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			To my mother-in-law, Mary Simonian, who passed away unexpectedly before I finished this book. Proud of her Armenian heritage and generous in spirit, she brought warmth and happiness to everyone around her—especially her grandsons. Her ethnic cooking, her laughter, bingo at the senior center, games of Hi-Lo Jack and tavlu, and those spirited trips to the casino were uniquely hers; no one will ever quite replicate them. She is deeply missed and fondly remembered. This one’s for you, Mary. I wish you could have read it.
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			1

			Jacksonville

			The tenth of April, ’48—The sultry Saturday night over Jacksonville, Florida, groaned with unrest, nearing its final hour. Thick, humid air clung relentlessly to the city, akin to wet linen—suffocating the breath from front porches and dim-lit drugstores alike. Earlier had marked the hottest day of the year to date, and the heat hadn’t let go—it hung in the atmosphere like a grudge.

			Overhead, a swollen sky, black as coal dust, convulsed violently—exhibiting electric rage. Lightning forked in silence at first, followed by the rolling cannonade: thunder that cracked, boomed, and dragged ominously across the heavens, mimicking a freight train with no brakes. Power lines swayed—blinking once, then again—before surrendering entirely to the deluge.

			Fat raindrops fell in diagonal sheets, slapping against tin awnings and cracked sidewalks amid a ceaseless, neurotic rhythm that pervaded every inch of the city. Somewhere down Bay Street, a neon beer sign flickered erratically, buzzed, then went dark. The city exhaled—not with relief, but with warning—a presage of what was to come.

			

			The fan in the window belched a dying sputter—its blades frozen sullenly mid-spin, similar to a choked hum. No power. The void swallowed the shabby one-room flat on the second floor of a dilapidated boarding house near Clay and Bay. Yet to Vernal Pike, it fared equal to paradise. A cot, a hot plate, a basin—plus a window with a view of nothing—all his.

			Mr. Pike didn’t know how he ended up in Jacksonville—it just happened, aping a bad coin toss or some bus you don’t remember catching.

			Since walking free three months ago, he hadn’t asked for more. The five-year bid at Raiford wore him down slowly, like river rock—aging him well past his thirty-three years. Time behind bars left its fingerprints: a harder jaw, a trust-no-one disposition, and the veriest squint toward society—as if he’d just stepped out of a cave.

			Sleep didn’t come. It never did when the air sat heavy in his lungs, and perspiration gathered at the hairline—mirroring dew on concrete.

			His mind spoke: Take a walk.

			Vernal Pike lay still for a stretch, then rose languidly to his bare feet, cracking his knuckles one by one—each pop echoing hollowly, like distant gunfire in the murk. At six-foot-two, he filled the cramped room with ease, a broad slab of a man built more in the mold of a loading dock than a tenant. His hands, the size of ham hocks, hung low at his sides—blunt, gnarled things that seemed better suited for swinging a pipe than holding a fork.

			

			A mop of ebony hair, thick and unruly, hugged his scalp in damp ridges, slicked back more by sweat than style. His face, lit in flashes from the storm outside, was all rough geometry: broken-nosed, bulldog-jawed, featuring tired, ink-pooled eyes sunk beneath a permanent scowl. Deep red gridlines etched his forehead and could best be described as looking analogous to a breakfast house waffle—the kind of imprint a man does not get by choice. He scratched the stubble on his cheek absently, then moved to the window, watching rain trace downward—prison bars on glass.

			He pulled on his tan trousers, then a threadbare undershirt, followed by a rumpled button-down with sleeves rolled high to free his forearms—brawny things bearing resemblance to railroad cables. No rush, no sound—merely the unhurried, methodical dressing of an individual who’d done it every day in a cell. He stepped into two scuffed leather shoes, then pushed open the splintered door using the back of one knuckle.

			Descending the creaking stairwell and out into the night, he went, moving with a deliberate rhythm of a man who’d spent time watching his own keister.

			The street appeared pitch-black. Storefronts sat desolate in the periphery, washed in darkness—no streetlamps, no headlights, only the occasional split-second white flash from the heavens. The squall had cleared the block of life, except for Vernal Pike, whose silhouette ambled grimly westward like bad news making the rounds—his heel-heavy gait bearing the ghost of an 1880s gunslinger.

			

			He passed a bar—door flung wide, candles flickering feebly in booze-scented gloom. An unseen bartender barked sharply from inside, “Don’t anyone skip outta here without payin’ the bill!”

			The tapman couldn’t see Pike, and Pike didn’t break stride. Just kept walking—unemotionally.

			Up ahead, caught in a blink of lightning, two shapes tangled beside a parked coupe—one shoving, one barely holding ground. As Vernal drew closer, the picture took form: a thick-bodied brute owning a doughy phiz, wide shoulders, and flabby jowls mashed a rusted crowbar into the throat of a scrawny man pinned against the fender.

			The husky individual’s hunched frame and stiff stance gave him the look of a longshoreman gone bad—balding crown, maybe forty, sleeves taut over meaty arms, lips curled in a sick grin.

			Vernal said nothing. He simply closed the gap, wrapped his arms around the attacker’s neck, then yanked him rearward into a headlock—a single, violent motion, clean as a clock strike.

			To the victim, Pike hollered urgently through clenched teeth, “Run away!”

			The skinny one didn’t hesitate. As the victim stumbled yonder into the shadows, the attacker twisted savagely, then drove the crowbar backward—its jagged edge biting deep into Vernal’s left side with a muffled thunk. A grunt escaped Pike’s mouth, ragged and strained, as warmth flooded his shirt. Still, his grip refused to loosen. Not yet.

			

			The crowbar slipped from the man’s grasp, clattering onto the wet pavement. The two men squared off, breathing heavily, the storm easing to a hiss. Under the moonlight, faces came into focus—recognition struck both at once.

			Church. Different pews, same sermons.

			“Realize what you’ve done?” the other rasped.

			“Ya can’t murder people,” Mr. Pike intoned flatly, his voice dipped in a slow urban Mississippi drawl—echoing molasses poured over gravel.

			“There are circumstances,” said the other, his gaze narrowing with a venomous glower. “Now you must take the death.”

			The man’s hand dipped fast—a switchblade flashed open, airing a snick.

			Vernal Pike acted on instinct—prison instinct. He adroitly swung one long leg low, sweeping the man’s footing clean out from under him. In the same breath, he drove a wrecking-ball fist into the fellow’s chin, sending his head off-axis, echoing a sick crack. The body sailed backward, and in unison, the switchblade skittered across the pavement as the man’s posterior skull collided hard with a hood ornament.

			Seconds passed. Pike leaned low. “Hey, feller… wake up! Wake up!”

			

			The man’s eyes fluttered, unfocused. Only gasps spilled from his lips—no words, merely shallow rasps. Blood pooled quick around the patch of cement where his cranium lay trapped. Pike grabbed the poor sap’s shoulders, gave him a firm shake—but there was nobody home behind those fluttering orbits.

			Vernal Pike peered up—the chrome hood ornament glistened red, sanguineous beneath the moon’s lambent glow. He placed one heavy palm on the man’s chest. No rise, no breath, just stillness—the blink now fixed in a full gape.

			Time hung on, strangled by the hush, stretching further than it had any right to. Then Mr. Pike noticed—a deck of playing cards sticking out of the dead man’s shirt pocket. He swiped them and put them in his own pocket.

			Jaw tight, the killer lingered a beat longer and uttered, “Sonuvabitch,” then turned and hurried off—disappearing silently into the abyss.
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			Cocktail Party

			One thousand miles north of Jacksonville’s darkness—around the same time Vernal Pike delivered a fatal blow to a sap he hardly knew—the VFW Hall on King Street pulsed vibrantly with life. The dwelling sat amid an electrified city called New Paris—a Mid-Atlantic metropolis marked by a short temper and an enduring memory.

			Inside the party, the lights were low, the laughter loud, and the air thick, carrying a haze of cigarette smoke. Long tables lined the perimeter, each cluttered with sweating pitchers, dirty glasses, crumpled napkins, and remnants of sheet cake. Folding chairs scraped against scuffed linoleum as guests shuffled, mingled, all shouting to be heard. Bottles clinked. Heels clicked. The air reeked sharply of Old Spice, Pall Malls, and spiked punch.

			From the corner stage, a local band of near adolescents—cheap suits and slick pompadours—pushed out a schmaltzy tune heavy on saxophone, syrupy enough to soften the mood plus hide a few sour notes. A drummer kept rhythm, employing a lazy wrist; the upright bass player swayed like a hypnotist’s pendulum, and the clarinet wept its way, butchering a Glenn Miller cover.

			

			Toward the back, near a row of polished war plaques and a vending machine that hadn’t worked since Roosevelt was alive, the four souls stood huddled tight in a semi-circle. Two men, two women—no couples. Shoulders leaned in, just a loose alliance of small talk, heads bobbing, and smiles that looked rehearsed.

			The foursome consisted of private detective Max Weatherbee, his twenty-one-year-old college senior intern Darlene Huxley, her sister Fran—four years her elder—and a young man the sleuth had never met before, introduced as Gary, a friend of the sisters. Ten minutes after the introduction, Max decided he fancied the fellow about as much as a bag of horse manure settled where it didn’t belong—baking in the sun on a city park bench.

			Max, thirty-six, clean-shaven and broad-shouldered, had the kind of craggy, square-jawed face that made strangers think—with the right agent—he could star in a war picture. Chestnut eyes, strong brow, and a full sweep of burnished black hair, meticulously parted on the right and subtly touched with gray. Nothing soft about him.

			Darlene, the garrulous one, lanky, stood in easy confidence beside him—five foot seven barefoot, though just shy of six tonight in her four-inch heels. She had a perfect face framed by pencil-thin brows and elongated brown eyes that twinkled with mischief. Fran shared some of her sister’s features, but they came gentler—two inches shorter, with a softer countenance, naturally thicker brows, and full lips glossed delicately to catch the light. Gary’s visage was chubby and flushed, his jaw soft, and his sclera carried a glaze from the night’s pleasures. His unruly blonde hair seemed like it had fought against a comb and won.

			

			Max wore a wool, gray, pinstriped suit that fit in the manner of a second skin. Darlene presented dressed to turn heads—a fitted black knit top paired with a cherry-red swing skirt that danced a tad below the knee. Her glossy, manicured nails matched the red ribbon tied into her brown shoulder-length hair. A tiny gold heart pendant shimmered at her collarbone. Fran, the more reserved of the two sisters, wore a navy crepe dress cinched at its waist, featuring a thin red belt. A silver barrette held back one side of her dark hair, neat and understated. Gary—the weak link in the chain—wore a white rumpled corporate shirt with a maroon tie hanging slack around his neck like a noose on vacation. The ragamuffin’s brown blazer looked borrowed—his flesh reeked of too much cologne. A sharp flint arrowhead hung from a rawhide cord at his collar where his tie should have been. 

			They conversed over the soft music.

			“I’m so excited,” effervescently announced the young woman Max nicknamed Dashing Darlene, “that Professor Whitley is letting me intern with you another month.”

			

			“Yeah,” Max quipped, setting his half-filled cocktail glass on the table, “it sure beats paying a secretary.”

			Darlene’s mouth fell agape, then twisted into a playful snarl. “Shut up.”

			Fran offered a polite laugh, then disclosed, “I’ve got to powder my nose.” Her tone sounded forever squeaky—not annoying, just brushed sweetly with charm.

			She spun on a red heel and vanished amid the crowd. Gary’s narrowing eyes tracked her, his skull tilting like a man watching a car he couldn’t afford to drive.

			“So, Max, what do you think of my sister Fran?” Darlene asked, elbowing Gary, whose torso rocked in the fashion of a dinghy docked at high tide.

			“Seems like a nice gal. I met her once before.”

			“No, Max. I mean, what do you think of her?”

			Max pivoted directly toward her, showcasing a crooked grin. “Well, Miss Dashing Darlene, you know steady relationships aren’t for me. I’m a loner.” He spoke with intent—and she comprehended every word of it.

			“Uh-huh.” She crossed her arms, gaze sharpening.

			Max winked, then sent the half-snoozing Gary a nudge using his big knuckles. “Hey, how about ol’ boozed-up Gary here?”

			Darlene shot him a glare that could curdle cream.

			Gary blinked. “What time is it?”

			

			The question went unanswered, and Max raised an eyebrow, then gave Darlene a discreet hand signal to cut him off. Gary’s martini was leaking onto the floor, mirroring a tipped vase.

			Fran returned, dabbing her lipstick with a napkin.

			“If you girls head out now,” Max offered, jingling his car keys, “I can give you a ride.”

			Fran shook her noggin. “We’re good. It’s a short walk.”

			“There’s no short walk in New Paris at midnight,” Max muttered.

			“Why do you always split early?” Darlene asked, a slight pout forming.

			“Picking up a friend at the bus station.”

			“Feline?”

			“No,” replied Max as he donned his fedora. It settled low, casting a slight shadow over his brow—merely enough to distance him from the wrong kind of attention.

			“You’re so damn cagey, Max Weatherbee.” Darlene gave him a sideways smirk and flicked a violet-tipped fingernail against her glass.

			The sleuth swiveled to Gary. “You’re up, sailor. Escort these ladies home. One doorstep at a time.”

			Gary raised two fingers and staggered into something resembling a salute. “Scout’s honor.”

			Max nodded. To Darlene, he said, “See you at the office bright ’n early, Monday morning, kid.” He turned to the others. “Pleasure seeing you again, Fran—and nice meeting you, Gary.” He lied regarding the latter.

			

			“You too, Max,” Fran said coyly, her lips curled faintly.

			Gary squinted, then slurred, “Night, detective.”

			The debonair P.I.’s tone hardened just a shade. “And Gary—keep your promise. Or else.”

			Following the dour warning, Gary’s eyes went wide. The girls giggled.

			Max moved through the crowd, lit a Lucky with a thumb-flicked match, then slipped behind the wheel of his ’41 Ford coupe. The engine coughed, caught, and he rolled off smoothly toward the bus station.

			Back inside, Gary Kangas slithered solo past the revelers to the rear bar and slapped the counter. “Two Gibsons,” he slurred. “Little ice.”
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			The Last Light

			Midnight. Jacksonville. The church appeared dark—not merely dim, but sunken in shadows, as if it had something to hide. A handful of flickering candles lined the far wall, their flames low and skittish, casting warped silhouettes that danced restlessly along the parquetry beneath, like uneasy spirits. No stained glass. No hymns. No room for sybarites. Only bare, wooden, uncomfortable pews, dusty floorboards, and a weathered crucifix nailed high—without a Christ to hang on it.

			Vernal Pike stepped in slowly, letting the unlocked, hulking door creak shut behind him. The air smelled of mildew, sweat, and old pine. No ushers. No congregation. Just silence—the kind which didn’t welcome, only watched.

			He took a seat in the rear pew, second from the end. Same one as last time—built for introspection. His bulk settled into the wood with a weary groan, one hand brushing his side where the crowbar had landed. The pain still lingered—a dull throb beneath the shirt, stiff with dried blood that had stopped leaking but not stopped reminding. He leaned forward, forearms in his lap, gaze fixed unblinkingly on the opposite side of the aisle.

			

			That was the pew.

			The one, every Sunday, where the man had sat—the one whose name he never got. Just a face, now his head smashed in thanks to a chrome hood ornament. Mr. Pike hadn’t meant to kill him. He told himself this, over and over, during the preceding hour. Didn’t matter. The fellow was still gone—and he was still the reason.

			He reached into his shirt pocket and drew out the deck of playing cards—the ones he’d taken off the dead man’s body. They felt strange in his hand—too heavy, too stiff, like they hadn’t been made for games. He flipped open his lighter, cupped the flame, and raised the cards to it—squinting sharply in the glow. The back design wasn’t familiar either: a black-and-gold etching of a tower surrounded by flames. No brand. No jokers. Archaic numbers on the corners and symbols—obscure, arcane, resembling a relic borrowed from the Middle Ages.

			Mr. Pike skimmed them methodically, one by one, his brow furrowed. Cards two through ten each bore a different symbol—a red eye, a gnarled tree, a noose, a serpent biting its own tail. The Jacks through Kings all showed figures in long black robes, each specter caught mid-weeping—dolorous faces twisted in grief, heads bowed or hands covering their eyes. And the Ace? That ranked as the most bizarre of them all—a twisted A and skewed ebony sun bleeding over a barren field, with jagged lettering beneath which read: ‘The Last Light is the only truth.’

			

			Cards meant to speak in riddles—riddles not for the average Joe to decipher.

			The air moaned softly as a draft pushed against the antiquated structure’s bones. Somewhere near the altar, a single candle flared—baleful, as if it had taken notice of his presence. The silence didn’t simply linger; it dragged, thick and endless.

			He tucked the deck away, the images burned beyond his sockets now. Maybe the man he’d inadvertently murdered wasn’t just some ordinary thug. Maybe the stranger had wandered into something unearthly—something rotten.

			Mr. Pike didn’t believe in signs. But he knew one thing—none of it sat right.

			And this place—this church—was it connected?

			He didn’t register another thing—the whole room smeared into haze, his thoughts cinched too tight to let anything in.

			He got down on his knees and prayed for forgiveness.
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			Return of the Hood

			Johnny Severoni sat in the furthest seat from the driver, just as he fancied it—eyes forward, spine to the wall, nobody behind him but the road. The name Severoni only showed up in police files. To everyone else, he was Johnny Knuckles.

			City lights began to spill across the bus windows—New Paris, glowing ahead in all its restless, electric glory. He hadn’t seen it in five months, not since the trouble back in November.

			Johnny Knuckles was still clinging to his twenties like an escaped con clutching a knotted bedsheet, halfway down a cement wall—desperate, and one false slip from a hard landing. His slick, coal-colored hair was combed straight back, gleaming with oil and attitude. A permanent roughness clung to his face—a dark-shaded complexion for a Caucasian—making the gold caps in his grin glint all the brighter when he smirked. His eyes were dark and narrow, the kind that knew too much and banked on no one.

			

			The bus hissed to a halt. “New Paris, Midtown,” crackled the voice overhead. Johnny stood, waited for the line to shrink, then eased into the aisle. He kept his eyes off the driver’s mirror—old habit.

			The terminal hadn’t changed. Yellowed tile walls, half the clocks broken, and benches warped—compliments of a thousand tired asses. Two flickering vending machines hummed in a distal corner—one selling warm colas, the other stale gum. Fluorescent lights buzzed above, casting more illumination than the ruffian cared to see.

			Outside, the night air appeared cool and clear—fine for April. Johnny lit a smoke, took one long drag, then felt his jeans’ pockets—another habit. The brass knuckles were still there. Dressed in his usual black leather jacket, over a white sleeveless undershirt, he lingered idly a moment, a battered suitcase at his feet. Then, without fanfare, his black boots slithered silently, guiding his wiry frame into the shadows, mimicking Bela Lugosi—a shadow best left undisturbed.

			Max Weatherbee pulled up in his ’41 Ford coupe, eight-cylinder engine purring low like a threat. He wore a white dress shirt with its sleeves rolled way up, a red tie slackened at the neck, and a scowl which had been there since a botched meatloaf dinner on Tuesday. His suit jacket was tossed into the backseat alongside his shoulder harness and two heaters as the car rolled to a stop beneath a flickering streetlamp. Next, the investigator leaned across the seat, then swung the passenger door open—forceful enough to rattle its hinges.

			

			He didn’t see Johnny immediately, yet he felt his presence—that unspoken, animal kind of camaraderie they shared, courtesy of too many close calls, bad nights, and an uncanny trust which people originating from such different worlds almost never share. Always around Johnny, Max’s expression stayed locked in a forever state of staidness—as if the kid’s chaos demanded an anchor.

			“Jeez, Mistuh. Bee, glad yuh alive,” Johnny said, sliding into the seat beside the only person in the world he trusted. He yanked the door shut, echoing a hollow thud. “Last time I saw yuh I wuz gettin’ hit ovuh duh head by two of New Paris’ finest. Thought yuh goose wuz cooked. Yuh still owe me some cash, man.”

			The P.I. shifted the automobile into gear with a soft grind, eyes forward. The hood’s words were plain, but the weight behind them felt evocative—akin to an ash settling after a fire. “It was an ordeal, Johnny,” he replied coolly. “How’d you dig San Francisco?”

			“Got holes in my pockets where deah used tuh be coins,” the punk muttered, scratching at his jaw.

			Max leisurely reached up to the visor, then plucked out two twenties using a thumb and forefinger—a transparent gesture meant to show no tricks. “This should square us, Johnny.”

			Knuckles took the bills, gave them a quick examination, then nodded. His eyes told that the score stood even.

			

			“Yuh sure it’s safe fuh me back here?”

			“Yes, I told you fifty times on the telephone,” Max assured, turning the wheel and easing the Ford into the street. “Detective McGann’s not going to lean on you for the stolen Buick. And besides—I got the guy to drop the charges. Plus, McGann waived the impound fee.”

			It took the edge off in the manner a stiff drink might. “How yuh do all dat?”

			“Helped the bluecoats catch a Peepin’ Tom. Just for you, pal.”

			The hoodlum cut loose a low whistle that sounded like whew. “Thanks,” he rasped. “Think I’ll grab an Oldsmuhbile fuh my next hot box.”

			Max’s lips broadcast a half-smile. “Welcome home, Johnny.”
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			The Oath

			Vernal Pike seemed enveloped in it—that dead quiet—where moments warped and refused to pass. He waited, not knowing what he was waiting for.

			The creak of a hidden door abruptly pulled Mr. Pike from his trance. He was still on his knees in the pew, just as he’d been when the praying started—head bowed, shoulders hunched, like the weight of guilt hadn’t quite finished pressing down.

			He rose gingerly, muscles taut due to stillness, spine cracking faint protests. The same creased clothes he’d worn during the killing clung to him, but now a circle of blood stained his abdominal region.

			Behind the altar—a paneled door worn at its edges—had opened slowly, mimicking a grainy, low-budget vampire movie. In the candlelight, a lone figure stood framed in the threshold: stocky, red-faced, dress shirt rumpled, and its armpits stained with perspiration. No robe. No sermon clothes. Not tonight. Only slacks, loafers, and a gut that protruded like a man who hadn’t skipped a meal since DiMaggio’s rookie season.

			

			The gray-haired man beckoned once—no words, just a curl of two fingers, as if he were pulling a player for a pinch runner in the bottom of the ninth. Then he ambled back through the doorway.

			Mr. Pike recognized the man as Reverend Amos—a fellow who barked out Sunday sermons like a tent preacher chasing the Devil through cornfields. A man he hadn’t yet had the pleasure of meeting. Somehow, Mr. Pike always disappeared unceremoniously before the meet-and-greets following Mass.

			Now he followed obsequiously.

			The corridor behind the altar smelled like a buried concoction of dust, wax, and deep-seated mildew. Pike moved cautiously, a current of apprehension in his stride. The crowbar wound from hours ago throbbed beneath his shirt—a dull ache where metal had met flesh. A hospital was out of the question. Too many forms, inquiries, and faces that remembered things. Not an option.

			The reverend’s office appeared small, square, and threadbare—a room of quiet ineloquence. Electricity was still out. In the flicker of a few candles, Mr. Pike spotted a lone dark window above a library of books—bindings that looked like they belonged in the last century. On a nearby side table perched two half-empty bottles of rye, their labels brand new. Faded portraits of forgotten saints hung askew on the cement walls, their faces ghostly in the wan light. Somewhere in the periphery, a cat meowed—sharp and insistent, reminding someone it was feeding time. The air buzzed faintly—sour, unsettled, and somehow inimical to peace. Two dented, metal, non-cushioned chairs for visitors sat in front of a bulky wooden desk—one that would’ve served just fine as a torture table during the Spanish Inquisition.

			

			The fifty-eight-year-old man of the cloth shut the door behind him, pivoted, then offered a nod—the kind reserved for old acquaintances you don’t much care to see. His oily, frowsy kisser screamed drinking for function, not fun, and certainly beyond religious purposes. His nose was bulbous, spider-veined—bearing resemblance to an Esso road map, broken once, maybe twice. His hairline had fled so far back you could project a movie on it.

			Pike scanned the room again. No cross. No Bible. Only an alabaster figure of a relic loomed—untouched by adversity, watching.

			Reverend Amos sat. Mr. Pike stood.

			Vernal flipped open his lighter and thumbed the wheel—the flame flared to life, licking the end of a cigarette before vanishing with a sharp snick. He exhaled slowly, smoke curling past his lips, mirroring a soul trying to escape.

			The clergyman broke the silence. His voice was low and papery, dry like dust, but softened by years of overseeing other people’s sins—plus burying a few of his own. A Southern drawl laced his words—not as thick as Pike’s own urban Mississippi tongue, though unmistakable all the same. “What brings you into the church tonight, Vernal?”

			

			Pike didn’t answer the question. “How’da ya know my name?” The killer’s voice came husky and worn—not quite grit, but something coarse and prickly, like sun-scorched bristles.

			The elder gave a small shrug, almost a smile. “Who told you to attend Mass here after your release?”

			“Walter. Runs the boardin’ house.”

			“Well,” the reverend said, “that’s how I know your name.”

			Vernal took another drag, chin dipped. “Reverend Amos, I have sinned.”

			The preacher’s brows lifted faintly, before him slightly leaning forward. “Speak to me.”

			Vernal explained—simply, bluntly—how he’d killed a man in the street. How it was animal instinct—a survival reflex. How he didn’t mean to. But meant or not, the jinx was dead.

			The reverend listened, hands steepled, countenance unreadable.

			“Do I know this man?”

			“He came ta Mass. Carried these.” Pike reached into his pocket and handed over the deck.

			The minister’s fingers curled around the cards. He studied them in the candlelight, as if they were familiar, then exhaled through his nose—slow and troubled. “This is, let’s say, problematic.”

			“Eh?”

			

			“The man you murdered was named Luther Caine. He’d been working his way toward Oathkeeper.”

			A ripple of unease moved under Pike’s skin—as if he’d stepped into something darker than a confession. He squinted skeptically. “A secret society?”

			“Yes,” the reverend replied. “A soldier. The quintessential ingredient to our organization—the Last Light.”

			“Last Light, huh? That’s what it says on them damn cards.”

			“Vernal,” Reverend Amos instructed, his stare leveled, “you will have to fulfill the dead man’s oath… or put your faith in a jury at the courthouse. There is no other way. The choice is up to you.”

			Pike’s jaw flexed. “It was self-defense. But they’ll hold my past ’gainst me. Send me ta the chair.” He could already envisage the verdict—no mercy, unforgiving.

			The reverend tapped a knuckle against the desk—once, then again—unhurried and deliberate. “Maybe. Or maybe they’ll call it involuntary manslaughter and throw you on a chain gang.”

			Pike was familiar with the chain gang. A beat passed. “How do I fulfill the oath?”

			“It’s in the cards. If you choose that road, you’ll carry them.”

			Pike flicked ash onto the stone floor, defiantly. “Is this some kind o’ sick game? Whatta I do with the deck?”

			The reverend’s eyes narrowed disapprovingly at the smoldering fleck. “You’ll need to change your ways, son. Respect church property.”

			

			Pike tilted his head sheepishly. “Sorry. Bad manners.”

			“I’ll explain everything,” Reverend Amos assured, voice low, slipping a glass ashtray across the oak desk. “Before you leave Jacksonville.”

			“Leave?” Pike echoed. “I’m still on parole.”

			“The organization will cover that. We possess the clout.”

			There was no sound but the subtle crackle of flame and the unseen cat meowing again in the shadows. Vernal glanced to the corner—two feral eyes caught the candlelight and flared green, watching like sentries from the dark.

			“It’s after midnight,” the reverend continued. “Come back in the morning for ten o’clock Mass. Say nothing. Just pray for forgiveness. Then be here at seven p.m. sharp for detailed instructions.”

			Pike gave a grim nod.

			The clergyman’s gaze dropped to Pike’s side. The fabric was clotted dark, the dried gash beneath stiffening his every movement—each breath a dull tug beneath the ribs.

			“You’ll have to hop up on the desk. If you can lay still, I’ll fix your wound.”

			“Ya?”

			“Former Army medic, son. The Great War—when you were in diapers.”

			An hour passed. The work seemed crude yet practiced—whiskey to sterilize, needle to sew, gauze torn from a linen drawer. Pike lay shirtless on the desk, gritting his teeth against the sting, his arms rigid at his sides as Reverend Amos stitched him, possessing the cold detachment of someone used to mending bodies that didn’t always make it. When it was done, Pike sat up wearily, the dressing snug and clumsy but holding.

			

			“Prepare for departure,” the reverend informed, tightening the final knot on the bandage, “as we’re gonna select your destination for Monday morning.”

			Pike nodded once—a sober nod. Then he asked, “What destination? Where am I goin’?”

			“Dunno.” Reverend Amos walked across the room to a large map of the United States pinned to the wall. He handed Pike a red bandanna. “Blindfold me.”

			“Eh?”

			“Do it, son.”

			Still bare-chested, Pike stepped forward, then tied the cloth around the man’s eyes, above his florid cheeks.

			“Turn me to face the map,” the reverend directed, “but you still need to return here at seven for the full briefing.” 

			Vernal obliged wordlessly. Whatever words he might’ve offered in defiance had never made it out.

			The elder spun leisurely, then stopped. He jabbed a finger at the wall and held it there. “Remove the blindfold.”

			“Yes, Reverend Amos.”

			The cloth came away.

			The reverend squinted at the spot beneath his fingertip. “This city,” he murmured, “a thousand miles north of here, is where you’ll fulfill your oath.”

			

			Pike didn’t reply. The word oath sat heavy in his chest—heavier than the stitched lesion.

			Reverend Amos turned to him and added, “The city is New Paris.”
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			One More Block

			By one a.m., on the city’s west side, the party thinned to embers. The lights were on. What laughter remained came in wheezy bursts, from the slouched and the overserved—diehards too numb to know the night was finished. The band had packed up thirty minutes ago, leaving behind only a battered jukebox humming through a scratchy Doris Day number. Folding chairs sat askew, resembling bodies after a brawl, and the last of the vanilla cake had been invaded by flies.

			Near the rear wall, beneath the shiny war plaques and busted vending machine, Fran and Darlene stood side by side, scanning the joint for one absent lush. No sign of Gary. Just footprints in spilled punch, leading to nowhere.

			Dashing Darlene stepped carefully around an overturned ashtray, her heels clicking with every sharp step. Her shoulder-length brown hair had loosened a touch from its ribbon, a single strand clinging to her cheek. She brushed it back impatiently and surveyed the room, eyes narrowed—showcasing the type of frustration that begged for a punching bag and someone’s face on it.

			

			“Where the hell did he go?” she muttered, her red-polished lips twitching with irritation. “I swear, if that clown slipped out to chase some skirt, I’ll throttle him myself.”

			Fran stood beside her, arms folded, the silver barrette in her dark hair glinting beneath the overhead fluorescents. The older sister’s navy dress still held its shape; however, her posture had slackened.

			“Maybe he went outside for air?” Fran offered, her tone hopeful, the signature squeak gentled by fatigue.

			“Gary? Air? Nah, he’s probably face-down in a punch bowl or passed out behind the bandstand.”

			They weaved past a pair of strangers—a balding fellow with a ketchup-stained tie and a woman who wore too much rouge and not enough fabric.

			“Seen a guy? Blonde mop, flushed face, smells of cologne and gin?” Darlene asked, eyes still darting around the room.

			The woman gave a slow blink. “Honey, that’s half the men here.”

			Darlene hissed under her breath, “Should’ve known better than to follow Gary anywhere.” She then threw a glimpse at Fran, her voice acidic, laced with hindsight. “Crashing this party was his idea. He does it all the time—and we don’t know a soul here.”

			

			Fran’s brows lifted barely—not surprise, but the start of regret.

			The older pair of ballroom leftovers grew wide-eyed at what they just heard.

			Fran exhaled through her nose and tried again. “He was wearing a maroon tie and a brown blazer. Kind of… slouchy.”

			The couple exchanged a glance, now visibly irritated, as if the party crashers had overstayed their welcome. The frown fit the man fine, but sat awkwardly on the woman. The unknowns shook their heads and swiveled toward the exit.

			Outside, the VFW’s alley was slick with April damp—the kind that crept into your clothes and stayed there. Trash bins lined the brick walls, overflowing with beer bottles, limp streamers, and skeletal remains of party favors. A burly, dark-skinned man in a white kitchen uniform sporting a drooping chef’s hat shut the metal door leading to it. Party terminated.

			Meanwhile, a streetlamp fifty feet away shimmered overhead—hardly enough to catch the slumped silhouette of two figures camped akin to vagrants in a Hooverville.

			Buttocks on the concrete, Gary sat crumpled against the wall, legs splayed, blazer wrinkled beyond forgiveness. His maroon tie had disappeared, and his shirt was unbuttoned at the chest—as if he awaited a stethoscope held by Dr. Mudge. One eye was shut; the other lolled halfway open, tracking nothing in particular. A dopey smile twitched on his mug as he chuckled at something no one said.

			

			Next to him, a platinum blonde with a crooked bob clutched a near-empty wine bottle as if it were the last honest man in New Paris. Her mascara had melted halfway down her cheeks, and one patent stiletto pump sat abandoned a foot away, toe pointed at the gutter as if it had tried to flee. Her getup, cheap and sequined, rode high on one thigh. She giggled, then tried to offer the bottle to Gary, missing his mouth by several inches.

			“Ya everrr wonderrr,” she slurred, “why pigeons like ta shit on people?”

			Gary—his right leg lay transverse across hers, sloppily,—squinted, head bobbing, words sluggish. “Eeaaasy tar-gets, baaay-bee.”

			The two of them burst into a fit of laughter, ricocheting wildly off the alley walls—completely oblivious to the fact that they looked as though they belonged in a boxcar bound for Biloxi.

			Back inside, the search ended in a shrug. No Gary. No answers. Simply the dying buzz of a party gasping toward its final breath.

			“I say we call it,” Darlene muttered, brushing a smudge of someone else’s ash off her cherry-red skirt. “He can rot out in the sewer with the rest of these varmints.”

			Fran hesitated. “Max said not to walk alone.”

			“Yeah, well, Max also talks to his Ford like it’s a house pet.” Dashing Darlene slipped on her coat, then adjusted the red ribbon in her hair, now slightly drooping. “We’ll stick together—my apartment is first, but I can walk half the block to yours, then turn around and we’ll have the same distance home.”

			

			Fran contemplated the words, knowing her building sat at the far end of an unusually long block—the kind which always looked shorter from the window, however, took forever on foot.

			“That’s silly, Darlene.”

			Outside, the city had quieted until a distant siren howled somewhere in the distance, then faded—somebody else’s problem. The siblings trekked the endless sidewalk past the VFW’s back alley—neither of them looked in. Certainly not a place two ladies would investigate. Laughter echoed amid the darkness, but it sounded far off, reminiscent of a radio playing in another room.

			A few steps later, Fran paused. “Remember when I used to push your stroller through Gimbels?”

			The last of the party stragglers out front were just vague shapes now, far down the block. Darlene kept walking. “Don’t remember much of nineteen-twenty-eight, Fran.”

			“Hey, you sound like you’re angry. After all, Gary is your friend, not mine.”

			“Classmate, Fran. Friend no longer.”

			A silence crept in—the type which made you aware of your own footsteps. The rhythm of their heels against the sidewalk sounded hollow now, as though they were gliding within a dream neither of them wanted to finish. Overhead, a pharmacy sign buzzed faintly. The wind picked up, curling around their coats and lifting a scrap of newspaper across their path, a warning too vague to heed.

			

			For a minute, neither spoke.

			There was weight between them—not anger exactly, yet something close. A mix of fatigue, nerves, and the creeping feeling that this night had already turned strange and didn’t want to turn back.

			Soon they reached Darlene’s walk-up, a three-story redbrick with dented mailboxes and a sagging stoop. A porch light flickered like it wasn’t sure of its purpose.

			For a moment, they stood still, waiting as a subway car rumbled through a nearby tunnel—too loud for conversation. It passed.

			“Here we are,” Darlene chirped, fishing out her key. “You sure you’re okay hoofing that last block?”

			Fran nodded, though not too quickly. “It’s only a few more minutes.”

			“Sorry I was curt with you, Fran.” Her features softened. “Gary’s got me upset. He’s a real jerk.”

			“Love you, baby sis,” Fran replied.

			Darlene gave her a look, then leaned in and hugged her—one arm, brief, but warm. “Call me the second you’re in. Or scream. I’ll wait in the doorway, just in case I hear you.”

			“My place,” Fran answered, “is over a thousand feet from here. You can’t hear me.” She pointed toward Darlene’s flat. “Go to bed.”

			Darlene nodded.

			

			Fran smiled faintly, then pivoted and began the walk alone.

			Darlene watched atop her stoop; however, she lost sight of her after she crossed the street at the corner.

			For Fran Huxley, the block stretched long and empty under the moonlight and a few dim streetlamps—her building stood all the way at the far end, like it had chosen exile. Storefronts sat shuttered. Across the avenue, a neon beer sign went black, mirroring a bad omen—closing time.

			The clicking of her red high heels increased in frequency, and the wind picked up barely enough to lift the hem of her crepe dress.

			From somewhere in the periphery came a faint scrape of movement. Fran kept advancing, lips pressed together. One hand touched the silver barrette in her hair. A nervous habit.

			Halfway down the block, the sound returned. Above her, a streetlight fluttered.

			Footsteps. Slow, deliberate. Not random—following.

			Fran didn’t acknowledge them. She kept moving, breath tight, jaw clenched. Her strides quickened, almost home—but her left shoe betrayed its owner, twisting like a hurricane-gnarled stump.

			She fixed it quickly, but the footsteps behind her picked up. She lingered still, then spun rearward briskly.

			Nothing but shadows.

			The wind stirred anew—fiercer this time. Her dress billowed like it was on a clothesline. Fran cursed under her breath, bent low, and yanked off both shoes. One in each hand now, she pressed forward barefoot, faster.

			

			Behind her, the cryptic rhythm returned. Fran’s fingers tightened around her pumps. A thick unease enveloped her.

			Step.

			Step.

			Closer.

			She could see the lit hallway through the oak door’s window—welcoming.

			Made it, Fran told herself, fishing in her capacious pocketbook for her keys as she ascended the cement steps.

			Nothing.

			She dug deeper. Fingers brushed lipstick, a crumpled napkin, loose change—no keys.

			The sound behind her quickened.

			She stepped on the doormat and yanked the bag open wider, respirations rapid.

			Come on, come on.

			Then—metal. Cold, familiar. One side round, the other jagged.

			Her fingers closed around it.

			She exhaled raggedly, Whew.

			A shadow moved with dreadful ease, stretching tall in the dark.

			She saw the blade shine in the darkness before her mouth fell agape.

			Then came the scream. Then the cower. A sharp, clean scream that cracked the stillness of New Paris like a snapped violin string.

			

			The key slipped from her fingers and hit the concrete with a ping.

			And then—nothing.

			Just the silence again.

			Thicker than before.
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			Lone Passenger

			Tuesday. The train lumbered closer to New Paris beneath a late afternoon, dreary gray sky that looked as if it hadn’t lifted since the war.

			Inside a passenger car, Vernal Pike sat alone—not by accident, but by fear. Something in his posture, in the carved lines of his face, warned folks off—like stepping into a backwoods shanty filled with voodoo dolls. He was a man in a constant sweat, as if his blood ran hotter than it should, his damp scalp slicked, capped by thick ebony hair that clung in ridges resembling lacquered licorice. Deep red gridlines pressed into his forehead—that signature waffle pattern—a scarred imprint no individual receives by fortune, and one which made him appear perpetually one flick shy of rage.

			[image: ]

			He wore dark slacks, crisp yet unremarkable, a plain white shirt with its sleeves rolled tight to mid-forearm, cables flexing tensely under the taut fabric. A thin blue tie cinched his throat—not by choice, but by request of his superiors. Pike’s black, narrow-brimmed hat rested in the adjacent seat, claiming it permanently—akin to a tombstone. People didn’t sit beside him because they sensed it—the fury just beneath the skin. To put it bluntly, more people would’ve switched places with Ichabod Crane than dared sit beside Vernal Pike.

			

			It was his first time north of the Mason-Dixon, and he was nowhere he wanted to be. His father had called them “God damn Yankees”—hectoring every syllable. Back in ’65, Vernal’s grandfather, just a teenager, fought against them and lost. “Them Yankees’ poison. You a son of a Confederate son—don’t you eva forget it.” He remembered the line more than he remembered the man, but the prejudice stuck—a splinter too deep to dig out.

			Pike’s oversized hands, hair sprawling on the dorsal aspect, bearing resemblance to an ape’s, opened the bag and withdrew the deck.

			The cards had weight they shouldn’t have—they pressed on his palm like cinder. Each one felt stiff as a thin plank, the edges resisting bending. He slid the stack free, thumbed through it assiduously, memorizing them as told.

			Two—a gnarled tree, its limbs crooked, mimicking condemning fingers.

			

			Three—a red eye, unblinking, almost pulsing.

			Four—a noose, knotted cruelly, suspended in shadow.

			Five—a serpent devouring its own tail, endless and obscene.

			Six through ten—variations of the same themes, bleak and symbolic.

			Jack—a robed figure mid-weeping, one hand smothering its eyes in mirthless grief.

			Queen—visage locked in oil-paint agony, mouth parted as if caught mid-wail.

			King—another mourner, head bowed, hands clenched in despair.

			Ace—the twisted A: a grotesque black sun bleeding over a barren field. Along the bottom, jagged letters etched a final warning: The Last Light is the only truth.

			Mr. Pike’s brow tightened, one eye narrowing slightly—as though the highest card had just accused him of something awful.

			The train gave a final groan as it crawled into the station, steel wheels clanging, echoing a tired hymn. A bell clanged somewhere deep in the railyard. Pike didn’t hear it. He was busy replaying Reverend Amos’s instructions—his mind turning the words mechanically, like a phonograph:

			

			“The Last Light is the only truth. The oath is the savior of mankind.”

			“Non-face cards—one point—indicate lesser offenses. Simple theft. Assault. Each card you leave behind will match the deed. The score tallies up.”

			Ten gets you two. A step up in severity.

			“Jack through Ace? More severe—murder, rape, betrayal of the cloth.”

			“Ace—five points—means the crime is punishable by death.”

			“Jack, three. Queen and King, four apiece.”

			“No guns—ever. You write to us daily. Describe the deed. Include the current card. At the bottom—your running score.”

			“Once you hit twenty-five, depart New Paris. Return to Jacksonville. There, and only there, you’ll be recognized. Oathkeeper status.”

			“After that—yearly commitment. Only requires five points to renew status. One city of your choosing.”

			Rules were good for the soul. Prison had taught him rules. He closed the deck, slid it into the front pocket of his shirt, and exhaled a slow, hot breath that could’ve melted corn.

			To the visitor, Central Station presented as enormous—cavernous ceilings, iron rafters, clattering clocks—and crawling with more bodies than a Mississippian such as Pike was used to seeing in one place. Soldiers, schoolboys, salesmen. Mothers chasing after their young. Travelers tugging suitcases. Porters hustling brass carts across the floor. The whole place moved in the manner of a machine—half-oiled and half-angry.

			

			However, Mr. Pike moved slower. He stepped down off the railcar as if he meant to leave a dent—two scuffed shoes hitting the platform with weight. No fanfare. No handmade signs. No welcoming party. No dame with outstretched arms. Just the smell of smoke, oil and grease, plus a faint tang of sausage from a cafeteria near the exit—cloying, if you stood too close.

			His dark eyes glanced at a newspaper being waved by an adolescent hawking the evening edition. The headline read: Police Say No Suspects in Slashing, Yet. It lit something in him—not shock, but a smoldering, internal fume. Somewhere in New Paris, the first subject waited. And Vernal Pike—ex-con, sworn into a purpose—was here to deliver judgment.

			Dusk would soon settle on the metropolis. He slung his lone bag over his shoulder and stepped out of the station, vanishing into the environs, evocative of a shadow of death.
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			Webster Hills

			Night had settled heavy over New Paris—a low-hanging oil slick of fog and grime. Vernal Pike drawled four words as he climbed into the yellow cab, slow and southern: “Webster Hills, anywhere near the Hotel Duncan.”

			The hack rattled eastward with a loose axle, plus a rasp in its brakes, its dim headlamps slashing no more than twenty feet ahead. Inside, Vernal Pike sat slumped in the rear seat—same clothes, same stink of train sweat and dried-up abdomen-wound gauze. His black hat was tilted low, shadowing the creased grid marks above his brow. He hadn’t spoken since getting in—and didn’t intend to.

			The driver presented as a bird-chested man in his forties—drawn-faced, possessing nicotine-stained fingers and a reedy voice that whistled when he breathed. “Webster Hills, huh?” he muttered, eyes meeting Pike’s in the rearview for barely a second too long. “Most fellas headin’ dat way either owe money or plan to disappear. You somewhere in between, I take it? From the South? Your accent, I mean.”

			

			Too many questions. Pike gave no reply. Just stared out the window, jaw set.

			Outside, the scenery blurred past in distorted yellows and smeared neon. Then came a string of vacant shops accompanied by sagging signs, and secondhand joints more common than anything new. Plentiful were tenements shouldering fire escapes warped by decay. The city fire inspector didn’t come around here—not unless he wanted tetanus.

			The sidewalks narrowed the deeper they drove, choked with overturned trash bins and leaning poles. To the passenger, everything felt as if it were collapsing inward—buildings jammed too tight, alleys cramped like veins, the whole neighborhood packed, resembling a mouth housing an abundance of bad teeth.

			He hated it. The North. All of it. Back home, there was space in the air—here, it pressed against your ribs like a box too small for breathing.

			The vehicle bumped over a pothole the size of Grant’s tomb, then coasted downhill into a mist-blotted avenue where the streetlamps flickered, as if they were warning people to pay their electric bill.

			Webster Hills—the last stop before the East River. A body of water known to law enforcement for fishing. Fishing up corpses.

			The cab hissed to a halt in front of the destination.

			“Don’t worry,” the driver remarked, tapping the meter out of habit. “The Duncan’s still standing—mostly. Been closed since them murders though.”

			

			Pike stepped out, devoid of emotion, paid the fare—plus a minuscule tip—and watched the taillights vanish into fog as the driver sped off, like he’d just seen the bad side of Bette Davis.

			The Duncan’s rust-colored frame loomed above him—six stories and a history of wrong decisions and cheating husbands. The gilded advertising sign hung askew, its glass-bulb letters busted.

			Out of curiosity, he approached the doors—a battered double set bearing dusty glass panels etched with old cigarette ads and once-gold trim. Behind the smudged windowpane

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
					Six folded twenty-dollar bills, crisp and clean.

					A stack of subway tokens.

					A small pile of self-addressed stamped envelopes, each labeled: Reverend Amos, West Church Street, Jacksonville, Florida.

					An Alabama driver’s license for someone named Earl J. Gentry—obviously for false identification. 

					A black woolen mask—thick, hand-sewn, featuring stitched eyeholes and a curved mouth slit. The fabric was dense and tight-knit, with three scripted letters in gold thread sewn along the bottom hem: TLL.

			

			
			
			

			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Vernal_Pike_400dpi.png





OEBPS/image/kevorkian_3_cover_a_copy.jpg
) ALLAN KEVORKIAN





