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~ * ~

The Beast That Was Max

~ * ~


Part One

To Dance Like Mist in the Moonlight




When Max pulled up to the corner of Lisbon
Place and South Moshulu Parkway, Lee came out of the building
entrance alone. That was not part of the plan. Max took a deep
breath, fought through the sluggishness of a sated predator, and
raised himself to his killer's edge.

The Beast within him rumbled, its suspicion
dulled by the evening's pleasure. Still drunk on blood and pain,
the Beast rolled over Max's memories of their fresh excesses and
barely acknowledged Max's alarm or its cause.

Max put the Lincoln Town Car in neutral,
turned off the headlights, and stepped out into the brisk
early-April air. He put his hand on the Ruger in the back holster
under his old French surplus motorcycle duster and scanned for an
ambush. A half-dozen eight- to twelve-year-olds played under a set
of lit ground-floor windows. Locals hurried past, burdened with
bags or focused on their destination, taking no notice of him or
Lee. Spiced meat and pizza scented the breeze. Latin and hip-hop
music melted into the rhythm of passing cars and buses, children's
voices, TV commercials. Ordinary stimuli, he decided.

The roofline and darkened building windows
drew Max's attention, along with the cars parked along the street,
then the buildings to either side and across the wide avenue, where
they were obscured by gloom and budding trees. Lee waved, as if to
distract him. Max's heart beat quicker, and the Beast pricked its
inner ears. The avenue provided long lines of sight, but neither
Max nor the Beast caught the sense of watchers behind cars or trees
targeting them. The Beast resumed its slumber. Sensitive to the
terror of prey, Max felt something was going wrong, that he was
slipping into danger. But there was no sense of another predator's
focus. At least, not yet.

Without a clear target for his suspicion,
Max let his hand fall from the gun. He drifted toward the trunk,
checked the curb and roadbed for blood. The seals were good. And,
of course, there were no stifled moans or cries for help coming
from under the hood.

Lee held both hands open and out as he
closed the distance between them. Max nodded his head,
acknowledging Lee picking up on his discomfort. Lee's weathered
face, surprising Max with the age folded into its terrain,
brightened at Max's acceptance. The man's army fatigue jacket
flapped in a gust, showing the slight paunch covered by a skull
T-shirt and the unbelted waist of a pair of black jeans. No weapons
showed.

Before Lee could speak, Max leaned back on
the Lincoln, pressed his hands against the cool metal, and asked,
"Where is she?"

"Change of plans," Lee said, joining Max in
leaning up against the car. "We have to pick her up."

"I have my own plans. I need to get her
done, then dump the bodies."

Lee jumped off the Lincoln, glanced at the
trunk, paced three steps back and forth in front of Max. "Dump the
bodies? What bodies? What do you mean, get her done?"

Max went to the back, checked for anyone
nearby, opened the trunk. A stench rose out of the car.

Lee stared, coughed. "Damn, Max. You were
going to put her in there?"

"Of course. After I killed her. I was going
to have her get in the back with you, behind the front passenger
seat. We were going to take a ride on the Saw Mill River Parkway. I
was going to reach across and put a round in her head when we got
off on the Tuckahoe exit. You were going to help me get rid of the
bodies."

Lee closed the trunk for Max. "But you're
not supposed to kill her. And you're sure as hell not supposed to
do that shit to her," he said, waving a hand at the back of the
car. "What the hell, are you having a South America flashback or
something? We're not in Guatemala anymore. You're supposed to take
her to Omari's safe house and protect her."

Max froze. The Beast hissed. "What?"

"Weren't you briefed? Aw, fuck," Lee said,
stamping his foot and shoving his hands into the jacket side
pockets. "They set me up. They didn't want to tell you themselves,
so they put me up to do it. Goddamn, I hate when they do that
shit."

"I'm not a guard."

"Yeah, I noticed. But you're all they have
left." He stopped in front of Max. "The FBI's being a bitch over
the World Trade Center thing, and the Russian mob's acting like
they know how to fix and launch the missiles they stole. The
President's in town for an international summit, so there go the
best of the locals. The NSA is going through an identity crisis
trying to find a new Great Satan, so it's best not to attract their
attention right now. The best security team available is a couple
of freelancers in town catching Broadway shows, and the pick of
third-world embassy guards."

"You do it."

"With my schedule? You see I'm working as a
runner. The regular guy got popped. All we found in his car were a
pair of eyes and a heart on the front seat. And a shitload of
blood. Figured the organs and blood belonged to him, since that
kind of action isn't in his profile. Just what we need in the
middle of all this: a goddamn human sacrifice." Lee glanced at the
trunk and waved exhaust fumes away. "I have another handoff
tonight, then an Air Force flight out of Plattsburgh. Got an
insertion into Bosnia, though I'm not sure if I'm supposed to bury
bodies or dig them up.”

Max watched a dented delivery van go by on
the other side of the Grand Concourse. "I'm not babysitting meat,"
he said, trying to catch telltale antennae sticking out from the
undercarriage.

"Yeah, well, I'm not the one to talk to.
Come on, let's dump the shit in the trunk and get going." Lee
headed for the passenger side of the Town Car. "Hey, I don't mean
to get personal, but is this guy the girl's boyfriend, or are you,
like, switch-hitting these days? Should I worry about turning my
back on you?" Lee's smirk showed teeth like thorns, sharp enough to
pierce.

Max closed his eyes. The Beast rose to
challenge Lee's taunt, but Max assuaged its rage with memories of
work performed with the operative in the hidden arenas of Southeast
Asia, South America, Eastern Europe during the Warsaw Pact days.
Blood spatter and screams filled his head. The Beast remembered,
growled, slinked back to its nest of pain.

Max sympathized with the Beast's caution. He
preferred working alone, keeping as little contact as possible with
the people who contracted his services. But tactical and political
imperatives sometimes demanded partnerships. Almost always, he felt
more endangered by the people he worked with than by the
opposition, precisely because of the kind of chaos unfolding around
him. Often, driven by the Beast or by his own judgment, he had
eliminated his team members along with targets because they had
provoked his inner demon, or simply to ensure his own survival.
Lee, in his prime as good as any Max had ever witnessed, reminded
Max of himself. Calm in the face of obstacles, he passed no
judgments on assignments and never let personal preferences,
agendas, or desires interfere with the work. He was consistent, a
rock limited only by the frailty of his human body, and the
darkness writhing in the crevices of his face. He trusted Lee more
than anyone else involved in their kind of work.

Which did not prevent him from scanning the
street one last time when he opened his eyes, got up from the car,
and slowly walked to the driver's-side door.

"He belongs to the twins," Max said, at last
answering Lee's good-natured taunt.

"Looks like he died a happy man."

"But I don't think he was happy to die."

"Still cleaning up after them?" Lee asked,
trying the handle on his side of the car. It was locked. He gave
Max a quizzical look, picked up on his counter surveillance
routine, and joined Max in studying the vicinity.

The area still felt secure. Max let himself
be drawn to the children play-fighting, dancing, showing each other
moves learned from video games and TV wrestlers. He envied their
boundless energy, the innocence cocooning the darkness within them.
He had always had an abundance of the first, though during the past
decade the Beast had provided him, through its madness and abandon,
with more of the prowess he had taken for granted in his younger
days.

Innocence was foreign to him. He had lived
another kind of life when he was their age. Now, when the Beast was
not pacing in the cage of his mind, he wondered what it would have
been like to be innocent, to be as vulnerable, and as ignorant of
vulnerability, as children, his targets, or his victims.

Max hesitated before opening his door, let
his gaze linger on Lee. In contrast to the youngsters, he looked
even older than Max remembered. The reality saddened Max. The
darkness Lee harbored was wearing him out. The killing and torture
and agony he had witnessed, the atrocities he had performed,
clouded his eyes, haunted his expressions. Time itself, as if in
punishment, had slowed him, dulled his senses, and sapped his
strength. The shreds of his youthful innocence still ran through
him, but instead of infusing him with vigor and charm, the vestiges
of his early life served only to expose his fragility. He was no
longer in his prime.

Max caught himself. Of course, time had worn
him down, as well. The hard, fast current of years had run through
them both, ripping youth and its blessings from their grasp. Time
was part of the bond Max shared with Lee. With it had come the
trust built on shared hunts and kills. The other part of the bond,
for Max, was the piece of himself he saw in Lee, the man he might
have been without the Beast. He saw that man on the other side of
the Lincoln: weak, flawed, crippled by the conflict between needs
and appetites.

The bond, he was certain, ran both ways. Lee
also looked at him as the model of a man he might have been: a
stronger man, if only his gifts and appetites were as terrible and
voracious as Max's, if only his human needs did not war with his
dark nature. Not even Lee knew about the Beast. For Lee, Max's
strength, talents, and hungers were unusual, but mortal. Max
understood that his image to Lee was a man who carried himself with
the self-reliance of a pure predator. Max, and even the Beast,
found cruel gratification in their role as the occasional companion
Lee shared a kill with, admired, envied. Hated.

It was the Beast within him that separated
Max from Lee, and from everyone else in the world except, perhaps,
for the twins. The Beast filled Max with power, obliterating the
desire, space, and interest to build stronger connections with his
surroundings. Power protected him from time's ravages, made him
feel he belonged to something greater than the meat of his body.
The Beast was the vision of order and meaning in his existence; the
luck protecting him from the consequences of his acts, contracted
and personal; the comfort, cold and savage, in the lonely midnight
hours between his hunger's satiation and the roaring, all-consuming
madness of his appetite.

Pity for Lee and his thorn-tooth smile
touched Max. He could never be what Max was. Their masters had
chosen well by sending Lee with news of plan changes and foolish
assignments. Another messenger might have had to answer to the
Beast for the night's deceptions.

The Beast stirred, a jealous companion
disturbed by soft sympathy. Its howl sent a shiver through Max, and
whetted cruelty's keen edge. Max savored the advantage of his
strange legacy. Sympathy evaporated. His mind turned back to Lee's
question. He gave Lee a slight smile, showing him more than
thorns.

"They're my nieces." Max opened the
driver's-side door and got back inside. Best to keep moving, he
decided, until he escaped the twisted prank of having to protect
instead of kill. Even worse, guard a woman.

"Adopted nieces, Max," Lee shouted through
the car window. "Makes all the difference." He tapped the glass.
Max let him in. "Not to me."

Lee gave Max a wink and a leer as he settled
into the passenger seat. Over the years, Lee had witnessed Max and
the Beast at play. Whether he watched for sadistic, masochistic, or
other reasons, Max had never quite understood. But Lee always
proved sensitive enough to his own frailties to know to never join
in the game. And even though he showed interest in the twins, Max
made certain he saw the result of their lovemaking and understood
they were a Beast of their own. For all of Lee's talk, Max was sure
his comrade knew he would not last ten minutes with the twins. If
he pursued them on his own, Max could not, would not, save him. But
the talking was cheap enough.

Lee checked the glove compartment for the
secured .45 and clips, glanced at the mirrors and the dashboard
deck with the readouts from the car's anti-surveillance
instruments. "To me, it would."

Max glanced at him as he pulled out onto the
Grand Concourse service road.

Lee waved a hand. "But you're not me, I
know. Fine. I'll help you with the bodies, no problem, but let's
make it fast. We're running late, and we can't leave the pickup
exposed too long. As a matter of fact, why don't you let the Blood
of Killers handle this crap? They worship you, and they love
cleaning up this kind of shit."

"I do my own sanitation. Just like I do my
own killing. No guard duty."

"I said that when I heard they picked you.
He's not the type, I said, unless you want her dead. But you see
how it is."

Stopped at a light, Max picked up the car
phone. "This is impossible," he said, punching in the number and
securing the scrambled satellite signal.

"Yes," said the unfamiliar male voice on the
other end of the line.

"Mr. Johnson, or Mr. Tung," Max said. Though
the names were his own invention for his two main, anonymous
contacts, the operator knew his identity through voice recognition
and embedded signal codes. Calling up Max's file, the operator
could see which government representatives normally dealt with
him.

"Who the hell are they?" Lee asked.

"They are not available at this time."

"The men you call Mr. Happy and Mr. Smiley,"
Max said to Lee, who rolled his eyes. The light changed. Max
followed the traffic flow onto the Saw Mill River Parkway. He spoke
into the phone: "Who is available?"

"I can handle your call."

"Who are you?"

"The person handling your call."

The Beast roused itself, bureaucratic
insolence catching its interest. In Max's mind, a young,
clean-shaven clerk had his head smashed into a screen, a mouse
jammed into his mouth, and a keyboard shoved up his ass. "Why am I
on this job?"

Clicking keys followed a moment's dead air.
"As far as I can see, you aren't. The rendezvous is south of your
position, but you're heading north."

"Unavoidable business."

"We are your business."

The Beast roared. Max's grip on the steering
wheel tightened. "Do you really know my business? Would you like to
find out?"

Lee tapped his thigh. "Max . . ."

The voice on the line wavered. "You were not
briefed.”

“Not for this."

"Briefing you is not my job—"

"Puffing guard duty isn't mine. I want to
speak to someone in charge."

"I—I'm sorry, sir, but there is no one
available. And there is no time. You have an operative with you.
Let him—"

"Did somebody forget who I am?" Max shouted.
"What I do? Do you seriously expect me to carry this assignment
out?" Max gunned the gas, weaved through the traffic. The Beast
surged through his heart, chased blood through arteries until
life's flow burned under his skin.

"You are more than what we use you for," the
voice said, finding resolve as electronic beeps accentuated manic
key tapping. "You are whatever we need you to be, for whatever we
must use you for." It was as if Mr. Johnson had gotten on the phone
to admonish him. Max wondered if the operator had reached his
normal contact through his computer terminal, and if Mr. Johnson
was furiously scripting appropriate responses to the operator's
screen.

"None of this makes sense. How come I didn't
get to pick my team?"

"There is none. You're solo. The way you
like it."

"You people aren't even following your own
security protocols. If this is a defensive operation, how can I
work without a team?"

"There's a bigger picture, Max. You're used
to a role, which you perform to an exceptional degree. But there's
a lot going on right now, and everybody has to pitch in."

Max took a deep breath, curbed the Beast,
brought the Lincoln down to the speed limit. He focused on the
assignment flaws. "What am I supposed to do, not sleep? Who gets
the food? Who patrols the perimeter? What if there's an emergency
with the target? Security breaches in the setup?"

"We didn't think you slept." Someone laughed
in the background.

"Put Mr. Johnson on."

"He's not here."

"Who's coaching you?"

"Is that the problem you're taking up
satellite time to resolve?"

"What I want to resolve is an inappropriate
allocation of resources. What I want to point out is that you're
sending a killer to protect a target, with no backup or planning or
coordination. What I'm telling you is that I feel like you're
setting me up, and if you don't tell your superior what the hell's
going on and get me off this assignment I'll personally kill the
fucking bitch you want me to protect, and then I'll gut the
bastards who were going to pick her up, and then I'll send the
bunch back to you through the mail in three-by-five envelopes.
Postage fucking due." He raised the phone to smash it against the
dashboard. The Beast pushed him to sideswipe a passing car and send
it crashing into the guardrail.

"Fucking clerks are taking over the world,"
Lee muttered, looking out the passenger window. "No wonder it's all
going to hell." He met Max's gaze, winked. "Don't let them bully
you, Max. But don't let them make you do something stupid,
either."

The voice on the line settled into a cool,
professional tone. "We realize your briefing has been inadequate.
However, we know you are flexible enough to adapt to new
situations. In addition, you have not been left entirely without
resources. The safe house is fully supplied and equipped with
electronic security, and the area will be monitored by local
agencies for unusual activity. We can divert local assets to you if
an emergency arises. And, because of the unusual circumstances, we
have just been authorized to convert your assigned safe house to
Nowhere House status. That should satisfy all of your concerns. You
will not need a team because you will not be found, and there is a
low probability of engagement with opposition forces during
transport to and from the safe house."

A chill passed through Max. The Beast
stopped short.

The Nowhere House was well beyond the
wetwork world in which Max traveled. "Who is this woman? Who is
after her?"

"It doesn't matter who she is," the voice
said, toning down the strained formality of its speech. It was as
if Max was communicating with several people at the same time, and
he wondered if the man on the other end of the line was somehow
channeling various officials and representatives assigned to deal
with Max. Or perhaps he was simply mad. "The people after her are
amateurs. It's the people she's going to who are important and
require reassurance. They know you, even like you and your peculiar
talent. They feel their property will be safe in your hands. More
important, your presence raises her value. Getting the best to
escort her is a sign of her importance, a badge of honor."

The Beast recovered from its momentary
surprise and resumed pressuring Max to kill. "I can't do this.”

“What's so hard?"

"I've never done what you're asking. I've
never had to protect anyone except myself." And the twins,
he thought. But they were different. They meant something to
him.

"You're an assassin, you know how you would
kill her. Anticipate. Though, as I said, it's almost certain you
won't see action."

"So I'm wasting my time. The hell with this.
You do it."

"If you don't pick up this assignment, you
will die.”

“You'd terminate our contract over this
woman?”

“She is part of a plan. So are you. Changes
require consequences. Reparations. Adjustments. Your defiance can
serve the plan and sustain the value of what is being done, but
only if you are punished."

"You wouldn't dare."

"Why not? Would you dare betray us?"

Max strained to contain the Beast. He wiped
the sweat beading on his forehead. The hand holding the phone shook
slightly. "She must be a hell of a woman."

"What is your mission status?"

Max grunted as if struck in the gut.
"Operational.”

“Check your contact for time
limitations."

Before Max could reply, the connection was
severed. He put the phone back in its cradle.

"Nice job of pulling a briefing out of those
assholes," Lee said.

"Thanks," Max said, with more of the Beast's
grumble than his own voice.

"So I guess you're not going to tell me
shit, either.”

“They said I had to check with you about
time limitations."

"Let me make a call. Maybe we can buy some
wiggle room." Lee took the phone, punched in numbers, spoke in low
tones, listened, glanced at Max, cocked an eyebrow, checked his
watch, hung up. "Damn. I was hoping to sneak over to City Island
and pick up crab legs to go before my next drop. But I really do
have to get this Fordham divinity student out of the city before
the papal meat boys cut off a few of his heretical parts. Looks
like my dinner goes the way of your passengers in the trunk. We're
cleared to delay your pickup, but I hope you're not thinking of
digging really deep graves."

"No digging."

Lee waited a moment, studying Max as if to
gauge his mood, then pressed on. "Goddamn awesome rating a Nowhere
House deployment, though. Better write down anything you want to
remember that happened to you over the past forty-eight hours."

"I thought it was twelve."

"You believe government specs? I hung out
for a weekend with a team one time before they went inside. Saw
them a week later during a Tibetan incursion and they took a shot
at me."

Max went over the events of the past week
and found nothing worth saving. "There's nothing I need to
remember."

"Well, don't forget the protocol and write
yourself instructions on what you have to do once you leave the
place, or you're going to be wandering around the South Bronx
wondering what the fuck you're supposed to do with your new
girlfriend."

"I know what I should to do with her."

"Easy, big fella. You're on company
time."

Max pressed the accelerator, wove the
Lincoln through the close traffic on the Saw Mill's winding
roadway. Horns blared and high beams flashed in his rearview
mirror. The Beast was disappointed over the failure of the other
drivers' nerves. They exited at Tuckahoe, drove through quiet,
tree-lined village streets with Colonials, split-levels, and the
occasional overblown Tudor or small manor set on neatly trimmed
lots. A stand of trees blotted out the lights of the surrounding
neighborhood. Max slowed. Another house appeared, tucked among the
trees. Max turned onto the gravel driveway, switched off the
lights, let the car crawl toward a single light bulb shining over a
side door to a run-down, three-story Victorian. A realtor's
weathered For Sale sign and a construction company's renovation
announcement were nailed over a faded movie production poster
pasted to the door. Max popped the inside trunk release, cracked
the door open.

A dog's barking drifted faintly through the
surrounding woods. Cold air stung his lungs as Max got out and took
a deep breath of suburban air. He picked out the blood scents of a
cat's and an owl's kill, the chemical bites of fertilizer and
cleansers, an intoxicating burst of the season's first, fresh
growth.

He joined Lee at the back of the Lincoln,
raised the hood, grabbed one end of a man's ravaged, naked corpse.
Blood and shit stench mingled with the twins' sweet and musky
markings, and with the smell of multiple orgasms spilled by all
three. Max gritted his teeth, and was puzzled by the touch of
jealousy. The Beast yipped with glee. Lee whistled, took hold of
the feet, and stumbled along with Max as they headed toward a hole
in the ground beyond the door.

"Not for nothing, Max, but what's wrong with
the traditional incinerator dust-off or swamp dump?"

"At five tomorrow morning, a cement truck is
going to pour a foundation in that pit for a house extension. The
people buying the property require blood sacrifices to sanctify the
ground on which they plan to hold future services. They've done
favors for me in the past. This is the least I could do."

"Some housewarming gift."

Two sets of their shadows stretched over the
hole: a faint set from the car's inside light left on by Max's open
door, and a darker pair set at an angle from the house. They threw
the body into the ground and went back for the woman. Max bundled
her in the plastic lining the trunk, taking care that none of the
blood or gore dribbled out. As they approached the pit again, the
body fell out of Lee's hands. He flailed about, trying to hold on
to the slick package, but managed only to grab the woman's head by
her blond curls. The thin shreds of skin holding the body together
snapped and the torso landed with a crackle of gravel. Max
scrambled to close off the open end of the package while Lee
watched, the head hanging at his side from his fist. As Max
crouched, his gaze met the woman's blank stare. The Beast's low
rumble of satisfaction vibrated through Max. He smiled into her
frozen expression of pain and terror, remembering for the Beast all
he had done to shape her final rictus. He scooped up the woman's
body before he lost himself in thoughts of the last twists and
twitches of her flesh. The wind whistling through budding branches
reminded him of the whimper of her dying breath. He threw the body
into the hole and headed back to the car.

"You're dripping," he said, pointing to the
head's ragged wound.

"Yeah, wouldn't want to ruin the property
values for Satanists." Lee went down on one knee and rested the
head on the ground, atop the blood droppings. He studied the
woman's face, moving the head slightly up and down and from side to
side, letting the bulb shed its glow over her face.

Max picked the shovel and flashlight from
the trunk, returned, studied the ground for drippings. He gingerly
picked up loose loads of stained dirt and gravel and threw them
into the hole.

"You know, I've seen things like this all my
life," Lee said, staring at the woman. "All over the world. Men,
women, kids, animals, some shit nobody could ever figure out what
the hell they were supposed to be. Seen others and watched you do
the work, and done my own share of it."

Max policed the area around Lee until he was
satisfied there was nothing left except for the head. He put the
flash beam on Lee for a moment. The Beast sensed weakness as the
night bore down on Lee, framing his weary face. He moved the beam
to the woman before the urge to kill overcame him. Her eyes seemed
to follow him in the play of light and shadow as Lee continued to
pivot the head around.

"So what? Come on, I thought you were in a
hurry to get back."

"Was she good?" Lee held the head up to his
face, peered into her eyes. "Did she give you a thrill?”

“Yes."

"But she didn't want to go like this."

"No."

"You didn't care."

"You just wanted what you wanted, because
you wanted to, and that was it."

"Yes. Same as you. Same as always. What's
your point?"

"And it was worth it. No matter how messy or
what a pain in the ass it was to clean up after, it's always worth
it. It always is."

Max shut off the flashlight, let the blade
sink into gravel and dirt with a metallic clink. He knew what was
coming, had heard the kind of talk before, in asylums and
hospitals, jungle encampments, basements, tunnels, and caves. It
was a moment humans seemed to find inescapable, even if the remorse
they presented was only a pretense to fool themselves into
believing they had feelings of sorrow and regret where there were
none, and preserve their place among others and in the world.

"Do you think there's any forgiveness for
this?" Lee asked, not taking his gaze away from the woman as he
presented her head to Max.

"What's to forgive?"

"The pain. The terror."

"Isn't that what life's about?"

Lee brought her head back to level with his.
"I don't know, is it?" Her head swung away from him with the
momentum of his arm motion. "I think there's more than just pain
and terror."

"Yes, there's always appetite."

"Yours?"

"Yes."

"What about hers?" Again, he held her head
high, swinging it slightly back and forth.

Max watched the pattern of blood dripping on
the ground. He thought the drops formed a rough arrow pointing to
him. "Mine was stronger."

"Don't you ever wonder if there's more than
that? The game, the killing, the appetite?"

"Like what?"

"Don't you ever feel like you're not
human?"

"All the time."

"Do you miss feeling human?"

The head rotated in Lee's grip to face Max.
The house light fell against the folds and grooves in her face,
exaggerating with shadows the expression locked in her flesh. Her
eyes, which Max thought had been looking down, now seemed to rotate
under the lacerated brow and glare at him through a hanging eyebrow
and loose strands of golden hair.

“What is there to miss?" Max answered
through the Beast's mad roar as it rose in outrage to answer the
challenge of the dead. "It's better being the hunter than the prey.
To feel human is to be prey." He put a hand to his holster,
loosened his gun, put his finger on the trigger. The Beast urged
him to aim, to put a bullet in the man's head. Its raging voice was
louder than the crack of the gunshot Max anticipated. It was louder
than a cannon barrage falling short of its target, and threatened
to carry him away on winds more terrible than those raised by a
stray bombing run laying down arc light on the wrong position.

"You've never been hunted?"

Max raised the Ruger, pointed it at Lee.
"No."

Lee smiled, looked to Max. He grinned at the
gun. "Shit. You're going to love this job."

Max shifted, fired. The bullet smashed into
the dead woman's head. The head jumped in Lee's steady grip, bone
and gore spraying from the back of the skull. Blond hair bounced
with newfound life. The Beast screamed in frustration at Lee's
survival, then roared in triumph as it relived the consummation of
her death. But its joy exhausted itself in another moment as it
dry-humped the memory, and its passion blew away like dust.

"That'll wake the neighbors."

"The trees won't tell." He knew the stand
would act as a sound barrier, and he doubted anyone beyond the
trees in the village of Tuckahoe knew or remembered what gunfire
was like, or would believe it resounding dimly in their haven.

The Beast rattled in his head, demanding
hot, wet satisfaction. Max's hunger rose in response, as if he had
never touched the woman, never heard her screams, not done the
things he had done over the past few hours before meeting Lee.

"Had you going there, didn't I?" Lee asked,
getting up and dumping the head in the hole. "Thought I got the
fever, didn't you? Broken old man, shaking with the guilts?" Lee's
high-pitched laughter drifted to the stars.

Max threw the shovel at him. "You clean the
mess up." He put the gun back in the holster, started back to the
Lincoln.

"Do you want me to lay some dirt over the
bodies so they don't look so obvious?" Lee called back, shovel
scraping against gravel.

"Don't bother, the contractor is expecting
them. He has a permit to start at dawn, so no one should stumble
across them."

Lee carefully looked the ground over, tossed
the shovel in the pit, then walked to the house door. He looked at
the movie poster and said, "I remember this piece of made-for-TV
shit when it came out. They wouldn't know a psycho killer if he bit
them in the ass. And I sure as hell felt like biting them after
watching that crap." Laughing again, he unscrewed the bulb and
threw it toward the grave. "Let the dead rest in peace," he said,
sliding into the passenger seat.

Max backed out of driveway, checked the
woods on both sides with a small night-vision scope. A car rounded
a corner, sped past, leaving a crescendo from Beethoven's Second
Symphony reverberating in its wake.

Max waited until it was gone, turned on the
headlights, and headed back toward the city. The Beast would not
rest. It roamed the emptiness he created for it in his mind,
scraped the walls of the body he kept calm and in control. He did
not give the Beast the reins of his self, as he had done in times
past, as he did when he hunted. He focused on the mission, on
maintaining discipline. He almost let himself smile as he thought
of how pleased the latest of his martial teachers, the old Chan
woman, would be if she could sense his discipline now. How much
greater would her pride be, he wondered, if she knew the nature and
powers of the monster that lived inside him? Would she try to kill
him, as other masters had done, when they discovered what he truly
was? Would he have to kill her when she came for him?

He pulled up behind a black Lexus parked in
front of the Buddhist Temple on Albany Crescent off the Deegan. Lee
stepped out, went to the car, spoke to the driver. The doors of the
Temple cracked opened, revealing a flash of saffron. A group of men
and women walked out, mostly Asian, laughing and talking. Lee
stood, scanned the buildings and roofline, glanced at Max. Max got
out and walked into the group, joined in their laughter as they
drifted to the Lexus. Max identified the gathering's leaders as
Khmer, immigrant survivors of the Cambodian killing fields.

A whiff of sweet incense accompanied subtle
drumming spilling out of the Temple. A huddle of bald, painted
heads gathered in the dark slit of the Temple door's opening. By
manner, color, and spirit, Max knew them as foreign monks dragged
from their isolation to reluctantly play a role in the game being
played. The Beast's growl gave sympathetic accompaniment to their
desperate, hungry eyes fixed on the Lexus. Max thought it was not
the car, nor the superficial Western wealth of the surrounding
city, that challenged the discipline of their faith. They were not
a threat to the exchange, Max thought, only some of its victims.
Unlike the immigrants, Max was not certain they would survive.

Lee opened the back door. A woman poured
out, graceful, sure, resigned. Max and the Beast catalogued her
attributes. Asian but not easily sorted into one of the modern
nationalities, as if a primal root of the current subtle genetic
divisions had survived millennia of tribalization. Short and slim,
dressed in black: beaded slippers, Capri pants, quilted silk jacket
with red brocade. Her hair was a jasmine-scented waterfall of
midnight oil drawn from the world's heart. Her face was a pale
reflection of another world, her lips an oracle, her eyes pits
deeper and more deathly than the grave in which he had just dumped
two bodies and nearly a third.

Her gaze caught his. She stopped short. Lee
bumped into her from behind, shook his head in irritation, became
distracted by a young immigrant's insistent whispering. The woman
looked Max up and down.

A warning, born from the Beast's instinct,
shivered through Max. She smiled.

Vertigo swept Max up in a spinning vortex.
Heart pumping madly, stomach lurching, a cold sweat breaking over
his skin, Max sank into a slight crouch and let training take over.
Through the assault, he checked for gas, a drug-tipped dart, the
fading touch from contact poison.

Before he found the source of the attack,
the world shifted again and he was lost in a sensory flurry.
Perspectives merged and warped until Picasso images of people's
faces filled his vision, and the exact same inane snatches of
conversation punctuated by empty laughter sounded from different
directions, out of synch. Max floated above his body, over the
street. The Beast scrambled to hang on to him.

The world settled, but was different. It
took a moment for Max to recognize himself standing as the Temple
crowd bumped into him, flowed around him, puzzled, disturbed. He
viewed himself with curious detachment. He should have shaved that
morning, or perhaps his dark beard and close-cropped, black hair
stood out more under the garish street light among the clutch of
innocents. A breeze picked at his duster, and he noticed his waist
was thicker than he thought it should be. His black jeans were
dusty, and he automatically reached down to brush himself off.

Touched a firm, round thigh in Capri
pants.

From a distance, he heard the Beast roar in
protest. And arousal.

He found himself in the body of the woman he
was supposed to protect. New feelings crept in a quiet current
though his awareness: cold nipples eager for sharper sensation; a
hunger between the legs needing to receive rather than deliver
passion's stroke; a hollowness in the belly yearning to be filled
by a seed's blossoming. Life mingled with the death he always
carried close to his heart. He glimpsed a blinding moment of what
he was accustomed to snuffing out, and felt himself drowning in its
glory. His impulse to kill rose like a plume of fire, and he aimed
its power at the tide rising to consume him. But though his rage
burned and his appetite demanded fulfilling, there was no killing
to be done. His tools—the Beast, his body—did not answer his
call.

A woman's laughter washed over him like
rain.

Max looked out through alien eyes and
searched the real, for something true to use as a weapon.

He stared at himself, reaching for contact
with his flesh and the Beast. The remoteness of his own face
shocked him, but the plainness of his visage drew him out of his
instinctive madness. It was as if another mind, with another set of
values, suffused his thoughts, calmed him, showed him a new way to
perceive the world.

He studied his face. He was used to seeing
it close-up in mirrors as he sometimes applied cosmetics and
appliances to preserve the anonymity of his work, or brushed his
teeth, or stared at the blood that had been sprayed back at him
during the course of his pleasures. His hands—his true
hands—fluttered by his sides, thick fingers moving restlessly with
the speed and delicacy of a concert pianist. He looked lost. Steps
from himself, he felt helpless.

Like a distant shadow, the Beast rose to the
vulnerability it sensed across the fading channel of their bond. A
shimmering black aura surrounded Max's form, as if the woman
possessed special lenses that could pick out the Beast, like
infrared gun sights sensing body heat. The Beast shaped his true
lips into the beginnings of a sneer. But another shade flew across
the face, looked out at Max in the woman's body. Smiled.

And in the body in which he found himself,
another spirit, ancient, obsessed, flickered like the reflection of
something unreal caught in a mirror. Its presence stunned Max,
knocking him off balance as he struggled for control in an alien
environment.

She carried her own Beast, though it did not
boil with passions as his own did. Rather, it was a piece of
something that had once touched her, leaving an imprint like an
obscene cave drawing that influenced thought, shaped emotion, fired
up drives. Poisoned the well in which her young soul had resided.
Tainted the vision through which she perceived the world. Tangled
the infant web of power, full of dance and music invoking water and
fire that had been cultivated within her when she was young.

And in the imprint was the residue of power,
like a layer of fine, fallen hairs and dead skin. The power was
grave cold and resonated with cries of pain and despair. As if
answering Max's struggle to understand, a voice rose out of the
depths of the woman's memory. Foreign thoughts intruded on his own,
weaving understanding from his confusion.

It was the sliver of a victim's spirit left
behind in the body, too small to live on its own or exercise
control, surviving on the grief of its host. It was the heart of
the woman's Beast. Ghost hands swiped at him, phantom teeth
snapped. Angry at being murdered, the thing reached out to him
because he was alive, because he could still breathe perfumed air
and taste spiced meat.

Images of his fresh kill enraged the shade
as it recognized him as a murderer, a victimizer. But in the
spirit's partial state it was powerless to seek retribution. Its
glacial hate, inexorable and endless, bore down on him, sending a
shiver of fear and excitement through Max. Immune to his own and
even the Beast's rage, its appetite for what it had lost fed on
Max's awareness and grew stronger.

It was as if the soul of one of Max's
victims had returned to share the journey of its fate with him. But
he had no hand in the cause of this spirit's pain. He was not the
murderer of its original house of flesh. The thing did not care.
Like the Beast, like Max, it was appetite, and though it did not
hunt as Max and the Beast did, it was as capable of rage and
destruction if its hunger was not appeased.

Max wondered what pursuing and consuming
such a power might be like. Even without the Beast at his call, he
wished the full spirit had resided within her, and not as the
corrupting reflection of a ghost caught in meat.

But without the Beast's reassuring savagery
or the comforting rhythms of his own body, Max's confidence
wavered. Separated from his tools and weapons, was he still a
hunter, a killer? As whatever he was, a spirit, a soul, a wisp of
imagination, could he still find a way to kill a thing accustomed
to such an existence?

The woman's voice rose again, offering ways
for him to handle the spirit. What he was being offered, he
realized, were paths to becoming someone else and forgetting who he
truly was,

The hollow, mocking roar of the Beast,
itself a memory, offered another way to escape.

Before Max could feel the chill of fear over
losing himself to the vengeful spirit, the woman, or in his own
killing fury, he was torn out of his exile. The world spun as he
landed back in his own body, as if pulled home by an elastic band's
tension. A hurricane of sensations and emotions ripped through him,
and for a moment he blacked out, overwhelmed by the force of the
change. But only for a moment. The Beast rose from unknown depths
to envelop him in its strength. His body fit like an old,
comfortable coat, and responded willingly, though with a hint of
sluggishness, to his will. He was Max again, stumbling, dizzy, skin
cold and prickly, but a single weapon once again. One force, out of
nature, with a single, insatiable appetite.

The Beast whined in confusion, but quickly
snapped with joy, eager to welcome its familiar. Heart racing, Max
embraced the monster. The darkness within deepened. People in the
Temple group eyed him suspiciously.

"Mani Kalliyan Chea," Lee said, bringing the
woman to Max. Closer to Max, Lee whispered, "Straighten out, buddy.
You're looking like shit and you're freaking everybody out."

She tilted her head to the side, met his
gaze, and gave him the same smile she had given him when he was in
her body. The Beast reared, ready to pounce on the challenge. But
then it hesitated in its routine headlong pursuit of prey,
recognizing something in her. So did Max. Together, they felt the
same rush of surprise and excitement in encountering a fellow
traveler. Not since Paris, when the twins had captivated him during
one of their murderous hungers, had he felt the same conflict
between desire, dread, and rage. But the twins had been children,
evoking a previously undiscovered and overruling instinct for
protection. Seeing himself in them, he had not wanted their young
years to be lived like his, alone and unprotected on unforgiving
streets.

She was not a child. What she provoked did
not fit the assignment parameters. Appetites collided. He did not
know whether to kill her or fuck her.

And there was the hint of her inside him: an
impression of her sinuous body pressed into the walls of his mind;
a warmth permeating his senses, like a lover's body heat smoldering
in the bed long after they are gone. Max understood who had smiled
at him from his own body.

"This is your guardian angel, Max," Lee said
to her as they followed the press of crowd toward the Lincoln.

The Lexus drove off with a squeal of rubber,
as if the driver was eager to escape his passenger's presence.

"How did it feel?" Mani said, hips and
shoulders swaying, watching him with the barest turn of her head.
The sound of her voice resonated in his mind. A part of him was
reluctant to let her go. The Beast hissed at the rival connection
that had suddenly taken root in Max.

"Like death," he answered.

"And yet you live. Life is a strange
paradox, is it not?" She laughed as Lee opened the Lincoln's back
door and let her in.

Her body, the kaleidoscopic assault of
memories and sensations, the separation from himself, returned in a
play of shadows running through his mind. He shook his head to
clear it. Something stuck in his mind, a feeling he had never
experienced before. Not the web of her power or the remnants of an
ancient spirit, but the hint of yet another thread of life and
power inside her. Max tried to tease the memory from a mix of
images and emotions.

The Temple group surged on, except for one
young Asian man who thrust his chest out in front of Max,
distracting him. "If anything happens to her, we will hunt you
down," he said, with intensity surprising for his youth and
stature. A grief-stricken expression crossed his face when he saw
Lee close the door behind Mani.

"You won't like what you find," Max said.
The boy ran away, tears streaming down his face, before Max could
snatch him and break his neck. The Beast howled, frustrated once
again. But the Beast's anger did not trouble Max as much as the
sense that the boy had been so focused on Mani and whatever ruined
emotions lay between them that he had blinded himself to the danger
of the rage his provocation had raised.

Max remembered the monks peeking out from
the Temple, his own near-loss of self. The woman's power ran deep
into those she chose to target. Subtle, brutal, seductive, she had
more than one way of conquering. Having survived her direct tests
of his strength, he had no intention of falling under her sexual or
emotional spell.

Max went to the driver's side and entered
the car while Lee covered the area. As soon as he was inside, he
turned to the woman and said, "I should kill you for what you
did."

"Some add to life, others take away from
it," she answered, settling into the backseat. She drew her legs up
under her and hugged herself.

"Which do you do?"

"I take away from death."

"Why did you do that thing to me?" Max
asked, wanting even more to ask how she had managed the
transposition he had just experienced. But what drove him was the
need to establish his territory, to warn her off, kill the bond
between them she seemed to want to establish. Demanding
explanations of how she did what she did only invited and prolonged
unwanted contact.

The Beast paced restlessly, crying to vent
its lust. She lingered inside him like a perfume. To Max's shock,
the Beast seemed to calm down just a bit from his body's memory of
her habitation.

Lee dropped into the passenger seat, slammed
the door shut, and slapped the dashboard twice with impatience. "Do
what?" he asked, checking his watch.

"To warn you," Mani said. "And teach you
that you cannot always pursue what you want by force, so we may
both live to see this episode to its end."

"Are you getting yourself in trouble with
her already, Max? Damn, man, just relax, okay? We're going to Mott
Haven 149th Street. Take the Deegan to Third Ave. Oman's picked up
a city-owned place down there. He leased that nice little factory
he had in Brooklyn to a floating club called Painfreak. You ever
hear of it?"

Max let the question slide over him.

"Thought you had. They burned the place down
the last time the club came to town, that's why I figured you'd
know them. I bet Oman's having an orgasm with that upgrade to
Nowhere House status. I've been recommending him for higher-level
operations status for years. Glad to see he's one of us, now. He
deserves everything that's coming to him, the son of a bitch." Lee
cackled. "He don't know what he's in for, do he? Fucker should
waive his fee for the privilege of having Nowhere House vibe to
soak into his walls. You know his usual customers. They'll come
running once word gets out. It'll be even better than when you do
your personal business in one of his places so he can get all that
bad spirit and ghost vibe to sell. You never actually met him,
right?"

"We never had the pleasure."

"I bet. He does know how to stay out of the
line of fire. Until now. But what are friends for, right, Max?
Gotta love the guy." Lee turned to the woman. "That's an unusual
name you have there, Ms. Kalliyan. You Cambodian?"

"More than you can imagine."

Max pulled out, followed Crescent as it led
him away from the highway but closer to its entrance. "What are
you?"

"The past trapped in the present to buy the
future.”

“Whatever," Lee said, giving Max a warning
glance and shaking his head.

Max thought he would have to be as vigilant
against her as he had to be against her enemies, and his
nature.

They rode in silence until the turnoff for
the Cross Bronx loomed. The Beast's hunger, sharpened by the
stimulation of odd occurrences and provocations, dug into Max with
manic pawing. Every shift in the seat from Lee, each glance from
Mani, inspired a fresh shiver of suspicion, a new source of threat.
Cars coming too close made his hand twitch for a gun. Max
meditated, breathing deep, relaxing muscles and thoughts. He fought
for a grip on reality, sifting through the Beast's paranoia and his
own demanding appetites to discover the real danger lurking on the
borders of his awareness.

As if inspired by the dance of headlights
and the beat of tires on the road, Lee suddenly broke into a sour
bluesy drawl: "I ain't eighteen, but I'm still on a bullet; got my
finger on the trigger and I'm gonna pull it." His laughter pitched
higher, and he rocked back and forth in his seat. "Oh man," he said
at last, sobering, "I need a fucking vacation. Right after this
trip to Europe. They're giving me a choice between Angola and Iraqi
weapons inspection after this next assignment, but hell no; I need
to get away from crazy motherfuckers like you. All this
huggermugger, macho intimidating shit is wearing me out. I'm gonna
make myself a promise not to kill anything for a week.

‘See how long I last. Last time it was two
weeks in the Yucatan. I think the tequila helped. But I think you
two are going to click. Yeah, he hasn't popped you yet, Mani, so
I'm thinking you're going to last the night."

"I think so, too," she said.

"I think we're being followed." The words
flew out of Max's mouth before he knew he had spoken, propelled by
instincts feeding on his experience, Mani's presence and powers,
and his memories of being inside her. He let out a long breath as
the tension drained from him. Knowing the situation meant he could
control it. The Beast relaxed, anticipating prey.

"Bullshit." Lee checked his side-view
mirror. "How can you tell one headlight from another?"

"He's right." She looked out the back window
at the steel-cradled roadways sweeping around and above them, at
the Alexander Hamilton Bridge connecting the Bronx to Manhattan.
"Coming in from the West Side. I feel them, too. They know I'm
moving, which direction I'm going in. They've picked up my
trail."

Lee twisted around to face Mani. "What the
hell are you talking about? Who knows you're out in the open?”

“My enemy."

"Come on, lady, cut the crap."

"My captor and former lover—now my enemy
because I escaped him."

"Great. Always good to get the full
briefing, right, Max? And how is this mook tracking you? You were
supposed to be clean at the pick up."

"He's `ap thm`op, a sorcerer with roots
still in my spirit. He knows I'm in this city because he feels my
anticipation of freedom. But it was my display with you, Max, that
allowed him to pinpoint me. I am sorry. I acted impulsively, from
my hunger. I felt you as a kindred being, and the loneliness . . .
my appetite . . ." She put a hand to her forehead and shook her
head. "I should have contained myself. Now he knows something of
you, as well as my interest in you. He will be jealous, and even
more angry at my betrayal."

Lee continued to stare at her for a moment,
then settled in his seat. "Right. Max, are we having a psychotic
moment or something?"

"She's right about someone coming after us.
Don't you trust my instincts after all this time?" At the prospect
of bloodshed, the Beast tested Max's control. Sensing potential for
a feast, it allowed the flow of Max's controlled breathing to calm
it.

Mani sat forward, put a hand over the back
of Max's seat. Her fingertips brushed his shoulder. "Your teacher
has brought you far along the path of chi kung breathing exercises.
The monster in your head responds well. I barely escaped when I was
inside you."

"How did you know I was taught by a
woman?"

"I was inside you. I know all the women who
have touched you."

"Then you know what happens to most of the
women I meet."

Mani drew back her hand. "I know what you do
to those you desire."

Images from the night's hunt blossomed in
the darkness of his mind: a breast stained with blood, a thigh cut
to the bone, a dangling eye peering into a place within him Max
could not see. "Then don't taunt me."

She sat back, closed her eyes. "I'm not. I
can teach you things. More, much more than I already have."

Lee waved his hands in the air between them.
"Excuse me, girls. Can we get back to this supposed tail? How many
are with this old boyfriend of yours? What are they driving? What
kind of firepower are they carrying? Are they professional, or is
this just a family thing?"

Mani shook her head. "I don't know. More
than one car, I'm sure, though I don't know what kind. Rithisak's
family must be with him—"

"Aha! At last, a name."

"—and many of them worked for Pol Pot's
regime, so you may consider them professional."

Lee struck Max's biceps once with the back
of his hand. "We probably know them; shit, we worked with enough of
the bastards. I can see why the higher-ups weren't too concerned
about them. They were pretty good against unarmed civilians, but
the Vietnamese sure kicked their asses in a hurry."

"What is Rithisak's power over you?" Max
asked, his hands becoming cold at the thought of a repetition of
the body exchange. "What did you mean when you said his roots are
still inside you?"

Mani slumped in the backseat. "He found me
in the countryside, a child, survivor of a village destroyed by
beisac, the souls of the murdered risen from hell to consume the
food of the living," she said, her voice faint, shaky.

"Ghosts?" Lee asked. "How about a Khmer
Rouge execution squad? Or were the Vietnamese dropping napalm left
behind during the collapse and withdrawal by that time?"

"My father told the villagers to leave food
out as an offering to the beisac. But it was a hard year and there
was nothing to spare. Because my people kept the village apart from
the larger world, there were no neighbors to go to for help. And
misfortune had been so long between visits that many did not
believe they would suffer. My father tried to appease the beisac
himself, but his pitiful offerings only angered them. They came. Or
they angered the Khmer Rouge by filling their minds with lies about
my village. Or they gazed into the souls of Khmer Rouge soldiers
and drove them mad with reflections of their own hellish rage. Or
maybe my people just ran into some bad luck after a thousand years
of peace. However your Western minds want to interpret what
happened.

"I saw my mother and father die. My brothers
and sisters, friends, even the ox, and the dog, and the pigs. My
jacket and pants were still soaked in their blood when Rithisak
found me. The screams, I can still hear them today. . . ."

"Why did this sorcerer want you?" Max
asked.

"Rithisak was drawn to my village by the
plague of beisac. He was studying the ways of those spirits to
harness their power. He found my trail, tracked and found me, eager
to discover how I had escaped alive. I showed him how I made my
spirit small, too small for anyone to notice. It was how my father,
the village kru, the shaman, taught me to escape the Khmer
Rouge—to become like a thing without a soul, rock or deadwood, so
no one would think to shoot me because I already seemed dead. My
father chose to try to protect the village rather than escape. The
others who knew the trick were too frightened by the spirits to
remember its casting. They were used to avoiding mortal soldiers,
modern machines, not demons. Since I lived with my father's magic,
I was used to the terror of rageful spirits."

"Yeah, I can see why you get along so well
with Max," Lee said.

Mani ignored him. "Rithisak was impressed by
my trick, and fascinated by the tracks the beisac left on my soul
as they sniffed and prodded the dead thing I'd become. He offered
his protection. I was a young girl with no place in the world. The
blood, the screams . . . I'd never been alone before." Mani's hand
slid across the window as she looked out at the passing buildings.
"I've never been alone." She shook her head. "I had to go with him.
But I also felt his power, and I knew he wanted mine. He was
hungry, like the beisac. I believed myself clever enough to steal
his secrets before he could take mine, and make him my servant.
With him by my side, I felt I could go out into the world and
survive. I played the tricks a girl thinks will turn the heads of
older men. I tried to seduce him.

"He let me believe I was gaining power over
him. I exposed my desire, fished for his power. But I discovered he
had surrendered nothing of himself to me. I had no hold on him. His
desires, his appetites were well protected, and there I was, naked
to him in my raw hunger with no place to hide. Nothing more than a
small, foolish spirit. I needed him, the pulse of his strength and
the calm of his presence, like a poppy addict needs the pipe. I
seduced myself. Traded freedom for the illusion of safety. He sank
his roots into me, and over time he grew stronger from the pleasure
he took from me, and from his use of me as a tool in games with
rivals, the government, and drug lords. You've already experienced
one of the tricks I learned from him." She straightened, sat up,
and shifted her body. The air in the car thickened, the curves of
her presence called, tempted, invited.

"Is it getting hot in here?" Lee asked, then
turned to Mani, face flushed. "Listen, when I get back and you get
settled wherever they're going to put you, you want to get
together?"

Max fought with the Beast, found himself
losing control. "If you want to live through the night, stop
that.”

“That was another," she said, relaxing.

Max cracked the window open and turned on
the vent fan. The twins also stoked the sexual appetite of their
prey before the kill. They had never turned the tactic on him, and
after the brush with Mani, he knew he could never control himself
or the Beast if they ever toyed with him in similar fashion. He
counted both the twins and himself fortunate that they handled
their powers responsibly. "Is that how you escaped him?" he asked
finally.

 


"I couldn't seduce him before he showed me
how to use my body. He was not so stupid as to teach me skills
against which he had no defense."

"Then how did you escape?"

Lee broke in. "Who cares? Are you actually
buying any of this bullshit?"

"The only way to find out about who is
chasing us is to find out what she believes about him."

Lee thrust his finger at the road ahead.
"Let's just get to Oman's, set up the Nowhere House, and let
Rithisak wander the South Bronx looking for her."

"He will find me," Mani said with
certainty.

Max checked his watch again. "There's still
time." Lee looked out the window at Yankee Stadium passing by. "You
thinking of setting up an ambush? Why not just race them to the
house."

"We might have to face them anyway. If they
can track her outside the Nowhere House, they could wait in the
neighborhood until we go out to deliver her to the next pickup."
The Beast screamed. "Besides, I'm interested in blood...."

Mani shifted again in the backseat,
stretching her arms and back. Max caught her in the rearview mirror
staring, lips parted, at the back of his head.

Lee waved a thumb in her direction. "What
about her safety? Shouldn't we call for backup?"

"She won't be in danger." The Beast's cry
was a steady siren in his head.

"No, unless we both get killed."

They looked at each other. Lee laughed. Max
smiled.

The smile evaporated when he glanced at
Mani. Blank spaces in her story teased him. Balancing himself
between the control of his breathing and the Beast's rage, he said,
"The question. You never answered it. How did you get away? What
weaknesses did you exploit?"

"His pride."

"Shit, I get kicked in my pride every day,"
Lee said, reaching under the seat and pulling out a gun bag. "You
have more than this in the glove compartment, I hope," he said to
Max, pulling out a Remington auto shotgun.

"The trunk, under the panels. We need
specifics, Mani."

"He believes he's invulnerable."

"Trust me, that's a good thing if you keep
getting kicked in your pride," Lee said, loading shells into the
Remington.

"Every year I've been with him, he's grown
stronger. His enemies fall, his influence grows. Even
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