched a skinny brow at her partner then turned to us.  “The last time our 
hero was in a gun fight was at the academy.  He shot the cardboard housewife with the bag of groceries.”

“You wound me, Carter,” Gonz said, clutching his chest.  “You really do.”  Mark and Amelia had been 
friends since the academy, and it was a fluke, plain and simple, that they became partners.  He was a hulk of a 
man and she was about as big as a minute.  Gonzales played football with UCLA before a knee injury sidelined 
him long enough for him to find something else to love:  police work.  He joined up right out of college.  Mark 
went through a messy divorce last year so he and I have that in common.

Amelia was in the army for four years before she joined the department.  She is married to Daniel Rios, who 
works in the DA’s office and does legal work for migrant farm workers on the side, pro bono.  She is a great 
cop.  And tough.  She had to be, growing up in South Central with five brothers, raised by her dad.  In her case, 
size does not matter.  



“Y’all ready to go in or do we need a group hug first?”  She looked at me with her brows raised high as if I 
was the pansy keeping everyone from their work.

“Age before beauty,” I said, letting her in the door first.  She shot me the bird behind her back.
The bank was a mess.  Ceiling tiles were scattered all over the floor.  They had shot into the ceilings and into 

the walls trying to disable any electronic surveillance. It still smelled like a bank with Eau d’ Gun mixed in. 
I went behind the teller counter and came upon the first victim.  I pulled on a rubber glove and felt her neck 

for a pulse.  She didn’t look older than eighteen or twenty.  She was gone.  Single shot to the head, it looked like, 
but in the end, the Coroner’s Investigator makes that call.

“I’ve got one here,” I called out to no one in particular.
“I’ve got the other one over here.”  Amelia was crouched next to our second victim.  Her thin, angular face 

was set with emotion, but her soft eyes, slanted slightly so that you could mistake her for Asian for just a 
moment, betrayed nothing.  

The victim looked like the bank manager according to the picture on the wall behind his desk.  He was on 
the floor next to his desk where a picture of his wife and kids stared down at his now lifeless body.  Then a voice 
only a mother could love pulled me up out of the hole. 

“John?”
“Yeah, Don.”  Don Esterhaus, one of the detectives in the robbery division, wandered over.
“We have the two dead suspects outside, one got away.”
“Yeah?  How?”
“One of the witnesses says that he was the last one in but when all the shooting started he took off out the 

back and drove off.”
“Did anyone see him?  See what he looked like?  See the car?  Any-fucking-thing?”
“I’m working on it.”
“Okay, Donnie.”  Don Esterhaus sounded like he gargled with gravel and he only needed to say about four 

sentences to me before I would start getting pissy with him. Tall and lanky with graying hair that stood on end 
most of the time, he was both comical to look at and scary to listen to.  He’s a good cop so I try to tolerate it, 
but listening to him is like fingernails on a chalkboard.  This was his case now.

We stepped outside.  “Who went down?” 
“Patterson,” Gonz answered.  
“No shit.” 
“Bullet got around the Kevlar, hit him in the side.  He also took one in the neck.”
“Where’s Mike?”  Mike Shin was Gregg Patterson’s partner in patrol. Mike was part of our little group.
“At County, where they took Patty.”  
A cop goes down, day turns to shit for everyone.

Fin
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Ladies and Gentlemen – The Redeemers

Abe and Bert

“Miss!  Miss!  Hi!  You look like a patron of the arts.  Could I trouble you for a small contribution for my 
friend Abe over there?”  Bert matched a young woman stride for stride as she strode briskly across the subway 
concourse.  He pointed toward Abe, who was standing along the white tiled wall, next to the Fresh Cut Flowers 
stand, singing Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On.”  The woman forged ahead.

“Fully tax deductible!” Bert continued cheerfully, and with that, the woman turned to look at Bert with a 
skeptical glance.  “Okay, okay.  It’s not really tax deductible,” Bert said with a laugh.

The woman returned a brief smile, seemingly somewhat amused by Bert’s approach.  She unzipped her 
handbag and pulled out a crumpled dollar bill.  She gave Bert the bill along with a distinct look of finality.

“Thank you, miss.  God bless,” said Bert with a tip of his hat, ending a routine that had been rehearsed over 
many years of strolling through the subway corridors beneath San Francisco.  He carefully unfolded the bill and 
wrapped it around the other six dollar bills he had collected.

The 7:30 A.M. rush hour crowd swarmed through the Montgomery Street station of San Francisco’s BART, 
or Bay Area Rapid Transit, system.  Bert headed back toward the spot where Abe stood, as he had for the last 
three years, every Monday through Friday except holidays, in the main corridor that led from the subway 
turnstiles to the stairs that led to street level.

A hulking, legally blind African-American, Abe Jackson towered over most of the subway crowd.  He stood 
at 6’3” and weighed close to 250 pounds.  His habitual costume -- black shoes, black dress pants, a blue crew 
neck, long-sleeved shirt, and black wraparound sunglasses – perfectly complemented the classic 1960s Motown 
tunes he sang.  In his left hand he held a plastic, gallon-sized milk jug, filled about a quarter of the way with coins 
and bills.

Bert Ingram had stepped into Abe’s life about a month earlier, pitching Abe on the idea of working the 
crowd in order to increase the donations.  Abe had not been particularly interested, being satisfied with his 
routine and his low-pressure approach.  Plus, he showed an obvious distrust of the stranger.  So Bert simply 
appeared every few days at first to give the crowd his sales pitch.

More recently, Bert had started showing up every day.  Today, he wore chocolate-brown polyester pants, a 
cream-colored shirt, brown paisley tie, and a brown and tan checked sport jacket.  His ubiquitous gray fedora 
rested on his head, pushed slightly back so the brim tilted upward.  Bert always wore his signature hat whether it 
matched his outfit or like today, did not.

As Bert crossed in front of him, Abe spoke in a booming voice that resonated through the subway 
concourse corridors.  “I told you, Bert, I don’t need your help.  You ain’t my manager, I don’t need an agent, and 
you’re just stealin’ my money.”

“Are you crazy, Abe?  I’m a money machine!” Bert countered.  “I’ve collected seven dollars in just the few 
minutes I’ve been here this morning.  We’re a great team.  You just keep singing, and I’ll handle the sales and 
marketing side of things.  You should feel lucky to have a manager like me.  Bands used to clamor to have me as 
their manager.”

“Do we have to play this out every morning, man?  I told you this is my territory and I’m quite fine, just 
singing and taking in what I take in.”

“Don’t be foolish,” replied Bert, ignoring Abe’s frown.  “Don’t you get how much we’re pulling in together? 
How much did you bring home every day before I showed up?”

Abe’s frown deepened.  “I don’t know.  Thirty dollars, maybe forty on a good day.”
“See, and just yesterday you took home sixty-two dollars, and that was after giving me my share.”
“Yeah, well, I couldn’t help but notice that it’s not me ‘giving’ you your share, but you collecting the 

proceeds, taking your piece of the action off the top, and giving me what’s left.”
“Fine.  Split hairs if you like, but I’ve raised your income over fifty percent, so what’s the difference?”
“We’ll settle this after the crowd goes.  We’re losing precious time here,” Abe muttered, and with that, he 

broke into Sam Cooke’s “Cupid,” hitting each note, the high and the low, with expert precision.



By 9:30 the crowd heading into San Francisco had dwindled, and Abe wrapped up his last song.  Bert was 
seated on a bench a few feet away, tallying the bills and coins he had collected on Abe’s behalf.  He got up and 
walked over to Abe.  “Here you are, buddy, seventeen dollars and thirty-eight cents.  Add that to what you’ve 
collected on your own in that jug which looks to be around, oh, I’d say, ten to twelve dollars and you’ve had a 
pretty good morning.  And we’ve still got the afternoon shift.”

Of late, Bert had also started to show up for the outbound commuter rush in the late afternoons.
“I do have to admit, Bert, you’ve got a certain talent,” Abe responded with a grudging grin.  “But you’re still 

a leech.”
“Glad you recognize my skills.  I’m just a born talent scout,” replied Bert.  “By the way, I’ve been meaning to 

run a proposition by you.  Can I buy you a cup of coffee and we’ll talk?”
Abe shrugged.  “It’s your money, man.”
The two walked toward the north stairs, Abe using his red-tipped white cane for guidance.  Bert took Abe’s 

arm as they reached the stairs that led up to the street level.
Abe jerked his arm away.  “I’ve been coming up and down these stairs for years without you.  I don’t need 

your help.”
“My apologies, my friend,” responded Bert quickly, trying to recover from the unexpected scolding.
“Yeah, well, I don’t like being touched, and I’m not one for help or attention.  I just do my own thing, my 

own way.  That’s all.”
Bert followed Abe silently up the stairs and into the sunlight.  The early morning haze that enshrouded San 

Francisco had lifted, and it had become a typical clear, comfortable, seventy-five-degree late summer day.  The 
two men followed Market Street in the direction of the bay, stopping at a Donut World.  Bert bought them each 
a large cup of coffee, which he paid for by dumping a pile of coins on the counter, sorting out the correct 
change, then gathering the remaining change off the counter.

The two men continued on until they reached the plaza at Battery Street, where they headed for the 
unoccupied benches near the Mechanics Monument, the large bronze sculpture that served as the plaza’s 
centerpiece.  Bert chose one where an overhanging tree threw some shade.  People walked quickly through the 
red and gray brick plaza, and a couple of teenagers were kicking up their skateboards and trying to catch them, 
but otherwise the plaza was empty.  The two men sat down, Abe placing the milk jug between himself and Bert, 
keeping a hold on the handle.  He leaned the cane against the bench.

“Glorious day, eh, Abe?” started Bert.
“You gonna proposition me or what,” countered Abe.
“Okay, okay.  All business.  I get it.”  Bert paused for dramatic effect.  “Here’s the idea.  I’m putting together 

a band.  I’m the manager, and I’d like you to be the lead singer.”
“Are you bullshitting me?” Abe snorted.
“Of course not.  I told you I used to manage bands.”
“You haven’t really managed bands.  What would you be doing hanging out in the subway?”
That cue was all Bert needed to launch into the story.  “Things change, my friend,” he started with a sigh. 

“Many years ago, in my previous life, I was in the recording industry, working as an A&R rep for Sapphire 
Records.  I used to tour the country, going to bars and clubs, scouting for new bands.  My job was to spot who 
had the talent, the energy, the drive -- that intangible quality that meant the difference between a bunch of guys 
having fun playing in a bar and getting their drinks for free, and being the next big thing.”

Bert took a long, slow sip of his coffee, then continued.  “The guys at Sapphire loved me.  On some of the 
high-potential bands, they put me in as the manager.”

“Uh huh,” said Abe.  “Let me guess.  You’re Berry Gordy’s long lost son?”
“Of course not,” answered Bert.  “But I had some successes.  You’ve heard of the Crooning Wombats, 

right?”
“No.”
“Well, anyway.  They were going to be the next big thing.  They had kind of a funky blues sound. I 

discovered them at One-Eyed Jack’s in Olympia.  That was long ago, of course.”



Bert paused to assess Abe’s reaction, but Abe just waited.  “The band put out a few albums,” Bert went on, 
“and we had a few good years.  But the band broke up before putting together any kind of breakthrough album. 
Too many egos.  The band couldn’t agree on anything.”

“Keep talking,” said Abe, starting to display faint traces of a smile.
“Silent Scream did all right too,” continued Bert.  “And of course there were lots of other bands.  Those 

were the days.  I had a place on Nob Hill and life was one big party.”
Abe stirred.  “Okay.  I’ll bite.  Then what happened.”
“Then I lost the house in a messy divorce.  And things change fast in the music biz.  One day you’re a star, 

the next you’re odd man out.”  Bert quickly added, “But that’s okay.  I still have a few bucks left.  I work when I 
want to, doing this and that.”  He looked toward Abe.  “I don’t let them get me down.”

“And what makes you think Bert’s going to get back to the top?” asked Abe.  “Begging for dollars in the 
subway with some blind guy ain’t exactly the first rung on the ladder of success.”

“It’s been awhile but I’ve still got contacts.  Listen to me, Abe.  I can pull this off.”  Bert’s voice grew in both 
excitement and volume.  “Get this concept!  I’m building the band from talented performers such as yourself, 
who got dealt a bad hand in life.  It’ll be a bunch of --”  He paused to think of the right words.  “Gritty, street-
hardened folks with the hunger and the passion to rise up and get one more chance at the world!”

Then Bert took on a quiet, passionate tone.  “Abe, you’ve got the fire inside you, and you’ve got the sweetest 
voice I’ve ever heard.  The band needs you.”  He took a deep breath.  “What do you say?”

Abe’s face broke into a wide smile and he started laughing heartily, his big body convulsing with each guffaw. 
“What do I say?  What do I say?”  He gave another chuckle.  “I say you’re full of shit, brother.  Great story, 
though.”  He slapped Bert’s arm gently with the back of his hand.  “But I’ll tell you what.  I’ll call your bluff.  If 
you can pull together the musicians, I’m in.  But here’s the rest of the deal.  Until then, you need to stay away 
from my turf.”

“Fair enough,” answered Bert cheerfully, and the two men sat on the bench in the plaza silently for several 
minutes.  Then Bert spoke.  “Hey, Abe.  What’s your deal?  How’d you end up singing in the subways for a 
living?”

“Look.  Don’t get all chummy with me, all right?” Abe answered irritably.  “You laid out a deal and I agreed 
to it.  That’s all you need to know.  I don’t need you getting inside my head.”

Bert looked at Abe, wondering whether to respond and decided to let it go.  In any case, he had his singer. 
He stood and tossed his empty cup into a trash can.  “All right.  I’ll keep in touch.”

“You know where to find me,” said Abe.
Bert sensed that Abe figured that come later this afternoon, they’d be right back where they had been – Abe 

singing in the Montgomery Street Station, and Bert hustling for his money.  He’d figure out soon enough that 
Bert was serious.

As Bert walked along the plaza and turned to head up Battery Street, he heard Abe bellow.  “Hey, Bert! 
Your band need a sax player?”  Bert froze in his steps and turned back to face Abe, who was still on the bench. 
“Sure,” he yelled back, unsure whether Abe was just setting him up.

“Go find Charlie at the Sixteenth Street Mission Station.”
“How will I recognize him?”
“You know how to play three card monte?”
“Yeah.”
“Good luck then.” Abe laughed, drank down the last bit of his coffee, crumbled the cup in his hand, and 

reclined on the bench, arms outstretched to take in all the sun that now shone on the bench.
Bert shrugged and walked on, leaving Abe in the plaza.  He made his way along Battery Street and then the 

Embarcadero, following its curving path in the direction of the wharf.  It was now late morning and the business 
crowds were beginning to emerge from the buildings in twos and threes, stepping out onto the sidewalks to get 
some fresh air and a bite to eat.

Bert stopped frequently along the way to people-watch, conscious of the contrast between his own rumpled 
clothing and the clothes of the working crowd.  As dapper as he tried to look, he knew he looked more like a 
used car salesman who kept his clothes in his briefcase.  He longed for the day when he could again walk 



through the fashionable men’s clothing stores in Union Square, buy what he wanted, and look presentable, 
maybe even sharp.

Bert continued to the wharf and stopped at Ted’s Crab Trap.
“Hi, Bert.  Good to see you,” came the greeting from Ted, dressed in his usual red polo shirt with the 

restaurant logo, white painter’s pants, and white apron.  Ted flashed a broad smile under his gray, handlebar 
mustache.  His face, marked by its olive complexion and weathered from the years outdoors, lit up when he 
spoke.

Quite a contrast from Abe’s surliness, Bert thought.
“How’s tricks?” Ted continued.
“Picking up,” answered Bert brightly.  And this time it was true.  He was starting to feel a warm internal glow 

for the first time in years.  He realized how much he’d missed having some direction in his life.  It was no matter 
that his plan was still in its infancy.  He had places to go, people to see.

“Bowl of chowder?” asked Ted.
Bert had been stopping by Ted’s stand once or twice a week for upwards of two years now, and very rarely 

had he ordered anything other than a bowl of clam chowder to go, served in the traditional Styrofoam bowl with 
plastic lid.

Bert nodded.  “How’s business your way, Ted?  Have all the tourists discovered who makes the best clam 
chowder in the city yet?”

Ted lifted the ladle out of the large black kettle and poured the steaming contents delicately into the bowl. 
“Always a flatterer!  It sure seems that way.  We’re busy as anything, especially on glorious days like today.  Here 
you go.”

Bert paid and moved on, heading down to the benches on the wooden pier a few blocks back.  He gazed out 
on the bay, watching the ripples of white-capped water move in, splash softly against the wharf walls, and move 
back out.  A refreshing breeze blew in off the bay.  As he hungrily ate spoonful after spoonful of the steaming 
soup, he thought about his dream to get back on top.

He didn’t have any real leads on where the band mates would be found, and was more than happy to have a 
referral to a sax man, assuming Abe wasn’t just having some fun with him.  Truth be told, Bert’s contacts in the 
recording industry had disappeared long ago.  He had been an up-and-comer at Sapphire Records some fifteen 
years before.  He’d had a gift for identifying talent, almost a sixth sense.  And he was a pro at networking.  He 
could develop a human chain of resources to call upon to make almost anything happen, and happen quickly. 
Those skills, along with his track record in discovering new bands, had propelled him quickly up the ranks at 
Sapphire.

Bert became the A&R manager responsible for signing new acts throughout the Northwest region of the 
country, and he’d enjoyed the travel, the glamour, and all the wining and dining that came with the territory. 
Unfortunately, this last part was a bit too enjoyable, and Bert quickly became known throughout the industry as a 
guy who played every bit as hard as he worked.  His career had escalated too quickly and he’d struggled to make 
the transition from field scout to deal maker.  Deals started to fall through and Bert’s reputation started to take 
hits.  The spiral downward accelerated when his wife, Michelle, tired of his continuous travel and excessive late-
night partying, walked out.

As the fall from grace continued, Bert missed engagements and delivered victories less and less frequently. 
He became unpredictable in his interpersonal dealings.  The executives at Sapphire began to exclude Bert from 
key meetings for fear of what he might say or how he might behave.  Eventually, with a six-month severance 
package, Bert was let go.

Screw ’em, Bert thought.  Their loss.  It’s time to rise up from the ashes.
He spent the rest of the day wandering around the wharf, his mind filled with the many tasks in front of him. 

He needed to find musicians and pitch them on the concept.  Would they trust him?  Could he rely on them? 
How was he going to find them all?  Then there were the record companies.  Could any of his contacts from so 
long ago still be out there?  Would they be happy to hear from him, or would he continue to be shunned?

Abe hung around the plaza for awhile, thinking about what it might mean if Bert was really serious and 
telling the truth.  Abe dispatched the thoughts.



He had a particularly low tolerance for anything even remotely resembling assistance.  Abe had been blind 
since his childhood, and shuttered himself over the difficult years which followed, becoming a loner, not able or 
willing to trust in anyone other than himself.

By noon, hunger set in, so Abe made the short walk back to his low income apartment in the Mission 
District to get some lunch.

Abe made his way up the concrete steps and into the old brick building through the heavy stairwell door, 
then up the stairs that served as both the building’s main stairs and the fire route.  On the third floor, he opened 
the gray, metal door and made his way to his studio apartment.

An efficiency kitchen occupied the left end of the apartment, and a small, brown faux-wood table with two 
folding chairs served as the dining table.  Abe rarely had visitors, but he always kept both chairs at the table 
anyway.

Abe’s bed occupied the far right end of the apartment, with all the sheets and blankets left strewn.  An old 
wooden desk sat next to the bed, which held a portable compact disc player/stereo system with built-in speakers. 
The desk was cluttered with CD’s, ranging from the Motown sounds he drew on for his subway singing, to blues 
and jazz.

Abe made himself a ham sandwich, which he ate and washed down with a store brand can of cola.  He then 
transferred the contents of his milk jug to the shoebox in the closet in which he kept his spending money.  He 
also received a monthly check from the state and maintained an account at a bank down the street.

Abe put on a John Lee Hooker CD, propped up a couple of pillows on the bed, and stretched out.  He spent 
the remainder of the early afternoon lying there, listening to music as he did on many days, drifting between 
sleep and consciousness.

Back at the Montgomery Street Station at 4:30 P.M., Abe fully expected to hear Bert’s cheery voice hustling 
the commuters on their return home.  When 4:30 turned into 5:00, and then 5:30, Abe realized that Bert wasn’t 
going to appear.

After years of living hand to mouth, collecting contributions from charitable strangers for a living, Abe was 
able to estimate the amount of money he received simply from the number and frequency of the interactions 
with the strangers and the feel of the milk jug.  So when 6:30 rolled around, Abe had to admit that his collection 
for the afternoon was significantly less than it had been when Bert was there.  He felt himself in conflict, part of 
him glad to be rid of Bert for awhile, but another part missing the success Bert brought about.  He wondered if 
he’d see him in the morning.

That same evening, Bert made his way back to an area south of Market Street, one of San Francisco’s 
poorest sections, composed mostly of row homes in disrepair, industrial warehouses, gutted buildings, and 
highway overpasses.  In a dim alley, he rummaged through an alcove that was piled waist-high with plastic trash 
bags filled with what looked like the contents of a thrift store.  From one of the bags, Bert pulled out a white, 
yellow, and blue flowered quilt that was grayed with dirt and tattered in several spots, the stuffing showing 
through.

He walked back to the corner, sat on a steam vent in the sidewalk, pulled a 375ml bottle of Old Granddad 
from his pants pocket, and took a big swig.  Then he wiped his mouth with a broad swipe of his sleeve.  He 
replaced the bottle in his pocket, laid down on the vent, tipped his hat over his eyes, pulled the quilt over 
himself, and went to sleep.

Fin
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A Gift From Above

Prologue:

There is a fine line between wanting something and needing something, just like the line between good and 
evil. The problem is, you don't always get what you want, and people aren't always good. However, there is one 
phrase that I believe is true: if you want something enough, eventually you'll get it. Because, eventually, that want 
will turn into a need, and you always get what you need. This was only my philosophy on things though.

It seems as if I always get what I want. Every time Mommy and Daddy take me to the store, all I have to do 
is ask and I get what I want, sometimes I have to use my fake crocodile tears. I got the guest room along with my 
bedroom to store all of my toys and clothes. I swear I am content, but the toy makers always come out with new 
toys and things that I want so it’s hard to stay happy for long. 

“Celia, come on!” Mommy said pushing the cart past all of the toys, “It’s time to leave.” 
I frowned, unable to decide which toy I wanted, the teddy bear or the dolly with the long hair. Mommy 

reached the end of the row. I threw down the teddy bear and ran to catch up with her before she left me behind. 
My long, golden hair swung from side to side. 

“Whaa! Whaa!” 
An angry lady walked by in a hurry, a little face peeked over her shoulder, tears streaming from the eyes. 
“Mommy, I want that!” I said pointing towards the baby. 
“What?” Mommy asked not seeing what I pointed at.
“THAT!” I yelled stomping my foot, “the baby!” 
“You can’t have that baby, darling, it’s someone else’s baby.”
“I want a baby that is mine.” I threw my dolly into the cart.
“Well, we’ll have to talk to Daddy about it.” This usually meant no. I knew it, the classic way of letting down 

a child, saying that they’ll talk about it hoping that the child would forget about it all together. But, I wouldn’t 
forget about the baby, and I promised myself that. 

I imagined having another sibling, a friend to play with all of the time, someone to do everything with, play 
soccer, dress-up, and play board games with when Mommy and Daddy seemed too tired; it would be just like a 
living dolly.

Chapter 1 – Good News

The few months that passed by seemed the same as always. Halloween, my candy bucket was filled up to the 
brim just like always, even if Mommy and Daddy had to go and buy me more candy. Thanksgiving, Mommy 
filled the table with good food, and she made sure that my favorite foods were served. Christmas filled both of 
my bedrooms with many, many gifts, and I spent whatever time I had left over from school playing with the new 
toys that I got for Christmas. For the most part, I ignored Valentine’s Day, one of the most boring holidays in 
the world. 

Easter Sunday and my 8th birthday rolled around filling my bedrooms with more toys and clothes. Mommy 
and Daddy only allowed a small party this year, although, I did receive many gifts, so it was fine without all of my 
friends being there.

 “Here, Sweetie, open up this one next,” Mommy said, handing me a small package that just fit into the palm 
of my hand. 

I grabbed the gift out of her hand and tore off the wrapping paper to expose a shiny necklace peeking out of 
the clear plastic of a blue, velvety box. I flipped open the lid and removed the sparkling locket, silver in color, 

http://tinyurl.com/2fsl2b8
http://heatherpaye.blogspot.com/


with vine designs carved around the edges and a fairy in the middle. I opened the locket to see if anything might 
be inside but discovered it to be empty, just as it should be. I still needed to decide whom I would place in the 
locket. 

Daddy helped me put the locket on, and I wore it proudly. That was the last present that I received to open, 
and I knew it was my favorite out of all of them. 

“I love it,” I announced flipping my hair back into place and looking up into Mommy’s blue eyes and then 
into Daddy’s brown ones.

“I’m glad,” Mommy said beaming, “There is another gift too.” 
I narrowed my eyes, “Where?” Standing, I searched around the room for whatever Mommy spoke of. 
After I stopped, she spoke again, “Remember how you said that you wanted the baby you saw in the store?” 
“Yes,” I said getting a slight idea about what my other gift would be. 
“Well, you are going to get a baby like the one in the store.”
“When?  I want it now.” 
Mommy frowned and pushed back a stray strand of hair from her face. I knew she was frustrated that I was 

so demanding. 
“It will be born in August, we all have to wait until then to meet him or her,” Daddy said sounding irritated. 
“And in August we’ll be able to play with it,” I stated.
“Babies are a lot of work sweetie, and they take up a lot of Mommy and Daddy’s time. They are also noisy, 

and it won’t be able to play the kind of games that you play for quite awhile. Babies have to play baby games for 
awhile,” Daddy said.

“I know,” I said. I knew that babies needed to grow up a little and learn how to talk before they could play 
games. 

A banging suddenly sounded at the door and Mommy got up to answer it.
“Hello, Tommy,” Mommy said.
“Hello, Mrs. Meyers. Is Celia home?” the boy asked.
“Yes, I’ll go get her.”
However, I was already two steps ahead of her; I peeked out from behind Mommy’s long, blue skirt. 
“Hi, Tommy,” I said clutching my new locket deciding what I would stick in it: Tommy and my little brother 

or sister as soon as I get a picture of them. Mommy turned and walked into the yellow-themed kitchen. 
“Hi, Celia, I’m going to go to the tree house, do you want to come with me?” Tommy asked folding his 

hands behind his back. 
I have known Tommy since before the beginning of time; I don’t remember a day when he wasn’t around, 

even as a baby. He and I always did stuff together after school. Sometimes we go to the park, even though both 
of our moms’ worry about something happening to us. Other times, we would just explore the woods; they sit 
just around the corner from the street that we both lived on and that is where we found the abandoned tree 
house. Together we fixed it up as much as we could. 

“Yeah,” I swung myself on the doorknob around to the other side of the door, “We’re going to the tree 
house, Mommy!” 

Tommy stifled a laugh; he thinks it’s funny that I still call her Mommy, rather than Mom or Ma. I like calling 
her Mommy, it sounds cuter, and besides, it’s what I’ve always called her. 

I shot an angry glance at Tommy, before grabbing my jacket and closing the door behind me. 
“It is my birthday you know. You could at least try not to laugh,” I said pulling my jacket on and beginning 

to walk down the street. 
Tommy followed pulling his jacket tighter as a cold breeze blew by. It wasn’t terribly cold, the air felt just 

slightly chilled from the previous winter air. Eventually, it was going to warm up.
Many of the houses that lined the street were richer ones, their paint remained well kept, and the plants 

thrived in their natural rich green colors. All, or most of them were two story houses, and fortunate families lived 
there. My house sat third one down on the street, and Tommy’s was the first house on the street. I always tell 
Tommy how lucky he is for having the first house on the street; to be honest, I was always envious of him. I 
proposed the idea to Mommy and Daddy that we should move our house past Tommy’s so that we could be 
first on the street, but they didn’t go for that. 



“What did you get for your birthday?” Tommy asked dropping his hands in his pockets. 
I brushed the hair out of my face, “I got some toys, a doll that I already had, a locket from Mommy – don’t 

laugh – and a baby brother or sister, but I don’t get that until August. At least, that’s what Daddy told me.” 
“A baby brother or sister for your birthday? That’s no birthday gift, that’s more like a curse. You don’t want 

a sibling for your birthday; all they do is cry and poop and sleep, and poop, and cry. They take up all of your 
parent’s time, and you won’t get what you want all of the time because babies cost a lot of money.”

“Mommy and Daddy have a lot of money,” I said holding my head high.
“Your ‘mommy and daddy’ have a lot of money for you now, but do they have a lot of money for you, them, 

and another sibling?” 
I grunted in response while we reached the edge of the woods. 
“Babies take up a lot of money, diapers, butt paste, food, bottles, toys, clothes, and more. Babies grow fast; 

they need new clothes often, and babies use very many diapers every day. They’re not fun, they are annoying.” 
Tommy frowned; I knew that he wouldn’t tell me something if it wasn’t true. Of all people, he would know 
about babies and siblings, since he had three younger siblings. 

“Well, Mommy and Daddy say that they will always have time for me no matter what,” I said crossing my 
arms standing in front of the tree house. 

“They all say that; but the truth is, the time that they have for you will be cut short,” Tommy said climbing 
the ladder. 

“But, my parents are different.”
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t.” 
Tommy placed his hands on either side of the doorway, “Are you coming up or not?”
“I’m coming,” I said beginning to climb, being careful not to fall like I did the last time. I didn’t get hurt or 

anything, it was just scary.
Tommy moved out of the doorway so that I could enter the tree house. Everything remained exactly how I 

left it last time. A few pictures of Tommy and me hung on the redwood walls, posters of some of our favorite 
things hung there too. The red rug that Mommy bought, lie in the middle of the floor.  Other random things 
were scattered around, including many different board games that Tommy and I used when we found ourselves 
especially bored. However, something seemed out of place, something was there that wasn’t before. A light blue 
cloth lay over the top of something square. 

“What’s this?” I asked pulling away the cloth to reveal a white wooden box.
“Happy Birthday, Celia,” Tommy said picking up the box and handing it to me, “My dad helped me build it. 

You have to put things in it, like hopes, dreams, and stuff and then you have to bury it. They say that your 
dreams will come true if you bury them.”

“You have to put your hopes and dreams in it too, and then we’ll bury it at the bottom of the ladder. That 
way, every time we climb the ladder, we’ll think about it.” 

He smiled timidly, “Okay, after all, it is your birthday.” 
I laughed flattening my shirt with a free hand, “How are you supposed to put your hopes and dreams in a 

box?” I asked quite perplexed. 
“You write them down on paper and then put them inside of the box.” 
I smiled, sat the box down on the floor, and then I climbed down the tree house ladder with great speed. 
Tommy’s head popped out of the tree house, “Where are you going?” He asked. 
“I’ll be right back, stay there!” I yelled behind me as I ran back to my house. I ran past all of the other houses 

on my street and reached my house in record timing. I flew through the door and ran to Daddy’s office where I 
found Daddy doing paper work at his desk just as he usually did. 

“Hi, baby doll, what’s up?”
“I need paper,” I said snapping my hand onto my hip. 
Daddy shuffled through his desk drawers wearing his big funky smile, “Color, or plain?” 
I smiled, “Definitely color.” 
Daddy handed me a big stack of color paper, “Bring back what you don’t use!”



“Okay,” I said running out of his office and up to my bedroom. I grabbed two of my favorite fairy pens and 
then I ran back out of the house and back down the street, paper flopping all the way. Tommy stuck his head 
out of the tree house doorway watching me. 

“Well, don’t just stand there, take a pen,” I said handing him my green, fairy pen and a piece of paper to go 
with it, as I climbed up the ladder.

“And do what with it?” 
“Tommy Hanson, don’t be silly, you are supposed to write down your hopes and dreams. We’ll fill the box 

and then we’ll bury it. Just like you said—or did you forget already.” I touched the pen to the paper.
“What exactly are we supposed to write?” Tommy asked looking quite confused.
“I thought you were supposed to know… Why don’t we write about what job we want to have when we are 

older?” I asked writing: What Job I Want to Have When I am Older. 
Tommy wrote down the same thing. I covered my paper so that he couldn’t see what else I wrote. I’m not sure  

what I want for a job, there are many things that I would like to do. I want to be a singer. I want to be a model. I want to be an  
office lady, the kind that gets to read all of the papers. I want to be a doctor, so that I can help people. 

That is what I wrote. I was only able to catch a glance at what Tommy wrote before he blocked my view 
with his hand. 

“Hey!” I yelled lifting myself up higher to try to get another glance at it. He turned his paper over completely 
and threw a hand over it. 

“You can’t see it now; we can dig it up later and read what we wrote.” 
“How much later will we dig it up?” I asked attempting to create a logical date in my mind. 
“I don’t know; we’ll have to pick one… I think after my 16th birthday.”
“After my 16th birthday,” I said making my words final. Tommy is one-year-older than I am. He always 

reminds me of that, and uses that one year against me. 
“After your birthday it shall be.”
I paused before grabbing another piece of paper, “It seems like being 16 is so long away. I mean, I’ll be 16 

and I’ll drive a car,” I said. I could imagine what I’d do when I was 16. I’d get my first job and I’d have my own 
car; it would be lavender with yellow wheels. 

I started doodling on my paper and created a terribly constructed image of a car, and I wrote the colors that 
it would be. At the top, I titled it: My First Car. 

“Cars don’t come in lavender,” Tommy said peering over my hand. 
“Hey!” I yelled covering it up.
“It’s true, and tires aren’t yellow, they’re black.”
“Tires are white too, and I can paint my car lavender if I want to. Yellow and lavender go nice together.” 
“They go nice together; just don’t let them get too close, I’d hate to see them mixed together,” Tommy 

laughed. 
“Colors don’t mix up that easily, Tom.” Tommy hates it when I call him Tom; he says he doesn’t like it 

because he is only called Tom after he’s done something wrong. 
“Whatever you say, Ceal.” 
I folded up the notes that I already made, marked my name on the back of them, and gently set them down 

into the box. Tommy mimicked what I did, but he didn’t write his name on the back of them. 
I reached into the box and grabbed his out of there.
“What are you doing? You can’t read them yet.” 
“I’m not reading them, silly Tommy, you have to put your name on them.” I marked his name on them and 

threw them back into the box. 
“What for,” Tommy asked grabbing them back out of the box. 
“So that when we dig it up again we can sort through them and know who wrote what, don’t you think that’s 

logic?” I asked writing on another piece of paper. 
“You wrote my name wrong,” Tommy said grabbing the piece of paper that I had just written on. 
“No I didn’t,” I said grabbing the paper from him to look at my spelling of his name. 
“Tommy has two Ms, you only put one,” Tommy said honestly. 
“Yeah, I left that one out because I was testing you.” 



Tommy ran his hand through his light hair and then continued writing, as did I. There are so many things to 
write down and I’m not sure where to start or where I’ll finish. There were many things that I wanted to have 
and wanted to do. 

***

Tommy and I wrote until we ran out of paper, by then, the sun had almost fallen completely behind the 
shortest of trees. We left the tree house to go back home. The box was almost completely full; tomorrow we will 
be able to bury it. We’ll have to bring spades to dig the hole. It will take at least a good hour to dig a hole that is 
big enough to drop down the wooden box. 

Tommy’s Dad has many shovels stored away in his garage. The things that settled inside of Tommy’s garage 
were amazing; he is definitely a packrat. Even though Tommy and I are quite alike, many things about us are 
different. Tommy and I are both well off, but Tommy and his family weren’t always well off, his mom and dad 
just ran into the money and were able to buy a nice house. 

 My grandpa and my great grandpa were both well off to begin with. I think my great grandpa had the luck 
of winning the lottery. At least, that’s what Daddy told me. Tommy’s house is more cluttered than mine is. My 
house doesn’t stay dirty for more than an hour. If there is a mess, Mommy is right on it and she cleans it up right 
away. 

Tommy and I stopped in front of his house. 
“Don’t forget to bring the spades tomorrow,” I said linking my hands properly behind my back. 
“I won’t,” Tommy said before turning and walking towards his house. 
I continued back down the street to my house admiring all of the multicolored flowers that lined the house 

which I saw so many times before. But, still each time I looked at them, they always seemed different. 
I ran into the house to find Mommy setting the table for dinner. Daddy was to my right, sitting in the living 

room watching TV. I went to the left into the kitchen to see if Mommy needed any help setting up the table or 
preparing the last of the food. I always enjoy helping her in the kitchen. Mommy is a good cook, which is 
another thing that I might want to be after I get older. I could be a chef, so that I can make people good food to 
eat when they are hungry. People would come flocking to my restaurant because I would serve the best food in 
the world. 

Fin
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Promise

9 Years Ago

The sensation of being watched clung to me like a spider web, invisible threads bristling the back of my neck 
and down my spine. I brushed my fingers across my shoulders, as if I could drag the feeling off and flick it away.
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It was ridiculous, of course. Not just ridiculous to think I could pull it off so easily, as if it really was strands 
of a web, but it was even more absurd to feel it in the first place. Nobody ever held that much interest in me. 
Sure, sometimes people stared with curiosity when they picked me up on their "weird radars," but usually they 
just ignored me. No one ever watched so intensely.

Yet the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end at the feeling as I visited my favorite Washington, D.C., 
monument for likely the last time. I sat on the stone steps with the stately Thomas Jefferson behind me and 
gazed over the Potomac River tidal basin, enjoying the peace just before sunset. Well, trying to enjoy it anyway.

I blamed the feeling on my unruly imagination, with it being twilight and the sky looking so ominous. It was 
the perfect setting for one of my stories. The sun hung low—an eerie, orange ball glowing behind a shroud of 
clouds, a column of steel-blue rising around it, threatening to snuff it out. I envisioned something not-quite-
human watching it from the shadows, waiting to begin its hunt under the cover of darkness.

That's all it is, just my fascination with mythical creatures, I told myself. Uh-huh. Right.
Surrendering hope for a peaceful moment, I hurried to the closest Metro station. The feeling of being 

followed stuck with me on the train ride home, but at my stop in Arlington, I forgot the spooky sensation. Some 
kids from school stood near the top of the escalator as I stepped off.

"Hey, there's the weird girl who heals," one of them said loudly to the others. "It's s'posed to be really freaky 
to watch."

"Hey, freak, got any tricks to show us?" another called.
I pretended not to hear and crossed the street to avoid them. My eyes stung, but no tears came. I wouldn't 

allow them. It was my own fault—I'd been a klutz with the Bunsen burner in Chemistry and my lab partner saw 
my skin heal the burn almost instantly. Kids harassed me about it every day the last two months of school. If I 
didn't let them get to me, they were usually just annoying. Usually.

Night had crept its way in during my ride home. I walked quickly through the bright commercial district and 
turned down the darker residential street for home, still four blocks away. Footsteps behind me echoed my own. 
I quickened my pace. Two more days. That's all. Just two more days and we're out of here.

"C'mon, dude, we just wanna know if it's true," a boy's voice said.
"Yeah, just show us. It doesn't hurt, right?"
I glanced over my shoulder. Three teens followed me and I caught the glint of a blade in one of their hands. 

I realized their plan to satisfy their curiosity—slice me open and watch the wound heal. What is wrong with people?  
Of course, it hurts! Bungalow-style homes lined the street, each with an empty front porch. Not a single person sat 
outside on this summer's evening. No one to witness their fun and my agony. My heartbeat notched up with 
anxiety.

Pop! Crack! The streetlights along the entire block blacked out at the sounds. I inhaled sharply and halted 
mid-stride. The footsteps behind me ceased, too.

"What the hell?" Surprise and fear filled the boy's question.
A couple appeared from nowhere, about twenty-five yards down the street. It was too dark to see their 

features. I could only tell their genders by their shapes. The woman's high-heeled shoes clicked on the pavement 
as they walked toward me. The man, big and burly, pulled his shirt over his head and handed it to the woman. 
Without breaking stride, he took off one shoe and then the other, leaving him with only pants. What the…?

I considered my options. The woman and her half-naked companion blocked my way home, but I wouldn't 
just raise my chin and walk brusquely by them, pretending they meant no harm. Because I just knew they did. I 
stood trapped between the boys with the knife and the odd couple. Somehow, I knew the knife was less 
threatening.

"Boo!" The woman cackled as the boys took off running. As she and the man closed in on me, the alarms 
screamed in my head.

Evil! Bad! Run! Go!
My sixth sense had never been so frightened. I couldn't move, though. Fear paralyzed my body. My heart 

hammered painfully against my ribs.
The couple stopped several yards away. The woman studied me as if assessing a rare animal. The man lifted 

his face to the sky, his whole body trembling. I followed his gaze to see the thin, gauzy clouds sliding across a full 
moon. The woman cackled again. Panic sucked the air from my lungs.



"Alexis, at last," the woman said, her voice raspy, like a long-time smoker's. "We'll get such a nice reward for 
you."

My eyes widened and my voice trembled. "D-do I know you?"
She grinned, a wicked glint in her eyes. "Not yet."
Or ever, if I can help it.
I turned and ran. My pulse throbbed in my head; breaths tore through my chest. My mind couldn't focus, 

couldn't make sense of it, but my body kept moving. The bright lights of the commercial area I'd just come from 
shone like a beacon. I ran for their safety.

The woman abruptly appeared in front of me before I was half-way down the street. The shock sent me 
hurling to the ground and my head smacked hard against the pavement. Stars shot across my eyes. My hands 
burned from asphalt scrapes. Fighting the blackness trying to swallow my vision, I rolled onto my side, gasping 
for breath. A sticky wetness pooled under my temple.

My eyes rolled up to the woman, who now pointed some kind of stick at me. Her lips moved silently as she 
waved a pattern in the air. I felt pinned to the ground, though nothing physically restrained me. Panic flailed 
uselessly below the surface of my paralyzed body, making my breaths quick and shallow. I was done for. They 
could do anything they wanted with me. There was no escape now.

My vision faltered. Now two women stood over me, two sticks pointed at me. Two moons wavered behind 
them. I didn't know if it was fear or the head injury that caused everything to slide apart and together again. I 
squeezed my eyes shut.

But I couldn't close my ears, couldn't block out the gnarl. My eyes popped open with terror. The feral sound 
came from the man. His eyes rolled back, showing only whites. His hands clenched into fists. His muscles 
strained, the veins protruding like ropes along the bulges. His body shook violently. The edges of his shape 
became a blur.

"I can't hold it!" he growled.
"Then don't," the woman said. "Don't fight it. It's time!"
A ripping sound tore through the night as the man lurched forward, his skin shredding. A gelatinous liquid 

spurt out of him like an exploding jar of jelly. His pants tore into ribbons as his body lengthened and grew. The 
shape of his limbs transformed. His face elongated, his nose and mouth becoming a… Holy crap! A snout?! I 
gasped, a scream stuck in my throat. By the time his front…legs…hit the ground, fur covered his body. He was 
no longer man. He was wolf. A freakin' wolf?!

The wolf moved closer, a low growl in its throat. Its stench of decaying corpses and rotting leaves 
overwhelmed my sensitive nose, gagging me and forcing me to breathe through my mouth. 

Pop! Another woman appeared. Her pale skin glowed and her white hair shimmered in the moonlight. 
 "I smell blood," she said, her voice a flutter of wind chimes. "Mmm…delicious blood."
The scrapes on my hands had already healed, but not the cut on my head. It must have been deep enough 

for normal people to need stitches. For me, it could take ten minutes to heal. So my blood was still fresh.
I could only smell the wolf's rancid odor as it hovered over me.
"Back off, mutt," the white-blonde snarled as she stepped closer. "This is too important for the likes of you!"
"How dare you!" Stick-woman gasped. "We had her first!"
"Alexis is mine. Always mine!"
What the hell is happening?! What do they want with me? Whoever they were, they wanted to do more than just 

scare me. I could hear it in the way the blonde said I was hers. She wanted me to hurt…or worse. Cold fear slid 
down my spine and hot tears burned my eyes.

Pop! A man materialized in the darkness and strode toward me. My heart jumped into my throat. Not more! 
The wolf growled. Both women hissed. Goose bumps crawled along my skin.

The man stepped in front of me, placing himself between me and the others.
Good! Very good! Safe! My sense slightly calmed me.
"You're alone?" the blonde asked. "Ha! You haven't a chance."
The wolf lunged at my protector. He raised his hands and thrust them out toward the beast. It flew back as if 

blasted by something unseen. I heard a thud and a whimper as it hit the pavement. I blinked several times, 
disbelieving what I just saw.



The women hissed again. The first one raised her stick, pointing it at my protector. The blonde took a step 
toward me.

Pop! Another person appeared, between the two women and my human shield. The women responded 
immediately. Their teeth gleamed in the moonlight as their lips spread into grins.

No way could my protector stand up against this second man. The new one was taller, wider in the 
shoulders, thicker in the torso and arms than my protector, who was now out-numbered and out-muscled. The 
second man took a single step toward us. I didn't dare look up at him, afraid of what I might see. But I felt his 
eyes rake over me. My trembling turned to quakes. 

Evil? Good! (evil?) No, very good!
Again, my sense screamed loudly, and, again, it surprised me. It never questioned itself, never sounded so 

confused. It settled on good as he turned to face the women and their expressions darkened.
I swatted down a leap of hope. The attackers still out-numbered my protectors. 
The wolf, now back on all fours, stalked toward us. The fur on the back of its neck rose. Hunger shone in its 

eyes as its lips curled back in a snarl. Its pace quickened, my heart galloping with it. It lunged once more. I tried 
to scream. My constricted throat only allowed a whimper.

Then the wolf flew backwards again and fell to the ground a second time. The bigger man's hand hung in the 
air, palm straight out facing the wolf, as if he'd hit it, but I never saw the contact.

Both women eyed me with obvious greed. Then their eyes shifted back to my brawny protector and 
confusion and even fear flickered across their faces. He turned his hand toward them. Their eyes widened, 
looking as terrified as I felt.

They disappeared with two pops.
"I got Alexis! Take care of that one!" The lankier man easily lifted me into his arms and sprinted toward my 

house. The beast's stench continued to fill my head, a persistent odor that wouldn't leave even as distance 
separated us.

A wolfish howl behind us diminished into a human cry of pain. I shuddered in the arms of the stranger.
***

"Alexis, honey." Mom's voice, soft and distant, pulled me out of unconsciousness. "Honey, it's time to get 
up."

"Huh?" I mumbled, disoriented, my eyelids fluttering as I came completely awake.
"We need to go."
I squinted at her against the brightness of daylight. She knelt on the floor next to me, where I was wrapped 

in a blanket, a pillow under my head. How did I get here? The last thing I remembered was the stranger running 
with me in his arms. Renewed fear gripped me and I sat up with a gasp. Pain shot from the base of my skull to 
the backs of my eyelids. I pressed my fingers to my temples. Was it real? I examined my hands. No scrapes. I 
touched my head. No bump or cut. It meant little, though. They would have been healed by now anyway.

"What happened last night?" I asked, my voice husky.
"Hmm?"
I started to tell her about my night. Her brows pressed together as I told her about the boys with the knife.
"I can't believe how mean kids can be," she interrupted. "You should have let me move you after the burn."
I shook my head, just once. It hurt too much to move it more than that. She misinterpreted it, though, 

thinking I still protested her offer to move to avoid my humiliation. I hadn't wanted to leave so close to 
graduation. But that happened months ago. It didn't matter anymore.

"I know," she said. "We're moving now and you can have a fresh start."
"No, that's not it. There was this couple in the street, too. And the man…he changed into a…a werewolf. And 

the woman—I think she was a witch."
Mom's eyebrows arched. "Honey, do you realize what you're saying?"
I did. And it sounded ludicrous. In fact, in the morning light, I knew it was more than ludicrous—it was 

absolutely impossible. But it had felt so real….
Confused, I studied her inhumanly beautiful face. She always said we had similar features—chestnut hair, 

almond-shaped, mahogany eyes, smooth, light-olive skin—her words, not mine. It described her in an 



understated way and was overkill for me. I resembled her, but she looked like an angel and I looked like her very 
human daughter.

She also looked, impossibly, twenty-six years old. Mom didn't age. By the time I was fifteen, we had to tell 
people we were sisters because she looked too young to be my mother. I called her Sophia in public, but Mom in 
private.

"You have the wildest dreams," she said with a small smile. She nodded and patted my arm.
"But—" I pulled my arm from her, knowing what she was doing.
"It was a dream, Alexis. We don't have time to discuss it," she said, an edge to her voice now.
Right. A dream. That makes more sense. Something deep inside, past the throbbing in my head, denied that 

theory, but there was really no other explanation. Witches and werewolves…people appearing and 
disappearing…. How can that be real? Logic told me it couldn't but…my intuition knew something happened.

I broke my eyes from hers to hide my denial. It just didn't feel right to challenge her now. My head hurt too 
much to argue, feeling like someone jabbed around in my brain while I slept. Also, the stony look on Mom's face 
told me to drop it.

I glanced around the living room and noticed the emptiness for the first time—no furniture, no boxes 
stacked against the walls, nothing. "Where is everything?"

"Packed in the moving truck." She sounded nonchalant, as if it made perfect sense.
"What?"
It didn't make sense at all, actually. That wasn't the plan. Mom was supposed to break up with her boyfriend 

last night and we would pack the truck today and leave for Florida tomorrow. Why the sudden rush? She didn't 
believe my story, so that couldn't be it. It had to be the boyfriend. It was almost always the boyfriends.

"We need to get out of here," she said. "Now."
I knew the tone and moved as quickly as my aching head allowed. Our moves always felt like forced escapes. 

Sometimes it was because of an accident, but most often because of the boyfriends. Though this move had 
actually been planned, it now had the familiar feeling we were once again making an escape. At least this time I 
knew where we were going and why.

I still felt sluggish as we traveled south on I-95. Images of the werewolf and the witch flashed through my 
mind. I fell asleep and dreamt about them, but they were good in this dream. Not monsters. And they fell in 
love. I spent a good portion of the trip outlining a book about their supernatural romance, my first full-length 
novel that I felt compelled to write immediately.

As the drugged feeling lifted and I could think clearly, I analyzed those strange events. People tried to hurt 
me and possibly wanted to kill me. I thought. Maybe the werewolf and the witch and the other bizarre parts 
weren't real. Maybe I hit my head harder than I realized and imagined those parts. Or maybe the real events 
mashed up with an actual dream and I had everything confused. But I was certain I was attacked. Fairly certain, 
anyway. And the way the white-blonde said I was "hers" told me it wasn't the last time I'd see her. If she was 
even real. There seemed to be missing pieces in my memory. Some details, like the wolf's terrifying eyes, were so 
clear, while others, like my protectors' faces, were blank. This made me question the reality of it all, but I couldn't 
dismiss the fear. It was too deeply embedded into my memory.

If someone had attacked me, though, Mom would know. She wouldn't have dismissed it so easily. She was 
too protective of me. Even going off to college on my own was never an option. She gave up her job in 
corporate sales because, she said, she was ready for a change. She'd been in sales for as long as I could remember 
and was quite successful at it. One of her quirks was her power of persuasion—she could sell a truckload of beef 
to a vegan. But she had always wanted to own a bookstore and there happened to be one for sale just ten miles 
from the college I'd chosen. We were both looking forward to this move and the new life it promised for us. I 
was glad she was coming with me. She was my best friend, after all. My only friend for years. I had to wonder 
now, though, if she was really coming to protect me.

Hundreds of miles passed under the truck's wheels before I built the courage to ask.
"Mom…are there people who want to hurt us? I mean, because of who we are?"
She gave me a sideways glance. "Alexis, I would not let anything happen to you."
"I know, but if there are people out there…shouldn't I know? Don't you think it's time I knew things about 

us?"



She opened her mouth, then closed it again. The corner of her lips turned down in a frown. "I can't tell you, 
honey. I just can't. Not until the Ang'dora."

Right. The Ang'dora. The enigmatic "change" that was somehow connected with our quirks and everything 
that made us weird. I knew little about it. I knew little about us. 

"Are you asking because of your dream last night?" she asked. "Because you know it's–"
I cut her off with a sigh. "Yeah, I know. Not real."
I wanted to believe her. That was the easy and safe explanation, but I just knew it was wrong.
Mom held our secrets tightly, even from me, and I'd given up begging for information years ago. She had 

told me many times she was bound to a promise made when I was an infant. I couldn't know our secrets until I 
went through the Ang'dora and became more like her. I pretended I didn't care and allowed myself to live behind 
a façade of normalcy.

Now I did care. Whether I was really attacked or not, it was time I knew who we were and why we had 
strange quirks. I hated snooping behind her back, but her refusal to explain left no other options.

The move made the first step easy. I volunteered to unpack the house while Mom prepared to open the 
bookstore. When she took me up on the offer to do her room, I didn't expect to discover anything she didn't 
want me to. And I didn't. I found false identification for both of us—drivers' licenses, birth certificates, 
passports and the like—giving us different last names, but they weren't helpful. I grew up with several surnames, 
a different one each time we moved, though most often we went by "Ames," as we did now. I was pretty sure 
that was the real one.

I couldn't even research Ames and our other surnames. Besides Sophia and Alexis, I had no first names to go 
on. We had extended family somewhere, but I'd never met them and Mom rarely discussed them. Without 
knowing their names, I could have searched genealogical records for years and never known if I was even in the 
right family. By the time the first day of classes came around, I knew nothing more, but I had a new plan and the 
college library would be perfect for it.

That was the day the dreams stopped. Until then, I repeatedly dreamt of that strange night, particularly of 
one of my heroes. Not the one who carried me away, but the other one, the bigger one. I still never saw his face, 
just a shadowy figure, but it was him. Who are you? My dream-self asked every time. I never received an answer 
and he stopped visiting my dreams the first day of classes. Perhaps because a very real guy entered my dreams…
and my life.

Fin
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I wouldn’t have started this project had it not been for the kind and loving support of some of the people, 
mentioned and unmentioned, herein.  The encouragement from fans of my previous work didn’t hurt, either. 
The list that follows is by no means exhaustive or all-inclusive, for which I apologize.

I send much love and gratitude to:  Jeff Cathcart, Jen Duchene, Ron Britton, Farrah Lewis, Molly Burke, 
Rashas Weber, Demetre Philon Hajenian (The Superstitions), Kevin Kraft (The Van Goghs, Riflebirds, Cry!), 
Sean Monteverdi (A Family Restaurant, Radio Silents, Twelve Gauge, Ken Hanson Band), Rozz Rezabek 
(Negative Trend, Theatre of Sheep), Jimi Haskett (Film at 11, Theatre of Sheep) and the late Billy Rancher 
(Malchicks, Unreal Gods, Flesh+Blood, HunDread Percent).

Thank you for being a part of the music.

I Blame Facebook:

Yep, I do.  Facebook put me back in touch with people from the past -- high school, elementary school ... 
and the Portland music scene.  Someone named Karen started a Facebook page called “I Hung Out at Satyricon 
Back In The Day” -- which I did, albeit in the earliest days of that club’s existence.

I moved out of my parents’ home in 1982 and to the San Francisco Bay Area in 1985.  I was involved in 
some aspect or another of the music business until 1988, when I walked away from anything other than enjoying 
a show from time to time.  I had parlayed my freelance writing and publicity work into a day job as a 
writer/journalist by then, eventually becoming a newspaper editor.  I wrote two non-fiction books, a novel and 
an anthology of essays.

I didn’t miss the business or the “scene” very much, if truth be told.  I kept in touch with people from “the 
old days” only sporadically.

Until Facebook.  Suddenly, there was my ex-boyfriend the drummer, one of my favorite singer-songwriters, 
the guitarist from a band I’d worked with, my high school sweetheart and his new wife ... and a lot of 
reminiscing.

It was those posts from the Satyricon page that made me consider writing about that three-year period in 
Portland.  I’d tried, in the past, but couldn’t really get a sense of the time across.  I joked that I should call any 
memoir of that time You Had to Be There.

My husband, Jeff, thinks that No Shit, There I Was would work.  Anyone who’s been part of the Society for 
Creative Anachronism will recognize this phrase as the introduction to all strange-but-true SCA stories.

Two of my favorite singers are dead, as is one ex-boyfriend.  But a whole lot more of us survived that time, 
and I guess it’s time to tell the tale.

Here’s to my fellow survivors.
Names have been changed, in some cases, to protect the not even remotely innocent.  An asterisk marks 

them.
No shit, there I was.

Socially Naïve:

I moved out of my parents’ home in 1982, at age eighteen.  I had a full-time job, of which I was admittedly 
less than fond.  I had also had my fill of living under my parents’ very strict rules -- rules that were different for 
me than for my brother.

In hindsight, some things were not that bad -- but other things were ridiculous.  I was not allowed to go 
shopping with my gal-pals; there always had to be an adult.  So, I didn’t get to go very often.  Dating rules were 
even more draconian, so I didn’t date more than a couple of times, although I had “boyfriends” with whom I 
kept company at school.  One of those high school boyfriends and I carried on an on-again/off-again 
relationship until I moved to California.  I’ll get to that story later on.

I was very book-smart, and most assuredly lonely.  My best friend, Rashas, and I loved music, especially The 
Beatles and Wings.  We read a lot, and also wrote reams of god-awful fan fiction starring ourselves and a cast of 
musicians.  (She apologized to Denny Laine for this on his Facebook page; I have no doubt that he was amused 
when he clicked the “like” button.)



My journals from that time period show my goals as “work in the music business, live in a New York 
brownstone and have a Siamese cat.”

I wanted to be as far away as possible from my semi-rural high school and its attendant bad memories.  I 
would “show them all,” was what I thought.  I wasn’t sure how, but by God, I would show ‘em.

Looking back, I realize that my parents’ good intentions made me socially naive.  That was a large factor in 
some of the poor choices I made.  Another one was feeling almost punch-drunk with the discovery that men 
found me attractive.

That was a new one for me; being called “ugly” at least once a day by the Big Jock on Campus hurts, no 
matter how much you hold it inside.

My first exposure to the Portland music scene came when I did something completely out of character for 
me.  It was December 1980, and I skipped school to go downtown for a John Lennon memorial in the aftermath 
of his murder.  A local band called The Malchicks was playing and, honest to God, I thought the lead singer was 
the most beautiful man I had ever seen.  His name was Billy Rancher, and I am sure that my parents grew 
mightily sick of hearing about him.  Of course, I was in huge trouble for ditching school, but I didn’t care.  I was 
a senior with very good grades, knew I would graduate -- and had just gotten a tiny taste of the world I hoped to 
inhabit.

At about the same time, along came something new:  MTV.  (Yep, I’m old enough to remember when MTV 
played music videos and nothing else).  Suddenly, I was hearing a whole different sound.  Consider that the most 
popular bands among my classmates were Van Halen and Blue Oyster Cult.  Now, suddenly I was listening to 
The Yachts, Gram Tchaikovsky, Human League.  It was like a whole new world opened up to me.

As I said, I went to a semi-rural high school.  We lived across the street from a dairy farm.  I don’t remember 
more than a handful of people of color among my classmates -- including the exchange students from places like 
Japan and Iran.  Being “different” was strongly discouraged, to say the least.

But there was this tiny enclave of people, primarily in speech/debate and/or theatre, and we embraced this 
new music.  Devo and The B-52s were requested at school dances and we would pogo merrily away.  We were 
the “punk” crowd, according to the Van Halen fans.

It was with tremendous delight that I graduated and began looking for work.  I’d done the part-time food 
service gig, like every other high schooler, but now I needed something that would buy my freedom.  My folks 
had bought a house, so there was no question of attending college; they couldn’t afford to send me, and they 
made too much for me to get financial aid.  (I would eventually attend part-time on my own, majoring first in 
journalism and later in forensic anthropology.)

In the meanwhile, I listened to music, read music and fashion magazines, dreamed of visiting London, and 
wrote more lousy fan fiction.  Laurence Juber, my favorite guitarist, was a big star in those stories.  He’s 
brilliantly talented, and one heck of a nice man.  I’ve had the occasion to meet him in person, and see him 
perform live a few times.

LJ, please consider this my apology for those stories.
I had a couple of short-term office jobs that allowed me to put aside more money, buy clothes and attend 

concerts.
One of those shows was at a huge venue called Lung Fung’s Dragon Room.  The Dragon Room was this 

cavernous dance hall attached to a moderately good Chinese restaurant.  The owner booked live music at least a 
couple of nights a week, often with an early “all age” show.  This suited both my age and my “need to be up 
early for work” schedule.

The Dragon Room played host to what they called a Battle of the Bands, with local favorites Billy Rancher 
and the Unreal Gods (that same Billy Rancher ...) and a band from Seattle called The Cowboys.

The Cowboys, fronted by the late Ian Fisher, were louder and brasher than the Unreal Gods.  I didn’t like 
them nearly as well as the Gods, but I did manage to talk myself into a crush on Ian.  He was handsome and 
cocky.

Now, while all this is happening, my best gal-pal Rashas was involved in a local acting troupe.  She was in 
rehearsals for a show, the name of which totally escapes me.  One of her cast-mates was a 36-year-old Vietnam 
veteran-cum-author named Devon*.  She had an enormous crush on him.  He was tall and kind of rugged-
looking, with dark hair and blue eyes; certainly no movie star, but not hard to look at, either.  I would 



occasionally run into Devon downtown, or go hang out with the two of them at the Coffee Ritz.  I thought of 
Devon as wholly off-limits because of my friend’s crush.

Fin
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OTHARIA, Present Day
Chapter 1 - The Beckoning Darkness

I’m sorry.  Why didn’t I listen?
Countess Dyla Telkur groped around in the dark narrow tunnel.  The rough rock sides seemed to be closing 

in on her and the oppressive heat sapped her strength.  Her cotton shirt was plastered to her skin and sweat 
rolled into her eyes momentarily blurring her vision.  She stumbled over a rock poking out of the hard packed 
floor and went crashing to her knees.

“Oh Eclair, where are you?” she cried, tears streaming down her dirt streaked face. “Please come, I need 
you.”

There was a small speck of light in the distance.  If she could reach the light, she would be free of the 
tunnels.  She forced herself to her feet and staggered towards it, but exhaustion made each step a slow and 
agonizing effort.  The light momentarily faded and she gasped as something tried tightening its grip on her soul. 
Somehow she knew that if she stopped, all would be lost.     

I must keep going.  If I fail, the House of Telkur will be lost forever.
The light pulsed once again growing brighter.  She was so close, only a few more steps to freedom.  Her 

breathing was ragged, her heart raced, and she was at the end of her strength. 
I will not give up.  I must reach the light.
The presence loomed up behind her, covering her with its shadow.  She felt its malevolence and the horror 

threatened to overwhelm her.  She lurched forward reaching for the light, but a cold numbing touch fell on her 
shoulder and began to pull her back into its embrace.  Screaming, she spun around and found herself staring into 
the face of pure evil, a face she recognized, a face she knew well.

NOOOOO... she cried, lashing out with her remaining strength.  
“Gods, Dyla, wake up!”  
Dyla eyes flew open to see her lover, Eclair, leaning his head back against the headboard frantically trying to 

stop the flow of blood from his nose.  She jumped up on her knees and reached for him.  
“Eclair, I’m so sorry.  Did I break your nose?”
“I don’t think so, but why did you hit me?”
“The vision is back, but this time it was different because I saw a face,” Dyla said.
“Really?  That can’t be good.  Who was it?”
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“Henry Blackheart Hanover.”
Eclair inhaled sharply.  He looked at the woman he loved and felt an overwhelming need to protect her, but 

he knew he was powerless to stop her visions.  Dyla was an unusually strong empath who also had the gift of 
visions, visions that could foretell future paths.

“Dyla, you know these visions tell of only one possible future, not necessarily your only future.  I have to 
agree that seeing Blackheart’s face can’t be good.  What do you suppose it means?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to rest until I find out,” she replied.
“I agree.  I don’t know how many punches to the face I can take.”
“I said I was sorry.  You know I didn’t mean it.  I promise I’ll make it up to you.”
“Can I choose the way?” Eclair asked with a twinkle in his eye.
Dyla leaned over and kissed his cheek before sliding over to the side of the large bed.  An exquisite crystal 

used to enhance her empathic abilities hung around her neck on a silver chain and sparkled in the dawn’s early 
light.

Eclair wiped the blood from his face with the small towel on the end table before he sidled next to her 
wrapping his arms around her protectively.

“I wish I didn’t need to leave you today.  I hate to see you upset.”
“I know, but duty calls.”
Eclair was due at the Otharian Institute for Paranormal Studies and she had a breakfast meeting to attend 

with her brother, the reigning Duke of Telkur. 
 “Will you be coming over tonight?” she asked untangling herself from Eclair’s embrace.
Dyla turned and glazed at her lover, Eclasius Jortac, a young man of nineteen with blond curly hair, green 

eyes, and an athletic body.  He was Heir Apparent to the Jortac throne and more importantly, the strongest 
telekinetic born on Otharia in centuries, a fact that not everyone was thrilled about. 

“Eclair?”
“What?  Oh sorry, I was enjoying the view,” he said mischievously.  “Yes, I’m coming over.  My students are 

progressing along nicely.  I intend to give them a series of exercises that will keep them busy all day.  That’ll leave 
my evening all to you.” 

Dyla smiled.
“I like that.  I think I can keep you entertained.  By the way, how are the other professors reacting to your 

teaching methods?  The exercises you’re giving the students are outside the normal curriculum.  It must be giving 
some of them apoplexy.”

Eclair chuckled at the understatement.
“Most of them don’t like it and a few have become quite vocal about my approaches, but I won’t back down. 

We must encourage the students to experiment if they are to find their true potential.”
Dyla nodded.
“I have absolute faith that you’ll work it out.” 
Eclair got out of bed and began pulling on his clothes.
“I’m more worried about your vision than any parochial problems those old codgers can dream up.”
Dyla picked up her brush and vigorously pulled it through her tangled raven hair.  It wasn’t long before her 

waist-length locks shone.
“Eclair, I’m not entirely sure how to interpret the vision.”
“I don’t think there’s any doubt about it.  Now that you’ve seen Blackheart’s face, it concerns me even more. 

He’s evil and we left a lot of unanswered questions back on Earth especially about the connection Blackheart has 
to Otharia.”

“I’m going to talk to Darius about it this morning and see what he thinks.”
“What about your mother?  She may be able to shed some light on these visions,” Eclair said.
“No, she went back out to sea with the gypsies.  I don’t expect to hear from her again anytime soon.”
“OK, we can talk more about it tonight.”
Dyla finished braiding her hair and walked back over to Eclair.  He was dressed for the day and he pulled her 

into his arms.  
“I’ll see you tonight,” he murmured into her ear.



He kissed her deeply before breaking their embrace and walking to the door of her bedchamber.  Dyla saw 
him look back, his face etched with worry.

She waved goodbye.
Tonight, she mouthed soundlessly.

***

Duke Darius Telkur sat waiting for his sister at the circular table in his private study with a warm breakfast 
spread before him.  At nineteen years old, he was young to be a reigning duke, but he was showing remarkable 
leadership and compassion in his new position.  That was due in part to the advisors and councilors he 
surrounded himself with, none more important than the one he was waiting for now, his First Counselor and 
twin sister, the Countess of Telkur.  

The twins were uniquely blessed with brains, beauty, and advanced psychic abilities, a winning combination 
in most everyone’s eyes.  Tall and striking, with blue violet eyes and black hair, they were mirror images of each 
other with Darius the eldest by mere minutes. Though it was unusual on Otharia for fraternal twins to be equally 
strong in two different disciplines, Darius’ telepathic ability rivaled his sister’s empathic skills.  

As if on cue, Dyla walked into the room.   
“Good morning,” Darius said.  “Impeccable timing, the food has just arrived.”
Dyla took her seat at the table.
“Good, I’m starving.” 
Their morning ritual started with a private breakfast to discuss the day’s agenda.  Darius insisted on their 

meeting every morning.  At first, Dyla thought it was a patronizing gesture from the newly crowned Duke of 
Telkur, but she soon realized her brother valued her advice and insight.  As next in line for the crown, it was 
essential that she be aware of the intricacies of ruling the realm.  She had not realized how busy she would be as 
First Counselor when she had consented to take the position. 

Darius frowned when he noticed the dark circles under her eyes.
“Are you having visions again?”
Dyla wasn’t surprised at the question.  She had mentioned the visions before so it was no stretch for Darius 

to guess that she’d had it again.  Besides, there wasn’t much they could hide from each other.
“Yes, but this time there was more.  I saw Blackheart’s face.”
Darius shook his head.
“Damn, that can’t be good.  Any thoughts on what it means?”
“Not exactly, but I have intense feelings of dread and a sense of urgency about him.  Blackheart Hanover is 

connected to Otharia, I know it, but I don’t know how.  The vision is becoming more frantic and threatening.  It 
means something and we need to investigate it.”

Darius slumped back in his chair, his hand absently rubbing his chin.
“That means another trip to Earth, but the timing couldn’t be worse.  I could probably manage a few days 

away, but an Earth trip might last for weeks.  I can’t leave the duchy so soon after that failed coup attempt.  I 
have responsibilities to our people.”

“I know.  I didn’t mean you and I.”
Darius looked at his sister with growing alarm.  It had always been the two of them together against the 

world.  It seemed strange to him that Dyla would plan an off-world trip without him.
“Oh?” 
“I was thinking Eclair, Cat and myself,” Dyla answered.
Darius straightened up in the chair.
“I need to think about that.  Another trip could be very dangerous.”
“Darius, there’s no other choice.  The visions are becoming more intense.  I don’t like the idea of going 

without you, but as you pointed out, you have responsibilities here.  The rest of us do not bear such heavy 
burdens.”

Darius hated to admit it, but she was right.  Dyla’s responsibilities as First Counselor could be delegated to 
others on the Telkur Council.  Cat had no responsibilities and was eager to do anything that would allow her to 
return to Earth, and Eclair could request a substitute instructor for his students. 



“I didn’t mean you shouldn’t go.  I know you need to unravel the meaning of your visions, but I’m 
concerned for your safety.  We’ve always been there to watch each other’s back.”

“I know, but this is a trip that must be taken.  This vision portends imminent danger for us and we should 
not ignore its warning.”

Darius could think of no further arguments to change his sister’s mind.  He nodded his assent.
“Let’s set up a meeting to decide exactly how we should handle this.  Ty and Trinity can help develop a plan 

for the trip.  We need contingencies in place should you discover anything of value or run into trouble.”
“Fine.  I have already spoken with Eclair and he will be here tonight,” Dyla said.
“Good, I’ll arrange for the others to meet here in my study, away from prying eyes and ears.  No one must 

know where you’re going.”

Fin
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The Legend of Sasquatch

No Small Matter:

Clint pushed a finger against the small hole in his chest and realized that the bullet had barely entered his 
body. He could feel the small chunk of lead just below the surface. He briefly considered trying to squeeze it out 
as one might exude a blemish, but better judgment prevailed. It was a small caliber, probably .22 or .25, and 
although he was aware of some pain, there wasn’t nearly as much as he would’ve expected. He didn’t seem to be 
losing much blood, but he decided he’d better keep some pressure on the wound anyway, although it was a little 
more painful to do so.

Clint walked across the street to where the body lay across the curb, half in the street and half on the 
sidewalk. He squatted and touched the neck, but he already knew that there would be no pulse. The 240-grain 
semi-jacketed hollow point from Clint’s .44 magnum Smith and Wesson revolver—yes, the very same as another 
Clint carried in the movies—had entered just off the bridge of the nose, pretty much the corner of one eye, and 
the guy had died at precisely the same instant. That eye was gone, of course, but the other remained open with 
that telltale empty stare.

The guy’s expression was blank, and on the whole his face didn’t look all that bad under the circumstances. 
Even so, Clint knew without turning him over that the void in the back of his head was considerable. There was 
significant blood and gray matter on the sidewalk, and let’s face it—the chances of anyone surviving a .44 mag to 
the face are about the same as the odds of winning the lottery, perhaps less. The guy was dead, and there was no 
need to wait around for official confirmation.

http://tinyurl.com/256lrg2
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Clint didn’t see the guy’s pistol and didn’t feel compelled to look for it. It’s not as if he would ever use it 
again. There was no sign of anyone around at the moment, and Clint didn’t think that there would be anyone 
peeking right now. Virtually no one lived in this part of Dallas, and anyone who might have been lurking about 
probably hit the ground and covered up at the thunderous ka-BOOM! of the .44. Clint got in his truck, quickly 
stowed his sidearms and holsters, and drove himself toward the emergency room at Parkland Hospital.

On the way to Parkland, Clint continued applying pressure to the wound, and he tried to figure out why this 
had happened. A man was dead, and that is no small matter. Regardless of circumstances, no matter the 
justification, anyone who can cause the death of another human being and not feel some ambivalence about it is 
one sick bastard. Normal, compassionate people just can’t feel good about killing and dying, even when killing 
and dying are necessary.

This was textbook self defense, excusable homicide. The dead guy drew first; in fact, he’d gotten off the first 
shot. Clint’s only choice was between the snub-nose .38 on his ankle and the .44 mag in his shoulder holster, and 
that was only a choice in the most technical sense. Clint had been reaching for the big six-inch revolver when he 
felt the small slug hit him in the chest, and he’d gotten off his only shot after he realized that he’d already been 
shot. Could there be a clearer case of self defense?

Why had this guy come after Clint? Was it a simple robbery attempt, and had Clint merely been in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, a seemingly random victim chosen by virtue of convenience alone? Or was it something 
else, and had Clint himself set the wheels in motion? The more questions Clint asked, the more he realized that it 
was likely that this man had been sent to kill him. If so, it had to be Mike reaching out from behind bars to exact 
his revenge.

Clint’s body count was now up to five—six including the vegetable. Killing was becoming a habit, and Clint 
realized that it was starting to bother him less each time. He feared that he was becoming desensitized to death, 
too accustomed to killing.

As Clint neared Parkland, he wondered if his buddies would be able to make this go away as they had before. 
Clint was certain that he would never be prosecuted, much less convicted, except for maybe a weapons charge. 
Even so, aside from the sheer hassle of having to defend oneself in a criminal investigation and perhaps 
prosecution, this was the type of problem that could derail his plans just at the time when he was beginning to 
get himself together. Besides, there are certain details of one’s personal life that should remain private. Clint 
hoped that those details would never come to light, his skeletons ever to remain locked away securely in some 
hidden closet.

Clint parked his truck in the designated area outside the Parkland emergency room and went inside. The ER 
was always pretty busy, and this night was no exception. It was a zoo. There were people all over the place, 
though no one seemed ready to die. It was cold out, and many of the patients and their obvious symptoms 
seemed consistent with the weather. Mostly folks were just hanging around waiting to be examined by one of the 
doctors or nurses, none of whom seemed to have any sense of urgency despite the backlog.

Clint worked his way through the obstacle course to a counter behind which a nurse sat writing in a chart 
and refusing to look up. After several minutes, the nurse—still writing and not looking up—finally spoke.

“May I help you?” she asked disinterestedly.
Clint answered matter-of-factly, “I seem to have a bullet in my chest.”
The nurse abruptly stopped writing and looked up for the first time. An ER nurse at Parkland would never 

be surprised by a gunshot wound, but she did seem genuinely shocked that a gunshot victim could stand in front 
of her and calmly mention it as if talking about the weather with a buddy.

“I think it’s a .22 or .25,” Clint continued. “It’s not very deep, but I figured I’d better keep some pressure on 
it. I don’t think it will take much to fix. I’m sure one of the docs can pop it out of there and get me on my way in 
no time.”

The nurse was excited but controlled as she shouted, “Doctor! Doctor! I have a gunshot over here! And 
someone find that cop. Where’d he go? Is he asleep again? Someone find that cop!”

“Ma’am, there’s really no need to involve the police,” Clint said. “This was just an accident, no big deal. Just 
take the bullet out, give me a tetanus shot, an antibiotic, and a Band-Aid, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Are you kidding me?” she said. “You’ve been shot! It may not be that simple, and I have to cover my ass 
anyway. Where’s that cop?”



“I’m coming,” said a middle-aged, overweight police officer, walking sleepily toward the counter while 
tucking in his shirttail, looking very much as if the nurse’s conjecture had been correct. “You say he’s been 
shot?”

The nurse replied, “That’s what he says. I haven’t looked at him yet.”
Clint said, “Yes, sir, I’ve been shot—small caliber, no big deal. Could you call Detective Roy for me please?”
It seemed like an innocent enough request. Detective Roy (Roy being his last name) was an established star 

within the DPD, but apparently Officer Rip Van Winkle was more concerned with exerting a little of his 
authority. He was a full head shorter than Clint and visibly intimidated, and like a small dog confronted by a 
larger one, he used bravado in an attempt to mask his own fear. It wasn’t working very well for him. Standing tall 
and puffing out his chest, he poked a finger toward Clint’s.

The cop said, “You’re telling me who to call? Listen here, punk. I’m in charge here, and I decide who needs 
to be called. Roy’s a narc. He’s got nothing to do with crimes against persons. Who shot you anyway?”

Clint insisted, “Please, just call Roy. He knows me. He’ll take care of this.”
The nurse interjected, “Excuse me, boys, but there’s the small matter of a gunshot wound that we need to 

address. You reckon you can talk while a doctor and I take a look over here at triage?”
“No problem, ma’am,” was Clint’s reply to the nurse, and then to the officer he asked again, “Could you 

please? Just call Roy.” Clint was thinking to himself, “Please be there!”
With an exasperated sigh, the officer relented and reached for the telephone on the nurse’s desk. As he kept 

an eye on Clint and the nurse, and the doctor who finally came along to take a look for himself, the officer dialed 
the number for headquarters and asked to speak with Detective Roy. Luckily Roy happened to be at the station, 
which was very unusual.

After a brief exchange the officer yelled across the short distance to the triage station, “He wants to know 
who’s asking for him!”

Clint responded with, “Tell him it’s Clint Buchanan,” pronouncing his last name “Buck Hannon” and not 
the more common “Bew Cannon.”

Although he understood it, Clint still hated it when people mispronounced his family name, especially since 
there was a wildly popular soap opera character at the time whose name was Clint “Bew Cannon,” a pretend 
Texan. The officer repeated the name into the phone, pronouncing it incorrectly.

Clint heard the officer say, “Yeah, the kid’s damn big!”
Clint was indeed a big young man by the standards of his time. Almost 21 but still growing, he stood a little 

over six feet, six inches tall and weighed a solid 250 pounds, plus or minus a little from day to day. In both size 
and demeanor, he was similar to Jimmy Dean’s “Big Bad John,” and since his feet were size 16EEEE, it was easy 
to see how folks had come to call him Sasquatch.

Sasquatch hadn’t been Clint’s only nickname. At various times people had called him Bigfoot or Yeti or 
Lurch, after the butler on the “Addams Family” television show, but he tolerated Sasquatch. In fact, he rather 
liked it, and although Bigfoot is ostensibly synonymous, it seemed merely to poke fun at his big feet. On the 
other hand, Sasquatch seemed to refer to his whole person. Yes, Clint was willing to split that hair. If it had to be 
either, it had to be Sasquatch. He might have liked Yeti but thought it too arcane.

Many cops have nicknames. Clint’s buddy Detective Roy, for instance, was called Hulk. He was a barrel-
chested weightlifter, and he despised his first name, Carroll. Hulk hated that his parents had given him a “girl’s 
name,” and he had considered changing it to Carl. Most folks just called him by his last name or Hulk, and those 
who slipped up and called him Carroll generally regretted it.

Clint had pretty much embraced Sasquatch, thinking it lucky that he had come upon his nickname so young 
and so naturally. Clint, of course, wasn’t a cop yet, and now he wasn’t sure if he ever would be or even if he 
really wanted to be. Still, he liked thinking of himself as a legend, and the moniker also addressed his elusive 
loner quality as well as his size. Beast or human, though, this Sasquatch had a bullet in him that required 
attention.

After an examination and some x-rays, the doctor decided that the removal of the bullet would not require 
an operating room or a surgical team. Apparently the density of Clint’s chest muscles had put a quick halt to the 
small, weak bullet. It had stopped just below the skin, and the doctor could take it out right there in the ER. 



Perhaps he had not used his best medical judgment, but Clint was not wont to argue with a guy who had “M.D.” 
on his name tag. Besides, Clint wanted to get out of the hospital as soon as possible.

Fin

Chapter Ten - Keta Diablo – Where The Rain is Made

Keta lives in the Midwest portion of the country on six acres of beautiful woodland. Here, she communes
with nature; eagles, owls and loons (the winged version). There's a lovely environmental lake on her 
property named after a famous Native American chief, and the locals insist burial grounds from 150 years 
ago exist in her woods. Hmm. Maybe it's not always the wind she hears howling at night.

When Keta isn't writing she loves to read and garden and spends far too much time at the local animal 
shelter trying to wrangle a way to adopt them all.
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Where The Rain is Made

THE CHEYENNE DOG SOLDIERS: 

Of all the typical Plains tribes, the Cheyenne were most distinguished for warlike qualities. Few in number, 
they overcame or held in check most of the peoples who opposed them, and when the westward movement of 
European civilization began, they made more trouble than all the rest combined. In short, they were 
preeminently warriors among peoples whose trade was war. 

As in other prairie tribes, the warriors of the Cheyenne were organized into societies or orders. These 
societies were fraternal, military, and semi-religious organizations with special privileges, duties, and dress, usually 
tracing their origin to some mythical culture hero or medicine man. Each society had its own songs and secret 
ritual, and exacted certain observances and standards of its members. 

Of these organizations, none has played such a part in the history of the Plains as the “Dog Soldiers” of the 
Cheyenne. 

Chronicles of Oklahoma, January, 1921 
W. S. CAMPBELL 

~ ~ ~

The awesome warriors were armed to the teeth with revolvers and bows . . . proud, haughty, defiant as should become those who  
are to grant favors, not beg them." 

Ohio reporter at Medicine Lodge, Kansas on October 27, 1867

* * *

CHAPTER ONE:
Present Day Montana 

Ethan Gray rose from his dingy cot for the tenth time and paced the small area of his jail cell. He’d survived 
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another night. The thin, hard mattress didn’t faze him, nor did the cold, sterile white walls and matching sink and 
stool. The metal bars were another matter. He hated being penned; needed to feel the warmth of the sun on his 
face, breathe fresh air. The onslaught of a hard-driven rain chilling him to the bone would be preferable to 
caging him like an animal. 

Next year he’d spend his vacation in a friendlier city, and one closer to home -- Washington, D.C. He 
thought about his job as Assistant Curator at one of the finest museums in the country. The position provided 
him with the opportunity to see and touch everything he cherished artifacts of the Cheyenne people. 

He’d have a lot of explaining to do if his superiors found out he spent two nights in jail again. Hell, by now a 
copy of the police report from that minor scuffle in Deadwood last year would be in the Judge’s hands. One 
road-bump at a time, he told himself while limping about his cell. 

Despite what it looked like, he’d try to convince the Judge he didn’t go looking for the fight. The judge 
would ask him what brought him to Montana. Easily explained. He never missed the yearly powwows or a 
chance to shake hands with old friends, watch the ceremonial dances, and smoke the pipe. 

A fickle breeze snuck through the barred window in his cell. Jesus, he could barely tolerate his own stench. 
What he wouldn’t give for a change of clothing and a bar of soap before he appeared before the Judge. At the 
moment, a transient moving from shelter to shelter put him to shame. 

His only visitor had been a geriatric doctor scrounged up from God knew where. Arthritic fingers had poked 
around his torso and head before he delivered his assessment to the sheriff. “He’ll live.” 

Damn, he shouldn’t have stopped in this flea-bitten town for a cold beer, and he should have kept minding 
his own business when the platinum blonde with the big breasts sidled up to him at the bar. She’d asked for a 
light before three men surrounded them—blathering idiots well into their liquor and itching for trouble. A flicker 
of fire sparked in the man’s pupils, so fleeting most wouldn’t have noticed. Ethan’s life, however, depended on 
his ability to recognize danger. 

The woman knew the cowboy, had called him by name before she warned the bowlegged saddle-jumper to 
stay the hell out of her life. The feral beast awoke in Ethan when the man lunged and wrapped his hands around 
her throat. 

Cowboy shouldn’t have done that. 
Chairs flew through the air, and next bodies. By the time the fisticuffs ended, it looked more like a firestorm 

had blown through than a bar fight. Ethan had dusted himself off and strolled to the bar to finish his drink. The 
next thing he knew, a freight train roared in his head and white lights exploded behind his lids. He’d awakened in 
this damn jail cell with the cold-fingered doctor poking around his bruised body. 

Ethan stopped his pacing long enough to cock his ear toward the hallway. Yep, as suspected, the soft 
padding of footsteps, moccasins to be exact. 

Moments later, the sheriff stood before the iron bars, unable to hide his smart-ass smirk. “You got company. 
You also got ten minutes before you appear in front of the Judge. Make it quick.” 

Ethan knew about his visitor the moment the woman stepped through the sheriff’s front door. Stands-In-
Light, the ancient medicine woman of the Cheyenne, wrapped her spiny hands around the bars when the man 
walked away. “Heightened senses come in handy now and again.” 

“It’s good to see you again so soon, Esteemed One.” 
The same yellow blanket she wore at the powwow clung to her slender shoulders, and today her long, silver 

plaits were braided and interspersed with colorful beads. Her face looked the same though, still time-worn after 
eighty years beneath a pitiless sun. 

“Yes, well, I didn’t expect to find you here.” She scanned the jail cell. “In any event, the spirits call out for 
you, I Am The Wind.” 

Ethan had lived the last ten years of his life between this world and another. At twenty-five years of age, the 
Council considered him a seasoned veteran. He knew why he’d been chosen—his love for the Cheyenne and 
family connections. 

His brother, Noah, was a time wanderer, his grandmother a member of the Sacred Council of Arrows. Even 
without the family associations, he wouldn’t have questioned his duty to the People. Never. He’d do whatever 
the Sacred Council asked for his People, his grandmother’s People, one and the same. 

He often wondered if the blood of his ancestors triggered his violent streak, so forceful at times he thought 



he might implode from the pressure. He’d made a vow to never call forth the virulent brutality, but rather 
embrace the feral demon when it reared its ugly head. 

He looked beyond the window in his cell before meeting her gaze again. “I’ve heard their pleas in my 
dreams, old one.” 

She took in his bruised body, her dark eyes settling on the gauze strips wrapped around his torso. “It’s not a 
journey of peace this time but one of great violence and sorrow for the Tsitsistas. 

Tsitsistas - the Cheyenne. He nodded and released a drawn-out breath. 
“Sweet Medicine’s prophecy has arrived. Though we have welcomed the white-eye with open arms, he’s like 

the fox, a trickster that smiles while stealing the hen from under your nose.” 
Ethan glanced around the metal pen and decided her visit couldn’t have come at a better time. “I see many 

soldiers in my visions, and blood—endless blood.” 
“You cannot change events.” Her voice a whisper, she closed her eyes for a moment, perhaps seeking the 

same visions. “If you accept the mission you’ll save as many Cheyenne as possible.” 
He paused and thought about the danger, but only for a second. “What else will the Sacred Council require 

of me this time?” 
“You must resurrect your battle skills from past lives, lead them, and . . . .” Her voice faltered. “Cry with 

them in times of sorrow.” 
He sensed she had more to say, but common courtesy and a lifetime of knowing Cheyenne custom 

compelled him to wait. 
Stands-In-Light’s eyes took on an insightful gleam. “What else do you see while you chase dreams?”
He saw her as clearly as the fingers on his hand. “A woman with hair the color of the magpie and eyes 

greener than pine needles.” 
“Your visions reveal the truth.” 
The significance of the metaphors hadn’t been revealed to him, but his journey to the past this time would be 

cataclysmic. He felt it with every drop of blood in his veins, every breath passing through his lungs. “What of 
me? Will I be allowed to return to my life here?” 

“You always have the choice, Ethan, but remember the decision must be made in the whisper of a breath.” 
Her words struck a chord of sarcasm. “Before I die, you mean?” 
She withdrew her crooked fingers from beneath the blanket with a solemn nod and handed him an object 

through the bars. He turned the familiar relic over in his hand—a time-honored whistle made from the wing 
bone of an eagle. The spirit of Maheo washed over him, like it always did when he communed with the People. 

“They won’t know you’ve returned from the future.” She tucked the blanket securely about her shoulders. 
“The same as before.” 

He wasn’t certain how it worked, but whenever he returned to the People, life picked up where it had left 
off. No one, not even the tribal holy man, knew he’d been gone. 

“Are you ready, I Am The Wind?” She glanced over her shoulder as if to confirm not a soul could hear their 
conversation. “The Sacred Council waits.” 

“What of you?” He peered through the bars and followed her gaze. “What will you tell my jailers after I’m 
gone?” 

“I’m not called Stands-In-Light without reason.” She shrugged. “I’ll be gone before they realize it.” 
His thoughts shifted to the moments ahead. Soon he’d be standing in front of the Sacred Council. The usual 

formalities would play out, and then he’d be asked if he’d accept. He knew he would. He always did. 
Spreading his feet, he allowed his arms to fall at his sides and drew a deep breath. “I’m ready.” 
She closed her eyes, lifted her face skyward and began the deep, reverent chant: 

"I walk alone on the edge of time, 
traveling far and near. 
Born of the sun, kissed by the wind, 
the call of the raven screams in my ear." 

His vision blurred and the metal bars twisted, reminding him of slippery, silver cobras. Ribbons of scarlet 



and midnight black detonated behind his eyes before a rush of blood surged through his brain. The hammering 
began, slowly at first with a gradual ascent to volatile. Fascination gripped him when his arms went numb and 
shifted into massive, black wings. Soon his spine launched into spasms, every beleaguered ligament and muscle 
stretching as if ripped from their vertebrae. The familiar burning in his chest spiraled up his throat, spreading 
outward like a white-hot flame. 

The power of the raven to surged through his veins. He tumbled through a dark tunnel faster than a meteor 
falling from the sky, struggling to emerge on the other side. 

Brother to the open sky, ally to the distant sun, he’d soar above the clouds to where the rain is made.
* * *

Ethan stood before The Sacred Council of Arrows, acclimatizing his vision to the shattered fragments before 
him. Physically spent, his heart trying to dispel the ventricular contractions, he fought to school his breathing. He 
couldn’t count the number of times he’d traveled through time, yet the incredible impact it had on his body to 
revert from man to raven or vice versa still astounded him. To undergo the process twice in one day would tax 
his body beyond measure. 

Drawing on endless hours of training, he collected his wits, mindful of the usual scents in the sacred burial 
ground--moldering, ancient smells of the dead. With the exception of Stands-In-Light, the Council was an 
assembly of corpses resurrected from the grave to serve the People. 

He stood along the Tongue River, like he had so many times in past lives. Present life too. For centuries the 
Tongue had wandered for miles through Montana and Wyoming, yet today, not one remnant of the Cheyenne’s 
sacred burial ground remained. Therein lay the beauty of meeting the Council here. 

Seo’ộtse, dead spirits, sat on the ground before him. He studied each one individually: Vo’kaa’e, known in the 
white man’s tongue as White Lances; Kâhamaxe, his Cheyenne name meaning The Stick; Wolf That Speaks, a 
dignified, mystical guide; Stands-In-Light, the High Priestess; and three others, The Pacer, Man-Who-Paints-His-
Shirt-Black, and Whirlwind, the father of all ghostly souls. Not a time traveler among them, but prior tribal 
members empowered to send wanderers through time to help the People. 

White Lances rose. “Ethan, Stands-In-Light summoned you, gave you the basics of the mission?” 
“Yes, Vo’kaa’e.” Ethan shoved his trembling hands, a result of the transformation, into the pockets of his 

trousers. “If I accept, I’ll be sent back to a turbulent time, one of death and great sorrow.” 
White Lances nodded. 
“What messages do I carry this time?” 
The Stick lifted his head, his obsidian eyes glinting beneath the crescent moon. “For one, Black Kettle 

should move his village.” 
Ethan had studied the history, knew impending tragedy hovered over Black Kettle’s camp. “It will be my 

honor to persuade him.” 
“Battles will be waged, villages destroyed and the Dog Soldiers will retaliate.” The Pacer’s sorrowful voice 

drifted across the stagnant air. “Many will die.” Ethan met the man’s eyes and saw the flicker of pain before he 
looked away. 

“You will lead them, of course.” Man-Who-Paints-His-Shirt-Black offered a subtle smile. “Perhaps it will 
relieve the pent up rage in your heart.” 

“That brawl in the bar. I didn’t seek.” 
Black Shirt waved him off. 
Her tone unrepentant, her chin resting in her hand, Stands-In-Light spoke. “The Council reminds you, a 

leader guides with a calm spirit, a commanding presence. If you are to guide the People through the chaos, it’s 
imperative you harness your fury until it calls out from the battlefield.” 

“Yes, High Priestess.” 
“You are a valued wanderer,” Whirlwind interjected. “It’s always our hope you return safe and sound.” 
Ethan choked back a laugh, the reason behind the compliment clear. “So I’m alive to accept the next 

mission?” 
Heads nodded in unison. 
White Lances slumped to the ground. “Do you accept, I Am The Wind?” 



“I do, Sacred Council.” 
“Refresh an old man’s memory. What name do the People call you?” 
His question came as no surprise. Kâhamaxe often forgot minor details. “Meko, noble one.” 
“Ah, yes, the word for leader.” The man pinched his forehead as if to blame a headache for his forgetfulness. 

“You’re excused now, Meko.” 
Ethan offered a deferential bow and turned to leave when Stands-In-Light’s austere voice stopped him. “We 

spoke earlier of dreams?” 
“Dreams . . . yes.” 
“Mind you don’t sacrifice the interests of the People to chase them.” 
A warm, alien emotion crawled through his gut. “Yes, High Priestess.” 
Ethan removed his hands from his pockets, clasped them behind his back and fixed his eyes on the invisible 

burial platforms. A unified chant rose in the room, the same lament Stands-In-Light invoked while visiting him 
in jail. In short time, he’d be among the People in the sacred land of his ancestors―a Dog Soldier, the most 
revered warrior of the Cheyenne. 

His last thought before leaving his present life concerned his prized garden. Who would water the flowers 
and herbs in his absence? 

Fin
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‘Necro’

“Let them go.  I’ll stay.”  My voice caught, and I couldn’t continue.  Marla hung in the vampire’s arms, 
holding still so as to not provoke an attack.  The rest of us hunters knelt, bound to the floor, hands behind our 
backs.  The vampire showed us the same concern he would leashed dogs.

“Vanya, no,” our leader hissed.  Larry strained against his bonds, desperate to free his wife.  He would do 
anything for Marla.  His voice echoed in the empty factor, and grimy light surrounded the middle aged hunter.

The vampire Alexander turned blue eyes on me, his attention a weight against my mind.  His grip relaxed, 
and Marla’s body eased.  “You would trade your life for her?”  Blond brows drew together as he contemplated 
my offer.

“Yes.  Just let everyone else go.”  I shifted, tossing my hair back, trying to show off my neck.  Entice him 
away from Marla before she got hurt for my foolishness.

Vampires were harder to hunt than the neospawn, but I’d convinced everyone to hunt this guy so I could get 
close.  I had just needed a chance to convince him to take me under his wing.  I hadn’t expected him to capture 
us all.  None of this was going as planned.
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“Shut your mouth, Van.”  Brody, former lover, total asshole, was embarrassed to be caught, and lashed out 
at me.  “We’ll get this fucker and burn him like the rest.”  His chains rattled, and though I couldn’t see him, I 
knew the brawny man was straining to escape.

Our bonds were titanium, used to hold neospawn in place.  We used them when we needed to confirm 
identity before execution.  However, these belonged to Alexander, meaning he hunted the ghoul-like beings as 
well.

I kept the vampire’s gaze, willing him to agree.  The manacles dug into my wrists as I strained forward. 
Alexander needed to take my offer, needed to let everyone else go.  I couldn’t explain my problem while they 
were around.  We were companions in arms, but they’d never understand that I needed to be bitten again.

“We’ll find another way,” Morris whispered.  The group’s healer lay on his side next to me with a broken 
arm.  He wasn’t going to be much use if we really intended to fight our way out.

“Have me.  Let her go.”  The tightness in my throat faded, allowing me to plead better.  I licked my lips, 
lowering my eyes, trying to draw the vampire in.  Tristan had loved it when I played coy.  I hoped this vampire 
did too.  “Please don’t hurt her.”

The vampire moved closer, keeping Marla tight against him.  He was taller than her, looming over us on the 
floor.  I figured he was close to six and a half feet tall, lean and broad shouldered.  Somewhat like a wolf, with all 
the loose grace and danger.  “Why should I let any of you go?  Why shouldn’t I kill you all?”

Brody was never known for his wisdom, so I wasn’t surprised when he taunted Alexander.  “Killing us is the 
only way you’ll stop us.”

“Shut up,” Larry snapped.  Then he addressed Alexander.  “We’ll go away if you let us go.”
The vampire chuckled, stroking Marla’s face.  “Old hunters used to say that too.”
“Alexander.”  He frowned sharply, eyes widening.  Glancing up through my lashes, I plied every submissive, 

prey-like posture I could.  “We hunt only the neospawn.  Coming after you was my idea. Let them go.  Take 
me.”  Bite me, and drink my blood, and feed deeply on me, and give me endless pleasure.

Marla whimpered, a tear finally slipping down her cheek.  “Yeah, take her.”  It was the first the psychic 
sniffer had said since we were taken.  She was mostly an empath, but could recognize the biosigns of all beings. 
The vampire would be driving her crazy, because they were like nothing else.

His grip on her throat tightened, and I thought he was about to kill her.  If I still had my plasma blade, I’d be 
out of the bonds.  Free the others, and force the exchange for Marla.

Alexander and I locked gazes.  His strong features and long golden hair hearkened back to a world that no 
longer existed.  An ancient world, in the heathen past before the apocalypse.  When reason was barely on the 
rise, before science spawned madness and genetic freaks.

I flushed, imagining his mouth on my neck.  Such lovely lips, and strong teeth.  Huge hands for gripping me, 
for exposing my body to his needs.  Looking away, I attempted to control my addiction.  It had been a year since 
I started running with the hunters, since Tristan had left, and I’d thought my need to be fed on had faded.

“You came to me because you wanted me to feed.”  Alexander’s low voice revealed his surprise, but I 
couldn’t look back at him.  He’d see my desire, and see the rest of the way through my ruse.  Let him figure out I 
wanted to be his concubine after everyone else was safe.

A wave of unease passed through the room.  Marla gave a tiny cry, and I groaned with a sudden headache.
“They’re here,” Alexander hissed, looking at the exits.
Neospawn had found us.
Science had gone nuts in the last two centuries, once stem cells could be created, and genomes were 

playgrounds.  Genetic experiments had become all the rage, all in the name of prolonging human life.  Psychics 
had come from it, creating women like Marla and I.

But the mindless hemophages we called neospawn had also been born.  They’d escaped, and started an 
apocalypse, throwing the east coast into disarray.  Genetic ghouls rampaged, infecting humans, going pandemic.

Brody tugged hard on his chains, concrete groaning as he used enhanced strength to break free.  We needed 
to be up and on our feet when they broke in, facing them with our plasma blades, destroying as many of the 
monsters as we could.

Alexander shoved Marla toward us, tossing a key at her feet.  “Get your weapons and get out.”  Our eyes 
met, and he smirked.  “We’ll finish talking later.”  Then he left, blurring away in an impressive display of speed.



Marla worked quickly to free us all.  “At least thirty,” I said, waiting my turn.  Larry was released first, Brody 
right after, and they both went to our pile of armaments.  The vampire had dumped it all together, but hadn’t 
broken anything.  “Make a stand or run?” I asked, rising as shackles clattered to the ground.

“Nothing with you,” Brody snapped, tightening his bandoleer of throwing knives around his chest.  “You 
can just fuck off.”

My eyes widened, and I stared, completely taken aback.  I couldn’t even ask him to elaborate, but I assumed 
he knew now why we’d come after the vampire.

Larry settled his gorget, protecting his jugular before anything else.  “Not now, Brody.  After we get out.” 
He settled into his heavy jacket, checking the sit of the leather.

Brody stared, kicking my gear away from the pile.  “I ain’t trusting this necro bitch at my back.”  He spat at 
my feet.  “I told you not to let her in.  She’s trying to get us killed.”

“I don’t want you dead,” I whispered, too stunned to even care that we were being hunted.  Thirty of the 
neospawn moved through the complex, and my necromantic powers would only work on a couple of them. 
Survival instincts were already controlling my power, reaching for those few.  “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“Just yourself,” Marla said, shoving plasma blades back into hidden sheaths.  We were well-armed; working 
for the corporations paid well, and always got us the best weapons.  It was corporate backing that had let me find 
Alexander, given me his location, given him his name.  “We’ve all seen the marks.”  Most of them weren’t self-
inflicted.

Morris approached, leaning against my back, cradling his broken arm.  “We can tear each other apart after we 
get through the neospawn.  Vanya has never betrayed us, or given a reason to mistrust her.”

His support gave me heart again, though guilt came with it.  I’d joined them to fight neospawn, but mostly to 
find another vampire.  Necromancers weren’t meant to be on their own, constantly craving the feel of death.  I’d 
used the hunters, but not the way Brody suspected.  Spearing my former lover with a nasty glare, I helped Morris 
get geared back up.

Brody swore, stomping away.  “You’re fucking crazy,” he shouted, pulling his pistols, facing one of the 
doors.  “She’s got it in for us.”

Morris hissed in pain, blanching when I jostled his arm.  “Keep going,” he groaned.  “We’ll set it later.”
“You’re a liability,” Marla said to me, coming up to Morris.  The healer was like her kid brother, and she 

didn’t mean anything cruel.  We were friends, and she’d comforted me after Brody kicked me out of his bed. 
“Keep close to me,” she told Morris, then shoved my hands aside.

I growled low in my throat.  I’d missed my chance with the vampire because of neospawn, and lost my 
friends because of the vampire.  “I’ll see about shifting their senses, giving you a clear path while they’re 
fighting.”  It was easier to already count myself out of their group.  Resheathing knives and bolos, I couldn’t 
meet any of their eyes.

Larry came to my side, checking my armor, touching me with a year of familiarity.  “We get out together, 
then go our separate ways.”  He gave my elbow a squeeze.

My voice was sullen, and I didn’t try to hide it.  “I just needed your help to find him.  I wasn’t trying to hurt 
you.  And hunting has been good.”  I kept my face down.

Larry grabbed my chin, making me look at him.  “Then we’ll let it be good once more.”  He smiled, and I 
joined him.  For a seasoned fighter, Larry really had an easy-going nature.

“Fuck that,” Brody said, pointing a pistol at me.  “She stays.”
Marla and Morris were ready, standing with his broken arm between them. “They’ve got our scent.  They’re 

coming here.”  Marla could feel them, but not control them.
Only I could.  Neospawn were close enough to dead that my powers worked on them to varying degrees. 

Sometimes I could take full control, and sometimes I could only nudge them.
This group was young, full of ghouls I would only be able to give suggestions to.  As I expanded 

necromantic powers, my physical senses faded.  I found the three I’d be able to control, and made note of them. 
I’d get to them later, and worked on confusing the senses of the rest.

I made them all think we were on the move, heading away from this room.  “They took the bait,” I 
whispered, slowly regaining awareness of my surroundings.  “They’re headed north.”  Even with open eyes, I 
saw everything through a haze.



Marla nodded her head.  “Only a couple of stragglers along the hall.  We’re clear.”  She drew a tonfa, waiting 
for Larry’s order.

“Brody, take point.  Marla next.  Vanya, keep Morris between you two.  I’ve got the rear.”
“I ain’t having her at my back,” the strongman said in a hushed growl, coming in close.  At least Brody was 

rational enough not to yell.  We had to keep our noise to a limit to keep from breaking my work.   He kept the 
gun on me, but his eyes were on Larry.  “Leave her.”

Our leader shook his head.  “We still need her in here.  So suck it up.  You can take the rear if you’re so fired 
up about it.”  Without another word, Larry turned, heading out.  Marla and Morris moved silently, but my feet 
wouldn’t quite up to moving.  It’d always been difficult to control neospawn and move, but I definitely needed 
to do so now.

“I will leave you,” Brody prodded.  I lifted my lip in an attempt to sneer, then stumbled toward the exit.
The same exit Alexander had taken.
“There’s less,” I whispered to Marla when I caught up.  “You noticed that too?”
“Yeah.  But one’s coming back.”  Her whisper was bitter, and went straight to my heart.  Too emotionally 

fragile in my trance-like state.
But she couldn’t understand my need, my addiction.  Necros had been opened to other forms of existence, 

and we constantly sought death.  Life bothered some of us, made it impossible for us to stay sane with normal 
people.  Vampires were one of the few creatures we could co-habitate with successfully.  I’d done it once, lived 
as a concubine for a few years.  Then Tristan had left me, saying I was too old.  I’d been looking for another 
vamp to join with since.

“I’ll bring in a guardian,” I said with a dejected whisper.  My words slurred together, and I started stumbling. 
Morris pulled me close, keeping me upright.  Reaching out to control a neospawn took a lot out of my, but I 
wouldn’t make them wait on me.  Tension was already high enough without causing a delay.

Controlling one of these ghouls was similar to playing a video game.  I was myself, as aware of my 
surroundings as I could be, but I was also aware of the creature and its surroundings.  My thought processes 
didn’t change, nor was I affected by their nature.  But the neospawn had no willpower left to resist me, and 
would do whatever I wanted.

In this case, I wanted a guardian, something to hunt down and kill the other hemophages.  I planted an idea, 
and pulled back.  It was too treacherous for me to stay mostly in it.  If something snuck up on us, I needed my 
senses in the physical world so I could defend myself.

The halls were dark, full of debris, and carried noise very well.  The sign out front had stated this was once a 
meat packing facility; lots of big rooms and long corridors were the only signs of the building’s former life.  That 
maze-like quality was working for us at the moment.

But it was beginning to work against us.  Alexander had trapped our party as we explored the complex, so we 
had only the vaguest recollection of how to get in or out.  However, we trusted Larry, and followed him 
wholeheartedly.  I kept moving the neospawn away from us, sweating with the effort.

Our guardian was close by, and we all heard him brawling with a straggler.  Touching in briefly, I saw not a 
neospawn being attacked, but Alexander.  The vampire ripped the head off my guardian, and power lashed back 
to me.

Groaning, I fell to my knees, blinded by pain.  I normally made it my goal to stay out of the creatures when 
they were killed, because the feedback was so confusing.  Even altered human brains weren’t supposed to 
experience death before their time.  Not much I could do to prevent bad luck, though.

Everyone stopped.  “What’s wrong?” Morris queried, moving back to me.
Brody was less caring.  “Get the fuck up.”  He kicked me in the thigh, and I lost my balance.  He kicked me 

again, growling.  “Stupid cunt.”
“Leave off,” Larry hissed.  “Get your head in the god damn game, and stop bickering with her.”  My ex 

moved aside, and I was able to sit up.
“They heard us,” Marla whispered.  My breath caught in my throat, and I felt several of them coming. 

Power reached out as I tried to lead them away.
They wouldn’t turn, wouldn’t be swayed.  They were new to this condition, and still had enough willpower to 

resist.  My senses faded as I focused harder on them, desperate to keep them off our back.



Brody cried out, breaking my concentration, dashing my hopes.  Vertigo tried to drag me into darkness, but 
not before I saw Alexander enveloping the hunter.  My voice died in my throat when I tried to cry out.

Larry fired, the gas canister whoofing as flechettes launched at the vampire.  Alexander sidestepped the 
stream of deadly needles, clutching Brody to his chest.  Snarling, revealing long canines, the vampire glared at 
our leader before sinking fangs into Brody’s neck.

He was supposed to be biting me.
Adrenalin flooded my system, and I jumped to my feet.  Larry held his fire, and Marla warned of an 

incoming neospawn.  I couldn’t stop them, wouldn’t focus on them.  All I wanted was to get Brody free, to 
somehow prove I never intended anyone to get hurt.

“Get Morris out,” Larry shouted.  Marla obeyed, the two of them scurrying down the corridor.  “Vanya, get 
down.”

I stood between him and Alexander, further obscuring his shot.  He didn’t have much room to avoid Brody, 
and I gave even less.  Drawing one of my small plasma blades, I slashed the vampire’s arm.  Not enough to truly 
damage him, but more than enough to get his attention.

The blond snarled, releasing Brody, throwing the hunter to the floor.  I stood my ground, staring up eight 
inches to furious eyes.  “Move!  Let me take the shot.”  Larry sounded desperate.

Brody rose, stumbling to Larry’s side.  “Leave the whore.”  He held a hand over his wound, pistol aimed at 
Alexander.  The single bullet was less dangerous than a stream of flechettes; Brody would take the shot.

Snarls suddenly rose in a side room.  The ghouls had found us, and charged toward warm flesh.  Larry 
turned, flechette gun firing.  One of the creatures yelped, cut to shreds.  Brody fired on another, its heavy body 
slamming to the ground.

I felt all this, but didn’t look.  I couldn’t look away, staring Alexander down.  Blue eyes bored all the way to 
my soul, the vampire looming over me with a dangerous look.  His lips were lifted, revealing bloodstained fangs. 
He held completely still, pinning me with just his presence.

More neospawn were coming, my control completely broken.  Larry and Broderick fell back, firing on every 
ghoul that appeared.  “Last chance,” Larry called.

“I’ll stay,” I said calmly, unfazed by Alexander’s fierceness.  The blood on his skin just enticed me, made me 
forget we were under attack.  “Go protect Morris.”  Ghouls were tracking those two, and I made a half-hearted 
attempt to pull the freaks away.  Brody muttered something, then they were gone.

Alexander smiled, eyes crinkling.  “I thought they’d never leave.  This will have to be quick.”  I gave a short 
cry as he embraced me, kissing me hard.  Then he pushed me away, looking over my head at incoming attackers. 
“Time to fight, darling.”

I blushed, disoriented, licking up the flavor of Alexander’s mouth and Brody’s blood.  So surprising to have 
the vampire so quickly accept me, to want me to fight beside him.

Neospawns howled, sighting us.  I snapped out of my daze, drawing my long blade.  I loved being up close 
and personal.  Grinning at Alexander, I rode the cresting tide of battlelust.  The vampire’s eyes flashed, and he 
charged.

Battle was joined, and there was no room for thinking.  With at least twenty neospawn left in the building, 
there wasn’t much room for anything.

For me, anyway.  Alexander seemed able to keep up a steady stream of conversation as we made our way 
out.  “I’ve been hunting the freaks since they first came out.  Damn things were made with stolen vampire 
DNA.”  He tore the head off one, fighting barehanded.  It didn’t look like he even carried weapons.

“After I started fighting them, I found out about necromancers.”  A neospawn appeared at our side, and I 
gutted it with a quick slash.  Plasma weapons made everything easy to kill.  Alexander made sure I was all right, 
then continued his story.  “They were changed with vampire DNA as well, but not to such an extent.  I thought 
their powers were intriguing, but never got close to one.”

We wound through corridors, moving at a trot; just fast enough to make headway, but not so fast we ran 
blind.  Just a fraction of my power was enough to let me know where the ghouls were, and that their numbers 
were dwindling.  Between Larry’s group and Alexander and I, we were killing them all.



The last of them were approaching, swarming us from all sides.  The vampire and I stood back to back, 
preparing for this final effort.  Time slowed, letting us focus.  I was tired, yet refreshed, boosted by fighting with 
the vampire.  He made everything seem easier, so it was easy to me.  I never wanted to fight this many neospawn 
again, but I wouldn’t mind doing so at Alexander’s side.

Four of them pounced, each from separate doors.  Alexander laughed, killing gleefully, and I faced them 
silently.  We took two each, and were finished in a heartbeat.  Ichor dripped from us, splattered from each attack. 
I breathed heavily, sweat drying on my brow, and extended my senses.  Had to know if we should expect any 
surprises once we stepped outside.

“Only tasted a necromancer once,” Alexander said.  Then he scooped me up, pulling me into a kiss.  Fierce 
and desirous, bloody and strong.  I groaned, surprised by his reaction, taking a moment to appreciate that he 
wanted me, that he was accepting me.

“I’ve wanted one since, and had no idea where to find one,” he said, ending the kiss.  His big arms were still 
around me, still holding me off the ground.  I blushed, breathing heavily, lost in his eyes.  “I looked and looked, 
and never found another.  Who’d have guessed one would track me down to be with me.”

I managed to smile, and he kissed me again.  Two creatures of death, inexorably drawn to each other.  “Well, 
where else should a necro be?” I asked between kisses.

Alexander chuckled, setting me back on the ground.  “Where indeed?”

Fin
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Musical Chairs

Part One: The Runaway:

I remember racing my sister toward High Street.  We would just miss the bus that approached across the 
gravel lot by our back porch.  Not that we had bus money or a place to go, but it was fun to try, to imagine 
stealing off into the world, to begin our adult lives.  The big grey COTA bus would spit smoke at us and ease 
away.   

High Street was filled with vacant buildings then, and those that were inhabited specialized in used furniture 
or repairs; these shops sat alongside pawnshops and a few small restaurants and bars.  Close to downtown with 
its highly publicized crime and the nearby pockets of affluence, our neighborhood had an eerie glamour; it was 
teetering on the verge of extremes.  The Columbus Police, over-burdened with calls to our stretch of land 
between downtown Columbus and the Ohio State University, nicknamed the neighborhood The Short North 
around the time my parents moved there in 1980.  I was less than a year old.  

Our home, an old rooming house, was in the heart of the Short North.  It was what my father liked to call, 
“a fixer-upper.”  The bare brick walls in the kitchen and directly above, in my bedroom, made the place drafty in 
the winter and cool in the summer.  My father remembers his excitement, seeing the promise of the place long 
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before it was realized, and it turned out his investment and timing would prove incredibly savvy twenty years 
later.  Throughout my childhood, however, I can’t say it was a house worth bragging about.  

A grubby squad of homeless men came to inhabit our backyard, guarding it, they promised, against robberies 
in exchange for the territory.  It was usually the same three sun-roughened men in faded clothes.  Dad 
sometimes asked for their assistance tearing down walls or painting rooms in the house; in exchange, he always 
offered food or drink, never cash.  My father would sit on the back stoop and listen to their stories about life on 
the streets.  

Had a passerby not known my father, there would have been no reason to think him the owner of our 
home.  My father rarely purchased new clothing and often his pants would be speckled with paint or dotted with 
pen marks.  He was an artist who experimented with all mediums and rarely changed from his work clothes.  
Moreover, he wore his Asics until they “spoke,” the rubber flapping like a floppy mouth opening and closing 
with each step.  My father—a middle-aged hippie with long, dark hair and a lingering inclination to hit a pipe of 
hashish, but only when the children were sound asleep—had the respect of these men, many of whom were 
Vietnam vets.  

I feared the men at first, but my trepidation was soon squashed with my father’s assurance that they were 
“good men with bad breaks.”  Nonetheless, I suspect that he had asked that these men keep their distance from 
me and my sister because they rarely engaged either of us in conversation, outside of asking when my father 
would be home or instructing me to tell him hello.  When I was instructed to take the trash out, which meant 
walking directly through their hangout, they would only nod and smile as I passed.  If the bag was especially 
heavy and I struggled, one might approach, to help me push the trash into the tall dumpster.  I would thank the 
man and wave goodbye shyly before running back home, my stomach aflutter.  

I began to imagine that they were our guardian angels.  I would watch them from my bedroom window, 
wonder what they talked about over silver cans of beer; sometimes my father would share bits of his 
conversations with us, over dinner, and I enjoyed these stories.  But when the Columbus Police waged war on 
Short North crime, it meant trouble for our backyard residents.  Dad complained that the police bothered his 
friends instead of going after real criminals elsewhere, criminals that they were afraid of.  Many of the men were 
arrested or warned to move on.  They weren’t even allowed to sleep behind the UDF down the street (their 
other hangout).  Perhaps my memory is imposing coincidence, or maybe this is just around the time I began to 
notice what was already happening inside our home, but I mark the departure of these men as the beginning of 
my family’s coming apart and my own discomfort on Mt. Pleasant Avenue.    

Over the course of ensuing years, our house was divvied up between my parents.  It was a gradual process, 
but one that my younger sister and I predicted.  Eagerly, we waited for divorce, and by the end of the eighties, 
we were old enough to begin betting on how long it would take.  Laura would sneak out onto the ledge outside 
my room and knock; her rainbow of Kool-Aid-dyed hair pulled into a ponytail that extended down her back. 
We would sit there on either side of the window and discuss the matter seriously, wondering if we could do 
anything that would hurry the process along.  Our parents battled each other with silence and avoidance, but I 
often wished for screaming or actual arguments that I could hear.  The silence was suffocating and worse, it left 
nothing to complain about at length.    

While Laura and I found sanctuary in our rooms, Dad usually claimed the backroom and basement, where he 
worked on his drawings.  Or he kept busy repairing things around the house.  Mom maintained primary 
residency in the kitchen and on the front porch.  Their worlds were separate, distinct.  Only dinner, or a third 
party, such as one of us kids or a neighbor, could keep them in the same room for more than a passing minute.  

Beyond cooking, Mom’s claim to the kitchen was easy access to the phone.  Our cordless was Mom’s portal 
to the outside world and it got the best reception there in the kitchen, by the brick wall where she smoked. 
Mom’s conversations seemed to free her, take her to a different world that I wanted to know more about.  Laura 
and I would joke about Mom needing surgery—to get the light-blue phone removed from her ear.  

“Smart-asses,” she would say, then laugh and laugh.
I often ran to answer it when it rang and, almost as often, the same man with a southern voice cooed into my 

ear, “Hey sweetie, where’s your Momma at?”  
“I’ll get her.  Who may I ask is calling?”  



“Just tell her someone needs some guidance.”  I recognized the voice.  Another time I asked for his name he 
chose to respond as “having issues only Miss Anita could help him with,” and the time before that he asked for 
“your angel of a mother.” 

“Mom!  It’s that guy with issues again,” I yelled from the hallway, down toward the kitchen.  I waited, 
listening to the phone.

Her voice arrived: “Hi sweetie, how are you holding up?”  I hung up. Many of Mom’s friends spoke about 
“sponsors” and “issues” and “guidance” during the times I listened-in on the calls.  And I wondered how much 
Mom could actually do for these people.  She wasn’t all that good at fixing issues at home.  When Dad said 
something in our house it was always the final word; the loudest word, the longest word.  So, why were all these 
men and women calling?  I resolved to ask.

I waited until a Saturday, when Laura and Dad were at the YMCA and Mom and I were alone, a rarity.  Pee 
Wee Herman bounced around his colorful living room and Mom had just hung up after a long, soft-voiced call.  

Without moving, I said, “Mom, can we talk?”  
“Chairey!”  Mom exclaimed, eyes on the large chair that sang toward the smiling man in the gray suit.  
“Mom, seriously,”
“Of course, sweetie.  It’s a pretty day, let’s go outside.”
I followed her and hopped up onto the porch swing my father had whipped up one summer with lumber 

and a thick chain.  Mom sat on the step just below me.  Her hair was dark at that time, curly, and thick.  I liked 
to push my fingers through it when we sat next to each other to watch TV.  

She breathed out heavily and then reached for a Benson & Hedges Menthol Ultra Light.  “What’s on your 
mind?” she asked seriously.

I hesitated.  I should’ve thought out what I wanted to say.  “Umm… what’s a sponsor?”
She took a long drag, and looked at me, considering my question with an adult-to-adult regard.  I appreciated 

this.  “You mean Gregory?”  
I shrugged.  “I just want to know what you always talk about on the phone.  You know, like what a sponsor 

means…”
Her cheeks drew inward as she blew out a thin cloud of smoke.  I hoped I hadn’t said anything wrong. 

“How would you like to take a trip with me tonight, to my meeting?”
I was shocked.  This was an invitation into my mother’s secret world.  “Uh, okay.”
“Okay.  It should answer your questions, hon.”
“Okay, yeah!”  I said, as I hopped off the creaking swing.  It was going to be just her and me.  This was a 

rare and beautiful opportunity.  I searched through my closet for the perfect outfit.  I had a lot of spandex pants 
for running around in, and racing shirts.  I also had an Easter dress from the year before.  Unfortunately, I didn’t 
have much in-between.  I decided to settle on jeans and a race shirt that said The Tomato Town Trot, which I 
stylishly tucked in.  At the very least, it would advertise the fact that I could run five miles at a young age.  Then, 
to kick up my look, I added a pair of gold-colored earrings that I had bought at the dollar store.  They were big 
loops with beads that moved around whenever I moved my head.  I slid down the stairs on my butt, and Mom 
met me at the bottom.  

“Well, don’t you look pretty,” she smiled at me as she said this. 
“The lipstick is too bright,” Laura added as she came in and put down her gym bag.  I was upset that she was 

home.  Her green hair was fading, probably a result of the chlorine at the YMCA pool.  I waved Laura’s opinion 
off as though it were flying too close to my face.  

“Jealous.”  I hissed.
“When do you plan on coming home?” Dad wanted to know.  He was asking Mom.  He seemed irritated.  
“We’ll be home when we’re home,” she said.  Mom led me out of the house, out of the tense air, always 

tense air.  Just going out with Mom was strange and exciting.  Usually, my father was the one to take me—
anywhere.  If there were any mother-daughter bonding moments, they would be shared between my sister and 
my mother.  Maybe this trip would change the dynamic.  I smirked as Laura followed us.  She stayed at our heels 
until we reached the door; she was begging to come, but Mom said she wasn’t old enough to go.  Ha!  

I watched the familiar art shops and bars around our home gave way to small, cozy residential homes and 
cow pastures.  I fidgeted with my seat belt as I looked around, curious as to where we would turn next.  I rarely 



got to ride in the front passenger seat of the White Rabbit, our car.  I reached for Mom’s Pepsi can.  “That’s my 
ashtray, Jen.  We’ll get you something to drink soon.”  As Mom lit a skinny cigarette, I inhaled deeply.  

“I thought you were going to quit,” I said.
“I just said that so your father would stop lecturing me about it, to be honest, honey.”  I listened to her sharp 

inhale and slow release of smoke.  “But I will quit.  Is the smoke bothering you?”  I said no.  
We passed more homes, all of which began to look the same, squat, light-colored bungalows.  Bored by the 

view, I began asking Mom questions:  Was I dressed okay?  Are there any topics that might impress her secret 
friends?  Would we be gone long?  Did we have to go back?  Could we get dessert after?  She waited patiently 
and then asked if I was quite finished asking questions.  After I promised that I was, she explained that the 
people we were going to see weren’t secret friends, just people I hadn’t met.  The rest of my questions would be 
answered soon enough.  

We pulled into a church parking lot.  “Church?  Really?”
Mom looked over at me and cupped my face as she explained: “The people in this place are recovering from 

drug and alcohol addictions.  We all gather here to share our stories and help each other to stay clean.”  I tried to 
nod, to show I understood.  I wanted nothing more than to meet her friends and make them my friends, too.  I 
never once that day considered that my Mom might be at that meeting for her own support, too.  She was the 
caretaker; the force that made my bruises hurt less.  She was the sponsor.  

We walked into a large basement room with a tiled floor.  There was a wall of smoke so thick that it almost 
camouflaged the doorway.  Once inside, I needed a while for my eyes to adjust to the florescence.  There was a 
table set up with coffee and cookies.  There were many scrawny men and women, all with long cigarettes like 
Mom’s.  I felt nervous as I gazed around at them.  All of them, it seemed, staring at me.  Some of them looked 
ill; they looked somehow relieved.  I kept my eyes on the white and grey speckled tiles.  

“Is that Red?”   The voice was familiar.  
“Jane?”  
I looked up, hoping I was right.  “Hi!” I said, elated and relieved that I knew one of these adults, my “Aunt” 

Jane, Mom’s best friend.  
“Hi, baby. I like those earrings,” she said.  Jane was glamorous, a tall woman with hair that was redder than 

my own.  She dazzled, ear to wrist, with matching diamonds.
“Thank you.  I like yours.  They remind me of Madonna’s.”  That was stupid thing to say, I told myself.  My 

face flushed.  She didn’t notice.
“Very nice,” she said and gave Mom a hug. “Come on, sweetie, let’s find some seats.”  Jane led me to some 

of the few empty chairs in the room.  “Hey, Jimmy, can you scoot for this lovely lady?”  Jimmy was a tall wisp of 
a man in sagging clothes and a diamond in his left ear. 

“For a lady as lovely as that?  Of course, but I didn’t know you had a little one.”
“This here is Anita’s kid.”
“Oh!  Well, for Anita’s kid, I’ll scoot my butt over for sure.  Sit down, kid.  You know your Mom is a very 

special lady?  I think she may even be an angel.”
“Thank you,” I said, as I looked around the room, eager to see what would happen next.
“And what’s your name?” the man asked.  His brown eyes were wide, as were his smile and waistline.  I told 

him my name quietly.  He stuck out a rough hand and I looked up.  My face grew red as I stuck out my hand to 
shake.  “Listen, you’re just in time for the speaker.  We always have a speaker, usually Johnny.  Then anyone who 
wants to can get up and talk about what’s bothering them.”

“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“Are the cookies only for people who speak?”
The man chortled as though attempting to loosen something from his throat.  He pulled out a cigarette and 

lit it.  It dangled from his lip, stuck there by some invisible glue, bobbing as he talked.  “Do you want chocolate 
chip or striped cookies?”

“Striped cookie,” I said, looking around for Mom.  There was a group of men and women surrounding her. 
“I’ll get them,” I told the man.  “Will you save my seat?”

“Sure thing, princess.”



“Thanks,” I jumped up and rushed over to where Mom was, leaving Jane and Jimmy to talk.  I tried to nudge 
against Mom, but she was too animated.  

“Her father will just have to build a bridge and get over himself,” Mom was saying, and everyone laughed. 
This was one of Mom’s favorite phrases.  You’re mad at your sister?  Why are you telling me?  Just build a bridge and get  
over it.  She patted me on the head as I pushed into her circle and smiles came down on me from the three other 
women and two men.  

“Amen,” a voice said.  
I took three cookies and rushed back to my seat as an amplified voice filled the room.  We all sat and one of 

the men who had been in my mom’s circle took the podium.  
“Hello.  My name is Gregory and I’m an addict,” he said.  
The entire room responded to him, “Hello Gregory.”
“We have all survived another beautiful Saturday.  God knows, every day is a miracle.”
“A miracle,” a woman in the row behind me repeated.
The man continued, “I see a few new faces today.” Uh-oh, I thought, please don’t point me out…  “I know 

that some of you may want to share your stories and some of you may not, but above all I want you all to know 
that we are here to support you.  This is a room full of love and acceptance.  This is a room of forgiveness.  And 
this room is an opportunity for you to release the past and begin a new future.  One step at a time.”     

Many people affirmed his statement, repeating it or piping up with a soft “Yes,” or “That’s right!”
“Thank you to Miss Sheila for bringing our snacks today.  And thank you, Miss Anita, for providing the food 

for our picnic last week.”  
Mom gave Gregory a smile and nod.
“I surrender the mic.  Who’s up?”  He scanned the room.  
“Mom, are you going to speak?” 
“Not today, honey.” 
Mom didn’t have to speak that night.  A crease of worry appeared on her face as others spoke.  It was like 

that for everyone there.  They seemed close, connected in a painful way.  Some spoke of hurting other people 
and feeling horrible about it now; others spoke of hospital visits and addictive behavior they saw in their spouse 
or children.  Why were they telling all these sad stories?  Why not build a bridge and get over it?  

By the end of the night, I began to realize that the people in that room had developed a special bond, not 
quite like family, but similar.  As each person rose to speak, applause would spread throughout the room like an 
audible hug.  The person would stand up there shakily and begin to tell a sad tale.  Some of them were good 
storytellers, some weren’t.  They all had tears.  And the more tears they shed, the more encouragement they 
would receive from the crowd.  

I thought I would raise my hand after the last speaker and be the big finale.  I would talk about school, and 
how I hated the other kids.  Or the fact that my lizard died prematurely because I had forgotten to keep his lamp 
on, and lizards needed warmth to survive.  I was sure I would get more hugs than all of them put together. 
When the last speaker was done, everyone rose to hug her and congratulate her on her courage.  “One step at a 
time,” Gregory said into the microphone, concluding the meeting.  This was my last chance.  I worked my hand 
up until it was level with the chairs in front of me.  Mom shot me a look and I set it back in my lap.  “Thanks for 
coming out tonight.  If you are new today and you need a sponsor, get with me after this and we’ll hook you up. 
We all need a sponsor in life, remember that.  And thank you to the many people who came out and shared their 
stories with us today.”  

On the car ride home, I told Mom that I wanted to come again.  I told her that I wanted to be a part of this 
group and she laughed.  “But there are so many people who love each other and support each other.”

“Honey these people are all addicted to drugs and alcohol.  That’s why they need support.”
“Well, what if someone had a sad story to tell, but it didn’t have anything to do with drugs?  Could that 

person still come to these meetings?”
“That would be pretty pathetic,” Mom said.  Then she corrected herself and smiled.  She said I could come 

back with her anytime.  I never did.  



Fin
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The Eternity Brigade

PRELUDE:

Hawker knew war in all its perverse permutations. He knew the killing and the pain. He knew the endless 
waiting in darkness for the enemy attack to begin, that helpless frustration when his fate was in the hands of 
others. He knew the swift battles, with death and destruction flaring all around him. He knew the quiet and the 
noise, the calm and the panic. He knew the hatred for the enemy, the scorn for his own superiors, the mystical 
friendship for his comrades-in-arms. He’d faced the paradoxes of combat and hacked his way through the jungle 
of its eternal contradictions.

He had mastered the art of mass killing. His original training in slaughter had been on members of his own 
race, but he had long ago broadened his education, to the point where he could kill any creature his superiors 
told him was an enemy. Numbers were insignificant; he could kill thousands at the impersonal touch of a button 
or execute an opposing sentry with his bare hands. Just point him in the right direction and let him do his job.

If Hawker had any opinions of this, his superiors had long ago stopped asking him what they were. He was a 
creature living solely for war; he had no other purpose. No one knew this better than Hawker himself. There 
might be peace when he closed his eyes, but there would be fighting when he opened them again.

This occasion seemed little different from the countless others before it. There were bright lights and noises; 
Hawker could tell that even with his eyes closed. The ground shook with the force of explosions, but they were 
either mild or far away. There was no immediate threat, but the situation could not be good.

He prepared himself for the training probe, that sharp mental stab which, in a fraction of a second, could 
implant all the background material he’d need to comprehend the current situation. He knew from experience 
that the information would flash through his brain in an instant. He would be dizzy for a moment, and then 
anything he needed to know would be at his fingertips.

But the probe didn’t come. Hawker stood in place, muscles tensed, but nothing happened for almost a 
minute. Then there was a string of profanity uttered by someone in front of him. Most of it was in a language 
Hawker couldn’t understand, but he was fluent enough in the art of imprecation to recognize the pattern 
perfectly. Annoyed that they’d changed procedures on him again, Hawker opened his eyes to face reality once 
more.

He blinked at the brightness. All around him he could sense his fellow resurrectees reacting the same way. 
There were rumblings and muttered curses, the rustling sounds of small movements multiplied hundreds of 
times. There was an acrid smell in the air, a smell of something burning, perhaps something that had once been 
alive. Despite the burning, though, the room was cold and Hawker was naked. That was the part he disliked 
most. He’d long ago given up being self-conscious about his body—most of his comrades were from races that 
didn’t care how a naked human looked—but he hated the vulnerability that came with the lack of clothing. 
Anything covering his body—be it as simple as a toga or as complex as a personal force field—would make him 
feel safe, but nudity was uncomfortable.
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As his eyes adjusted, he took in his surroundings with professional detachment. He was standing in a crowd 
of other resurrectees, perhaps as many as two hundred. A third of them were humans, male and female, the rest 
of various races. All were oxygen breathers, all were from planets with similar gravities and environments. Little 
details like these told Hawker more about the situation than his superiors would have guessed possible.

He knew, for example, that this world was basically Earthlike; he could breathe and move around without 
too many restrictions, which was at least a small blessing. The mixture of races made it seem more like a civil war 
than a war of expansion or conquest; in the latter, high command preferred to use homogeneous platoons 
because it was easier to instill in them a feeling of racial antagonism. In a mixed group like this it was 
counterproductive to stir up feelings of alien prejudice.

Since high command had gone to the trouble of selecting members of races that could survive in the same 
habitat, Hawker knew that this was likely a battle on a relatively small scale. For larger actions they would all be 
issued battle suits of one kind or another, suitable for creatures from any environment. There was also the 
implication that this side was losing the battle, or at least poorly equipped. High command seldom selected a 
ragtag bunch like this unless there was no other choice.

He reached these conclusions without conscious thought. He’d fought so many battles in so many wars that 
the conditions of fighting were second nature. It hardly mattered any more; nothing did. Winning and losing 
were merely opposite sides of the same coin, and he’d lived with pain and deprivation so long they were as much 
a part of him as his left arm. Even death itself was scant respite; he’d probably died hundreds of times by now, 
though fortunately the resurrection process spared him those memories.

The room they were in was large and drafty, brightly lit with a diffuse glow from walls and ceiling. There 
were many doors to both the left and right, while the entire front wall was a holographic field. The field was 
filled with symbols and lines, a surrealistic map of some place Hawker couldn’t even guess at. The symbols made 
no sense, but they rarely did, to him. Hawker was no strategist or tactician. He was a fighter.

A sergeant stood before the troops. It was an alien, tall and barrel-chested with arms looking powerful 
enough to tear a man in half. It wore an unfamiliar uniform, with insignia Hawker couldn’t identify, but there 
was no mistaking that it was a sergeant. Even though the title of sergeant had disappeared centuries ago, along 
with all the other rankings as Hawker had first known them, the role of a sergeant remained unchanged. 
Someone had to goad the fighters, instruct them, lead them into battle. Titles could change, beings could change, 
but sergeants went on forever.

Even as Hawker looked about himself, sizing up the situation, the sergeant barked an order in some language 
Hawker did not understand. There was no mistaking the command, though. The entire room snapped to 
attention.

The sergeant looked them over with the same air of disdain sergeants have always affected. Then, when he 
was satisfied that the troops were in hand, he lectured them in the same incomprehensible tongue he’d first 
spoken. Hawker stood, naked and cold and progressively more annoyed at the bureaucratic fuck-up that created 
this farcical situation. The troops weren’t even separated according to language, and no translator sets had been 
provided! Hawker had taken hypno implants of at least two dozen languages at various times, and this one still 
did not fall within any of them. The situation must be very bad indeed for high command to screw up this badly.

The sergeant spoke for twenty minutes, making frequent references to the holographic map behind him. 
Sometimes he spoke matter-of-factly, sometimes in a bellow of exhortation. Hawker stood in place like a good 
soldier, listening to every incomprehensible word and not even bothering to make sense out of it. He’d long ago 
given up on that. War never made sense; you just blundered through it any way you could.

During the sergeant’s speech, the ground continued to shake. The enemy bombardment, if that was what it 
was, grew closer. Neither the sergeant nor the troops took any notice of it, but there was plenty of commotion 
outside the doors on either side of the briefing room. Running footsteps, shouts, practically an odor of panic 
seeping in under the cracks. Things were not going well at all.

None of that was Hawker’s concern. His only job was to fight, and it didn’t matter whether his side won or 
lost. The fighting was all that counted, and it would continue to the end of time. The merry-go-round wouldn’t 
stop, and there was no way to get off.

His briefing finished, the sergeant dismissed the troops. Those who had understood him turned to the left 
and began filing out those doors. Those who hadn’t—and Hawker was far from the only one—followed the 



others’ example. No one spoke much until they were through the door, out of the sergeant’s immediate sight. 
Then a flood of babble broke loose.

“Anyone here speak English?” Hawker yelled into the general din. When there was no response he asked 
again, then worked his way down through the list of other languages he spoke with some degree of 
comprehension. Finally, when he’d worked his way down to Vandik, he got an answer. “Here.”

Hawker and his answerer kept shouting at each other in Vandik, closing the gap between them until they 
finally drew together. Hawker found himself confronting a female humanoid who came barely to his shoulders. 
She, too, was naked, but covered with a yellow-green downy fur. Hawker tried to remember the name of her 
race, but found he couldn’t. They had been enemies at one time in the distant past, but had long since become 
allies.

“Could you understand what he said?” Hawker asked in his imperfect Vandik.
The female answered in an accent so thick he could barely make out what she said. Her grammatical 

structure, too, seemed strangled—although his knowledge of Vandik was centuries old and God only knew what 
had happened to the language in the interim.

“Is civil war,” she said. “Is being this town fighting on all sides around. Bunker is this in which we are. Is will 
be fighting up top. Is must for us to hold off fighting for six hours. Is reinforcements will be coming at then. Is 
now for us to go get uniforms and weapons. This way.”

Hawker followed his tiny compatriot to the supply line, where uniforms were being doled out by laconic 
quartermasters. When his turn came, the being in charge gave him no more than a quick glance and reached 
behind him onto a shelf. He thrust the uniform and mess kit into Hawker’s face and brushed Hawker aside to 
deal with the next man in line.

The uniform was a chocolate brown, one-piece jumpsuit with a uniseal seam up the front and a red armband 
on the left sleeve. Hawker struggled into it, hopping first on one leg and then the other while being jostled by the 
other soldiers around him, all struggling to get into their own uniforms. The jumpsuit was at least a size and a 
half too large, and he almost found himself wishing this were a world with a hostile environment; at least then 
the army took slightly better care to see that battle armor fit the wearer.

The only place where the size of this uniform was crucial was in the gloves; he’d be handling weapons, and 
he didn’t want excess material getting in his way. He pulled the gloves down as tight as he could, making a slight 
tuck at the wrists to hold the fabric in place. The fingertips were still too long, but there was little he could do 
about that right now. Maybe if he was issued a knife he could cut the tips off altogether.

He fastened the mess kit to his waist and hurried after the woman he’d spoken to. He found himself standing 
in another line—this time for weapons disbursement. Two other soldiers had gotten into line between her and 
him, though, and he had no languages in common with either of them, so he could only stand impatiently and 
wait his turn.

When he finally reached the front, the clerk asked him a question. Hawker shook his head to indicate he 
couldn’t understand. Nodding, the clerk half turned and gestured at the rack of weaponry behind him. Obviously 
Hawker was being given a choice of what he wanted.

Unfortunately, he didn’t know the precise conditions under which he’d be working. He didn’t know how 
close he’d be to the enemy, nor what their arms or defenses would be like. He’d have to choose general-purpose 
weapons with the broadest possible application and hope to use them to his advantage. There wasn’t much 
selection. His side, the forces defending this town, were obviously pressed to the wall, and were trying to hang 
on with the scantiest of resources.

Of those weapons with which he was familiar, he chose four grenades, an energy rifle, a wide-dispersion laser 
pistol and a pair of throwing knives. He’d be able to fight anything coming within a hundred meters of him; 
beyond that range, it was someone else’s concern.

Dressed and armed, now, he looked around to see what came next. People were organizing themselves into 
squads of ten. Hawker looked about and found the alien—a Spardian, he suddenly recalled—who’d talked to 
him in Vandik. Her group was not yet complete, so he went over to join her. If worst came to worst, he’d at least 
have one member of his squad to talk to.

The leader of this particular squad was a human, but Hawker quickly established that the two of them had no 
language in common. Once again the Spardian was pressed into service as a translator, informing Hawker that 



their squad had been assigned to defend Sector 14 against possible breakthroughs by enemy troops. Hawker 
nodded. There wasn’t much more he needed to know; he could take his lead from the rest of the squad.

When everyone was outfitted, the sergeant reappeared and said a few more words—probably last-minute 
instructions and/or words of encouragement. No one really listened; each squad was busy trying to make itself 
into a fighting unit rather than the random assortment of individuals it actually was. Perhaps the sergeant himself 
finally realized he was hindering more than helping, for he shut up abruptly and let the squad leaders do their 
job.

There was little enough time for that. All too quickly, the troops were pointed to the elevators and brought 
to the surface, where they’d be dispersed to their particular sectors.

Hawker’s first glimpse of the surface confirmed all his suspicions. The town they were defending was in bad 
shape; in fact, to all appearances it was lost already.

The sky overhead was dark, despite having two suns above the horizon. Clouds of black smoke hung over 
the city, evidence of fires wrought by enemy weapons. Although the air on this planet should have been 
breathable, the stinging sensation of smoke made it far from pleasant. There were tears in Hawker’s eyes, and he 
wished there’d been gas masks available; rubbing at his eyes with the backs of his hands, he followed the rest of 
his squad to their designated sector.

All about them was rubble and desolation. Hawker had no idea what world he was on, what the original 
inhabitants had been like or how splendid their town had looked before falling to the ravages of this war. He 
could only see the end result: no building over four stories stood intact, and even the smaller ones had windows 
shattered by the constant bombardment of enemy artillery; large impact craters dotted the streets, hindering 
progress; vehicles abandoned, overturned, burned; dead bodies lying everywhere, some killed directly by enemy 
fire, others indirectly by being trapped under a collapsing building. And nowhere, other than his fellow troopers, 
could Hawker see a sign of life. Everyone capable of fleeing had already deserted the city, leaving the opposing 
armies to decide the issue.

Let the soldiers fight it out, the citizens said by their actions. Then tell us what the outcome is. At times like this, 
Hawker often wondered what the difference was between cowardice and common sense.

The squad moved quickly through the empty streets, crouched low to avoid possible gunfire and taking 
cover behind deserted buildings along the way. Overhead, an occasional ball of blue flame would drift lazily 
through the sky. Hawker had never seen anything quite like them in battle before, but he hardly had to be told 
they were dangerous. His guesses about them were confirmed when one of the blue fireballs brushed lightly 
against the top of a building several hundred meters away. The structure promptly exploded, knocking the entire 
squad to their knees and showering the area with tiny bits of rubble, hardly more than a fine dust. Hawker 
instinctively covered his head, but he needn’t have bothered; the blue fireballs didn’t leave pieces big enough to 
cause any damage.

Their sector, it turned out, was an area of some ten square blocks near the outskirts of the inner city. The 
neighborhood had been oriented toward small businesses and shops, with few tall buildings and only a scattering 
of residences. As a result, it had fared better than some other, more important target areas. Only a couple of 
structures had suffered even minor damage, there were no casualties lying about, and the streets were quite 
passable.

Probably too passable, Hawker thought, surveying the scene with a professional eye. The enemy could march a  
battalion through these streets, and all we’ve got is a ten-man squad to stop them. He was already making mental notes of the 
most effective places to use his grenades to block the streets, should it be necessary.

They came to a halt and the squad leader broke them down into two-man teams, each to patrol its own area 
within the sector. Since the Spardian was the only squad member Hawker could communicate with, he found 
himself teamed up with her again. They said little as they marched out to their post, at the most forward area of 
the sector. Hawker surmised his squad leader wasn’t happy having someone he couldn’t talk to, and had 
purposely assigned him to the front lines. Hawker was the most expendable person in the group.

He and the Spardian woman scouted their area and quickly found a secure vantage point in a narrow stairway 
leading down to a cellar. Peering over the top they had an almost unobstructed view of the street in both 
directions, while being reasonably safe themselves. With that accomplished, they settled in to wait.



He tried to talk some more with the woman, to find out whether she knew any more of the situation than he 
did. Their mutual command of the Vandik language, however, was only good enough for the most basic 
communication, and the woman was not very talkative anyway. Perhaps she resented being sacrificed at the front 
lines merely because she was the only one who could communicate with Hawker. She told him tersely that she, 
like he, was a dub, and that the sergeant had only sketched the situation briefly. Then she reverted to sullen 
silence, implying Hawker should do the same.

Hawker settled back against the wall and waited for the enemy to make its move. He’d learned long ago that 
a soldier has to cherish any quiet moment he can find. From the way this battle seemed to be going, things 
wouldn’t be quiet for long.

He pawed through the mess kit they’d given him, looking for a cigarette. It was, by now, a vain hope; he 
hadn’t seen any tobacco for centuries. There were other drugs to act as mild stimulants or euphoriants, but he’d 
never found them quite the same. Damn! You wouldn’t think it was that hard to dub a fucking cigarette, would you?

He sighed. The army never did anything right; why should he have expected them to start with that?
There were three tubes of the pasty stuff they called food. Each tube was a different color, and each had a 

written description in a language Hawker couldn’t read. He wasn’t particularly hungry at the moment—
resurrection always re-created him at a state halfway between lunch and dinner—but he’d learned to grab a meal 
when he could. Hawker sucked on the tubes of paste, still reflecting that it would have been just as easy for them 
to dub good food. But he was probably going to die soon anyway.

Two of the tubes filled him up, and he was debating whether to open the third when his partner tensed. He 
hadn’t seen any motion upstairs himself, but the Spardian was facing the opposite direction. Hawker quickly 
stuck the unopened tube back in his kit, fastened it securely to his belt, and took up his energy rifle.

Any animosity the Spardian felt toward him vanished now. The alien woman spoke a few words into the 
comm on her wrist, letting the squad leader know something was happening here, then raised her own weapon 
in readiness. Cautiously she crept up the stairs until the top of her head was barely even with ground level. 
Hawker was content to let her take the lead in these matters; his spirit of adventure had evaporated long ago.

The Spardian motioned for him to come up close behind her. When he had done so, she whispered for him 
to stay there while she ran to a vantage point across the street, where she could get a better view of what was 
happening. Hawker nodded and brought his rifle up, ready to cover her during her charge. The woman braced 
herself, then darted out from cover onto the street and across the way to a recessed doorway. The instant she 
left, Hawker was up with his rifle ready, aimed down the street where his partner had been looking. But he saw 
nothing, and the Spardian made it across the street without drawing any enemy fire.

Hawker lowered his rifle, but did not relax. Something had spooked the Spardian, and he was not about to 
take chances. He peered through the smoky gloom that pervaded the city, even here in this untouched 
neighborhood, looking both ways along the street for the slightest signs of trouble.

There was a movement back in the direction from which they’d come. Hawker spun, rifle at the ready once 
more. A tall, thin figure was making its way through the haze toward the Spardian. It was not any member of 
their squad, that Hawker knew for certain. A memory sparked in his mind, an image of an army of these gaunt 
figures charging up a hill at him—quite unmistakably the memory of an enemy.

The Spardian was busy watching the front; she wouldn’t see the creature approaching her from behind. 
Hawker thought to yell out a warning, but didn’t want to betray both of them to any enemy within earshot. 
Lifting his rifle, he fired one quick bolt at the approaching figure, and the alien toppled to the ground, dead.

Hawker’s partner saw the flash of his rifle and turned in time to see the victim fall. At first she froze; then, 
after checking the front to make sure she wouldn’t be seen, she left her doorway and ran back to the dead body 
to check it out. She knelt beside it for a moment, then shook her head and ducked for cover once more inside a 
storefront. She spoke into her wrist comm again, and this time her voice came out of the unit built into the 
fabric of Hawker’s sleeve. “Why did you that?”

“That was a ….” Hawker strove to remember the name of that creature’s race. “A Cenarchad. We fought 
them not long ago.”

“Is being fifty years past. Cenarchads to us are allied.” Her tone made it clear she thought him almost as bad 
a menace as the enemy troops out there.



“Well how the hell was I supposed to know?” Hawker exploded. “I was trying to save your fucking life. You 
sure as shit didn’t bother telling me how to tell the difference between friend and enemy. If you don’t want any 
more fuck-ups, you damn well better explain a few things.”

The Spardian was quiet for a moment, probably translating his outburst into terms she could understand and 
then holding in her own temper. When she did speak, her words were well modulated and controlled. “Is being 
civil war now almost one year whole. Other side leaders stealing our records, dubbing our people. We having 
only back-up patterns. Old knowledge is ungood—is friends, enemies on both sides.”

Hawker paused to consider. If the enemy did have a copy of the soldiers’ molecular patterns, the battlefield 
would be utter chaos. “How do we know who to shoot, then?” he asked.

“Is look at armband. Red is us, blue is they.”
Hawker looked at the colored band on his left arm. Thinking back on it, all the uniforms issued in the 

bunker had red armbands. Checking more carefully, he could see that the band was just loosely basted on. 
“What’s to keep someone from changing armbands?”

Across the street, he could see the Spardian shrug. “No one liking being shot by own side in accident.” She 
paused. “Not even Cenarchads.”

Hawker ignored her sarcasm. True, it would probably be easy enough to change armbands and infiltrate the 
enemy lines—but imagine the irony of returning to your own side and being shot as the enemy. It was probably 
being done, but Hawker had no stomach for that double-sided game.

“I sometimes think that’s your strongest asset.” It was Green’s voice coming back to him after all these centuries. 
“You have no imagination. You see only straight forward, without looking to either side. If there’s an enemy there, you shoot. You  
don’t worry about peripheral issues. People with imagination waste too much energy thinking about incidentals. Keep it up, Hawk,  
even if they kid you. You’re really the strongest of the lot, when I think about it.”

Poor Green. Hawker had a sudden recollection of that final image, of Green in his arms, begging not to be 
forgotten. I still remember you, David, Hawker thought. That’s one thing I won’t let them take away, no matter how long I  
live.

Whatever the Spardian woman had seen—or thought she’d seen—there was nothing on the street now. She 
and Hawker waited in their respective niches on opposite sides of the thoroughfare for half an hour, with no 
signs of further activity. Far away, on the other side of the city, they could hear the fireballs exploding and the 
buildings tumbling. But there was too much distance to make it sound real; from here, there were no sounds of 
gunfire, no screams of charging soldiers shouting obscenities at one another, no wailing, moaning, or smell of 
death. Hawker was beginning to think he’d lucked out this time.

Then it all came at once: a swarm of blue fireballs falling like hailstones. Hawker hardly had time to spot 
them before they were down. The first three hit in the street, jarring the ground like a powerful earthquake and 
biting huge holes in the paved surface. Hawker was knocked sideways against the wall, so hard it knocked the 
energy rifle out of his hands. He stooped to retrieve it and was jarred by a second explosion, even nearer. He 
scooped the weapon up blindly and raced out of the stairwell. That was no place to be when the walls came 
tumbling down.

 But the street was no better. Volley after volley of the fireballs came in, and there was no defense against 
them. Buildings on the other side of the street were already demolished; Hawker could see no sign of his partner. 
He was looking around for a place to run, a place to hide, when a fireball hit the building right beside him. The 
top stories exploded in a rain of dust, but the lower levels, jarred beyond endurance, began to collapse. Hawker 
dove back into his stairwell, just as the building tumbled down around him, burying him beneath a mountain of 
debris.

Fin
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The Intern

Leaving...on a Jet Plane:

“Hey—check out the first song on the list.”
I glance at the catalog Chester Taylor Adamski, my internship partner, is showing me. The page lists the 

radio channels provided by the airline. There’s the Top 40s channel, Adult Rock, Blues/Swing channel, and so on. 
The one he’s pointing at is Classic Rock, and “Suzy Q” is the first song.

“Your all-time favorite?” I wink.
“Right on,” Chester says with a mighty grin.
His chin rests on his hand that’s propped up on the armrest between our seats. A couple of fingerprint 

marks smear the lenses of his black, plastic-framed glasses. His dusty blond hair is neat as usual, and pretty much 
unstyled. 

I smile. I’ve gone with “Suzie Q” after Chester introduced me to that rock song. It has more flavor than 
“Suzie Quinn” anyhow. Chester told me about the song when we were thirteen or fourteen. I was surprised he 
listened to hard rock. I thought he’d be more into something like classical music. 

Once in a while, in moments like this, I almost think Chester might be the one.
But then I get real. Not Chester. He’s more like a brother to me.
“Oh, and take a look at this.” He points to a small image—a close-up shot of a woman’s mouth with bright 

red lips, with the caption: Devil or Angel. 
“What’s that?” I enquire.  
He speed-reads the rest of it, then turns the page. 
“Nothing important?” 
“Yep,” he concludes. “Just another bunch of silly people, brought to you by yet another brainless reality TV 

show.”
We both laugh. I’ve always had a love-hate kind of relationship with reality shows. There’s something 

addictive and entertaining about even the worst of them.
The kid behind starts kicking the back of my seat, adding more distress to the slight migraine and blocked 

ears I’m experiencing during my maiden flight. 
“Are you excited about the internship?” Chester asks suddenly, rubbing his chin lightly. He does that 

sometimes, when he’s deep in thought.
“Are you?” I ask in turn.
“Sure, aren’t you?”
“Yeah,” I lie. “It’s a privilege we made the cut for the Spring Break internship.”
While the internship is the highlight of Nova Academy’s junior year, I was half-hoping I’d be thrown into an 

exotic location, like India or Japan. I’ve lived all my life in Essex, Vermont, a quiet and scenic region in the 
northeast.

“We’re Nova Academy’s finest.”
“Wear your t-shirts with pride,” I reply, imitating the shrill voice of our advisor, Mrs. De Sousa. 
Chester’s wearing the shirt right now, and he points to it. The t-shirts have our school crest and school name 

emblazoned on the front. 
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“You are the crème de la crème, the best of the best!” Chester raises his chin up slightly, the exact way Mrs. 
De Sousa does when she’s drilling it into our heads that we’re from a super school. 

I hate it when they say such things. I think it’s too elitist. But Nova Academy is one of the finest high schools 
in the country. It’s a school for gifted and talented students, and has spawned some prodigies and now famous 
people. 

“I still remember Pixel Wallace.” Chester continues flipping through the pages of the catalog. “Accepted into 
Harvard at the age of fourteen.” 

Stuff like that makes me wonder what I’m doing at Nova. 
Pixel and I had some classes together. She was discussing “projective geometry” with the teacher, at the 

speed of a bullet, while the rest of us worked on some algebra. Math whizzes like Chester T. (a.k.a. “Chas-ti-ty”) 
understood “projective geometry,” but not me. I tested into Nova’s program because of my high score on 
Languages and Linguistics. It’s probably due to my interest in cultural studies.

“Did you get a chance to check out The Lysistrata online?”
“A little bit. It looks posh.” I am halfhearted about the fact that we won’t be getting paid as interns though, 

as with many other interns...
“It does look posh. It’s about the number one museum around!” Chester must have sensed my lack of 

enthusiasm. “Come on, I know you like history. It’s going to be fun.”
Suddenly, the seatbelt signals above start to flash. My ears hurt. The pilot’s voice comes on. There is some 

audio static before anyone can hear what he’s saying.
“Ladies...and gentlemen...”
But the static takes over again. I feel like lurching. My hands are freezing. 
“You look stressed,” says Chester. He’s right about that.
“I’ve heard about horror stories, where passengers’ cups and saucers went flying,” I mutter to him.
“During turbulence?”
“Yeah.”
The plane jerks. A baby starts to cry somewhere. I stare out the window at the surrounding dusky, gray skies. 

We will be landing at night.
“Maybe it’s the wind,” Chester says flatly. He gazes out the small square box of a window. “Unless a bird got 

in the engine.”
I wish he had not said that. I stare at the motion sickness bag in front of me. 
Then, Chester holds my hand. “It’ll be okay in a bit.”
My other hand clutches the edge of the seat. I think he notices.
“Think happy thoughts...” he says, taking a look out of the window too. He lets go of my hand to put his 

seatbelt on.
Happy thoughts, happy thoughts.
I’d like to rest my head against his shoulder, just to feel safe, but I don’t. I think it might give him the wrong 

idea. Everyone already thinks we’re a couple but we’re just good friends. Of course people will believe what they 
want to believe.

I recollect some fun incidents with Chester over the years. Way back in the fourth grade, he got me a lime 
green pencil box for my birthday, while I got him a giant chocolate bar (our birthdays are a few days apart). I 
remember being taller than him until around eighth grade when he suddenly shot up, and now he’s a lot taller 
than me. He’s also been working out these last couple of years, so his name has popped up in “girl talk.”

We’ve been on group dates but never just the two of us, so I don’t know why people think of us as an item. I 
never give that impression. Like I said: you can’t stop people from believing what they want to. 

The plane shakes a little again and I am jolted out of my memories. As I try to think about more “happy 
thoughts,” I realize how much of a life I am lacking, and how much I am missing out on. Apart from 
maintaining good grades, reading lots, and going on the once-in-a-blue-moon “date,” what else have I actually 
been up to? Yes, I’ll be in the world-class city of Roxeth for a fortnight—and work starts on Monday, tomorrow, 
oh joy—but two weeks isn’t going to make a magical difference. Besides, cities are busy, crowded, and noisy. 
And I hear public transport in Roxeth is expensive, so I’ve brought extra money for that. If not, there’s always 
the good old plastic card (thanks, Dad).



I start to fantasize. Something straight out of a romantic novel or movie, with me in the starring role, of 
course. I dream of someone sweeping me off my feet, someone that would show me something “new,” 
something that I never knew existed...I will melt in his arms and he will show me what passionate love can be. 

Ah…happy thoughts.
The plane lands smoothly. I didn’t know we had been so close to landing.
Chester hits his head when we stand up to get our bags from the overhead compartment. I laugh because he 

looks cute when he cringes.
It is nighttime now. Everyone’s standing up and getting ready to step out of the airplane. Everyone seems to 

be in a big rush.
I look outside, and see the bus waiting for us. It’ll take the passengers from the plane to the airport, which is 

a short distance away.
“Thank you for flying with us,” the poised stewardess at the exit says. Chester and I smile politely. We must 

look disheveled next to the cabin crew. I’m just about to point out Chester’s dark rings under his eyes to him, 
when I notice something else when we step out of the plane.

The temperature.
It is a little warm. The air isn’t frosty, and doesn’t bite at your fingertips.
It’s nice and humid.

Fin
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The Gargoyle Prophecies; Part 1 – The Savior Rises

The Beginning-
The End:

Stefani was quickly approaching her 21st birthday.  It was only 10 days away.  You would think this would be 
a happy time in her young life, but today marked the 11-year anniversary of when she lost her chance at any 
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actual happiness.  Eleven years ago, her mother and her grandmother had both been brutally murdered.  Stefani 
saw her mother die.  It was the only lasting memory she had of her childhood.

She remembered the neighbors yelling on the doorstep, asking if everything was ok.  She still remembered 
holding her mother’s head as the lady from upstairs screamed when she saw Stefani sitting on the kitchen floor, 
staring vacantly at her mother’s lifeless corpse.  Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. What the heck did that mean, 
anyway?  Was it supposed to be a consoling thought, understanding her mother was now nothing more than 
decaying flesh and bones?

Her life took a bizarre twist that evening.  It was only a few hours after she watched her mother die that she 
learned her grandmother had been murdered, as well.  She had been sitting in the police station, draped in an 
oversized man’s coat, clutching her Raggedy Ann doll.  She didn’t even shed a tear when the officer told her 
about her last living relative’s death.   Her insides were used up at that point.  Even at her present age, she was 
nothing more than a hollow shell of a human being.

With no place to go and nobody to take care of her, she fell into the California system for homeless children. 
Luckily, she was quickly placed with a foster family, and somehow, she was forced to start using their last name. 
She never really understood this, but once they adopted her, the name stuck.  Now and forever more, she was 
Stefani Hernandez.  She laughed out loud at that.  Blonde hair, blue eyes, and she was legally Hispanic.  In some 
ways the oddity fit her life perfectly.

“Bbbbbbbbbbbbbblllllllllllllllllaaaaaaaaaaagggggggggghhhhhhhhhh,” she heard the gurgling noise come out 
of her mouth as she threw up again for the third time that day.  Had she not been getting progressively sicker for 
the past few months, she might have thought the nausea was in response to her violent memories.  At some 
point, she knew she really should go to the doctor, but she also knew she never would.  She didn’t trust doctors. 
She didn’t trust anyone, really.

Her foster family had been fine for the most part.  They provided her a bed and food to eat.  She had never 
warmed up to them, though, and in some ways, they had not to her, either.  They treated her like part of their 
family, but she knew she would never fit.  She was a freak of nature.  The kid whose mother was butchered, and 
nobody ever discovered why or by whom.  What did it matter, anyway?

On the day of her graduation, her entire foster family had been gunned down in a drive-by shooting.  They 
were on their way to see her ceremony.  The police said it was some kind of gang-related initiation. But they 
never found out who pulled the trigger.

Everyone Stefani had ever known or been associated with had died.  She resigned herself long ago to 
believing she would always be alone. 

When her foster family was killed, Stefani made the decision to forego college.  She moved to the city and 
settled in a small apartment in San Francisco. She held down a job waitressing during the day and occupied 
herself as a dancer at night.  The pay was good, and unlike most of the girls, she didn’t participate in any of the 
extracurricular activities with the male clientele.  A guy tried something with her once, and he left with his arm 
bent back like a pretzel.  She could still hear him scream as she snapped his forearm as if it were a mere twig. 
Her strength was freaky.

She didn’t have any friends.  She barely even knew the three girls with whom she shared an apartment.  She 
waved hello to them or said goodbye on her way out, but they never spent any real time together.  How many 
people wander through their fleeting existences with no hope, no dreams, and no real ambition?  She considered 
killing herself on several occasions. But she knew that wasn’t an option, at least not before her task was 
complete.

The only time she came close to death was when she fell three stories from an open window.  She’d been 
leaning on the ledge, sitting on the window sill, trying to catch a glimpse of the night sky.  She loved the night 
air.  It was odd how she felt more peaceful during a full moon, when the stars shone and everyone else was fast 
asleep.  She fell headfirst out the window and somehow landed on her feet.  She hadn’t even felt a jar in her 
shins.  Sometimes she wondered if she were Super-Girl and the yellow sun gave her indestructible, supernatural 
powers.

In the end, nothing had been able to save her mother, though.  Her family was all dead, gone, and buried. 
The only thing she had from her voided past was the Raggedy Ann doll propped on her bed pillows.  That doll 



had been her constant companion all of these years, and it was the only thing in which she felt comfortable 
confiding.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAhhhhhhhhhhhhhgggggggggggggg,” she screamed, as a huge mass of black, vile-
smelling liquid hurled from her mouth into the waiting toilet.  

“Are you ok?” she heard from the hallway.  One of her roommates sounded concerned.  
“I’m fine,” she replied, not even convincing herself as the false words fell from her lips, hanging in the stale, 

putrid air.
Whatever was forcing its way out of her throat smelled as foul as it looked.  Maybe I’m dying.  The thought 

should have disturbed her, but death had been a very close companion for most of her life.
She wiped her lips with the back of her hand and stepped into the already running shower.  Water always 

calmed her down and helped her relax, it seemed.  She stood under the hot, stinging spray for several minutes 
before beginning her grooming ritual.  It was time to wash her hair again. She had skipped the last couple of 
days.  

Stefani always thought it was odd not to wash her hair every day, but somewhere, sometime, she had been 
told you could not douse your hair with lathering suds on a continual basis and keep it healthy.  Apparently, the 
soap strips the hair of the chemicals it needs to survive.   She wondered how long the chemicals of her soul 
could continue to be stripped away.  Maybe she would wither and die, as well.

She finished up and started gathering the things she needed for her nights work.  She was going to be a devil 
tonight, not that her polished roommates had any idea of her evening occupation.  She wondered if they would 
kick her out of the apartment if they had any inkling she was a stripper.  What did it matter anyway?  She had 
saved enough money in the few years she had been working to get a place of her own if she wanted to.  All she 
did was work. She had no social life.

The door closed behind her as she left her little home, slinging her bag over her shoulder and heading down 
the stairs.  All she carried was her outfit for the evening and her Raggedy Ann doll.  That damn doll went with 
her everywhere.  It was beat up, but she would kill anyone before she would allow it to be discarded.  In the back 
of her mind, she knew it wasn’t healthy, but the doll was her only friend.

Stefani entered the rear exit door of the Gold Club where she had worked for the better part of two years. 
Nobody spoke to her anymore, save a grunt hello or a passing nod.  Some of the girls were friends with each 
other, but everyone knew she didn’t like small talk and had no desire to get acquainted with anyone on any level.

She was slated to go on stage in an hour, so she got dressed and made her way to the floor.  It was a 
necessary part of the job to mingle with the guests as they gawked at whoever might be on stage.

The sitting area was actually where you made the bulk of your tip money.  Grabbing a guy and taking him in 
back for a private dance could be lucrative if you played your role well, and Stefani knew how to use her body to 
maximize profits.  

Most girls heading to the back performed whatever act the client requested, but not her.  San Francisco’s 
strip clubs are nothing more than brothels, really. But she would never lower herself to have sex with any of the 
losers who frequented the Gold Club, no matter how much money they offered her.  

She laughed to herself at the thought.  She was probably the only 21-year-old virgin stripper on the planet. 
She had never had time for boys. All she did in life was train for the moment when she would meet up with him 
again.  That was all she cared about really – his death.

“Hey, what is with that dude?” she asked a young girl standing next to her.  The girl couldn’t be more than 
16 years old, she thought.  At 21, Stefani felt like she was ancient compared to some of the kids that worked in 
this place. 

“He doesn’t seem to want anyone or anything,” the girl said.  “He’s chased everyone away who approaches 
him.  All he’s done is sit there, all afternoon, staring at the stage.  It is almost like he’s waiting for somebody.”

At that, Stefani sauntered over, waving the girl off, mumbling mostly to herself, “He’s probably been waiting 
for me.”

The girl didn’t wave back, and the look of disgust on her face said everything anyone needed to hear.  Stefani 
could be a little too cocky for her own good at times.

“What’s up?” she asked as she grabbed a chair and sat down next to the stoic figure, sitting all alone in the 
glitter-filled room.  



He didn’t even look at her as he replied, “Sorry babe, not tonight.  Find yourself another sucker, and leave 
me alone, please.”

“Bummer,” she responded.  “Not sure you’re giving me the attention I deserve, big boy.  You might want to 
loosen up a little bit, fella.”

Dennis Zeiba wasn’t used to people ignoring his requests.  At 6 foot 3 inches, he had less body fat than most 
guys registered in last year’s Mr. Universe contest.  He didn’t hold much respect for the mirror-hogging zealots, 
either.  He had yet to meet a body builder that he couldn’t lay out cold with one right-handed punch, and he was 
primarily left-handed.  Still, it seemed there was always one in every crowd, and it appeared this young lady was 
going to have to be told point blank to leave him alone.

“Look.”
He managed to get only the one word out when he caught the smell.  It made sense, after all.  She 

approached him with an air of arrogance, and if he were more rested, he probably would have noticed her a little 
quicker.

This was the girl he’d been searching for over the past three years. Now he was staring directly at her, and he 
couldn’t find the words.  He never was much for speaking.  Her beauty caught his breath in the air and held it 
there for a few moments, as if caressing it with her full, luscious lips.  Her eyes were dazzling with the light 
sparkling from deep inside her poor, tortured soul.  What she must have gone through growing up, he thought.

“Dude, you’re starting to creep me out a little bit,” Stefani said.   “Can you talk or has all the blood rushed to 
other parts of your body that quickly?”

“Let’s go in the back,” Dennis said.  “Money is not a problem.”
“First, a couple of rules,” Stefani countered.  “I just need to make sure you and I are on the same page.  I 

don’t…”
“Whatever, just get your butt up, and let’s get going.  I will make sure my hands stay by my side at all times. 

This is your show, let’s just get moving.  Now!”
All he really wanted to do was get her alone.  He had to tell her she was in danger.  This girl had no idea who 

she was or what was really happening.  He tried to recall her file and remembered she was 21 – so young and so 
inexperienced.  He was pretty sure he’d done things in his lifetime that might shock her.  God, it made him a 
little nauseated to even think about some of his past activities.  How far would a good person sink in order to 
fight for a greater cause?

“Crap,” he muttered to himself.  “It’s too late.”
With that, he grabbed Stefani by her hair with his right hand, jerking her head straight down and kicking the 

chair out from underneath her at the same time.  She fell hard, hitting the solid floor with her elbow first. A 
tingling sensation of pain shot up her arm, and she screamed, “What the heck…”

Then, there was chaos.
Dennis spotted three of them.  There were two by the bar, which ironically served no liquor, and the third 

one had already pulled out a 9MM Berretta and clipped off two rounds.  Both shots barely missed Stefani.
One of the bullets found a home in the guy sitting at the next table, and the other one ricocheted off the 

brass stage railing and hit the spinning glass globe overhead. It shattered, spraying shards in all directions.
The activity took less than a few seconds, and everyone was screaming, running in all directions at once.
Dennis still held Stefani’s hair, balled up in his right hand.  He lifted her head and said, “Is there a back way 

out?  We’ve got to move, now!”
She raised the index finger on her right hand and pointed.  Dennis lifted her with his arm, shoving her 

forward, knocking two women out of the way as he did.  He had so badly wanted to get out of here without an 
incident.  He knew with every passing second the situation grew more and more dire.

How tired could he have possibly been?  It had taken Stefani sitting down, right next to him, before he even 
noticed her.  And, there had been three Roguls sitting in the same bar.  Was he really this pathetic?  As they 
pushed their way to the back door, the table in front of them crashed into pieces as one of the men jumped clear 
across the room, stopping them in their path.

“Dennis, you’re slowing down, old man.”
He seemed to growl as he grabbed Dennis’ neck, flipping him into the wall. Ironically, Dennis landed next to 

the door that could lead to their possible escape.   



Stefani didn’t pause as she brought her right foot up hard, hitting the man between the legs. She implanted 
her foot firmly with all the strength she could muster.  As he fell, grabbing his crotch with both hands, she saw 
his face. It almost didn’t look human.  His teeth were sharp and angled, like something from a horror film.

Dennis didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Stefani with his left hand, opened the door with his right and shoved her 
through as hard as he could.

“Hotel Monaco, room 254.  Don’t go home, no matter what,” he screamed as he slammed the door behind 
her.  

With that, she found herself in the midst of so many frantic, hysterical girls she could barely hear herself 
think.  She was back in the dressing room, wondering what the heck had just happened.  She grabbed her bag, 
ran for the exit and, luckily for her, a taxi sat right outside.

“Drive!” she yelled as she jumped in the backseat, knocking aside a man tried to commandeer her escape 
vehicle.  “NOW!” 

She heard the man she cast aside yell, “CREEP!” right before the taxi sped into traffic. 
She felt her hands shaking, and her body started to convulse. She barely cracked the rear window in time 

before she heaved black liquid to the pavement below. 
Her cab driver stared in shock, “Lady, what the heck? Are you ok?”

The transformation happened quickly for Dennis.  He was used to it by now, and luckily for him it only took 
a matter of seconds.  In his human form, he was much more vulnerable.  Once he changed, it would take an 
army of these slugs to bring him down.  They knew this fact too well, and the bullets reached his body a fraction 
of a second too late for them to be of any concern.  A few simply flattened on impact. A couple penetrated, but 
less than an inch.  It wasn’t enough to even draw much blood.

He reached over, plucking Devin off the floor where he still lay curled up in a ball. 
“She’s growing in strength, isn’t she, you maggot?  You’d better be warned the next time you mess with her.” 
With that, he snapped off Devin’s head like a twig.  He was tired of being nice to anyone right now. If they 

wanted a fight, he would kill them all.
The other two Roguls looked at their partner and decided the odds were no longer in their favor.  They 

flipped open the front door and ran as quickly as they could manage through the chaotically dispersing crowd.
The last step of the transformation occurred at this point, and Dennis kneeled down as two massive wings 

shot out of his shoulder blades, spanning 6 feet on each side.  
Dennis was no ordinary gargoyle.  He was the fiercest of his kind.  He was, after all, the second in command 

of his clan, and his clan had been ruling for more centuries than anyone could remember.  He still might be one 
of the youngest members, but there was nobody who could match him in combat.  No wonder the Roguls ran 
like the dogs they were.

Still, if gargoyles were here, he didn’t want to battle in the presence of humans.  He still needed to be 
discrete.  It was one thing to dispatch a Rogul slave, but it was a far different thing to fight their gargoyle 
masters.  He rose straight up, breaking through the ceiling, and shot into the clouds.

Flying, to Dennis, was the ultimate release in life.  How humans managed to exist without the ability to soar 
through the air was beyond his understanding.  His strong wings propelled him forward, and he smiled as the air 
rushed past his face, causing his eyes to tear a little from the onslaught.

Greg, the lone patron remaining, leaned back in his chair. From his dark, back corner, he stared at the 
clustered mess.  How could his plan possibly have been screwed up any worse?

Devin was somewhat lucky Dennis killed him so quickly.  The punishment Greg would have doled out for 
this debacle would have been far more painful and lasted beyond the point of sanity.  Devin really was extremely 
fortunate to have been spared.  The other two were just peons and, as idiots go, had served their purpose.  

The evening had not been a total loss, though.  Greg had found Dennis, and he was tired of his interference. 
The annoying thorn in Greg’s side might have messed up this evening’s plans, but he wouldn’t change the 
conclusion.  Nothing could change the role Stefani was born to fill in Greg’s orchestrated theatrical production.

Even Dennis and his clan would find it difficult to protect her.  Nothing would keep Greg from fulfilling his 
quest, and Stefani was an integral part of his plan.  Finally, after all of these years, she would be his.  Whatever 
life she thought she had known would be over for good.  There were only two paths ahead of her – death or 



opening up the gate to Greg’s life as a god. This destiny was something Greg would have at all cost, no matter 
whose blood ran through her veins.

Slowly he rose from his chair and calmly walked to his car in the parking lot.  He absent-mindedly traced the 
long scar across his face with his finger.  It had become his habit to play with the lasting memory from the 
previous time he crossed the ruling clan.  He would make them pay for what they did to his natural beauty. And, 
Stefani would play her part in that, as well.

Greg had learned so much since that fateful encounter.  Dennis, to whom he was once close, now meant 
nothing to him.  None of them meant anything.  When you choose to walk the path of becoming a god, you 
have to set your feelings aside.  Greg knew this all too well.

He no longer had any family; he no longer shared the connection to any feeling.  He would do anything, 
whatever it took, to get his way.  People were just a means to an end, and his end would always be found at the 
tip of his sword.  His sword, when wielded correctly, could cause so much pain. But for him, pain was intricately 
intertwined with pleasure.  They were one and the same on most occasions.

Well, it’s off to the Hotel Monaco, Room 254, he thought to himself. Then, he smiled.  No need to keep the child 
waiting.  His patience was growing thin, and he was ready for the next stage of the night to commence.  It really 
was going to be a very nice day after all.

Fin

Chapter Sixteen - Terri Reid – Loose Ends

Terri Reid has been telling ghosts stories since she was a toddler. Her mother tells of a time when two-
year old Terri would sit in her highchair, look past her mother into the dark back porch and say, “Look. 
Man.”  When her mother would turn in horror, Terri would laugh delightedly.
Terri lives in the same area of the United States as her Mary O’Reilly character, Northwest Illinois.  She 
lives on five acres of rolling land in a 100 year-old farmhouse, with her husband, children, dogs, cats and 
several dozen chickens (well, they live in the barn.)

  
Her background is in marketing and public relations, but she has always enjoyed telling stories.  For a while, she worked as 
a freelance journalist for the local paper and wrote the Halloween feature for many years, collecting as many local ghost 
stories as she could.  She gave her collection of local ghost stories to the local historical society to use as a fundraiser; they 
are now in their third printing. 

Goodreads author page: http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4192570.Terri_Reid
Amazon author page: http://tinyurl.com/26b8p6l
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Loose Ends – A Mary O’Reilly Paranormal Mystery

Prologue - Galena, Illinois – 1980s:

The candidate stood at the front of the ballroom a few feet behind the podium on a makeshift stage.  He was 
young, tall and handsome. And behind the pretty-boy looks was a shrewd intelligence and quick wit that had 
won him respect, especially from his opponents. His lopsided grin, the one that could break hearts and win 
votes, was present as he had greeted his faithful volunteers and supporters.

The variety of the guests portrayed the eclectic spirit of the eighties.  “Miami Vice” and “Material Girl” look-
alikes mingled with Ralph Lauren and Armani aficionados.  Wine, hard liquor and other, more discreetly served 
stimulants of choice, were sipped or inhaled in various venues throughout the mansion.

Trays of hors d'oeuvres were efficiently served and champagne was free flowing. 

http://tinyurl.com/26b8p6l
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Soft lights emphasized subtle shades of blush and eye shadow, and flattered the complexions of aging society 
matrons.  Clicking spiked heels crossing the marble floor from the doorway to the ballroom added a discordant 
beat to The Bangles’ “Walk Like An Egyptian.”

Red, white and blue crepe paper hung garishly against the oak paneled walls of the ballroom. Their patriotic 
theme was continued with bright banners hanging from the soaring ceiling of the ballroom.

The candidate surveyed his kingdom, smiled to himself in satisfaction and moved to the podium. He lifted 
his hands in welcome. The music was silenced, but the conversation of the crowd was deafening.

“We did it,” he yelled above the clamoring of the crowd. “No, you did it!  I would not be here tonight if not 
for you!”

As he expected, the crowd went wild. He had them convinced he was the only one capable of being their 
representative in the state senate.  But that was only his first step; he had plans which included sitting behind the 
desk in the Oval Office.

“Of course, now comes the hard part,” he yelled over the crowd, “saying something nice about my opponent 
to the media.”

Once again the crowd responded with delight, chanting his name.  “Ryerson, Ryerson, Ryerson!”
He waved at the crowd once more and stepped down from the stage.  His eyes sought the corner of the 

room.  His campaign manager, Hank Montague, stood at the back of the room, nodding his approval.  The rest 
of the support staff - Jerry, Mike and Renee - stood next to Hank, raising their glasses in celebration.  He smiled 
at them and then let his eyes rest for a moment longer on Renee. 

Her honey-gold hair was wrapped up in a soft chignon tonight, but he remembered how it looked when it 
was loose, flowing over her body – their bodies.  He gazed at the simple black dress she wore and imagined 
slowly peeling it off of her.  

He stopped himself - letting his mind wander now could be dangerous.  There were too many who were 
hoping for perfection, but looking for flaws.

He turned towards her once again and barely nodded. She understood; they had existed on shared secrets for 
several months now.  He had to carefully consider his next steps, especially when it came to Renee. He couldn’t 
afford a scandal – not now, when his political career had just taken off.  Whatever he decided, he had to move 
quickly and make sure that any residual damage was minimized. 

She caught his eye once more, lifted her glass in a subtle toast and grinned.  The teasing in her eyes lasted 
until she stopped at the open French doors. She turned at the door and looked back over her shoulder, sending 
him another kind of look altogether. He felt the heat across the room. Coughing into his hand and nodding 
slightly, he signaled that he would be meeting her soon.

“So, where are you off to?” Jerry asked.
Renee smiled.  “It’s getting a little stuffy in here.  Now that the announcement’s been made, I’m going to 

catch a little air.”
With her hand on the stone balustrade, she slipped off her high heels and stepped from the patio to the 

grass.  The mild fall weather had encouraged late blooms and thick lawns.  She inhaled the spicy scent of 
chrysanthemums as she wandered through the ornamental gardens.  The full moon lit the way as she walked past 
arbors and fruit trees to the back of the gardens.

 The incongruent scents of hardy mums, burning leaves, mesquite smoke and grilling steaks melded together 
to form a unique perfume that spoke of memories and possibilities.

She peeked over her shoulder once again before she slipped through a break in the tall hedge that 
surrounded the garden, and made her way cautiously across a small bridge. Following the path from the bridge, 
she found the wrought iron fence covered with ivy from years of growth.  She lifted the well-oiled latch on the 
gate and slipped inside.

A beam of moonlight floated on the top of the water.  Sitting at the edge of the pool, she slowly lowered her 
bare feet into the warm darkness.  When he had first brought her out to the secluded heated pool, she thought it 
was the ultimate self-indulgence.  But after spending some of their most intimate moments in the pool, she now 
thought of it as a definite necessity. She wiggled her toes - her movements causing the reflection to dance in soft 
waves against the other end of the pool.  She giggled and splashed her feet flatly against the surface of the water. 
A small wave of moonlight splashed up against the opposite deck.



She lifted her glass for another sip of champagne and was surprised to find it empty. She licked the edge of 
the cup and sadly put it down on the mosaic tile. 

The music from inside the house drifted out to her, slow and bluesy.  Her body swayed to the sound.  But 
even the blues couldn’t dampen her spirits, for once in her life things were going to go her way. 

She slowly rubbed her abdomen beneath her black silk sheath. Yes, wonderful things are going to happen, she 
thought.

He watched her slip through the gate. Perfect. Nice and private. 
He moved swiftly and quietly down the path, making sure that he was not discovered. 
Such a shame, she was a looker.  But hey, you gotta clean up all the loose ends.
The gate opened noiselessly.  His soft-soled shoes made no sound on the deck surrounding the pool. 
She gasped in surprise when his hands came down on her shoulders. She tried to turn and look at him, but 

his fingers bit down on her shoulders, keeping her in place.  Her angry cry quickly turned into a purr when he 
slowly massaged her back and her neck.

“I’m so glad you could meet me out here, I have such wonderful news for you,” she said.
She felt a slight pinprick against her neck and tried to jump away, swatting at the invisible bug.  But his hand 

held her firmly in place.
“Ow, damn mosquitoes!” she complained. “You really should spray some insecticide out here...”
She yawned softly and closed her eyes.  
“I guess I’m feeling a little tired,” she whispered, “too much champagne. I can’t keep my eyes open.”
 Her body sank slowly down, she felt enveloped by the darkness.  She looked up, saw the glitter of the 

moonlight above her and smiled. 
Suddenly, her mind broke through the haze of the drug.  She struggled against the strong arms holding her 

under the water.  Her shouts surfaced as large bubbles of air, her thrashing arms and legs as soft waves against 
the sides of the pool.  In a few moments the bubbles stopped, the waves became gentle ripples and Renee sank 
to the bottom of the pool.

“Oh, God, my baby!” was her last thought before she slipped away.

Fin

Chapter Seventeen - Valerie Maarten – Second Chances

Valerie Maarten has been writing ever since she discovered that letters made sounds and a combination of 
letters made words. It wasn't until recently that she decided to share her work.

She can generally be found with pen and paper in hand, scribbling the next storyline or reading one of her 
many “favorite” authors. Although she has an eclectic taste in what she reads, there isn't a romance sub-genre 
that she will pass up.

She currently lives in Orlando, FL with her three sons, plotting to write the next story in her head that needs to be told.

Until then...
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Amazon author page: http://tinyurl.com/2bhmb79
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Second Chances

Prologue:
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Hanna tucked Little Kadi Crowe in her bed and told her one of her favorite bedtime stories, but before she 
got to the end of the tale Kadi was fast asleep…a serene smile on her cherub-looking face.  Kadi always loved a 
story with a happily ever after.

Hanna leaned over and kissed her tenderly on the forehead.  Of all the children she’s babysat for over the 
years, she loved Little Kadi the most. Kadi was kind, considerate and compassionate and she was adored her 
spirit.

She looked down at the sleeping child.  Her heart swelled with pride knowing that in a small way she was 
responsible for what type of woman Kadi was going to become.  And Hanna wanted great things for her…and 
one day she wanted her to have her own personal happily ever after.

Hanna turned off the light and left Kadi to her pleasant dreams.  In just a little while Mr. & Mrs. Crowe 
would be coming home, so she only had a short time to do what needed to be done.  Something that becoming 
harder and harder to put off.

She picked up the phone.
“Hello.”
Hanna’s heart thundered in her chest.  She wasn’t sure if it was merely anticipation or trepidation.  At this 

moment, it was probably a mixture of the two.
“Hey Bobby, it’s Hanna,” she said.
There was an uncomfortably long pause on the other end of the phone before he spoke.  “What’s up?”
Dread…that’s what Hanna was feeling right now.  She knew she loved Bobby, but she wasn’t sure how he 

felt about her…truly felt. 
Sure he said he loved her in the heat of passion, but did he mean his words now when his true feelings were 

about to be tested.  Or, was he just confused as he said before?  She needed to know…she was desperate to 
know.  Now more than ever.

“We need to talk,” she said.
She held her breath.  She had come to learn that he did not appreciate being told what to do, but she hoped 

that he would hear her desperation and concede to see her…to hear her out.
Bobby blew into the phone in exacerbation.  “Hanna, we’ve been through all of this before.  There’s nothing 

else left to say.  Why can’t you just let it go and move on?”
He was referring to their recent break up.  A break up that he insisted upon when he began dating someone 

else.  Hanna’s ire rose at the thought of the other girl that took her place and though she didn’t know her, she 
hated her just the same.

In that moment she didn’t care about Bobby’s vile temper or his penchant towards violent rages.  She 
wanted to hurt him like he had hurt her.

“Well, you had better talk to me or everyone, including your new girlfriend, is going to know that you’re 
going to be a father,” Hanna threatened.

Though her words came out harsh, she didn’t mean them.  Right now, she was speaking from the sense of 
pain and betrayal that she was feeling.  Yet, her words did catch his attention.  He was listening now.

“What’s that supposed to mean?  Are you threatening me?”  His tone changed from a bland curiosity to a 
bone-chilling coldness.

“N..no.  I’m not threatening you.  I just think we need to talk about…”
He cut her off.  “Meet me at the park at ten o’clock tonight.”  He said this in a deadly calm voice.  “And 

don’t keep me waiting.”
***

The next morning, the gossip was rampant about the young girl’s body that was found brutally and savagely 
beaten to death in the local park.  It was called a crime of passion.  

Yet, it wasn’t long before the Crowe’s learned the identity of the girl that was splashed across the news all 
morning.  They were one of the first families that were interviewed after the tragic news was broken to the 
McKnight family.  Hanna McKnight had met with a vicious and violent end.  The nature of the crime was 
enough to unnerve the most hardened law enforcement agents.



“Mr. Crowe, you were the last person to see Hanna alive.  Are you sure she never said anything about 
meeting with someone after you dropped her off?”  The Detective asked for, what seemed like the millionth 
time.

“She never said anything.  Like I said earlier, I dropped her off at her house like I do every time she babysits 
for us.

“Did you wait to see if she went into the house to make sure she arrived safely inside?”
Ryan Crowe closed his eyes, trying to remember, but nothing stood out in his mind.  He could see the 

pleasant but strained smile on Hanna’s face as she bounded up the front stairs…then she turned and waved. 
That’s when he drove off.  He didn’t remember her going into the house.  Did she ever go into the house?

“I don’t remember her going inside,” Ryan Crowe finally said, a faraway look in his eyes.  “I remembered 
that she waved and I drove off.

The Detective looked at the other Detective in the room, his eyes displaying nothing, except to his partner 
that learned to read his unspoken thoughts over the years.

They both got up and left Ryan Crowe in the small room…alone.
“What do you think?”  The lead investigator asked.
“He’s hiding something.  He was the last one to see her alive and I don’t believe his story that she waved and 

went into the house.  Even her mother said she never made it home because she waited up for her.” 
“What about the boyfriend?  Do you believe his story?”
He thought about it for a moment.  “Yeah.  His mother seemed credible enough and what reason would he 

have to beat her to death.  From what he’s said, they were already broken up and seeing other people.  I think we 
can let him go.  Mr. Crowe on the other hand has some serious explaining to do.”

***

Three days after the funeral an announcement was made that the police were close to making an arrest in the 
case of Hanna McKnight’s murder.  On the fourth day, the police came knocking on the door of Ryan Crowe, 
charging him with her murder and hauling him away from his hysterical wife and wailing daughter in handcuffs.

Six months later, in a packed courtroom full of news media, family and spectators, he was convicted and 
sentenced to twenty years in prison.  He never said a word in his defense, believing that justice would prevail. 
His wife could be heard bawling in the distance…the McKnight family could be heard crying silently as the 
sentence was read.  

It was a thirteen year old Dain McKnight that broke through the quiet order of the court.  His outburst was 
a startling revelation of the anguish felt by his entire family…voiced by him.

“I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!  I don’t care how long it takes.  As soon as they let your miserable ass out of 
jail, I’ll be waiting…and when you next see me, I will be the last person you’ll ever see.  I hate you!  I will never 
forgive you!  You’re going to pay for what you did…do you hear me?  You’re going to pay with your own 
miserable life.” 

Dain McKnight made his declaration as he was being ushered out, by force, by the bailiff and his distraught 
father.  It was a promise and a rage that would grow and fester inside him and he would carry for the next twenty 
years like a cancer eating away at his humanity.

And he waited…and waited, until…

Chapter One:

Kadi Crowe ignored the gnawing feeling that churned in the pit of her stomach.  But each time she had this 
sensation she knew something bad was about to happen.  Only once, when she was about seven years old did 
this feeling mean something good was going to happen.  Like the time her father surprised her with her most 
favorite doll, Kitty.  

Her stomach flipped violently when the memory of what happened to Kitty came to mind.  It was a fate that 
Kadi shared…damaged, neglected and ruined beyond repair.

Kadi paced nervously around the house, checking and rechecking locks, doors, windows.  Then triple 
checked.  This was the first time since she bought this small house a year and a half ago that she left for any 



length of time, and she didn’t want anything to happen to her precious abode.  It may be ugly and modest, with a 
few knicks and pings and chipped paint here and there, but it was all hers.

Before she could scrounge up enough money to buy this place, Kadi had spent the last twenty years of her 
life living from one cramped and over extended living quarter after another, always at the mercy of some 
merciless foster family.  Sometimes, the abuse and neglect would be so horrific she would attempt to run away, 
which proved to only make matters worse.  And soon she was placed in the most severely strict households 
where juvenile delinquents were afraid to tread.  Though the only thing that young Kadi could have been 
accused of, at the time, was searching for her family.  A family that had long since died and the remainder no 
longer existed, a concept that was lost on her innocent, little mind.

Those were her formidable years.  The years that shaped and molded her into what she was today. 
Frightened, untrusting and afraid to hope.  She didn’t dare to hope any longer because the pain and 
disappointment was just too great and she could no longer bear it.  So now, she just resigned herself to the hard, 
cold facts of the way life is and not the way she would hope it to be.

After she did her final sweep of the premises to make sure she didn’t leave water running or the iron on, she 
went to her car.  She took in a few deep breaths to calm herself, then started the car and headed on her way.  

“For Christ’s sake, you’re only going to be gone for a few days,” she said aloud.  “You’d think you were 
going on a world tour,” she chuckled to herself.

 “Well, here goes nothing…” her voice trailed off as the enormity of what she was about to do hit her…
again.

 “Calm yourself girl,” she began talking to herself again.  “It’s not like you’re going to see the Boogie Man…
you’re doing the right thing.”

She turned on her favorite talk radio show, in hopes of drowning out the haunting thoughts that bombarded 
her mind.  That proved to be a mistake.

“How do you feel about a babysitter killer being paroled and let out of prison to live in decent society?  We want to know how  
you feel.”  There was a brief pause on the air and Kadi could feel her heart thud loudly in her chest.  “Caller…you’re  
on the air.”

The male voice was filled with judgment and accusation.  You could feel his hatred spew through the 
airwaves.  “Doesn’t this state have the death penalty?  I mean…what do we use it for…if not for vicious killers like Ryan  
Crowe.”

The caller hung up and the next caller echoed his sentiments.  “I agree with the last caller.  We have to take back  
our city from these pervs.  I say we should take up arms and rid society of these rapists and murderers ourselves.”

Kadi could feel a small fist develop in her throat.  She could hardly breathe and her hands trembled.
The host regained control of the airwaves from the vigilante mob that was brewing.  Her voice was 

uncharacteristically calming and reassuring as she responded to her latest caller.  ”I don’t think that vigilante justice is  
the answer here.  Torches and pitchforks are not the answer to fighting crime. What we need is to change the laws so violent offenders  
spend the rest of their natural lives in prison, and is never let out amongst decent people again.”  There was another dramatic 
pause before she spoke again.  Kadi braced herself.  She wanted to turn the radio off and ignore the outcry of 
the city, but she couldn’t.  She had to listen.  “Criminals like Ryan Crowe don’t just learn a lesson from prison life.  They  
become more clever and more violent.  People that rape and murder innocent girls don’t just stop, they just get harder to catch the next  
time they do it.  And Heaven help the next girl that crosses the path of Ryan Cro….”

Kadi couldn’t take any more.  She turned the radio off and traveled the rest of the trip in relative silence, 
accept for the jumbled thoughts that took over her mind.

The rest of the long trek was a blur to Kadi, and the faster she tried to travel to escape her own thoughts, it 
did nothing to elude the demons that were chasing her.  In a sense, she did secretly hope that this trip would 
right some of the injustices that had brought her to this uncertain place in her heart and soul.  But first, she had 
to know the truth about what happened that fateful night that would change her life forever.

Kadi could tell that she had reached her destination by the way her heart pounded in her chest and rose up 
to her throat.  The pulsating feeling was suffocating…she couldn’t breathe.  She put the car in park and turned it 
off.  She was there in front of The Trinity House, where all paroled convicts came to live when they no longer 
had a home to go to.



The sound of a 15 passenger van pulling up behind her car snapped her back to reality.  She watched as the 
ex prisoners filed out, one by one, and headed up the stairs.  Some looked bewildered, like they hadn’t seen 
daylight in eons, while a few looked as cocky now as they did the day they went in.  Slapping hands of other men 
they seemed familiar with and high-fiving others as though they had accomplished some small feat.  The act 
repulsed Kadi as she thought of the many atrocities they must have committed to end up in prison in the first 
place.  Rape, murder, kidnapping.  Not to mention the countless, innocent lives that were affected by their cold-
heartedness.  

Was there ever going to be a parole date for her, so she could walk free into society and be allowed to leave 
her self-imposed prison behind?  Or was she a lifer?

She continued to look through her rear view mirror when her eye caught the sight of a frail, older man 
getting out of the van.  Kadi’s heart lurched forward then sank to the pit of her stomach.  It was him…it had to be.  
A flood of emotions released itself all at once.  But, sorrow was the one that seemed to weigh the heaviest on her 
heart.  Loss was a close second.  She had lost so much she could no longer grieve about it.  She felt numb.  

She studied him intently as she noticed his graying temples and the pronounced crows-feet that made his 
eyes droop from years of sadness.  The permanent scowl that lived across his face hid his, once-handsome 
features.  Now he just looked hardened and angry.  Nothing like the younger, most attractive man of her youth. 
The man that used to laugh and play and tickle her until she lost her breath.  No, now he was just old and tired. 
Kadi felt drawn to him.

No one noticed or paid her much attention as she got out of her car.  And for a long moment, she just stood 
there in silence and stared.  Before she could stop herself, her feet carried her to the back of her car and in front 
of the van.  

She was spotted.  A uniformed officer yelled in her direction.  “Hey! Move it.  This is a no parking zone.” 
He pointed to the sign just in front of her car, which she hadn’t noticed before.  “Can’t you read?”

The commotion brought everyone’s attention to Kadi, including Ryan Crowe.  In an instant he looked 
affected, though the hardened scowl on his face masked his inner emotions masterfully.  Kadi could tell that he 
had recognized her instantly.  She wanted to smile and let him know that it was going to be alright, but her face 
felt numb and frozen in a perpetual frown.  She hadn’t smiled in years.  

The Officer slapped his hands across the trunk of her car, startling Kadi.  “Move it!”  Then he headed back 
to his released prisoners, ignoring Kadi’s dumbfounded expression.

Kadi bolted to her car and took off before she knew it.  She drove around in circles for fifteen minutes 
before she could think clear again.  What should I do?  I know he recognized me…I could tell by the pained look in his eyes  
that he knew exactly who I was.  She did smile this time, though it was slight.  

“I have to go back,” she said aloud.  “I can’t turn back and head home now like some wounded animal,” she 
was talking aloud to herself again.  A habit she picked up when she was young and had no one else to talk to.

With a newfound strength, Kadi turned her car around and headed back to The Trinity House to face her 
demons head on.

Fin
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ONE 
Belfast, Northern Ireland, April 3, 1912:

Sifted coal dust rained unseen over them, choked them. A fine shower of it fluttered about the men like a 
million black fairies that insisted on entering them.  The dark dust created of itself a ghostly, unruly smoke. 
Despite how fine the black particles were, their helmet lights captured it as a sparkling array before their eyes. 
“Black angel dust,” commented the taller man.

“Stuff always looks to me as if, you know, alive,” said the stouter of the two.
At the same time, the earth around them groaned and stretched, as if disturbed from slumber, just awakening. 

Tim McAffey, mine superintendent, along with his assistant superintendent, Francis O’Toole, dared enter to 
inspect the recent damage that had been left unattended for two months—this after the mine had sat unused for 
two years previously. This fresh and somewhat minor cave-in had shut it down anew. Still the order was to get 
Number 9 operational again at all costs.

At times like this, McAffey wondered why he’d ever become a miner. Then as the floating grave dust ahead of 
them settled, he thought of the bonus promised if he did his job. He thought of home and family and food on the 
table.

The day had ended with little to show for his efforts, so McAffey remained frustrated and upset. He knew 
from experience it’d take days if not a week to get the men comfortable enough—even now after sixty days—
about reentering this section of the mine to even begin to clean up the mess where some timbers had given way. 
“Hell, this amounts to a sneeze,” he said to O’Toole.

“Minor inconvenience at best,” agreed Francis O’Toole.  “Thank God, no one’s been kilt this time by her; two 
injured and off to hospital’s all.”

Still, men were superstitious; once an area underground shook with the slightest tremor, they bolted and often 
refused to return unless the owners offered a bonus or other incentive. Two years previous, there’d been a god 
awful mining accident the likes of which Belfast had never seen—twenty seven men killed in an instant. But that, 
while in Number 9, was in another section quite aways from here. This most recent set-back was a minor one, 
nothing of consequence beyond a six-foot high pile of rubble in the way of going forward to where it was believed 
the finest iron ore ever seen lay waiting for harvest—in the shaft where the twenty-seven had perished.

“We’ve little choice, Francis, but to push on. Bosses signed a big contract with the White Star line. Provide 
iron for three ships that’re between fifty-three and sixty-three tons.”

“Aye…building two more to match that monster Britannic we saw launched some time back. The three of 
’em…” O’Toole shook his head. ..“they’ll be the grandest ships ever the world has seen.”

 “This one they’re calling Titanic will be even larger than the first, I’m told.”
“She’s almost ready for launch, I ’ear.” 
The talk of the British-owned White Star’s plans for a fleet of ships large enough to compete with the Seven 

Wonders of the World had the two miners’ discussion turn to politics. “No matter a man’s politics or feelings 
toward the British, Francis, White Star has brought a level of prosperity to Belfast sorely needed.”

“They’re calling this new one The Unsinkable Titanic, ’ave you heard, Tim?”
“Aye—and Belfast Iron’s a big part of her; a part of history now, Francis.”
“Getting the ore to the foundry and the shipyard, that’s all that matters—one more ‘Titanic’ to go.”
“Aye—the one called Olympic.”
“Hold on.” Francis stopped cold in his tracks and pointed with an unlit pipe, asking, “What ’ave we ’ear?” 

asked Francis. He pointed to a darkened corner of the troubled shaft.
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“What is it?”  McAffey directed his helmet light at the spot and gasped.
“Some sorta dead dog looks like, but he’s froze in the rock wall for God knows how long.”
“Look at the size of them fangs, would ya? Thing’s gotta be old as the bible, I warrant.”
They stared at it. The thing was indeed embedded in the cave wall, recently uncovered by the fallen debris all 

round it. The snout was huge, the gaping incisors prehistoric in appearance. “May Gawd ’imself blind me,” began 
McAffey.  “Francis, tell no one about this monster, not a word of it, ya hear?”

“Why? What’re you thinking, Tim? We could put it on display, charge folks to ’ave a look-see! Make ’nough to 
keep us in ale and bitters for months.”

“Word gets out ’bout this, Tim, and-and we have two problems, old man!”
“Two problems?”
“Yes—one with the men, the second with the long-hairs over’t the universities.”
Francis shrugged, frowned, and asked, “How’s that, Tim?”
“The men’ll claim tis Satan ’imself at work here! You know that. And the professors—they’ll want to turn this 

shaft into a laboratory—an archaeological dig.”
“Aye…I see your meanin’.”
“This stays with us. We pickaxe this…this ancient badger outta here, wrap it up, and toss it into the nearest 

river. Let it be somebody else’s bloody discovery. I want nothin’ to do with it. Agreed?”
O’Toole poked at the brittle creature in the wall with his pipe only to knock away an entire tooth the size of 

his finger.  He lifted the tooth, pocketed it, and said, “Something to tell my grandchildren about!”
“I just said no one’s to know!”
“After I retire one day.”  He laughed and turned to McAffey who shoved a pick into his hands.
“So long as you tell ’em that’s all you found—a tooth. Now let’s start diggin’.”
The two veteran miners intended to make short work of the unusual find. In fact, they soon had the creature 

extracted from the wall, and were chipping away at the remaining ore attached to the carcass. “I can just see this 
flesh-eater tearin’ away at his kill, can’t you, Francis?”

“Aye—he’s dried out like a mummy but from the girth at the shoulders, he’d’ave been a real monster, this 
one.”

“We’ll get a tarp, wrap it, take it down to the mill creek,” suggested McAffey, puffing now from the work. 
“Either bury it or tie a rock to it and dump it there.”

O’Toole pictured the spot his boss was talking about, a curve in the creek that accumulated debris floating in 
the current above the millworks north of the shipyards. His thoughts were interrupted when suddenly McAffey 
sucked in a deep breath of the mine dust and stumbled to a rock, squatting there. He tried to shake off a sudden 
fatigue, his face turning an odd shade of pale grey and a strange greenish hue in splotches here and there.

“Musta overdone it,” he muttered, out of breath.
“You OK, Tim?”
“Just get the tarp!  I’m fine. Catch me breath in a minute. Go!”
O’Toole studied his boss for any additional signs of danger, wondering if the gases down here had turned him 

sour, and if so, they might both be dead in minutes.
“Just somethin’ I ate, Francis, so stop lookin’ at me like I’m a dead man.”
“Sorry, Tim. It’s right-cha-are!” After nodding, O’Toole set off for the surface to fetch the tarp; he couldn’t 

help grumbling and cursing under his breath that he was ordered about like a dog himself, while McAffey sat on a 
rock to wait for his return. 

Fifteen minutes elapsed when O’Toole returned with the tarp only to find McAffey bent over in serious pain, 
asking the other man for help.  “G-Get me to-to the surface; imperative. Need fresh air…now.  Help me, p-
please.”

He didn’t even sound like McAffey anymore, so distraught was he.
“Sure…sure…I can come back later for the carcass.”  But McAffey had forgotten about every other 

consideration.  He simply kept repeating, “Air…I gotta have air. Get me air!”
O’Toole thought of the amount of dust they’d both swallowed on first entering the shaft.  O’Toole, a big man 

in his late fifties, held his wobbly boss who seemed about to faint dead away any moment. The man’s knees 



buckled; he could hardly take a step like some newborn pony on spindly legs. “Hold on to me; I’ve gotcha, Tim, 
me boy.”

“Feels like I picked up something, Francis. Got no time for this. No time for sickness.”
“You’re nose is bleedin’, Tim—gushin’ it is.”
“Get me to the surface, now!”
McAffey’s ears began to bleed now, but in the darkness, O’Toole didn’t notice. “Never been sick a day in 

your life, Tim, so what’s this?” he asked, but McAffey could not form words.  Blood strangled any attempt to 
speak or to breathe.  Halfway up the lit elevator shaft, Superintendent McAffey died in O’Toole’s arms, his eyes 
first imploring as if to ask why and then going absolutely blank. As if a shadow was crossing over his brow and 
eyes—a gray-greeness turning to sienna. Yes, in the eyes. Francis, distracted, paid little heed to this. He was too 
busy trying to forgive himself for his first thought—I’m sure to be promoted to McAffey’s job…make more 
money.

The lift platform creaked and bumped its way toward the surface.
By this time, under the elevator light, O’Toole watched McAffey’s body turn into a stiff, brown-skinned 

mummy.  Francis knew that Tim had died a terrible death. A death which left his body looking like a brittle 
ancient unwrapped mummy, yet despite the bizarre desert-like dry condition of the body, a strange odor emanated 
from every orifice, an odor Francis could not place at first until he thought of Hades as it must surely be the odor 
of fire and brimstone and sulfur.

Francis knew also that he was himself feeling ill and far from normal.
And this terrified him.
He feared whatever had destroyed Tim McAffey before his eyes; feared it was no doubt now inside him, 

infecting him. He hadn’t time to feel guilty over his earlier thought of taking charge—finally—as mine 
superintendent. His hand went for his pocket, and he grasped the saber-tooth cradled there and cursed it. He 
knew, like McAffey, that he was on his own way to a horrible death, and it had to do with handling that beast he’d 
left below in the mine, all save the damnable fang.

He recalled having first tapped the damned thing with his pipe; recalled how they both had dug it from the 
wall, how they’d both tugged at it with their gloved hands, exerting themselves, breathing heavily as they worked. 
He thought of Tim’s fateful decision to remove it rather than call in the experts from a local university to give it a 
name—whatever the hell it might be.

Francis felt a stirring in his body like a foreign emotion. He tightened his fingers around the overlarge tooth 
resting in his palm now and squeezed until the tooth bit into his flesh. He did so just to feel something other than 
the numbing fear overtaking him. Something suggested that while he had no future, that he would live longer than 
McAffey had; that whatever this was, it had fed on Tim like a starved dog over a piece of meat, but that it would 
take its time with Francis O’Toole who had made the mistake of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
“Mistake was goin’ back into the mine the second time…being human—of caring, of doing me best to help Tim 
to the surface air he craved in his last moments.”

Whatever had killed Tim, he feared now may well have spread to his body, but what in God’s name had killed 
Tim? It’d all happened so fast. One moment good old Tim’s feeling nauseous and begging for air—to get to the 
surface—and the next moment, he’s gone! Just like that!

But Tim McAffey calling for the surface and the air like he did, pleading like a frightened child—that was so 
unlike Tim; didn’t seem like Tim at all. Tim’s appearance, so changed, his skin resembling beef jerky, leather to the 
touch, like some ancient Egyptian. What did it all mean? What did it herald? Something Old Testament? A plague? 
Could there be any disease that could kill a man so fast and so surely as this? If so, O’Toole had never seen it nor 
heard of it. Not even the dreaded smallpox could take a man so fast and do such hideous things to the body.

It’d been a swift end for Tim.
“If I’ve picked it up, I should be dead as well,” he ciphered aloud, “or shortly now sure. Yet I’ve me legs—a 

bit stiff, to be sure, but I-I feel fine,” he tried reassuring himself.
However, deep within, he felt an overwhelming fear that this disease, whatever it was—some new strain of 

malaria, smallpox, the bubonic plague, whatever—it was beginning to sap his strength and resolve. Still, Francis 
fought it, suddenly as anxious for topside air as Tim had begged for—that and the company of men.

Air I m-must find…find air, said his mind. Survive I must, came a second voice in his head, yet so real. 



And for no reason he could fathom, O’Toole suddenly began kicking out at the inert, now petrified body of 
his former boss and sometime drinking buddy, McAffey. Then again he landed another hard kick, and suddenly he 
was again kicking him repeatedly with a booted foot and leg that acted without reason.

The body lay now at the edge of the lift, an arm hanging over. Once again, he viciously kicked McAffey’s 
dehydrated form, until the body rolled off the platform altogether. He heard the nasty thump of the other man’s 
body hit the stones lining the shaft as McAffey returned to the mine shaft below to spend eternity there for all 
O’Toole cared now. “With god and the beast now,” he said, for a moment sounding like his old self. But only for 
a moment.

“Off with ya, now,” he said to the darkness below where the body had fallen. “No time for ya have I.” Then 
he haltingly chanted in what seemed another voice: “Out I must get…out…g-get out…got to get out…”

Before he could analyze these uneasy feelings, the lift finally came to ground level, and he stumbled onto earth 
as if finding his sea legs, appearing a disheveled drunk in a gait that did not seem his, and yet these were his feet.

He stumbled and fell, gasping for all the air he could place in his lungs, choking as he did so. Whatever this 
was, a voice inside his head was now telling him to go forth toward the city piers and the shipyards. This hypnotic 
suggestion felt so strong; he could not fight it. At the same time, he wondered, “W-Where’s me-me own will got 
off to?”

It was late, no one around, and no one to ask help of. He knew he’d live; something told him so, but he had an 
inkling it would prove to be a short-lived future at best. Knew in his heart and mind that whatever had destroyed 
Tim was soon to overtake him, but he didn’t wish to die in a hole in the ground. He wanted to die among men 
here at the surface, yet he feared infecting others at the same time that this overwhelming need arose in him—to 
die among men, in a crowd, the first men he came to. It might be his last wish, his final desire, but he could not 
fathom why he’d not rather die among family than strangers but there it was—an insistence to go nowhere near 
anyone he loved yet to seek out human contact.

It was a powerful suggestion, one that must be obeyed, one he could not combat no matter how much he 
longed to see home, hearth, the wife.

He knew the nearest fellows to the mine were men working at the shipyards. He knew that his feet—the same 
as had kicked McAffey back into the mine shaft, now moved toward the distant lights of the shipyard at Belfast as 
if made of wood on the one hand, and as if they had a mind of their own, these extremities, and were guided by a 
hand other than his own.

“Company of others…don’t want being alone…time like this.” He heard himself saying now as he ambled in 
mechanical fashion toward where they had labored for so long now building Titanic and her sister ships via the 
iron ore provided by the mine.

Francis had forgotten McAffey’s name now; could not dredge it up. Then he realized he’d forgotten his own 
name as well. He wondered if he might live at least long enough to take in the air of the world outside the mine in 
the company of other fellows, perhaps raise a pint to his lips, smoke a cigar before his mind should completely go
—but what else did it all mean? A man spending a lifetime, learning, filling his mind and for what? So it ends a 
blank slate? Why? How? What was at root of living and dying?

“Some seed in that damned, cursed prehistoric dog carcass,” he muttered to himself, feeling an overwhelming 
urge to live, and to do so among other men—other men who would allow life to continue—yet a life he did not 
recognize.  All he knew was that he must survive long enough to get to others of his kind. In fact, it replaced the 
one mantra in his head—to get out and to get air—with another that pleaded for other warm bodies.

Some time later, O’Toole stumbled into the sprawling Belfast shipyard looking like a drunk at the midnight 
hour. He passed below the huge gantry, a part of his brain unsure in the dim light how he’d gotten here, how he’d 
come so far, how he remained alive when that other fellow…a man with whom he’d been…someone he’d known 
but could not so much as picture in his mind now…how that other fellow had died so quickly and violently. That 
much he remembered.

He felt not at all in control of his limbs, felt no control of his will, yet he was alive, despite the horrible belief 
that some kind of dreaded disease had grabbed hold of him and would never release its grip. It seemed madness to 
contemplate, but it felt as if the thing that’d taken hold had somehow transferred itself from this other fellow’s 



corpse—to him. And there had been this curious creature he’d carelessly handled. It may well’ve come from that 
ancient creature.

Whatever it was, it hadn’t killed him as it had the other miner. Instead, it was intentionally stretching out its 
time with O’Toole—using him up in a more controlled fashion as if it could…as if it could manage to control its 
feeding within.

While it had so quickly and voraciously fed on the other man, it had now ushered in a powerful self-control. 
Whatever it might be called otherwise, this thing was sentient.

It directed him deeper into the shipyard; it seemed to want to get as far from its former prison as possible. To 
that end, it wanted O’Toole aboard the ship just built, a ship that was made from ore taken from the mine that it 
had snuggled alongside for how long—as if it had an affinity for the iron walls.

Or perhaps it realized that Titanic could act as its perfect lair.
While his conscious mind had no true evidence of any of it, his every remaining human instinct said it was so.
In any case, O’Toole had no choice but to carry out its wishes.
By now realizing himself to be just a conduit, a vehicle to move it from the mine to here, O’Toole thought of 

killing himself, but he had no ready method of doing so save leaping into the water as he could not swim.  He 
made a move in that direction but was turned about. While his mind still fought for itself, his body was no longer 
his.  He guessed that he’d debated over suicide too long, and it knew his thoughts, and as a result, it was ahead of 
him on this.

Francis moved now below the giant letters a hundred feet overhead and twenty feet apart. Letters that read:
 T  I  T  A  N  I  C.

TWO 
The Pier at Woods Hole Institute, Massachusetts, April 11, 2012:

The screeching pelicans and seagulls overhead seemed quite out of their minds with the unusually early 
morning activity surrounding the bizarre-looking research vessel in its slip at the harbor. Human activity. Human 
excitement. It must mean food scraps for them. What else might it portend, wondered David Robert Ingles, 
feeling a bit like Ishmael of Moby Dick fame, readying for the voyage with the mad Ahab—in this case Captain 
and Doctor of Oceanography, Juris Forbes, a man obsessed with Titanic, but then who wasn’t?

The research vessel, Scorpio IV—four times the size of anything else docked here in Woods Hole—was jam 
packed with superstructure that supported two enormous cranes, affording sea birds all manner of handy 
perches; in fact, the birds patiently awaited any opportunity for scraps and fish heads to eat. However, the 
primary purpose of the two super cranes was hardly for the birds, but rather for lifting tons of weight from the 
depths of the ocean and positioning heavy objects weighing tons onto Scorpio’s deck. In a matter of weeks, the 
computer operated, hydraulic cranes would be hauling up treasures plucked from the mysterious interiors of the 
one-hundred-year-old shipwreck named Titanic. The treasures would be placed in sealed vaults to protect them 
from the change in pressure from the deep to the surface.

It was now April 2012—precisely one hundred years—the Centenary of Titanic’s launching and her demise 
when she struck an iceberg at 22 knots.

David Ingles took notice of the birds—thankful the seagulls weren’t a flock of albatrosses. He gave a flash 
thought to his reading of The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner, imagining he would undoubtedly run into an 
ancient sailor on board Scorpio this trip—old timers with short fuses and little patience for the young and 
foolish who got men killed at sea as quickly as scratching an itch. If the old timers aboard Scorpio knew his 
history, or his latest failed mission, they’d surely be wary of him the entire way out and back.

Ingles came aboard without fanfare and no one to greet him. Everyone on the pier and on board busily work 
at their jobs. It was obvious orders were to ship out within the hour.

At the center of Scorpio, Ingles found the ‘oil well’ over which the largest derrick supported a myriad of 
equipment strung with cable as thick as hemp on a Cutty Schooner. But this ship was far from a schooner, and 
while faster, hardly as romantic or beautiful.  Essentially a high-tech outfitted drill ship, Scorpio’s primary drilling 
derrick stood amidships. But rather than use a traditional drill pipe, Scorpio’s gleaming derricks supported her 
enormous cables—hundred pound Cryo-Cable to be exact. Her cable could withstand the most frigid conditions 



on Earth—or rather below the seas—including the bottom of the North Atlantic exactly two and a half miles 
below the surface.

Ingles, carrying his gear, now ran a strong hand along the huge steel derrick. With her electronically 
controlled pulleys, Scorpio could hoist anything imaginable, even a Titanic-sized bulkhead if need be. If the 
Titanic were in one piece and not the ripped apart, pancaked-in-on-itself ship that it’d become, David had no 
doubt that the mighty little Scorpio could “Raise the Titanic.” She was that strong.

However, their mission was not to raise Titanic so much as to raid and plunder her. Some news accounts 
used the term ‘rape’ her, but Ingles didn’t see it that way. Not in the least. It was well documented in the 
literature that Titanic took down many treasures with her—far more than dishware—and the belief held that 
even the sealed hold that carried a treasure-trove of vintage automobiles would be perfectly preserved at the 
depths where Titanic resided. Even a sandwich at such depths would be perfectly preserved and edible unless 
found in a Stover’s lunchbox—which would be permeated then with corrosive salts and more toxic than sea 
water. So what of the stash of mailbags crossing the Atlantic in 1912? They resided in a sealed section of the 
ship. A wealth of letters, documents, and bank notes alone. So what of all the jewelry stowed in the safes aboard 
yet to be discovered? Not to mention brass and gold fixtures and shipboard items within the ship? The treasures 
that had survived all these years—museum pieces for world showcases, and each item itself worth a fortune!

It was just a matter of using modern means to salvage the treasures awaiting them from what remained inside 
the various safes aboard, the staterooms, the varied first, second, and third-class dishes and silverware, the 
mailbags, the secret cargo in the holds—like the rumored crates of Vickers automatic machine guns destined for 
the US Army, and a stash of now quite antique automobiles. Not to mention an Egyptian mummy on its way to 
New York.

Yes it was all extremely controversial, and Ingles’d had to walk through a sizeable crowd of protestors noisier 
than the seagulls to get aboard, but history would eventually prove the mission the right thing to do—of this he 
was certain.  Otherwise the enormous sacrifice of all those 1600 souls aboard the night Titanic went to its watery 
grave would have been in vain. At least that was the sound byte put out for the media and the public.

The other side argued that Titanic was a cemetery, sacred ground; they championed Dr. Robert Ballard, who 
had consecrated that solemn peace of the death ship at the bottom of the Atlantic. Ingles recalled Robert Ballard 
in a Red Sox ball cap when the discoverer of the Titanic in its grave had last left Titanic’s ruins decades ago. He 
had certainly put his stamp on the discovery and had every good intention to proclaim it a last resting place, a 
sanctified ground, a place not to be disturbed, a place nothing should be removed from.

Author Rod Serling’s brother Robert’s worst novel—Ghosts of the Titanic—prevailed in the minds of many, 
but for Ingles and other scientists such concerns amounted to superstitious claptrap—Twilight Zone nonsense.

“Make no mistake about it,” said a white-bearded stout fellow confronting Ingles, jabbing at the derrick with 
his pipe. “This monster can hoist up an entire Sherman tank from below if you give the order, Dr. Ingles. If need 
be, we can bring up that blasted ship piece by piece, compartment by compartment.”

“Capable of a quarter million pounds of lift,” David replied, smiling. “May sound like science fiction but 
there you have it. Please, call me David.”

“Indeed, young man…indeed.” They shook hands.
“Your voice sounds somewhat familiar. You’re Dr. Dimitri Alandale, aren’t you, sir? We’ve spoken. You 

called my iPhone.”
“Aye—first mate, science officer, and you look like your photo, yes? Sometimes a good thing!”
“You’ve got me!” Ingles joked, and they both looked out to sea.
“Ahhh, yes! I called you from my Droid—lot of interference. Cell phones don’t always work out at sea. Well, 

son, our captain’ll see you soon ’nough. Busy with that bloody press conference.” He pointed to the pier with his 
pipe.

“Good to meet you, sir.”
“Sorry there’s no one to welcome you aboard other than me.” A tall, gaunt man perhaps in his early to mid-

sixties, Dr. Dimitri Alandale was half Greek, half Scotsman. He looked the picture of a graying oceanographer 
and seaman, and Ingles took an instant liking to the man whose laugh came so easily.



The two seamen, young and old, stood in silent admiration of the machinery before them. They understood 
its enormous power, that its express purpose was to lower and lift a massive platform on which thousands of 
tons of sensing devices, search and salvage equipment, as well as recovered artifacts would rest. This equipment 
would be made available two miles below the surface to the diving teams, men and women whose experiences 
uniquely qualified them to participate in this historic dive into the very bowels of Titanic.

Ingles would be among the divers using the new underwater breathing apparatus that allowed divers to 
explore the vast interiors of the sleeping giant below the North Atlantic.

He would be among two other divers set to dive the bow section of the shipwreck while another team of 
three divers were planning to explore the aft section of the wreck. Swigart would pilot the sub carrying all the 
divers below, while an eighth man, Kyle Fiske, almost Swigart’s age, would help monitor the dive teams from the 
control room aboard Scorpio along with Dr. Entebbe and Captain Forbes. In essence, two teams of three divers, 
two additional diver-ready backup men in the form of Fiske and Swigart manning controls—eight in all.  Overall 
Commander of Divers and making all the decisions at this point was Lou Swigart. Fiske was considered the man 
to take over for Lou in the event something happened to Swigart. Fiske could also step in for any one of the 
others in the event he was needed.

All of them had passed extensive tests utilizing the new technology that amounted to breathing oxygenated 
liquid into their lungs. Essentially, they were going through an act of ‘de-evolution’—returning to a fish-like 
existence in that their lungs would be filled with liquid, but liquid from which they could sustain life.

It was a technology developed by the US Navy, and Ingles had been among the first test subjects. It 
essentially involved a moment of death before coming out on the other side, unless a diver panicked, in which 
case, there was no other side. Having the liquid pumped from the lungs after mission accomplished was no 
picnic either, but breathing from lungs filled with what scientist had finally come up with for deep ocean and 
exotic diving, OPFC, a highly oxygen-enriched, lighter than typical liquid perfluorocarbon as clear as vodka 
which allowed for breathing and safe pressures as deep as two and a half miles below the surface—the same 
depth as where Titanic awaited.

In any event, there was no room for error.
“I can hardly imagine being able to withstand temperatures of minus 1,700 degrees,” muttered Alandale in 

Ingles’ ear. The man’s large-faced, wide grin was infectious, and now Ingles placed his looks:  Alandale had the 
bearing and appearance of the actor Max Von Sydow in his later years.

“Our dive suits are made of the same material as the Cryo-Cable here,” David replied, giving a mock-squeeze 
to the huge cable. Ingles had imagined this trip and the dives ahead of them many times over; he’d imagined the 
giant four-sided, metal basket atop a huge platform at the bottom of the sea chockfull with treasures that 
Neptune would cry for. Treasures that would find their way to public museums across the globe. Treasures 
dredged up by human hands from Titanic’s secret interiors.

Sure I’m in it for the money, but I’m here for the adrenaline rush, too, he thought, being honest with 
himself.

The press called them fortune hunters, mercenaries, but there was more to it than money—far more. Ingles 
turned at the shouting of orders from below. From where he stood alongside Alandale, he could see that every 
major media outlet had shown up, some with microphones milling about the pier. Others made moves to come 
aboard the research vessel but were held in check by a pair of brawny crewmembers.

Reporters, Ingles thought. Most would kill their mothers for an inside story.
The last time Ingles had spoken to a reporter was on his return from Japan where he’d been branded a hero 

for saving lives. No one said much about Wilcox. Hell, Wilcox had saved his life so that he could himself go on 
to save others. But Wilcox had died in the tragedy—no story in that, he facetiously realized.  And him…made 
out the big hero. Twisted story indeed so far as David Ingles was concerned. No, he’d failed his best friend when 
Terry most needed him.

Ingles’ dark glasses lightened when the sun slipped behind a cloud, relieving the scene of the blinding April 
morning glare. He wore a sailor’s Navy Pea coat and matching watch cap, looking like any crewmember as he’d 
hoped to get through the reporters without notice, without anyone recognizing him, and it’d worked. He just 
wanted to blend in at this point; he could be himself and was seldom at ease any longer when not at sea.



His wide shoulders, height, and good looks usually tagged him as some sort of Billy Budd, but this particular 
Budd held two diplomas and a doctorate in underwater forensics—investigating shipwrecks with an eye to what 
brought them down. His long, sandy blond hair curled up from below the hat. As always, he maintained his 
regimen of exercise to keep in peak athletic shape. A former Navy Seal, he routinely involved himself in various 
triathlons across the country and overseas.

Ingles’ attention was suddenly drawn to a figure pushing through the crowd, a young woman who offered a 
reporter a sharp reply to what looked like either an annoying question about her mercenary tendencies, or an 
annoying pass. Ingles guessed who she might be, and he thought her stunning, and from her catlike reaction to 
the reporter, she didn’t take anything sitting down. He noticed how she took in the crowd, eyes darting in every 
direction as if searching for someone she’d hoped to meet on the pier, someone other than reporters. 

Looking over her shoulder like me these days, he wondered, thinking maybe they had something in common
—detesting reporters. Regardless, he found himself unable to take his eyes from her. He watched her go about in 
a circle, making him wonder why she was taking her time on the pier. Looking for a boyfriend who was 
supposed to see her off, no doubt.  Still searching it seemed, when she suddenly looked up at the ship and 
straight at David. He blinked and pretended to look away. He then turned and leaned into the railing, hair lifting 
in the breeze. But he soon looked back. Had she found who she was looking for? Was she in search of the so-
called hero, David Ingles? Was she a pushy, snooping reporter or was she Dr. Kelly Irvin? Irvin was another of 
the divers whose specialty was marine biology and creatures of the deep. Word had it that Woods Hole insisted 
the expedition have a marine biologist aboard, and they expected specimens brought up from the deep.

But if she’s a reporter in search of a story here to ask me to repeat my harrowing escape from death, David 
told himself, just watch how quickly I’ll lose interest in the woman, despite her beauty. Then again perhaps she’s 
not a reporter at all. In fact, she looked like a photo he’d once seen of Dr. Kelly Irvin, and if so, perhaps there 
was an up side to the hero business, he inwardly joked. After all, she is damned gorgeous and obviously in 
wonderful health.

When he again focused on her whereabouts, she was storming aboard, her gaze set on him. At least it 
seemed so, which is what he told himself. As she neared, smiling, a hand extended, David gave her a firm nod to 
acknowledge their mutual stare, and he instantly regretted it when she rested a duffle on wheels that trailed in her 
wake, her honey hair blowing like wheat in the ocean breeze. Dressed in jeans and a safari blouse, the returning 
sun bathed her in light. Tall, he thought, fair-skinned, eyes matching the color of her hair. Carries herself with a 
distinct elegance and pride, he surmised.

But it was suddenly apparent that indeed this was Dr. Kelly Irvin, one of his co-divers, when she stepped up 
to him and Dr. Alandale—her duffel bag carrying the universal sign for divers.

She gave David a perfunctory nod but showered Alandale with a beaming smile, grabbing his hand and 
pumping it in a handshake. She then proceeded to tell him how she had read everything he’d ever written while 
still pumping his arm as if she might discover some secret if she only shook long enough. She certainly appeared 
enthusiastic in her admiration for the elderly man beside David—perhaps one of those father complexes; 
perhaps simply in awe of being in his presence.

“Such genius…such genius,” she said in a mantra while David frowned. Meanwhile, entirely ignoring Ingles 
as if he were a fixture—treating him like one of the crew—she began a tirade of questions for Dr. Alandale, all 
surrounding Titanic and her last night at sea in what appeared an effort on the part of the student to make the 
teacher believe that she was his number one pupil and entirely enthralled—and apparently, she was.

By now Ingles wasn’t sure it was a bad thing to be ignored by Kelly Irvin. At the same time, he had to give it 
to Alandale; the man knew as much about patience as that shown by the biblical character Job. He also knew 
every detail of Titanic and her first and last ‘maiden’ voyage in 1912. In the parlance of gang mobsters and 
salvage crews, people said of Alandale ‘He knows where the bodies are’.

Dr. Kelly Irvin finally introduced herself to Alandale, and then continued a rain of questions, until Alandale 
stopped her with a single word. “Enough.”

“Enough? I’ve just begun,” she countered. “You’re an expert on marine biology as well as—”
“Enough for now; we’ve weeks at sea together. I must pace myself…I’m an old man.”
“Oh, not at all, sir.”
“Calling me sir further ages me.”



“Oh, no! I-I’m so sorry.”
Alandale waved it off, and she changed the subject with ease, asking, “Just exactly where’re the private 

quarters for the dive team? So’s to stow my gear?”
“Now you sound like one of us,” offered David, garnering a smile from her. “There’re central changing 

rooms belowdecks center, but aft you’ll find private quarters for your personal effects.”
Alandale pointed to the nearest stairwell door that would take Kelly into the ship. She gushed once more at 

Alandale, gave David a micro-smile, and she then took Alandale by the arm to guide her off. Alandale’s body 
language told David that the older gentleman wanted to part company with her at the stairwell entryway, while 
her body language insisted that Alandale escort her belowdecks.

David laughed when the pair disappeared with Alandale still on her arm and in fact helping her out with her 
belongings. It appeared obvious that men found it hard to say no to this woman. Pushy, he thought.

Then again, perhaps he was wrong in his assumptions about her, as first impressions could not always be 
counted on. Still, she came off as rather cold and somewhat manipulative even if she was genuinely fascinated by 
Alandale’s history and accomplishments. He wondered what she’d be like for the rest of the trip, especially 
toward the ‘hired help’—which she obviously thought David happened to be. Then again a person whose life is 
given over to marine life, plankton, krill, and the like was probably not the most socially graceful of individuals. 
David decided he’d withhold judgment. See what comes of it, he told himself and returned his attention to the 
circus on the wharf, a full-blown news conference about the latest Titanic expedition, one that had cause a great 
stir or controversy even before it had begun.

Fin
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‘Flash Mob’

Two hundred beepers woke up and chirped their signals to their keepers.  The ones being paged read the 
scrolling messages, smiled, stuck the devices in their pockets and purses, and headed out.
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Melissa breathed a barely perceptible sigh of relief.  Can’t relax too much yet.  In two hours it will all be over.
*****

Last week he called her at work.
“We should go out to dinner tonight.  I made a big sale.  Got the check in my hand.”
“That’s great, Matt!  What time?”
“Sure you’re up to it, Mel?”
Not that again!  Yes, she had cancer.  Yes, she was weak from her treatment day before yesterday.  But please,  

Matt, don’t treat me like one of your porcelain dolls.  She ignored his question and asked her own.
“What did you sell?”
“That Currier and Ives print – the one you always hated.”
“Ah yes.  The one that has brown all around the edges and people that look out of proportion.  How 

much?”
“Hang on to your wig.”
She gritted her teeth.  How many times had she told him not to joke about her wig?
“I got three hundred.  And it’s been a very good week.”
Her jaw relaxed and she pictured his proud, shining eyes, the color of melting dark chocolate.  “That’s great, 

hon.  Let’s go to the new place in Dover.  Lisa said the food was good, atmosphere great, and the prices not too 
awful.”

“I’ll be home around six.  Leave around seven?”
She remembered that as their last good night.

*****

Two hundred email flags popped up with their various dings, chimes and whirrs.  Two hundred users clicked 
on the latest notice, grinned, and got up.  Time to go!

*****

The restaurant was even better than Lisa had led Melissa to believe.  The food was excellent.  And the 
ambiance was positively romantic.

Matt’s eyes were dark pools in the dancing candlelight.  And Melissa knew she looked better here than in a 
brightly lit place.  Her pale skin had grown papery thin and even sagged a bit at the jaw line.  Cancer treatment 
was not for the faint hearted.

The salads had just been cleared and the table crumbed when Mel caught a whiff of strong perfume.  She felt 
almost dizzy from the nausea that rose in her throat.  Intolerance to strong odors was another not-fun side 
effect.

The wearer of the offensive stench paused at their table.
“Matt, darling!”  she effused and leaned over to smooch him on the cheek, her mink dripping onto the 

tablecloth.  The woman, forty-ish, slim, and overly jeweled, looked at Melissa.
“Is this the little woman?”  Her smile, stiff with what was probably Botox, was aimed at Matt.  Good thing. 

She missed the daggers coming from Mel. 
*****

One hundred cell phones rang, cawed, tweedled, and sang.  One hundred people pressed buttons and 
watched messages go by.  All right!  Fun time.

*****

“Who was that?” spat Mel after the clanking, furred socialite drifted off to her table in the rear of the 
restaurant.

“Shh!  Not so loud,” whispered Matt.  “She’s the rich bitch who bought the Currier and Ives.”
“Oh, so she’s stupid, too.”



Matt frowned as the waitress slid their entrees onto the creamy white of the linen tablecloth and asked if they 
would like their drinks freshened.

“What do you mean ‘too’”?  Matt asked when they were alone again.
“Huh?”
“You said she’s stupid, too.”
“Oh, I meant besides being generally annoying.  I mean – kissing my husband in front of me.  How gauche!”
Matt bent his head to his food and his nostrils flared in that way that said he was pissed.
“What?” she demanded.  “Why are you upset with me?  Because I don’t personally like one of your 

customers?  No big deal.  I’ll probably never see her again and certainly won’t tell her what I think.”
His look softened.  “I know you won’t, Mel.  Sorry.”
Melissa wasn’t really looking for it, but couldn’t help noticing how touchy he was the rest of the evening. 

She also noticed the society babe give Matt a wink as she left a few minutes before they did.
*****

Dozens of grocery stores, marts, and drug stores experienced a run on red balloons.  Disappointed shoppers, 
arriving after the red ones were sold out, settled for pink and orange.  They were all in a big hurry.

*****

The next night Matt was late again, but brought roses home.  She’d had a tough time staying at work all day. 
Her boss had given her permission to leave whenever she couldn’t make it through the day, but she rarely missed 
more than two days for her treatments.  It was getting harder, though.

Matt, looking extremely pleased with himself, found a vase under the sink, filled it with water, and stuck the 
fragrant blooms on the table beside the couch where Melissa had collapsed a half hour earlier.

Melissa, drained, couldn’t summon the energy to move the roses.  “Matt, honey, could you please put them 
across the room?  The smell is bothering me.”

“Sure thing.”  He swooped the vase up, set it on the shelf near the window, and strode with enviably healthy 
legs back to the couch.  “Rough day?”  He smoothed her forehead and gave her a chaste peck.

Mel swallowed.  There it was!  That horrid perfume.  She lurched up and made it to the toilet before losing 
her lunch.  

“You okay?”  Matt called from the hallway outside the bathroom.
“I’m fine.  Just go ahead and have dinner without me.”  She sat on the floor, leaning against the cool gray 

tiles of the wall, too tired to cry.
*****

The next day she called in sick to work, then phoned the doctor’s office and said she had to see him that day. 
When she got there she only had to wait fifteen minutes in the outer waiting room and five in the examining 
room. 

Dr. Leigh bustled in, shut the door, and took a seat on his stool, shuffling the papers he was holding and 
avoiding her eyes.

“I’m not doing too well,” she started.  
He held up his hand.  “I don’t doubt it.”  He raised his gaze from the floor and concern filled his eyes with 

pain.  “I got your last test results early this morning.  They’re not good.”
“Not good,” she echoed, the chill of the room entering her spine.
“The tumors are growing.  Your treatments aren’t working.”  His voice was gentle, kindly.  “I’m sorry, 

Melissa.  I think it’s time to stop treatment and make you comfortable.”
So that was it.  She had the death sentence.  Tried, convicted, and no appeals allowed.  Melissa had intended 

to confide in Dr. Leigh that she suspected her husband was having an affair with one of his rich customers.  On 
her way to the office she had pictured his soothing presence convincing her that she was wrong.  She had 
pictured leaving with her heart lighter.  Instead, her heart weighed so much it felt like it was sitting on her 
stomach as she drove slowly home.



Maybe this would be the last session with the toilet bowl, she thought as she wobbled to her feet after 
vomiting for a good ten minutes.  Without treatment, she should at least feel better.  That’s what Dr. Leigh has 
intimated.

But how could she feel better when she knew – okay she admitted that she did know – that Matt was getting 
something more out of that client that her money?  She tried to look at their life from his point of view.  She had 
been extremely hard to live with since her cancer was diagnosed.  One treatment option after another had not 
panned out and now the last resort had been declared a failure.  She was given a few months at the most.

Matt would be home in a couple of hours.  Unless he called again and said he would be late.
How could you abandon me when I’ve never needed you more?
She called him some choice names out loud.  That felt good.  Maybe she would let him have it when he came 

through the door.  She paced, energized by her bitter hatred, rehearsing the coming scene.
Then she stopped.  Wait.  If she told him she was dying, what would he do then?  Would he just leave her 

completely?  God knows things had been rocky since her diagnosis.  Matt had never dealt well with illness, his 
own or others, and hadn’t displayed many moments of graciousness lately.  Mostly just impatience and 
exasperation.

No, she wouldn’t tell him.  But she would have to do something.
*****

Five hundred people got into cars, onto buses and bicycles, or just started walking toward the antique 
district.

*****

She called in the next day, Friday, and quit her job.  Her boss said she had five days of vacation pay coming, 
and he’d see if they could keep her on the payroll for two more weeks.

After she hung up she thought how odd it was that she had told her boss she was terminal, and not her 
husband.

The weekend was pleasant.  She could tell Matt sensed that something was drastically different, some line 
had been crossed, but he had no way of knowing what it was.  Maybe he suspected she knew of his affair.  She 
didn’t tell him she had quit her job, but pondered how she was going to keep him from knowing.  And why she 
wanted to.

As she watched him flip the burgers on the stove Sunday night she wondered if she had been too hasty. 
Maybe he wasn’t having an affair.  Her overwrought state could be making her imagine things.  Maybe the client 
had merely been in the shop and that overpowering smell stayed with Matt after she left.

She seemed to have more energy than she’d had in a long time and jumped up to get the salads as he pushed 
the patties onto the plates she had set on the dining room table.  The meal was restful and they watched out the 
window in a companionable silence as the winter sun sparked its radiance into the sky just before it died for the 
day.

*****

Some people arrived a little too soon and found ways to loiter until the appointed time.  Others circled the 
block looking for parking spaces.  The four-tiered garage at the corner filled up and cars started entering the one 
two blocks away.

*****

It was a relief to quit her job, but she missed the people after just two days.  Two busy days, though.  There 
was an urgency to her life, now, since she knew if was finite.  The first thing she did was clean the house from 
top to bottom.  Amazing how much better she felt without the deadly treatments.  Dr. Leigh’s prescribed pain 
relievers gave her a sense of floating above the world, but didn’t seem to prevent her energy from flowing.

By the time Matt got home she made sure she was dressed in her regular working clothes so he would think 
she went to work.  She tried to act tired from work, but he noticed how bubbly she was and attributed it, rightly, 
to her condition.  Wrong condition, though.



“You’re bouncing back from this last treatment, Mel.  Maybe something’s finally working.”
“I hope so,” she murmured, sipping the wine he had so gallantly poured.  She rested her head on his 

shoulder as they watched a movie on television, smiling when he started snoring softly halfway through the 
picture.

*****

Nearly five hundred people blew up their balloons, mostly red, ready to for the next step.
*****

Now that Mel knew exactly what to expect, a weight was lifted.  It was wonderful to know that her last days 
on earth wouldn’t be lived in the torment she’d undergone for months.  She didn’t have to worry about how 
many pain pills she took because the end was so near.  And she didn’t have to dread an unknown future. 
Somehow, she didn’t really dread her end.

The next day, Wednesday, Melissa decided to go through her closet and dispose of her clothing and jewelry. 
She pulled a box out of the closet and discovered a cache of old photographs she’d forgotten all about.  It was 
great fun to go through them.  Sort of a summing up of her life.  She wondered vaguely what would happen to 
her photographs, her books, her favorite set of china.  Maybe it was the painkiller, but she couldn’t get too 
worked up about it.

As she drew a picture of Matt on the beach out of the bottom of the box she heard his voice downstairs.  A 
glance at the clock showed it to be noon.  He didn’t usually come home from his antique shop in the middle of 
the day, usually ate in the store and gave the employees a lunch hour.

She was about to call to him when she heard another voice.  A female voice.  A chuckle, then a grating laugh. 
Footfalls sounded on the stairs and Melissa smoothly shoved the box into the closet and followed it in, pulling 
the door shut behind her.

The next hour was torture.  She hunkered in the dark and listened to her husband confirm her fears, the ones 
she had dismissed as irrational.  She recognized the society dame’s harsh smoker’s voice and heard the clank of 
her bracelets as the mattress – the mattress to her bed -- gave creaking noises and the headboard whacked the 
wall in a way Melissa didn’t recall it ever doing.

After some sickening sweet talk they took an interminable amount of time getting reclothed and leaving.  As 
Melissa heard the front door slam she burst out of the closet and looked at the bed in horror.  One of them, 
probably not Matt, had made it up so neatly she would never have known.  She knew she wouldn’t sleep there 
again.  She would feign nausea and take up residency on the den couch.

*****

Almost five hundred people gathered outside the shop, Matt’s antiques, their balloons swaying in the slight 
breeze, strings becoming tangled.  Some of them began to laugh.

*****

She had read about flash mobs in the paper.  The first one she heard of, at Grand Central Station, was a 
gathering of people who burst into applause at the Hyatt Hotel for fifteen seconds.  Others consisted of people 
all going to a certain store and asking to see the same rug or pair of shoes.  According to one report, the appeal 
of the flash mob was its lack of agenda.  Folks got the message on their pagers, their computers, or their cell 
phones, then willingly, eagerly, convened at the appointed place and time and followed the instructions given on 
their various electronic devices.

The gatherings were mostly innocuous, with a few exceptions, one being a photographer who was beaten by 
the event organizer.  The report in today’s paper, hinting that the fad was likely to die out soon, spurred her to 
make up her mind quickly.  The idea she’d hatched seemed perfect.  The cover it would afford was ideal.  She 
knew Matt’s gun would be in the drawer at work where he always kept it.  There was one at home and one in the 
shop.  They had both taken the course required by the licensing people when they bought the guns.  Matt’s 
valuable inventory had decided him to get the first one, then it seemed only right to have one to defend the 
house also.



Melissa looked at her watch.  Time to go.  The note was written which would explain everything.  She tucked 
it into the bottom of the desk drawer, next to her insurance policy which named Matt as the beneficiary, put on 
her coat, and left.

*****

Matt looked out the front window.  The street was full of people carrying balloons.  They started into the 
shop.  One balloon caught on the ceiling fan and popped.  The mob twittered.

“No!”  shouted Matt.  “You can’t come in here.  Get out!”  He flapped his hands and even pushed a couple 
of them, but some of the crowd forced their way in.  Dozens of mobbers filled the shop and the ones that didn’t 
fit pressed up against the window, all getting as close together as they could.

“Hi Matt.”  He whirled around.  Melissa had come in the back way.  She smiled.
“What is going on?” he called to her, fighting his way to her side.  He grabbed her arm.
“Come into the office with me, Matt,” she said, putting her lips next to his ear.
Puzzled, he followed her.
The crowd grew eerily silent.  Matt closed the door.  Mel went behind his desk, drew the gun from the 

drawer and brought it slowly up in front of her.  Matt froze.
The mobbers checked their watches.
Melissa checked hers.  She pointed the gun at Matt with her gloved hand, just to see what he would do.
“Mel,” he breathed, hyperventilating.  “What are you doing?”
“Saying goodbye, Matt.”  She knew his were the only fingerprints on the gun.  As five hundred balloons 

popped, Melissa pulled the trigger.
Those nearest the office noticed the sound, in spite of the noise.  Melissa had calculated correctly.  The first 

ones into the room drew the conclusion she had planned.  Matt was standing over her body.  His prints were on 
the gun.  Five different cell phones were used to call Nine One One and the response was instantaneous, since 
the police, suspicious of the mob, had converged outside.

The note was found in a search of the house.  It instructed the authorities to question Matt if anything 
happened to her.  Matt was convicted within a year and sentenced to life in prison.

Fin
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“I am called Dréoteth.”
I enunciated each syllable slowly, unable to abide the pleasure of his death with the wrong name on his lips.
Dray-o-teth.
It was the first time I have uttered it in—I do not know how long. Decades. Centuries.  Mister Mathan, a prominent member  

of society, now knows exactly who and what has been picking off the citizens of Malmsbury.
I worry not for my safety. The dead tell no tales.
If the villagers knew what an atrocity walks among them, as one of them, they would look upon me with horror rather than  

intrigue and curiosity. But they do not.
The people have no idea that the scribe in their midst is the one responsible for their nightmares, for the dark whispers in the  

corners of the inns and taverns.
I have been here for six months and have chosen my prey wisely. I have not attacked them in groups even though I have been  

tempted. Sometimes I want to change right before their eyes and watch them flee en masse, terror thick on the air, their screams  
layered one over the other.

In this subtle way, taking one victim at a time, I can stretch out the duration of my stay and study them. The townsfolk have  
concocted many stories about the unexpected disappearances; one rumor insists that one of their own has gone insane. Another is that  
a curse has been placed upon the village by a troupe of gypsies that passed through not long before I arrived here.

A random stroke of luck, that, since it throws any suspicion off me. As a newer member of their small society, any ill news or  
bad omens and strange deaths might be blamed upon the man they know the least about.

In an attempt to blend in better, I gave them a false name when I arrived. Here in the village of Malmsbury, they know me as  
Nehemiah Trimble. I amuse myself with these trivial little details. Centuries past, I never bothered to try and integrate or get to  
know them. There is danger in doing this, which I suppose is part of the lure. In a fit of brash honesty, I admit that humans have  
always been nothing more than food in my mind, not worthy of my time or commitment. They are prey, and I am a predator. I found  
their trials and tribulations tedious. Humans fret and worry over nonsensical things.

However, the longer I spend amongst them, the more I find myself annoyingly intrigued. There are several men in this town with  
intellects almost as big as their egos and on more than one occasion we have engaged in interesting conversation. I find myself seeking  
their company out, shockingly, and could swear that they seek mine out also. I wish that did not fill me with a sense of satisfaction.  
They are only men, after all, vastly inferior and I know in time they will prove that their true worth is in how well they fill my belly.

In another contradiction, I find myself loathe to target those with artistic skill; painters, architects, musicians. I am secretly  
fascinated by their abilities, as much as I wish I was not.

A woman who serves here at the inn, Eugenia Bailey, bears watching. It is almost as if she can peel open the layers of a person  
and take a look inside. I know, because I caught her doing it to me and it was most unsettling.

For a rare moment, I thought she knew my secret.
I have not lived this long to be disabled by a glance, no matter how incisive, and dismissed the notion immediately. I will see her,  

in fact I will see them all again on the morrow. There is a great festival planned and while they revel, I will do my best not to be  
incited by their energy.

For now the candle burns low and the hour grows late.
Dréoteth.

The distorted image that stared back at him in the looking glass resembled a gentleman. His coat, black wool 
with matching trim, fit loose from his shoulders to his thighs. Layered underneath, a black vest and white shirt 
added contrast but he cast a critical eye on the snug breeches that tapered down into knee high boots.

They were gray, the color of ashes, and he considered changing them to match his coat.
When Dréoteth realized that he was dawdling over his appearance like some normal human, he snorted.
Humans and their wardrobes, in his grandiose opinion, were too bright, too frilly, too overdone. If he 

weren’t careful, he would next be shuffling through wigs and ruffles and lace kerchiefs that had absolutely no 
business anywhere in the vicinity of a man. The thought was laughable if he’d been the type given to fits of 
amused whimsy.

He was not.
Austere. Over-confident. Aggressive. Those were words that better suited him. 
Weak fingers of light, the last hurrah of a dying dusk, painted the spartan room more orange than ochre. It 

turned his olive skin a jaundiced hue and streaked his jet-black hair with bronze.



He stalked to a small desk under the open window and collected his journal from the surface. The covering, 
brown leather worn soft from so many handlings sported no name, no marking, no initials. He took it to the 
armoire and crouched down in front of it. Setting the book on the floor, he gave it a shove and watched it 
disappear into the space beneath. He wasn’t too concerned with someone stealing it. Any unfortunate soul daring 
to invade his room would meet with an unpleasant, permanent end.

A moment later he stepped into the gloomy hallway, closing the door behind him. Mellow candlelight 
flickered from sconces on the walls, too far spaced to chase the shadows away. He would not have been 
hindered had the corridor been totally black. 

He encountered no one as he descended three floors to the main room. 
The Rose and Lion Inn was said to be the best in Malmsbury, a fact he found ironic considering there were 

only two. After observing both for several days prior to his official arrival, Dréoteth found that this one served 
his purposes better than its smaller rival, Cantley’s. The Rose and Lion backed up to a sweeping forest, giving him 
some sort of cover if he suddenly needed it. Cantley’s sat in the middle of the village, providing less protection if 
he found himself on the wrong end of a hunt.

 “Good evening, Mister Trimble.”
The intrusion of his name into his thoughts ended them abruptly. He glanced through the empty room to 

the diminutive woman behind the bar.
He smiled, a slow curve that didn’t expose any teeth.
“Mistress Bailey. Are you not attending the festival?” he asked, weaving through the maze of vacant tables 

with uncanny grace. Arriving at the counter, he rested a hand there, long fingers spare of rings or adornment.
He stared across at the redheaded, gray-eyed woman and drew in her scent: apples, wine, spice, meat and 

rose soap. It was always some combination of food and flowers.
She lifted her chin and maintained eye contact, drying the goblet in her hands with quick, nervous swipes.
“When Jared relieves me of my shift, yes. You may call me Nia, if it pleases,” she said.
He thought Miss Eugenia Bailey must not be overly fond of her given name, because this was the fourth 

time, at least, that she’d briskly offered an alternative. Intrigued, he watched her present a feisty façade while her 
fidgety body language suggested unease in his presence.

She set the heavy goblet down, snapped the small towel onto the counter and regarded him with that look.
The one that was too sweet to be suspicious and too knowing to be ignored.
In one fell swoop, she set the situation on edge. He stared at her from lidded eyes, nostrils flaring. The 

predator in him felt challenged by her boldness, real or perceived.
Sixty seconds passed in unrelenting tension until she glanced down at the counter and cleared her throat. The 

ends of the towel, already fraying, were now shredded into skinny strips. She picked and picked and pried and 
tugged.

Mollified by her retreat, his aggression eased.
 “I will consider it, Mistress Bailey.” There was a scratch and rasp to his voice that hadn't been there before.
Her voice cracked with a meek question, eyes downcast. “Will you have a drink before you go?”
He didn’t realize he’d leaned a few inches closer until he straightened to step away from the counter for the 

doors.  Fighting for diplomacy he didn’t feel, he said, “No, but thank you. Perhaps I will see you at the festival.”
The woman tried his patience like no other.
“Have a good time, Mister Trimble!” She sounded stubbornly cheery.
He paused just before he stepped out, looking back, half expecting to see her smiling and waving. She smiled 

and waved when he looked, like they had not just traded several minutes of awkward friction.
Humans were the most confusing creatures on earth. The door whispered closed on his shadow.

***

Eugenia exhaled a breath she didn't realize she was holding. Positive she hadn't imagined the threat she felt 
in the air, she willed her heart back into a normal rhythm and released her white knuckled grip on the towel.

Nehemiah Trimble remained an enigma. They had passed like ships in the night for months and she was no 
closer to knowing him, really knowing him, than she had been when he arrived. None of the other women knew 
him any better than she. Nor did any of the men she’d been brazen enough to ask. They knew the simple things; 



that he was six months new to the town, that he was living at the Rose and Lion, and that he worked as a scribe 
for scholars.

Usually, she had no trouble getting to know anyone. Exuberant and merry, she asserted her goodwill and 
compassion onto the citizens and people responded in kind. Except for the shoemaker, grumpy Mister Rou, who 
scowled and fussed and tried to pretend he wasn’t charmed by her smiles.

She wiped down the already clean bar and set a clean stack of trenchers on the back counter. Everyone was 
at the festival and business would be slow until morning.

Jared, the lumbering, giant man who tended the Inn at night, ambled in the side door a few minutes later. 
Blocky and bulky, he had the finesse of a bull in a china shop but fists the size of warhammers; it kept any 
rabble-rousers in check in the off hours. He had sandy blonde hair and gray eyes so light they almost looked 
white. His clothing consisted of a threadbare muslin shirt and dark suspenders that helped hold up tan colored 
breeches.

 Eugenia perked when she saw him, putting away the last of the goblets she’d washed.
“I am off to the festival, Jared. I do not think you will be too busy tonight.” Eugenia didn't expect a verbal 

answer from Jared, who preferred silence to speaking. Always.
She patted his arm on her way by, whisked out from behind the counter, and hurried to the door.
Eugenia left the Inn for her small cottage nestled at the very edge of the woods, hurrying past the stables 

where horses nickered when they heard her go by. It wasn’t her own, this little house, but she always warmed at 
the sight of it. Ivy twisted up the outer walls like skinny, seeking fingers. Leaves draped down from broad 
branches overhead, creating a whispering rustle on the roof that she’d grown used to over time.

Now she found it charming instead of annoying.
Most of the merry flowers lining the cobbled walk were starting to wane as the season inched toward winter. 

Patches of snapdragons and broad-faced pansies surrounded roses of red, pink and yellow. Morning glory twined 
around the post of a birdhouse in the yard.

The lock on the door had been broken for some time and she swished inside, closing it soundly behind her.
“I am home, Honey!” She smiled, amused at the ritual of announcing her arrival.
A small living room sat to the right, a kitchen to the left, and a harrowing, rickety staircase between led up to 

the loft. Straight ahead, two bedrooms split off a short hall.
Bypassing the living room, Eugenia all but ran into her bedroom. A plaintive meow greeted her from the 

bed. The cat, roused from its sleep, yawned and sat up. Honey had been her companion for six years, twelve 
days and four hours. They shared a great affection and she paused to pet and coo, earning a lazy lick along the 
end of her nose.

Moonlight poured through the window in an elegant stream, bathing the dress she’d laid out in anticipation 
of the festival. It was the best one she owned, bought back in the spring after months of careful saving and 
planning for just this occasion. Burgundy and cream brocade, it had a fitted bodice, full sleeves and embroidery 
along the hem. Without any help, it took her fifteen minutes to change. At least it laced up the front instead of 
the back.

She traded her dusty work slippers for a newer pair and brushed her hair without the benefit of a looking 
glass, leaving the wavy tresses shining gloriously down her back.

“I will be home late, Honey. Do not wait up for me!” She scratched the purring feline gently under the chin, 
laughing, and had just straightened when she heard rustling outside the open window. The crack of a twig drew 
her gaze there immediately. All she could see were deep shadows made by the trees. Eugenia had never feared 
for her safety until several members of Malmsbury society went missing.

The silence stretched thin, expectant, as if someone was standing just outside the window against the wall, 
listening to her. Honey’s ears flattened and she darted off the bed and under it, disappearing from sight. Eugenia 
saw it in periphery because she couldn’t take her eyes off the window. Any second a dark silhouette was going to 
blot out the moonlight, sinister and scary, intent on dragging her into the woods.

Eugenia Bailey wasn’t having it. 
Picking up a heavy stick that she’d set by her bed, she stalked to the window.
“Who goes there?” she shouted.
Leaning out with the stick raised, ready to strike, she glanced left and right.



No one waited on either side. She scoured the shadows and found nothing suspicious.
“A deer then,” she surmised, pulling back inside with an indignant huff. It didn’t explain Honey’s strange 

dive off the bed or the eerie feeling of being stalked. Deliberately, she put it from her mind. She’d been listening 
to far too many rumors flying about town.

She leaned the stick against the wall and briskly left the cottage; the festivities were well under way and time 
was wasting.

***

The Fall Festival was the biggest event of the year. Families came out in droves to celebrate the harvest, 
participate in games, and to see and be seen.  Dréoteth, with his hands clasped behind his back, strolled along the 
heavily decorated main street on the way to the field. Chrysanthemum wreaths hung on the doors of every shop 
and squat pumpkins sat on the stoops. Haystacks, low candles, awkwardly shaped gourds and scarecrows with 
potato sack faces all added to the ambiance.

Children ran amuck, absolutely frenzied with excitement. Barefoot, carefree, hair wild, they shrieked and 
whooped and hollered, running circles around the festivities.

Bales of hay were stacked everywhere in no certain pattern. They provided more than just seating—they 
became obstacle courses for the children.  Up and down, around and around.

Dréoteth took a few steadying breaths. Their darting to and fro threatened his careful control. He waited 
until there was a break in the madness and entered the clearing.

Long tables were set up on the perimeter, loaded with food. Baskets of apples, pears and peaches flanked 
platters of roasted pork and fragrant duck.  Casks of wine sat at each end with tankards and goblets lined up in 
rows.

Some of the women wore their better dresses with the necklines scooped low, gossiping about fabric and 
style and embellishment. There was a hierarchy here, as in most societies, and it was easy to detect the affluent by 
the cut and expense of their cloth. Men stood in notable groups; the farmers over there, the merchants over 
here, and the scholars apart from the rest. No matter what group, most doubled as warriors and had swords 
attached to belts at their hips. The disappearing residents of Malmsbury assured that the men were armed at all 
times.

Musicians took up a corner and played for dancers that made intricate circles in the center of the haystacks. 
The crisp evening boasted a clear moon glowing brightly in a black velvet sky. Bonfires spewed serpents of 
smoke into the air, casting a flickering orange glow across the dark landscape.

He headed for the group of scholars, nodding a greeting to a few couples along the way. It had taken him 
only a few weeks of intent scrutiny to learn the proper etiquette of polite society.

“Mister Trimble, a pleasure to see you again.”
“Mister Trimble.”
“Good evening.”
Greetings overlapped each other as he reached the circle of distinctive men. William Tuttle sported a cane, a 

round belly, and had lost all but four strands of silver-gray hair; Ronald Upham stood tall and lean like himself 
with a hawkish profile that reminded Dréoteth of a bird; Meyer Lyon, younger by a decade than his counterparts, 
was fit and hale with a full head of dark hair. Tuttle and Upham were attired in expensive surcotes and had an 
unflappable presence while Meyer wore black chausses and a leather hauberk of sturdy quality.

“Gentlemen. I trust the festivities are getting off to a good start?” Dréoteth asked.
“I'd rather be next to the fire with a good book,” Upham said. He had an imperious lift to his chin and he 

stared at the dancers skeptically.
“There is more to life than reading, Upham.” Tuttle scolded his hawkish companion, disinterested in the 

complicated steps that he had long forgotten in favor of other, less strenuous pursuits.
“Says the man who tears through three books a week,” Upham said. He scoffed, drawing laughter from 

Tuttle and Lyon.
Dréoteth examined each man in turn as they spoke, pulling in their distinctive scents with a slow, 

unobtrusive breath. Experience had taught him how to be subtle about these unusual habits of his. He smiled 



faintly at the banter, recalling from prior conversations that Tuttle and Upham were both avid and unapologetic 
readers. He glanced at Meyer Lyon when the man suddenly pinned a direct, jovial question on him.

“What of you, Mister Trimble? Tell us what you think of Malmsbury’s annual Fall Festival.”
“I hope it will be more exciting than standing here conversing about books with the lot of you.” His wry 

statement earned a rumble of laughter.
Dréoteth had only discovered his own love for the written word mere decades before. There was much to be 

learned of the ways of men between the covers of a book. One such work, an old diary he’d happened upon, 
inspired him to keep a journal of his own. Unfortunately, he’d found his entries somewhat lackluster and staid.

He hunted, he killed, he slept.
All the drama he recorded was about other people’s lives. There were no conspiracies or touching deaths or 

mystifying puzzles revolving around him. Which was exactly the way he wanted it. The redundant entries 
ceaselessly reminded him, however, of the limited scope of his life. A restless mind had first led him into the 
outskirts of humanity. The curious things he found, both annoying and intriguing, held him sway. His loathing 
for them fluctuated wildly sometimes, tipping between volatile and temperate.

A trio of passing horses led by a farmer shied violently, straining their leads. They drug the man ten feet 
before he regained control. Tossing their heads, wild and unruly, they seemed to startle in the direction of the 
scholars.

Tuttle, Meyer and Upham observed the incident with perplexed expressions.
“I say, that's a strange thing,” Tuttle said.
“It is a rather large crowd.” Upham, barely bothered by the uproar, decided it was the chaos.
Dréoteth subdued the urge to bare his teeth and growl at the horses. He was their natural enemy, as hungry 

to destroy them as they were to flee. In his time here, he had taken care to avoid them in the presence of others. 
People would start to suspect something if every animal he came into contact with had such a vehement 
reaction. It created a tedious and treacherous environment.

He glanced around like the others, frowning, feigning confusion. He spied hound dogs across the field that 
had also picked up his scent but their baying seemed random from this distance.

“Perhaps the dogs?” Dréoteth suggested.
“Perhaps,” Meyer said, glancing away from the horses. “Probably the children, too.” Several waved sticks 

and screamed as they ran.
The scholars were content to let the odd occurrence pass.
“So, Mister Trimble, to pick up where our last conversation left off--” Tuttle was interrupted by a sweet, 

high-pitched voice closing in from their left.
“Meyer Lyon! You come dance with me this instant!” Miss Merriweather marched their direction with 

determination. Petite and dark with rosy cheeks, she smiled charmingly. The peach frock skimmed her slim 
frame, her fingers pinching the skirts to hold them a few inches off the ground.

Meyer laughed and bowed chivalrously. “Or what?”
“Or I will go find Henry Bower and dance with him instead!” She helped herself to Meyer’s elbow when she 

arrived and smiled a greeting to the men.
“Henry Bower has bowed legs and dances like a chicken,” Meyer scoffed.
“Chickens do not dance,” she laughed.
“And if they did,” Meyer said, feigning seriousness. “They would dance just like that.”
“Did we hear something about dancing?”  Tuttle and Upham’s wives arrived, smiling, apparently intent to 

disrupt the men. 
“Oh, the wives.” Tuttle sighed melodramatically. He rocked back and forth on his shoes and stamped his 

cane once for emphasis. 
 “There is more to life than discussing business and books, Tuttle. I have not seen you dance in quite some 

time.” Meyer’s dark eyes gleamed with mischief.  He was regarded as one of the most eligible bachelors in 
Malmsbury after his wife of ten years perished tragically two seasons past. He was also known for his good-
natured bantering. 

 “Dancing, pah.” Tuttle voiced his discontent and clutched his cane while his wife plucked and picked at the 
arm of his coat. 



She was thin next to his roundness with a pretty face and fair hair touched with silver at the temples. Missus 
Tuttle wore her age well. 

“Oh come now! It's been an age since we danced,” she said. 
“It will be another age before I do so again!” Tuttle announced, before whispering conspiratorially to 

Dréoteth. “Don’t ever marry.” 
“I will heed your advice well.” Dréoteth replied. The feigned gravity made the men chuckle. 
Regarding them all with a neutral smile, hands loosely clasped behind him, he watched as the couples 

retreated to dance. He was perplexed at the interactions. How the women cajoled the men and although they 
complained, they pandered to their whims. 

Women rarely ever approached him, for any reason, so he was not subject to the ridiculous displays he had 
just witnessed. Eugenia Bailey was the exception, although even she hadn’t gone so far as to touch his arm or ask 
for escort. 

While the men took their places amongst the lines and waited for new music to start, Dréoteth strolled the 
perimeter of the gathering. He took care to appear casual rather than like he was hunting—which was exactly 
what he was doing. He took the opportunity to examine the townsfolk while they were unaware of his scrutiny. 

Many people were already well into their cups, laughing drunkenly, and several couples slipped away into 
deeper shadows only to return a short time later with leaves in their hair and their clothes askew. Some of these 
would have been prime targets, but Dréoteth was not yet ready to kill. Tuttle was also a good choice; too slow to 
move quickly and the extra mass around his middle made for a tasty meal. 

Even as he considered the scholar, he found himself reluctant to end his life. It was a startling revelation. 
Rarely, if ever, did he second-guess the slaughter of humans.  Curious over his own hesitation, he stood at the far 
end of the clearing, not directly involved but not apart from the festivities.

***

A small girl, no more than seven or eight, broke away from the other rowdy children. Directly, without 
pausing to ask permission from her mother and without any trace of fear, she ran past the haystacks for 
Dréoteth. She halted before him and stretched out her tiny hand, extending a bright yellow dandelion. A pale 
halo of curly blonde hair framed her face. 

“Is this for me?” Dréoteth asked, glancing down. His lips thinned faintly at her intrusion.
She nodded, smiling, dimples appearing in her cherubic cheeks.  With her other hand, she reached up to 

impatiently push a few strands away from her mouth. 
He took the weed with care and examined it as if it were the most precious of flowers, as delicate as the girl 

who gave it to him. 
“Then I shall wear it proudly,” he said, tucking the dandelion into one of the buttonholes on his coat. As a 

rule he avoided children at all times, finding them irritating and noisome. This particular one surprised him with 
her fearless charm.

They made a sweet cameo against the celebratory backdrop. Not one of the townsfolk could have guessed 
that the small child stood before the very man who had made four of their citizens disappear. 

She performed a miniature curtsy, short legs bobbing her down and up in a flawless imitation of women 
thrice her age. Her dress, a haggard thing three different colors of brown and dirty at the hem, proclaimed her as 
one of the less privileged.

“What is your name?” she asked. 
The abrupt question nearly caught Dréoteth off guard and he bit his real name back in favor of the fake one. 

“Nehemiah Trimble. Yours?” 
“Miss Thea!” Exuberant, she hid a giggle behind her grubby hands. Dréoteth thought she had the palest pair 

of green eyes he'd ever seen. In contrast, his own were a vibrant blue.
He spared her a scant smile, head and shoulders bowed just enough to make eye contact less of a strain on 

her little neck. 
“Mistress Thea. I shall not forget it, or your thoughtful gift.” In retrospect, he thought he sounded almost 

gallant. On the heels of that, he realized that he was standing there chatting with a mere child. A human child. He 
should be choosing a victim from the herd and instead here he was, coddling one. 



“Charming the ladies, Mister Trimble?” Eugenia asked, approaching the two with a smile. 
Dréoteth straightened his posture and glanced aside. Eugenia Bailey, with her lively eyes and freckled 

complexion, annoyed him. She didn't have a reedy voice or an ugly face and yet he discovered that she put him 
on edge. 

Perhaps his victim had inadvertently come to him. Thea darted away with another giggle, leaving the pair 
alone.

“My attempts are poor, since they keep running away. If you will excuse me, Mistress Bailey, I was just about 
to find dinner.” Without waiting for her to forestall him, he inclined his head and stepped around her.

***

Eugenia opened her mouth to speak and closed it when she found herself summarily dismissed. Staring after 
him, she balled her small hands into fists at her sides.  She had intended to apologize and try to open what she 
hoped would be enlightening dialogue. Instead, she wound up alone.

She had heard rumors of his lengthy conversations with Tuttle, Upham and Lyon and itched to probe past 
the indifferent veneer he always presented.

Perhaps he wouldn’t seem so threatening if she could just understand his mind.
She muttered under her breath, watching until the crowd obliterated him from view.
Rather than follow and force her company, she allowed one of the farmer's sons to lead her into the dance. 

She was a little stilted in poise and grace but her partner, the handsome and sought after Thom Liston, never 
noticed. 

When the music came to an end, Eugenia found herself standing next to Meyer Lyon. She added her 
applause for the musicians, dipped Thom a curtsy, and took advantage of Miss Merriweather being absconded by 
another partner to face Meyer. 

“Mister Lyon, I wonder if you could answer a few questions for me,” she asked. 
Meyer, following Miss Merriweather and her partner with his eyes, glanced down. “Of course, Miss Bailey. 

Let us get a drink and get out of the dancers way.” He offered her his elbow gallantly.
She slid her fingers under his arm, grinning, and let him lead her between the bales of hay toward the 

refreshments. “I wanted to ask you about Nehemiah.”
Meyer chuckled. “Let me guess. You want to know if there is any particular woman he has his eye on.”
“Of course not! I mean—well—is there?”  Eugenia hadn’t intended to ask any such thing. Meyer piqued her 

curiosity with the thought there was a woman Nehemiah might be interested in. What kind of woman would he 
like? She knew all the single girls in town and she found herself impatient to know whether it was a dainty miss, a 
snobby one, or something in between. 

Meyer glanced down, grinning like a he-devil. “If there is, she is the best kept secret in Malmsbury. As far as 
I know, he has not shown interest in any of them. Some men are like that, though. They keep their secrets close 
to the chest.”

They passed a row of children bobbing for apples and stepped up to a long table. Meyer picked up a goblet 
and gestured at one of the wine casks. 

She nodded, distracted with their conversation. 
“Has he confided anything else to you of late? I know the last time we spoke, you did not know where his 

family was from, or even where Nehemiah was born.” 
Meyer filled the goblet halfway and handed it to her. He filled a tankard with mead for himself. “I know 

nothing new. He does not seem to enjoy discussing his past.”
“Thank you.” She took the cup and had a sip, rolling the taste of the wine across her tongue. “I cannot 

manage to get past ‘Hello’ or ‘How are you’ with him.”
“Are you interested in Mister Trimble, Miss Bailey?”
She choked on her wine, coughing delicately. Rounding on him with wide eyes, she said, “Have you taken 

leave of your senses? Indeed not!” 
“Really?” Meyer’s dark eyes glittered with amusement. He led her toward the tug of war game about to start. 

“I wonder then, why you are so curious about him.”
“I am curious about every new resident of Malmsbury.” 



“I seem to recall that you could not be bothered when –“
“Mind yourself, Meyer Lyon.”
“—when Ixworth Buxlowe arrived.”
She scoffed and rolled her eyes. “I cannot even say his name without tying my tongue in a knot.”
“If you had come to know him, instead of pretending he did not exist, you could have become familiar 

enough to call him Ixy, or perhaps Buxo.” 
“You are quite lucky I do not have a sharp object,” she informed him archly. 
Meyer barked a laugh, patted her arm in a brotherly fashion, and left her with the line of other women at the 

end of the rope. 
Eugenia realized that once again, she had discovered no inroads or insights into the elusive Nehemiah 

Trimble.
***

The celebration lasted late into the evening.  Food and drink were consumed in startling amounts, children 
ran wild, and the townsfolk engaged in contests that Dréoteth refused to participate in. 

There was a watermelon seed-spitting contest that he found repulsive, a potato sack race, bobbing for apples 
and a pie-eating contest where the contestants ended up wearing more food than they ate. Half the time he was 
disgusted, wondering why he walked amongst these heathens like he was one of them. The other half he spent 
bemused and troubled. 

At midnight, old farmer Thornton invited all the kids into the back of his wagon. Hay bales lined the 
wooden sides, used as seats and leaning posts.

Even from a distance Dréoteth could tell that one of the adults riding along was telling the children a scary 
story. Their faces were rapt, eyes wide, tension tightening the slim structure of their bodies. Some sat huddled 
together, clearly enjoying the thrill. He smelled their anxiety like he smelled the smoke from the bonfires. His 
senses were razor sharp, as any good predators should be.

He followed the wagon with his eyes while it made a circuit of the clearing and wound up staring across the 
distance at Eugenia Bailey. 

Sitting next to Thea on a bale of hay, she locked gazes with him.  None of the other women ever held his 
eyes so boldly. They always glanced away if he caught them looking, blushes on their cheeks, pretending like it 
never happened at all. 

He stared until she grew uncomfortable and finally glanced away. Eugenia Bailey played a dangerous game. 
He didn’t know if she baited him on purpose or whether she genuinely didn’t recognize her folly. 

Meyer Lyon joined him, providing a timely distraction, and they spoke at length about Tuttle's idea of 
opening a School of Higher Learning. The village was far too small for a University, they both agreed, but the 
School would be a step in the right direction. It could pave the way for such a venture in generations to come. 
Meyer always enjoyed discussing the possibilities with him, going so far to mention interest in a teaching position 
even though he owned and worked a rather large farm on the edge of town. 

Dréoteth steered the topic away from subtle inquiries of his supposed job as a scribe, a convenient lie to 
allow him to mingle in society better. He did know how to read and write the English language, a task that had 
taken him some few years to learn, but he did not actively pursue a steady position. It gave him opportunity 
however, to get close to ancient tomes and tablets of some renown, which he enjoyed trying to translate when he 
could get his hands on them. 

He was rarely around long enough for anyone to get suspicious about how he supported himself. 
It was conversations like these that put doubt into Dréoteth's mind. Doubt about killing them. The longer he 

lived in their midst, the more he found himself morbidly attracted to human interaction.  Some of them had 
intriguing ideas about the earth and the stars, things he had never given much thought to before now. 

Meyer Lyon's intelligence was nothing to trifle with, either, and he took care to give nothing unusual away. 
The citizens of Malmsbury started to stagger home in waves when a fine mist crept over the treetops, 

threatening to blanket the landscape and obliterate the low hanging moon. Dréoteth separated from Meyer with 
a final goodbye and a surprising promise to visit him tomorrow. 



Most of the adults were inebriated to some degree and he saw several opportunities for hunting as he 
departed the clearing: one man staggering into the woods toward his cabin; two women arm in arm, laughing, 
paying scant attention to their surroundings; Tuttle and his jovial wife making their way to a wagon drawn by two 
horses that would take them to their farm on the edge of town. They made it almost too easy.

He saw Eugenia Bailey, her cheeks high with color, unsteadily waltzing in the general direction of home. He 
knew where her cottage was. He’d seen it once from the air. She earned his full regard for exactly thirty seconds 
before his mind was made. The nearest shadow belonged to a building lining the main street and Dréoteth sank 
into the confining darkness to hide his malicious intent. 

He followed her by scent rather than sight, silent now that he was actually hunting. His boots made no sound 
at all on the ground and his posture, should anyone have gotten a glimpse of him, was absolutely predatory. He 
didn't crouch or hunch or creep through the shadows, he stalked. 

The fog grew thick and cloying around the buildings, reducing visibility to less than ten feet. Just before the 
gauzy mist swallowed her whole, he saw her glance back. He noticed the wariness in her astute gaze, recognized 
the first trickle of fear. Even with several goblets of wine in her system, this woman was still intuitive. Not for 
the first time, Dréoteth wondered if humans had an extra sense that allowed them to detect danger. Something 
they were barely even aware of, ingrained into the core so deep that they couldn't separate it from senses much 
easier to define and explain. 

He didn't allow her to see him.  Stepping away from the last building, he took three large, lunging strides and 
launched into the air. At first it seemed like he wouldn't do anything other than fall flat on his face. 

But then, then, his lean body grew ultra streamlined. When his arms snapped out to the sides, they became 
wings. The change happened smooth and effortless, his olive skin growing scales, his maw filled with needle 
sharp teeth. Hard ridges protruded above the slits of his eyes, along his sinuous spine and around the oval shape 
of his nostrils. Smaller hooks ran the length of his tail, which ended not in the shape of a spade or something 
equally devilish, but a tapered point. The wedge-silhouette of his head looked sleek instead of blocky.

Dragons of lore were often described as bulky and large, but this creature was serpentine. Snake-shaped. 
Built for stealth and speed. 

An iridescent blue sheen gleamed across his black scales whenever moonlight struck it just right.
Climbing above the foggy veil, he glided over treetops.  Below, Eugenia was nothing more than a vague 

presence of heat with the fog between them. Guided by that and the sound of her running feet, he sliced down 
through the mist at a wicked, deadly angle. Under his belly, his talons curled tight and close, his long tail 
whipping behind him for turns and balance. 

***

Something felt strange about the night. Eugenia couldn't say what made her glance back, or start running. 
Maybe it was the thick fog, the poor visibility, or the wine. The hair stood up on the back of her neck and 
goosebumps swarmed down her arms under the sleeves of her dress. It was a bad time to remember the dark 
whispers about what kind of threat lurked in Malmsbury:  a crazed citizen, gypsies and curses, witches and spells.

She tripped over the gnarled knob of a root and went down with a thump and a gasp.
She felt the sudden rush of a brisk breeze but it wasn't like any wind she'd experienced before. It seemed 

too... contrived. As if something enormous had just flown past, low and threatening. The soft whoosh reminded 
her of wings, but even the biggest owl or eagle couldn't have felt large enough to blot out the sky. She couldn't 
see the sky, but the impression was the same. 

Scrambling to her feet, breathless, she paused to listen. She looked for silhouettes in the fog that didn’t 
belong, for shifting shapes, lumbering bodies. Her imagination was running away with itself. 

The mist should have felt protective, cloaking her from prying eyes. Instead she felt blind and exposed. 
Something was out there. 
She knew it as sure as she knew her own name. Shirking etiquette with shocking swiftness, she snatched up 

handfuls of her skirt and started running.
Her cottage could only be another hundred feet, if that, ahead of her. 
Almost there. 
Keep running, don’t trip, don’t look back. 



Just as she started to think she imagined the entire thing, something crashed into her from behind. She hit 
the ground hard, painfully knocking the wind from her lungs. Rolling twice before coming to a stop, palms 
scraped and abraded, she wheezed sharply and got to her feet again.

Instinct had kicked in; these next few minutes would decide whether she lived or died. 
Convinced of it, she ran with a stitch in her side, pain shooting through her ribs and one ankle, so completely 

terrified that she couldn't even scream. She needed every breath, every ounce of energy to run the final forty feet. 
When her cottage suddenly loomed up in front of her out of the gloom, it startled her. She didn't stop until she 
barged in the unlocked front door, slamming it behind her. Desperate to brace something against it, she hobbled 
over to one of the heavy chairs at her small table and jammed it up against the knob.

Isolated from the rest of the town, and more importantly, help, she barricaded herself inside and listened for 
any sounds of menace. Wounded and afraid, her imagination ran wild over what exactly had attacked her. Was it 
the same thing that had absconded with the other townspeople? Was this the fate they met? Checking for blood 
on her nape and what part of her back she could reach, she discovered no blood and no rips in her dress. 
Whatever it had been simply knocked her down, perhaps misjudging her size, or its own speed. 

As the gloom thickened into the wee hours of a new morning, Eugenia Bailey thanked her lucky stars to be 
alive. 

Fin
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Breathing into Stone

Introduction:

Strong hands and backs have labored against mountains in Italy for longer than men could write words, to 
pull from them the most exquisite stone in creation, the very dust of Eden; marble, the only stone that seems to 
love the shape of man. It will not come out and down easily, and it will not be easily carved, it must always be 
broken and hewn with great force. Yet, when it submits, as only certain hands can seem to make it do – Angels 
can be made to stand still in our presence.

To some, precious as gold, for what can be made of it, the marble quarries of Tuscany; Massa-Carrara in Italy 
have no equals, and in that place are men of similar rarity, brought or bred there by generations that all wanted 
the wondrous dust upon their hands, under their feet. Sculptors, who would decorate an empire until it 
crumbled; and sculptors who would glorify God for a Church that also might desire to crumble, but stood 
rooted as the mountains were, in spite of the chipping away that never ceased.

http://tinyurl.com/2cddg3k
http://www.brownbrushbooks.com/


What sculptors see in the stone, they never say before it is complete. To do so would be unlucky. What the 
stone reveals is not so much what they saw within it, but what they themselves were when they struck it, and 
thus the stone brings fame, and praise to hands that make it yield. Few can do it and remain pure, because fame 
loves to corrupt. A hard and powerful stone, it demands much, and seems to give much more in return; for that, 
even the Church will pay an uncounted loss of gold, and there are many hands open to that money. In the 
tangled city streets of a long-crumbled empire, the Church remains in place, paying mountains of gold to bring 
mountains of white stone to Rome – and with it, its curse; marble drives some men to madness.

When a master lays his mallet aside, he will wait to hear what others see there, and the answers will be as 
varied as the faces that gaze in new wonder. He will not tell them what to see, for that too would be unlucky. He 
lets the marble speak and will not say exactly what is there, because some will be moved to see something he did 
not create, something the marble alone chose to reveal. They would be the ones the stone could curse.

Furio Novia was such a man, who was never asked whether he was blessed by what he perceived when he 
gazed on marble figures that lured him, and many did. He would have lied, because he was a priest, and he 
carried gold in his purse - to purchase marble.

His was a life he hated, of luxury and some power, in a country he despised, employed by an Archbishop 
who owned his very breath. To be free of that old man, Novia would do anything that he could find the power 
to do. That scheme, to be free, was in motion long before marble finally caught him unawares, and opened his 
soul to torments his robes could not prevent. He had for years seen something in certain marble works that 
strained his vows, shattered his promises to God, put others around him in terrible danger. He had seen his 
marble dreams in smiling flesh, and the curse upon his heart was utterly sealed.

Novia was damned because he had found her, and not known she lived. Her name was Anoria, and marble 
had shaped her being as well.

One:

Anoria stepped quietly but determined, barefoot, among the shards and dust of broken marble around the 
great, injured stone. But for her dark hair falling around her shoulders, she seemed another delicate marble figure 
among the three already there, her light cotton shawl and simple night skirt were made milky white by the 
moonlight, and the light cloth barely moved until she eased her feet through the broken stones and fragments on 
the boards. As she moved closer to the incomplete figure into the shimmering moonbeam, her clothes became 
gossamer over her limbs, and her lithe form was revealed underneath, she was warm and soft, not stone. She was 
not dressed to keep warm, it was a fragrant, pleasant evening, the cicadas, and few crickets were filling the 
chestnut and apple trees around her home with a delightful music; she had just come from her comfortable bed, 
candle in hand, to steal into her father’s spacious workshop.

Her whale oil candle did not cast any of its flickering light to the side of the stone she wanted to see, or the 
figure her father, Antonio, had been drawing for a month from the cold rock. The moon was in the skylight 
window above the great marble, so she touched her fingertips to her tongue as she gazed upward into the curtain 
of dusty light around the stone, and snuffed her flame; the insubstantial ribbons of smoke picked up the light 
and made spiraling trails upwards into the beam. She did not want her light to be seen from the hut. To be found 
in the workshop, alone, late at night, would draw her father’s wrath; he never allowed her there. Yet, the waiting 
figure begged her gaze and she was desperate to see the flaw in the figure that caused her father such anguish 
that afternoon. It took her a full minute to see the awful crack, but less than a breath to feel the pain her father 
surely felt at its discovery. The work was ruined.

She could discern in the moonlight a striking, incomplete figure of a man that would not reach to Heaven 
from the stone as her father planned. Finishing strokes had been dealt on enough of the marble that she could 
clearly see flesh; the figure was nude. Taller than life, nearly two feet taller than she, if she stepped onto its base, 
it promised to be beautiful; and Anoria already knew it well. Her father never said a word to her about any form 
he shaped in the daylight, but she understood his works nearly as well as he.

It might have been a glorious angel; the remains of stone behind the man could easily hide magnificent 
wings. However, no wings would be exposed in this block, no further work could be done; Antonio would have 



his two apprentices pull the great stone to the garden behind the shop. With fortune, a new project could be 
made from it, a different, but similar form, but the angel within, would never live.

Longing to see this wondrous being complete, Anoria stood in the shards of marble, her breath heavy and 
deep, stirring the tails of her candle smoke into the floating dust, and she felt sorrow for his loss; she was 
unaware that when she returned to her bed, drops of her blood would remain on the stones where she stood. 
They would remain and cause her such heartbreak, as she could not possibly imagine, if her father discovered the 
stains in the morning light. Those few red drops could lock a terrible door, one that must remain open or she 
would surely wither from grief. She must be able to steal into the shop with her candle, in secret, must be able to 
touch and whisper to the stones; she would be lost, heartsick, without them.

Anoria visited the workshop in secret, since childhood, always while her father slept in the darkest hours 
before dawn. She would light a candle from the dying embers in the kitchen hearth, to light her way behind their 
home to the shop. Her shoes never came with her; Anoria wanted the feel of the dust and chips on her naked 
feet as she walked where her father stood each day. She would pause at each statue in turn, but spend the longest 
time with the figures that were unfinished, studying the work done to each, guessing at the form emerging from 
the blocks.

Nights with a lovely moon, like this night, filled her with the most pleasure, there was less chance she would 
need her candle and she could take longer with the figures her father was creating. Those figures would seem 
alive to her, in the moonlight, there would be fewer shadows, and she could imagine them real as people, merely 
standing, waiting for her to arrive. It was a forbidden delight, but it fed her soul.

Only here in the shop could she find finished figures made by her father, Antonio Lisi of Resceto, a master 
sculptor. Her entire life, he had only carved fine figures for commissions, or charity; he would complete them, 
and they would be taken away. He worked on almost nothing for himself now, and he only kept a few precious, 
small pieces in the house: a crucifix, a small angel at the side of their doorway, which sometimes comically wore 
his garden hat, and a rounded, polished, and indistinct form of a woman, as a gravestone. That precious marble 
rested in a shaded dell on the hillside, beyond the brook outside their kitchen doorway, between two lovely 
chestnut trees; a single apple tree, bent and worn with age, shaded it. The apple existed from the time before 
Antonio was a boy. Years before that use, as a place to visit their Angelina, someone placed four beautifully 
wrought stepping-stones of dark marble to lie across the brook and make a path to the apple tree. Anoria adored 
the time she could spend in that serene place.

They kept no other finished marble works from her father’s hands, save the ones he touched in his 
workshop; those, he would not let her near.

Anoria ached to touch them as he did.

Antonio might understand perfectly, if he would but pause to listen, the stones drew her love as he was 
drawn; yet, he would never allow her in to touch the work or the tools. He might speak to the stones as he 
sculpted figures from them, she only whispered to them. She might see them hidden as he saw them, desire to 
bring them out, with the same desire as his. He would strike the rocks with great force; she would feel them with 
trembling fingertips, caressing their limbs as they emerged slowly as if from water into the air. Her father would 
leave the shop with dust upon his clothes; she would leave the shop with the dust and shards upon her cold feet. 
She would wear the dust into her bed, and not sweep it out but caress it gently aside as she warmed her toes 
again and sought sleep, hoping to dream of the lives she perceived within the marbles.

Twenty such great white stones had entered her father’s workshop to be carved in her memory, and nearly 
twenty breathtaking statues were brought out, sold away, but she loved each one. Countless smaller forms and 
shapes came and also left; Antonio’s marbles were sought from many distant cities. His churchwork figures 
brought the best price, and took the longest to create.

When finished, before removing and shipping the works, Antonio would bring her to each one, to pretend 
to meet them, and let her enjoy its beauty as it stood in the yard outside the shop doorway. It was such fun that 
game, pretending the marbles had never heard her voice until her father pulled them out to the sunlight for the 
first time. Some figures stayed outside their simple home for too brief a time, waiting to be delivered to their 
owners, yet becoming her friends in daylight, as well as the gentle moonlight.



Only three times in her twenty-two years had any single stone refused to live, as this sorrowful, great stone 
now did, because her father took tremendous care selecting his blocks; only those three times did a crack appear 
in the marble, forcing Antonio’s work to stop and the figure to remain trapped inside. One such stone was in the 
back garden still, but not so great as the angel’s now useless block, which would be pulled behind in the 
morning, and set to share the sparse sun under the chestnut trees. Other stones lay in the garden as well, of 
various sizes, new and old, halted or never begun, for untold reasons. Those were wonderful company to her, it 
saddened her to see the angel left among them, and she vowed to touch it every day; she was free to wander in 
the garden as though those stones had never been important.

The garden was the only place she could put her hands upon any of her father’s unfinished marble works 
without fear, no place else could she openly express her love for them; he cared nothing for them. Well shaded 
by the high chestnuts and surrounded by apples they planted when she was a child, the garden was her favorite 
place in their corner of the hills. The stone wall was tall enough to keep the donkeys out, or in as needed, but 
never so tall she could not get over it anywhere she liked. She rarely used the sturdy gate to enter; she would 
reach with both hands to a stout limb on the greatest apple tree and swing herself over the low wall, only 
touching it with her teasing toes.

Within the wall were the some dozen or so blocks and neat piles of fragments, which may still have some life 
as a small figure or bit of decoration, if Antonio remembered them. Anoria owned the mounds of marble bits; 
they were nearly perfectly sorted by her hands since childhood, into many groups of similar sizes and a few of 
special colors she adored.

Her least favorite unfinished stone was covered with lush, olive colored grapes, and she was glad of it; her 
father rarely created angry or twisted forms, but it had been started as some creature in ghastly torment. When its 
patron changed his mind about the decorations of his hall, he declined to use the beastly form he first requested. 
Now the grape leaves mostly hid it from view. She cherished all the other blocks, however, and spent most of 
her free time resting in the cool shade among them.

It was here in those solitary moments, Anoria would pretend to carve on the forms in the marble. She would 
tap her fingers on them in time with the ‘click-click-tap’ sounds of the chisels being used against the stones in the 
workshop.

The largest stone had been her favorite, nearly in the garden center, for years. It also was a ruined stone, an 
unfinished altarpiece; a lithe, graceful woman with an empty woven basket for manna or fishes resting lightly on 
her hip. Anoria could stand beside this smiling woman and look into her eyes, wondering if some time, long ago, 
such a beautiful person truly lived and breathed. A child had been planned, perhaps the beauty’s own child, but 
when the smaller figure was begun, the great stone cracked. If ever completed, the woman would never be able 
to touch the child; the flaw would sever her hand at her wrist above the child’s head. Anoria keenly felt the 
longing for such a soothing, motherly touch; when younger, she would be both comforted and saddened by the 
break in the stone. At least, unfinished, the woman somehow held the child forever.

Anoria knew and loved the garden stones, and years before would tirelessly ply her father with ideas how to 
complete them. At times, she longed to see the child completed, almost to be her companion, and as companion 
for the poor woman with the lovely basket.

Her father listened for a while in her youth, when she would express desires to see something done with the 
single great block, forgotten for years. Her youth was passed; his attention was not so easily drawn, he ceased to 
listen, or ceased to care she carried his love of the alluring white stone in her own heart, and in her dreams. All 
other things they could share, but not this.

In every other manner he was a doting father, and she loved him dearly, but about marble, he was cold as the 
surfaces he shaped with his hands every day. His refusal to let her near his work drove her to the nightly visits. 
Antonio never seemed to suspect she violated his trust and his law; she took great care, convincing herself he 
never would.

They shared their simple lives otherwise contented, even happily, at the end of a twisted path, high in the 
dusty, gray-white hills and remaining groves of chestnut trees some half hour’s walk above the tiny village of 
Resceto, Italy, at the feet of the Apuan Alps. Surrounded by the jagged mountains of marble, ancient quarries, 
and foothills circling the town, they enjoyed the beauty of a steeply sided, evergreen-washed valley that was 
dotted with the rooftops and church steeple of Resceto below, hardly a mile away.



Lower, between a cleft in the hills, lay the smaller gathering of homes called Serretta, a single rooftop visible 
amid the thickening mane of trees. Below even that, on the twisting westerly road, hidden behind the lovely hills, 
lay the city of Massa, and the restless sea. Not for many years had she gone farther than even Serretta. To her, 
the guarding peaks and ridges embracing Resceto were her entire world.

Their worn path sometimes followed the tricklings of a brook down to the village, a single small wood-beam 
bridge crossing the tiny stream just below the hut. Bringing large marbles up the path was difficult work; the 
quarry master, Tito Benzetti, would send only skilled drivers. A team of six mules could barely make the twisted 
climb, but Antonio rarely ordered marbles so large, having his apprentice’s stones brought on a small but solid 
marble wagon, and driven up with his two amusing, stout donkeys.

A home and workshop closer to the mountain quarries behind Massa would have made for swifter deliveries, 
less costly blocks, but her father was born in the hut they shared. He loved being above the constant wagon 
traffic below Serretta, on the lower Frigido Valley roads, and he dearly loved Resceto.

His family came there when his father was a boy; strong men were hewing a road over the peaks, because a 
Duke in Modena wanted to carry his goods over, westward to the sea. The Vandelli road was completed many 
years before Antonio was born, though it quickly went out of regular use, and the Lisi family stayed in the village 
that grew at the foot of those peaks. Resceto once pulled the irresistible marble from the slopes, and earned itself 
a reputable bit of commerce while Antonio grew to manhood. 

He would laugh and say even as a child, he could fling a stone across the length of the town, but in time, a 
charming church was built, when there were enough families for a priest; his tiny village was growing. By the 
time Antonio was beginning to cut stone with his father, Resceto added a good market, many good things always 
being brought from Massa in the valley below.

Two beautiful bridges spanned the rivulet they called their stream, making a lane to homes that stood on the 
other valley slope. It was on that lovely cobbled lane the Benzetti family settled, the first merchants of marble the 
town would employ. Antonio and Tito grew up together there, and in Resceto, they made their own families.

Anoria’s children would be born there, her father promised, if she would only come to the villages by his side 
more often. An invisible daughter draws few admirers, and Antonio made countless trips down to the villages 
and to the city, without his daughter at his side. It pained him greatly when some acquaintance would express 
surprise he had any daughter at all. He cherished her dearly, but longed for her to have a life for herself and feel 
love in ways more fulfilling to needs she must surely have.

She was now a woman of subtle beauty, nearly tall as he, and he admired how she matured, time shaping her 
form in delicate, careful strokes, more perfectly than any figure he brought from the marble. She was more than 
his muse on many works; she was his guide to perfection, because she wore it in every graceful movement. A 
dozen of his best-carved figures wore her gentle hands, nearly all shared the laughter of her eyes, and her feet 
became their feet, if they displayed their own.

Anoria was his perfect marble brought to life, and he always sought to show her through it, because she 
refused otherwise to show herself. Even the apprentices found her fleeting at best, scarcely any knew well the 
music of her voice. She was rarely outside when they walked through the gate; she never shared the food she 
prepared for their meals. They never entered the house; she never entered the shop. Had she been allowed in 
they would have known a different girl.

She might have married happily to any one of those apprentices, or to another in the village, had the door to 
the shop been opened for her. She lived only for the moments she enjoyed with her father, and the stolen 
moments she craved with his work. He could not see this truth, and sadly for Anoria, neither could she. She had 
become what his unfinished marble stones had always been, hidden. He took dust and chips from them, now 
they had taken blood from her.

Fin
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