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By Her Hand, She Draws You Down

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

Best New Horror Selection

Cath, a beautiful young sidewalk artist, is driven by a mysterious hunger that feeds from the portraits she draws of her victims. Joe loves Cath still, but as Cath’s hunger grows, so does Joe’s fear—fear that one day she may draw him down.

~~

“The best of the bunch…a haunting variant on the vampire legend with an understated and brutal ending.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Highlights among the stories include Douglas Smith’s delightfully creepy ‘By Her Hand, She Draws You Down,’ about a young woman who is driven by a mysterious hunger to sketch people and steal their life force as her horrified lover looks on.”

—Booklist

“I was reminded of the tone of some of Harlan Ellison’s best work…where many of the protagonists seemed to be the unwitting victims of dark, irrational forces.”

—The Fix

“...a title that rules. ...psychic vampirism, creepy street performers, the horrors of small coastal towns. And Smith took the story somewhere that surprised me. The twist is sustained.”

—Jay Lake, Tangent Online

“A wonderful, creepy and suspenseful tale of a boardwalk portrait artist who struggles with a powerful dark hunger, and the man who, through loving her, must come to grips with his own inner demons.”

—Rainbow Dragon Recommends

“...examines vampirism from an unusual and genuinely horrifying angle.”

—SF Site Review

“Well done and with a nice twist…”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“Haunting passages and scenes...”

—Strange Horizons

“...a chilling, weird tale of an artist with a great hunger.”

—The Haunted Weblog

“Familiar subjects...dealt with in an original form and with a final turn that will surprise you.”

— Bibliopolis
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BY HER HAND, SHE DRAWS YOU DOWN

By her hand, she draws you down.

With her mouth, she breathes you in.

Hope and dreams and soul devoured.

Lost to you, what might have been.

By her hand, she draws you down...

JOE SWORE WHEN he saw Cath doing a kid. He had left her for just a minute, to get a beer from the booth on the pier before it closed for the night. Walking back now, he could see Cath on her stool, sketchpad on a knee, ocean breeze blowing her pale hair. A small girl sat on another stool facing her, a man and a woman, parents he guessed, beside the child.

Kid’s not more than seven, he thought. Cath promised me no kids. She promised.

The sun was long set, and the air had turned cool, but people still filled the boardwalk. Joe wove through the crowd as fast as he could without attracting attention. Cath had set up farther from the beach tonight, at the bottom of a grassy slope that ran up to the highway where their old grey Ford waited.

“Last night tonight,” Cath had said when they had parked the car earlier. “It wants to move on. I can feel the change.”

Joe had swallowed and turned off the ignition. He was never comfortable talking about it. “Where’s it headed?”

Cath had just shaken her head, grinning. “Dunno. That’s part of the fun, isn’t it? Not knowing where we’re going next? That’s fun, isn’t it, Joe?”

Yeah, loads of fun, he thought now as he approached Cath and her customers. It had been fun once, when they’d met, before he learned what Cath did, what she had to do. When his love for her wasn’t all mixed up with fear of what she would do to someone.

Or to him.

The child’s parents looked up as Joe came to stand beside Cath. The father frowned. Joe smiled, trying to hide the dread digging like cold fingers into his gut. Turning his back to them, he bent to whisper in Cath’s ear. That flowery scent she had switched to recently rose warm and sweet in his face. Funeral parlours, he thought. She smells like a goddam funeral parlour.

“Cath, she’s just a kid,” he rasped in her ear.

Cath shook her head. Her eyes flitted from the girl to her pad. “Bad night. I’m hungry,” she muttered, ignoring Joe.

Joe looked at the drawing. It was good. But they were always good. Cath had real talent, more than Joe ever had. She would set up each night where people strolled, her sketches beside her like trophies from a hunt. People would stop to look, sometimes moving on, sometimes sitting for a portrait.

Eventually Joe and Cath would move on, too. When the town was empty, Cath said. When the thing inside her wanted to move on. They had spent this week at a little New England vacation spot. At least they were heading south lately. Summer was dying, and Joe longed to winter in the sun. Sleep for Joe was rare enough since he’d met Cath. Winters up north meant long nights in bars. Things closed in then, closed in around him. On those nights, he would lie awake in their motel bed, feeling Cath’s eyes on him, feeling her hunger.

He looked at the sketch, at the child captured there, perfect except for the emptiness that spoke from the eyes, from any eyes that Cath drew. And the mouth.

Where the mouth should have been, empty paper gaped. Cath left the mouth until the end. The portraits always bothered Joe when they looked like that. To him, the pictures weren’t waiting to be completed, waiting for a last piece to be added. To Joe, something vital had been ripped from what had once been whole, leaving behind a void that threatened to suck in the world around it. An empty thing but insatiable. Waiting to suck him in, too.

“Cath,” he whispered. “You promised.”

She ignored him again. Joe wrapped his fingers around the thin wrist of her hand that held the sketchpad. “You promised.”

Cath snapped her head around to glare up at him. Joe caught his breath as anger met hunger in her grey eyes, becoming something alive, something that leapt for him.

The father cleared his throat and the thing in Cath’s eyes retreated. Cath turned to the parents. “Sorry, can’t get her right. You can have this.” Tearing the sketch from her pad, she shoved it at the mother. “We gotta go.” Cath stood and folded her stool as the child ran to peek from behind the father’s legs. Joe grabbed the other stool and the canvas bag that held Cath’s supplies. He put an arm around Cath’s waist, leading her away.

The father started to protest. “But you’re almost done. You just need to draw in the mouth.”

Cath stopped, and Joe swore. He just wanted to get her out of there. She walked back to the man who exchanged glances with his wife. Cath touched a finger to her lips. “Mouths are the hardest part. The most important part,” she said. “Everyone—they say ‘the eyes are the windows of the soul.’ They say ‘Oh, you got the eyes just right.’ They don’t know. They don’t know it’s the mouth you gotta get just right. That’s what makes a picture come alive. Like it’s gonna just start...breathing.”

The father cleared his throat, but the mother tugged at his shirt. Joe grabbed Cath’s arm and pulled her away. The man muttered something, but Joe didn’t care.

He led Cath to a gravel path that switched back and forth up the steep hill to the highway above. Halfway up, an observation area looked down on the pier and the beach and the boardwalk. Cath twisted away from him there. A low stone wall ran around the area’s edge, and two lampposts stood at either end. Putting her stool down under the nearest light, she began setting out her sketches against the wall.

Joe dropped the other stool and sat down. The fatigue that lived with him always now rose to engulf him. He felt dead inside, all used up, like the way Cath’s pictures made him feel, waiting to be sucked into the void. “We had a deal,” he said.

Cath sat, looking up and down the path. “I’m hungry.”

“No kids, remember?” Joe said. “And nobody with a family depending on them.” He tried to make his voice sound strong, but his hands were shaking.

She opened her pad. “Kind of cuts down the field, Joe.”

“Use one of the sketches you’ve got put away.”

Cath laughed. A bitter, empty sound. Joe imagined the mouths she drew making that kind of sound. Cath looked at him finally. “All gone. Used ’em all.”

Joe felt the emptiness again, a void gaping below, drawing him down. He leaned forward, head between his hands, fingers pressing hard on his temples, trying to make his fear go away. “Jeez, Cath. All of them?” He searched her face for some hope.

Cath shrugged. “Girl’s gotta eat.” She stared past him, and he heard gravel crunching underfoot. Joe turned, his hand slipping by reflex to touch the switchblade inside his boot top.

A fat man in black pants, white shirt, and paisley tie loosened at the neck was struggling down the steep path from the highway, a beach chair in each arm. He walked over to the stone wall and put down the chairs to rest. Nodding at Joe and Cath, he glanced at her sketches. He began to turn away but then looked back. His eyes ran over the portraits lined against the low wall like prisoners before a firing squad. The man whistled.

Joe sighed, from regret and relief. Cath would eat tonight.

~~

With her mouth, she breathes you in...

THE MAN’S NAME was Harry. He haggled with Cath over the price then he sat down, and Cath started sketching. Joe glanced at the two chairs that Harry had carried, but he couldn’t see a wedding ring, so he kept silent.

Cath worked quickly, her hand slashing at the page, pausing only to switch the colour of her pencil. When only the mouth remained unfinished, she put the pad down on her lap.

Harry looked down at the sketch. “There’s no mouth.”

“Mouths are special, Har,” Cath said. She puckered at him, and Harry laughed, a nervous squeaky sound. Cath touched a finger of her drawing hand to Harry’s lips. He gave that little laugh again but didn’t pull away. Cath ran her fingertips slowly over his lips, tracing each curve and contour. Sitting on the stone wall, Joe thought of her fingers on his own skin at night in bed, tracing the lines of his body. Love and fear and lust—with Cath, they all mixed together, colours in a picture flowing into each other, until you couldn’t separate one from another.

She lowered her hand to the paper, her eyes still on Harry’s mouth. Picking up a red pencil and dropping her eyes, her hand began to stab at the paper in short urgent strokes. The mouth grew under her fingers as Joe watched. She finished in seconds. Removing the sketch sheet, Cath handed it to Harry. He regarded it for a moment, grunted his approval and paid her. Portrait under his arm, he picked up his chairs and nodded a good-bye.

After watching Harry labour down the path toward the boardwalk below, Joe walked to where Cath sat cross-legged on the ground, her sketch pad on her lap. She carefully lifted a sheet of carbon paper from the top of the pad. A copy of the sketch she had just rendered of Harry stared up at Joe in black and white. No colour, thought Joe. As if all the life’s been sucked out of it. No, he thought. Not all of it. Not yet.

From her canvas bag, Cath removed a small rosewood box, its hinged cover carved with letters in a script Joe thought was Arabic. He’d never checked, wanting to know as little as possible about the thing. Cath opened the lid and withdrew what looked like a child’s
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