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			Rains-a-Lot and Ivy

			Date: 	July 22, 1960

			Location: 	Cleveland, Georgia

			Ivy looked out of the front windows into the green Georgian miasma of fetid summer. The house he was in was a southern colonial with a wraparound front porch, one floor and proper, with a yellow picket fence, exuberant pansy-flowers planted in ranks by a cement walkway all the more absurd because the main road had no pavement, and the house lacked indoor facilities. His eyes darted around taking in data that he had missed, coming in from the back entrance, Browning drawn, his partner at his back like a guardian spirit. 

			The window was meticulously clean. The porch was neat with wooden furniture and a green pie cooling rack. A small fragment of carpet on the ground before the door said, “Welcome!” in Spencerian script. The yard was trimmed closely, and a manual mower was sitting under a pecan tree where it had been left in mid-chore, a testament to unfinished work.

			Ivy stepped out onto the porch of the double-wide trailer and saw what he had come out for. A plate of pie had been left to cool on a pie rack made of green enameled metal and small, round, porcelain trays which were fitted with elaborate hinges, allowing them to be lifted up and folded flat against the pie rack’s vertical rear scaffold. The reason the trays should be designed to collapse was not evident as the pie cooler essentially took the same amount of space with them raised or lowered. It was just an illogical variance of mundane existence that presented itself to a person used to looking at the world through the panopticon of a mental Fresnel lens. The fact was observed and noted as sinister, outrageous, or indicative, depending on how much scotch one had consumed during the day. You could question the motives of the pie rack maker in putting the effort into hinging the problematic pie plate holders, or question the motives of the universe for being a place where pie rack hinges could take on looming portents of existential dread. Or he could take things through the side entrance and see that the green enamel of the pie cooling rack was the real issue, its deep forest shade reminiscent of the uniform of a German sniper that bedeviled him years and thousands of kilometers away in space/time, whose dead eyes were shot out by an African sergeant in United States twill, the bravest man he had ever met, his name forgotten in the slide of time.

			And then there was the plate of pie covered daintily with a silky gauze of muslin to allow it to cool without flies or excess condensation. The presence of the white cloth sitting on what was probably an acceptable homemade pie was like a comb brushed on a chalkboard of the imagination. So mundane but so rapacious in its meaning, it made Ivy want to fall on his knees and scream a rage-filled rant, loud and caustic and made from mostly unfolded consonants barked in staccato dissonance at the sky. Outwardly, he nodded at the pie and listened to the humming of the power line that led into the house above the porch and to the flitting dance of bottle flies above the screened door, bloated and horrible in their digestive process. The mendacity and the horror curled together into a symphony around his being.

			The pie in question turned out to be pecan. 

			Lifting the cloth and placing it on the tray above was a second of trivial action that expressed itself in the ether like a puff of white clouds. The cloth was a complex math problem, each second being tossed by wind, his hands, angry blowflies feeding on gore, or a million other variables that tugged potential in every direction. A true European would not have made the identification of the pie beneath the cloth on top of the doily that rested on the porcelain disk that was attached to the metal frame, which the creator of the rack had designed to be hinged and maddening in its mobility. Ivy was no longer truly European and had slowly allowed American culture into his spirit, and despite his partner’s rejection of the American trope, it was inevitable that living and working among the people of the United States would affect him, like smoke affected a ham in a smokehouse. 

			The owner of the house who sat inside the living room on a brocade loveseat next to her husband, just a few meters away from the pie cooling outside, had made the sweet in question that morning with an idea that it should be consumed at the most opportune time: right when it had shed the oven heat but before it had spent a night withering in the humid southern heat. In other words, it was ready now, just waiting for a human or some other animal with a sweet tooth to come by and appreciate it.

			Ivy rubbed his neck. The heat caused the leather straps that ran behind his back under his charcoal-gray Madison and Rigby suit, with its absurd built-up shoulder pieces that made him look like a triangle, to ride against his skin and shirt, creating a place that collected sweat and making it uncomfortably clammy. Then he reached for a fancy pie fork that was laid out on a side table for company, and he carefully maneuvered a piece from its pie tin and placed it on a blue and white porcelain plate. Ivy had spoken to the woman just an hour before, telling her to prepare for his arrival. Most people Ivy warned about his arrival would be endeavoring to leave by the rear exit, but not the woman on the phone. She thanked Ivy with a tinkle of Bible verses and said he was welcome to the wonderful ice tea, wonderful because her husband knew just what amount of love was appropriate to place in each liter of pungent liquid. In her rapid talk, she mentioned lunch and a pie. Evidently, the pie she mentioned was one from the preternatural pie rack whose enameled shade was that of a dead sniper’s tunic. He remembered the man, long forgotten by Ivy, he was a German killed by a Black tanker when Ivy was just 15. He shook off the horrors of his youth and turned his attention back to the pie. Carefully, Ivy pulled his jackknife from his pocket, opened its largest blade, and incised a cut into the confection from its geographic center to its rim. A second cut produced what Americans called a slice. In this case, a slice meant a triangle about 300 grams in mass representing 16% of the pie’s mass. He selected a fork from a small pile and proceeded inside.

			With his pie secured, Ivy entered the house and immediately found his partner Rains-a-Lot standing flat-footed, a long telescoping metal radio antenna in his hands. The Indian was looking closely at a large mezuzah hanging from the door jamb. The enameled wooden icon was open, and Rains-a-Lot had removed a piece of parchment from it. The parchment did not seem to disturb him though. It was that the icon had been hung crooked on the door jam. He stared at the object, concentration radiating from his black hair and his handsome wind-burned face, asking himself why was this not straight. 

			Ivy let Rains-a-Lot contemplate the mezuzah. The pie was tugging at him, so he cradled the plate in one hand and took a bite with the other using the fancy service fork made from real silver. The modish silver fork was a contemporary piece by Adda Husted-Andersen with her crossed stick-like engraving on the handle. It functioned properly, and the pie filled his mouth with a sweet, savory flavor, the crunch of nuts and the shortening of the crust setting each other off.

			Rains-a-Lot brought his car antenna up, closed his eyes, and scanned the religious icon. He then looked again at the paper. “Barukh atah Adonai Eloheinu melekh ha’olam, asher qideshanu bemitzvotav vetzivanu liqboa,” Ivy said to him, “It protects the door from evil.” 

			Ivy watched as the Indian left the icon behind, folded the wrap of paper up like it was a magical relic, and placed it in his leather jacket. Rains-a-Lot was oddly spiritual and attuned to the mystical world, as if his story was told in not one but two worlds, and this one was the least important. They both worked for Dustin-Rhodes Corporation, but Rains-a-Lot was an old-timer with a past and a legend. His largest personality trait was his taciturn nature. Of all the Troubleshooters in the Operations division, Rains-a-Lot was the best, but few agents could handle his constant assessing way and his lack of verbosity. Ivy though not only accepted it but also embraced it. His own ghosts could drive him to speech or shut him up, and Rains-a-Lot did not care. Rains-a-Lot cared only if someone was competent. He did not understand cowardice because he had none himself. Unlike most agents, Rains-a-Lot ate frugal meals, drank no alcohol, and did not gamble, and his frustrations were not peevish. Although he was a beautiful man, looking like Jay Silverheels with a strong, kind face, glittering eyes alive with charisma, and a spare frame of rippling muscles that allowed him to move gracefully and naturally in a mesmeric way, he never chased women. Except for an odd taste in hats and a love of movies, he rejected Western culture to the point that he did not drive automobiles. Ivy was not sure he could. 

			Ivy ate another bite of pie and watched as Rains-a-Lot slowly walked around the living room of the house with a car’s radio antenna in his hand prosecuting his investigation. It was too early in the day to start down one of those esoteric paths, which only made sense once serious drinking could start after five o’clock, but the Indian seemed to sense something, and if his radio antenna was a bit of vaudeville being called up as part of his ongoing effort to poke humor at a strictly rational universe, it was serving some practical purpose. 

			Rains-a-Lot’s path crossed Ivy, and he looked into his partner’s eyes. Ivy offered Rains-a-Lot the pie softly, and the Indian shook his head. Ivy shrugged and returned his head to the door frame, shaking off the foul odor that was trying to make itself known in the corner of his mind.

			Rains-a-Lot stopped walking and stared at Ivy, radiating an unusual distress, and looked at the pie. Ivy replied to his partner by saying, “Seems the guest said no to a slice of pie.”

			Rains-a-Lot nodded grimly. “How many symptoms do you need to declare the rain is made of water?” his face asked silently. If the Indian was, in Ivy’s experience, guarded even on the best of days, he was downright taciturn now. Unlike Ivy, Rains-a-Lot wore a bomber jacket of leather, pleated cloth pants, a cotton shirt, and a strange-looking straw boater cap, so at least he was comfortable… and to hell with corporate regulations. 

			Ivy placed the pie plate, encumbered with the Adda Husted-Andersen silver fork and the remains of his slice of pie, onto a Montgomery Wards television tray sitting at the back of the room. There were four trays. Two were in front of the owners of the house. One was placed in front of a smaller but very comfortable lounge chair. The last had been taken out and left unused. He turned then and looked at the owners of the house. They shared a beautiful loveseat, clutching each other tightly, eyes wide open, but did not look directly at Ivy or Rains-a-Lot at any point. They were frozen in fear, caught in the second. Ivy noticed a fresh glass of tea sitting in front of the woman, sweating moisture in the heat. He walked over to her and stared into her eyes for a second, then took the glass. It contained a light tea and was filled to the brim, which included a few centimeters of eroded ice. Ivy looked deeply in the glass and saw no discoloration, so he sipped deeply of the drink. He almost spit it out, but powered through the taste and set the glass down. Rains-a-Lot was staring at Ivy in thought just as Ivy had stared at him. 

			“Sugar tea,” Ivy said. Rains-a-Lot allowed his gaze to fall on the couple in the loveseat before returning it back to Ivy. He then walked over to where two other glasses sat on the ground. He picked one up, ran his finger inside, and tasted the remaining liquid. Ivy said, “Water?” Rains-a-Lot nodded. 

			Ivy contemplated the second glass, empty, which had rolled beneath the lamp stand. “My bet is the third glass had water as well.” Now Rains-a-Lot nodded.

			Ivy turned to the couple and said, a polite smile sketching his face, “You probably do not drink alcohol, but you like sweet things.” He turned and slowly walked to the kitchen, measuring each step like it was a loan from Mother Earth that would need to be paid back. The room was spotless except for a puddle of water on the floor. Ivy knelt and felt the water. It was cool and clean, like you’d feel on a glacier. He stood up and rubbed his finger on a counter. No grease came up with his finger. Someone scrubbed this place clean often enough that they did not use heavy chemicals. He noted a bottle of Simple Green on the counter. 

			The stove was a gas retrofit with four burners. Three burners were empty, but a fourth had a copper pot with liquid in it. The pot was warm, the savory liquid was deep red in color and looked fresh. Ivy wondered for a second. The pot held about six liters, a tidy sum, but it was one-twelfth full, and about a half of a liter remained. 

			Ivy turned and noted an icebox. It was old-fashioned, with a small compressor that kept the whole contraption at five or six degrees, not enough to make ice but enough to keep three or four blocks solid for a week. He opened the larger, lower compartment, and he noted it was cool. He opened the upper compartment. There was no ice. As he turned, he noted four labels from Campbell’s condensed tomato soup had been placed into a small hamper attached to the refrigerator by a magnet. He plucked a label from the hamper. Each can was about 250 milliliters in volume, whatever absurd measurement they used in these kitchens here. The instructions in crisp, bitter English called for a can of soup and a can of water, making a hearty meal of savory soup. One-half of a liter of soup each times four cans equals two liters.

			He opened the small silver drawer and noted they owned more Adda Husted-Andersen spoons. He had seen their mates in the living room. Ivy closed his eyes and imagined ghosts. He pulled a small silver knife from the drawer. “How much do you imagine custom silver is worth?” he asked loudly. There was a grunt from Rains-a-Lot in the other room. 

			He rubbed the silver and imagined its maker, an artisan in New York, not so long ago, pouring the silver form, cooling it, checking it for voids, then punching and polishing the implement, at once valuable for metal as it was useful for separating butter from a stick and spreading it on cornbread. The butter cool from the icebox, the cornbread hot from the oven and begging for consumption like a suicidal fish that jumps in your boat. It was a compelling image that haunted Ivy. 

			Silver was 25 cents a gram. So this beautiful knife, melted cruelly down, was worth two dollars to an opium fiend in some Atlanta shooting den, a full hit of his beloved black tar shot into his veins by Vinny Psycho on Peach Street. The set of treasured silver had 80 pieces in it and massed 2 kilograms. Drug-using criminals were known for their respect for family heirlooms. They always left the silver.

			He looked deeper into the drawer. There was a paper inside that said, “Kelle will need to know this.” The writing was Spencerian script, and the paper was card stock. Ivy placed the card in his pocket, not knowing it would change his life.

			He closed his eyes. Thoughts were things you fish from the lake made rough by the weather of emotions and sentiment. He saw the woman’s beloved silver, not old but purchased from hoarded money before even a water closet. That made sense. The couple and their house were a neat logical package, floating in the waters of time. The doting husband had no need for a bathroom when he had water in the kitchen, a well-built privy, and the shining light of his wife’s eyes as she laid out her silver to break their fast Saturday evening. 

			Ivy opened his eyes again and saw the vision had been an overlooked detail. The man had a picture on the wall of him with a huge fish, a Kodachrome moment of victory. Ivy turned suddenly, but his danger-sense turned out to be Rains-a-Lot, who had come into the kitchen as well. His metal rod pointed at the picture of the fish as well. 

			Ivy asked, “Would you have taken soup?” The Indian looked again at the picture then nodded and turned back for the family room. He would have indeed had soup. They both would.

			Alone again, Ivy continued his spiritual journey through the kitchen. There was a cupboard by the stove. The cupboard was perfect with sturdy handles and well-made wood finished in green, and it was smartly carved. It was an old piece cared for and maintained despite being worked hard each day. He opened it. Inside were six dinner plates, six bread plates, and two large soup bowls. They were a set made by Montgomery Ward and ordered as a fixed unit. Ivy took one of the large bowls and placed it on his head. It fit quite well. His foot then kicked something beneath the cupboard.

			Ivy went down to his knees, one hand holding the soup bowl on his head. Beneath the cupboard were several boxes of groceries, neatly stored items that the kitchen owner did not often use. There were a box of empty Atlas Jars on a small wooden stick, a second container of jars filled with produce, being protected from light damage in this dark nook, and a 24-bottle, wooden delivery tray of Red Budwine, a soda pop common in the area. One bottle was not quite lined up correctly. Ivy nudged it with his finger, and it dropped into place. He looked at the bottle, then grabbed it up and stood.

			He imagined the couple. They liked pie and made it for themselves, and they shared it with people who came to see them. They did not like soda themselves, but their grandkids did. So when they visited, did you feed them RC Cola from the store, sugar and caffeine to send them crazy into orbit, or did you give them Budwine, bought in the drugstore and reputed to have health benefits? The Budwine was kept for the grandkids and offered to any guests who might seem as though they would like that sort of drink.

			Ivy had a vision. It was too hard to turn into a phrase, being just a wisp that could fade away if saddled with leather words and whipped into a frenzy of sentences and paragraphs. Three portions of soup. Pie untouched. Soda offered but refused. Water! Oh, you were thirsty. Of course, you needed to drink it all. Greedy for water. Ivy turned back to rejoin Rains-a-Lot.

			As he walked back into the living room, a Ford Model A with a wind-blown man driving it roared to a stop in front of the house. Rains-a-Lot looked up from his busy work, folded up his little car antenna, and drew his Smith and Wesson Model 3 from under his jacket. Ivy waved him back down and said, “It’s only Charlie.” Time seemed to unroll a little faster now that the courier had arrived.

			Charlie. Almost two meters and under 50 kilos, he looked like a flamingo had swallowed a dolphin head first. He was a study of almost. His almost bald head appeared almost completely covered in sweat, while his huge glasses almost allowed him to see well enough to make out of almost anyone’s face before they could almost touch him. He was wearing a Charcoal suit just like Ivy, but his body was not designed for even well-tailored clothing. The suit almost fit him as well as it would have fit a brown bear. Charlie carried a big magnum revolver on his belt that had somehow dropped down onto the back of his pants, which were being pulled to half-mast by the weapon’s weight, almost low enough that the canyon was occasionally reaching the sinkhole of his personal geography. He was almost a character from some French comedy movie. If there had been any stealth to him, he could have been a mime. 

			And of course, like most agents of Dustin-Rhodes Corporation, he was a conundrum of “How did recruiting ever find someone like that?” Charlie was almost as fearless as Ivy, shot almost as well as Rains-a-Lot, and was preternaturally attractive to women. The reason for the last supposedly existed on page 13 of his personal file, but as this page was almost entirely covered in black redaction ink, covering no doubt what was an interesting chapter in human evolution and existence. Perhaps, Ivy thought, women are smarter than men. He sadly reflected on the women in his life. The women in Steno called him a catch, but he knew that his Gallic looks and saturnine cast were just water that covered a dark mirror. He was not intentionally cruel, but life threw him around and did not protect the people he loved. He could imagine Charlie being a fierce defender of his mate, like the hairless bear he resembled. 

			Charlie tripped as he came out of the Model A, recovered, and then dragged from the back seat two large buckets filled with something cold. He turned to the house, almost tripped on his face when was negotiating the stairs, ran into the door jamb as he tried to open it without putting down the buckets first, and finally, succeeded in entering. He came to a halt in the room, staring at the household owner and his wife.

			“Jesus Christ,” he said.

			Ivy shook his head. “Not sure that name applies.” He glanced at the mezuzah and back at Charlie.

			“Their heads have been sawn off,” Charlie exclaimed.

			Ivy replied, “Technically their skullcaps have been removed from the top of their skulls.”

			“Did you put their skullcaps on the dinner trays?” he asked.

			“No, that was someone else,” Ivy said.

			“Wendigo,” Rains-a-Lot opined, watching Charlie closely. One theory around the office was that Charlie was going to go berserk one day and start shooting when someone had filled him with too much crazy. The idea was that the 20 questions you always played with Charlie around strange investigations were like a sputtering wick, and every wick has to end sometime. Rains-a-Lot, Ivy knew, had money bet on the exact outcome. Ivy knew the Indian did not consider it gambling.

			Ivy shrugged. A Wendigo was a myth. Superstition. This was science: a fact.

			Charlie put down his buckets. “The blood in the skull caps?”

			“Tomato soup by Campbells,” Ivy replied. “One can is missing by-the-by. One can went into each skull, and another is on the stove.”

			Rains-a-Lot stopped his pacing and narrowed his eyes. Ivy nodded at him, as if to say, “You do the math.” Rains-a-Lot rubbed his hand on his forehead. It was not like he would miss Ivy wearing a soup bowl in place of his pork pie hat. Ivy puffed up his cheeks and looked up, saying to Rains-a-Lot, “Just what you think.”

			Charlie was sputtering like a tea kettle, drawing their attention from their private conversation to him. “And the brains?” he finally croaked.

			Ivy stepped closer. “That is the interesting point.” He pulled out a pen light and flashed it on the woman’s still nose. “They were breathing when someone…”

			“Wendigos,” Rains-a-Lot added.

			Ivy shot back, “Someone … snaked a sharp object that could make 40- to 60-degree angle changes into the brain cavity, and another similar object that could cauterize blood vessels and slurp out blood. The skull cap was removed, then the cerebellum was cut out in a series of 29 cuts for each person. Then someone put a serving of tomato soup in the skulls. Afterward, they left, and we arrived 19 minutes later.” Ivy waited for Charles to notice the only bowl in the room was sitting on his head. He did not notice.

			Charlie said, “They are still close?”

			Ivy nodded. “Very close.”

			“And the buckets?” Charlie asked. “You asked for them yesterday?”

			Rains-a-Lot pulled a pair of thick thermal gloves from under his jacket and held them up for Ivy, who grabbed them and slipped them on. From the steaming buckets, he moved around what sounded like rocks, then pulled out one human brain, then a second. Each brain he placed into an empty skull cavity. He then dumped the soup from the skull caps. Rains-a-Lot threw him a tube of epoxy, which he used to fix each of the skull caps to their respective heads. Ivy stepped back and said, “Natural causes.”

			Charlie threw up a meal of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and collards.

			After cleaning up Charlie’s vomit and seeing him back to his car, Ivy and Rains-a-Lot took off in their Chevy. Rains-a-Lot was looking out the window as they drove down the red-brown clay drive. Ivy reached out and patted his shoulder. The Indian was angry; Ivy could tell by the set of his shoulders, the way he looked about, the creases in his forehead, and the way he set his jaw. He was angry at losing the bet with Ivy on what they would find in the house, angry at having arrived only a few minutes too late to prevent the murder, and angrier still that the deaths had been an old retired couple who made pie and soup for guests. 

			Ivy watched as the hills went by, the motorway turning from red clay path to brown dirt road to gray byway, the sleepy spell of summer blowing past, and the sounds of the south playing. Rains-a-Lot started to take out a map, but Ivy waved it away. He could do the math and had seen the maps before they started out. And now, with the mystery solved, it was just a case of talking to locals and finding a scent to lead them to their target.

			Ivy saw the road he was looking for, Lake Street. The lake in question was a largish, snaking body of water built by the TVA for power and recreation in this region 20 years ago. Now that the trees had returned and the government-bought land had gone wild, Northern Georgia was actually quite pretty. He drove down the winding road and thought this would be a pretty place to live, here on the edge of the mountains, a million miles from Atlanta. You could hide here, buy a home, find work in a forge or conservation lot, grow scraggly vegetables, and drink your memories away. If it got too boring, you could grab the scattergun from above the door and pull off your work boots and your darned socks and use your toes to fire little lead satellites into space. 

			Rains-a-Lot whistled and sat up. Ivy slowed down and asked, “You have something?”

			The Indian nodded and put his fist in a ball to his lips. After a second, he blew on his fist, and his finger came out pointing to a twist in the road ahead. A young teen was pulling a red garden cart along. In the cart were fishing supplies, camping gear, and some wooden boxes. Ivy commented, “All too easy, no?”

			Rains-a-Lot nodded. 

			They pulled over by the side of the road after passing the teenager. A cloud of dust that had been following them for five minutes caught up all at once and formed little cyclones of brack around them, eddies of gray- and red-colored micro-particles that were the primary export of the region, after corn liquor and stick-built furniture. 

			The boy was a lanky teen, lacking shoes, wearing blue coveralls, a red shirt, a straw hat, and a parti-color scarf. His skin was red from the sun, freckled, and fiery. He had blond hair that had been poorly cut by blunt scissors, the type that would tear at a scalp rather than truly saw through hair and left one numb from the tonsorial chores. Ivy had always thought such scissors and their carnage were a French invention of the Oblates or perhaps the Carthusian, but perhaps they had been adopted by the Baptists in this strange land as well. The boy turned his head ponderously to glare at Ivy and said, “Won’t talk to no cruddy injun.”

			Ivy got out of the car. “You do not have to, master?”

			“Naah. None of that. You carbet-bags can haul up out. If you thinking I will be just giving you my true name, you can sit on a stick,” the boy drawled.

			Rains-a-Lot got out of the car with a great deal of care-worn menace. Ivy glanced at him as he came around the purple Chevy, tapping its metal top with his fingers. The Chevy was a great vehicle, but it needed to feel in the loop otherwise it would not run its best. It liked human touch in a friendly way. Rains-a-Lot stopped and leaned on the car, staring at the kid.

			“You do not scare me, rooster,” the kid said.

			“I have no intention of scaring you. How about I call you Jim?” Ivy reached into his back pocket and pulled out the bottle of Budwine secreted there. He prized the cap off with his thumb and finger and offered it. “Care for a soda?”

			“Doan go in for sweets kicker,” the kid angrily replied.

			Ivy smirked. He allowed his eyes to look at each detail of the kid’s skin and clothes, then said, “An íocann an t-iascach do pháiste pá an loch?”

			“Cad a fhios agat faoi rígh an iascaigh?” The teen replied in a clean guttural growl. Then there was a second of realization. “The Wizard will gut you!” The child then said.

			Ivy found himself standing by a small woman with dark hair in a princess or queen’s gown. The dress was brocaded and luxurious with small star sapphires and mountain pearls worked into the green and blue fabric. They were looking at a young city, a place being built clinker style with pegs and boards, on foundations of quarry stone. She places his hand in hers and says, “You look lost.”

			“I was once attacked by a Child-of-the-Lake, and before they kill you and feast on your blood, they give you a view of the future that they are stealing from you,” Ivy said to her. His heart felt large in his chest as he felt her touch his hand. 

			“In the magical lands?” she asked. “Is this where the beast attacked you?

			He shook his head. “Earth.”

			The woman held him a little closer, a command for him to embrace her back. He did so with pleasure. She looked up into his face and said, “And if they only bestow this gift before they devour you, what is the secret to you being here now?”

			A laugh came from behind him. He turned, and it was a woman with dark skin in a purple dress, her eyes glowing in the darkness. “The answer to your riddle, my Queen, is that you do not agree to die!”

			A loud explosion shattered his skull, or that is what it felt like. Ivy collapsed to his knees with weakness, but he was able to draw his Browning from the leather holster under his jacket. It was not needed. Before him, the teen stood, eyes staring dumbly at a metal bowl that he had removed from Ivy’s head. His fingers turned long with sharp ends steaming with acid. His jaw was outthrust, and his shoulders spread out a little. His freckles and red face were now a solid dull pink color, and slits formed in his neck.

			A third eye had opened in the teen’s head where Rains-a-Lot had sent a 10-gram bolus of lead propelled by black powder into the creature’s brain. The Child-of-the-Lake slowly collapsed in on himself and vibrated in death, its skin bubbling a little from some inner heat. Rains-a-Lot sat Ivy down in the driver’s seat of the purple Chevy, which wrapped her emotional arms around him, so all he had to do was watch the Indian work and take calm sips from the bottle of blood-red soda. First, the body of the Child-of-the-Lake went into a lined stainless steel trunk. Then Rains-a-Lot retrieved two human brains from paired Montgomery Ward soup bowls that were hidden in wooden boxes in the cart and carefully put them into cooling canisters. To catch a Fisher King, one must have brains harvested by a Child-of-the-Lake, and now they had bait for a fishing trip.

		

	
		
			Delbert’s Dilemma

			Date: 	August 13, 1960

			Location: 	41.4083, -122.1972, (California)

			Delbert watched as Richard Todd Hamblin and Benjamin Day huddled around an oil heater at the edge of Shasta Base Camp. He was officially the Senior Troubleshooter, Executive Division. If Dustin-Rhodes was a corporation that accomplished things at a price, then the Troubleshooters were the point of the sharpest knife in the drawer. Failure was never an option, and the men and women he employed were known for two things, competence and the willingness to do what was needed to complete a task. 

			And now he was called to put out a five-alarm fire. In the executive contract files, one of the oddest standing orders the company had was 11060. Delbert held the mimeograph of that very contract in his hand.

			Upon location of K-sub BRAINERD, KELLE (file 11060-A70) return individual via office stop 70 to client designated BRAINTRUST (file 11060-A1). Payment Class Z.

			The contract on its face seemed simple. If a young woman shows up in your neck of the woods, grab her without violence, protect her person beyond all costs, and deliver her to their lab in Wyoming run by Dr. Preston Arneveldt. 

			Not so simple it turns out. All evidence showed his two best Troubleshooters had driven the subject of the contract into the maw of a tornado. Not only had they disappeared, but also an entire town had been leveled by the tornado they had driven into. 

			It was pretty easy to cover up some things. Take this spot
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