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  FRONT MATTER


  NB: The following Introduction was adapted (with permission) from Bertrand Nightenhelser’s editorial ephemera for Necropolitan Magazine (Vol. III, No. 5 [whole number #25], June, 2005 issue). *


  It is customary, as I am sure established readers of Necropolitan have noticed, for the editor(s) to maintain a low profile, singing the praises of contributors old and new. And we’ve certainly got them in this issue; wordsmiths of the sort who don’t need to ask “what sort of stories” we’re looking for—they just know. Artists with bleak worldviews, the kind who offer a slap in the face and a double shot of napalm to any tea-cozy reader who thinks vampires and werewolves are still scary. Incisive, invasive, belligerent, provocative names. I could run them down like a grocery list and put you into a narcoleptic coma. You’d feel your brains running out of your ear before you could summon the wits to turn the page.


  But it occurs to me as I write these words—this pre-fatory foma, designed to ease you into what you can already discern from our Contents page—that in a magazine devoted to the cause of scaring the readership, these intimate little maunderings have less than no meaning. It is egotistical chitchat, really, the editor addressing the audience impatient to get on with the show. Worse, for a magazine of this type, it’s not scary. It’s not even ominous. No sense of unease or droll dread to be found here.


  Read any introduction to any anthology or collection of short stories (even Faithful Readers often fail to distinguish between the two, and if I can do nothing else in this slot, I can enlighten: an anthology is a book of stories by different writers; a collection is a group of stories by a single writer), and you’ll find the tone to be mostly…well, apologetic. Exculpation for horrors temporarily imprisoned between neat off-white pages. Writers attempt to explain why they write fearful fictions with the air of a guilty pleasure, or slumming. It’s self-therapy, they say. It’s “getting my dark side out”—not that the “dark side” of most of these cringers and cowards would be worth much as fiction. In full-bore excuse mode, most writers will lock and load every bullshit alibi from catharsis to emesis, and open fire on a readership about as interested in motive as you might be in handing away all your pocket change. Worse, I’ve never read anything genuinely terrifying in an introduction, and for this flavor of enterprise, that strikes me as kind of, well, ominous.


  Moreover, having edited several complete volumes of Necropolitan since its inception—a total of twenty-five issues to date—I begin to sense we’ve prolapsed into the terminal stage, where format degenerates to formula. Who reads these things, I find myself asking. Certainly not our corporate overlords, who require that X amount of space be filled in Y amount of time. That’s a reality of commercial, mass-market, newsstand-distribution magazine publishing that we accept begrudgingly, like taxes or smog, while never challenging it.


  But it’s a funny thing that tempts me to test its limits. I have begun to suspect that were I to go on sick leave with a deadline looming, the printers would raid my computer, find the files marked “INTRO,” and cut and paste the text into the appropriate columns without regard to content. You never know.


  Probably the man for the job would be Roger DeWitt, my esteemed Associate Editor. Roger came to Necropolitan through the good offices of Scimitar Books, where he trolled the slushpiles as assistant editor. Our issues would far exceed deadline were it not for the efforts of Roger, who keeps the wicks trimmed and the lamps burning, from a little side-office adjacent to mine, barely more than a closet—the sort of hole-up in which classicists are presumed to write masterpieces in quill pen by candlelight. Yes, if I fell down a manhole or was abducted by aliens, Roger could keep Necropolitan going for several issues more, solely on fumes and scavenged bits of copy.


  Actually, Roger thinks he could probably run this magazine better than I can. He wants tacky little trophies and the attention of the sort of people who frequent science fiction and horror conventions, which I abhor. He sits in his office and waits with the patience of a spider. He knows he’ll get my job if I slip up in the least. He’s spoken to our corporate masters and is just waiting for a chance to prove his mettle. He got his gig at Scimitar the same way.


  What Roger does not realize is the extent to which I see through his scheme. I know where he lives. I know his watering holes. I know how long he takes in the restroom. What he orders for dinner on Thursdays. And the single fact to which Roger has not paid adequate respect, during his tenure at Necropolitan, is how simple it would be for me to stroll into his monk’s cell during any one of our late-late midnight oil sessions, and modify the contour of his skull with the claw hammer I keep in my desk drawer, lower right.


  You get to know a lot about people when you work with them day-to-day on a common project, and I know Roger’s routines like I know my own morning regimen. What exercise and how much. Whether to wash my hair (and expose it, still damp, to the Manhattan morning chill) or let it go for a day. Coffee and yogurt or tea and toast. How long my downtown stroll to the office will take, versus the fact that he has to come in on the train. It might be days before anyone noticed that one of us was gone. Or both.


  Editors rarely edit, these days. Very strange. We buy names and spend too much time on spin control and placating bigwigs. At the publishing houses, the last of the editorial adepts was ruthlessly hunted down and eliminated nearly a decade ago. The assistants took their places.


  None of that, of course, should keep you from enjoying the offerings in this latest issue of Necropolitan to the max, and what I should really be saying here is what are you waiting for?! The stories start right on the next page!


  It’s time we both got on with what’s really important.


  — Bertrand Nightenhelser


  Editor-in-Chief


  * (Necropolitan # 25 was the final issue of the magazine. To date, neither the whereabouts of editor Bertrand Nightenhelser, nor his assistant, Roger DeWitt, have been accounted for.)


  THE ABSOLUTE LAST OF THE ULTRA-SPOOKY, SUPER-SCARY HALLOWE’EN HORROR NIGHTS


  “Mummies, take the tram to the prep trailer in Area Two. Ghouls and zombies, anybody who’s not a straight rubberhead—trailer four, right behind me. I want the Frankensteins to line up according to height in the parking space over by Ops, which is right next to Security on your map. Draculas, your dressing room is the big space near the cafeteria. Rubberheads, you’ve got a thing looks like a sorta circus tent not too far from the restrooms, ’cos you don’t need so much prep. Everybody else—if you’re a Wolf Man or a Pinhead or a Freddy or Leatherface; all the Aliens and Jasons and Beetlejuices—report directly to Ops to see the script grid and get an assignment from Tracy or Kimberly; pick up your chainsaws, whatever gear your character needs. Everybody tracking? Can you all hear me, monsters?”


  That’s the problem with monsters, thought Oscar. They never pay attention.


  He looked around at his fellow players. They were probably all like him, wondering how the performance life had brought them to this low ebb—playing monsters for some movie studio’s amusement-park exploitation of Hallowe’en. Oscar had six years of formal dance training and tutelage with top choreographers under his Spandex belt. He had been in Cats and The Lion King, for christsake.


  He was still waiting for the first review that actually named him.


  Hallowe’en SpookyNight had come via the usual cattle call, and for Oscar, making the cast cuts, was a breeze. The ads for the annual horror-themed in-park “adventures” promised a hair-raising, bone-chilling smorgasbord of monsters. Basically, it was your standard All Hallow’s haunted house gauntlet, but super-sized into a combination of live theatre, wax museum, and modular walkthrough chamber of horrors, diverse and just time-consuming enough to justify the pricey admission fee—due north of over thirty bucks per head. The adjacent multiplex was screening a Spook-a-Thon of cheap rentals (nothing not already available in better shape on DVD), and patrons could avail their bone-chilled psyches of genuine alcohol at several clearly-labeled watering holes. Needless to say, the Spook-a-Thon cost extra, as did the cocktails. No specials or markdowns, especially during a buying season where retailers were already caterwauling about making their nut.


  The show runner with the megaphone was named Randy…something. He was slumming, too, having lost an assistant director slot on some sitcom. From beneath his studio-logoed baseball cap, which might as well have been embroidered with the word ASSHOLE, he deployed attitude as though he was Patton whipping the Third Army into a killing frenzy.


  “A-Number One priority, people,” announced Randy. He had one of those bullhorns that strapped to his shoulder and permitted him to speak through a mike. “We can’t stress this enough. You are reminded not to grab or physically interface with the guests.” Everyone nodded or murmured; they had all been told dozens of times, and this item came first on the hot sheet that had been distributed on the first day.


  Following the Disneyland rule, visitors to the park were called “guests,” though that term was freighted with none of the obligatory courtesy. The unspoken understanding was that the “guests” were really the Enemy, and for the entire crew staffing the studio’s annual scare show, the objective was to survive long enough to get paid the going flat rate for “ambient atmosphere,” that is, monsters.


  The juice of genuine danger had amplified the touchy proposition of having live monsters on the lurk. Last year, one of the Draculas had gotten dragged to death when he got hung up in the tailgate of a tour tram. A teenager had gotten hit in the shoulder by a bullet fired into the air outside the park. And more and more non-preferred social element was showing up just to raise hell and start shit. Park security was lumbered beyond their capacity just breaking up gang fights, so a visible police presence had been attenuated. The show had to go on, basically, because the gate was irresistible to the studio suits, who thus deterred blame when their movies flopped.


  Executives needed to promote the illusion of a “safe and sane” consumer entertainment experience, and in response had assigned pagers with panic buttons to park employees. This year they were tied into a satellite tracker that could pinpoint trouble spots instantly.


  Oscar reconsidered the park property surrounding him. It was a mile and a quarter in circumference, this bubble of make-believe pretend Hollywood hoo-hah. The rock scarps were spurious, unreal. Much of the strategic vegetation was plastic. Theme areas were boldly delineated and convenient restrooms, benchmarked. All visitors had to do while inside was spend money. The whole place was like a compound in a zoo—low maintenance, entirely fabricated, patently fake; an exemplar of the illusion of security.


  The park was split up into mazes, theme tunnels or rooms, stage-bound presentations like the Vampire Magician or the Séance Tent, and tarted up backlot areas such as the Haunted Bayou, the Phantom’s Sewer, and the Stairway to Hell. Some of the rides had been converted to night-time operation; you could strap yourself into the Chunkblower and ride it backward, in the dark. For one week only, Western Street had turned into Satan’s Gulch. Rubberheads, or park extras wearing simple over-the-head masks, hung around mostly to provide guests with monsters to pose against, for snapshots. Ambient monsters in more complex makeups and gear populated the scare zones. Oscar’s assignment was an area inside the Ghostly Graveyard known as Lycanthrope Trail.


  “Your basic movement grids are on the maps handed out to you,” announced Randy. “Stick to your grid. Jump-and-scares are okay so long as you don’t scare little kids or catch guests too off-guard.”


  It was okay to be scary, thought Oscar…as long as nobody actually got scared, experienced fear, or suffered genuine dread. When had horror become so hypocritical?


  Oscar thought that Hallowe’en should really fall on Friday the 13th, but he bowed to tradition, since few were left amid the mercantile consumerism packaged to the buying public as “holidays.” Hallowe’en had never been an official holiday within his lifetime. No red numeral on the calendar; everybody worked. Seasonal employees were usually treated like the worst sort of chattel—temps, forever bludgeoned with reminders that they should be thankful for the gig and could be shitcanned for the slightest infraction.


  His combo brow-and-snout piece was a featherweight appliance of breathable latex, affixed with non-allergenic spirit gum. He paid special attention to the hairlines and blends. Details mattered. He had suited up out of his own pocket in order to duplicate Lon Chaney, Jr.’s venerable wolfing garb, not that anybody still paid attention to the classic chestnuts. Most civilians found remembering those old movies preferable to actually watching them, and indeed, most guests could not be expected to have done the basic coursework. They knew Frankenstein, Dracula, the Creature as words, not names; they existed into the new century only as forms of iconographic product placement. They were supposed to be scary, but only on Hallowe’en, then they were mothballed until the next SpookyNight. They no longer scared anybody, not really.


  Gordito, Flaco, Chispa, and Tiny came strictly to raise hell. Gordito’s homegirl was a spidery white chick named Ashleigh. The rest were partnered with buoyant hoodrats proudly displaying the spackled foundation makeup and sky-high, needle-thin eyebrows that trademarked them as expatriates from Ramparts, which most Los Angeles-area newswatchers routinely shortformed as Gang Central. Flaco’s girl was Chiqui, bratwurst-encased by skin-tight silk which amplified the size of her butt into a wonderland of possibilities. She still bore the gothic O.C. tat on her neck from her dalliance with some cholo in Costa Mesa; much internal ragging and discourse was devoted to how the ink could be modified, embellished, or obliterated. Her pasted-on acrylic nails were three inches long, and each fingertip bore the image of one of the Homies cartoon characters.


  Only Chispa had kept his beautiful hair. “See, white guys are all jealous of Mexican hair,” he’d say. “So they promote the image that bald is super-bad, so all the cholos shave their heads. You guys are humiliating your heritage, man.” Gordito and Flaco and Tiny, all shaved and goateed, teased Chispa about cultivating a pachuco pomp and therefore not being worth shit in a fight. Like snaps or the dozens, the ranks went round and round, everybody insulting everybody else to show their love.


  Park security and the on-site feel-up was a joke. Gordito’s crowd entered SpookyNight strapped with pins, razors, and short, stubby combat blades. Flaco, not wanting to dress down from his customary six-inch stiletto, had concealed it in the crack of his ass, and taken a lot of ragging for it. “What if you cough and it opens, dude?” said Tiny, sniggering. Flaco stoically endured the usual barrage of crap about stinky blades and “cutting” farts; what mattered was, he’d kept his weapon of choice.


  Chispa’s girl, Connie—short for Concepción—had stripped the micro-blades from safety razors and hot-glued them beneath her scarlet fingernails. Most of the guys had copied Tiny’s trick of dropping their lock-backs into a shoe or boot and walking it through the pat-down, standing on it and trying not to limp. If the scanners tripped, steel toes and soles were blamed and no one ever forced you to take off your shoes. Once in the park, the footwear came off in the bathroom, and the blades were nestled back where they belonged, in a pocket or waistband. Nobody ever searched you when you were exiting the park.


  “Check it out,” Flaco said, cocking a thumb.


  He directed their discreet attention to what Security and the cops could not see: A wall of shadows near the entryway where the dimmed floods of two intersecting theme zones of the park joined. There was an unsightly swath of concrete barricade visible from Flaco’s angle; normally bogus foliage would have concealed it. A couple of trespassers clambered over the wall from the parking garage. They were visible for all of a half a second, but Flaco had spotted the hidden activity with the surety of a concentration camp guard. “Go, dudes,” he muttered. “Gonna be some shit tonight.”


  They had been attending SpookyNight for four years running. It was too much fun to fuck with the monsters that were supposed to frighten you. “Couldn’t scare nobody,” Gordito always said, triumphant over some disposable menace. “Couldn’t scare shit.”


  “What’s the record?” said Archie, crouching in the bushes like a Green Beret, his face streaked with black and green camo paint.


  “Guy supposedly snuck into Disneyland and spent the whole night on one of the Jungle Cruise islands,” said Mace. “But the one I heard about the guy who dressed up as a buccaneer and spent nearly forty hours inside Pirates of the Caribbean—that’s gotta be the gold.”


  “What about the kid who lived on Tom Sawyer Island, for, like, days?”


  “Doesn’t count. I think he drowned.”


  “What, in four feet of water?” Archie gave him a curdled expression.


  Nobody ever got the damned stories straight.


  “That’s what I heard. It doesn’t count if you die.”


  “The Pirates dude kept it up for nearly two days?”


  “So they say. You know how many friggin security cameras are inside that ride? He foxed them by pretending to be a robot. That redefines cool. I am in awe.”


  “Any proof?”


  “Proof was on the news,” said Mace. “They arrested him when the cameras caught him taking a leak, but he never said how long he was actually inside.” He fiddled with his digital rig and flipped the viewscreen around so he could tape himself “This is zero hour, eight P.M., and we’ve just penetrated the park.”


  Archie stuck his face into the shot, too, for posterity. This was the ultimate in clandestine, behind-the-scenes spycamming. “Let’s find the women’s prep tent,” he said. “Some of those chicks dressing out as the Bride of Frankenstein are ripped beyond belief. We might get to capture some flesh.”


  “I read ya,” said Mace.


  Their personal monster hunt had begun.


  “Crowd Control expects three to five thousand guests through here tonight,” said Randy into his bullhorn. “Everybody stay alert and do your job. If it gets hairy, let Security do theirs. Do not intercede.”


  All Oscar could smell was adhesive and latex, his head painted and glued into Wolf Man appliances, his hands already sweating in their fur gloves. All around him, ghouls, zombies, and classic monsters were trying to dope out their assigned grids by penlight. Groups of otherworldly horrors grabbed their last chance for hydration at the snack bar.


  Already, his inner voice was chanting: In six hours this will be over.


  Oscar assumed his post and commenced to startle giggling nitwits and the dates of bigger nitwits, getting a photo-flash in the face too damned many times. Even in the land of the supernatural, they acted like the tourists they were. One guy had shoved him, all huffed up because Oscar had actually caught him unawares, but the guy turned his back and strolled away laughing. No harm, no foul.


  There was some vigorous activity going on in the bushes about twenty yards to the rear, off the beaten track of Lycanthrope Trail. Either humping minors, Oscar knew, or, occasionally, a pair of fornicating show monsters, which was a weird enough possibility to distract his notice from his job. Last year, he’d seen one of the rubberheads, a Frankenstein Monster, with his pants down and his Bride with her legs in the air; now that was a photo op. He decided to take five to check it out, but by the time he fixed a direction, the commotion ceased. All he’d find was a wet Kleenex, or maybe a spent condom hanging on a branch, glistening like a glow-worm.


  It took him an extra heartbeat to identify what he found as a person—a man, lying on his back, his eyes wide and fixed, his throat completely excavated to visible bone. He glistened, all right, mostly due to the ebbing glurts of carotid blood. His hands were frozen into claws and he was the deadest thing Oscar had ever seen.


  Oscar’s first thought was: Maybe this is a really good prop.


  His second thought was: Okay, it’s just more urban violence, this is the twenty-first century, don’t panic.


  He fumbled out his pager and instantly dropped it. He groped around for it. Hopeless. When he rose again, he banged into something living and breathing, and rebounded onto one knee. Even in the bad light, he could make out that this was one of his fellow Wolf Men. He started to ask if this was for real when his voice died out in his throat, drying up to desert.


  The creature regarding him had chatoyant eyes and smelled like a wet bloodhound fresh from a wallow in offal. It cocked its head, considering what it saw versus what it could scent—conflicting information. It ran an ebony talon along one side of Oscar’s face and flicked one of his rubber ears. Its breath stank of carrion. Its teeth looked too practical to be a sham. Then it blew out breath in a hot snort of dismissal, released Oscar, and bounded away into the underbrush on backward-jointed canine hind legs.


  If it was a werewolf costume, it was the best Oscar had ever seen.


  Several jello shots later, Gordito fingered the edge of his blade, grinning like a demon and never letting his now-bloodshot eyes stray too far from the park fountain. “If I cut him from behind, right along that fin on his back, dude’ll fall right out of his suit,” he said to Ashleigh, who snickered and popped her gum.


  The attention of the green amphibian monster in the fountain was focused away from them, toward the park. Not a lot of traffic right now, with the Chunkblower at full capacity and showtime for the Vampire Magician just commencing. He splashed about desultorily, awaiting an audience, pondering aquatic scare tactics.


  “I’m gonna go for it,” Gordito said, always anxious to be first. The deal with his homies was that each of them would target a different monster, and each had to score a trophy—a plastic appendage, a slice of monster suit, an artifact of the hunt. A simple bloodstain would suffice, too, but Gordito had his eye on that backfin. Ashleigh did not like the part about the blood.


  “Gordo, don’t hurt the fuckin guy, okay? That’s not funny.”


  “Callaté.” It was a command, a warning, and the end of the argument. Inwardly, Gordito was relieved that none of his boys were around to hear his bitch mouthing off. Sometimes, listening to Ashleigh whine was worth it, just so Gordo could be proud of his trophy blonde; other times, well, what was it about white chicks that made them so whiny?


  He edged up behind the fountain like a commando. Nobody was strolling by. If he had to step into the two-foot depth of water, Ashleigh’s instructions were to yank him back so he did not fall.


  When the Creature meandered back to Gordito’s side of the pool, Gordito arm-barred him from behind and made a clean cut straight down the length of the dorsal double-fin. “What-up, fishie!” he growled, making a monster voice. The fin did not peel back easily. Fat droplets of dark purple blood hit the clear water like ink. That was the last thing Gordito saw.


  His victim turned with a bullrush roar, snapping both bones in Gordito’s forearm. The knife dropped into the water. The scaled thing revolved in his limp grasp, slick as motor oil, and razor-keen talons husked Gordito’s face off his skull. When Ashleigh screamed and pulled back on her boyfriend’s free hand, she fell on her rump because the arm was no longer attached.


  Her screaming attracted no notice in the park as the water turned vague pink and Gordito’s corpse splashed facedown. She was borne into the air, light as a broomstick, and body-slammed into the bushes behind the fountain. All she could see was blurry movement and shifting light; the world turning upside-down, and there was no time left to draw breath to make any more commotion.


  The Gill-Man had always been attracted to the fair ones, the ones in angelic white. Like many of the others long-past, this one did not survive the mating.


  “Did you see that?? Did you get it?!” Mace was beside himself with excitement.


  “I got it,” said Archie, staring at his video camera as if it had suddenly sprung a secret hatch containing hidden treasure.


  “Ho, man!” Mace was getting wiggly. They were guerilla’ed in at the treeline with a clear view of the park fountain, about thirty yards from where Gordito and Ashleigh had just died. Archie’s digital kit featured an excellent zoom, even using night vision.


  “Shut up, shut up?” There was more activity at the fountain, and both Archie and Mace hunkered down to see what came next.


  They videotaped a fellow named Rory Caulder, who had taken an unscheduled break to repair his Gill-Man suit, since the chemicals used to keep the fountain water clear had a tendency not only to waterlog the rubber, but to dissolve it at inopportune times. God only knew what it was doing to his skin. It was comic to watch, even on instant replay: The green monster shuffles flat-footedly to his post, puts one leg into the water, looks down, and does a monster double-take worthy of Wile E. Coyote. He springs out of the water and falls on his ass, ripping his reptilian suit as he claws for his emergency pager.


  “Got it,” said Archie. “Classic.”


  Oscar was doing his best to skin around the edges of the park, with the nearest exit as his objective. He still could not get his breathing to settle down. He would never be able to erase the image of the eviscerated cadaver from his mind, especially when his imagination impudently filled in gory details obscured by the bad light. His nose seemed clogged with the stench of freed organs cooling in the night, back there, somewhere behind him.


  “What the hell is this—a Wolf Man?” said Connie.


  Libia, Tiny’s girl, unlimbered her straight razor with a stainless steel glint in her eyes. “Let’s take him.” They had been kicking it under a large eucalyptus tree—a real one—working their way through a spliff the size of a Dodger Dog and discussing how they could one-up their guys in the scavenger hunt for monster parts.


  “Wait?” said Oscar, skidding to a stop. “Wait a minute!” His hairy paws were stretched out, open-palmed, in entreaty as the two girls angled toward him, jackals stalking a werewolf “You’ve got to get out of the park, now! You’re in danger! There’s—”


  Libia and Connie glanced at each other with scrunched-up expressions of impatience. “Fuck you,” they both said at the same time, like homicidal twins.


  Connie slashed obliquely with her bladed fingernails while Libia thrust and danced and Oscar found his life full-up, trying to track both of them. He felt molten pain in his bicep as he was incised—first blood. Apropos of Edgar Allan Poe, Oscar’s brain reeled as he fell. He was still trying to warn people who were intent on harming him. He was bleeding now, yet the words coming from his mouth were still trying to save them.


  Scrambling to rise, savaging his wounded arm, only Oscar saw the clot of ghouls and zombies that had congregated to watch.


  One of the walking dead grabbed Libia by the hair and gnawed a big, wet mouthful out of her naked shoulder. Libia went nuclear and windmilled with the razor. The zombie did not mind, and within seconds Libia was being eaten in all directions. Concepción simply vanished into a huddle of lurching, famished walkers, folding inward like cardboard. Oscar saw her hand last of all, flashy fingernails tearing impotently at the night air.


  “I could kick Frankenstein’s ass,” said Tiny. “Come on.”


  “What about the girls?” Chispa was looking around for Connie.


  “What a pussywhip,” said Flaco. “They’ll find us. Let’s do it.”


  “Big son of a bitch,” said Chispa, meaning their prey.


  The Frankenstein Monster was seated in a niche in the Rhine Village, which had been redecorated as the Stairway to Hell. Whoever was under the monster makeup had been cast for size, and with the big, clunky Franken-boots he was still two feet taller than Tiny, who, typically, was north of six-two and past three hundred on the scale. The guy was laying down on the job, not stalking and scaring. He looked like he had a headache or something.


  “Take the bolts on his neck,” suggested Flaco.


  They came in like muggers dogging a lone Girl Scout on a train platform.


  “Saaayyy,” Tiny said, swaggering. “I always wanted to kick Frankenstein in the balls to see what he’d do.”


  The Monster looked up, infinite weariness in its face. The blades came out. “Give us those bolts and we won’t have to Veg-O-Matic your ass,” said Chispa.


  The Monster stood up, casting all three of them into its shadow. The sight of the knives caused it to wave its huge hands, to ward away the danger, and that was all Tiny needed to interpret as an attack. They swarmed the Monster, right-left and center.


  The Monster grabbed Tiny’s throat as Tiny drove his lockback knife hilt-deep into its sternum. It grunted but followed through, crushing all the bones in Tiny’s neck. Tiny’s eyes went snowy and he died instantly, hitting the ground like a side of buffalo steak falling off the back of a butcher’s truck. Flaco feinted while Chispa dug in. The Monster backhanded Chispa so hard that his eyes popped out. Worse, his pompadour was mussed for life.


  In another part of the Stairway to Hell, guests witnessing the action had begun to applaud.


  Flaco saw them, felt caught in the act, and his fight-or-flight knob cranked full over to flight. He ran away, grateful that his dead friends could not see him chicken out in real time.


  The Monster growled, once, put-upon and angry. No one else dared to come near him. It pulled the knife from its chest and flung it. Then it resumed its seat in partial shadow, hands rising to obscure its view of the world. It just wanted to be left alone.


  “Hey, mijo,” Chiqui said when she’d spotted Flaco, crouched low near the Haunted Bayou, eyes dulled. “You laying down on the job or you just trying to lure me back into the bushes?” She was game, and dropped a strap, trying to look sexy-cute.


  “Chiquita,” Flaco said, gasping, his voice clogged. “Don’t—”


  “What?”


  Flaco could say no more because he was busy trying to hold his intestines together in his lap. He failed. Chiqui uttered a strangled little cry and nearly backed into the guy standing behind her, the guy in the long cloak and top hat.


  “What the fuck are you?!” she said, whirling, startled out of seeing Flaco, just for a moment. “Fucking Dracula; get the fuck outta here.”


  “I suppose not,” said the man in the cloak.


  “Oh, well, you Mister Hyde or some sorta fucker, then? Fuck, you ain’t no monster.”


  “I suppose not,” said Jack the Ripper, who had lived for a hundred years and would live for a hundred more, as a killer with no face.


  He slid Flaco’s six-inch blade into Chiqui’s esophagus, cutting off further comment and popping a knuckle of vertebra through the back of her neck. He had cut Flaco quickly. With the women, he always tried to take more time.


  “Oh, wow, he cut her, man—cut her like a surgeon!”


  Archie’s insane giggle had grated Mace’s nerves for three kills, now, and Mace was starting to think that maybe his partner was beginning to lose his mind.


  “If you don’t shut up and keep down, I’m going to cut you,” Mace said gutterally. “Like a weed-eater. Hand me the other battery.”


  Archie rummaged inside his rucksack of nightfighting-black canvas. “He stuck the knife in them and they died, faster than clicking off a light switch. That was so smooth. Please tell me you got that?”


  “I got it, I got it. Jesus.” Typical, for Archie to think he might have missed the shot. He wanted to be a cameraman, and would never let a low battery pack louse up a choice composition. “I got it, okay?”


  Then the Mummy got them.


  Archie pitched forward onto Mace, his skull corrugated by inch-deep finger-tracks full of dust and trailing mold. Everything inside his head gushed out under pressure, and as Mace was trying to swing his lens around to capture the moment, he realized the last face he would see was more than three thousand years old, and completely devoid of expression.


  Hymie and Gloria worked clean-up together, one of several details throughout the park. Appropriate to the season, they were in costume too, from their dark blue washable jumpsuits to the paper filters partially masking their faces. Like the many of the ambient monsters in the park, they too wore latex gloves, though theirs were surgical. Their shoulder patches read SECURITY and were emblazoned with little handcuffs and lightning bolts.


  “It just gets worse,” Gloria said, her gaze defocused. Her eyes, above the aluminum nose-guard for the mask, were metallic blue-gray in the vague light. “Nobody can just have a nice time anymore. Children don’t have any business with adult drugs, adult weapons, yet here they are, more every year.” She was staring toward the exit to the Haunted Bayou sector. Tourists in, tourists out. No action just now.


  “It wouldn’t be so bad if these gang idiots just killed each other,” said Hymie, who was of the opinion that the world needed fewer stupid people anyway, but was conflicted by his need to sound sympathetic to Gloria’s views. Her jumpsuit revealed her figure as pert and trim and he really wanted to ask her out, after work, for coffee or something.


  Gloria said, “Well, who are we to deny them a little help-along?” Her expression was caught halfway between rueful and bittersweet as her headset radio crackled. She had this habit of pressing the earpiece when she responded, as though she was auditioning in a recording booth. “Copy that, Front-Man, cleanup on Aisle Eight.” Aisle Eight would be the restricted area behind the Bizarre Bazaar.


  Usually they just zipped the body into a bag and slung it into the back of their van. When they had twenty-five stacked up, they traded for a clean van. But the Aisle Eight job was a bona fide mess, and Hymie’s first thought was Wolf Man.


  “What, again?” Gloria shook her head at the mess. “I’m thinking Jack the Ripper got himself into a party mood.” It was funny in a way: the Wolf Man did the real ripping; Jack used tools. The corpse was a casserole from chin to crotch. Together they managed to spatula-roll it into the sterile bag, and once zipped shut, it was just another load.


  “Is this a guy or a girl?” Hymie said.


  “Female. Look at the makeup. Unless it’s a guy in drag. Hell, Hymie, everybody’s wearing makeup tonight; nobody’s who they’re supposed to be. Isn’t that what Hallowe’en’s all about? Disguising yourself?”


  “Damned monsters,” Hymie said, wiping down his suit with an aerosol bottle of disinfectant.


  “The last time I ever trick-or-treated, I was twelve,” she said. “Before poison in the candy and pedophiles behind every door. This neighbor lady named Mrs. Burke used to hand out full-sized candy bars. My sister Jeanie and I had to go home and empty our bags. We made two full rounds of the whole neighborhood, walked on streets we couldn’t even name, till almost midnight, and we were okay. We were safe. God, I feel old.”


  “What did you go as?” said Hymie.


  “I went as the sorority vampire chick from Blood of Dracula—scarf, vampire fangs, contrail eyebrows, the whole bit. I thought it was an empowering image. I never went as a princess, or Snow White. I was the Bride of Frankenstein one time, and the Leech Woman.”


  “If more kids were watching those old movies and dressing up, we might not have to do this.”


  “That was then, this is now,” she said. “Besides, we’d be out of a job, so I’m not complaining.” In a lax economy, their particular branch of security was booming. They had more clean-ups every year.


  Hymie said, “I heard next year they might actually tell the fake monsters about the…you know—the ringers.”


  Gloria snorted. “Why? The actors aren’t going to get hurt. We haven’t lost a single one.”


  “What about Dracula, last year?”


  “That was an accident, and it was probably his own fault, or some drunk moron shoved him. It wasn’t—you know, the other thing.”


  Neither of them could summon the words to speak of real monsters.


  “Not only that,” said Gloria, “but if we told the actors, too, then nobody would show up for the auditions. Bad for biz.”


  Together they slung the fresh bag into their van. Hymie’s heart did a little skip-and-jump. He knew about Blood of Dracula; he knew that the movie had been filmed as I Was a Teenage Vampire in the 1950s, and he and Gloria could talk about stuff like that, later, after they punched their clock cards for the night.


  He wondered what she was up to for Christmas.


  Somehow, Oscar had made it clear of SpookyNight with no further damage. Somehow, he had put the monster fest behind him, huffing and puffing, on hands and knees, over the grassy hillock on the other side of the security fences. He did not even remember finding his car in the part-time employee lot, or not losing his keys, or two dozen other variables that might have hampered his escape.


  Lot Security waved him through the gate with a grin. Look at that, a monster driving a car, pretty damned funny. I didn’t know lycanthropes could drive a stick.


  Making it back to his apartment without killing himself in a collision was another minor miracle. His attempts to hide his face made him lope, and he was spotted by costumed kids on the sidewalk, being shepherded through treats, with few tricks, by their put-upon parents and handlers. Look, Daddy, it’s the Wolf Man! They all saw him, and not one of them was frightened.


  When he caught sight of himself in his bureau mirror, he startled. His makeup base was smeared, kohling his eyes so they appeared huge and wet. He thought of prostitutes, beaten up and left with shredded hose in some alley. The blend edges of his Wolf Man appliances had peeled. He looked like he was rotting, dying. Sweat had popped in gravid, oily droplets. Hallowe’en had surprised him this year. His skull sloshed with sickly thoughts about classic monsters and make-believe; about the dangers of making the fantasmagoric creatures of the night too cuddly.


  He tried to meter his breathing, and failed. He fought to stabilize his composure, and couldn’t. His emotions were red-lining because this year, this season, he had felt something he had never felt before, when playing dress-up and going boo! for minimum wage…and in the flash of an instant, the world had changed around him.


  Oscar was scared. To the thudding core of his heart, he was scared to death on Hallowe’en, for the very first time.


  EXPANDING YOUR CAPABILITIES USING FRAME/SHIFT™ MODE


  Half the buttons on the fucking remote? Dorian could not tell you what they were for…unless they were dead tabs for some higher-end version of the DVD player he had scored for seventy bucks, at some bargain barn specializing in floor models and discontinued stock. Manufacturers did that; gave you the same remote, no matter what, with special functions reserved for the costlier units. It was a cruel tease that reminded you of what you didn’t have, a wiggle-worm of bait to goad you to consume even more.


  He, however, counted himself among a more elite group—the ones dedicated enough to surf around the constraints of any system, particularly when it came to all phyla of media. It was an unseen fraternity, this underground scene of video adepts. Its skills were wily, pirate skills—how to nuke copyguard, how to outfox foreign formats, how to play and copy damned near anything. One could gain friends through such utility.


  Dorian had hacked the player using a download from the internet. He had burned a disk of the hack, installed it into the DVD tray, and crossed his fingers. The machine had taken twenty nerve-wracking seconds to reprogram itself, per a better device, different brand, allowing Dorian to wave bye-bye to all forms of copy protection and region coding. Now at last, he had achieved video transcendence. What, you can’t play that? Give it to me.


  Now he could play anything out of a single box—a concept
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