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PROLOGUE

“You should’ve just killed me,” the girl said.

The man was shocked. These strange words were the first she’d spoken in…

Nine months…, he remembered.

“And I know you thought about it,” she continued from the lumpy bed. Her voice lowered. “I know you have that gun. I know you’ve thought that maybe you should just shoot me in the head and in the belly…and leave.”

Had he really? He wasn’t consciously aware of it, and he tended to be the kind of man who was always honest with himself. You can lie to other people, but you can never really lie to yourself. The lies always catch up.

My God. I hope that’s not true.

He’d come all this way, covering all this time, to not kill her, hadn’t he?

The image of her was shamefully erotic. Spraddled on the bed so cumbersomely, her nineteen-year-old flesh fresh and shining. All she wore were panties and a bra. He could see the plush tuft of her pubic hair pushing outward against the panties’ fabric. The bra was too tight, given the extra expanse of pre-natal growth; her breasts threatened to break out. Her stomach distended pin-prick tight, large as a basketball, belly button popped out like a little white hazelnut.

The man averted his eyes from this glaring image, as he had for all these months.

He spoke to the wall. “You’re talking now. That’s wonderful. Do you remember the last time you spoke?”

“No.”

“After all this time…what do you have to say? What do you have to tell me?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“Nothing?”

“All I remember is the house.”

Clear across the country, he’d taken her. Anonymous buses and fly-by-night motels. The man had never felt at ease with her, even before she’d started to show. The looks people gave him, the desk clerks in the middle of the night, their raised brows, as if to say, What’s a man your age doing with a girl not even twenty? Why are you bringing her to a place like this, at this hour? They were in Seattle now, the Aurora Motel; their room looked like it was worth what he paid: $25.95 per night. He knew that he had to keep it anonymous, places where no one cared what name you wrote down in the check-in list. All they wanted to see was cash. The looks were worse now. People looked at him as though he were the worst kind of pervert. One night not too long ago, he’d checked them into a room in Needles, California, which turned out to be a flop-house for drunks, prostitutes, and drug addicts. He’d been getting sodas from the Coke machine when a disheveled bald man in a crumpled suit approached him and said, “Hey, man. I saw that cute little pregnant chick you brought in. I’m into that too, you know? What’s she charge for an hour?”

“Get away from me or I’ll shoot you in the face…” The response sufficed.

It was just that the world, now, after all he’d seen, made him absolutely sick to his stomach.

The world, he thought now. He looked at the girl.

The whole world…

“I’m sorry this place is so shabby,” he said. He was ironing their clothes on the patch-burned board he’d found in the closet.

“They’ve always been shabby.” Did she smile? She hadn’t done that in nine months either. “But I understand. You talk to yourself a lot. You can’t use your credit card, and all that.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re pinching your pennies.”

He smiled over a shirt. “That too.”

You’re hiding me, aren’t you?”

The man’s smile wilted. “Yes.”

“From them, right? From the people at the house.”

He’d never slept in the bed with her, even though he thought nothing would happen. He’d never done anything to her, he’d never even thought of it. He’d never done anything wrong—

—except abduct her.

He’d sleep on the couch, or on the floor if there wasn’t a couch. The room he’d gotten in Seattle had a pull-out couch—a luxury as far as he was concerned. Springs threatened to spear him through the mattress, and it stank. Thank God I’m not picky, he thought. The first night he lay awake listening to the rush of traffic on the main road, and the rain. He’d pulled the drapes closed; the room was nearly lightless, and for a moment that sheer blackness made him think of the past, of the house. If evil had a color, he knew what it was.

He didn’t sleep even though he was exhausted. Instead he lay back on that beaten mattress, looking up at the ceiling. From the bed, he could hear the girl’s rhythmic breaths. It was hypnotic.

Then the breaths stopped.

The man’s eyes froze open. He was about to lurch up but then her voice grated out of the dark:

“I want you to kill me. Please do it. Wait till I fall back to sleep.

And do it.”

The next night, she said this single word in her sleep: “Belarius.”

“Blonde hair doesn’t work on you,” she said the next morning. He’d brought coffee, sodas, and donuts from the 7-Eleven several blocks down the hill. She ate leisurely on the bed, watching TV, childlike in spite of the filled breasts and distended belly.

“Why?” he asked, turning.

“You look like someone trying to not look like himself. The hair color looks fake. It’s too light.”

He appraised himself in the mirror. “Really?”

“Really.”

The man sighed. He pulled on his jacket. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

“Where are you going?”

“To get a different hair dye.”

Would they really be following him? Maybe we’re both just paranoid, he considered. The bus jostled through rain. Beyond the dotted window, he saw drab gray buildings. A man in glasses and another man wearing a hard hat both looked at him at the same time. Yeah, I’m just paranoid, or maybe she’s right. I used the wrong color hair dye and I look like a horse’s ass. Several kids in the back were getting rowdy, profane even, but he scarcely heard them. Then a black man sitting in the front stood up, looked directly at him, and said, “It was me and Lou Rawls. They stuck us in that cage and didn’t give us nothing but milk bottles and soup.” Then the doors popped open and he stepped off the bus.

He could’ve laughed. Lots of homeless people in big cities, lots of schizophrenics. It was sad.

At the next stop a blind man got on, tapping his white cane, eyes clouded over. He sat right next to him.

“Hello,” the blind man said, staring straight ahead.

“Hi.”

“I…have psychic powers. Do you believe me?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Do you believe that some people do have such powers?

I do. I believe that very much.”

The blind man chuckled. “I’m a seer who can’t see.” The clouded over eyes turned. “You have a troubled aura.” A pause, a sigh. “My Lord…it’s nearly black.”

The man had no response, for he did indeed believe in such things. How could he not, after a week in that house?

The blind man’s hands were trembling. His lower lip quivered. One crabbed hand reached over his head, desperately feeling for the bell-cord. “I-I have to get off, I have to get off.”

The other man just looked back, astonished.

“What’s wrong?None of it’s your fault, so why are you jeopardizing yourself?”

When the bus lumbered to a halt at the next stop, the blind man teetered up, cane tapping for balance. He looked at the other man again with those dead eyes and said, “You don’t have much time.”

“For what?”

“To kill the girl.” He tapped away toward the open doors. “Kill her.”

Then he got off and the doors closed.

He was never bothered by the prospect of leaving her by herself in the room for a few hours. She didn’t talk about it, of course, but she seemed to know what might be out there. How much does she remember? he wondered, walking down the aisle of a CVS store. Worse questions occurred to him. What did she go through? What did she feel and see? What did she open her eyes to and look at?

What looked back?

The man could only pray that her trauma blocked out the memory.

Damn it… The pistol in his pocket had worked its way up, the tip of the handle sticking out. He pulled the side of his windbreaker over, then shoved the gun all the way back down. I gotta be more careful.

He would never leave the gun back in the room whenever he had to go somewhere. He didn’t want to leave her there alone with it.

He bought a darker hair dye and a pack of cigarettes. The steady drizzle had never ceased. When he left the store he pulled up his hood. Across the street stood an Irish pub. The man felt locked in place, staring back at it.

Damn it, he thought again.

“Just one,” he muttered to himself. “Just one would be so good…”

“There’s no such thing as just one,” a voice peeped from behind him. He turned and looked down.

What he believed was a young woman sat huddled in a brick cubby beside a fire hydrant. She was drenched, drizzle pattering on a holey rain jacket, whose traditional bright yellow had long-since turned brown. The man could barely see her face as she peered up at him, her open eyes half hidden by the hood. Rotten teeth like corroded pills showed through her smile.

“One becomes twenty real fast,” she said. “I know.”

“But you should go in and have one anyway, to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

Dirty hands outspread in the strangest glee. “This beautiful day!”

“Oh, yeah? I’m from Florida so I guess I’m not really able to appreciate Seattle’s brand of beauty.”

“It’s a beautiful city if you look hard enough.”

“I’m sure it is,” the man said.

“I used to be beautiful…”

He could think of nothing to say in response, her plight obvious. She couldn’t be more than thirty, but who could tell? Cheeks bloated, a splotched pinkness blending over the yellow of jaundice. Clinical alcoholic, he knew at a glance. She’s turning yellow because her liver’s shutting down…

“Where do you live?” he asked.

“The King Street Shelter. When I can walk.”

The man faltered, fumbling in a pocket. “I have some money I could give you—”

“No. I won’t need it. I need a drink. Get me something to drink.”

The man felt wilted. “I…can’t do that. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay.” The soiled smile still shone upward, her head craned. “But if you do go into that bar across the street, and I think you will—”

“I won’t,” he said.

“But if you do, drink one for me.” Again, the man had nothing to say.

Her expression changed, that exuberance-in-ruin darkened to something lusterless. “There’s someone else inside me.”

“What?”

“I’m supposed to tell you something.”

The last legs of the chronic drunk. Reduced oxygen to the brain, blood full of toxins, then psychosis. He humored her. “What are you supposed to tell me?”

Her voice clicked. “Walk away. Leave her.”

The man’s teeth came together. “Leave who?”

“Don’t kill her.”

The man stared.

“Just go away somewhere. If you do that, you’ll be rewarded.”

The man could say nothing. He simply continued to stare, rain tapping his hood.

“Leave the rest…to us.”

Then her face changed for the briefest moment, something that was no longer a face at all but just a tremoring black hole within the hood.

The man couldn’t move.

Her real face returned, the dying smile and eyes with no life left behind them. “’Bye,” she said, and then produced an old-fashioned straight razor with which she calmly cut her throat to the bone.

The man turned away as blood poured at his feet. Cars honked when he stepped off the curb; bloody rainwater splashed up on his jacket. He crossed the street and walked into the bar.

“Come in here.”

The man wobbled in the doorway, rain teeming. Behind him, cars tore by on the highway, each a long, wet hiss.

Her warm hand grasped his wrist, urged him back into the motel room, then she shut the door, sealing out the incessant noise of rain and cars.

“You’re drenched. You’re…”

The man was nearly insensible, barely able to stand. All he could do was look back at her with huge, shamed eyes. He couldn’t say anything, but he thought, I’m a disgrace.

“You’ll be all right,” she assured him.

The television was on, the sound low, stiff-faced CNN newscasters reporting another U.S. Army helicopter being shot down by Iraqi partisans. Twenty-one dead.

“Did you…throw up on yourself?”

The man didn’t know. She peeled off his jacket, sat him down on the bed, then began to undress him. She said nothing when she removed the pistol from his pocket. She laughed, “Didn’t you go out for new hair color? Where is it?”

“I—” He pushed wet hair back off his brow. “I left it in the bar.”

“You’re such a goof.”

His vision was shifting, blurred around the edges. Her pretty face hovered like a warped bubble before his eyes. When she pulled off his sneakers, she paused, looking at the red tint. “Is that…” but she didn’t finish. She peeled off his socks, his jeans, his t-shirt. “Come on, help me. We’ve got to get you in the shower.”

“I don’t think I can make it.”

“Yes you can, yes you can.” She stood him up and without hesitation peeled off his boxer shorts. His brain buzzed; he was scarcely even aware that he was standing naked in front of her.

“One step at a time.” She held his arm, guiding him to the bathroom where he stood blinking in harsh white light. The light hurt his head. Shower water hissed. Steam rose.

Her hands gripped him tight around the waist. “In you go,” she said. “Take your time. Left foot first.”

His own hand shot out to brace him against the tiled wall. Shame continued to seep into him. “I don’t think I can make it.”

“Help me! I can’t do it by myself!” Her patience finally lapsed. “You’re not an invalid.”

He steadied himself, sat down on the edge of the tub, and carefully lifted each leg over. The water spraying down was hot, reviving. Jags of reason began to surface. More awareness and more shame.

“Now stand up and wash yourself!”

Careful, careful! he ordered himself. He couldn’t have felt more embarrassed: a pale, naked middle-aged drunk. When he tried to stand up, he immediately slipped. His butt thunked the bottom of the tub.

“Oh, Lord… What am I going to do with you?”

She slipped off her robe and stepped in wearing only bra and panties. He looked up like a disillusioned child as she bent over, grunted, and stood him up in the spray. Her hair fell down at once, to wet black lines. Expansive nipples darkened when the water drenched the bra. The large milk-laden breasts wobbled erotically. The image blared, the great gravid belly full of life, the breasts, the dark tuft of pubic hair printing against wet panties. Her fecundity was truly beautiful yet he was at least happy with himself for feeling nothing erotic of his own. No lust, no desire, not even as her soft hands soaped him down.

She got him out, dried him off, struggled to help him get his robe on. Then she walked him out, step by step, and sat him back down on the bed.

By then the man felt a little bit better than dead. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“It’s all right.”

The news continued on the TV. Children snatched in front of a Maryland schoolyard. Federal agents raid an underground fetal brain-tissue lab. A catastrophic-care nurse admits to murdering a 6-year-old retarded girl after making a deal with the girl’s father to split the insurance money. Rwandan soldiers burn down a United Red Cross hospital, killing sixty.

“There’s evil everywhere,” the girl said. “I know.”

She turned off the television and sat next to him. “I’m more afraid than you. Do you understand what I mean?”

Through the fog of alcohol poisoning, the words cut through like a strong beam of light. “Yes. How could I not?”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“Neither do I.”

An audible click as she swallowed. “My water’s going to break any day now, maybe an hour.”

The man nodded. He didn’t have the heart to tell her what he was already certain of. It will be tomorrow after midnight.

“I want you to kill me. Shoot me with that gun and leave. I’ll forgive you,” she said. “So will God.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” he croaked. “If I was going to do that, I’d have done it a long time ago.”

She turned off the light. “Then let’s go to sleep now.”

He started to get up, but her hand pulled him back. “Sleep here in the bed with me. After all this, everything you’ve done, don’t you think I trust you?” A grim chuckle. “If you wanted to do something perverted to me, you’d have done that a long time ago, too.”

He settled back against her, drifting. He still felt awful, and knew he would for awhile, but lying with her like that—in perfect trust—gave him a sense of comfort that seemed priceless to him. She fell asleep quickly, while the man was still experiencing the twirls, but after a time they abated. He listened to her breathe, her hand resting on his chest.

When his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, he could see her outline. The breasts settled to one side over the massive belly.

Before he fell into his own stupor-like sleep, this is what he thought: No, I won’t kill you. But I swear to God on High that I’m gonna kill whatever comes out of you…


PART ONE

Slaughter Night


CHAPTER ONE

NINE MONTHS PREVIOUS…

I

Faye didn’t really know if she dreamed anymore. What went on in her head most of the time seemed like the most vivid nightmares, and nightmares were dreams but she never remembered sleeping. She liked the door locked, though, and she liked the way the moon sometimes shone in through the window at night.

Faye, do some more…

If I do anymore I’ll be wrecked!

We…want you wrecked. We want you out of your mind. And you know you like it anyway. You like it all. Let me put it this way. Unless you’re out of your mind, you’re of no use to us.

She sat fat and naked on a red-velvet Edwardian-era couch that she knew cost more than she made in two years. Fat and naked, and sadder now in her stimulated exhilaration than when she was sober and alone. Hildreth was right: this was all she was here for. Groundskeeper? It was a joke; she knew that now. I’m their Pillsbury Dough Girl. She was there to be laughed at and abused and humiliated. When they were shooting one of the movies at the house, they called her “The Fluff Pig.”

Brawny men stood on either side, naked and aroused by either Viagra or evil. She took oral turns with them without even thinking, an automatic impulse now. Two rough fingers twirled a lopsided nipple as if taking a screw out of a wall.

This pig does it DAMN good…

Probably been practicing since she was four.

And instead of crying or screaming or even biting them, Faye chuckled in her throat. It was awful what she’d let them turn her into.

I’m awful, she thought. One man pulled out.

Stick out your tongue.

Faye did so, and on her tongue the man placed a heather-green pill embossed with a Playboy Bunny.

Another man shoved a bottle at her.

Swallow. That’s something you’re good at.

She slugged the rich wine, oblivious to its faded label: MONTRACHET 1888.

The stouter voice spoke across the candle-lit room. Janey, why don’t you come over here and indulge Faye with some of your own skills?

A starkly beautiful woman sat nude in the center of the handmade Kashmiri carpet. She looked up, distracted, as she intricately wielded a syringe, about to inject something into a vein in her foot. Oh, Reginald, please. You know, I only like to play around with hot girls. She’s too ugly…

Oh, I will! another naked woman consented, eagerly scurrying across. I don’t know why, but I’ve always had a thing for ugly chicks!

You don’t know why? someone else said and laughed. You think maybe being nuts has something to do with it?

Oh, shut up, Three-Balls!

The woman crawled between Faye’s lumpy, rice-white legs, the workings of her tongue immediate, ravenous. Faye shimmied at the jolt of pleasure. A metallic clicking resounded, the woman’s tongue-stud laving up and down over the rings of Faye’s forced piercings. More warm, pulsing things filled her mouth, shoved in with no regard. She simply did it, without objection, because she knew it was her only acceptance. So much overwhelmed her now: musky scents, churning sensations, drug toxicity, more groins in her face and more things slipped into her mouth.

Gentlemen, please. Save it for later. You mustn’t be greedy.

The men all stepped back in obedience, candlelight flickering on their sweating, muscular chests, prongs of flesh sticking up.

The other woman delicately raked her tongue-stud a few more times over Faye’s labial rings, then tended the exposed clitoris directly.

Faye was awash in insane pleasures that were about to break.

Look, she’s about to get off!

Give her a hit right when she comes.

Faye’s legs quivered as more pleasure surged. She panted, her heart racing. The crack-pipe was put to her lips.

No, I can’t do anymore, she pleaded against the waves of ecstasy.

A lighter flicked, tinted her deranged face. Then a hammer cocked, a gun was put to her head.

Smoke it all up…

Faye inhaled the metal-like fumes as her climax broke. Then she rolled off the couch with a plop, delirious and immobile.

There. Now the fat sack of shit can’t say we never did anything for her.

Laughter, as Faye lay like a dropped sack.

The stout voice again: That was amusing, it always is. Let’s adjourn now, to the Scarlet Room.

Svelte, nude bodies traipsed away, bare feet padding, contours of erotic shadows disappearing through the flickers of candle-flame.

Faye lay drooling, hoping she’d die. She knew what was happening; she knew what it was time for.

Get out! They’re all in the other room!

That was her instinct, at least, but she knew that such instincts, such as self-preservation, didn’t matter much to her now. Back out in the normal world? How long would she last? They’d addicted her to everything by now, to make their human pinata more compliant and more fun to laugh at and piss on and humiliate—all because they were purely and simply evil. She’d last a few days, run out of drug money, take one last look at her crumpled life, and then blow her head off.

So what did she have to lose?

It took a half an hour of breathing deeply and focusing on calming her heart down before she could get up. The candlelight licked over her flabby body; her head still spun but somehow she’d regained some control over movements and train of thought. She’d come all this way. She just wanted to see.

She wanted to see if it was true and then die.

What room am I in? She focused her eyes. One of the upstairs parlors, she guessed. She couldn’t even remember. She pushed open high, ingrained doors, teetering in the frame for a moment, then stepping out into the hall. When she got to the banister and looked down, she saw hundreds of flickering dots of lit candles.

As she trudged for the stairs, her ears detected mutters and sighs and death-rattles. Every so often there came a shriek deep from within the mansion’s guts. When she looked in one of the bedrooms, she saw a nude woman hanging from a rafter by a meat-hook caught in the roof of her mouth. She twitched a little, gagging. Someone had carved all the meat off her calves and feet but placed tourniquets above her knees to prevent her from bleeding to death outright. Faye closed the door and walked on. In the next room, three more women lay dead, but not movie girls. They were pale as paraffin, emaciated as if starved, bony pubic bones jutting below stomachs that seemed sucked in. Their throats had all been cut.

Faye knew where she was going. More atrocities greeted her during her trek. Once her bare foot stepped in a pile of still-warm human innards. A few steps later, something hard and wet printed against her sole: a testicle shucked from the scrotum. At the top step one of the movie girls—one of the few who’d been nice to her, in fact—lay dead and glassy-eyed, her hip joints broken to spread her legs wider than nature allowed so that the first person to come up the stairs tomorrow would see what had been jammed up into her vaginal vault: a human arm.

But Faye was beyond being appalled. These were the trimmings of Hildreth’s madness, his offering, his gesture of beckoning and worthiness. Faye knew that what he solicited would indeed find him very worthy. And she knew this too—from this point on, if she continued to search the house instead of escaping, the things offered for her to see would only get worse.

When she found the door she was looking for, it seemed to be no door at all but instead an oblong orifice rimmed by something lip-like. The drugs made her see things all the time, but was she really just seeing this?

When she touched what should’ve been the door frame it was soft, warm, wet. It was not wood.

Total silence stood before her. More candles flickered here, revealing inklings of the horror that had taken place. She looked, vision surveying Hildreth’s precious Scarlet Room, and then she thought: They did it.

Some of the bodies remained whole, others in pieces. The center of the room was a pile of butchered nudity. Limbs, heads, hands, and feet lay about the bloody accrual in the middle: bodies. Faye could easily see the work—ax-holes in faces, ax-holes in stomachs. It occurred to her that the bodies had been stacked deliberately for effect: a heaped offering, a plea for invitation. Closer to the door at the rear several buckets lay on their sides, glistening scarlet within. And laying aside was the ax, as if dropped there.

Leave, she told herself. But she couldn’t.

When Faye finally stepped through inside, something squished, something warm under the bottoms of her feet. At first she thought it must be the carpet soaked from so much blood but a downward glance showed her something else altogether.

It wasn’t a floor she was walking on, it was raw meat, akin to a vast slab of porterhouse. Veins branched out, thick as garden hoses, and she could see them pulsing. Then she stuck her hand out to steady herself against the wall but what her hand touched was not a wall anymore. It was skin.

Hot, sweating, and flushed, skin full of excited nerves which cringed for sensation. Faye walked along the wall, running her hand, and as she did so it seemed to swell in her wake, as if trying to touch back. She also felt subtle objects protruding: open eyes, faces, mouths with licking tongues. They blinked at her wantonly. One mouth’s tongue desperately shot forward, then the lips sighed and whispered, “Please, please! Let us taste you!”

Faye’s long fat breasts hitched and her flab jiggled when she stepped unbalanced toward the room’s center. She needed to see one more thing…

The other door.

It stood there, indeed, where it should be. Rimmed with drooling flesh.

The Rive, she thought. Yes, they’d really done it. But where was Hildreth?

Then she looked in there and saw him grinning back.

The police found her hours later, sitting at the end of the mansion’s twisting, mile-long driveway. Gibbering. Naked. Insane.

Faye sat now much in the same way, only in a different place. No, it wasn’t a nightmare. It was worse because it was memory.

The moon glazed the floor and a wedge of the bed in its soft, ice-like glow.

Movement caught her eye; when she looked up to the little window, a face peered in. They did often, never smiling.

The door opened with a heavy click. “Come on, Faye. Time for your meds.”

II

Patrick Willis never traveled on planes. He’d stopped years ago, when his mentalism peaked. It was mostly tactility which triggered him, but packed so close, so close to all those passengers—sometimes it was too much.

Sometimes it was madness.

That close to so many auras, he didn’t need to touch them. Too often their horrors came to him with hands of their own.

So it was Greyhound from now on. At least the fares were cheap. Half of the East Coast rolled by in the large window, like a bright movie. All that beauty out there, he thought. Then he looked around at the dozen or so passengers sharing the coach with him. Yeah, lots out there but not much in here.

Several bums, several obese welfare recipients, a straggle-haired twenty-year-old white girl sitting stone-faced beside a grinning black man in his forties. A sleeping drug-addict here, a talkative mental patient there. All hard-luck cases. Mostly people whom life had consigned to society’s trenches.

So where does that leave me? he asked himself.

Willis looked back out the window. Even looking at people from a distance of ten or so feet could bring on a touch, that is if he looked hard enough. What existed beyond the window was better.

He hoped to view more of the countryside beyond the glass, but eventually—and as usual—he just wound up seeing more of his own broken life. He’d never been materialistic—he’d actually been a good person once. After graduating from medical school, he’d had no desire to pursue a future in private practice—where his additional skills as a tactionist could certainly bring him up to a seven-figure salary in no time. Instead he’d worked at the state health center, helping mostly rape victims and battered women. He’d always been altruistic; working for a much lower salary helping people who couldn’t help themselves seemed a noble cause. It let me give something back to the world. It wasn’t idealism, either. He knew it came from his heart.

The job lasted five years or so, his “gift”—as with so many others who were psychically inclined—became his curse. He hadn’t really even known he’d had it to any extent until he’d gotten out of med school (this mode of psi tended to peak in one’s late twenties to early thirties). He’d noticed it, for sure, and always with women, all throughout college and med school. Touching. Any direct skin-to-skin contact. Sex trebled the intensity of what he referred to as a “backwash,” and since sex existed as the most direct manner of skin-to-skin contact, Willis’ romantic life never got past that first night in bed with a woman. There was always something—something awful or dark—that would wash back into his head from hers. Indeed, Willis was cursed.

But I made it, didn’t I? he reflected now on the rumbling bus.

By thirty, he knew he’d simply never be able to have an intimate relationship with anyone. He sought his own sexual satisfaction by his own means—as introverted as it seemed—and still did the world some good. This was harder to reckon with sometimes since Willis, by most standards, was an attractive man. At the clinic, his nickname was “Dr. Cutie.” But still, he had his resolve, he had his ideals, and he knew that he had genuinely helped a lot of people before he’d lost his license.

Just don’t think about it now, he groaned to himself. And another thing he didn’t want to think about was the complexity of what he was encroaching. He’d never even heard of Vivica Hildreth but he most certainly had heard of her husband’s “entertainment” business, T&T Enterprises, and the one other name in the solicitation letter, too. The letter that came with the package read: The object in this box is a bracelet that belonged to a woman named Jane Schar. Her stage name was Janey Jism, a porn star, obviously. The coincidence was uncanny; Willis was well-familiar with Ms. Scharr’s work. The letter continued, Please consider testing your skills on the bracelet. If you decide that you’d like to further investigate the entirety of the night in question, with other professionals in your field, please know that you will be paid ten times the amount of the enclosed retainer. Contact my office if you’d care to proceed further. Travel arrangements and accommodations will be provided. You may keep the retainer regardless of your decision.

Sincerely,

Vivica Hildreth

“Jesus,” he muttered now at the memory. Willis’ little excuse for an office didn’t exactly haul in the money; he was lucky now to make twenty grand a year. Vivica Hildreth’s retainer was $10,000.

What could he do? He needed the money.

He shook the tiny Express-Mail package once, heard the links of the tiny bracelet rattle a little. He contemplated taking it out of its velvet sack again—just to look at it—but rejected the idea at once and just peered inside. It was an attractive bracelet, a silver chain dotted with tiny amethysts. A crystologist would assert that amethyst and silver would protect the wearer from evil.

Sure didn’t work for her, Willis thought, holding the sack. Sure didn’t protect Jane Scharr from anything. When he’d first held it, the day he’d gotten the package at his squalid L.A. apartment, he’d almost fallen on the floor. He’d seen image-fragments of muscular men, their naked bodies glistening as they calmly cut the throats of several women to then drain their blood into buckets. Candles flickering as an orgy ensued, then a tall, lean, and somehow distinguished-looking man axing the sexual participants down, burying the blade one swipe after the next into backs, heads, and groins. And there, in the corner of a room that seemed to be sweating blood, was Jane Scharr aka Janey Jism, oblivious as her drug-glazed eyes looked up from the female crotch she had her face buried in just in time to catch the blade between the eyes. Then, in silent thunks, her hands and feet were summarily chopped off. Her body was lifted up twitching and tossed onto a pile of still more hacked bodies. Meanwhile, the woman she’d been orally indulging picked up her severed hand and used it to masturbate…

That had been enough for Willis.

And here he was now, on his way to see more, simply because he needed the money.

What a whore I am, he thought to the window.

California long behind him now; the states were blurring by. He hoped the bus would arrive before sundown.

The intercom crackled, the cheery driver’s voice announcing, “You can start packin’ your gear, folks. Ninth Street North, St. Petersburg, Florida is just down the pike. We’ll be pullin’ into the station in about fifteen.”

Thank God, he thought.

“’Scuse me, sir,” a huge, destitute woman said by surprise. “We’re almost ta St. Pete and I’se broke. Could’ja spare a dollar’n a quarter for bus fare, please? Got my daughter to see,” and then she touched his hand.

Willis flinched back, almost shouted. That single touch, that single taction, shot a bolt of utter, silent blackness into his spirit, the feeling in a mother’s heart when the police tell her that her son, as he was walking home from high school, had just been shot in the head in a drive-by shooting. And it was more than the feeling, it was a glimpse too: a head erupting, vaulting brains into the air—

“Don’t touch me, don’t touch me!” he exclaimed and jerked back as far away from her as he could.

“Good Lord, all I’se asked was—”

Willis slammed it out of him; he’d learned to recover quickly. “It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m sorry,” he blurted and feigned a smile. “It’s… it’s just that you startled me. Here,” and then he gave her a twenty-dollar bill.

Her broad face looked astonished in its confusion. “Why, thank you much, sir. God bless ya.”

Willis sighed and closed his eyes. “God bless you too.”

III

“We’re rich,” Straker said with no enthusiasm.

“Rich? Are you kiddin’ me?” Walton said back in a light North Carolina drawl. “Sure this was a great chunk of change—”

“A hundred grand for three weeks’ work, split two ways? Yeah, I’d call that a chunk of change.”

“Still cain’t believe the nutty bitch paid us that much. We’ll have to pay taxes on it, though, ’cos I’m sure she reported it.”

“Yeah. Shit.”

For two men who just earned $100,000 in a few weeks, Walton and Straker didn’t seem to have much enthusiasm. They both sat on the front step of the great house, exhausted, dejected, and…something else.

“It almost wasn’t worth it,” Straker said next. “If I had it to do over again, I just might say fuck fifty grand and go to the bar.”

“I know.”

Early morning seemed entirely inappropriate for the scenario; they should’ve finished the job at midnight—a proper regard for effect. Dragging their tools back out to the truck under the full moon, then driving away into the humid night.

Their appearances couldn’t have been more inappropriate, either: two decidedly grim-faced men wearing goatees, Walton in a black cowboy hat, Straker in a ball cap with an upside-down Buccaneer’s insignia. Straker smoked, Walton pinched himself a dip of Skoal. And there they sat on the front step of this grand house. So what might seem inappropriate about their appearances? Two guys just getting off a job, one in a ball cap, one in a cowboy hat?

Because they were still wearing their shiny yellow hazmat suits, hoods pulled down, gas-masks and Scot Air-Paks resting at their polypropylene boots.

“I guess the stink was the worst part,” Straker mused, smoking. “That first day?”

Walton spat some juice. “Naw, it was just the feel of the place that bugged me. Or maybe it was just psychological, knowin’ what happened there.”

“I mean…who’d have thought, something like that? All those people…”

“Guys takin’ the carpets out said it was close to twenty. Didn’t know exactly how but…shit, there were ax-marks all over that room.

And then there’s all that porn shit,” Straker added. He wanted to get out of there but he was simply too tired to get up just then.

“I guess that’s what ya do when you’re that rich—buy a porn company and move it into your house. Fill the place with hot chicks—”

“And then kill them,” Straker finished the perplexity. “And you wanna know something? There were times when I was inside, I’d walk into a room, and all of a sudden I’d feel—”

“Like you’re in a graveyard and someone’s watchin’ ya…”

“Yeah, that happened all the time, but that’s not what I mean.”

“There was a bunch of times when all of a sudden I’d feel horny.” Walton chuckled. “Shit, you’re always horny.”

“I’m serious, man. I’d be standing there scraping dried blood and guts off the floor in a room where a bunch of people were murdered, and I’d pop a woody.”

“Yeah, well I guess you must be sick in the head.”

“I was disgusted, nauseated, I got maggots squirming on the floor and all I wanna do is stick my head out the window and hurl…but I’ve also got a fuckin’ boner and a half.”

Walton shook his head, adjusting the brim of his black cowboy hat. “Let’s go to the bar, you need a drink.”

They both groaned as they stood, grabbed their gear, and trudged to the van full of wet-vacs and chemicals. The side of the van read:

WALTON’S CRITICAL CLEAN-UP

(CRIME SCENES, FIRES, DELAYED DISCOVERY)

WE’RE BONDED!

Another big van pulled into the front courtyard, and out tromped several men dressed in similar protective gear.

“Who’re these guys?” Straker asked.

“Fumigators…” Walton turned to the lead man. “Have fun, boys.”

“Is it bad?” the guy asked, gas-mask in hand. “The lady sure as shit paid enough.”

“It’s bad,” Walton answered, “and it’s all yours.”

Neither Walton nor Straker said anything when they got into the truck. Walton turned on some twangy Country & Western tune, put the truck into gear, and pulled away.

The only thing Straker was happy about was that the bodies had been removed before they’d been hired. But part of his mind tried to sort through the possibilities. What really happened in there?

In his rear-view he could see the immense mansion shrink and then disappear around the first bend. It would never fully disappear—he would discover in the years to come—it would never ever be gone from his memories.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “What happened to the guy?”

Walton spat again. “What guy?”

“The rich guy, Hildreth?”

“Shit, I… I don’t know.”

IV

Adrianne Saundlund looked blearily at the faces filing by. Please, DON’T sit here, she thought. She always flew with carriers that offered first-available seating, for her luck was generally bad; she’d always get that stinker sitting next to her, or the mother with the squalling baby. At least this way she had a chance, always arriving early to get a seat with the first boarding group. Then she’d plunk down at the first window and would try to look as unpleasant as possible so as to urge potential seat-takers to sit somewhere else. Adrianne didn’t want to be near anybody. She didn’t really like people.

She preferred window seats because looking into the sky reminded her of her own style of flying—out of her body.

The whine of the backup turbine calmed her along with the barbiturates she’d become addicted to. Adrianne just wanted to be calm…

She flipped idly through this month’s copy of Paranormal News, and stopped at a picture of a pleasant, librarianish-looking woman with autumn-leaf eyes and a faltering smile, a choppy bob of ink-black hair. A distant, knowing yet distrustful expression. The article read “Remote Controlling by Adrianne Saundlund: Techniques and Philosophies of Remote-Viewing.” Adrianne was forty but she thought, Shit, I’ll have to get them to use a new picture. That one makes me look like I’m fifty. She wrote the bi-monthly column plus a small amount of freelancing for other magazines in the field for side money and to keep her abreast of the business. Her Army disability pension paid her bills.

And look at this floozy. She’s forty and looks thirty. A twinge of jealousy then, when she turned a few pages and saw another column by someone a bit more famous than her. She should’ve gotten smaller implants, she criticized this other woman’s flawless bosom. Shining hair the color of beach sand seemed to sweep around, arctic-blue eyes peering intensely back at her, as if enjoying a secret delight. This column read: “Para-Erotic by Cathleen Godwin: Sexual Desire & The World of Psi.” Adrianne looked at the photo of the woman’s face for another second, then suddenly put the magazine down and shot a glance upward. The same face was looking right at her from the aisle. “Hello, Adrianne. Do you mind if I—Oh, I’m sure you don’t mind,” the voluptuous woman said and plopped down in the next seat, a cased laptop on her knees.

“Hi, Cathleen.” Damn! “I guess this is a coincidence, if there is such a thing with people like us.”

Cathleen Godwin appeared fatigued but not unhappy to see Adrianne. They weren’t enemies really, or rivals, just distant; paranormalists rarely trusted each other. When she sat down a gentle waft of herby soap scents hovered over to Adrianne.

More trace resentment itched. She even looks elegant when she dresses like shit, Adrianne thought. Cathleen wore a t-blouse with flowers and stars that was so faded it must’ve been ten years old, and just-as-faded jeans.

“I don’t have to be psychic to know where you’re going,” the blonde woman bid. “Let me see… Tampa International, then a cab to downtown St. Petersburg. You got an investigation offer from a woman named—”

“Vivica Hildreth,” Adrianne verified. She was genuinely surprised, and now even more jealous. Not that Adrianne cared, but she knew that other psi-investigators would be there, some of them men, which meant that Cathleen would be slutting around as always, displaying herself. Adrianne wished she could condemn the woman as a tease but she knew Cathleen Godwin was much, much more than that. “Or maybe I’m just going for a suntan,” she said as an after-thought. “We’re two of the top-ten psychics in the country, Adrianne, both on a plane to the same place on the same day, to a house that’s verifiably charged.”

“How do you know it’s charged? You’ve been there?”

“No, but come on. How many people was it, sixteen, seventeen, all butchered in the same room by a satanist?”

“She didn’t say he was a satanist. She just said he was eccentric.”

“Oh, sure, I’d say that qualifies as eccentric—a ritual murder, almost like a transposition rite.”

Adrianne smiled very thinly. “I don’t believe in transposition rites.”

“No, but you believe in God.” Cathleen sighed, lazing back in the seat. “I guess we all do in one way or another. People in our business.”

Guilt, Adrianne thought. It brought a secret satisfaction. Shame.

She knows her life is a festival of Christian sin…

“And then the guy disappears, almost as if the rite succeeded.”

“Almost like he opened an egress and went in.”

There was some fire in Adrianne’s objection. “He didn’t disappear,” she said, flipping through the front pocket of her own carry-on. “He committed suicide after the fact. The body was recovered from the house and autopsied. He hanged himself.”

Cathleen just kept looking straight ahead, eyes closed. “There was only one obituary in the very back of the local paper. You found that?”

She flapped her a photocopy. “I have this, and I have the police report and the preliminary of the post.”

Cathleen took the sheet, looked at it with little interest, and passed it back. “Don’t be naive.”

“How do you know?” Adrianne exclaimed, this time almost to the point that her voice could be overheard.

Cathleen sighed wearily, still with her eyes closed. “Adrianne…”

“What? You’ve had a contact?”

“Relax. You’re always so hyper…”

Adrianne fumed in silence. Damn her. She probably didn’t have a contact but just wants me to think she did. It infuriated her, but the only thing that infuriated her more was how this stunning, beautiful woman could bring out all her inadequacies at once.

“Let’s just wait till we get there. Maybe you’re right. Maybe the whole thing’s a sham, and if that’s true…so what? We’re just doing a job. People pay us to do a job because they believe in us. If we knew in advance that this was just some kooky woman with a ton of money and that this Hildreth house was uncharged, totally cold, and totally ordinary, what would we do?”

Adrianne admitted it. “We’d go anyway, for the money.”

“Yes. Of course we would. Because we’re mercenaries just like anybody else with a skill. If somebody hires a roofer to put on a new roof, but the roofer can see that the old roof is fine, then he puts on a new roof anyway…because that’s what the customer wants.”

Is that really what we are? Adrianne wondered. She didn’t dwell much on the answer.

“I read on a website that all your PK is dead,” Adrianne said next, to change the unpleasant subject. “That’s not true, is it?”

Suddenly Adrianne’s plastic meal tray flapped down in her lap.

She pushed it back and slid the clip back over. “Funny.”

“I just don’t do it anymore, I just tell people I can’t,” Cathleen admitted. “It’s too much of a headache. Especially since the accident. I’m sure you heard about that.”

Of course Adrianne had—everyone in the field had. A TV documentary on psychic power. Several strong men lifted a two-by-four wall frame off the ground to waist level. Another man—the show’s producer—crawled under it, and then the others let go of the frame’s edge. It hovered in mid-air for several seconds, then fell. The producer got several cracked ribs and a broken nose.

“I guess this sounds terrible, but I don’t feel that bad about it,” Cathleen went on. “About the guy who got hurt, I mean. I was just dating him—well, I mean I was cheating on my husband with him—and the son of a bitch actually threatened me. Said he’d tell my husband about our affair if I didn’t do a spot on his dumb TV show.”

“Some people get what’s coming to them,” Adrianne agreed. “They treat us like we’re animals in a petting zoo.”

“Um-hmm. Sometimes it’s hard not to resent just about everybody.” Cathleen turned suddenly, touched Adrianne’s arm. “Oh, but here’s a story you haven’t heard—at least I hope not. A couple of years ago I was dating this guy who was a professional bowler. He’d just barely made the cut to get on the PBA tour. So all of a sudden he starts throwing these really great games, beating everybody—”

“Was it really you?” Adrianne asked.

Cathleen nodded, grinning. “I was sitting in the audience. Any time he needed a strike, I’d push the ball or knock the pins that didn’t fall. For about six weeks, this guy was the best bowler in the world!”

“Did you tell him?” Adrianne leaned over and asked.

“Oh, of course not. He thought it was him. He made hundreds of thousands of dollars because of me and set a world record for strikes. Then he started to get big-money endorsement offers. So you know what he does? The son of a bitch was sleeping with some trashy bowling groupie behind my back.”

“I hate to ask but…what did you do?”

“Nothing. I left him and the next year he got kicked off the tour because he couldn’t qualify. No more perfect games for him, the prick.”

Adrianne laughed.

“What about you? Still working for the Army?”

“I’m…retired,” Adrianne mulled over the answer. “They still call me up sometimes when something hot’s happening, but usually I’m not up to it. I can still RV without much problem—it hurts sometimes.”

“But you don’t OBE at all any more?”

“I can but I don’t, haven’t in
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