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  Spilled Milk


   


  By
Chuck Miller


   


   


  “Any luck today?” asked Julius Malone.


  “Yeah,” his brother Mike replied. “The most luck I’ve had all month. I didn’t turn up a job, but I found a nickel on the sidewalk. I bought a bottle of that soda pop, Ammonite Fizz. It tasted like ditch water. If I have to lose my job on account of a soft drink, at least it could be a good one. I couldn’t even finish half the bottle.”


  Mike had just returned to the little house he’d been sharing with his brother for the past six weeks, ever since the Purebest Milk Company—where he’d worked for almost eight years—had gone out of business. He felt like a bum, though his brother had gone out of his way to make him welcome.


  “Really?” Julius said, closing the notebook he’d been studying and putting it on the end table next to the sofa. “You know Myrtle Hodge that lives across the street? Her little boy is crazy about it. Anyway, I don’t think the soda people put the dairy out of business. They just bought the facility after Purebest went under.”



  “I guess,” Mike said, flopping down into an easy chair and kicking off his shoes. “It’s true that milk sales are way down all over the country. Just please don’t tell me things could be worse.”


  “Well, they could. Being an unemployed milkman is rough, I’ll grant you, but it’s better than being one of the top research scientists in the country and turning up one fine morning in an alley with a hole in your head and all your brains gone.”


  Mike stared at his brother for a few seconds.


  “Was that off the top of your head, Julie?” he said, a bit hesitantly. “Because if that’s the kind of thing that just occurs to you in the course of a conversation...”


  “No, no. I’m afraid it really happened—just this morning. And the captain decided I needed to be the lead detective on the case.” He picked up the notebook again and started thumbing through it. “I have no idea where to start.”


  Julius “Julie” Malone had been on the police force for six years. He had started out as a beat cop and steadily worked his way up to the detective bureau. He had always been something of a runt—very slow to mature. Even now, there was barely any peach fuzz on his cheeks.


  “Lead detective?” Mike said, smiling. “This is the break you’ve been waiting for!”


  Julie made a sour face. “I always pictured it a little different. I mean, I figured they’d give me a case that could actually be solved. I may end up pounding the pavement with you before it’s all over.”


  “It’s a little early to be conceding defeat, don’t you think?” Mike said. “That isn’t like you.”


  “Maybe it is now. Because this damn case isn’t like anything I’ve ever seen or heard of.”


  “Maybe so,” said Mike, “but I don’t think you’re...”


  He was interrupted by a knock at the front door. Julie got up and answered it.


  Speak of the devil, it was Myrtle Hodge from across the street, holding her soda-loving little boy, Larry, by the hand.


  Myrtle was an attractive young widow, not yet 30 years old. Larry, a tow-headed lad with freckles and a somewhat vacuous expression on his face, was eight or nine, Mike reckoned.


  “I hate to ask you this,” Myrtle said, after Julie had invited them in and steered them onto the love seat. “But my sister in Hoboken broke both her ankles this afternoon, and she needs me come out there and give her a hand. I need to get started right away, and I was wondering if you could possibly do me a huge favor. I promised Larry I’d take him down to Fenway Park tomorrow. The radio station is throwing a big to-do for kids, and Uncle Moe and Molly are going to be there live in person.”


  “Gosh, I’d love to,” Julie said. “But I’m up to my neck in a case right now.”


  Myrtle turned an imploring look in Mike’s direction.


  “Do you think you could do it?” she said, her tone just slightly this side of pleading. “I hate to ask, but I don’t want to disappoint Larry. He’s such a smart little boy! He just loves Uncle Moe and Molly.”


  “Well,” said Mike, scratching his head. “I don’t believe I...”


  “I’ll pay you for your trouble, of course,” Myrtle interrupted.


  “... can possibly turn you down,” Mike finished. “I’d love to look after little Larry.”


  “Oh, that’s wonderful!” said Myrtle, beaming. “He can stay here tonight, and you two can have a grand time tomorrow!”


   


  ***


   


  Larry Hodge was not exactly a bundle of joy. He seemed dull and sullen and uninterested in anything. After Myrtle left him there, he planted himself on the love seat and stared silently at the wall. Julie had gone back to police headquarters to continue butting his head against the riddle of the brainless scientist, leaving Mike alone with the boy.


  All of Mike’s attempts at conversation fell flat. He finally gave up and sat quietly, pondering his problems and weighing his meager options. He wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about escorting Larry to the shindig on Saturday, but the trip could serve more than one purpose. Fenway Park was right across the street from the former Purebest plant, currently occupied by the Ammonite Fizz company. This would give him a chance to get the new lay of the land. This was desirable because of another problem Mike had, one that he hadn’t shared with Julie.


  Mike’s dismissal from the milk plant had cut off not one, but two sources of income. For the past six years, Mike Malone had operated a very profitable still. His setup was stashed away in a forgotten room on the east side of the main building.


  Even though Prohibition was a thing of the past, there was still a market for good homemade hooch. And Mike had one hell of a recipe. Many people swore by it, and preferred it to more expensive commercially-produced spirits.


  At some point—the sooner the better—he had to get in there and dismantle it. The Ammonite people might have discovered it while they were renovating the building, but he doubted it. And even if it was found, there was nothing to tie him to it.


  He might have cut his losses and let the matter drop, but there were complications.


  He couldn’t find work, he had debts to pay, and he wasn’t going to be able to put his creditors off much longer. One in particular was growing more and more intractable, and had only been kept at bay by Mike’s recent assurances that the still would soon be up and running again.


  He’d have to get the thing out of the old Purebest building and find a new place to conceal it.


  As the sun sank toward the horizon, Larry began to stir. He sat up straight and blinked his eyes rapidly. As Mike reached up and switched on the lamp next to his chair, the boy spoke:


  “Hey, Mister Malone! Do you guys have a radio over here? Uncle Moe and Molly will be on in four and a half minutes.”


  Mike looked at his watch and saw that it was precisely four and a half minutes before the hour.


  “Yeah, sure,” he said, getting up and going over to the big Philco set next to the front window. He turned it on and, while the tubes warmed up, turned the dial to the local CBC station.


  The Uncle Moe and Molly Show had come out of nowhere several months earlier, and quickly established a stranglehold on the collective imagination of America’s youth. The program had thoroughly eclipsed the rest of the children’s fare on the radio.


  “Are you hungry?” he asked the boy.


  “No,” said Larry, “but I could sure use an Ammonite Fizz. My mom packed a few in that picnic basket she left here.”


  “You like that stuff?” Mike asked, as he squatted down in front of the basket and lifted the lid. “It’s pretty lousy, if you ask me.”


  The boy looked at Mike like an uncommonly pious priest would look at a raving heretic—more in sorrow than in anger, but just barely. Mike took note of the strange, cold intelligence in Larry’s eyes. It was a bit frightening. What kind of a kid was this, anyhow?


  “I don’t recall asking you,” Larry said sharply. “May I please just have one?”


  Mike reached into the picnic basket and extracted one of the green glass bottles. He noticed that the basket contained twelve bottles of Ammonite Fizz, and nothing else.


  “Your mother lets you drink this much soda?” he asked, handing a bottle to Jerry, and glancing around the room for a bottle opener.


  “If she knows what’s good for her, she does,” the boy replied, twisting the cap off of the bottle with his bare hand. He gulped down half the soda and said, “Now, please be silent.”


  Mike, a little nonplussed, went back to his chair and sat down. He had spoken with Larry five or six times over the past few weeks, and the boy hadn’t acted or spoken the way he was doing now.


  Thank God he’s not my problem, Mike thought.


  At that moment, a chill ran through him, as though a goose had walked over his grave. He thought nothing of it then, but he would remember it later.


   


  ***


   


  The sky was overcast the next morning, but Larry insisted that he needed to wear his sunglasses. He was strangely listless today, and barely spoke to Mike at all as they rode the bus out to Fenway Park.


  The Uncle Moe and Molly shindig would take place in Fenway Park, which was more like a vacant lot than a park worthy of the name. As they got off the bus, Mike saw scores of children milling around—curiously, all of them were wearing sunglasses—eight or ten refreshment stands set up around the perimeter of the “park,” and a large, wooden, stage-like platform at the north end.


  Children were supposed to be boisterous when they gathered in large numbers—it was a law of nature. But these kids were quiet and reserved, conversing with one another in near-whispers. Free hot dogs and cotton candy were available, but the youngsters ignored them. However, they all lined up at the stalls where free bottles of Ammonite Fizz were being handed out. The lines were long, but the children were silent and patient. After a few minutes, all of the children, as though responding to some silent signal, moved to the area in front of the stage and took their seats in the folding chairs that were lined up there in ten long rows.


  Mike stood off to the side, keeping an eye on Larry. Once the show was underway, he would slip off and reconnoiter the bottling plant across the street.


  “Hey, all you boys and girls out there!” came a disembodied voice from the enormous speakers set at either end of the stage. “Do you know what it’s time for?”


  Larry sat up straighter, held his soda bottle above his head, and, along with a hundred other kids, shouted, “UNCLE MOE AND MOLLY!!”


  Recorded music blared from huge speakers at earsplitting volume—it sounded to Mike like a calliope, a xylophone, a harpsichord, and a dental drill, manned by a gang of maniacs.


  And then a most extraordinary figure appeared at the rear of the stage. It was a man, probably middle-aged, but quite wiry and limber, dressed in a garish polka-dotted sweater, horrific striped trousers, an oversized purple bow tie, and a pair of large, round, thick-lensed spectacles. This freakish ensemble was set off by a startling jet-black, bowl-haircut toupee.


  And, cradled in the crook of his right arm, was his “partner,” Molly Svengali. Molly was a ventriloquist’s dummy in the form of a round-faced, black-haired, apple-cheeked young girl. Her head bobbed and her wide, vacant eyes moved rapidly from side to side as Uncle Moe approached the microphone.


  The children rose to their feet and cheered.


   


  ***


   


  Larry, like the other kids, was oblivious to everything but the figures on the stage. Now would be a good time to give the building a quick once-over.


  It looked the same as it always had, apart from the new sign. Mike knew that they had a skeleton crew that worked first shift on Saturday, then they shut down production until Monday morning. It ought to be easy. There was just one door on this side of the building. Mike walked up to it and tried the knob. Locked, of course. He didn’t have his keys anymore, but maybe he could...


  The door popped open.


  “Yah!” exclaimed Mike, jumping back. He instinctively raised his fists and assumed a fighting stance. Which, he immediately realized, was the wrong thing to do. He relaxed again and stepped back to get a good look at whoever this was.


  “Can I help you with something?”


  The speaker was a fresh-faced blonde, five and a half feet tall, probably in her early thirties. She was dressed very casually, in a rough shirt and a pair of dungarees.


  “Can I help you?” she repeated. “Do you need something?”


  “No, no,” Mike said, trying his best not to look or sound like he was guilty of something. Which he wasn’t—not yet. “I used to work here, you see,” he said. “I brought my, ah, nephew to that Uncle Moe show thing. Thought I’d just mosey over here and see how the old place was looking since the change.”


  “Overwhelmed by nostalgia, eh?” She sounded skeptical.


  “Something like that,” he said. “My name’s Mike Malone, I was a driver with Purebest for eight years. Do you work here now?”


  “Something like that,” she replied with a smile. “I’m Jane Smith.”


  “Well, hey, it’s none of my business. If you don’t want to say, I understand. I’ll just...”


  “No, no,” she said, laughing. “That really is my name. Jane Smith. I’m the new plant manager.”


  “You don’t look like a plant manager,” said Mike. He regretted it even before it was all the way out of his mouth.


  “What, because I’m a woman? Listen, Buster, I’m smarter than any man I’ve ever met, probably including you.”


  “I don’t doubt you.”


  “I’ve spent months touring different Ammonite Fizz plants around the country,” she said proudly. “Miami, Milwaukee, Chicago, Dallas... I know the business from top to bottom.”


  “I never said you didn’t.”


  “So, did you have a lot of fun when you worked here?” she asked. “I bet you did.” She was smiling in a way that made Mike uncomfortable.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.


  “You wouldn’t happen to be the one who left that still in there, would you?”


  He flinched as though the toe of a boot had connected with a tender spot.


  “Well, I, ah...”


  She laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m from Appalachia. My family has run stills out in the hills since forever. I know quality work. I’m busy now, but if you want to meet me here later, I’ll help you get it out.”


  She named a time, they shook hands, and Mike drifted back to the park.


  The big show was just coming to an end. Uncle Moe and Molly had left the stage and the children were wandering around with rapt expressions on their little faces. It took Mike a few minutes to locate Larry.


  The boy had nothing to say on the bus ride home. He seemed to be in a kind of stupor.


  When they got back to the house, Larry’s mother was waiting for them. The boy scarcely acknowledged her presence, making directly for the picnic basket containing his precious Ammonite Fizz.


  “Hey!” he shouted after he lifted the lid. “Some are missing!”


  “Oh,” said Julius, “I drank a few of them. Not bad at all!”


  “They were mine,” said Larry.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll pay you back,” Julie promised.


  The boy gave him an icy glare. “Paying me back isn’t the point,” he said. “They belonged to me.”


  “Now, Larry,” said his mother, “be nice. There’s no harm done. I’ll buy you some more—all you want!”


  He transferred the glare to her.


  “I said that wasn’t the point. Don’t you interfere with me.”


  Instead of boxing the little brat’s ears, Mrs. Hodge shrank back fearfully.


  There was something wrong here—something beyond wrong.


  And the bratty little boy wasn’t the only one who seemed off. Julius had an odd look in his eye, something Mike had never seen there before.


  Julie handed her a dollar to pay for the soda he had filched. After she had gone, Julie dashed out of the house, to return a few minutes later lugging a case of Ammonite Fizz.


   


  ***


   


  “I used to think I wasn’t exactly the smartest cop on the force,” Julie said later. He and Mike were upstairs, in the room Julie had fixed up as a sort of home office.


  “It really bugged me,” he continued. “But right now, today... I think I may be too smart for those assholes.”


  With that, he gulped down the rest of the Ammonite Fizz in his current bottle and put the empty on the floor, next to six others.


  “Grab me another of those, would you, Mike?”


  Mike lifted a bottle out of the case and removed the cap. He took a sip and made a face.


  “This is worse than the first one I tried,” he said. “Tastes like that castor oil Mom used to give us.”


  “Are you nuts?” Julie said, snatching the bottle from him and gulping down half of it. “It reminds me of that sweet potato pie Mom used to make—only better.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Never mind that,” Julie said, shaking his head dismissively. “That isn’t an issue, these murders are. I’ve learned a few things that are very interesting, to say the least.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, to begin with—this isn’t the first time this has happened.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. It has happened before, and more than once. Whoever’s been sucking the brains out of these guys strikes in clusters, in different cities. They did five in Miami, six in Milwaukee, etcetera. This goes back almost a year and involves six large cities, all over the country.”


  “I haven’t heard about it,” said Mike.


  “You wouldn’t have. It’s been kept out of the papers. They put a lid on it after the second killing.”


  “How did you learn about it?”


  “I got a call from a guy in Washington. He’s with the Secret Service. The Captain didn’t even know about it, which explains why he put a junior detective in charge of what would be an extremely high-profile case, if all the facts were known.”


  “So what now?” Mike asked. “Do you think he’ll assign it to someone else?”


  “He probably would—if he had any idea, which he doesn’t. And I have no intention of telling him.”


  “Julie, you need to...”


  “I need to do just what I’m doing,” he said firmly. “It was good luck that I intercepted that call before anyone else did—really good luck, like it was meant to be. If the Captain handed me this case hoping I’d muff it...”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “... then I’m gonna teach him a lesson,” Julie continued, ignoring Mike’s question. “There’s a pattern. I can’t quite make it out yet, but it’s there. I can almost see it, Mike!”


  Mike was puzzled by Julie’s attitude. He had never been what you would call brimming with self-confidence, but he had always been determined and methodical. His success had come in spite of his shaky opinion of his own capabilities.


  But now, today, he seemed to have overcome that. In fact, he had moved beyond self-confidence into flat-out arrogance. There was no trace of his childlike humility.


  “Two guys will be here this evening. The one I told you about, from the Secret Service, and one from the FBI. They’re coming here tonight.”


  That was good. Mike had some rather questionable work to do this evening. If Julie was too busy with this freakish case of his to wonder about it, so much the better.


  Prohibition had been repealed, but it was still against the law to make your own booze. Julie would probably look the other way regardless, but he was a cop, and it might create some friction.


  “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said. “I guess you’re not a kid anymore.”


  “That’s right, I’m not. Listen, these two guys, they’re the best investigators in the country. Heck, the world. If I do a good job, if I impress these guys... well, who knows? And I’m smart enough to do it.”


   


  ***


   


  It was late, well after midnight, when the two investigators arrived. Julie let them in and took them right on up to his office. They had not stirred from the room by the time Mike left the house for his rendezvous.


  He took the last bus out and met Jane near the door on the east side of the plant. She was sitting behind the wheel of a panel truck.


  “I figured you’d need something to haul it away in,” she said as she stepped out of the vehicle. “Since you’re taking the bus and all.”


  “Damn,” said Mike, “I knew I was forgetting something.”


  Jane laughed.


  “Listen,” she said, “if you need a place to set it up, I might be able to help you. I found your written recipe, too, and there was a bit of residue left in a fruit jar. You make some damn good hooch. I told you I come from hillbilly stock, and our legendary fondness for moonshine is not an unrealistic stereotype.”


  “It’s kinda funny,” Mike said, “the big boss of an outfit like this wanting to engage in bootlegging.


  “I’m not the big boss,” she said. “I’m just the plant manager. There’s a huge difference. I oversee the day-to-day physical operations. I have nothing to do with the business end, the financial stuff, even though I do have a degree in business and economics. If I were a man, I’d be running the show.”


  “If you were a man, I wouldn’t be enjoying this nearly as much.”


  “Watch that,” she said, with no hint of a smile. Mike clammed up—he didn’t want to go too far.


  Jane unlocked the rear door and they stepped inside. They picked their way along the wall until they came to the loose wall panel that hid the still. Mike pulled it back and they entered the secret chamber.


   


  ***


   


  “Someone’s been fiddling with this,” he said. “It looks like it’s ready to go.”


  “That was me. I wanted to see if I could make it work. Silly, I know. Hell, I could seriously jeopardize my job screwing around with this thing, but... well, the fact is, I was getting it ready to run off a batch when you showed up today. It sure as hell beats drinking that damn Ammonite Fizz.”


  “You’re not exactly in love with this company, are you?” Mike said.


  Jane took a deep breath and looked at her new acquaintance as though she was trying to see or decide something. Finally, she spoke:


  “No, I am not. The whole thing is dodgy. The company and the soda just sort of appeared out of nowhere—not long after Uncle Moe and Molly went on the air, in fact. As it happens, Uncle Moe is a major stockholder in the company.”


  “That guy gives me the willies,” Mike said.


  “Me too,” said Jane. “He reminds me of a guy that lived in our neighborhood when I was a kid. One of those that everybody under a certain age was advised to stay away from, if you take my meaning.”


  “Yeah, I get you. I just don’t see the appeal.”


  “Maybe it’s the dummy,” Jane said. “Kids like puppets and things.”


  “The dummy is creepier than Uncle Moe.”


  “It’s a toss-up. I met him... uh, them, earlier. There’s something strange about Moe, and I mean beyond just the obvious. And he never puts that damn dummy down. Anyway, most people think Ammonite Fizz sponsors the radio show, but they are really a single business entity. They try to hide it, but I found some things in some ledgers I wasn’t supposed to know about. I’m sure there are some anti-trust laws being violated. But, I’m no angel myself, and if nobody’s being hurt...”


  “I know what you mean,” said Mike.


  “And the bosses at headquarters are a strange bunch. Very picky. For example, they wanted to be sure there were no traces of milk left anywhere in the building. They were adamant about that. I couldn’t understand why they were so fussy, but they insisted on a thorough check. It really stuck in my head, the way they went on about it.


  “Which reminds me—while I was fiddling with the still, I noticed about half a crate of milk bottles under a tarp, and took them up to my office to be discarded. They have milk in them, but it has surely gone bad. While I’m thinking about it, I better go get rid of them. Come with me and I’ll give you a little tour of your old salt mine.”


  They made their way through the storage area and out into the main plant. The interior of this section took up two whole stories. Mike looked around at the unfamiliar setup, the gleaming new equipment—huge vats and tubes and machines studded with dials and gauges, with pipes crisscrossing the cavernous room every which way. Mike noticed that the old skylight had been covered up, as had all the other windows in the place.


  To their immediate left was a metal stairway leading up to a wide catwalk.


  “That’s my office up there just off the catwalk,” said Jane. “We can... wait a second.” She put out her hand to stop him.


  “What?”


  “Did you hear that?” she whispered. “Someone talking... look, there’s a light on in my office. Somebody’s in there, and they shouldn’t be. Let’s get a look. It might be burglars. If so, we’re not going to be heroic. I just want to know what’s going on.”


  “Okay,” Mike said uneasily. “But there’s something off here. I have a bad feeling about...”


  “Don’t say it,” Jane warned him. “Just follow me and keep quiet.”


  They crept silently up the metal staircase until they reached the catwalk. From there, they could see the office door and the light behind its pebbled glass window. They heard a murmur of voices.


  Jane and Mike slowly moved toward the door, keeping to the shadows near the wall. The door was slightly ajar, so they found a position from which they could see into the office.


  There stood Uncle Moe Moreau, with Molly Svengali tucked into the crook of his right arm.


  With him were six men. All of them were hard-looking. Two had most of the visual hallmarks of career gangsters; three were cold-eyed, predatory business types—Mike recognized two of them from seeing their pictures in the paper.


  The sixth man was an anomaly. He didn’t fit in with the gangsters or the robber barons. He was dressed in a dark, nondescript suit, and he wore a black bowler hat. The expression on his face was impossible to read, but whatever was behind it had nothing to do with peace, love, and understanding. Mike figured the guy was muscle in the employ of Uncle Moe.


  “Everything is ready,” Moe said, “and there is no time like the present. The special equipment has been installed, and we will prime the mixture tonight so that production may begin on Monday. If you gentlemen will just follow me, you can watch history being made.”


  Moe led them out onto the catwalk. Mike and Jane pressed themselves against the wall, remaining in shadow. Without taking their eyes off of Moe and his cohorts, they very slowly inched their way toward the stairs.


  “I’ve explained to you gentlemen how this works,” Moe said to the company. “You were dubious, which is understandable, but you cannot argue with results. Tonight, in six major cities around the country, children will rise up en masse and sweep through homes and streets like a Mongol horde. I do not believe that a connection with Ammonite Fizz will ever be made.


  “The situation will grow worse. The authorities will become desperate, and we will step in. We will identify the problem—a horrible new virus. We already have ‘scientific studies’ prepared, and we will present them with our solution and show them how to return their little darlings to normal, and they will pay us well.”


  Molly Svengali’s head moved back and forth in a strange, reptilian fashion. The eyes blinked and squinted and rolled back in the wooden head, and the mouth twitched.


  “There’s something weird about that dummy,” Mike whispered. “Earlier today, it looked like a hunk of wood. But now...”


  “It looks like it’s alive,” Jane whispered back. “This is insane. Let’s get to a phone.”


  They crept back down the stairs and had almost reached the floor when Jane lost her footing. She couldn’t help letting out a squawk. Maybe that bunch up there hadn’t heard it, but...


  “Who’s there?” came the voice of Uncle Moe.


  She tried to get up, but her foot was wedged into a space between the steps. Mike tried to help her out, but it was going too slowly.


  “Get out of here,” she whispered. “Go get help. I work here, I can bluff my way through.”


  Mike didn’t like it, but he nodded.


  “Gleason,” Moe said to Bowler Hat, “please bring her here. Do not damage her.”


  They had not seen Mike. The man in the bowler hat approached Jane. He had a length of rope in one hand and a piece of fabric that would serve as a gag in the other.


  Mike slid back into the gloom. He made his stealthy way to the back door and exited the premises.


  “I gotta get help,” he said out loud as he ran. “Nobody will believe it, except maybe Julius.”


  Somewhere in the distance a clock struck five.


   


  ***


   


  Bowler Hat had dragged Jane Smith into the office, tied her to a chair, and tied a gag over her mouth. Jane found the whole thing foolish and irritating. She struggled a bit, but she wasn’t going to be able to burst through her bonds, so she just relaxed as best she could and watched.


  “So,” said one of the gangsters, “what now?”


  “Now, we demonstrate,” said Moe. He turned to Bowler Hat—Gleason—and said, “Let our little guests come out here now.”


  Bowler Hat nodded and moved to a green metal door a few feet further down along the catwalk. He opened it and stood back.


  “Bring it, young man,” Uncle Moe said grandly. “Bring the material you harvested!”


  A young boy emerged onto the catwalk. Jane had never seen young Larry Hodge before, and did not know who he was, but she found his appearance alarming. His face was flushed and his eyes seemed to be lit from within. His gray, long-sleeved shirt had disturbing red stains all over it, and in his hands he carried two large Mason jars. Both were filled with a viscous pinkish-red substance.


  “My name is Larry,” said the boy. “I am honored to serve. I have the intellectual essences of two great criminal investigators in these jars.”


  “Excellent, my boy,” Moe said, patting him on the head. Molly nodded and squirmed.


  “And,” Larry added, “I did not come here alone.”


  Other children moved through the doorway out onto the catwalk, carrying fruit jars and fish bowls and tin cans filled with pinkish-gray slop.


  Just below the catwalk was a large copper vat, attached by a number of pipes to the main machinery. One after another, the children dumped their gruesome offerings into it.


  “That’s the stuff that’s gonna make the kids all... crazy?”


  “No. That’s the ‘stuff’ that makes them smarter. We are producing geniuses wholesale with our formula. This brain slurry goes into the soft drink at the bottling plants. The ‘crazy’ part, as you call it, comes from months of listening to my radio program and receiving subliminal conditioning. They are devoted to Uncle Moe and Molly and will use their collective brainpower in our service.”


  “They belong to us,” Molly said. “All of them.”


  “And that... substance,” said one of the businessmen, “is actually, ah... what you said it was?”


  Moe nodded. “Liquefied brain matter from men and women of exceptional intelligence. Genius-level, one and all.


  “It only takes a little bit of the slurry. You see, the process relies on principles that are decidedly unscientific—and absolutely reliable.”


  The six hard men shivered as something that was more than a chill passed through them.


   


  ***


   


  Mike’s mood was urgent as he raced through the streets. He was focused on his goal, and wasn’t aware of what was going on in the city around him.


  He had heard but not really noticed three or four distant explosions at various points along the way, nor did he attach any significance to the police sirens or the screams of men and women. He barely noticed a young girl running from her family’s home, laughing like a hyena, her mouth and the front of her white shirt smeared with what looked like strawberry preserves.


  Something terrifying was happening. Darling boys and girls in several densely-populated urban areas—all of them fans of Uncle Moe and Molly, and devoted drinkers of Ammonite Fizz—rose up, bloody-minded and bent on violence. This was not an outbreak of bratty behavior—it was a concerted rampage of destruction and murder. Many of the children orphaned themselves within minutes of the outbreak. At first, the adult targets were reluctant to use force against the young berserkers. The confusion and incongruity gave the youngsters an early advantage, and soon it was too late to stop them.


  Rumors that some of the rambunctious tykes were engaging in cannibalism were never officially confirmed or denied.


   


  ***


   


  The street was dark and quiet when Mike made it back home.


  It was not until he started to mount the steps that he noticed something strange—the front door was standing wide open.


  Heart racing, he dashed inside and pounded up the stairs to Julie’s office.


  The place was a shambles. There had been an altercation of some kind in here. Two chairs and a small table were overturned, and there was something that looked way too much like blood splattered around on the floor.


  And, in the middle of that floor lay two bodies. Mike felt sick and dizzy, but he moved closer.


  Neither of them was Julie. That had to be good—or at least not as bad as it might have been. He recognized the two criminal investigators Julie had welcomed earlier.


  They had holes drilled in their heads. Mike stooped and peered into one of the cavities and saw that the skull appeared to be empty. He felt sick and dizzy and stood up straight, taking deep breaths until he felt reasonably steady.


  Settle down. Julie isn’t here, he may be okay. Where is he? What now? Call the cops. Should have done that to begin with, no matter how crazy I would have sounded.


  He pounded back downstairs and picked up the phone. There was no dial tone.


  He heard a noise from the living room. He snatched a heavy vase from the hall table and crept toward the front of the house, visions of monstrous, brain-sucking insects dancing in his head.


  Myrtle Hodge was lying on the living room floor. The little brat’s mother had quite a shiner. It was purple with some green around the edges. He helped her into a chair.


  “Who did this?” Mike asked. “What happened here?”


  “It was... oh, God, it was Larry!” she said as he helped her to her feet. “He—he had this machine he had built, and he... it was some kind of a kit he sent away for from a soda company, he said it was an electronic microscope, but...”


  “Take it easy,” Mike said gently. “Just tell me what happened. Where is... do you know where Julius is?”


  She shook her head. “I saw Larry coming across the street and I was afraid he was going to pester you, and... oh, God, he killed those... those men and... he wanted to kill me, too, he hit me, but your brother stopped him and... Julius followed Larry out of here. Beyond that, I don’t know.”


  Mike was stunned. It took him a few moments to collect his scattered thoughts.


  “The bottling plant,” he said. “I’ll bet that’s where he was heading.”


  “Take my car,” Myrtle sobbed, handing him her keys. “Bring Larry back. He’s just a little boy.”


  “Some little boy,” Mike muttered, too softly for Myrtle to hear. He told her to stay in the house, make sure all the doors and windows downstairs were locked, and to not, under any circumstances, go upstairs.


  Myrtle Hodge had a radio in her car. As he sped back to the bottling plant, Mike switched it on and heard a breathless report of the unthinkable things that were happening in the city.


   


  ***


   


  “So, this thing has started now?” said one of the gangsters.


  “Yes,” said Uncle Moe. “The thing.”


  “La Cosa Moe-stra,” Molly said with a giggle.


  Moe smiled and nodded. One of the gangsters laughed nervously.


  “These guys are pretty smart, huh?” Molly said, waving a wooden arm at the guests. “Not smart enough, but smart.”


  “Oh, yes,” said Uncle Moe.


  “Criminal masterminds,” said Molly.


  “That ain’t far from the truth,” one of the gangsters said jovially. “That dummy sure is cute. How do you make her talk? Your lips ain’t moving one little bit.”


  “And titans of industry!” Molly exclaimed. “Financial geniuses!”


  “If you’ll forgive my immodesty,” said one of the businessmen, with slimy false humility, “I’m afraid I’m forced to agree with you on that.”


  “Lots of brain power!” said Molly.


  “Indeed,” said Uncle Moe. “These gentlemen have been a great help to us. We won’t need them any longer, but they can still serve.”


  “I guess it’s time!” said Molly.


  “For what?” said the other gangster.


  “This!” Molly said as she jumped from Uncle Moe’s arm onto the catwalk, then scampered over to the wall and disappeared behind a sliding panel.


  One of the gangsters looked at Uncle Moe and said, “How did you do that? That’s a good trick!”


  “Here’s a better one,” said Molly, who had emerged from the wall panel with a small machine gun clutched in her wooden hands. The men smiled and started to laugh. They didn’t get very far, though, before Molly opened up on them. Hot lead slammed into five pairs of legs, and the men fell to the floor of the catwalk, screaming and cursing.


  Jane Smith’s jaw would have dropped to the floor if not for the gag. She had a good idea what was coming next, and wanted to avoid aspirating on her own vomit, so she closed her eyes.


  She heard and felt some large object being moved from within the office, past her, and onto the catwalk.


  There were feeble screams and croaks and whimpers, and a noise like a dentist’s drill. This seemed to go on for a very long time. Finally, the noises stopped, and whatever had been trundled out of the office was trundled back in.


  Uncle Moe said, “Gleason, please put the bodies in that tank.”


  Opening her eyes, Jane saw a large stainless-steel tub that had been bolted to the railing. It was about five times the size of a conventional bathtub and did not appear to be connected to any machinery.


  She was sure it hadn’t been there earlier in the day.


  The man in the bowler hat lifted the bodies one by one and deposited them in the tank.


  “Now, who has more bodies for me?” Moe said eagerly when Gleason had finished.


  Several youngsters ducked back through the doorway, to emerge seconds later, dragging the bloody, broken bodies of three adults.


  “Bring them,” said Moe. “Drop them into the tank.”


  The dummy’s head swiveled as though it was watching the children as they complied with Moe’s order.


  “This is it,” came the strange voice of Molly Svengali. “This will work!”


  “Yes, indeed,” said Moe.


  “Sir,” said Larry Hodge, “that isn’t all I have. I brought you one more—alive.”


  Moe looked a question at Gleason, who nodded back.


  “He’s smarter than I thought he was,” the boy said. “I can tell, and I also know why. He’s been drinking Ammonite Fizz. He stole some of mine. I know it’s only supposed to work on kids. I guess he just isn’t very grown-up. I got into his house and killed those other men, then tricked him into following me here. The subject has to be alive when the brain is processed, or it won’t work. When we got here, I waited and knocked him out.”


  “Of course,” said Moe. “Bring him into the office and tie him in one of the chairs. That woman in there must be a lot more intelligent than I would have thought. I have the larger brain-drain prototype in there.”


   


  ***


   


  Mike had arrived back at the plant, slipped inside, and started stealthily up the stairs until he reached his earlier vantage point. He saw Jane tied to a chair. There was another chair beside that one, and tied to it was—


  Oh, no... Julie! 


  Uncle Moe Moreau was maneuvering a strange-looking contraption toward the captives—a thick drum on wheels, taller than it was wide, with a multi-jointed arm bolted to the top. At the end of this was a metal cube with a curious attachment on front—a sort of pointed conical proboscis with sharp serrations running from the wide base to the narrow tip.


  Moe touched a control and the proboscis began to spin on its axis, revving up swiftly until it was just a blur.


  Oh my God, Mike thought, that’s a drill! He’s going to open up Julie’s head! He couldn’t think of a single thing to do, but he knew he had to do something quickly. An inner voice spoke without words, and the message was:


  The drill is the problem. Do something about the drill.


  Mike dashed from his hiding place, vaulted over the heads of a dozen snarling youngsters, and aimed a flying kick at the drill.


  His foot connected, and the assembly swiveled around. The drill went right into Uncle Moe’s forehead.


  The whirling, serrated blade held him upright for a couple of seconds, until there was nothing left of his head. His body dropped to the floor. The drill stopped whirling and a metal tube extruded from its snout. This, Mike reasoned, must be the suction device.


  Bowler Hat started moving toward Mike, arms outstretched. Mike groped for the tube, and, as Bowler Hat grabbed him from behind, he got a grip and plunged the apparatus into the thug’s left eye. That took care of him in very short order.


  The children, suddenly terror-stricken, piled out of the office and ran down the stairs.


  Mike took out his pocket knife and freed Julie and Jane.


  “Now, look at what you’ve done,” came a strange, tinny voice. It sounded like Molly Svengali, but how could that be? Moe Moreau hadn’t said a word. He was too dead to say anything.


  Mike turned around and saw that it was Molly—Molly Svengali had spoken, all by herself! She was standing up in the middle of the room, brushing clots of blood and brain matter from her dress.


  “She’s no dummy,” Jane said.


  “That’s right!” said Molly as she headed out the door and onto the catwalk. “Do you want to know what I really am?”


  “Do we have a choice?” Mike said.


  “Nope,” said Molly, shaking her wooden head. “Actually, it’s easier to show than to tell.”


  The dummy that wasn’t a dummy moved out to the catwalk and scrambled up onto the railing.


  “Watch this,” she said with a wink, and jumped down into the tank where the bodies had been dumped. The captives heard a sound somewhere between a squish and a splash, and then there was silence.


  But not for long. An unearthly, infernal howling set in—neither human nor animal nor mechanical. It was lusty and insistent and they could not decide whether it conveyed rage or elation or something else.


  And then something rose. Something dark and terrible. Molly Svengali was no more. The thing in the tank was something else—a great, black, hulking beast with the head of a bull and the body of a gorilla.


  It climbed out of the tank onto the catwalk and stood there for a few moments, as though getting its bearings.


  “Congratulate me!” the weird apparition said. “This is my first full physical manifestation on this plane in more than 2,000 years! It’s good to be back!”


  “Who the hell are you?” Jane demanded. She seemed somehow to have converted her fear into indignation.


  “They used to call me Moloch,” the monster said. He pronounced it molluck. “Back when I had followers, that is—before that blasted Yahweh and his gang muscled me out of the divinity game. Bad-mouthing me to my subjects, destroying my shrines...”


  “So, you’re what—the devil?” said Julie.


  The beast laughed. “Oh, no, not at all. I had nothing to do with that Rebellion in Heaven business. I’m a different kind of entity, and I just got caught in the middle when the two factions started dividing up the earth. I kept to myself and hoped for the best, but I should have known they’d come after me eventually. I was stripped of everything but the most basic elements of my supernatural nature. I was little more than an almost-intangible ghost. I wandered, and slowly gathered what energy I could.


  “It took me a couple thousand years, but I finally had enough power to animate a small, non-living body. That’s where Uncle Moe Moreau came in. When I found him, he was struggling to make a living as a ventriloquist. His skills were abysmal, and he would have remained in obscurity had I not possessed the body of one of his dummies—little Molly Svengali. After that, his career took off in a big way, as you know. He gained young followers—or, rather, I did. Their adulation gave me more power—much more.


  “Soon, I commanded the devotion of millions of children. They could not give me all the power I needed, so I devised a scheme that would. And now I’m strong enough to do the rest on my own.”


  “Why did you increase their intelligence with that glop?” Jane asked.


  “Because they have to be able to comprehend incomprehensible concepts in order to make the most of their spirit possession,” Moloch replied. “The bodies and brains of thousands of children have been prepared to act as hosts for my old social circle—all those spirits that were cast into the Outer Darkness. Their brains have been enhanced to serve as vessels for these friends of mine, who cannot manifest physically in this world.”


  “So your... friends aren’t here yet?” Julie said.


  Moloch laughed. “That’s right. All the rioting and killing going on out there tonight is just a picnic of sorts. A little tonic for the troops. As for the big show—brother, you ain’t seen nothing yet! You’ve heard the phrase ‘Hell on earth?’ This is going to be worse. After all, we’ve had to live in Hell for centuries, and one does not defecate in one’s own nest, no matter how much one hates it. We can’t wait to get really creative in your world!


  “Now, if you three wouldn’t mind holding still for a moment, I’d like to rip your bodies to shreds and ingest your souls. It’ll only take a second.”


  The monster stepped forward. Jane looked wildly around the room. The closest thing that resembled a weapon—and the resemblance was less than striking—was the crate full of milk bottles.


  She snatched up one of the bottles and threw it as hard as she could. It struck Moloch in the forehead and shattered, dousing the monster in sour milk.


  The fiend began to scream, a sound so loud and so shrill that it felt to Mike as though his eardrums were being punctured.


  Even so, it was better than being gored by Moloch’s horns and chewed to bits by its huge teeth. Mike grabbed another bottle and flung it, hitting the beast in the chest. Moloch howled again, clawing at his own torso and spinning around in circles.


  “He’s blown a gasket!” Mike exclaimed.


  “That may not stop him for long,” Jane said.


  “Probably not,” said Julie, “but maybe we can at least get out of here.”


  The three of them ran past Moloch and out the door, then raced down the stairs before the monster could compose himself. Each of them carried three bottles of sour milk.


  “What on earth do we do?” Jane wanted to know as they headed for the rear door.


  “He doesn’t like milk,” Mike said. “We know that. We just don’t have much of it.”


  “There’s something about sunlight, too,” Jane whispered. “They were talking about it earlier. This monster doesn’t like sunlight.”


  “I don’t know,” Mike said, rubbing his chin. “Sunlight and milk... what kind of connection...”


  “Vitamin D,” said Julius, snapping his fingers. “Sunlight causes the human body to produce vitamin D, and they’ve been adding vitamin D to milk since 1934.”


  “That’s great,” said Mike. “That has to be it.”


  They could hear the monster stomping down the stairs.


  “Yes, it was brilliant,” Julie said morosely, as they moved quickly through the storage area. “And absolutely no use to us.”


  “It’s okay,” said Jane. “There’s the door. We’ll figure the rest out later.”


  But when they got to the door, they found it blocked. In fact, it looked as though it had been welded into its frame.


  “Who did this?” Mike said in exasperation. “Those kids?”


  “God knows,” Jane said. “Come on.” She pulled back the loose wall panel and they retreated into the little alcove that held the still.


  “What’s this?” Julie asked, looking over the apparatus.


  “Looks like a still,” Mike said innocently.


  “It’s primed and ready to go,” Julie observed. “See? The tank here is full.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned, so it is,” said Jane, slipping Mike a wink. She was having a little fun in spite of the gravity of their situation, which Mike found endearing, if inappropriate.


  Julie was silent for a moment, deep in thought. Then he asked, “What side of the building are we on?”


  “This is the east wall,” Jane said.


  “East wall,” Julius repeated thoughtfully, poking at it with the toe of his shoe. “It doesn’t seem to be very sturdy.”


  “No,” said Jane. “At this point, it’s just corrugated tin—not very thick at all.”


  Julie nodded. “Tin, you say. That’s very good. And what time is it now?”


  “About 6:30,” said Mike, after consulting his watch. “Why?”


  “I think I have one more eureka left in me,” Julie said with a smile. He issued a few brief instructions, then squatted down next to the still and went to work.


  Mike and Jane stationed themselves just outside the open panel. Every time Moloch advanced, they threw one of the milk bottles, keeping him momentarily at bay.


  Meanwhile, Julie had done a few things to the still and lit a fire underneath it.


  “We’re out of ammo,” Mike said over his shoulder. “He’ll be charging us again pretty soon.”


  “Okay,” said Julie. “Get back in here and let’s get behind that screen. I’ve got the valves wedged pretty tight, and I believe this will work. Pile a few boxes up, too.”


  No sooner had they secreted themselves behind the free-standing metal screen and the boxes, than Moloch stepped into the room.


  “I know you’re behind that screen,” he said. “You really can’t hide from someone with preternatural senses. Display a little dignity and come here.”


  And then the still exploded.


  The blast tore right through the wall, opening a ten-by-six foot gash. The sun had just cleared the horizon, and the light streamed in, washing over the monster.


  “Agh!” said Moloch. “That’s the sun!”


  “Sure is,” said Mike.


  The monster shook his awful head morosely, and when he spoke again, he sounded more embarrassed than anything:


  “I... I just walked right into that one, didn’t I?”


  Julie nodded.


  The monster had already shrunk to half his former size, and turned completely black. Long strips of skin and muscle were turning brittle and flaking off.


  “Dammit,” said Moloch, striking himself on the forehead with one rapidly-disintegrating fist, “how the hell am I going to explain this to my friends?”


  Then he turned a poisonous glare on Mike, Jane, and Julie.


  “I’ll be back,” he promised. “It’s too bad you won’t still be here 2000 years from now, because if you were, I’d give you a drubbing you’d never forget.”


  Then Moloch’s body silently exploded into a burst of black confetti.


   


  ***


   


  “Something about vitamin D,” said Julie, after Moloch had been reduced to a pile of rank-smelling detritus. “That body Moloch made for himself was constructed from human tissue. The sunlight itself was a shock—more psychological than anything, probably. Then it caused the body to produce the vitamin. I guess it only took a mini... minaskool... uh, a little bit of... ummm... what was I just saying?”


  He looked at his brother, and his gaze was not as sharp as it had been a few minutes earlier.


  “I think you meant that vitamin D killed this... monster,” Jane said.


  “Um,” said Julie, “looks that way... I guess. I don’t really remember...”


  “How does that even make sense?” Jane asked.


  “I don’t know that it does,” said Julius. “It did a few minutes ago, but now...” He shrugged. “It’s just gone. I guess the Ammonite Fizz in my system has worn off—maybe because Moloch is gone. But one thing is sure—I can’t put this into a report.”


  “I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Mike said. “You solved the case, buddy! It was Uncle Moe that was doing all the killing. You can probably just leave Moloch out of it.”


  “Oh, I plan to. Maybe you’re right. I might just come out of this smelling pretty good!”


   


  ***


   


  And, as it happened, he did. In the confusion that followed the night of hell, several careers were destroyed and many others were made. Julius Malone found himself promoted to the rank of Detective Lieutenant. In the years that followed, he gained a reputation as a determined, thorough—if not exactly brilliant—investigator.


  Authorities in Washington came up with vaguely plausible explanations for isolated aspects of the crisis, but nobody ever tried to account for all of the events in their proper context.


  The onslaught had been devastating but brief. Society had held together, more or less. The effects of Moloch’s machinations would never be wiped away completely, but civilization stood. Thousands of children had to be hospitalized, and would never fully recover. But the threat—unknown to all but a handful of people—of Moloch’s Apocalypse was gone.


  Needless to say, the Ammonite Fizz Company went out of business. In fact, the government seized all of their holdings, and the Justice Department did a painstaking investigation. No company officers were found to have been complicit in the mass unpleasantness. Jane Smith was appointed by a federal court to oversee the company’s liquidation.


  What was left of the Purebest company managed to rustle up some capital, and bought back their old building at the government auction. The dairy was back in business and Mike the unsung hero was once again employed.


   


  ***


   


  One afternoon a few weeks after Moloch’s ignominious defeat at their hands, Mike, Julie, and Jane met for dinner and drinks at a very nice restaurant. The conversation naturally turned to their favorite Black Beast from the Pit.


  “Some things still bug me,” Jane was saying. “How is it that a... a demon, I guess... is allergic to vitamin D? Come on! And putting brain matter into soda pop to turn children into evil geniuses? What kind of sense does any of that make?”


  “You’re asking the wrong guy, now,” Julie said, smiling ruefully. “I’m back to being stupid again.”


  “You’re not stupid,” said Mike, “and the whole thing does make sense. It must, since it happened. Just not the kind of sense people like us can... uh, make sense out of.”


  Jane just shook her head again. That was her standard answer to the unanswerable. “I saw what I saw with my own eyes and I still can’t believe it.”


  Mike thought it would have been nice if he and Jane had “found each other” as a byproduct of their harrowing adventure, gotten married, and lived happily ever after. Things like that happened frequently in the movies. He had floated the idea to Jane, but she informed him that, sadly, he just wasn’t her type.


  When he asked her what he might do to become her type, the only suggestion she could make involved a medical procedure that had been attempted in Europe a couple of times, with results that were not very encouraging. Mike decided that it was further than he was willing to go, and contented himself with Jane Smith as a new drinking buddy.


  “Well, regardless of what the government learned or believed,” said Mike, “they seized and destroyed every bit of Ammonite Fizz in the country—invoked some kind of emergency war powers act or something.”


  “That’s kind of too bad,” said Julie. “That soda really did sharpen up a fellow’s mind. Didn’t taste half bad, either.”


  “You haven’t forgotten that it contained human brain matter, have you?” Mike asked.


  “And probably some kind of black magic, too,” Jane added.


  “I know,” said Julie. “But still...” He just shrugged and let that hang.


  “Speaking of stills...” Jane began, turning to Mike.


  He quickly shushed her. There were some things Julie didn’t know and didn’t need to know, and the fact that he had salvaged more than half of the still was one of them. Mike had wrapped the components in blankets and butcher paper, and stowed them away in the cellar, behind a couple of large wooden crates that belonged to Julius.


  They might come in handy someday, Mike reasoned. And what Julie didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


  The crates looked as though they had been there for a very long time, but that was not the case. Mike would be surprised to know that Julie had put them there just a few days earlier. He would be even more surprised at what was inside of them:


  Two cases of Ammonite Fizz—the last two in existence anywhere. Julie had salvaged them from the plant and snuck them home. He didn’t plan on using them, but couldn’t bring himself to allow them to be destroyed. And maybe—just maybe—one day, a year, or two years, or ten years from now, another impossible case might come up.


  They might come in handy someday, Julie reasoned. And what Mike didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.
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  August, 1881. 12:45 in the afternoon


  Somersville, California


  Population: 225


   


  Matt Hawkins spit in the dirt. It was a hot summer day. Getting hotter. The sun beat down on him. He hated August. He hated the sun. He hated California. Matt Hawkins hated pretty much everyone and everything.


  The whisky he had consumed earlier had evaporated in his throat. He was sweating it out of his pores. He needed another drink. He needed another five drinks. He pulled up his shirt and itched his ample gut. Working the trail hadn’t done his body any good. He always found a way to fill his belly. He never wanted. He always indulged himself. It wasn’t entirely true after all. He did not hate everyone. Matt Hawkins loved himself.


  He wasn’t a good trail rider. But he wasn’t a bad one either. He was a body. Nothing more. The ranchers hired him on the regular. No one complained about him. No one praised him either. He kept to himself. That hatred? Well, that hatred never bubbled up to the surface. Not on the trail leastwise. Not while he was working. Matt Hawkins was smart enough to not show those cards. It was the off hours, when he was off the trail. Then was when people needed to watch out for Matt Hawkins.



  He pushed his battered top hat off his forehead and mopped at the sweat. The top hat had been won in a card game with some French-Canadian traders down in Utah some ten years prior. Matt the Hat they called him. Matt the Hat. The hat added some needed stature to the almost dwarfish cowboy. Matt the Hat barely tipped in at five foot two without his boots on. He eschewed the dandy-style higher heels on his boots for a more comfortable, smaller heel. It helped when chasing calves through the mud. And welchers through small towns. The eight inches of battered felt top hat brought him closer to the height of the other cowboys. And no one made fun of Matt the Hat. Trail rider. Farm buster. Rowdy. The fat gut, not so hidden under the striped shirt, belied the hardness in his squinty eyes. More than a few had underestimated the short chubby cowboy. He scratched at the stubble on his cheeks.


  Matt the Hat glanced over at his current partner. As tall and thin as Matt was short and thick, Bud Melbourne did not look like he had just come off the trail. As soon as they had made Somersville that morning, Bud had found the local barber. His cheeks glowed from the straight razor shave and the lavender pomade to finish it up. He wore a bright white clean shirt with a neatly pressed collar, open at the neck. At six feet tall, Bud towered over Matt the Hat, even in his top hat. His eyes crinkled at the sides. While not as bothered by the heat as his obese partner, Bud was no fan of the midday August sun either. His long thin face was shielded from the sun by his narrow flat black cowboy hat. He favored the small simplicity of it. No card game for him for his hat; it had been personally hand-sewn for him in San Francisco. No card games at all for Bud Melbourne. No dice. No roulette. No gambling. Melbourne stuck to other vices. Like the crushed purple velvet vest folded neatly in his rucksack. And the high-heeled, well-polished boots he wore at the moment. The Somersville barber had pointed him to the local bootblack, a charming young fellow who had worked hard for his two bits. Melbourne appreciated someone who did a good job. Especially when it came to his things. Melbourne did have one thing very much in common with Matt the Hat. He loved himself very much. He hoped the polish in his boots would not diminish in the dry dusty heat of the day. He slid a finger across the brim of his hat and lowered it further.


  Despite the heat, Melbourne wore a long black duster. It went nicely with the starched white shirt and the freshly scented cowboy hat. His pressed black pants creaked slightly under the starch from the morning laundry. The washerwoman had looked suspect to Melbourne, but she too had been delightfully competent. He had been glad to shed his work jeans that morning as he slid into the barber’s wrought-iron tub. First one in of the day. The best way. Even if they guaranteed new, fresh, water thereafter, who knew what grime and film was left from the bather before. Melbourne shuddered to think what used the baths in a small town like Somersville. Not like what he would get in San Francisco. Fashion was more important to Melbourne than the heat. And it was a scorcher. A real scorcher.


  Matt the Hat and Melbourne stood in front of the Dollar Bill Saloon, the only saloon in Somersville. They had scoped out the town that morning at first daylight. It hadn’t taken long. Matt the Hat had wanted to come into town the night before when they had reached the outskirts, but Melbourne shook him off.


  “Morning will be better, partner. Then, we can get the lay of the land. I’ve never been to Somersville. You, Matt?”


  “Nope. Never even heard of it.”


  “Me neither. None of the cowboys knew it either. It’s off the regular paths.”


  “Too small to be a gold town.” Matt the Hat rubbed his hands together. “Or maybe not. Maybe it’s just popping up.”


  Melbourne whacked Matt the Hat with his hat. “You read too many dime novels, partner. We’ll hit the main street tomorrow. And have a day to prepare for the evening.”


  Matt the Hat shrugged his shoulders and threw his bedroll down under cover of a tree. Matt the Hat had no need for the creature comforts of sleeping arrangements. He could sleep anywhere. He had slept dreaming of fresh eggs and griddle cakes and sausages. He had slept well indeed.


  Somersville was like other California towns on the road Matt the Hat and Melbourne had been in before. Small. Dusty. The wooden sidewalks still newer here, not all faded to a dull grey yet. Matt the Hat had been almost correct. There had been gold. Not too far away. But not near enough to create a boom. A small town with its one saloon, its one barber, two blacksmiths, a hotel, a half-completed church with its roof beams still exposed on the northern side. Never finished. Some parts formed. Others left unattended by the creator. As though God had stopped on Day Five instead. No preacher had ever taken home in the unfinished church. No one had needed more than one choice in barber. The state of the law in Somersville followed down that same path. Melbourne hadn’t seen a jail or any sign of a sheriff once they had entered. He figured there must be some law though. It stood to reason there would be some, even if it was just a deputy that patrolled at night. It certainly opened up the possibilities. He smiled to himself. People couldn’t be trusted to go it alone. Not never. And especially not here in hot, dusty California. He liked it that way. Just like he liked his clothes neat, he liked his towns loose. Somersville looked like it was just his kind of town. Exactly his kind of town.


  It was just about the right time for a drink. That was the general consensus among the genteel folk of Somersville. Lunch time was finishing. Matt the Hat licked his lips. The saloon was just past the general store.


  It was hot.


   


  August, 1881. 
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  Population: Soon to be 224.


   


  ***


   


  August, 1881. 12:45 in the afternoon.


  Somersville, California. 


  Population: 225.


   


  Xochi Gonzales stood in front of the Somersville General Store. She went over the shopping list in her mind one more time. Flour. Mantequilla. Cheese. Sugar. Manteca. She ticked the items off one by one in her mind. She wished she had a piece of paper and a pencil. Her father had the stub of one that he marked items on the wall at home. She could write. A little. Her name. Goods the family bought at the store. A few sentences. She had liked learning to write. At first. The school teacher had been nice. Mr. Waxler. With his long drooping moustache that tickled the top of her head as he leaned over behind her, watching her chalk slowly trace the letters onto the slate board.


  Her left hand shook. It always shook when she reached for things. She remembered the Priest, when she was five. How his eyes narrowed as she reached for the communion cup with her left hand. “Devil’s work.” And he snatched the cup from her. Xochi had shed a single tear. Over the years, the Priest had sent his lay ministers through this part of California, ferreting out the small conclaves of Catholics, the families that had moved into these parts, away from the more major cities, away from the grand Missions and the large assemblies. Mostly the Spanish families, but a smattering of Poles as well. Those who would be tempted to stray from the fold. And they taught. And they drilled. As only those who are fervent can truly drill. It had been drilled into Xochi’s head that taking communion was vital to her very survival. Her future depended on it. She reached for the cup again, her left hand wavering slightly. This time, the youngish Priest took a step back from Xochi, and held the cup into the air. He spoke loudly, and with quick words. “Know that this Sacrament, this blessed Sacrament, is only for those who are worthy. Only for those who are truly faithful.” He looked down into Xochi’s eyes. “Not for those who have given in to the unnatural. To the Devil’s ways.”


  La Señora Gonzales turned her back on the Priest then. His thin, pale, pinched faced turned even paler. La Señora Gonzales walked away. Even as the Priest raised his voice louder, denouncing her and all of her family. “You will all go to hell and suffer eternal damnation!” The other congregation members that had gathered on the riverbank outside of Somersville started to murmur. The Priest himself came through for only a few weeks once a year, as he sojourned through his parish. There weren’t enough Catholics in Somersville to warrant a permanent church, but the congregation waited upon his coming, upon his every communication through the lay ministers, as though he were their father, as though he truly were the sole emissary of God on earth, able to wield God’s power at a moment’s notice. He wielded that power with a hard and heavy hand. The power of excommunication. The closest thing he had to God’s judgment on earth. The power to withhold the love of God from all who vexed him.


  The Priest had come from Spain. And he despised California and its Missions and its open bare country. It was no place for a gentleman. It was no place for the Priest. Not a gentleman priest such as himself. Someone who desired a city. A cathedral of his own. Not one of the foul Missions. Each day, he prayed that he would be recalled to Spain, and away from the hot, brutish countryside. And its people like la Señora Gonzales and her daughter. Back home, that unnatural urge would have been beaten out of the child at an early age, before she could even walk. She would have been conformed to God’s will. But here, even God’s rule appeared not to apply. “Abomination!” He shuddered. And signed the papers, applying his seal with a grand flourish. A spray of water to cool it.


  The word came down the next day. La Señora Gonzales and Xochi Gonzales were excommunicated. La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  The damnation of the Priest was nothing to her. La familia, her family, was all that mattered. What did matter were the tears that did form in the corners of young Xochi’s eyes. La Señora Gonzales’ eyes blackened at the suffering she saw there. Behind her daughter’s eyes. More painful than the heat of the California sun. She had done nothing wrong. Only that foolish Priest thought anything of the matter. Dios no pensó nada en esto. Nada. La Señora Gonzales spat on the ground as the proclamation was read.


  The next day, the Priest received a letter from the Mission Santa Barbara. His prayers had been answered. Escape from his hell on earth. Back home. Back to Barcelona. He rushed to put his limited affairs in order. His secretary brought in the last papers, including the signed and sealed excommunication for the Gonzales family, the copy to be filed in the permanent archives. He looked over it one more time. All seemed in complete order. One less heathen family he would have to worry about once he was gone from the shores of California. As he pushed the order across the desk, his left sleeve caught in the candelabra on his desk. The flame leapt up his sleeve, igniting from hem to shoulder in one quick orange snap. The bright flames licked at the papers on his desk, engulfing the office. Shrieking, the secretary backed away, slamming the door to the office closed. He ran down the hallway into the rectory. The Priest screamed, beating at the flames. His left arm hung useless now, dead already.


  As soon too was he, naught but smoldering ash on the floor amongst the remnants of his papers. By the time the secretary returned with the other priests, nothing was left of the Priest.


  Word reached Somersville a few days later. The local congregation was horrified, and prayed for the Priest’s soul. La Señora Gonzales said nothing. La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  But still, many years later, Xochi was nervous when she used her left hand, but Mr. Waxler didn’t mind. He laughed and gently pushed her fingers around the loops of an “O”, the simple glide of the “C”. “See, Xochi, it’s easy. It only takes practice. Lots of practice.” Her name slowly appeared on the blue-grey slate in pale white, the letters awkward and different sizes. Not like those of Mr. Waxler. “Watch, Xochi. Just watch.” And she watched, the delicate motion as he brushed away the letters with a cloth and ordered her to start over again. Again and again. The simple wave as he traced letters in the air. For several weeks, he had proved to be an admirable teacher. And she the diligent pupil.


  Xochi had turned seventeen in May. La Señora Gonzales had kept track on the wall of their adobe shack just outside of Somersville. To celebrate, she had made a simple flan. They rarely made them. Only on the most special of occasions. They were a delicacy for the family, and not to be taken lightly.


  “Please, Mamá, por favor. Just one more for Mr. Waxler? He has been helping me so much.” La Señora Gonzales consented. Xochi wrapped a piece of the delicate pudding in some cheesecloth and went to the back of the Somersville General Store. The storeroom doubled as the teacher’s schoolroom, at least until a school was built. Rumor had it would not be until the church was finished. No one was holding their breath. Not even Mr. Waxler.


  Especially not Mr. Waxler. He figured to be long gone well before that time ever came. He enjoyed teaching the few youths of Somersville. It was what he had trained for, after all, but it was no longer the driving force of his life. Not since he had met Xochi. Not since he had leaned over behind her and caught a glimpse of her slim neck under her black hair. That vision had driven all other thoughts from his mind. He no longer paid attention to the letters that the young Smith children so laboriously wrote out each morning. He barely heard a syllable when Ms. Queenie Sutton, the mayor’s daughter, recited some of Mr. Lincoln’s most eloquent speeches.


  And, she had shown up at his door on a late May night, with a soft smile on her lips, and a precious sweet in her hand. Mr. Waxler would have nothing of the sweet. He pulled Xochi in the doorway and pressed her close. The flan fell to the dusty floor of the general store. Its sugary aroma flooded the tight entrance way. Xochi shrieked as his lips crushed against hers, his hand pulling at her white huipil with his thick fingers. The ones that only a few hours before traced letters in the air so gracefully. All grace was gone. All peace. An ugly urgency had replaced them. He pressed close again. Sharply the hard bridge of his nose smashed against hers. Her nose began to bleed. She tasted blood on her lips. His pale blue eyes burned red and bright. Xochi stared into them. And struck. She raked the nails of her left hand across a wide-open eye, blood splurting everywhere into the air. It left a slashing smear across the door. Mr. Waxler’s hand flew up to grab at his bleeding orb. His backhand knocked Xochi back away from the door. She fled into the night. By the time Mr. Waxler had wiped the blood from his eyes, she was gone into the darkness of the night. He slammed the door shut in frustration.


  La Señora Gonzales did not cry. She quickly examined Xochi. Her cheek was already darkening even further where Mr. Waxler had struck her as she was leaving. He had further bruised her shoulder with his hands as he had torn at her dress. It would need to be mended. La Señora Gonzales did not like to sew. She had Xochi out of the dress in a minute, instructing her to pull it up and over her head and to draw on her long nightgown. La Señora Gonzales was not unkind. Xochi was the last person she had left in this world. All that California held for her. She sent her to the back in the kitchen and instructed her to draw a basin of water. Cool water. To wash away the burn. To wash away the shame. To wash away the damned teacher. As appalling as the Priest. As appalling as all of Somersville. As all of the world. Todo el mundo. La Señora Gonzales shook her head. But, La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  Mr. Waxler threw his meager belongings into a sack. The useless textbooks and their impotent Lincoln speeches could remain. They were as useless to him as they were to Ms. Queenie Sutton. He shook his head. The stupidity of it all.


  He pulled open the door and walked briskly out into the night air. It was a beautiful night. He might have noticed any other night. A bright full moon. But he was still clouded with the vapors of Xochi. He would spend the rest of his life besotted of Xochi. For his life was measured not in years, not in weeks, but in minutes. His heel crushed the flan lying in the dirt outside the door. It squished deeply into the heel of his boot, and clung to the corners of his pantleg.


  Somersville was not known for bears coming into the town. The last had been sighted before the saloon had been finished. Rumor had it that the bear sat down on the stool at the end and was found sleeping peacefully the next morning by the workers that had come to finish the rest of the stools. It woke, growled, and wandered off. A good California grizzly, they exclaimed. But not that night. That night, a more fearsome, more hungry grizzly bear found itself in Somersville.


  The scent of the flan was perhaps too much for it. Mr. Waxler never heard it coming. There were no bootsteps to indicate he had run. Just walked away into the night. And then a gore-encrusted boot with the foot still in it. Nothing else was found of the errant teacher. The local deputy Dan Thompson trapped and killed a grizzly about a month later, but no one could prove it was the same one that had devoured Mr. Waxler.


  Now, Xochi never walked behind the general store to the rear entrance. She stayed to the front, to the light. Out of the shadows. Her left hand clenched the smattering of coins she had. After all, what did she have to fear in the light of day? What indeed?


  She went over the list in her mind one more time. All the things her madre needed for dinner tonight. She wiped the sweat from her darkened brow.


  It was hot.
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  Dan Thompson did not particularly care for Somersville. He did not particularly care for California. He had been born in Boston. The promise of a high paying job in Los Angeles and a young wife with wanderlust, as his professor at Tufts had been wont to call it, made a trip across the United States palatable. The California Trail had held promise. Until the snows had moved in. Until Dorothea “Dot” Thompson died in a snowy pass, the wagon lost in a sudden avalanche. Dot and Dan became just Dan. Until the bank lawyer job that had been promised to Dan Thompson faded into a bank that lost all of its money in a fraudulent gold rush that it over-funded. Dead mules and mines to nowhere filled no one’s coffers. Least of all a junior attorney traveling across the county on a promise and a prayer. His uncle met him at the stagecoach in la Plaza de Los Angeles shaking his head and offering a few gold dollars. Nada más, as the lay minister at the Mission said. Nothing more.


  But Dan Thompson had plodded on. There was no way to return to the East. Without his beloved Dot, and her love of the old brick Boston, he did not know if he even desired to return. His books, his law books he had spent his lifetime collecting and reading and re-reading, committing to memory, brought a pittance. Less than the handout from his uncle. The law was cheap. At least the paper it was printed on was. He would do better to follow the practice of Hanging Judge Parker that he read about in the Dime Novels in the squalid hotels he found himself in. Days after his uncle had paid him out, the uncle, his mother’s only brother, put a bullet into his brain while standing on the cliffs overlooking the Pacific Ocean. So passed the last of the Thompsons except for Dan himself. The uncle’s secretary, the lone witness, alerted the city authorities. But that was the end of the affair. The body fell away into the ocean and was washed away with the tides. Never to be seen again. Nada más. Just the breaking waves.


  Thompson persevered. The law was indeed much more...rudimentary in California. Or so it felt to Thompson. There was very little call for his education. He found himself amongst the Mexican migrant workers with no rights, and the Chinese railroad workers with even less. Violence reigned in the back rooms and dark alleys. Not at all like the banks he had thought he would be supporting. The dollars from the books bought him his first gun. A revolver with a long barrel. And an interview with the local law. For someone who had never fired a pistol until his twenty-sixth year, Thompson found himself particularly adept in its function and form. From lawyer to gunman had been a quick step. Wells Fargo was looking for men to ride shotgun on their mail wagons. Daredevils. Men with nothing to live for. Nada más. Nothing more. Dan Thompson was just that man.


  Five years he rode the wagons up and down the West Coast, from Washington to the north to San Diego, even into the Baja, as east as Arizona or Idaho to the far north. Once even into Canada. Braving the rains, the heat, the snow, the dry desert, the robbers, the natives, and even once a witch who claimed to be able to destroy a mail wagon and kill the crew and its horses with only the power of her voice. A mystic woman from Guadalajara who had lost her child when traveling north. Thompson and his crew had encountered her outside of Otay, staggering through the desert sun, a huge backpack strapped to her back. A waving white cloth had been draped over poles hoisted above her head, blotting the sun from her face. She looked as though she would sail away at any moment into the shimmering heat of the desert. La Vela. The Sail. The wagon master had almost reared the horses into the ground when she appeared out of the sands. And, true to her reputation, she began to wail at the top of her lungs, while pointing directly at the lead horse. As though willing it to die. The hairs on the nape of its neck stood on end. So did those of the wagon master. And truth be told, so did those of Dan Thompson. His learned education had not prepared him for visitations deep in the desert. Plato’s Cave had no wailing women with long scabrous nails and flapping wings attached to their heads. That was more like the harpies he had read about in Virgil. There was something visceral about her, something that ran counter to everything he had ever learned in Boston. And everything he had faced on the trails. Nothing he had experienced had prepared him for that moment. For coming face to face with la Vela. Thompson had felt loss. He had suffered. But this, this was the face of a woman who had lost everything. Someone who had lost all hope. Her eyes were open and barren. She pointed at the wagon. And yet, she pointed at nothing. She was empty. Barren. Nada más. Nothing more left of her. Not even tears.


  Thompson dismounted and drew his pistol from the holster. The shrieking turned into a grotesque cackle as he drew closer. Closer. He heard a sudden crack of the whip behind him. The wagon master had quietly turned the Wells Fargo wagon. It took off in the opposite direction. La Vela cackled. And sprung at the surprised Thompson, her arms flailing. He dropped the pistol and grabbed her by the wrists. She let out a deep sigh and collapsed against him. She weighed next to nothing. But her backpack was enough dead weight to tumble both of them to the ground. La Vela was dead before she hit the ground. Perhaps, Thompson thought, the years of lack of human touch, reawakened by his reaching out had shocked her system. The bag proved a cornucopia of trinkets: a red huipil worn almost see-through, a doll without a head, rosary beads, what appeared to be the scalp of a blonde woman (judging by the length), one gold dollar, a newspaper picture of Pío Pico, a bolt of cloth, a rusted revolver with no bullets, and a blank tintype. Whatever image it had held, or La Vela thought it held, was now trapped only in her memory. And, a shovel with a broken handle, more like an over-sized spade. Thompson used the broken shovel to bury La Vela in the sands, along with all her belongings. Even the shade wings she had worn. He had nothing to mark her grave. There was sand. Y nada más.


  It took him two days to walk to Mission San Diego de Alcalá. The wagon master had spun a tale of witchcraft. Just mention of La Vela had been enough to fill in the gaps. One of the lay priests had fainted when Thompson appeared rapping at the gate, seeking sustenance. A scribe from San Francisco got ahold of the story and made some few dollars on the dime novel market with that yarn. But none of that money came to Dan Thompson. The “true” tale starred Buffalo Bill. Or maybe it was Wild Bill. Or Iron Bill. Crack Skull Bill. No one seemed to remember anymore. Certainly not Dan Thompson. He was sure it was circulated several times over. Somewhere, Hanging Judge Parker had no doubt strung up La Vela for some crime against humanity. It was the way of this world. Another fevered dream hidden and subdued in some cave. Nada más.


  It had been enough for Thompson with Wells Fargo. No more wagons. No more aching buttocks. No more bleary eyes from staring out into the sand, wondering what was behind every drift. No more constant hand on the holster. Kern County, California had opened up. There was need for traveling deputies to spend a week in a town before moving on to the next, making a circuit of five or six towns. It fit Thompson. Sure, he did not particularly care for California. He did not care for Somersville. But it was life. Nada más. He had nothing else. He rode into town on the south side, his hat pushed back. No one greeted him. They never did. He was tolerated. He glanced around. It seemed the same as ever.


  It was hot.
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  Xochi Gonzales stood in front of the Somersville General Store. She recited her list of goods one more time. Flour. Mantequilla. Cheese. Sugar. Manteca. Especially the manteca. The store master had assured her that the butcher in San Bernardino had slaughtered some exceptional pigs. The lard would have some serious flavor. That had been three weeks ago. The stock in the Gonzales kitchen was low. Dangerously low. The bacon grease was as thin as a sheet of paper.


  Bud Melbourne pushed his hat brim back off his face. He definitely liked what he saw of Somersville. And, it was just about the right time for a drink. That was the general consensus among the genteel folk of Somersville. Lunch time was finishing. Crowds were gathering on the street, crowding the clapboard sidewalks.


  Matt the Hat licked his lips. He anticipated Melbourne’s thoughts. He had tired of waiting for Melbourne to get himself all pretty. This wasn’t San Francisco. There was no need for that here. Probably some dollar whores in the back of the saloon. Maybe a few penny ante card games going. There probably wasn’t even a decent roulette table in Somersville. But liquor. There would be liquor. And that was what Matt the Hat craved. Out of the sun, into the cool through the swinging doors. He smiled. The saloon was just past the general store.


  Dan Thompson had just entered the south side of Somersville. He banked his horse at the livery stable as he always did. No one greeted him. They never did. He glanced around. The town seemed the same as ever. The young boy that brushed the horses came forward and soundlessly took the reins from Thompson. Thompson wondered if the boy even spoke. He had never heard him utter a word. Even when he tipped him. The boy would nod his head briefly and scoot off with his pennies.


  Thompson was in no hurry today. He took the bucket from the boy and went around to the front of his horse himself. The stable was empty. No visitors to Somersville it seemed. There rarely were. He sighed. He knew that Mayor Sutton would be bearing down upon him soon. Some nuisance complaint about the saloon. One of the girls getting out of line. He would probably ask if he had any leads on a new schoolteacher. Thompson remembered that Dot wanted to teach once they settled into Los Angeles. One more dream washed away. He slapped water onto his horse’s dry cheeks. It whinnied and nuzzled his face. He bumped his head against the horse. At least someone in Somersville liked him.


  Matt the Hat hurried down the clapboard sidewalk. He was ready for that drink. The whiskey was calling his name. He was sure of it. Damned sure. He was not taking care where his steps led. The slim young woman in the shimmering white huipil seemed to leap out of nowhere. Before he could slow down, he barreled into her, sending her sprawling onto the hard wooden planks. She let out a small yelp. Her lip bled faintly where his shoulder had cracked into her head. Matt the Hat staggered back a few steps, more perplexed than anything.


  Xochi mumbled a few words in Spanish as she tried to collect herself and stand. This infuriated Matt the Hat. It was hot out. He was tired of Somersville already. And this pretty young maiden seemed bent on ruining his day.


  “Perdóname.”


  “What did you say?” He snarled out the words.


  Xochi’s eyes grew larger. She did not know the squat obese man with the oversized hat who was towering over her. She tasted blood on her lips. She was dizzy. Where was she? Behind the General Store? The sun blurred her eyes. She staggered up to her feet. The squalid creature drew closer. She smelled the sickly sweet aroma of flan. In her haze, Xochi suddenly saw Mr. Waxler leering in close to her again. She yelped and swung a tiny balled fist out.


  She conked Matt the Hat neatly on the side of the head. His eyes went from wary amusement to deep black hatred in a matter of seconds. He drew back and backhand slapped her across the face, sending her sprawling off of the sidewalk and into the dry dust of the street.


  The smack was so loud that it brought the manager of the general store out onto the sidewalk. Matt the Hat stood on the sidewalk laughing. Xochi was turned facing away from the general store. Disoriented. She took a step away. And then a few more. Melbourne stepped up next to Matt the Hat.


  “What the hell was that all about?”


  “Dunno. The devil must have taken that poor girl. First she ran into me. And then she plumb struck me.”


  Xochi heard the devil. She remembered the Priest. She heard him. “Unnatural! Abomination!” She turned and cursed at Matt the Hat. Her small shrill voice suddenly loud and full of power.


  “You have no power here!” She threw her handful of coins at Matt the Hat, most striking his chest, but a quarter spun high and slapped his cheek just below his eye.


  With a bellow, Matt the Hat jumped off the sidewalk at Xochi. Melbourne took a quick step to intervene, stepping in between them. Xochi flung her knuckles against his duster. He felt the pocket ripping, saw his tobacco pouch and papers falling to the ground. He turned to her, suddenly full of fury as well. That had been twenty dollars worth of prime Virginia tobacco. Shipped special for him from his Chinese friends in San Francisco. Wasted on the ground, gone.


  She spun slowly, in a grim ballet, before hitting the ground once more. Melbourne grimaced. This town had taken a turn for the worse rather quickly. He turned towards the saloon.


  But Matt the Hat had had his fill. He stood straddling the bruised and battered Xochi as she lay on the ground. He bent over.


  “You want to show a fellow a good time?” He sneered and brought his face closer. His pistol gaped out of its holster, the grip only inches from her hand. Matt the Hat slapped her across the face again. The townspeople stood watching. Silent.


  Melbourne spit on the ground. “Let’s go, partner. This is no way to spend the afternoon.”


  “One more minute,” Matt the Hat breathed. “I wanna get my money’s worth.” He fumbled with his belt buckle.


  Xochi’s fingers found the grip of the pistol. She slid it out. It was heavy. Heavier than she had imagined it would be. She drew back the hammer as his body fell on her. The pistol so heavy on her chest. Tears rolled down her cheeks, mixing with the blood, the dust.


  She pulled the trigger. The bullet ripped through her huipil, through her chest bone, through her heart. She died instantly.


  The violent explosion brought Matt the Hat up short. He watched the blood ooze from the hole in her chest. He watched her black eyes get blacker, and film over. He screamed. And he began to kick Xochi’s body. His heavy cowboy boots slammed again and again into her ribs. The side of her head. The soft swell of her stomach. Her lifeless body changed shape, everything that had been Xochi disappearing into the desecrated flesh.


  Melbourne strode forward and grabbed Matt the Hat by the shoulder.


  “Come on. Let’s go. Before someone stops us.”


  He looked around. The general store manager had backed up into the doorway of his store. People were finally beginning to murmur. Melbourne walked a quick few steps before he broke into a run. Matt the Hat aimed one more kick at Xochi’s lifeless body before he fled as well.


  “Damn you, whore! I wasn’t finished with you!”


  Thompson heard the loud report of the pistol. He dropped the bucket of water and ran for the door of the livery stable. No one should be firing a gun in Somersville proper. His heart beat fast as he ran out onto the street.


  Fleetingly, he saw two men, one tall and skinny, one fat and wobbly, running down the street. He drew his pistol, sighted, but they were too far away. Too damned far away.


  He came to a halt as he drew next to the body on the street. At first, he did not recognize it. Did not recognize her. Matt the Hat’s feet and fists had erased much of her features. But Thompson recognized the long black hair. The dress. There was only one girl who wore a dress like that in Somersville. He looked up into the general store. The manager shook his head. And closed the door. The other people that had been on the street were walking away. Thompson spit on the ground.


  Deke Milner, the undertaker appeared as if out of a haze. He raised an eyebrow at Thompson. Thompson nodded. There was nothing to do. Nothing but to get on the trail after the two.


  But first, Dan Thompson needed to make a trip out of town. He needed to see la Señora Gonzales. Sweat broke out on his forehead. He wiped it off with the handkerchief from his pocket. He almost wished he were a drinking man. A drink would probably do much to cure what ailed his dry throat. Not all of it though.


  It was hot.
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  La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  Dan Thompson had expected there to be some crying. He had cried tears over Dot. For years. He had cried tears over La Vela even. Not then, in the desert. But weeks later. He had found himself laying in a bunk in Los Angeles, and it was as though the desert winds were blowing over him again, as though her hand was reaching out to him again. And he wept hard bitter tears that night.


  But, la Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  She had not cried since the moment la familia Gonzales had arrived in Somersville in the spring of 1870. When the sky had opened up with such promise. That first day, one of the blacksmith’s assistants had butchered their mule. Their livelihood gone in a matter of moments. El Señor Gonzales had planned on working the land as he had for all of his life. Since he had left home at eleven with his first mule. This was the fourth mule he had owned. He had planned for it to be his last.


  Tucker, the mustachioed assistant, bragged about killing the dumb animal. He took no pleasure in his job. No pleasure in the company of women or his fellow man. He took his pleasure in the killing of animals. The stolid amiable mule that followed a few steps behind la familia Gonzales had been too much of a temptation. He had not even taken the time to savor it, as he had Mr. Sutton’s sheepdog. That had lasted several days, tied up in the woods. But this was only a matter of minutes. As soon as he had separated the mule from its masters, he had led it away into the woods. He had slit its throat. And beaten it with a poker from the blacksmith’s shop while it bled. His beady eyes followed la familia Gonzales as they searched for days for the lost mule, the father becoming ever more frantic. La Señora Gonzales began tilling the land they had claimed as their own, just outside of Somersville, while the father searched the woods.


  It only took a few days for Tucker’s story to begin circulating. It was a small town. No one was surprised. No one did much of anything. Life continued on. For a few days. Tucker was a strong, hearty fellow. He could lift heavy wheels with one hand while he worked on them. He would store them up above his anvil, pulling one down when he needed to beat it into shape for the Wells Fargo wagons that came in. He was good at it.


  Until his hand was reduced to a stump on his precious anvil by an errant wagon wheel falling from the hitch and onto it. He hadn’t done much bragging then. Only screaming. Nonstop screaming. For a few days he lingered on, before succumbing to the pain and expiring.


  La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  Not when her husband had fallen down in the hot sun behind his fifth, and truly final, mule, working at the corn for the harvest. The mule had dragged him down several lines, not realizing its master had passed on. Just diligently following the lines in the ground. El Señor Gonzales had trained him well. Very well indeed.


  And yet, la Señora Gonzales felt a leap in her heart when she saw the big brawny Thompson draw up on his horse. She knew him by sight. They had never spoken though. She had no truck with the law. Not here in Somersville. What good had the law proven her? As little as the God of the Priest. As little as the flowery words of Mr. Waxler. As little as the brawn of Tucker. There was no one in this land to cry out to. No one but herself.


  La Señora Gonzales drew her shawl around her as she went to the door of her small home.


  Thompson dismounted and removed his hat immediately.


  La Señora Gonzales did not cry. But she felt a pain deep within her soul.


  “I am sorry, Mrs. Gonzales.” Thompson stumbled over the words. She struggled to understand him for a moment. His thick Bostonian accent was unfamiliar to her ears. “Perdóname.”


  “¿Qué?”


  “It’s your daughter, Mrs. Gonzales. I’m afraid,” he stumbled. Tears came to his eyes in a sudden fury. “I’m afraid she is dead. She’s been killed. Murdered.”


  La Señora Gonzales’ eyes narrowed. Her eyes blackened. “Murdered?”


  “Yes. By two drifters that came into town this morning. The barber saw them, talked to one. I have good descriptions. And their trail is fresh. They are not far ahead of me. And I know this area better than they. I can catch them quickly. But...but I felt I needed to talk to you first.”


  “I see.” La Señora Gonzales folded her arms in front of her chest. “Did you know?”


  “Yes.”


  “To alleviate your own pain, Mr. Deputy?”


  “No. Nothing like that. I...I have felt loss myself. My wife.”


  La Señora Gonzales turned away. “You know nothing of loss, Mr. Deputy. And you know nothing of vengeance.” She shook her head. “You will not catch those responsible for the murder of my Xochi.”


  “I know that I can.”


  She shook her head again. “NO! You will not catch them.” She rubbed her hands together. “There will be nothing left to catch.” Her voice became still, cold. Dan Thompson shuddered, even in the August heat.


  “Ma’am?”


  La Señora Gonzales looked into the eyes of Dan Thompson. They looked through him. They looked beyond him. Beyond the Priest. Beyond Tucker. Beyond Mr. Waxler. Beyond Matt the Hat and Bud Melbourne. She could see them. She knew what they looked like. How they breathed. How they smelled.


  How their deaths would be enacted.


  La Señora Gonzales smiled.


  “Go! Go, Mr. Deputy. See what you may find!”


  Dan Thompson mounted his horse. A chill breeze blew over him. He looked up into the sky. He shook his head. He must be going crazy. It looked like rain.


  It was hot.


   


  August, 1881. 


  Somersville, California.


  Population: 224.


   


  ***


   


  Melbourne tossed back a cup of coffee. Matt the Hat lounged on a log next to him. The canopy of trees neatly kept the smoke from the small fire they had started from being obvious anywhere. Matt the Hat did not seem particularly concerned, but Melbourne had seen the deputy’s eyes. He would be following behind them as closely as possible. His only real solace was that the youngish deputy would be tied down by doing his duty to the girl’s parents. That would buy them several hours at least. He looked up between the treetops again. After months of nothing but clear starry nights, the clouds were beginning to darken the sky. He grimaced. That could be good or bad for the two of them. Certainly, it would slow down the deputy, and whoever he might recruit to follow them, but it would slow them down as well.


  The aroma of bacon fat blended nicely with the damp smell that was rising up in the night. Dusk brought the faint sound of crickets and a few night birds. An owl hooted, before fading away into the dark. Matt the Hat wiped the last of the grease out of the skillet with a piece of bread and stuffed it into his mouth. He kicked dirt at the last glowing embers to knock them away into the nighttime.


  Thoughtfully, Melbourne stamped the ground. It was rock hard. A puff of dust rose briefly and fell. No wind at least. Whatever storm was brewing, it would not be whipped by the winds that occasionally threatened to strip all of California of everything down to the tree trunks and their bare bones. Melbourne shuddered. He had been caught in one of those winds before in the desert. He had ended up in Arizona and not California, minus two travel companions and a good twenty pounds. He pulled some of the dry grass from the ground and threw it into the air. It fell straight down to his feet. He ground his heel into it, crushing it into the ground.


  A crack of thunder pealed through the sky. The sound of drops hitting the leaves above them sent the crickets quiet. Melbourne took off his thin-brimmed hat and knocked it against his sleeve.


  “I reckon that storm is coming in fast, partner.” He eyed the now-covered up fire pit. “Maybe we should circle around, head back into town. We know that deputy will be out on the trail looking for us. No one will expect us to come back.”


  Matt the Hat laughed. “What’s the matter with you? Getting all city boy on me now, Mr. Melbourne?”


  “Nah.” Melbourne spit in the ashes. He dug in his pocket for his tobacco. With a wince, he realized it had fallen out of his duster back in Somersville. “Just trying to make sure we don’t have any visitors.”


  “Sounds to me more like you are afraid of getting a little wet is all.” Matt the Hat laughed again. “A little rain never hurt anyone.” He unrolled his bedroll and tossed it roughly under the tree. The battered top hat lay next to the roll. Unlike Melbourne, Matt the Hat had kept his tobacco pouch and neatly rolled himself a quick cigarette. He raised an eyebrow at Melbourne, but Melbourne shook him off. He was still too cross about losing his own. And, he knew that Matt the Hat certainly had a low-grade, inferior tobacco in his pouch. It would do nothing to distill the disquiet building in his stomach.


  Melbourne pulled a few long branches from the pile he had made earlier over and erected a crude teepee. He slung his duster over it. He nodded at his work grimly. It had been years since he had needed to sleep under a makeshift structure like this. He glanced over at Matt the Hat. And shook his head. His choice in travelling companions had been injudicious this time. He had thought Matt the Hat would prove to be a good partner for fleecing some extra money out of the trip. The rancher had not paid as well as he had hoped. But now, now he found himself staring at burgeoning rain and escaping a damned murder charge. His hand went momentarily to the revolver on his hip. It wouldn’t be the first time he had rid himself of an unwanted partnership. He had drowned that ratty gentleman from New Orleans in an opium den in San Francisco, left him for the Chinese to deal with the corpse. Out in the woods? Who was even to know.


  A bolt of white-blue lightning lit the sky up suddenly. Melbourne looked over. Matt the Hat was lying on top of his bedroll. He had put his top hat back on. His hand was also on the grip of his pistol. They looked at each other. Feral grins met their eyes.


  “This rain has me spooked.” Matt the Hat was the first to speak. “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe we should have gone back into town.”


  Melbourne eased his hand off the pistol grip. A sprinkle started to fall on them. One of the horses started kicking at the ground. A last puff of dust shot up before the storm dampened it.


  “Too late for that now, partner. Looks like we’ve made our beds.” Melbourne ducked under the tent he had created. Matt the Hat looked up into the sky. A few drops hit him around the collar.


  “Damn! That rain is hot! Must be one helluva storm coming in tonight!”


  “Making up for the lack of rain the past year, no doubt.”


  “Yeah. It has been a dog’s age since we had a good downpour.” Matt the Hat pulled his collar up over his ears, to the tips of his top hat. He shook the droplets off the brim.


  Melbourne shook his head, and then beckoned at Matt the Hat. Matt looked around for a second, then loped under the makeshift tent. He and Melbourne found themselves sitting shoulder to shoulder, uncomfortable close. Melbourne noticed that Matt the Hat had not visited the barber for a shave that morning in Somersville as he had. He had hacked at his whiskers himself, leaving patches all over. It suddenly assaulted Melbourne’s sensibilities more than anything else that had happened that day. It really was disgusting. He thought about the pistol at his waist again. Matt the Hat was oblivious to the struggle going on next to him. He leaned back further under the duster. His back was against the trunk of a tree.


  “You’re not from around here, are ya, Melbourne? Ya know what they call these big storms out here? They got a name for them. The Mexicans do. Seems like everyone calls them that though. Lagrimas de la puta. Whore’s tears. ’Cause they’re unexpected. And they leave a dirty stain on the ground.” Matt the Hat laughed at his own wit, as though it were some clever play on words.


  Melbourne bit his tongue to keep from cursing out the short, fat cowboy. Instead, he mumbled, “Just like that girl, huh?”


  Matt the Hat smiled. He rolled Melbourne’s words over on his tongue. “Yes. Yes, indeed. Exactly like that girl.” He looked out from under the duster to look up at the rain. “She was crying, wasn’t she?”


  Melbourne shook his head. The pistol was out. It was time.


  Matt the Hat had his hand out in the rain. The drops were thick and heavy now. They hissed when they hit the ground. They hissed when they hit his flesh. Great big fat blisters developed where they hit his hand. The frayed hem of his coat burned with a blue flame where the drops had hit them. He could smell smoke. Burning cloth.


  Burning flesh.


  Melbourne was oblivious to his duster catching on fire above him. He had the pistol against the back of Matt the Hat’s head, just under the brim of his top hat.


  “It’s time to end this partnership, I fear.”


  “What?” Matt the Hat’s words were slurred. He had leaned out from under the burning duster. “Shaddup, Melbourne! I’m not feeling so good.” He swayed forward into the rain. “Not so good at all.”


  The rain was falling hard. The duster had burned through. Melbourne’s face was melting. His high cheekbones shone through the flesh. Matt the Hat had pitched face-forward into the mud. His top hat was on fire. His hair was on fire. His shirt had burned through. Fat rivulets of flesh ran off his back onto the ground. Matt the Hat burned. Matt the Hat screamed. Bud Melbourne burned. Bud Melbourne screamed. Matt the Hat died. Bud Melbourne stared up into the sky.


  The dark storm clouds wafted over him. His left eye had melted away. Before his right one did as well, he saw the clouds form into the slim shape of a young woman. She slowly drifted away from him.


  Bud Melbourne closed his eye, and died.


   


  ***


   


  Thompson had found shelter from the rain not more than two miles from Melbourne and Matt the Hat’s camp. He rode up onto the remnant of their camp a few minutes after he had left his. Their horses were still tethered to a tree. Their eyes were rolled up in their heads and they were frothing at the mouth. They were stamping the ground in a regular pattern. As soon he untied them, they took off, blindly, deeper into the trees. He could hear tearing through the underbrush.


  Thin strips of black cloth hung from a wooden teepee. Thompson reached out to touch them. They fell apart into ash under his fingers. His fingers felt numb. Not burned, like the wood, but as though he had been struck by a bell. A hard, hot, iron bell. They vibrated. And went completely numb.


  He stepped back away from the makeshift tent. He stumbled on the brim of a hat. An ugly felt top hat. Something crunched under his heel. Fragments of bone. Skull bone. Burnt skull bone. Now Thompson could make out the ash and bone outline of a human form prone on the ground. Inside the teepee, he could make out what seemed to be a hunched-over human form. The outline of one. He took a few steps away, and vomited in the bushes. His horse looked at him. Its nose quivered. And it too ran away into the woods.


  At least this time, Thompson mused, it would not take him two days to walk back to a semblance of normality. It would only take several hours. Even if he had had a shovel this time, he would not have buried those remains. Some atrocities needed to be left untouched.


  As he walked, he calculated how much money he had saved up, and how much it would take to get him back to Boston, and away from this damnable California sun.


   


  ***


   


  La Señora Gonzales did not cry.


  She looked up into the sky. The dark clouds parted for a moment, their deep blues fading into a soft, light pink. The slim shape of a young woman formed in the clouds. She was walking away, into the sky. She looked over her shoulder for one brief moment. The clear unbroken face of Xochi gazed down on her mother. And smiled.


  At last, after all the years, and for one final moment, la Señora Gonzales wept.


  The Dublin Horror


   


  By
Lou Mougin


   


   


  i


   


   


  “The fookin’ thing’s gettin’ bigger, ain’t it?”


  “I ain’t goin’ back there ta look at it, Charlie. Now shut yer gob.”


  “Dennis?”


  “Jeezissake, what, man?”


  “When is the man s‘posed ta get here?”


  “An‘ a fookin‘ plane schedule I’m supposed to be? His plane comes to Dublin. His plane lands in the airport, an‘ ‘e takes a cab, an‘ ‘e gets here. That’s that.”


  “You’re sure ‘e’ll come right here?”


  “Yes, Charlie, I’m sure ’e’ll come here. Did not the father say that ’e would?”


  “What the father says an‘ what happens can be two diff‘rent things, Dennis, they can.”


  “Wouldja try to be encouragin‘, fa once? I’ve a mind ta shove ya back there!”


  “I’d kill ya before ya did, Dennis. Ya’ve got a stone an‘ more on me, but I’d kill ya just the same.”


  “An‘ it might be a blessin‘, lad. It might be a blessin‘, at that.”


  “Dennis, tell me the man’s name again who’s comin‘ here.”


  “Thought I’d already told you three times already.”



  “I wants to hear his name again!”


  “All right. ‘Tis a good name for a man in his sort of profession. I’m just hopin‘ the man turns out to be as good as the name.”


  “Say it!”


  “Ketcham. Jack bloody Ketcham.”


   


  ***


   


  In the 20th Century, Dublin had been through enough sorts of hell that it didn’t need much of any other kind. At least that was what Father McCarthy thought. But there always seemed a new aspect of Hell that had to be spot-tested, and that must have been what Dublin was made for.


  He sat in a black hat and overcoat with his clerical collar poking visibly up from the top of it and looked from his plastic seat out the window of the airport at the incoming flights. He had a small white cardboard sign stuffed between his seat and the next and a Bible on his knees and a briefcase between his ankles and a roll of coins in his pocket for any yobbo who’d try snatching either one from him. Even priests had to be careful, these days.


  Father McCarthy didn’t want to think about how careful he was going to have to be tonight.


  What he wanted to do was get back to the parish and work on the weekend sermon and sort things out with S‘ter about the choir practice and how much was to be allotted for God-help-us still another set of songbooks and listen to some kids confess about banging each other in the old man’s car. What he wanted to be was stern, sympathetic, wise, charitable, firm, and understanding, each in its turn, putting on each mask as it was required. In truth, Father McCarthy was good at that, and had been since he donned his collar 23 years ago.


  At least it was not a rainy night, nor a cloudy one, and he did not think God would be so cruel as to have the plane he awaited fall victim to wind shear.


  Another big tube with wings was descending from the sky. When it got close enough to land and taxi, Father McCarthy studied its markings and knew it for an American airliner. That could, possibly, be the flight he expected.


  He wondered why the man they needed would turn out to be a Yank. Then again, that might be a more proper way to do it. Whether he was Catholic or Protestant, he was a Yank, and would be seen as one. Therefore, if the people took offense, they would take offense at his Yankness, and not his religion.


  Despite himself, Father McCarthy stood, took his Bible in hand, and yawned. The plane had almost finished its taxi job, and the ground crew was about to hook the passageway to it. The taped voice announced that it was a flight from New York, that boarding would be underway in fifteen minutes, and that we should have a nice flight out with American Airlines.


  “Holy Mary, mother of grace, let this be the right flight, let this Yank on it be the right man for the job, and get us through this night safe and sound and strengthen our arms in your duty,” he said. “Amen,” he said, as an afterthought.


  He took the sign from between the seats and took his briefcase in the other hand and clasped the Bible under his right armpit. He went and stood not far from the doors through which the passengers would be deplaning. There was a name on his sign and he held it up before his chest with his free hand.


  A stream of foreigners and some returning native folk burst through the doors, all relieved talk and laughter and wondering where the bathrooms and the luggage carousel were. The Father had seen a color photograph of the man he sought and wondered if he would recognize him in the flesh.


  As it turned out, he did.


  The man was wearing a maroon suit and red tie over a white shirt and had an overcoat slung over one arm and a suitcase in the other. He was tall, not quite a basketballer but of an imposing enough size. His hair was black and combed back in a rather strange way, almost to form two fangs of hair running back from the front of his head. His eyes appeared to be green and he looked nothing if not serious.


  Under his left arm was a black cane with a silver lion’s head. The priest had never seen one quite like it, but if that was what he chose to walk with, so be it.


  The newcomer saw the sign in Father McCarthy’s hands as soon as he stepped through the door. He walked over as soon as the press of the passengers would permit it. “Father McCarthy?” he said, stretching out a hand.


  “The same,” said the priest, and stuck out his hand, automatically, wondering if he really should take the offered hand.


  The American shook it, and the grip was reassuring, and nothing bad happened. “I’m Ketcham,” he said. “I understand you’ve got a situation here.”


  “We have,” said McCarthy. “It’s said to be in your line. I’ll be riding back-up. Let me get us a cab.”


  Ketcham looked at him.


  “You’re sure you want to ride back-up on this thing?”


  “‘Tis my job, sir.”


  “I’ll give you several chances to back out between here and there,” said Ketcham. “It might be safer if I did this alone.”


  “My Boss might not think so highly if I let you, Mr. Ketcham.”


  “You might get the chance to ask Him faster than you think.”


  “Just so,” said the priest. “Let’s get the cab.”


  On the way there, Father McCarthy passed him the Bible to see if he could hold it and read it. Ketcham looked at him with some pique, but took it and leafed through it with no apparent ill-effects. The cane was resting against one of his knees. “Do I pass your test, Father?” he said. “Or should I read something aloud from it?”


  “Whatever you wish, Mr. Ketcham.” The priest shifted his legs a bit. “Might I ask you a few questions about your background, sir?”


  Ketcham stiffened a bit for a second, but pasted on a slight smile. “Ask away, Father. I warn you, though, I’m notoriously poor about job interviews.”


  Ah, Lord, thought McCarthy. It’s enigmatic the young fool thinks himself to be. “You were raised in the Church, or so the bit I’ve read about you testified. For three years you studied to take up the collar. Why did you drop out?”


  The American was paging through the Book of Acts. “I became aware of a certain inheritance of mine at age 21, Father. I did not believe I would be welcome in the priesthood after that. But I became adept at my current profession.”


  “Which is what priests are called in for, at times,” said McCarthy.


  “Yes.”


  “Mr. Ketcham, how is it that you can perform outcastings, yet you are not an ordained priest?”


  McCarthy was looking straight at Ketcham with a gaze which he had developed to scare the wayward youth in his congregation. If there was anything fake in this man, he believed he could tell it.


  Ketcham gave it right back. “I’ve been known to get results, Father. I think you’ll find my methods effective.”


  “I pray both of our methods will be such, Mr. Ketcham,” said McCarthy. “Do you consider yourself a Christian?”


  For a moment or two, McCarthy perceived some sadness in the man.


  “I believe in God’s existence, and I beg His mercy,” said Ketcham. “I have never formally left the Church. Nor do I intend to.”


  “Have you taken Communion, Mr. Ketcham?”


  “Not in a number of years, Father.”


  “How long has it been since your last confession?”


  “Not so long. But before a priest...a number of years.”


  McCarthy didn’t like to say what he had to next. “Mr. Ketcham, such things, in the case of a man who has studied for the priesthood, lead me to believe that yours is a case of lapsed faith. Such a thing could be damnably dangerous in the situation at hand. I mean that literally.”


  Ketcham turned to the priest with an expression of fury that took him aback. Then the fires in the man’s eyes subsided.


  “I have not lost my faith, Father,” he said, quietly. “It may have a different shape than yours. But in this matter, we are of one purpose. I have been in many different churches, learned many different faiths. In my own field, they call me an expert. But I think of myself as a troubleshooter.”


  “Mr. Ketcham, I am loath to let a man into this thing unless I know he is of the faith of Jesus Christ.”


  “I believe,” said Ketcham. “I have seen too much not to believe, Father.”


  “Do you serve the Devil, Mr. Ketcham?”


  “No,” said the man, without hesitation. “Despite many inducements.” He turned his gaze to the Bible and caught sight of what he was looking for. He began to read.


  “Then certain of the vagabond Jews, exorcists, took upon them to call over them which had evil spirits the name of the Lord Jesus, saying, ‘We adjure you by Jesus whom Paul preacheth.’ And there were seven sons of one Sceva, a Jew, and chief of the priests, which did so. And the evil spirit answered and said, ‘Jesus I know, and Paul I know, but who are ye?’ And the man in whom the evil spirit was leaped on them, and overcame them, so that they fled out of that house naked and wounded.”


  Neither one of them said anything for a long moment.


  “It’s never a no-risk proposition,” said Ketcham.


  “Never,” agreed Father McCarthy.


   


  ***


   


  The American was, thankfully, not inclined to ask for a James Joyce tour of the city. He had eaten on the plane, and he was ready to get down to business. Father McCarthy had the cabbie take them to the edge of the cordon. The cabbie had looked back at them. “You’re going in there, Father?”


  McCarthy nodded.


  “God help you,” he said. “I don’t know if any’a the rumors are true, but—ah, just God help ya.”


  “Thank you, my son,” said the priest, and made the sign of the cross.


  Ketcham said nothing, but he was giving the area before them a good hard look through the direction of the windshield. McCarthy paid the cabbie and both got out. Neither one of them quite noticed as the driver took off. A few locals on the streets noticed the priest and began talking to each other, furtively but animatedly.


  Father McCarthy glanced about them briefly and disdained their rubbernecking. Ketcham was facing directly towards the area in question. He held his cane in both hands, the blunt end planted firmly against the ground. He seemed to be sniffing the air. Decidedly, he was not smiling.


  “Are you smelling anything, Mr. Ketcham?”


  “I know where the situation is, Father. Tell me something about it.”


  “I’ll tell you as we walk.”


  Ketcham’s face swung towards him, and he could have sworn he saw the man’s eyes change color for an instant. “For your sake, Father, I’d just as soon do this one alone.”


  McCarthy said, “And how’s a priest to be a priest if he doesn’t do the things he’s supposed to?”


  “There are matters even priests are best off not knowing, Father. Believe me.”


  “I’m going, Mr. Ketcham.”


  “You won’t like it. If you break, you might get in the way. It could be very, very dangerous for you, Father.”


  “Goes with the territory, Mr. Ketcham.”


  “All right, then,” said Ketcham. Though he wasn’t smiling, he seemed a bit more at peace with himself. “All right, Father. Perhaps the bit of business tonight won’t be a lonely one. Tell me something of the problem as we’re going there.”


  A middle-aged woman in a kerchief trundled up to them. “Beggin’ your pardon, Father, but is it the warehouse you’d be going to?”


  McCarthy said, “It is, madam.”


  She rummaged in her purse and drew forth a crucifix. “I was thinkin’ ya might need one of these,” she said. “Just in case you’d possibly lost or forgotten one on the way.”


  He smiled, tiredly. “Thank you, daughter, but I’ve an ample supply of these. We must be going.”


  Her gaze shifted to Ketcham. “Then perhaps you might have need of one, sir. Let me give ya one.”


  Ketcham looked uneasy. “Thank you, ma’am, but we’re a bit busy right now. It might be better off in your hands. You never know when you might need the protection.”


  “Pooh,” she said, and pressed the crucifix into Ketcham’s hand. “Take this. God help ye both. And goodbye. I’m leavin‘ town.” She quickly walked off down the way.


  McCarthy looked at Ketcham looking curiously at the figure of the crucified Christ in metal. Ketcham put it in his coat pocket.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “This is the way of it,” said the priest. “The warehouse we’re walkin‘ to, it’s a converted one. Not in the sense of faith, but it’s now a pub and a theatre. Both at once, you understand. Liam Griggs, who owns it, is a local boy. He went off to school, studied the theatre, came back with friends, were of a mind to do it in the city. Not that there isn’t competition.”


  Ketcham smiled, walking beside him. “In a city with the literary tradition of Dublin, Father, I’d be disappointed if there wasn’t any.”


  McCarthy almost smiled himself. The beggar’s a bit human, he thought, though he wasn’t certain of the percentage. “They would serve drinks and they would present plays, on a stage they’d constructed themselves, with some help from the relations’ money. New one every six weeks to a month. Some was straight down the line, some of it the awfullest avant-garde crap one could imagine. Going by my tastes, you understand.”


  “Yes, your letter and what reports I’ve read said the situation arose from a play. What was it?”


  “It was Macbeth.”


  Ketcham looked at him.


  McCarthy went on, “Here’s what I can piece together. You know the superstitions associated with the play, because of the characters of the witches and the rituals they use?”


  “I’ve heard somewhat of it,” said the American. “Not a lot, but I’m given to think that sometimes, it’s just referred to by players as ‘the Scottish play’, rather than by its title, because of mishaps surrounding some performances.”


  “Just so,” said McCarthy. “I’m not one to put a load of stock in that, because there’s been a lot of productions with a lot more evil in them, including God forbid I should mention the name of that movie with the turns-her-head-around girl. And not much has happened in those cases, that I know of. Except parishioners who come to me in the booth and wish to God they’d never seen the things.”


  “So what about this production?” asked Ketcham.


  McCarthy stopped. They were a block away from the warehouse, and the police barriers. He was going to have to tell the man before they got there, and it would take some time.


  “Well, in this production, one of the crew, the director, one Peter Sheyne, was reportedly set upon doin‘ the thing up proper. In modern dress, with modern accoutrements, and everything real except cuttin‘ the people to ribbons in the swordfights. Even then, they were using blood bags and fake guts, from what I hear. Not a thing I’d want to be sitting in front of.


  “At any rate, Mr. Sheyne decides he wants to have real witches in the parts of the three ladies. So he sets out to find some, and even here, you’d be surprised how many of such you could find said to be practicin‘ the Craft.”


  “No, I wouldn’t,” said Ketcham. “Though little of it is practiced very effectively.”


  “And we may thank God again for that. Now, not many of the witch-girls, or alleged witch-girls, were quite what he wanted. Some couldn’t act, others were as homely as the back door of an unpainted barn. One did work, and he cast her as one of the ladies. So they did the thing with the cauldron, the ‘Double, double, toil and trouble’, and most of the rehearsers seemed to think it was coming off all right. But not our Mr. Sheyne.”


  Ketcham didn’t say anything.


  “First, he modifies the script a bit, to have them do some incantations beforehand. In addition to the ones Shakespeare wrote, you understand. And the girls did them, and most of the cast thought they were perfect. Again, not Mr. Sheyne. He’s onto the witchy one, saying, ‘Isn’t there something more you can do? Something to truly chill the shite out of the guts of the back-row boys?’ She says to ‘im, ‘Not without you doin‘ somethin‘ like sacrificing a dog. And wouldn’t the police be slappin‘ a cruelty-to-animals charge on us for that?’ He had to admit, she had a point.


  “But he says, ‘Is there anything darker you can use? Something more wicked, perhaps, than what you’ve ever used before?’


  “From what the barkeep told me, she took a while before replying. She said, ‘Mr. Sheyne, I’m not sure for what you’re lookin’. But for me to look for such a thing would cost decent money.’ And she named a figure, which made the others gasp, ‘cause they’re a shoestring company.


  “He was appearin‘ shocked himself, Mr. Ketcham. But he took her into the back office, and they weren’t seen for a while. When they came back, he said, ‘The other two girls can carry on. Millie here will be back in a bit.’ So they continued, and Miss Millie left, and wasn’t back till the next day.”


  “What did she bring back?”


  “A sheet of parchment, so I’m told, which was laminated betwixt two sheets of sticky plastic and covered up in a great black bag,” said McCarthy. “I wish I’d known of this beforehand. I’ve no knowledge of this specific book, but I would have done my best to keep them away from such stuff. They’re damnably foolish to trifle with such stuff. There is stuff to be feared more than death, Mr. Ketcham.”


  “I know,” he said, quietly. “Did the barkeep tell you what book the page was from?”


  “I believe he said it was something like the Red Grim War. Does that make any sense?”


  Ketcham’s eyes widened a bit. McCarthy estimated that he had scored a palpable hit with that name.


  “The Red Grimoire,” said Ketcham. “How did this Millie woman get it?”


  “It’s said, she got it by giving herself to the holder,” said McCarthy, grimly. “And it was only a loan, at that.”


  “And they performed a ritual from that, in rehearsal?”


  “They did.”


  “Something happened, as a result.”


  “It did.”


  Ketcham said, “I assume you attempted an exorcism.”


  “I did, yes,” said McCarthy. “But, ah, you wouldn’t believe it, but in my twenty-plus years in this job, it was my first. It was partially effective. But there was so much of it, sir...such a great mass of it...it was like trying to scoop the sand from the beach with a pail and shovel.”


  “Is it expanding?”


  “It is attempting to, I believe. So far, it has been confined within the warehouse. Dennis the barkeep and his man Charlie will show us to it. Are you prepared for it, Mr. Ketcham?”


  Jack Ketcham looked at the ground a moment, then at McCarthy. “I have to be, Father.”


  McCarthy nodded. “So do I. Perhaps two of us, with God’s help, may work where one of us faltered.”


  “One more thing, Father.”


  McCarthy waited.


  “There’s another name that’s adhered to me, over the years,” said Ketcham. “Under normal circumstances, you have nothing to fear from me. I will attempt to maintain control at all times, in this operation. However. If I should warn you to leave my presence, do so. Believe me. This is one rule I must insist on.”


  “What is your other name, Mr. Ketcham?”


  The American looked at the priest with a touch of sadness.


  “They call me the Man Between,” he said. “And the title, I assure you, is not a metaphor. Let’s go.”


  The two men standing outside the warehouse pub, under the FIRST STAGE sign, noticed the Father and the stranger speaking to a couple of cops at the barricades. “Think it’s them?” said Charlie. “You think it’s them, Dennis?”


  “One’s the Father, so it’d have to be, wouldn’t you say?”


  The two newcomers approached them. One was a Yank, by the looks of him. Dennis hoped he wasn’t too weak for Irish ghosts.


  “Dennis, Charles, this is Mr. Ketcham, from America,” said the priest.


  Dennis shook hands with them both. Charlie didn’t attempt to shake hands at all. “You are the Yank ghostbuster?” said Dennis, evenly.


  “Usually, I don’t deal in ghosts,” said Ketcham. “Can you let us in?”


  The barkeep produced a key from his pocket. “Leave the key in the lock,” he warned. “If you need out, bang the door and yell.”


  Ketcham said, “I’ll be coming out when it’s done, I think. Father, remember, I can work alone just as easily.”


  “No, you can’t, Mr. Ketcham,” he said. “And I never work alone.”


  “Neither does whoever’s in there,” said Ketcham. He went to the door. Father McCarthy followed him. He noticed that the Father was muttering prayers, and was glad.


  He also noted, as he fitted the key to the lock, that a crucifix was suspended from the doorknob on a chain.


  Ketcham unlocked the door. He went in, and McCarthy came after him. The priest shut the door behind them.


  They looked into the dimness.


  A great mass of something was visible. And, Ketcham presumed, they were visible to it.


  This was confirmed several seconds later.


  The great mass addressed him by name.
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  JACK...KETCHAM, it said. JACK KETCHAM.


  It was...


  It was a great mass of something. Part of it was flesh. Part of it was bone and blood. Part of it was something...something different. It was large enough to fill the entire end of the room, and the Scottish play’s cast were part of it now, dozens of them. Plus the stagehands, the director, and even hapless members of the audience.


  But it was partly pink and partly purplish, the colors shifting, the surface pulsating, and there were eyes in it to be sure, but they opened and closed and shifted from one part of the mass’ body to another, as if they travelled within it. Through mouths and holes it took air, through nostrils. It was breathing.


  The two men thought they could see a foot beneath it, every now and then, and a hand would manifest itself from the mass, gesture or writhe, and fade back inside it.


  Even a stray sexual organ or anus appeared, now and then, and vanished back within itself.


  What happened to the people’s brains? thought the Father. What happened to their souls?


  He was trembling and wetting his dry mouth with a laboring tongue and didn’t really care who knew it, and he clutched the valise with the Host and holy water in it and hoped–no , prayed to God–that this and what faith he had would be sufficient.



  And that Mr. Ketcham would be worth the price of the plane ticket.


  He looked at Ketcham, and was glad to have the chance to look away from what they faced.


  Ketcham looked a bit more grim, but was in control of himself. “Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?” he said, calmly.


  I AM...WE ARE...SERVANT...SERVANTS, the thing said to them.


  “Call them legion, for they are many,” paraphrased the priest, and he did not smile as he said it.


  WE ARE NOT THAT, said the mass, seeming to bulge a bit towards them and, he could almost swear, flatulating a bit. WE ARE...INCOR...


  “Incorporator?” said Ketcham, standing his ground.


  YES. WE ARE THAT, said the mass. THANK YOU.


  “You know this thing,” said McCarthy, as a statement.


  “I know of it,” confirmed Ketcham. “Tell me what happened when you attempted exorcism before.”


  The mass answered for him. THAT ONE TRIED HURTING US. WITH WATER. WITH SUBSTANCE. BANISHED PART OF US. OTHERS CAME. IN THEIR STEAD. WE WILL STAY.


  Jack Ketcham nodded, slightly. “You’re a gateway being,” he said. “A multiple entity. When part of you is banished, others take the place of the exiled.”


  YOU UNDERSTAND, it said. WHEN SHALL WE THREE MEET AGAIN, IN THUNDER, LIGHTNING, OR IN RAIN?


  McCarthy’s jaw dropped. “Shakespeare. It’s quoting Shakespeare. Macbeth.”


  The American replied, “When the hurlyburly’s done. When the battle’s lost and won.”


  Then he did a queer thing.


  The man raised his cane in both hands, his face turned towards the heavens, and gave a cry that might have been an animal’s bleat mixed with a chant in a language McCarthy had never heard.


  Before McCarthy’s eyes, fire of a sort beyond any earthly source sprang from below Ketcham’s feet. It was green and it was yellow and it was red and it was blue and it had all colors known to man and a few perhaps man could not perceive. Ketcham stood there, his arms upraised with the cane held in them. It reached past his head and reached past his upthrust arms and reached as far as the ceiling and perhaps beyond that.


  For a second McCarthy was sure the man had been destroyed.


  And in the next second, the fire whisked down to the floor like a fireman sliding down a pole and was gone.


  Ketcham stood there. But he had undergone a change. And Father McCarthy did not like it.


  He was bare-chested now, and on his chest was a horrendous birthmark, looking like a scar where two great jaws had bitten him. A great golden belt was buckled about his waist, and his pants were so grey as to be a perfect balance between white and black. Upon his feet were two black boots with embossed signs that the priest wasn’t certain he wanted to discern too deeply.


  And in his hand was a silver staff with a lion’s head on both ends. From it shot sparks of electric purple, but McCarthy was sure that it was not electricity that sparked there.


  “You are—”


  “The Man Between,” said Ketcham. “Yes.” Even the timbre of his voice was changed. Even the color of his eyes seemed to fluctuate, as if a bit of gold was trying to force its way into the irises.


  “Jesus help us,” said the priest, and then said it louder. “Jesus Christ help us.”


  The mass seemed to shrink back a bit, then surged forth again.


  WE WILL EAT YOU, it said. ALIVE.


  It began rolling towards them.


  Ketcham sprinted forward and met its charge. His hands held the staff before him, pointed straight at the thing.


  From its ends burst forth a double-stream of purple energy, like blasts of lightning. They struck the mass squarely, and a horrible roar of rage and pain came up from the being.


  McCarthy was certain he heard people screaming along with it. More than one person’s voice.


  He unlatched the valise and took one of the vials of holy water and held it before him.


  “Dear Lord,” he said. “Blessed Mother.”


  Then he began to run forward as well.


  The great mass was hurting, but it was curving its bulk around Ketcham. He was spraying the bolts from his staff against it, moving it in a circle, trying to keep it away from him. To a certain extent, he was successful. But there was a lot of the mass, and only so much Ketcham. McCarthy saw the bulk, like a great inflatable wall, ballooning around him, closing over the top of him, and perhaps oozing under his feet as well.


  The mass was joining around him, its two edges at that point coming together and the seam between them beginning to disappear.


  He uncorked the vial of holy water and threw it at the joining line.


  The mass screamed. YOU, it said. YOU SOULLING. YOU PAIN US ANEW. WE WILL EAT YOU. DIGEST YOU. MAKE YOU ONE. OF BODY.


  He uncorked another vial and threw it at the joining-place. Another roar of pain. The joining was sagging apart, and looking a bit soggier.


  The thing shot out an impossibly long arm, with an unbelievable number of joints and a hand with a very large span of fingers. It grabbed his outstretched arm before he could take a third vial from the valise. Another arm grasped his other wrist. A third arm grabbed him around the waist. All the way around the waist, like a curling python.


  A fourth arm grabbed his mouth.


  The priest’s eyes were wide with terror and wordless mental prayers to God went up from his brain.


  The thing was drawing him towards it rapidly, and it had manifested a mouth...


  Then a phosphorescent burst of purple pierced through the edges of the joining, and it burst apart along the seam.


  The staff’s lion’s head worked its way through the seam and up and down it, flinging parts of meat off like rotted hamburger. Then two hands were visible, straining at the seam of joining, like Milo the Greek wrestler trying to pull a split tree trunk apart with his bare hands in the old Roman legend.


  The roar that Father McCarthy heard next was not from the mass. It was from the man within, who tore the thing-seam asunder and surged forth from it.


  Jack Ketcham. Still carrying the staff, clasped under his armpit. Jack Ketcham. Whose irises were unmistakably golden, whose canine teeth were long and pointed, like a vampire’s.


  They had not been like that before. Not even when he first changed.


  Ketcham stood forth from the thing and took his staff in hand again. He looked wet, as if a tremendous garden slug had given him a good going-over. He took his weapon, held it before him, and sent a blast of purple energy at the improvised limbs of the creature holding McCarthy. The arms of the monster withered, burned, died, fell away. He opened his mouth and breathed in again, breathed out again, looked at his hand and saw the valise in it.


  The Man Between grabbed McCarthy’s arm with more than human strength. “Come,” he yelled.


  “Come where?” McCarthy asked, wildly.


  The mass was shifting. It rolled along one wall, shifting its bulk like an obscene amoeba (a concept which challenged even the priest’s consciousness), until it blocked the front of the room and the doorway from them with its outermost edge. McCarthy looked, and saw that its other extremity was barring the back door from them.


  There was a stairway. It led to an office on the second floor, which was the warehouse’s highest. “Up there,” said Ketcham. His voice sounded harsher, more resonant, deeper. Altogether, more frightening.


  But the priest didn’t question him.


  They made the stairs and got up them a second before the great mass covered that section of floor. Ketcham stood for a moment at the top of the stairs and shot an energy bolt from his staff. McCarthy looked on, mute. The bottom of the stairs was encircled by white light, with no apparent source. The mass tried touching it with an outgrowth. The whiteness burned it, and the mass withdrew as if it had touched a hot stove with a finger.


  “How long will that last?” asked McCarthy.


  “An hour or so,” said Ketcham. “Hopefully.”


  Then they made it inside the office and slammed the door, and locked it.


  The mass waited, bulking itself about the bottom of the wooden stairs.


  It drew upon the knowledge of those it had assimilated, and spoke to the two above it.


  AND, LIKE A RAT WITHOUT A TAIL, it said, I’LL DO, I’LL DO, AND I’LL DO.
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  The mayor of Dublin didn’t know what the hell was going on inside that damned warehouse, but he was going to have to do something about it quickly if he didn’t want the whole ruddy government on his back, from the Taoiseach all the way down. Some of the damned Yank news organizations had caught wind of it now, and they were setting up shop in the various hotels and staking their territories just outside of the barricades.


  As if they didn’t get enough of that when the idiots were throwing their bombs and shooting each other over religion. Maybe, for once, something of this sort would bring them together.


  Certainly, it would. Long enough for each side to point a finger at the other and accuse each other of creating the mess in the first place.


  Well, whatever that mess was in there, he wasn’t sure that some parish priest and Yank spookbuster were the way to deal with it. He wasn’t taught to deal with crises in that way. If the problem was material, whatever it was, it could be shot, it could be blasted, it could be killed.


  He had a SWAT team ready to move in. Eighteen good men and true, with their shields and clubs and guns and a few grenades for good measure, which he had authorized.



  The men had also insisted on wearing crucifixes, and he had authorized that as well. In this mess, he assumed that a hand from Above was definitely in order, if it could be arranged.


  The mayor was going to give those two another hour to get done what they needed to do. If they hadn’t done anything by the end of that, then his men were going to do it for them.


  He hoped they’d both be in decent shape after the deed was done. The mayor didn’t give a damn about the Yank, but he’d met the priest, and McCarthy was a decent sort. Also, the newsies might not like it if the Yank got killed.


  Anyway, it was a great chance for a photo-op. The mayor smiled, despite himself.


  Send the boys in, clean this thing up, get on camera with the good news, and go home and watch himself on the cable news. The worldwide cable news.


  Watch the opposition bastards squirm during the next election.


  The mayor filled his pipe, lit it, and puffed it a bit. He smiled widely, and looked at the clock on the wall.


  Fifty minutes to go.
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  The two men sat in the smallish office of the pub manager beneath a Navy Rum calendar with a bikini-clad girl on it and an air conditioner that still worked. Ketcham had taken the swivel chair at the smallish desk with the light on it. Father McCarthy had sat in a metal folding chair, panting, then got up and went to the window in which there was no air conditioning unit. He looked out at what he could see of the Dublin night.


  “You can get out that way, you know,” said Ketcham. “Nobody would blame you if you did. Least of all, me.”


  McCarthy drew in a long breath. “Mr. Ketcham,” he said, “don’t tempt me. God knows, I’m tempting myself enough already.”


  “You’re a very brave man, Father.”


  “I’m a man who’s about to shite his drawers, Mr. Ketcham.”


  Ketcham smiled slightly. “Many brave men have done so. Doesn’t stop them. They just change their underwear afterward.”


  The priest snorted. “Christ forgive me, Ketcham. What are you?”


  The American leaned back in the seat, putting the soles of his black boots against the edge of the desk. His staff was propped beside him, against the wall. “You didn’t believe me the first time I told you. Did you?”



  “The Man Between? Am I supposed to believe that?”


  “You believe in another Man,” said Ketcham. “So do I, as a matter of fact.”


  McCarthy turned on him. “What are you supposed to be, Mr. Ketcham? The Anti—”


  “No,” Ketcham said, cutting him off a bit too quickly. “I don’t believe so, at any rate. Nor, Father, am I quite certain about my father’s identity. But what I know of him is sufficient.”


  “If he’s the cause of that thing below us, I’d say he’s sufficient. Sufficient as he—” He stopped himself. Then he looked at the man with the double bite on his chest. “I ask again, Mr. Ketcham: what are you?”


  The man with the staff considered his answer, then spoke, not looking at the other.


  “Until my thirteenth year, I was the all-American boy,” he said. “I had a mother named Valerie and a father named Stanley. At least, that was the name he used around us. He sold insurance. Made a decent living. Served with Mother on the P.T.A. I played touch football with the gang, read anything I could get my hands on, especially Robert Heinlein. And no, I didn’t go to horror movies. My father didn’t want me to. You can laugh if you want, Father.”


  “I’m not laughing,” said McCarthy. “What happened then?”


  “In my thirteenth year my mother saw something and it drove her mad. My father vanished and I was sent to an orphanage. Mine was run by the Church and I became quite affected by the ritual and dogma. Yes, I was a believer. But not a serious one until then. I resolved to study for the priesthood, got good grades, and went to college on a scholarship.”


  “What about the mark on your chest?” said the priest, quietly. “Can’t believe you never went around without taking off your shirt.”


  “It’s a birthmark,” he said. “The schools made me wear a T-shirt, even to swim. They said someday I should have something done about it, have it removed or skin grafted over it or something. But it wasn’t hurting me, as far as I knew. Some kids liked to razz me about it at P.E. during the shower. I had to bloody a few noses, got my own broken a few times, but they accepted me. They accepted me,” he repeated.


  “What about the staff? What about the changing?” The Father wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answers.


  “All part of the reason why I left my study for the priesthood,” said Ketcham. “I don’t like to talk about it. You’re just as well off not hearing of it. Suffice it to say, Father, my faith, as a result, is not set by what I believe. It’s set by what I know.”


  He looked at McCarthy dead on, and the priest wondered, numbly, what he could learn from this man if they both made it through this thing in any shape to talk. Or if he would dare learn it.


  “You say you know something about that thing down there,” suggested the priest.


  Ketcham took his feet off the desk and set them against the floor. “Incorporator is as good a name for it as anything. It’s basically an entity which holds many separate entities, as kind of a conglomerate. A bunch in a bag, so to speak. Its mass is formed to a great deal from the matter of the people it has assimilated.”


  “Eaten?”


  “In a sense. It’s kind of a physical merging. It will shortly go after more food. More people. Once it reaches a certain point, it will divide, like an amoeba, and whatever number of Incorporators that result will go their merry ways, in search of more food.”


  “More food,” said McCarthy. “Which is to say, more people.”


  “Exactly.”


  “With more things in the bag, following it.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Can it be stopped?”


  Ketcham said, “Physical force would have some effect. But there is a non-physical component to it, of course. Blast it apart, I’m not certain that the fragments wouldn’t go on their own ways and be about their business. Send men against it, it’ll chew them up like hamburgers.”


  The priest sat down in the chair again. “What was this thing designed to do?”


  Ketcham said, “It’s kind of a troop carrier. If the army within it manages to prevail, doesn’t meet an effective counterforce, it takes more and more territory. In the end, all could be conquered. It’s probable it could be stopped or resisted before then. But it’s only one weapon.”


  “I don’t care to ask about the others.”


  “Good idea. Part of its purpose, I think, is to discover whether or not the territory can be taken. If its mission is successful...other forces will be brought to bear.”


  McCarthy didn’t say anything.


  Ketcham said, “Why did you become a priest, Father?”


  “As part of a duty I made to God back in school days,” said McCarthy. “To reel out whole masses of Latin and perform weddings and preach funerals and, when I had to, to hand out a box of spiritual Band-Aids. I did not, I assure you, take the cloth with the intention of accompanying bare-chested boyos with magic sticks into battle ‘gainst whatever the hell that is.” He smiled. “But it’s like any other job. They don’t tell you about everything, ‘fore you’re in it.”


  Ketcham smiled. His eyes were not quite so golden. “No, they don’t, Father. About any job.”


  The priest shook his head. “We’ve got to do something, Mr. Ketcham. Either that, or get out of the way and let that thing have its way with my town. And I don’t want to do that.”


  “You are a brave man, Father McCarthy,” said Ketcham. “God help you, you are.”


  “And you.” McCarthy said. “Ketcham, you know something? Before this, there was always a trap door in my faith. A part of it which said, ‘If this doesn’t turn out to be right, or even has a small margin for error in it, it’s not so bad. It may not be anything like you think, even if you must preach it that way.’ Now...well, the trap door’s closed. I don’t have the option of not believing, even if I wished. It’s frightening, in a way. I know the span of our mind is blessedly unable to comprehend all that is out there. But in another way, it’s a comfort, and a justification, to know that, well, Someone is out there.” He smiled. “And perhaps I’ve told you more trade secrets than I should.”


  “It’s all right, Father,” said Ketcham. “Yes, Someone is out there. But something else—” He gestured with his staff. “—is out there.”


  McCarthy said, “So what the hell are we doing up here?”


  Ketcham looked at him again.


  “Indeed,” he said.


  He got up and went to the door, staff in hand. McCarthy followed, holding his valise.


  If the trap door’s closed for me, it’s closed for You as well, he thought. This time...we must perform.


  Ketcham unlocked the door and prodded it open with his staff. He saw the white circle fade from the bottom of the stairs. The creature below lurched upward.


  The mass was halfway up the stairs. “Slow,” said Ketcham, and let a purple bolt fly from his staff.


  It blasted the thing, which withdrew, step by step, until it was away from the steps. But not far away from them.


  WE WILL HAVE YOU, KETCHAM, it said. WE ARE HUNGRY.


  “Come and get it,” said Ketcham, and started down the stairs.
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  The special squad was assembled and, after a bit of checking in with the officer in charge at the scene, was allowed inside the barricades. Eighteen of them, and none of the crowd seemed to disapprove of the things which they had hung about their necks. Some of them were even Protestants, but had raised no objection.


  “Really think there’s something in there?” said Callahan, a 22-year-old not long in the group.


  “Oh, aye, somethin’s in there,” answered Brown, a sergeant with fifteen years on the lad. “They don’t put all this shite up outside if there isn’t somethin‘ in there. As ta what it is, Cal, you’re askin‘ the wrong ‘un.”


  A third man, Flannery, said, “I’m not sure what it is we’re s’posed to be doin‘. They’ve let out that it might be a hostage situation, but won’t tell us who’s the hostagin‘. All o‘ this on account ’a some play?”


  “Macbeth, I think,” said Callahan, glad he could add information to the mix. “They tell me it was Macbeth.”


  “If somethin‘ like this had ta happen, let’s be glad it happened during a damn English play.” Brown laughed, and Callahan felt himself obliged to laugh a bit in sympathy. “If an Irishman’s play had to be interrupted because of a hostage takin‘, that’d be quite a different thing.”


  “They’re sayin‘ it ain’t IRA, nor anythin‘ in that line,” Callahan said. “What the hell’s in a play that makes someone want to take over a buildin‘?”


  Flannery shrugged. “Well, there’s people. That means people available for hostages. Maybe it’s one of those Spanish terrorists what likes ta make speeches ‘n such. Frustrated actor, more like.”


  “Think he’s talkin‘ ‘em to death in there?” said Callahan.


  “You two, shut it,” said Brown. “Ain’t no damn terrorists in there. They sent in a priest and a Yank in some specialty. Whatever it is, it ain’t no asshole with some fookin‘ Russian gun. ’S different from that.”


  Callahan paused, and then said, “Well, Sarge, then...what do y’think it is inside there?”


  Brown took his time answering. “I’m not in a position to know, lad. But my advice is, if it’s movin‘, and it don’t have no priest collar nor uniform on, shoot the damn thing.”


  “Even if it’s the Yank?”


  “Especially if it’s the Yank!”
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  Ketcham and the priest advanced on the mass. It stayed enough out of reach of the staff, but it was elongating itself around them. As they moved away from the stairs, McCarthy saw the mass uniting behind them.


  “It’s all around us,” he said.


  Ketcham nodded. He sent a blast of power from the lion’s head of his weapon. It left a burned spot on the surface of the thing. It screamed, or seemed to. McCarthy took a wafer of Host, said, “In the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost,” and threw it at the spot Ketcham had seared.


  A hole opened up, widely, and let the wafer fall through. The thing was getting smarter. It reformed itself once the Host was past. The presence of the wafer at that range might still weaken it, McCarthy thought, but there was so much of it. So damnably much.


  Ketcham sprayed the mass again, swinging the staff in an arc, directing it upward when a section of it came over and threatened to plop onto their heads. It was keeping the being back. But that was all.


  McCarthy clutched another vial of holy water. Besides this, he had only five more. He had a feeling he could direct a whole hoseful on this thing, and it might not be enough. For every one that was cast out of it, there was another, and another, and another.


  He prayed for understanding, but didn’t know that he had any.


  The Man Between directed a circle of energy about their feet and formed a temporary barrier. He raised the staff above his head with both hands.


  “I cast thee out among the ashes and wastes of mortal bodies, unless thou dost depart at once from thy human host.”


  A scream was heard from the mass. McCarthy’s head swiveled in its direction.


  He could have sworn, later, he saw something escaping from it. Something a bit black, and perhaps translucent. But it was there and gone faster than a breath, and the seeing of it was more subliminal than not. Which, perhaps, was a blessing.


  “I cast thee out,” said Ketcham, to another part of the mass. Another scream went up.


  But the mass didn’t seem to be losing bulk. Indeed, its definition was growing. McCarthy uttered another prayer, threw a vial of holy water. It hit the mass, sizzled, pained the thing. It yowled and shot out an arm towards him. He lurched backwards. Ketcham wheeled, blasted the arm with the power of his staff. It withdrew.


  “I cast thee out,” said Ketcham, and another scream was heard.


  YOU CAN DO THIS ALL NIGHT, Ketcham, said the mass. YOU CAN DO THIS FOR THE REST OF YOUR PITIABLE EPHEMERAL LIFE, AND ANOTHER WILL STEP INTO THE HOLE THAT HAS BEEN CREATED. GIVE UP, AND LET US EAT YOU.


  “No,” said Ketcham. “I cast thee out.” Another scream, but still no lessening of the mass.


  McCarthy took another vial from the valise. His hand was sweating. It was true that he was fearful. So would any man be, if he faced what the priest faced at that moment.


  Another mouth formed. It was large and toothy and meant to scare him. He felt like smashing the vial into its maw and smashing it again and again with the valise. Which would do about as much good as pissing on a house afire.


  “God, give me the way,” prayed McCarthy.


  LET US EAT YOU, said the mass. YOU WILL LIVE INSIDE US. GIVE UP. WE ARE HUNGRY. OTHERS WAIT WITHOUT. OTHERS TO FEED US. GIVE UP AND LET US EAT.


  “Others?” Ketcham looked at the priest.


  McCarthy looked back at him. “The idiots. They must be about to send in cops. Just more food for this!”


  MORE FOOD, agreed the mass. GOOD FOOD.


  “Ah, God,” breathed McCarthy. “Tell me I’m not destined in this life just to be some beastie’s haggis!”


  “What did you say?”


  McCarthy said, “I was talking to God. Do you mind?”


  “Haggis--that’s stuffed stomach or something, isn’t it?”


  “This is a hell of a time to discuss culinary matters, Ketcham!”


  “No,” said Ketcham. “No, I think it might be just the time. If I don’t come out...follow me.”


  “I’m coming with you, whatever you do,” said McCarthy.


  Ketcham made for the mass, running directly at it. His staff was pointed upward, and was not directed towards the thing he faced.


  Hardly knowing what he was doing, McCarthy fell into step right beside him.


  The mass opened a great maw, not bothering to show a lot of teeth. Mostly it seemed tongue and gullet. That seemed fine, for the moment.


  The two men jumped within it.


   


  ***


   


  “It’s time, meboys,” said Brown a second after they heard the whistle. They picked up their shields with the eyeslit portions and readied their weapons. Then the eighteen men began their march. It was not a long march, true, just a couple of streets in length.


  Still, most of them felt, for some reason or another, as queasy as if they were facing a Russian tank squadron.


  The crucifixes bounced up and down on their chests and were some of the few reassuring things about the night. There were altogether too many rubberneckers outside the barricades for anyone’s liking. Even if something from Hell burst up from the First Stage Pub, there were a whole lot of people who wanted to be able to say to the rest of the office the next morning that they’d seen it with their own eyes.


  Callahan stepped in time with the rest and thought about his father, who had been a soldier, telling of going into battle singing something to keep his mind off what he was about to do and keep him going forward. He ran through a mental jukebox and thought something from U2 would be right and proper. He liked Lynyrd Skynyrd’s old stuff best of all, but it wouldn’t do to have your last song be an American tune.


  “But I still...haven’t found...what I’m lookin‘ for,” he sang, softly.


  “Oh, you’ll find it, a’right,” snapped Brown, beside him. “More likely, it’ll find you. Now shut it, Callahan!”


  The eighteen men marched on.


   


  ***


   


  There was nothing but fear and pressure and darkness.


  That was what Father McCarthy felt. The walls of the thing within. They were closing about him. He knew that he would not be able to breathe much longer, and yet, perhaps, he would not have to. There were sections of wetness and tissue beginning to encircle him. He could feel that. He was becoming more and more immobile.


  An orifice of some sort was coming down over his head. It swallowed him up to his neck. He could feel it.


  His mass was rapidly becoming part of its mass.


  Somewhere, he sensed the existences of about 40 other persons. He felt them. They, he presumed, felt him. There was no communication possible, other than the feeling of their realities, somewhere within the midst of this obscene thing.


  He heard sounds. Then something was going into his ears. Something wet and burrowing.


  He wanted to scream. He didn’t dare open his mouth.


  Something was at his eyes, trying to prise open the lids.


  Something was in his nostrils.


  He flailed with his fingers, and the fingers of one hand were being covered by tissue. It wasn’t quite immobilizing that hand, but it would not be long.


  He was being fed oxygen, or at least did not think he needed to breathe of his own volition. My own volition, he thought. Dear God, I won’t have any volition before long.


  But there was still one thing which remained to be done. Using what remained of his strength, and advantaging him of what little space he had, he wrenched his free hand over to what felt like—yes, there it was—the valise. The valise he had carried with him.


  He could not speak to utter a prayer of exorcism. His prayers would be mental. If Ketcham wasn’t able to coordinate his efforts with him, he didn’t know if any of it would work.


  But that, of course, meant Ketcham was depending on him, too. So he bit down on the thing within his mouth.


  It bit him back. It hurt quite a bit. He opened his mouth for a scream, and the thing went far down inside of him.


  While it was doing that, he fumbled at the latch of the valise, opened it, and, with the hand that held it, shook it as much as he could. There was little purchase for shaking. But he did what he could, through the pain, through the...burrowing...through the sucking and invading and whatever this idiot thing was doing.


  He felt something falling from the valise. Then another thing, and another.


  They felt as though they landed on his right foot. He strove, raised his left foot, and brought it down.


  Glass broke.


  Pain.


  Not in his foot, but from the thing within him, transmitted to him. The pain was blinding, astonishing, as though someone had dunked his head in carbolic acid while sticking his hands in two separate beehives. If this is what they feel, he thought, no wonder they don’t like it.


  There was a strange tone, just barely perceptible, which he heard or felt through his bones. Something foreign to the mass. Something from outside...yet inside.


  There was also something else, different from the tone. A burning sensation. Burning and blackening and cleansing.


  Ketcham at work, guessed the priest. But...probably something else.


  Someone else. Perhaps.


  The burrowing things forgot to burrow.


  The thing snaking into his guts retracted like a fisherman’s line when it hasn’t hooked anything.


  He wasn’t sure whose pain he felt, or how much of it was his. But he knew that, whatever it was, it had to be kicking this thing right where it hurt.


  There was a sensation and a perception of force, one which the priest was unable to deny or understand.


  There was an explosion directed away from himself, and a wet thing, suddenly dry, retracting from his head and body.


  He didn’t open his eyes.


  The pressure about his body rapidly lessened and what felt like dry, dusty substance fell away from him. (What about Ketcham?) There was less and less support about his body. (What about the people?)


  At the end of it, it left him standing at a rather precarious angle, and he fell on his arse.


  The priest yelped. Instinctively, he opened his eyes.


  There were about 40 or so people around, lying about, on the stage, in front of the bar, by the door, even a couple piled on top of each other on the stairs. They all looked tired and scared, and the priest assumed that he did, too.


  Then there was Ketcham. He only looked tired. Very tired. But he was still holding that damned staff thing of his. It seemed to have a glow of power, but that, too, was fading. He looked in Father McCarthy’s direction and smiled.


  McCarthy nodded, closed his eyes, and fainted.


  The broken vials of holy water and the scattered wafers of host lay near the opened valise, at his feet.


  There was brown dusty crap all over the floor and the people, and the squad who burst in were quick to notice that.


  They also noticed the man holding a staff, wearing a gold belt, gray pants, and black boots.


  “Who the ’kinhell is that?” said Flannery, pointing at him.


  “Don’t know,” said Callahan. “Could be an actor, or maybe the Yank.”


  “Got ta be the Yank,” said Brown, moving in, gun at the ready. “No one from round here’d be dumbshite enough to dress like that on a day what wasn’t Halloween.”


  v


   


   


  The Father was insistent on being alone with Ketcham for the hour in which they awaited the plane’s arrival to take him back to America.


  “Miss Milly was all about the place this week, Jack,” grinned McCarthy. “She wanted to bring up all her books and accoutrements and such of witching, and I said, ‘Don’t bring those things in here, Milly, just burn ’em.’ So she did, and she’s been to confession nearly every day since.”


  Ketcham chuckled, and McCarthy was glad the man could do that. “The Red Grimoire page, of course, has been burned. I saw to that.”


  “What about the man who held it?” asked McCarthy.


  “Oh,” said Jack, “I found him and showed him the error of his ways. I think he’ll be visiting a priest before too much longer.”


  McCarthy considered it. “Jack,” he said. “You didn’t...”


  “I’d rather not say did or didn’t, Father,” said Jack. “Let’s just say that he doesn’t want to go the same way as the Grimoire page now.”


  “Just so,” said the priest. “And the players are gettin’ over it, can’t hardly remember what they went through, God be praised. Mayor got his time on TV, the pub may do better business once the clientele come slinkin‘ back in, for curiousness and beer.”



  “And Shakespeare.”


  “That, too. But I’m told that it’ll be awhile before they do Macbeth. And when they do, they’ll stick to the original lines.”


  Ketcham laughed.


  “Now, then,” said McCarthy. “Is there something I can be doing in the way for you? We’ve not a great load of time before the plane gets here. But if there’s a big bit of confession you’ve on you, we might just hit the high points.”


  Ketcham considered it.


  “No,” he said, finally. “What I’ve done, I’ve confessed to God. My father also knows what I’ve done. The rest is best known to as few people as possible. Though, if it makes you feel any better, Father, you’d be the first priest I’d confess it to, if I did.”


  McCarthy smiled. “Jack, tell me something. What did the fathers and nuns in that orphanage do when they saw that birthmark on your chest?”


  “Well, actually, they put a bunch of holy water on it, and some Host, and when I didn’t burn up, and they determined it wasn’t a tattoo, they said they’d do their best for me if I’d do my best for them, and for the Lord. So we went on from there.”


  “And from here, where do you go on to?”


  “I’ve got a house in Michigan, and a book to get back to. That is, if someone else doesn’t give me a call.”


  “You do a lot of this sort of thing?”


  Ketcham said, “A lot more than I wish I had to. A lot more than a man should ever have to.”


  Finally, McCarthy said, “Jack, it’s this one last thing I’m asking. There was two powers involved in that last thing. One, from my side, the other from yours. Two powers, with quite different sources. How could that be?”


  The American said, “There are certain powers which have been entrusted to me, Father, to use at my discretion. They’re like a birthright, in a way. I use them the way I see fit...but they have a price. Maybe you should think of it as Russia and America fighting the Nazis. That’s a terrible analogy, but the only one which springs to mind. Will that do?”


  “It’ll do for the time being,” said McCarthy. “I think I’ll go back to the spiritual Band-Aids for awhile. But, Jack, I’m thinking that might not be enough.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes, it might not. I’ve a few books that’ve been burning within me of late, which I haven’t seemed to take the time to put pen to. I believe that’s going to change. Father Greeley, watch out!”


  “I think he can stand the competition.”


  “I’m also thinkin‘ about the hierarchy,” he said. “Perhaps, in time, there’d be a place for me elsewhere in the church. Sorry if I seem too damned ambitious, Jack, but...well, comin‘ through that, it just makes me realize so much more that I’m alive. And that there’s only a bit more time left to be alive in, so that what must be done, must be done quickly. Am I makin‘ sense?”


  “As much sense as I’ve heard from anyone since I got here.”


  McCarthy said, “I didn’t know what to make of you when they pointed me in your direction. I thought I was a fool for asking and getting permission to summon you. But, all things considered, Jack...I’m quite glad I did. Your hand, sir.”


  Jack gave it, and the priest shook it.


  McCarthy glanced out the window at a shape in the sky. “That might just be yours, son.”


  “I believe it is, Father,” said Ketcham. “You take care.”


  “I’m tempted to say, ‘May you be in Heaven a half hour before the Devil knows you’re dead,’” said McCarthy. “Instead, I think I’ll just say God protect, Jack. Will that do?”


  Ketcham stood, and took his folded coat and suitcase with him. “If it doesn’t, Father...I don’t know what will. Goodbye, and good luck.”


  McCarthy walked him to the entranceway after they called for passengers and waved to him as he walked down the passage. Ketcham was using his cane. It was, again, only a cane.


  Then the priest turned and began walking back through the airport. On the way, a man stopped him. “Excuse me, Father, are you in a bit of a hurry?”


  “I am, sir,” he said. “What’s your problem?”


  “I’m about to board, sir, in an hour. I’m in a bit of worry about it. Is it possible to do a confession?”


  “Does it have anything to do with strange books, weirdling monsters, or Shakespearean plays about Scotsmen?”


  “Why, no, Father.” The man looked confused. “Just about alcohol, tobacco, and, well, perhaps a lustful thought or two, I mean, I am human, and...”


  “Go ye, and sin no more, and God bless,” said McCarthy. “And I’ll see you when you get back, my son.”


  The priest walked on unhurriedly to the taxi stand.
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