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˚Dedication˚

FIRST AND FOREMOST and above all else, this is for my parents, who took a whisper out of their lives to change mine forever.

This is for the love, the faith, and all of the sacrifices made in order for me to chase my stars.

For my Mother. With beauty and grace she is without a doubt the most astonishingly amazing woman I have ever and will ever know.  

Because of her this novel exists.  Because of her I know what it means to stop chasing the grandest star, because you've finally reached it.

For my Father. A tireless champion. The strongest, bravest, and truest soul I have ever and will ever know.  

Because he has, every moment of my time here, given me the strength I need to dream. Because he is the man that I strive to be.

(cont.)

For my Brother. My protector against those childhood nightmares and my defender against those pesky closet monsters.  

Because he has always been there when I needed him.

For Wayne.  My mentor, my pal, my dear friend and confidant. Thank you for everything.

For Nicholas Grabowsky. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for believing in my novel and I.  Thank you for taking a chance on me.  

And thank you for a true and lasting friendship.

And for the stars...  

For all those nights of dreaming.   

For all those, I wish I mays... I wish I mights.

Human Nature

Matthew Ewald

“The more experience and insight I obtain into human nature, the more convinced do I become that the greater portion of a man is purely animal.”

—Henry Morton Stanley, 1887.
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CALADINE




“See—one side of my face is gentle and kind, incapable of anything but love for my fellow man. The other side, the other profile, is cruel and predatory and evil, incapable of anything but the lusts and the dark passions. It all depends on which side faces the moon at the ebb of the tide.”



—Lionel Atwill, 1944.
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CHAPTER ONE
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June 27th, 9:54 PM.  

Caladine Corporation, West Coast Division.

––––––––
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HE SLOWLY OPENED HIS eyes, looking through clouds of smoke and flame, at the carnage that remained hidden in the shadows. He stared at his hand, fingers splayed on cool, grey concrete. View tilted, he was lying on the ground, yes, left cheek slick with sweat and blood. And there was his hand, his arm, new strength pulsing in every muscle, a tide of new life roaring in every vein.

The flames crackled orange and red, coughing white sparks that were then engulfed by the clouds of smoke. He flexed his fingers, his palm. He pushed himself up from the floor, now able to move his left arm free from the weight of his own body. Deep in the recesses of his brain, he knew that his left forearm had been broken, as had two ribs, but that they were slowly mending. He took several deep breaths, wincing at the pain momentarily, and yet the dark, black smoke entering his lungs did not bother him at all.

His muscles coursed with strength as he pushed himself up from the floor–

Thrown off by his center of gravity, he realized that his face had been pressed against a cinder block wall, not the floor. He was ready to cartwheel his arms to regain his balance, instead became surprised that he twirled or somersaulted or something.....he was still delirious from the pain in his neck and he knew that if he looked down, there it would be: the needle wobbling like an animated finger, its plunger still pressed tight to the muscle.

Fw-hhppt. Swollen skin moving as the needle tugged beneath his skin, an invisible finger pressing muscles numb with pain into jangling nerves running up his skull and into his brain.

The air rushed through his torn shirt and ripped pants as he touched the ground, landing on both feet, his right hand reaching forward to gently caress the concrete hallway as well. To touch the pool of blood closest to his crouched form, in this place he now remembered clearly, not like waking from a dream, more like having his heart brought from the brink of death by the world’s most talented doctors, his lungs ignited with the pure and fresh air that every second chance brings. 

But the doctors in this building, the types of operations....no, experiments...performed on...on...well, he hoped he’d remember that when the pain causing his head to split in half went away. It was enough just then to be amazed at his own agility.

Everything he saw was tinged in red like someone had tweaked the color level knobs of his eyesight the way someone would a tv screen; he could not tell the difference of whether he was bleeding internally or if it was light from outside the building. The last thing he remembered before losing consciousness was the explosion in the room where that lab assistant had...had...

He had trouble remembering.

There were doors in front of him, he knew that. If he could get out, he–

Suddenly, a cacophony of sound burst forth as a crashing sound came from past the locked down doorway, the entrance gave enough to allow a rapid influx of dissonance, the glare of spotlights, whirring of film cameras. Shouts...

(shouts from friends and strangers, turning to screams of terror and disbelief)

Spotlights in the sky. No, the whirring blades of a helicopter, light shining down. When the spotlight hit his eyes, the red changed and he saw blood vessels double in size, confusing him. He backed up, away from the light and the fresh air from outside the animal testing abattoir.

And stumbled over a broken piece of furniture, this time disoriented, unable to catch his balance. He sat up, holding the chair...leg, the veins in his eyes had shrunk to normal, he could see in the darkness again, see that he was holding a human arm, a girl’s arm, light as a feather. Or was it? He could no longer tell, his strength seemed to be disproportionate. Everything was lighter now, even his footsteps. The fabric circling the torn limb was in tatters, he could not tell by the tattoo on the wrist or shape of the fingers whose arm it was...

(Whose arm? There was more than one, was that right?)

Back on his feet now, strong and steady, that was the way. He briefly thought about why he had been sniffing the arm before he had tossed it aside, maybe he could tell if it had belonged to a male or a female. Rolling his shoulders in a type of shrug, he looked back as the limb made a meaty plop as it landed behind him.

The sounds from outside intensified, he cocked his head as he heard a soft whisper, the chuff chuff whirring of a helicopter, a news helicopter, he...no, they had been here to make a statement. To make the news. Yet, he had a distant memory, a shared remembrance of anger and panic, those like him on a frigid landscape, loping through waist-high snow. Shiny helicopters in the blue sky, the pilots flying low, a mile apart. Passengers with rifles, shooting his friends.

He swept the odd retention away, like waking from a bad dream. Which is what this seemed to be. A crack in the glass from the front doors. Another memory, this was more recent and as clear as his reflection in the stream that ran behind the university. Stevenson Hall on lockdown, an early morning email sent to the student dorms about a suicidal biology student intending to “do a Columbine,” starting with his own classmates who made him an outcast and the professors who simply did not care.

Hours later, no lives lost, the kid scared and hungry yet defiant, locked into a bio lab on the first floor....

The campus police had turned over the operation to the Arcadian Hills sheriff’s substation, and the hostage and crisis unit had used a so-called ‘bubba stick’–a phrase picked up from cops who made drug busts on an hourly basis in the big, bad collar suburbs of Los Angeles, to knock the door down and scare the self-destructive student into dropping his gun on the spot.

—where was he again? The cold winter landscape, the smell of pines? No....by the smell of the smoke in his now-massive lungs, he was in the hills near Lambent View. 

Looking at that double door, in the here and now, he knew that the sheriff’s deputies from the nearest substation were presently in the process of pounding it wide open.

Crouching to the side, his straw-colored hair sticking dark with blood to his pronounced cheekbones, he waited for his prey.

If he was going to go down.....like his brethren from that bleached memory of blue skies and gray bullets, green pine trees and red blood on white snow....if this was how it would end, well...

He would take as many of them with him as he could.

And with that thought, Heath Weatherly stopped crouching and stood like a man again.
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CHAPTER TWO
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9:50 PM, Caladine Corporation, Front Entrance

Six minutes earlier.

––––––––
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THERE WAS A RUSH OF sounds both at the main entrance, as well as the immediate surroundings of the cinder block building, reflecting blood red and blinding white from the Mars lights of the squads and news vans. A circling news helicopter swept its searchlight from the roof of the building, past the nearly deserted parking lot, to nearby Interstate 408. 

The reporter in the bright blue chopper was perhaps trying to create a story of his own, considering the limited information people had on the ground below. His headset allowed him access to various feeds from numerous sources, much as freelance photographers (or ambulance-chasing attorneys, for that matter) have police scanners in their vehicles. 

Looking for news.

Looking for the fast track to fame.

It was a clear night with a gibbous moon rising just beyond the tree line. No obstructions; no radio towers, the power lines were on the opposite side of the building, the west side. They could hover and even dip in a bit if the situation called for it.

They’d done it before when a robbery suspect bolted from the back of a convenience store or gas station.

In the case of Jim Leventhal, full-time traffic reporter for KATN-Channel 6 and on-call scut worker (in his own words), with what looked like a potential hostage situation in progress, he had the pilot do a slow rotate with the searchlight. The bright white bounced around in the darkness, hitting the drab cinder block one story building. No windows, a reddish door on the side of the building seemed to indicate a fire exit. Typical government building, he thought, shaking his head.

“Cheap bastards.” He didn’t mean to talk out loud.

“WHAT?” The pilot, whose name Leventhal didn’t even remember, shouted over the sound of the whirring blades.

“Nothing,” the reporter said, waving his words away. “Nothing.”

As the police and fire personnel stood near the front entrance, awaiting their own respective orders from their superiors, Leventhal allowed his hopes to rise. Although it would seem ghoulish to most, he knew that there was a good chance that he’d be guaranteed the lead story that evening, regardless of what the cops ended up doing out front, or who, if anybody, would come spilling out the fire escape door. The blond-haired man, who looked younger than his thirty-four years, had migrated to Los Angeles after his contract with a cable news program in Boulder, Colorado, was not renewed. Five years of his life covering a range of stories, from interviewing a captured serial killer who admitted to the murders of several UC-Boulder co-eds in the 1990s, to doing an expose on supposed repairs to the I-70 Eisenhower Tunnel where the funds were actually going towards the head of the state transportation board and three of his staff taking a three week holiday in the Bahamas.

Half a decade of rising in the ranks, his devotion to his job eventually leading to an early divorce–Jeannie never called or emailed him about his landing the job at KATN that past January–all that time and effort lost when ratings and demographics caused his bosses to replace him with a girl who looked like a college intern with a side job at Hooters and had a rudimentary knowledge of the English language and–

“JESUS CHRIST ALMIGHTY!” 

The pilot’s words startled him. Leventhal turned to look at the pilot but followed the man’s pointing finger to the building below.

The man’s finger was trembling.

“What are you.....” Leventhal began, then saw what the pilot was watching, the spotlight now full on the spot, the fire exit door now in view. The door was dented in the center. Then again, just like that, another mark, a bump, the shadows on the door thickened–some reporter, he thought ruefully, know any better words? Sounding like Mindy 36DD back in Boulder–but he could hear no sounds save for the helicopter blades.

His microphone wouldn’t pick up the sound of whatever was pushing that door outward, a gas explosion would have already blown it off its hinges. He foolishly wanted to ask the pilot–Rhodes, that was his name–Rhodes, can you please keep the blades whirring to a minimum? Yeah, that would get him a few choice words.

The fire department certainly was reacting on the other side of the building, or so he suspected, the other side of the building was in deep shadow, there must still be no alarms. But a fire would not be causing the door to buckle like that, it was more–

What happened next was something no single person can ever be ready for, from the most seasoned reporter to the most respected tactical police officer. The door–Leventhal had been thinking that the marks on the door looked like knuckles or fists, which of course was crazy–the door swung outward on its hinges and a body fell to the ground.

At least, it looked like a body.

The helicopter pilot, having been startled by the scene below, allowed for the cone of light hitting the building to sway back and forth. The producer back at the news station in Los Angeles squawked something into Leventhal’s ear, but all he could do was sit gaping at the scene below.

A human form, most certainly dead, had been thrown from the open exit once the door had spun open. It had been a man, by the size of the body, a deep red gouge in its lower jawline and again in the sternum, near the collarbone. Blood colored like oil in the chopper’s lights poured from a dozen other lesser wounds. It was then that Leventhal saw that the man had been nearly disemboweled.

Just then, another man, harshly white and with blue-black veins crossing over his nearly naked body, stepped out from the doorway and grabbed the dead man by the ruins in his midsection and pulled him back inside, back into the darkness. The man, the thing, then looked back out, stared up at the news chopper with bullet eyes and a mouth that dripped blood and gore.

The sight was enough to shock Leventhal into remembering to grab his camera. But then the pale creature had grabbed the door and pulled it shut. He could still see the blood and what looked like a piece of intestine in the grass.

“You’re on in five minutes,” Leventhal’s producer spoke into his headset. “Give us something good.”

The reporter did not hear him. He was too busy vomiting into his lap.
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CHAPTER THREE
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9:50 PM, Caladine Corporation, Front Entrance

The police had the front end covered, the man in charge, Sheriff Dick Willingham, telling the fire department captain that “some cock-knocking idiot” had secured the building in lock down mode. The night was too humid, considering the sun had set an hour ago, and it helped to make the twenty-three year veteran on the force feel like his blood pressure was already bipping higher, his systolic reaching the level usually reserved for a drawn out fight with his wife over their wayward teenage son.

Voices coming from every direction. People yelling, walkie-talkies squawking, that damn news chopper circling around, blowing up dirt and crushed rock into everybody’s faces with each go-round of the east parking lot. Half-assed way of dealing with making the place look presentable, the front driveway paved in, the rest of the lot gravel with weeds sprouting in random areas. 

Add to that, in the heat of the late June night, the nearby wooded area, to the west of the building, well, quite frankly, the trees and dirt smelled like swamp shit.

And the biggest sound of all came from the four men holding the ram rod, one meaty hand of each cop holding one of the four solid handles, veins bulging, muscles tightened. The blinking lights from the squads danced off the hairy wrist of the most hirsute of the cops, his name badge read BALLANTINE, making it look as if the middle-aged man had several spiders crawling up and down his forearm.

“Put some effort into it, Ballantine,” the supervising cop in front said. “You, too, Nelson. Pretend you’re tossing a meth addict in the back of your squad!”

A ripple of laughter from those within earshot. The two cops who had been formally addressed cracked tight smiles as sweat rolled down their cheeks. 

“Meth addict, your wife...what’s the difference?” Whispered through gritted teeth soft that it could have been any one of the men. One of the firemen picked up on it and laughed.

Minutes before the news chopper arrived on the scene, two of the Lambent View cops had circled the rectangular building, finding a side door locked. They hadn’t bothered to look at any of the vehicles in the parking lot. They were no better than mall cops; they were asked to check the doors, so they checked the doors. Nothing more. There could have been a Bat-Signal sitting in the shadow of the building and they would have ignored it.

Working for the paycheck, doing as little as needed.

That hadn’t mattered a whit once the sheriff’s deputies showed, thumping their chest like hairy apes with balding heads, the sheriff himself a real chinless wonder. Before the two LVPD policemen, Munger and Mundt–the two Joes to everyone in the Lambent View subdivision–were able to give a complete sentence about the situation, Sheriff Chinless had relegated them to crowd control.

Then he had taken one of his own men aside.

“Look, Stelfreeze,” he said to one of his best men, he’d have had him on the door if the guy could put maybe another twenty pounds on his frame. The cop stood at attention, just above the five-eight minimum in height, hairy forearms contrasted with a thinning hairline, most noticeable on a hot night like tonight when sweat poured off of everybody’s heads. Sharp black eyes that could spot details in almost pitch blackness.

“Relax a bit, will you,” Willingham continued, Stelfreeze looked as if he shrank to below minimum when he loosened up. “You’re a good cop, no need to clench up on my watch.”

He glanced behind him at Munger and Mundt trying to wave their arms at the crowd to keep them back, one looking like a bad stage magician, the other a giant rabbit caught in the headlights of an oncoming semi.

“Those two claimed to have done a perimeter run, but I doubt that they did anything but check each other’s shoelaces to see if they were tied. Take a run past the lot, look in the car windows. I’ll give you dollars to donuts Heckle and Jeckle over there were too afraid to walk up to that first van I see parked over there.” 

Maybe if the words FREE CANDY were spray-painted on the side, Stelfreeze thought, but did not say. Besides, it was mean-spirited.

“I’m on it.” 

Willingham nodded, already going back to his other men.

Stelfreeze snapped on his Maglite and let it shine down the length of the cinder block building. Thinking, might as well, I’m walking towards the van anyways.

A door at the far end that looked to be in the proper position for a fire exit, another at mid-section, a single door next to a few parking blocks. One van parked halfway between the side door and the main entrance. Stelfreeze approached the vehicle.

The van was empty. Couple of fast food wrappers on the floor, Styrofoam soft drink cups. Empty water bottle on one of the seats in back. Stelfreeze swept the light at a low angle. No discarded beer cans, no roach clips or seeds in the wrinkles on the front passenger seat, the one place you’d most likely know a kid to be rolling a blunt.

He saw something, swept the Maglite best he could below the dashboard, then cursed lightly and turned the beam off. Easier to do it this way. Squeezed his eyes shut and counted down from ten to adjust his eyes to the darkness. Saw a dark case on the floor, resting against one of those things you plug an iPod into when you’re driving.

Rectangular case, Stelfreeze immediately thought of Battleship, a game his older brothers had played whenever the family was driving up to Fresno to visit grandparents on his dad’s side. But it looked more expensive than a simple board game one would have to occupy oneself during long travel time. And there weren’t any Sudoku or Crossword books fanned across the dashboard.

Stelfreeze suspected it was a chessboard. A fairly expensive-looking chessboard. 

The van was in an odd part of the lot, and it was like the driver had not even pulled into place evenly. Looked as if the driver and his passengers had pulled in after hours when the rest of the parking lot was empty.

OK, an alarm call went in, somehow the place is in lockdown, he thought it through. The van looked like whoever it belonged to had obviously not been in the lot during regular nine to five hours, or whatever the time shift was, the lot looked like it held twenty, maybe thirty, vehicles, tops.

It was the chessboard that didn’t make sense. He clicked the flashlight back on to see if anyone had urinated outside the van. That was a negative, so it didn’t seem like they were dealing with vandals here.

Maybe someone working late by themselves had panicked and called 911 for a fairly good reason, this place was a bit isolated. His boss didn’t even have a full account of the type of business this was.

The chessboard.

Well, he was back here. Enough with the deep thoughts, he wasn’t paid to be Einstein. He flashed the beam away from the van.

Nothing on the other side, just a soft slope toward a wooded area with a barren path made by years of bike riding or hiking.

Stelfreeze swung the beam towards the back of the building and saw a glint of chrome. He started walking back towards what looked like a truck dock.

He turned the corner. It had been a dock at some point, now industrial management garbage bins and blue recycling barrels were lined up against the abandoned dock. In front of that was the car whose chrome bumper he had seen. A 2008 Toyota Venza. Nice. But the car parked to the right overshadowed it completely.

A 2009 Honda Element. Very nice. Stelfreeze’s neighbor had one of these babies, the color was the same. Carbon Cyber Grey. (Christ, he had heard it enough). Bluetooth phone connection, a freaking auto-dimming rear view mirror. Sirius satellite radio, his neighbor always repeated word for word whatever the hell Howard Stern had been saying the night before on his program. Gotta take it Sirius, the neighbor said. It was funny for just the first time he had heard it.

OK, then. A company car parked out of the way, to the point of being pretty damn close to the trash bin, even considering that the overflow was mostly paper and cardboard. 

Hey.

“Here we go,” he said out loud. Right at the top of the trash bin he had been thinking about, an empty quart box for Kettle One vodka. Another for Grey Goose. And this proved absolutely nothing. Other than there were people in the building that were stressed from their job.

Hell, Sheriff Willingham had a flask of Jim Beam in his desk drawer and made no real effort to hide it from anyone.

And the two cars parked out of the way, he’d lay odds one belonged to a man, one to a woman. A little after hours bumpty-bump. The horizontal bop. Stelfreeze didn’t bother checking the cars, the owners would know better than to have anything in plain view.

The Kettle One and the Grey Goose were inside the building, probably with a few six packs. A drunken party, a prank 911 call, and someone mistakenly hits some code that locks the doors tight.

“What do you make of this joint?”

Stelfreeze looked up, the beam from the Maglite following his gaze.

“Hey, it’s only me, man. Mike, my brother.”

Mike Dysart was the newest deputy out of the Ventura substation. A muscular black man with an infectious laugh, he could still scare the shit out of you just by glaring at you. Then get you grinning the next.

He had been sent to the west side of the building. Said that over on the other side of the old levered driveway, where the trucks would back up to the garage docks, were a half dozen cars and a pick up truck. One car had vanity plates that read ENDICOTT but another–get this, he said to Stelfreeze, making him laugh already–on the back of one of those bright yellow jobs with black stripes that all the fat guys with midlife crisis’ buy had a plate that read STUDBKT. 

Big heavy footprints in the dirt around the vehicle in question was evidence enough of the girth of the car’s owner. There was no cement walkway, just dirt and clots of weeds, this company sure didn’t care about their employees. Dysart imagined this place flooded during one of Los Angeles’ not too frequent but frequent enough downpours. Stelfreeze took note that the guy in the car with the ENDICOTT plates had some hefty footprints, as well, but not near as big as the elephant flop near the other car.

“Lay odds that’s the head night security cat,” Dysart said. “Hey, what do you make of this place?”

He said it looking up at the roof and the loading dock, talking louder now as the helicopter above was circling back again.

“Looks like it used to be a factory,” Stelfreeze replied, waving the Mag up near the roof gutters. He swung the light back down and caught the STUDBKT plate on a bright yellow Honda. Jesus, buy a Mustang, you got a crisis, man. Not a damn Honda. Or start taking the bus.

“My younger brother worked in a printing plant and it had this same kind of layout.”

“No windows, you mean?” Dysart looking back and forth across the length of the building.

“You figure, places like this. Might have been a warehouse at one point. That’s how it was where my brother worked. Owners bought it on the cheap.” He pointed toward the roof, both cops turning as they heard the approaching helicopter. You first felt, rather than heard, the arrival of the chopper in your ears, hard to explain to someone who has never been under one of their flight paths.

“Great, here it comes.” Stelfreeze said. “Again. Don’t forget to smile.”

“And try not to give the finger.”

“Riiight.”

“I was saying, look over there...and there.” Dysart shined his Maglite at the gutters near the roof. Stelfreeze could see small slits at various locations. “We’d see smoke coming through those vents if anything had happened here. It’s going to be a false alarm and we’re going to be dealing with that damn chopper. I hate how they have to blind us with their damn spotlights.”

“Hey, shine that Mag up there again, make a sweep there.” From Dysart.

“You got it,” he flicked the beam back on, sweeping at roof level. “What did you...hey, is that blood?” Could there be bodies on the roof?

Stelfreeze took a few tentative steps forward. Saw the obvious.

“Nothing, just rust from the pipes on the rainwater.” It had been a rainy month; there were still puddles in the weeds that seemed to grow from beneath the base of the building. The owners obviously didn’t care to make the latest spread in LA Style. Not that it mattered, the building being in the middle of shithole nowhere.

“I get that the fire department still has to show, but why the SWAT guys? I mean, this is an office building, right? I didn’t hear anything about some guy getting all pissed off because some other guy who wasn’t born in the great old US of A got a raise and he didn’t...” 

Dysart never minced words when it came to how bigoted most people were, whether they’d admit it or not.

“It’s not an office building, it’s like a government thing.” Stelfreeze said as they walked around the older model cars, Stelfreeze idly looking into the bed of the GMC, seeing a few Maxims and Guns & Ammo, as they walked back up the opposite side of the building, towards the main crowd at the front.

At about the same time that they had turned the corner towards the crazy circus up front, if one of them had looked back, they’d have seen the news chopper jittering up and down like a pinned bug. And if it wasn’t for the noise from the helicopter’s whirling blades, they might have heard that side door pounded in.

They might have seen what the helicopter pilot and the reporter had seen.

Only from ground level.

And with little in the way of escape.

Aside from the tactical unit—called up from the sheriff’s substation—and the fire chief, the other vehicles, filled with reporters and assorted back-up personnel, were positioned at the edge of the curved driveway near the silver circle with the word Caladine written in stark cobalt, the ‘C’ resembling a pair of pincers reaching for some unseen bug.

“We’re here along with the local cops because some alarm went off, like a silent alarm or something.” Willingham waved his hand back at the building, then off into the grass. “I tried getting an answer from the big boss out there”–referring to Carlson, the tactical sergeant who made the meth whore crack–“and he just said there is a reason why we are here, he just couldn’t say why.”

The two men trundled back toward the front of the building, the news chopper clearing the horizon behind them. The last reds and violets of twilight had disappeared behind the trees on the other side of the fire truck, full-on night had fallen. When they reported back to Willingham, the tac squad had just taken the ram rod from the trunk of car Adam-One. 

Lights all over. Squad lights. Cigarettes lit, their tips bobbing as unshaven cops with chiseled jaws told each other stories, recounted their daily battles with the suburban gang bangers and petty thieves that roamed around the Ventura malls looking for easy prey. Not a hell of a lot going on in Lambent View, twenty miles north of Los Angeles and considered, at best, the red-headed stepchild of Ventura County. Anyone got close enough, they could see that the LV police officers were just about begging to hear stories from the SWAT members, any story, even one that might have been in the news half a decade before.

Truth be told, if a story from five years ago had been shuffled around the crowd, the cops from the View would have all been in high school at that point in time. All it took to get your badge in Lambent View was one of those criminology degrees from a community college, the one with the commercial showing a guy dusting his empty jar of mayo for fingerprints to see which of his stunned roommates was the culprit.

Christ knew how easy it would be to get a gun permit if the cop school you graduated from televises itself between commercials for penile extension pills and Shamwow.

All of which would allow for their collective lack of observation. Stelfreeze and Dysart were too busy trying to watch the SWAT guys, while trying to look impressive.

When they should have been trying to look inside the front windows of the doors.

They might have seen, however briefly, the face staring out from the shadows, covering its ears from the amplified noises outside the building.

A face that made an albino look like he had a suntan, like the Unabomber, holed up in his Montana cabin for months on end, was a beach bum. White face but for the thin black veins that pumped thick with his rabid heartbeat.

Eyes that blinked away the glare, arm up like a misunderstood monster in a dusty black and white film. Forgetting how he had gotten there, why he was in these halls that smelled of smoke and the coppery tang of blood, he could even breathe in the moisture from that one room, the one where the sprinkler system was activated after...after...

...after what? He backed away from the door, no one having seen him at all. Backed away into the supplicating darkness.

Eager to suck up in front of their boss, Ballantine asked if he and his partner could lend a hand knocking in the door; the four deputies shrugged and a guy with a moustache–Nelson thought he looked like that leather dude dressed like a cop in that gay band his Mexican neighbor always listened to–told them as long as they took the back end that was fine. Nelson wondered if the way the guy said ‘back end’ made it a dig into his masculinity, but his brain cells wouldn’t let him carry the thought past the few seconds it took him to start nodding his head.

“It’s our battering ram,” the mustachioed cop explained. “Something goes wrong, damage-wise, well, we have to take the blame. Can’t put it off on, well, you two.”

Both were nodding, yea, playing with the big boys. Ballatine knew he’d be getting laid once he told this story after shift ended in a few hours.

The bloodied creature looked out at the two men moving their men up and down. He moved himself that way, as well, thinking it might make him remember who he was. He thought he had recollected his identity just a few minutes ago, when he felt strong enough to walk once again.

He–

TH-MMM.

TH-MMM.

Squeezing his eyes shut, trying to close his ears.

“Nice work, you two,” from Carlson. 

Screw you, boss, Ballatine looked in Carlson’s direction, hoping he caught his gaze. Nelson just grunted like a puppy making a bowel movement, but did his part to propel the ram rod at the door. 

TH-MMM. Then, CH-KK-CH, as the door gave a bit, the window splintering.

Carlson shined his Mag at the cracked window, saw the figure tumble back into the shadows.

On his knees now, the sudden bright light blinding him. Hurting his memory.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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9:58 PM, Caladine Corporation, Main Hallway.

––––––––
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HE WANTED TO SCREAM. Scuttling back away from the light, Heath felt like a bug more than an animal. No, not an animal, he was human. 

The events of the last two hours had drained him, messed with his head. Yes, that was it, he thought as he got back to his feet slowly, shakily. His breathing slowed back to normal, his muscles relaxing.

In through the nostrils, out through the mouth. Chest jutting outward. 

It was like the feeling one had after being sick with the twenty-four hour flu bug, sitting on the cold ceramic floor and vomiting into the toilet until there was nothing left in your system. The endorphins then kicking in, momentarily telling your body that everything was fine.

Heath smiled in relief, detached from the scene unfolding thirty feet in front of him. His thoughts drifted back a month, the weekend after finals. Too much to drink, Jose Cuervo and, to top that off, Jell-o shots. Straw and Kiela laughing their asses off when “big, strong Heath Weatherly” had to go puke his guts out right outside the back door of Kiela’s house.

Yet he came back inside, feeling that exact same relief, that he could grab the nearest bottle without even reading the label and just starting over. Slam a half dozen more shots–set ‘em up, Straw–down his throat just to prove a point. Even though there was no point that needed proving.

He had always had a strong metabolism, got it from his father. He–

Just then, the cops slammed the ram rod one last time into the door, the remaining glass imploding, scattering in shards of silver light.

The inside doorknob had popped free, rolling towards Heath as he stepped forward, closer to the light, the supplicating flesh of the policemen.

His perception of time seemed to have been altered, and for some reason he felt curious as to what all the noise and banging had been about. He could have been standing in the darkness for a minute or an hour. He thought that, as he lay on the ground, a warm hand had brushed over his face and he had heard soft, supplicating words.

But then the time thing kicked in again, and he knew there had been a cold hand on his face, and it had been attached to nothing at all. The hand had long, chewed nails and it hadn’t spoken to him at all, the only sound it made was a small plp as he knocked it away before standing.

Standing at the edge of both darkness and light. Behind him lay the result of a hard night’s work, scattered down half a dozen halls and in almost as many offices. 

If Heath had looked back just then, he would have seen a shadowy figure suddenly disappear. A soft sound of footfalls fading as if in a dream, water droplets from a basement faucet.

Something, someone had touched him, he was certain of this. Offering words of comfort.

(was he in an ambulance? was an emergency medical technician trying to tell him that everything was okay?)

(blink, blink his eyes, bang, bang, the door)

(the door, the floor. wet sticky floor. sticky floors and cages with doors, oh man how his neck hurt, like he had been punched in his jugular and then slapped hard against his right ear for good measure.)

Trying to balance was near impossible, but he was able to achieve it. Recalling words that sounded like footsteps that made him think of rusty water droplets until his neck throbbed again and it was all forgotten, just like that.

The pounding in his veins had slowed, and if he could see himself at that moment, Heath would have seen a tired and weak soul, a pale college kid in tattered clothing.

He felt human again.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FIVE
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9:50 PM, Interstate 408.

Six minutes earlier.

Detective 3rd Grade John Spayer could see the lights of the helicopter as he drove his Chevy Cobalt over the “hump,” the portion of the freeway that rose above the abandoned railroad tunnels at ground level. About the only inconvenience to anyone driving was the fact that some businessman who reeked of sweat and apple martinis or a kid hopped up on meth could be swerving into the oncoming lane and, because of the incline, there was a blind spot of sorts that lasted for only two or three seconds.

Worse yet, someone with their brights on, blinding you as each car respectively hit the top of the ridge. He hated this road, but it got him back to his place twenty minutes quicker than if he took the arteries. Yet there was always that blind spot, two quick heartbeats long.

Two heartbeats.

That’s all it took. 

Before making detective in Ventura Hills three years ago, Spayer had worked the stretch of Pacific Coast Highway between Santa Monica and Malibu. Seen enough bodies, torn to shreds in flashy vintage T-birds to crappy old Ford Escorts a decade old. Cars ripped in half because someone was driving too fast or simply changing the song on their iPod deck, you make a turn, you have less than a second to even realize you were doomed.

Wonder what the hell’s going on? He thought, trying to get a quick look over the roadway. There’s nothing around here but the boarded up tunnels and some old factories.

Truth was, there was little to be seen of industry down in this little section of Ventura County. On the other side of 408 was that new subdivision that went up before the housing market tanked, Lambent View, but you’d be lucky to find two off-ramps going west over the next few miles. One of the reasons the subdivision didn’t continue on the opposite side of the freeway, maybe with another catchy name like Lambent Ridge, was because of those railroad tunnels.

Damn, that chopper was flashing on something down there. The beam swept back and forth; Spayer reached the summit and saw the drama playing out beneath him. Squad cars, news vans, reporters setting up and fighting for their particular territory like the animals they were. That crazy chopper. Between the red and blue MARS lights on top the squads and the camera lights, all Spayer could actually see was a small building surrounded by empty space.

He rolled his window down to get a better look at the void.

But that was to be expected. This whole area stayed empty because some idiots in City Hall wanted the area converted to landmark status. The tunnels had been around for over a century and to top it off there was an abandoned SINCLAIR gas station–the one with the giant brontosaurus logo–at an intersection that had long ago ghosted itself from any county or state map.

Spayer flipped open his cell, called in to dispatch. He wasn’t in a county car, with the gas prices as high as they were, he wasn’t going to drive a Ford Crown Victoria to and from work and then haggle over gas reimbursement. Screw that.

He looked down at the Samsung phone as he hit the number on speed dial. Mahogany with dark blue streaks around the edges, picked it up as part of a package plan when he had come close to getting engaged to a cute brunette named Lauren, it might’ve played out like a commercial for eHarmony, the dating service, except that she had a four year old daughter and inexplicably pulled the plug with the reasoning being that her daughter Megan was getting too attached to “Uncle John” and that, coupled with Spayer’s line of work, tipped the scales the wrong way. 

A chipper young voice answered the phone and Spayer identified himself by name, rank, and badge number-#6418-and asked for a direct line to the watch commander. While he waited for Pasquale to pick up, Spayer flipped through photos he had saved on the cell, Lauren and Megan at Santa Monica Pier, another at the San Diego Zoo. He could look at their identical smiles all night long.

“Yea, what’s up?” Pasquale’s usual way of answering the phone. Beefy guy, most people who heard his voice expected him to be chomping on a cigar at the other end of the line, but the guy–a bit shorter and a lot swarthier than Spayer, 220 pounds of solid muscle–hadn’t smoked a day in his life.

Even when the average person could afford a pack of cigarettes.

Or a tank of gas. Sigh.

“Hey, I’m drivin’ up here on the 408...” Spayer pictured the watch commander spinning his front finger in the air.

C’mon, get on with the story, I’m up to my ass in paperwork here. Or something close to that effect.

“And I was–“

Pasquale cut him off.

“I’ll save you the trouble, and no, it wasn’t some body dump, Christ knows you’d be all over that even if you just pulled two days of overtime.” The watch commander was known for speaking without any type of punctuation known to man. Maybe a cigar would slow the guy down a little.

“I see the news guys out here, too.” Spayer kept looking for the off-ramp once he passed Highway Marker 12.

“Yea, figures.” The two words used by every cynical cop–read: every cop–on the beat. “Who’s there, can you tell?”

“I’m looking for the off-ramp, and don’t try to stop me, boss.” Silence, so he continued. “It looks like KUGR, can’t really tell from the colors.”

“Yea, yea, they’ve probably got that MacCready chick out there, breathing heavy and all.” KUGR was aimed directly at the newest demographic in the Tri-County area, horny guys in their late twenties and early thirties–perfect for the beer and auto industries–who trolled the local hipster bars for divorced women ten years their senior. Cougars, is what they came to be called, as they prowled in packs.

Whenever Spayer heard some other cop talking up on a ‘cougar’ he hooked up with, he couldn’t help but think of an aging Chrissy and whatever the hell was the name of the character Joyce DeWitt played, sitting in the Regal Beagle on the set of THREE’S COMPANY.

“I suppose,” Spayer said, in a noncommittal way. MacCready had all the lead stories on the ten o’clock news, and she was host to one of those syndicated shows that followed lurid murder cases going back to the 1960s. He thought she was cute, but, hell, all female reporters and anchors were cute–

Shit. He’d almost missed the off-ramp. 

“Nice drivin’, slim.” Pasquale, ears like a hawk, heard the squealing tires.

“Yea, yea. Well, I’m here, you gonna fill me in?”

Spayer turned from the off-ramp west on Lambent View Boulevard towards the next intersection.

“Hell, we don’t even know much yet.” Pasquale shuffled some pages around, the way it sounded. “Sheriff’s out there, those pissant LVPD cops, too.” He spoke disdainfully towards the subdivision’s police squad, whom he thought of as glorified security guards.

Spayer stopped at the intersection, saw another road a quarter mile south, then some kind of driveway.

“Maybe the sheriff can fill you in, some kind of office building, a general disturbance call.”

“All right, I’m here, boss.” Spayer said. “I’ll check in later.”

Pasquale ended the connection before Spayer was done talking. Probably thinking the only reason his best new detective had gone there was to cozy on up to the women at the scene, but something else awaited Spayer.

And it reeked of blood.
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CHAPTER SIX
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9:59 PM, Caladine Corporation, Main Hallway.

––––––––
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HEATH FELT COMPLETELY at ease. He had done what he had set out to do with his friends earlier that night. 

Straw, April, Keila, Jessica. Those who also believed in his cause.

The candidature against amoral science advancements. 

(instinctual now, lacking the fear of death that sets all the limits of human behavior)

He ventured closer towards the light from the front entrance, the door now crumpled in a misshapen C against the wall. He looked down at his hands, distracted. There were...cuts...on his hands. Gashes, one long one near his wrist. A chipped piece of fingernail was embedded in a deep slice near his elbow.

Yet the bleeding had stopped. Even where the cuts were the deepest. Turning his hands, he saw similar healing on his knuckles. 

Noise from outside. His ears could deal with it now, yes, Heath Weatherly was his old calm and cool self.

Now if he could just get away from the smell of the carnage behind him.

Yes, then everything would be all right.

Wait. He looked down, saw the severed arm.

With a small grunt of satisfaction, Heath kicked the bloodied arm and it made a slapping sound as it rolled back into the darkness.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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9:59 PM, Caladine Corporation, Main Driveway.

––––––––
[image: image]


“CAN’T YOU DO SOMETHING about this lighting?”

The shapely brunette shot daggers from her amber eyes as she glanced around at her surroundings, waving both arms as if that might help the scene magically morph into something else.

“I mean, really. I look pasty!”

Maureen MacCready did look a bit grotesque, the lights flashing at her from different angles, casting shadows on her sharp cheekbones and into the crevices of her blue blazer and white blouse with just enough buttons let undone for the crowd at the scene and her audience watching her from living room televisions and wide screens in sports bars to be appeased and appreciative.

At the age of thirty-nine, it could be said that she held her age fairly well, though a copious amount of cheek rouge and dark blue eye shadow helped her television presence. She had risen in the ranks of others in tabloid journalism, capitalizing on her striking looks and making a point of sleeping with the right people at a time in her life when it wouldn’t have mattered. So she slept with a producer at FoxGlobal, big deal. She had already climbed the ladder from the cute and spunky hometown girl reporting on health care issues for WNDI in DeKalb, Illinois, the same farm town that had given Cindy Crawford to hundreds of horny Midwestern teenagers.

By the time she was rolling around the penthouse floor in FG’s corporate headquarters for a period of several months that still gave her mental scars, she had gone from being the DeKalb cornfed cutie to the Dallas up and comer with a growing fan base. Sleeping with the withered old bastard for one miserable summer would never be fodder for gossip, MacCready had achieved her status through hard work, the old man had just guaranteed her the syndicated TV show. 

Two years back, KUGR had snapped her up from the Dallas station, who’d chosen not to renew her contract after negotiations.

“Well?” She asked rhetorically. “Anyone want to get paid next week?”

MacCready was full of empty threats, and in truth, she wouldn’t look so garish if she didn’t insist on being there on the front lines, she could have settled for a more subdued background a few feet away. The lights from the squads behind her, not on her profile.

But then she’d bitch about how the lights behind her would make her hair look cartoonish. Because there was no pleasing her.

And God have mercy on the soul of anyone who might mention that she had poured more lilac perfume on her neck and cleavage than the amount of embalming fluid that would go into the average corpse.

One of her assistant’s, a nameless drone who looked and sounded like SpongeBob Squarepants in human form, came forward to apply an ample amount of fresh rouge with what amounted to a paintbrush. She pushed him aside as the news director started a fifteen second countdown.

As the cameraman set his focus and the director counted fourteen, thirteen, twelve, MacCready smoothed out the collar of her blouse, enhancing the gentle slope of her neck and the hint of cleavage. One thing could be said of the woman, in this sea of plastic, her assets were all natural. Well...most of them.

She idly touched at her matching blue skirt as the director pointed a finger her way, and a second later she was again the center of attention for two million viewers.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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10:02 PM, 1 Caladine Circle

Spayer turned into the main driveway. A small sign set atop a rock foundation modestly announcing he was accessing the main entrance to someplace called Caladine Corporation. Below these words, the C’s overlapping, in smaller print, it was announced that this was the West Coast Division.

Even though he knew he wasn’t going to get much closer, he shook his head, wondering what the other “divisions” of Caladine were, considering the size of the blocky structure he was now looking at. Maybe it was bigger in back, branching off in the darkness.

He scanned the crowd as he stepped from the car; one of the new models, the doors locked as soon as you walked a few feet away from the vehicle. Yea, there she was. Brown hair and almond eyes you could melt into. No doubt Pasquale had the tiny RCA resting atop his filing cabinet tuned in to the news. Spayer wondered what the watch commander would do when everything went digital, the converter box would be twice as big as that old piece of crap with its mangled rabbit ears.

The damned news chopper was hovering over 408 now. Blue on white logo, yea, that would be the CBS affiliate. Spayer wondered where the choppers from ABC and NBC were, on any given day you could triangulate a disaster by the familiar three choppers, one for each major network, hovering over their own marked territory.

It was much too early in the year for the Santa Ana wildfires, so that was out.

Maybe they were just caught napping and the networks went with their phalanx of reporters on the ground, MacCready leading the charge.

Spayer started moving past the news vans and the squads parked haphazardly–perhaps the Lambent View PD had yet to learn the facts about parallel parking–until he saw a sheriff’s deputy. He approached the deputy, flipping the fob open on his wallet to reveal his badge and photo ID. The deputy had just ended a call on one of those NexTel walkie-talkies that seemed to be the Next Big Thing in law enforcement–to which, Spayer thought, fuck that–and the two looked at each other. The deputy’s badge, bright and shiny, read CARLSON.

“I’m off-duty,” Spayer really didn’t need to be saying this, explaining himself. “I was driving the 408 and the watch commander told me to come down and see what’s going on.”

“Well, I’ll give it to you quick,” the deputy said. “I’m expecting a call back from one of the men up front.”

“Yea, about that–“ Spayer tried to sound casual.

“By the time our first men arrived, the, ah, entire night shift from Lambent View”–Deputy Carlson waved a bronze hand at the two cars parked like a scene from a chase film made on the cheap–“was already here. Took us a few minutes to just get them the hell away, let us be in charge, you know?”

Spayer nodded.

“The building certainly is odd looking. Guy up front says it used to be a factory, now some government facility uses the building.”

Well, that explained the desolation.

“Hell, I’ll bet the guys having to pay rent on that rat trap were happy to have Uncle Sam cough up the dough so they could set up shop,” Carlson wiped his brow. “You ask me, the place is a damn fire trap.”

“Is that what it is then?”

“Is what what?” The deputy looked confused.

“A fire,” Spayer said. “Was there a fire?”

From where he stood, he couldn’t see where the ram rod had knocked in the door.

“No, nothing like that. Some kind of alarm went off, Christ knows how these idiots got the call”–referring, of course, to LVPD’s Finest–“but by the time we got here the news had already gotten wind of it.”

He looked back at the front entrance.

“My boss, Sheriff Willingham, is up there, he radioed me back just before you showed up. Told me the place was in some kind of lock down mode. Front doors locked solid, side windows might as well have been glued shut.”

“So what do you make of it?” Spayer asked.

“You got me,” Carlson said, again wiping his brow. “All I can say is, the way that place is laid out, it’s a death trap.”
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