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Status quo. 

I almost believed things were like they used to be. Not before the Collapse, no, before America fell apart. I was born after that – post-D – and of six autonomous regions and however many little fiefdoms emerged from the rubble, the Northeast Regional Sovereignty was my home. Yeah, right here in the M on the shores of Lady Lake Ontario. They say it’s almost the size of the Big Apple before that place went rotten to the core. Couple of activist backpack nukes only helped accelerate the inevitable. 

The Rotten Apple’s not really part of the Sovereignty now, anyway. Dad wouldn’t have been too broken up about that. He said it was a sinkhole that drained the rest of the state. He once said the City That Never Sleeps should have been put to sleep. 

None of that matters any more. I wasn’t thinking about it, anyway.

It was kind of a witchy night out, the moon waxing full, a disquieting red when it glared through occasional slashes in the dark clouds as they raced above the M. What you could see from the street, anyway. I was sitting toward the back in Jack’s Place, in one of the booths where the shadows hang like draperies and the lights can't quite get the job done. Your business is mostly your own there in the drifting haze of cigar and stick smoke. Kind of the way things used to be before I went to the prohibited Isle Royale and fell in love with Mick the Witch. 

She asked me to stay, but I boarded the Shady Lady with Dave and O'Connor, and sailed back to the metro area because I wasn't sure what was real any more. I couldn't believe what my eyes told me on that mystical island. I didn't understand the witches. I didn't understand myself. 

And I couldn't tell Mick that I loved her.  

Back in the M I expected problems – at minimum I expected to get arrested for criminal trespass on the island, maybe worse for consorting with the contraband witches. Curiously, that didn't happen. The Sovereignty didn't seem to care and, even more surprising, Wilmut, Inc. showed no interest. I'd told myself that our gallant crusade had rescued the Royale witches from the company's clutches. They and their telomeres were safe.

So despite my regrets at leaving, I settled into the old, familiar routine which generally amounts to tracking down runaways and bringing them home, maybe some surveillance for loss prevention, and the occasional job for a corporate interest that wants things kept off the books. Settled right back in. 

Status quo.

Then Mick the Witch walked through the door of Jack's. 
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I hadn't been expecting her at all, though maybe I should have. I hadn’t been sleeping well and when you’re tired you miss cues you ought to pick up on. But even if I'd been sharper I sure wouldn’t have anticipated her looking like she looked. 

Mick's chestnut brown hair was done up the way I remembered, kind of a chignon sort of affair, only now it had what looked, in the dim haze, like little diamond chips set into the braids. Crimson neon from Jack’s window signs glinted off the flakes and burnished her hair almost burgundy under the light. She wore a black dress that came just below her knees, long sleeves and a neckline scooped just enough to remind me how much I missed her. The overall effect of subtle, innocent seduction beneath a veneer of the unattainable was only enhanced by her wide brown eyes and creamy complexion. Patrons stopped talking, drinking, toking or shooting pool and stared. 

Mick stood just inside the door for a moment, taking in the bar, the smoke eddying along the ceiling like high clouds on a dingy, stamped tin night, and the sordid denizens hunkered about this bleak waste of time and life. After a suitable few moments she came down the three steps that drop to the main floor, her movements naturally relaxed, on the verge of unaffected regal, and glided past the bar. As if at some unheard directive, everyone swiveled around and went back to what they’d been doing. No one paid her any more attention, least of all Jack who should have recognized her after what happened last summer. She'd turned invisible, chopped down one of Wilmut, Inc.'s torpedoes, then reappeared right in front of the bar and Jack's goggling eyes, but somehow he didn’t seem to notice her. As far as that went it looked as though Jack might not even have seen Mick strolling through. I wondered briefly if she'd spec-shifted, but I could see her fine so it wasn’t that. 

As she approached the booth I half rose, hands on the stained tabletop. She slipped through the smoky dimness, arrowing right to me, shadows or no. Walking right up to my hiding place she cocked her head and a faint smile played across her lips. I saw no indication of anxiety at being hip deep in the M again despite her contraband status. Of course she never was the scared rabbit type, not even with the whole Sovereignty looming up against her.

“Hello, Kim Murayama.” Her voice was the same dulcet mystery I remembered, a compelling mix of the refined, an almost childlike inquisitiveness, and barely discernible hesitation. 

I blinked once to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating, which I didn’t think I was but with a Royale witch you never really know, swallowed in order to stall for a second, then cleared my throat for good measure. I stepped out of the booth and stood. “Hi, Mick. How, ah, are you?”

“I am well, thank you. Yourself?”

I nodded slowly. “Been okay, thanks.” Part of me wanted to demand What are you doing here? I was certain that Wilmut, Inc. was after her, after their telomerase. I still didn’t know how Wilmut did it, but I knew the Royales were clones that the company manufactures for that unbelievable magic elixir. 

They aren't like us, the witches of Isle Royale. The cells you and I have reproduce by dividing and after enough divisions the ends of the chromosomes in the cells start to get ragged. They lose their protective caps, the telomeres, except those cells that produce telomerase which rebuilds the telomeres and lets the cells keep going. Doc Fredericks explained it to me one deep night as we drank foul black coffee in his lab, the darkness outside close and vaguely threatening as though to prevent some secret from being revealed. Whatever it was, it didn't deter Doc.

In human beings the production of telomerase stops during fetal development with the notable but irrelevant exception of the reproductive cells, the amount produced being negligible. It can’t be synthesized, either, Doc explained. But if we could have the Royales' telomeres we could turn off cancer, eliminate disease, rejuvenate cells and stymie old age. We'd have immortality, God blessed never die. He also told me it didn’t work, but the fact of the matter is, as I discovered later, it does. Full-blooded Royales' cells produce telomerase – all their cells do, all the time, and without growing wildly out of control like cancer. They don’t get the Big C, any of its myriad varieties, the 19 or Plague Y. They don’t get sick. Their telomerase does for them exactly what Wilmut wants it to and for whomsoever can afford the price of membership in that very expensive and exclusive Club Telomere.

Of course for the Royales it's not such a great deal. If the company doesn't drain them dry beforehand, they stop living at thirty years of age. A Royale might get to be a surrogate mother for another cloned Royale before either of those things happens – maybe a couple two or three; I didn't hang around the isle long enough to know how that works – but when she’s reached the end of her prime child-bearing years her cells stop functioning. All of them, all at once. Doc says it’s painless. I don’t know about that, either, but somehow I doubt it. 

Anyway, Isle Royale is the farm where the company harvests the telomerase. I probably deluded myself that it ever stopped, yet a much more insistent part of me wanted to demand of Mick What happened to us? I wanted to throw my arms around her and fall back in love.  

Do you ever fall out of love? Some would say yes, but I don’t think you ever fall out of love with a Royale. Or maybe just not with Mick. There’s folks’ll tell you that you can’t, that the witches put a spell on you so you’re always theirs, ensnared. That if you've slept with one of them you belong to her. I don't think that's the case with me and Mick, though I suppose she could do that. Regardless, I didn’t want to believe she had, not since last summer. That last night in the cottage at Duncan Bay. 

Right now I wished she’d sit down so I could look into her eyes. Since she walked into Jack’s hundreds of miles across the Lakes into a world that had almost killed her once already – tried to kill us both – I was pretty sure she had a good reason for being here. Of course I hoped part of that reason might be me. 

“Would you care to join me?” I tried to sound dispassionate and gestured for her to take a seat on cracked red vinyl. 

She accepted and I barely managed to hide my relief. I slid back into the booth opposite her, shot a quick look over her shoulder, scanning the bar out of habit. No one paid us any attention; I judged Mick hadn’t been followed, if anyone even knew she was here. She studied me for a moment, the half smile still playing hide-and-seek, her brown eyes as soft and deep as ever. Once I was reluctant to fall into that pool. 

Tonight, if we hadn’t been in the back of Jack’s, I would have jumped on purpose. 

She glanced down at the half cup of java in front of me and murmured, “Not beer.” It was a statement, like she already knew.

I sucked my teeth for a second as though deciding upon one of many offhand replies held in readiness for just such occasions, but then just grinned ruefully. “No. Coffee.”

“I thought beer helped you think.”

“I’m changing my way of thinking.”

Mick regarded me with an indecipherable expression. I'd stopped drinking after I came back from Isle Royale. There was no way she could have known that, but then again she could have been looking over my shoulder all the way from Lake Superior. 

The night we returned, Dave and his deckhand O'Connor didn’t want to go drinking to celebrate our homecoming. Or at least they didn’t want to go drinking with me, so I decided to go by myself. I started for Jack’s Place, wound up going into a liquor store with windows so dirty you couldn’t read the faded cardboard signs, and bought a dusty bottle of rice wine off a bottom shelf. The old guy behind the counter arched an eyebrow, but didn’t comment. He was probably glad to finally sell some of the stuff. 

I headed home with my prescription for forgetting things like cool green forests and rocky outcroppings where the sun warms you and gulls float lazily until dusk wears on. And where, when night comes, all is still and only the stars see. I figured a double dose would help take the edge off my regret at leaving behind a forbidden enclave with more magic than you can ever imagine. I’d keep administering medicine to myself, too, until I forgot all those feelings I pretended I didn’t have, make believe that I’d left them in that far away place. Enough sake should have made that possible.

But instead of going home and drinking myself half blind I wound up at the old amusement park at Ontario Beach. The hole in the fence that the streeters came through chasing Mick and me last summer remained, but no one was after me this time. I was alone, no sign of any of The Unholy beyond the upside down crucifixes spray painted on the faded sides of abandoned buildings and along the cracked concrete walkway. I wandered past the crumbling carousel, the wooden horses still tumbled about, one laying on its side. The same one that Mick had pointed to when we sheltered there in our flight. Once gaily painted flanks dull, chipped and peeling, it stared at me with one smooth, unblinking eye. 

After contemplating this for a time without any epiphany, I walked on, out along the deteriorated concrete pier stretching into Lake Ontario. The sun sank slowly on my left, painting the lake surface with orange and yellow ripples making their way to the deserted beach. I imagined the Grey Royale Anton’s eyes somewhere behind me, as if he lurked once more. 

Of course he didn't. Anton was dead, by my hand, his skull caved in and his neck snapped. On the island, Docent Edrea, another of the supposedly long-lived Greys, was dead, too. They were the Darkness. I killed them both and believed the Darkness extinguished. As for my love for Mick...

Did it matter? Mick would be dead soon enough. As much as I might love her, as hard as I might fight for her, I could never overcome what Wilmut had built into her when they cloned her and her sisters. The only chance she might have had to live, I refused to take, refused to deal with Wallace Spahn and Wilmut. He might well have been able to alter Mick's DNA, keep her from expiring, but I turned him down. 

Maybe you can understand why I was going to get drunk. 

At the end of the pier I uncapped the sake, looked at the bottle, then off to the northwest where, somewhere beyond the sunset, I'd left love to die for the second time in my life. The treatment for that... well, expiation wasn't in a bottle of rice wine, not even at the bottom. I poured the sake into the lake and tossed the empty bottle after it.

Mick’s fingertips on the back of my hand brought me back to the booth. “You never found out,” she murmured. She meant the sake, if the prescription would have worked. Mick the Witch knew what I was thinking. She'd know that I could never forget her no matter how much booze I swallowed. 

I turned my palm up and she slid her hand into mine. Her brows drew together. “Kim. Do you still think we used you?” 

To kill Anton and Edrea.  I don’t know that I’d settled on an answer to that. At the time I'd  convinced myself that I was the victim of a put-up job, a convoluted, years-long machination that brought me together with Mick and the Royales. It ultimately obliged me to do murder for them. In the light of later days, that seemed beyond bizarre, an impossible plot for anyone to carry out, much less the quarantined witches of Isle Royale.  

Still, I wasn’t completely sure how much of the last year was real or how much hallucination, not convinced I hadn't been used, at least to some degree. The subject was unresolved in my mind. When I didn't answer, Mick let it drop, though probably only for the time being. The Royales can be quietly and politely persistent. 

“You have not been sleeping well,” she opined. “You have been dreaming.” 

She was right, but... “How do you know that?”

“Because I have been there.” Her fingers tightened on mine and her eyes narrowed. “You have dreamed of me,” she whispered, “have you not?”

“Yes,” I admitted. More than once. Not like I used to dream about Joanna – cemetery dreams of guilt and self-reproach – but rather dreams of longing, sometimes waking to sit in the grey twilight before dawn, looking to the northwest. I thought of Mick all the time and I dreamed of her. Some of those dreams were sad and left me lonely. Others were very passionate and left me at once satisfied, yet wistful. The Royales are capable of a lot of unbelievable things and I began to wonder just how much of that had been dreams. Some of them were very intimate. 

I couldn't help staring at Mick. “Were those dreams or did we really make love those times?”

“It was both. Ohh, Kim, please do not be angry. I missed you. I love you. You know this.” 

I wasn’t mad, no. Truth be told I was more disappointed that I hadn’t realized. We could have better availed ourselves of one another. What would you call it? I know, I know, but they weren’t just wet dreams. I was there. It was way more than that. 

I sighed and shook my head ruefully. Things that simply couldn’t be and at the same time obviously were was what happened with Mick the Witch. 

The tip of her tongue peeked out. “Did you like it?”

I don’t blush very often. In fact the last time a woman made me blush it was Mick. And she got me for a second time. I started to reply, stopped, then managed to say, “Yes. I did.”

“So did I,” she breathed, brown eyes sparkling. “Have you missed me, Kim Murayama?” 

I had, terribly, regardless of any other suspicions or considerations. I told her so now.  

Her expression quickly turned to one of understated relief and she released a small, pent up sigh. “I have missed you as well, very much.”

“Is that why you're back in the M?”

“Yes.” Mick nodded earnestly. “Because I love you and I do not want you to die.”

I imagine there have been more poignant reunions with less of a distressing tone, and the drama was certainly subdued as befitted a Royale, but even though I might have expected something like this it's nevertheless a kick in the pants to find out someone or something – whichever you want to call the Darkness – wants you dead. 

Mick leaned closer and gripped my hand with both of hers. Her gaze fixed me. “It bids destroy you and Mr. Hanson and Mr. O’Connor for what was done last year.”

Of course after this revelation I couldn’t sit on my ass in Jack’s gabbing any more. The esoteric had become the pressing. 

I tossed some Bs on the table for the coffee and we headed for the waterfront.
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I'm not at all sure what the Darkness is – hallucination, metaphysical manifestation, some kind of unknown and unknowable evil embodied in the likes of Anton, Edrea, and even Wilmut's CEO Wallace Spahn. Mick said it was alive. I thought it dead when Edrea died, but Mick’s parting words on the beach at Duncan Bay the day we left belied that. 

Is it? 

I ignored the warning then. I wanted matters to be the way I wanted them. I now judged it imprudent to ignore her admonishment a second time, she having come all this way even though things between us were... unsettled. Yes, I loved her. I loved her then and I loved her here in the M months later. I hadn’t fallen out of love with Mick, but I'd done nothing about it, either. Things were unsettled. 

And now the Darkness was coming once more. 

I'd seen it, whatever it is, on Isle Royale, almost touched it as it slithered from the forests and angry black clouds roiled about that mountain of corruption in a raging sky. I'd felt the tearing winds and cold, lashing rain, heard Dave’s curses and O’Connor’s hoarse cries. I’d watched Mick driven to her knees on a beach that was almost all our graves. I heard the Darkness thunder and I was afraid. 

We hurried across the street and over a block toward the closest Tube station. The painfully garish lighting of the Strip washed over us like some dystopian carnival midway, the pounding music pouring from bars and brothels a cacophonous mix of caterwauling styles that make your heart beat faster and your head hurt. Mick and I made our way through this tangle of noise and unnatural light. 

Halfway to the Tube station we came across some streeters hanging out under a lamp pole, posturing for the drag strip-bred supercars cruising the Strip. I recognized The Tail and his retinue, seven of them this time in oddball post-apocalyptic leathers, lace and corsets, and sucking stick. All decked out for another fun night. The slime-green iguana tail hung out from the back of the head man's black tailcoat jacket. He pushed himself off the pole, sizing us up for a brief moment before his addle-brain clicked and he remembered our chat last summer. His wrist looked to have healed good enough that he could hold his spliff without difficulty. I couldn't tell if he'd had any dental work done to replace the molars he lost during our previous conversation. 

He took a step back, showing empty palms and an ingratiating smile. “Hey. Bakery Man.” He looked Mick up and down quickly, then added, “Don't need no muffin today, you b'hoy, uh, uh.” 

“No. You don't.” I flashed him a cold upturn of the mouth. Mick returned their stares without emotion. 

We reached the Tube without incident. I still had the counterfeit plates Dave gave me last year and we swiped through using Herb Upton. I'd used him a few times without a problem, or else paid cash. I still had Alfred Abbott and Foster Balch in my hip pocket, too, but I'd assiduously avoided using Kim Murayama to keep from being tagged by the authorities. I kind of hoped they'd think I fell in the lake and drowned along with my wallet. They say you can't live in the M without a plate, but so far I'd managed without any significant inconveniences. It was possible, too, that I wasn't the desperado I thought I was and no one was looking real hard for me.

The Tube took us north toward the docks like before, when I’d met Mick. I promised myself that she wouldn’t wind up with a bullet hole in her arm this time. There was one scruffy guy in a battered old coat sleeping curled up on a seat toward the front of the car. I gave him a quick appraisal – bearded, kind of gaunt and hollow-eyed with a hooked nose poking out of the shadow of a decrepit Fedora that had seen better days. His shoes were missing their laces. He didn’t stir as I guided Mick toward the back of the car. We sat on hard molded plastic seats. Mick looked out the window as the car jerked and started rolling. She craned her neck slightly, probably trying to see the moon through the scudding clouds which had, for my money, gotten a little thicker and noticeably blacker, moving at a good clip out of the northwest. 

“Have you seen Mr. Hanson recently?” she asked the grimy glass.

I shook my head. I hadn’t seen Dave in months. O'Connor, either, not since we’d returned from Isle Royale. Mick was watching my reflection in the window as I studied the tiny flakes in her chignon. I decided they weren't diamonds after all, but rather green-tinged chips of emerald. Greenstones, off Isle Royale that, like the witches, shouldn't be there but are. 

At length she sat back and murmured, “Mr. Hanson is not still angry with you, is he?”

“Nah. Dave was never really mad at me.”

“He wanted to throw you overboard.”

I nodded and gave her a heavily sugared smile. “He got over that.” I hoped.

“Will he be disposed to see you tonight?”

Dave might never be real disposed to see me again any time, but I didn’t say this. I thought he’d be more amenable if Mick was with me. He ought to appreciate us coming all the way up to the lake to tell him the Darkness was stalking him. I mean, who wouldn’t appreciate knowing some incorporeal evil was coming to kill you before it got there? I was well along to convincing myself that Dave would be thrilled to see me. 

“Things are not the way they once were,” Mick mused, more to herself than to me.

Dave had said that a couple of times last year. It was a past before I'd met Mick, might have been when I was someone else. The old days. 

“You never told me,” she said, still wanting to know. 

I let out a slow breath and looked out at the dark racing by. It overwhelmed what few working streetlights there were, the moon gone behind leaden clouds. Even the light from passing houses seemed afraid to look out the windows. After a moment I said, “You don’t want to hear about stuff like that.” 

Mick didn't say anything, but she waited for a different answer. I stared into the night, thinking about Stillwater, about what we found there and what we did. About why we were there to begin with and how we probably shouldn’t have been. Stillwater was one reason that things weren’t like they were before. After Stillwater, none of us were like we’d been, but nobody wants to hear about that. They say they do, but after you tell them, they wish you hadn’t. Or you realize that they didn’t really give a shit about it or you in the first place.

“You think I am this way?” Mick asked, her tone subtly but distinctly aggrieved. My thoughts hadn’t been about her, but she felt them, unkind and accusatory. They must have seemed inexplicable to her.

I sighed. “No, Mick. I don’t think you’re like that. It’s just...” I trailed off. What was it, exactly? I’d opened up to people before, someone I was close to and who I thought was close to me, and regretted it afterward. Not with Mick, no. I’d resisted telling her about losing Joanna, and when I did finally tell her, I didn’t regret it. I just didn't want to talk about Stillwater, the Reserves or any of that. My thoughts were for Mick. We’d been apart. Not her fault, but we’d been apart and I felt... I don’t know. Hurt. I was the one that left and hurt her. Now I was hurting her once more. I didn't know why.  

But that was bullshit. I knew why. I was afraid of losing her again. She was going to die – just turn off at 30 years old – and there was nothing I could do about it. She'd come back and I was still going to lose her. It would have been a little easier if I could have said there was nothing anyone could do, but that was bullshit, too. Wallace Spahn had offered me her life and I turned him down. I didn’t know a thing about clones and telomerase then and I don’t know much more about them now, but I just didn’t think dealing with the likes of Spahn and the Wilmut Corporation was the way to go. For Mick or for me. 

Afraid to lose her and afraid to do what I might to have kept her, I sentenced Mick to death. I told Spahn that he’d already done that, and so he had, but I denied her any appeal. Hurting her with my words now was nothing more than a selfish defense mechanism and a cheap shot at distraction that changed nothing.

Mick touched my arm, her voice a soft murmur, but with conviction. “I will not stop living so soon, Kim.” Did I want to know how long? Would you? I started to ask, but she put a finger to my lips. “That is not for now. Now is for you. You will not lose me.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek, then sat back and gazed toward the front of the car with a distant look. 

I took her hand. “I do love you, witch.”

Mick smiled, still looking toward the front of the car. “I know.” And after so long her gentle, reassuring mindvoice whispered in my thoughts. I love you, Kim Murayama.

––––––––
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WE RODE THE TUBE TO the docks and the big marina. I thought the Shady Lady would be there. Last I knew Dave was still working out of the main port area, although he hadn’t taken a new office since the other one burned down. Not that I knew, anyway. I would have gotten off, but Mick gestured for me to stay seated. “Not here. There is another place with boats, yes?” 

Oak Orchard, on up the line, out past the crumbling pier and the old amusement park. Her guess was as good as mine. Probably better, and we had to start somewhere. I sat back down and watched darkened, gloomy warehouses scroll past, eventually giving way to broken tree lines where cormorants perched for the night and offering an occasional glimpse of a blackened Lake Ontario or a short line of once-posh summer homes, most now abandoned. A couple showed feeble, flickering light, but the affluent gentry –  the haut monde – had moved on when the world collapsed, their manors and untenable upper class presumptions left to squatters. As I contemplated this, Mick rested her head on my shoulder, eyelids drooping as we rocked. I wondered if floating all the way back from the isle hadn’t fatigued her more than she let on. 

The car slowed approaching Oak Orchard station and Mick roused herself, shaking off her weariness. Once stopped, the doors slid open and we rose to disembark. 

The car lights flickered as Mick stepped onto the deserted platform. I glanced up at the ceiling for just a split second, heard Mick shout and instinctively dived through the open doors. Something clanged on a seat back where I had been only a moment before. I hit the platform and shoulder-rolled into a crouch facing back toward the car. 

The scruff with the beard and battered hat leaped through the opening, ragged coat billowing. His sunken eyes blazed with an unearthly light, a hammer gripped in one hand. Off to his left Mick danced sideways, hands raised in front of her and shrieking furiously. “He is not the one! I am the one! You want me!” 

The scruff glanced her way, then back at me. I rose slowly to a middle stance, knees bent, center of gravity lowered. My eyes fixed on the hammer, heavy enough to crush a man’s skull with a single blow.

“He is not the one! Leave him! Begone!” Mick seethed, red-faced with anger. I had the strange feeling that I'd seen this before, but I pushed the thoughts away. Now was not the time. Mick shifted to her right, trying to distract the tattered man. “Go away! You are not the Darkness! You are nothing! Go!” 

He didn’t go. He hesitated for a fraction of a second, though. Mick sidetracked him just enough that he lost his focus for a heartbeat and that’s when I struck.

Rather than go for the hammer, which he could easily move causing me to miss and open myself up for a devastating counter-strike, I went for center mass. Launching a powerful side kick I hit his chest like a battering ram. He flew backward and crashed to the platform in a cloud of dust and dirt. I wasn’t surprised when he rolled slowly onto his hands and knees, then rose. Yoko-geri isn’t a killer kick. It can be, but I hadn’t tried to make this one lethal. Still, I was a little disturbed by the look on his face. The eyes remained wild, alight with a madness that would transcend pain, fear and good common sense. He wasn’t going to quit. 

Mick continued screaming, but the scruff was now totally intent on me. He held the hammer shoulder high, the shabby coat hanging from his scrawny frame. Saliva seeped from one corner of his mouth, clinging to the ratty beard. Beneath the battered hat his lips curled in a malevolent grin and his voice came rough and ragged. “I will make you wish that you were never born.”

I spat. “Fuck you.” The M had already beaten him to that several times already. 

He lunged, the hammer cocked overhead. I stepped into his charge, slipping to my left and shooting both my arms straight up outside of the arm that held the hammer. This blocked him from swinging on me, his attack forced downward and away. As he checked his lunge, trying to stop his forward momentum and redirect his attack, I sent a looping ridge-hand strike over his extended arm and blasted his nose. Blood and snot erupted. The strike forced his eyes closed, an automatic reaction to having your nose broken whether you feel any pain or not. 

He tried to swing the hammer backhand, going low for my knee, but my right arm shot down in gedan-uke, the lower block, catching his forearm and stopping the swing before the hammer hit. My block flowed into a backfist strike, coming up and in close, parallel to the mid-line of my body, and driving two knuckles to his temple in urakan-uchi. It staggered him sideways, putting enough distance between us to allow a roundhouse kick. I snapped it hard; my foot went deep in his solar plexus. The man grunted, losing his breath. 

Before he could recover and without resetting my stance I lofted another kick, going higher and wrecking his already smashed nose even more. Mawashi-geri snapped his head back; the old, worn Fedora flew. Dropping my right foot back onto the platform, I snapped a kick with the opposite foot to the back of his leg, buckling it and dropping him to one knee. I grabbed a handful of his long, scraggly, unwashed hair, yanking him violently backward. Turning as I yanked generated hip torque which imparted tremendous energy that was powerfully transferred when the back of his head smashed into the dirty concrete. Blood spattered everywhere.

I was kind of surprised this time when he rolled over and started to get back on his feet. Blood matted his stringy hair, ran from his demolished nose. It covered his mouth and bearded chin, dripping onto the platform. His right hand still gripped the hammer.

“He is a reaper!” Mick hissed. “He belongs to the Night Horse. He is cursed. He will not stop.”

Bullshit. As the scruff staggered erect I executed a flying spinning back kick, taking him right in the throat with the knife edge of my foot. He gagged wetly as his windpipe was crushed and he flew back, crumpling in a heap. The hammer clattered away with a hollow echo across the deserted station. I landed in a middle stance, hands up and ready, panting slightly. My opponent didn’t move. 

Mick was beside me, clutching my arm. “Is he dead?” He might have been. I hadn’t held back in order to avoid that. She tugged at my arm. “We must go! To your friends. The Night Horse will send other reapers ahead of it.” 

I scanned the platform for additional threats, saw none. I gave the poor bastard on the ground a last look, then nodded curtly and we hustled off the platform, heading for the quay. As we hurried through the night I demanded to know what the Night Horse was, half afraid to hear the answer. 

Mick glanced over her shoulder as if expecting to see the Darkness boiling up out of the lake. “The Night Horse is the wings of the Darkness. Its shade. It flies where the Darkness sends it.” She hauled me to a stop in the anemic yellow glow of a failing streetlamp. Brown eyes searched mine. “The Night Horse is also in your dreams. Hoof beats. You have heard them.”

I had. Something unseen chasing me. That’s a common dream and I've had them before, probably from the service and from the business now. Lately they'd been more frequent, nightmares of pounding hooves from which I woke in a cold sweat. I could never tell who or what pursued, only that they or it meant me harm for unspecified reasons. In one, just a couple nights ago, they were close and I didn’t run. Maybe I was going to face them. Maybe I was frozen. I don’t know. I still couldn’t see who it was, and I thought they had me, but all of a sudden Mick was there, screaming, threatening them. I never saw her so angry. She drove off whoever or whatever it was.  

I said, “They're just nightmares. Aren't they?” 

Mick nibbled her lip the way she does when she's anxious. “Not exactly. It is coming. The Night Horse. The Darkness crosses the waters in this way. It is not here yet, but it will be.”

I took her hand and we started off once more. We couldn’t find the Shady Lady right away...couldn’t find it at all, actually. It wasn’t in a slip, which would cost Dave a good wad of Bs even out here, assuming he could get the 85 feet of crew boat into the run-down marina. The Lady might draft too much to do that, not to mention opening him to more scrutiny than he'd care to get from Customs. I didn't know what he was running lately in the cargo department and had no idea where he'd parked his boat. I supposed he’d be anchored offshore as a matter of financial and general welfare considerations. It was darker than hell, like I said, darker than I ever remembered it being. That could have been hyperactive imagination, but it wasn't. This was a darkness you could feel. 

Mick wasn't looking out at the lake. She frowned across a parking lot of gravel and broken chunks of blacktop at the seedy Cold Star Bar & Grill. “What is this place?” 

“It's a bar room,” I told her. “Like Jack's.” Only worse. 

She eyed the bar’s filthy window. “Mr. Hanson is in there.” 

Just beyond the inlet channel a couple brown uniforms lounged, picking their teeth under a flickering security light hanging over the front door of the Customs Building, not much more than a dilapidated shack. I drew Mick along toward the sagging porch of the Cold Star.

Dave sat at a table next to an unused stone fireplace, chair tipped back against the wall, a bottle in front of him. He wasn’t grinning hugely like he was thrilled to see me, but he didn’t pull a gun and shoot at me, either. I figured it wasn’t the bottle of whiskey so much that made him half-way cordial as the fact that Sena, the tall blonde Royale from down along the Siskiwit, sat there with him. Which probably explained how Mick knew Dave was in there instead of somewhere up the St. Lawrence. 

We went over, skirting some lakers and locals shooting pool. The felt on the table was a frayed, faded green and some of the bumpers drooped wearily. A rough play, the players just as rugged. Mick’s appearance – the black dress and the sparkling emerald chips in her hair – got several looks as I pulled out a chair for her. “Hey, Dave.” I gave him a nod.

“Hey, Murayama.” He continued to study me with a look that I couldn’t quite decipher. 

I looked at the blonde Royale, tall and willowy with hair like spun gold and cat-eyes glowing yellow bright. I inclined my head. “Sena. Ma’am.”

“Hello, Kim.” She gave me a genuine smile. “It is good to see you again.” She had her hair tied back in a short little pony tail and, unlike Mick, she was dressed in the typical loose black pants and long-sleeve black shirt common to the denizens of Isle Royale. She was still strikingly attractive if you liked tall and buxom, which I knew for a fact Dave did. He gestured carelessly and somewhat reluctantly toward the empty chairs at the table. 

I eased down, shifting the chair sideways so as to have a better view of the door, the pool table and the bar in general. I was a little concerned about the Customs boys outside their shack, but Dave didn’t seem real worried even with two Royales at the table. 

“We got to talk, bud.,” I told him. 

“Really?” He swallowed some whiskey, squeezed his eyes shut for a second. “About what?”

“The Night Horse.” I caught Mick shoot Sena a quick look. “Reapers. There was one
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