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The Dancer at the Red Door

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

Alexander King has everything—wealth, power, a business empire over which he rules. But lately, the corporate game in which he excels has lost its thrill for him. He needs a new game. And then, on the crowded streets of Toronto, in the dead cold of winter, she appears before him.

The Dancer.

Achingly beautiful, half-naked, and dancing to a song that only she and King seem to hear, she becomes King’s new obsession, an obsession that draws him into a journey through a secret world hidden within the city he thought he knew…and to a very special club.

~~

“‘The Dancer at the Red Door,’ with its mix of oblique horror, urban fantasy, and monsters ... recalls British horror novelist Clive Barker at his most disturbingly fanciful.”

—Quill and Quire

“An excellent story … urban fantasy at its best.”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“...intriguing meditation on escapism...evoking Gaiman’s Neverwhere, the obligatory helping of Lovecraft, plus a touch of something like Kubrick’s Eyes Wide Shut”

—Strange Horizons

“Just as the song of the city leads King throughout his journey, so too does it lead the reader throughout Douglas Smith’s beautifully crafted ‘The Dancer at the Red Door.’ The writing is lean and evocative; every element of the story works double-time as setting informs character, action creates mood, and nothing is superfluous. The song becomes a living, breathing creature which, more so than hearing, I could feel viscerally as I read Doug’s wonderful story. Highly, highly recommended.”

—Rainbow Dragon Recommends
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THE DANCER AT THE RED DOOR

The city has a song.

Its rhythm, a million broken hearts...

ALEXANDER KING FIRST met the Dancer on the day the street people began to glow.

He drove to his office in downtown Toronto early that July morning in his newest toy, a vintage Jaguar XKE, dark red with black leather seats—a toy he’d always wanted, and one of which he’d already tired. He pondered this as he parked in his reserved spot beneath the building of blue glass and silvered steel that bore his name. Riding his private elevator to the penthouse executive floor, he felt a strange unease awakening with the day.

He met first with his management team to finalize the acquisition of a competitor. They sat in his office, walls hung with original Tissot drawings he’d once loved. Before signing the takeover papers, he noted both the concessions he’d won and the absence of any pleasure in reaching a goal that had consumed much of his considerable energy for seven months.

He ordered the sale of the one profitable plant in the acquisition, and the closing of the remaining operations. But it didn’t bring him the rush that exercising new power normally did. He felt none of the usual thrill of moving the pieces in the game. His game.

With a growing disquiet, he focused on his senior staff sitting around the huge teak table. He’d picked his team early in their careers, moulding them into business weapons for his corporate arsenal. It came more as confirmation than surprise that he no longer felt pride in them.

After the meeting, he had his assistant clear his calendar for the morning. She closed his large oak office door as she left. Unfolding his tall, well-exercised frame from his chair, he moved to the window to stare down absently at the busy intersection of Wellington and University thirty floors below.

His toys, his deals, his people. Not a good sign, he mused, when the surest symbols of success in your chosen life bring you no happiness whatsoever.

And with that thought, in that moment, he accepted what a secret part of him had known for some time—that he was totally, utterly tired of his world, the world he had built and in which he ruled.

The only fear King had ever known had been of finding a game he couldn’t win. He had never expected to become bored by the game. But it had happened.

Well, then he needed a new game.

No. He needed the right game.

His reflection, steel grey eyes under steel grey hair, stared back but offered no answers. Brooding on his dark epiphany, he gazed at the street below, not focusing on any detail, just letting the patterns of people and traffic skitter across his eyes like a kaleidoscope of random intents. He was about to turn away when a flash of light caught his attention.

On the sidewalk across the street, a man sat against the building, a hat set out in front of him. A street person—one of the army of the homeless that posted its soldiers at every corner of the downtown core.

A street person who was on fire.

King rubbed his eyes. No, not on fire, but glowing. Glowing so brightly that he obliterated surrounding details of the building and passersby.

And no one hurrying past paid him the slightest notice.

Seized by a sudden impulse, King grabbed his suit jacket and took the elevator to street level.

The day was already hot and humid, the air sticky and stinking with exhaust fumes, something he hadn’t noticed going from the cool comfort of his house to car to office. He loosened his silk tie and undid the top button of his tailored shirt as he crossed the street. Scanning the far side for the glowing man, King found him now standing. No sign of the strange light remained.

King reached the opposite sidewalk and stopped. This is ridiculous, he thought. He began to turn away, to return to his air-conditioned office and suddenly unwanted life, when he stopped again.

The man was now staring at him. And smiling.

Taken aback but curious again, King walked over. The man wore tattered clothes of competing colours of dirt and held a short-brimmed cloth hat in surprisingly clean hands. His long hair was pure white, combed and untangled. His face was lined, but as clean as his hands. Black eyes, bright and sharp, stared narrowly from above a hooked nose and under snowy eyebrows. He continued to smile at King.

“Do I know you?” King asked, uncomfortable to be conversing with someone so far beneath his own station.

The man didn’t answer. Instead, he raised his left hand in a fist in front of King’s face. King stepped back, thinking that the man was threatening him. But the beggar simply stood there, fist poised. The back of his raised hand bore a tattoo—a red rectangle within a black one. The red was deep and bright, so shiny that it looked wet, like a patch of blood.

Staring at the tattoo, King felt a tingle of familiarity, mixed with fear. He swallowed. Get a grip, he thought. “I asked you if you know me,” he repeated.

Still not answering, the man lowered his hand and turned to stare up University Avenue.

Angered at a street person ignoring him, King started to turn away when a sound made him stop. Notes, a tune, a song. Yes, a song. He scanned the passersby, expecting to find a headset dangling from nearby ears, volume cranked to maximum. To his surprise, the song didn’t change in intensity, no matter what direction he turned. He became aware then of a deep bass pounding, a dance-like rhythm slowly rising out of the pavement and trembling up his legs.

A swirl of colour and movement caught his eye. He turned.

And she appeared.

The Dancer.

He called her the Dancer the moment he saw her, and the moment he saw her, he knew that she was mad. Or he was. She spun into view around the nearest corner, then froze for a second, en pointe as in ballet, arms raised in two graceful arcs. Then she leapt, landing to waltz through the crowd as if the sidewalk were a ballroom and each scurrying commuter her partner. And with each pirouette, madness whirled around her like dead leaves caught in a forgotten winter wind.

She wore only a diaphanous gown of some strange material that changed colour and shape as she whirled, sometimes concealing, sometimes revealing, sometimes seeming to disappear completely. The body it revealed was slim and lithe, with firm breasts, long arms and legs, hair as red as rusted metal, and skin so fair and pale it seemed to glow.

He realized then that the Dancer was glowing, just as the old beggar had been. The glow enveloped her in a cocoon of light. In that cocoon, King caught fractured glimpses of a dark moonlit world that was not the bland sun-bright cityscape in which he now stood.

And as with the old man, no one but King seemed to notice the Dancer. People shuffled by like the undead, blinking at the sun finally rising over the towers, newspapers clutched like amulets, briefcases hanging like manacles, coffee sucked from cups as if it were their lifeblood. At some level, they were aware of her, as they’d move aside for her, always in step somehow, but they paid her no more attention than if she were a puddle to avoid.

Remembering the strange old man, King turned. He was gone. King caught a flash of white hair farther down the street, but then it was lost in the crowd.

And lost in the face of the Dancer as she stopped before King, a face that swept the crowds and traffic and buildings from his eyes and mind, not by its beauty, for he couldn’t call her beautiful, but by its strangeness. Skin too pale, hair too red, mouth too wide. And green eyes that wandered over him as if searching for something.

But when she smiled at him with those eyes and that mouth, a hope and a fear reached inside him and twisted in opposite directions. A hope that she was real, that somehow she held the key to a door to a new life. And a fear that she was mad, that he was trapped in a life he suddenly hated and could never...

“...escape,” he whispered, before realizing it.

She laughed, a thing of cold breezes rustling barren trees on winter nights. “You wish to escape me?” she asked, smiling up at him. “So soon?” Her glow was gone, and she now wore a plain green cotton shift and white low-heeled shoes.

“No...no,” King stammered. “Not you. My life.” Embarrassed, he held out his hand. “My name is Alexander King.”

In reply, the Dancer turned and spun back up the street. King stood dazed for a second, then hurried to catch up. He found that he had to almost trot to stay beside her.

“So you wish to escape life?” she asked, spinning as they went, still ignored by everyone but King. “Do you seek death, then?”

“No. I...I wish to escape my life. My world.” Despite the crush of commuters, he felt as if he were alone with this strange woman. They reached the corner of University and King Street.

“Then you seek another world?” she asked, whirling around him as they waited for the traffic light.

He grimaced. “I’m not sure. Yes. Something new. Different.”

The light changed. The Dancer crossed, weaving through the crowd, sometimes even hooking the arm of someone she passed and spinning around with them as if in a square dance.

And still no one paid her any notice.

King followed her to the stairs leading down to the subway. She seemed to float down the steps, while King, feeling quite dazed, almost slipped hurrying to catch her. Waltzing up to the ticket booth, she raised her arms, spun twice, then leapt gracefully over the turnstiles. The staffer in the booth paid her no attention. Swearing, King dug into his pocket for change. By the time he’d paid and reached the subway platform, the Dancer was boarding a northbound train. He jumped on just as the doors closed.
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