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Advance praise for Like Light for Flies

 


“It’s only going to get
worse, one of Lee Thomas’s characters tells another, in his
bold new collection Like Light For
Flies…and believe you me, it does. Yet Thomas writes so
beautifully and immediately that he can make the most atrocious
images seem not only familiar, but somehow welcoming. His is a
world of dreadful pleasures and awful delights, wreathed in meat
and muck, driven by odd desires. The characters in these tales are
universally broken people, flawed in ways every reader will
understand if not entirely sympathize with, and the fates they meet
are often exactly as cruel as they are just. And again:
nothing forgotten and nothing forgiven,
reads the (slightly paraphrased) last line of one story, a quote
that could well be Thomas’s motto, the overarching philosophical
thread behind his work—since most readers will, indeed, find it
hard to do either.”

—Gemma Files, author of the Hexslinger Series

 


“Lee Thomas’ expertly crafted Like
Light for Flies is horror literature at its best: intense,
gripping, and weirdly beautiful. These visceral and violent
nightmares haunt and disturb, lingering long after the initial
reading.”

—Jeff Mann, author of Desire and
Devour

 


“Lee Thomas writes with an artist’s skill and a
revolutionary’s heart. His prose entertains, cuts, inspires, and
terrorizes. With Like Light for Flies,
Thomas continues to prove himself as a master of his craft,
planting a flag at the top of the horror genre and daring
pretenders to climb to such heights.”

—Nate Southard, author of Down and Red Sky

 


 


“Lee Thomas is stylish, witty, erotic—and when he
wants to be, utterly terrifying. These twelve stories occupy a
modern open-plan house with James Purdy and George Romero as
neighbours. They are rooted in genuine, carefully observed human
dilemmas and conflicts—and then they take you inside, where the
demons crawl and madness paints the scenery. Thomas knows how the
lies we tell ourselves and the betrayals we live with can destroy
us from within. He weaves beautiful, twisted fables from the raw
materials of desire and loss. This book is a fridge stocked with
twelve different flavours of ice-cream—each of them perfectly
chilled, none of them vanilla.”

—Joel Lane, author of Where
Furnaces Burn

 


“Thomas’s monsters aren’t unfathomable creatures from
the great beyond; they’re people in power, driven by hate and
desperation, given just enough supernatural resources so that they
can win. He drops the reader into an uncanny place where the
everyday, self-destructive psychology of the lost and miserable is
bolstered by inhuman powers, and the terror comes as much from
within as without.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred
review)
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I’ve known Lee Thomas for more than a decade. He’s
got this big brother vibe—at least toward me. I’d just started
dating the man I would eventually marry during the World Horror
Convention, 2005, in New York. Thomas was the first person to meet
him, and immediately gave him a once-over, followed by an approving
handshake. There’s a good reason everybody loves Thomas and I’m
honored to be writing this introduction.

Thomas and I were in a critique group together back
in 2004. The first time I read his stuff, I wondered if it was
porn. Then I went home, and thought about it. Then I woke up
thinking about it. It stuck in my head—this story. The people in it
weren’t nice to each other. Married couples weren’t in love. Dads
resented their children. Everybody screwed around. They were also
kind of…screwy. Then, and some of you are familiar with this
story—there was the nectar. The jerking off. The bees. Oh, boy.

By the time the critique group met up again, I’d read
the story five times. I was dumbfounded. What should I say? My
reaction was horror. Distress. How could he do
this? How could he write such weird, terrible things? But by
then I also understood the contrary: how could he
not?

We are horror writers. Like ancient mariners, we go
to dark places, and come back, compelled to tell our tales. It just
so happens that Thomas has visited some really hellish worlds.
Lucky for us.

I’ve long felt that Thomas’ work ought to be more
widely read. It’s good enough in prose and originality that it
deserves the reviews and awards—not just from the genre community,
but from the wider literary community. The man’s a natural
story-teller in the most classic sense: he understands plot, and
how to draw a reader’s attention. He also knows how to end things
with a bang. If he chose to write thrillers with alpha dog man
characters, he’d be a best seller.

My guess is that it’s the subject matter that has
kept him out of the mainstream. He doesn’t just write horror; about
a third of his characters are gay. It’s a double whammy. Reading
this, you might think I’m out of touch—that publishers don’t care.
Trust me, they do. Even now, in 2013, mainstream houses don’t want
gay main characters. Jesus, UPS won’t even donate to the boy scouts
now that gays are allowed. There’s a lotta douches out there.

What further complicates it—Thomas’s characters
aren’t refreshingly happy gay men. They don’t share fancy condos
and egg/sperm donors. We’re not invited to witness their normalcy,
and the kids are definitely not all right. No, these guys are
veterans of a hate war. They’re haunted; afflicted by their place
in society, as represented by monstrous machines and devils next
door. What’s worse, in Thomas’ world, we’re all fucked up. The
heteros, the kids, the little old ladies, and even the family pets.
We’re flawed creatures, molded from a flawed God.

I suspect that the social barriers that make fiction
like Thomas’ taboo will soon fall. There is room and demand for the
stories he so lovingly fashions, even if the three big houses
haven’t yet caught on. As readers we want the best of our fiction
to pull us into new worlds. We want to sympathize with strangers.
Here, Thomas succeeds every time.

In these twelve stunning stories from Like Light for Flies, you’ll see a wide range. From
masochist-turned post-modern actress, to Lovecraftian send-up, to
vampire origin tale, to hardboiled horror-crime a la Barker, it’s a
genre soup full of memorable characters and wildly original plots.
But the true thread that runs through them is that particular charm
residing in Thomas himself.

Despite the darkness, there’s something about
Thomas’s writing that is generous, smart, and above all,
concerned. That’s where the big brother
thing comes in. When I read about the monstrous couple who get
their come-uppance for not helping a girl in distress, I can almost
see Thomas frowning at the end, saying: I know.
It’s horrible. I’m so sorry I had to tell you. But you did go
looking, my dear.

Even if there’s no such thing as a happily ever
after, and it turns out that the world beneath this one is darker
than any of us had imagined, there’s a bright side, too. Thomas
holds our hands through the awful truth, and imparts what wisdom he
can. He’s not going to lie to us, but he is going to make sure we
make it out okay, even if our friends on the page do not.

It’s this concern that lifts Thomas’s fiction above
whatever label gets branded to it. It might even be the impetus for
the stories. He tells them because they are his version of truth,
and because his morality insists on it. Like the ancient mariner,
he must. And how can we read something as brilliant as “Nothing
Forgiven” and not be changed? How can we not look askance at the
world after that?

There’s something disturbingly magical about Thomas’
duality—he wants to corrupt us, but he also wants us to become
richer people for it. He’s a soul preacher. I have no idea where he
gets these fascinating ideas. But I believe them.

In these pages, you’ll find some of the most original
work of this decade. “Landfall ’35,” the excellent prequel to
Parish Damned, concerns disposable
veterans on the eve of a terrible storm. We’ve got a sweet couple
falling in love in “The House by the Park,” but like all couples,
they’ve got baggage. “The Dodd Contrivance” opens doors to new
worlds, and we wonder whether the present world or the
monster-filled one is worse. All are subtle, and smart, and eschew
the obvious. The subject of “Testify” is a Christian leader forced
from the closet. It’s easy to lampoon the side you’re not on, but
harder to show all sides with compassion. That’s what Thomas does,
because he can’t help it. Because it’s the truth of the story that
matters to him, no matter where it takes us, or him.

I hope you enjoy these pages as much as I did. Until
we meet again, Mr. Thomas.

 


—Sarah Langan, January, 2013
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Comfortable in Her Skin

 


 


Sylvia Newman strolls along the boulevard. She is
already late for her rendezvous with Louis Towne, but the delay is
calculated. The nights she makes Louis wait are always the most
exciting, so she takes her time, stopping at brightly lit shop
windows along the street to peer in at the teasing displays. At
Genevieve’s a glittering stream of
diamonds pulls her to the glass like a magnet. The necklace is
draped over a black velvet bust, and the clear gems twinkle like
tiny stars. At their center is a perfect ruby the size of a postage
stamp. Sylvia has never seen anything so beautiful in her life, and
though Louis is rich, She knows he will never be
diamonds-and-rubies generous with her. Besides, the shop owners in
this part of town know Louis well. They also know his wife.

Leaving behind the beautiful gems, she continues to
the corner. Sylvia spots Louis standing by his car under a street
lamp across the intersection. His angry expression is emphasized by
the shadows, and the sight of his frown sends a thrill through her.
He will complain about being made to wait in a neighborhood where
he is so well known. He’ll sulk over dinner and threaten to dump
Sylvia on her ass for being such a pain in his, and when he fucks
her, it will be brutal without a hint of tenderness, and Louis will
think he’s punishing her. Sylvia is more than happy to allow him
the illusion.

Louis stands up straight and throws his shoulders
back when he sees her across the street. He is an odd looking man
with chipmunk cheeks and a perpetual coffee-ground stubble covering
them. His ears are abnormally small and stick away from his head.
He is not repellent to look at but nearly so. For Sylvia, the
attributes that make him attractive—his power and his
money—sufficiently offset his passing resemblance to a rodent.
Besides, he is a natty dresser always wearing crisp Italian suits,
perfectly tailored to his stout form, so he looks sharp if not
handsome.

When she reaches the corner, Sylvia lifts her hand to
wave. Louis shoves his hands in the pocket of his slacks in a
gesture meant to show his irritation.

Behind Louis, a tall, burly man, wearing a black
woolen overcoat and a wide brimmed hat pulled low to hide his face,
appears on the sidewalk. His stride is purposeful. With his left
hand he draws a handgun from the pocket of his coat and swings it
up in a smooth arc. Sylvia’s heart and lungs turn to ice water, and
she opens her mouth to call a warning.

The muzzle of the gun flares. Then in unison with the
crack of the pistol’s report, a hole
appears in Louis’s face, producing a spray of brain and blood and
teeth to shower the sidewalk before he collapses. The giant of a
man leans down and puts another bullet in the head of Sylvia
Newman’s lover.

Sylvia pivots on her toes and hurries back the way
she came.
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Sylvia did not attend Louis Towne’s funeral, but I
did. Being Towne’s lawyer, I felt a professional obligation to say
farewell to my client; the decision certainly had nothing to do
with respect or affection for the man.

The service was held at St. Michael’s Cathedral, an
institution to which Towne had donated considerably over the years.
A Bishop presided over the ceremony, standing behind the altar and
speaking exalted words above a polished mahogany coffin that
contained the earthly remains of a base and violent man—a man I had
come to see as evil in every possible way. The irony that the
church should so laud such a monster seemed lost on the other
mourners. Members of the congregation wept and held each other for
comfort. Hard faces, streaked with tears, looked heavenward for
answers. “Why?” a woman sobbed in the pew ahead of mine.

I too asked why. Why had it taken so long for god to
rid the world of this filth? At least they’d kept the coffin closed
for the mass so I didn’t have to lay on eyes on him again.

Louis Towne had come to me fifteen years ago to hire
my services. Despite ample clues—unheeded because of my naiveté and
a certain level of professional denial—it took me a year to
discover the nature of my client’s business, and I’d almost dropped
him on the spot once I did. But the truth was Towne paid well. He
paid on time. And Towne scared me. Part of the fear was rational;
he was a gun-toting thug, whose curriculum vitae included maiming
and murder and a hundred lesser crimes. In this he was not unique.
More than likely, dozens of men who had acquired the same level of
brutal experience occupied the cathedral’s pews, but his
intimidation did not end with the obvious. There was another level
to his threat, one which I could only call mystical. Even before he
entered a room I would feel the air thicken, growing dense with his
detestable presence. Sometimes in the middle of a conversation,
Towne’s eyes would harden and he’d begin speaking phrases in Latin.
Occasionally a familiar word would emerge from the babble, and
though I could never put together exactly what he was saying,
hearing him quote this dead language soon had the power to shrivel
my skin into gooseflesh.

Ahead of me and to the left, a man with broad
shoulders bowed his head, revealing a scarred nape. I wondered if
he had carried his gun into the cathedral, and then I wondered how
many murderers shared the room with me, and the mockery of god and
his house settled in my gut like writhing worms.

I didn’t buy into the macho glamour of the mobs. I
saw nothing honorable in the rackets, and the lifestyle they
promoted—easy wealth carried over the bodies of the ignorant and
unfortunate. They talked about respect and brotherhood and family,
but it was all grease for the cogs, making sure the greed machine
didn’t break down. Friends were as expendable as rivals if it
cleared the path to a buck.

At the altar, the Bishop began a prayer in Latin. I
shuddered.
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Sylvia carries a photograph of her father in her
purse. He is tall and wiry and his flat nose and lipless mouth call
to mind the face of a python.

Sylvia is nine-years old. She is on the floor
watching television when she hears her father shouting. Her body
tenses and a web of ice-cold filaments locks to the back of her
skull. Matt, her older brother, shouts and a great crash follows.
Her father bellows, his voice shaking the thin walls of the house
like an approaching train.

This scene is familiar to Sylvia. Her father is at
turns sweet and doting and cruel and violent. Alcohol flicks the
switch. At least once a week her father beats her siblings, laying
them flat like a scythe moving through wheat. He has never raised
his hand to Sylvia but that fact does nothing to alleviate her
fear. Even so young she understands the indiscretion of blind
rage.

Matt comes charging into the living room and barrels
into the kitchen. He throws open the back door and vanishes into
the night.

Sylvia’s father stumbles into the room, growling deep
in his throat like an angry dog. He swings his head from side to
side and then his eyes lock on Sylvia, causing the icy web at her
skull to spread over her entire body. She crawls away from the man
and climbs to her feet as her father stomps forward. Confused and
frightened, she follows Matt’s path, but she stops in the kitchen.
She doesn’t want to run from her father, shouldn’t have to run from him.

“You brats ruined my life,” he says. Spit foams at
the corner of his mouth. His eyes are hard as glass and burn hate
as if lit from within. “I could have gone places.”

Backed to the stove, Sylvia pulls a saucepan of
boiling water off the burner. She ignores the too-hot handle, and
splashes her father’s crotch with the contents, and when he bends
over, howling in pain, she cracks the saucepan across his skull. He
drops to his knees, and she hits him again.
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Sylvia checks her hair in the reflection of the glass
door before pulling it open. She enters Club Barlow like a movie
star walking the red carpet—wearing the awkward smile of grief she
has spent hours practicing in front of a mirror. Makes a show of
waving at familiar faces, some of whom aren’t even looking her way.
She walks through the room, her steps landing in perfect time to
the bossa nova track pouring from the club’s speakers. She takes a
small booth on the far side of the dance floor with a gilt mirror
at her back, and when the waitress comes for her order, she says,
“Martini. Dry.”

The dance floor is empty. Nobody dances anymore.
Sylvia thinks that’s a shame.

As she sips her drink a series of men come to her
table. They do not sit beside her. Instead, they lean in close and
tell Sylvia they are sorry for her loss, and if she ever needs
anything—anything at all—she should call them. She promises to do
so, though she never will. Their definition of “needing anything”
goes no further than her crotch. Louis’s murder has left her a
pretty shell, vacant on the sand, and every fucking hermit crab on
the beach would be trying to wriggle its way in. Sylvia expects
this. In fact, she knows it will work to her advantage, but not
with these men. None of them has what Sylvia needs. They run their
numbers and sell their smack and boost electronics from the backs
of trucks. Graceless. Useless. Before her first drink is gone, she
has already tucked five business cards into her handbag.

Across the room she sees Mickey Rossini, the man she
was hoping to find. He is a large man with thick salt and pepper
hair brushed back from his brow in a lush wave. His suit is ash
gray and cheap. With his arm around a bleach-job half his age, he
looks as happy as a bear with a mouth full of honey. His overly
broad grin and hooded eyes show he’s devoted much of his night to
drinking. He has a reputation among the ladies—gentle, sweet,
affectionate. Sylvia thinks that’s a shame, though she can live
with it until she gets what she needs. She stands from the booth
and smoothes the sides of her dress before lifting her handbag and
crossing to Rossini’s table.

The blonde is the first to notice Sylvia. She looks
up with a bright, wide-eyed smile, which quickly vanishes. The girl
recognizes the threat and immediately scowls, knowing she will have
to defend her territory from another predator. Sylvia is
unfazed.

When Rossini’s eyes fall on Sylvia a noticeable
amount of the intoxication clears from them. He’s wanted Sylvia for
years, but she’d shot him down at every turn. Rossini was a thief;
he jacked locks and cracked safes for Louis, making a fraction of a
fraction of the money the things he stole were worth. She’d never
needed him before.

“Hello, Mickey,” she says.

Rossini straightens himself in the booth, removing
his palm from the bottle-job’s thigh.

He leans back in the booth and says, “Sylvia, it’s
good to see you.”

“Is this your wife?” the blonde asks. She is sulking
because Rossini’s expression tells her that she has already been
subtracted from this equation.

“No,” he says.

“Then who the fuck is she?” the blonde wants to
know.

“She’s a friend. Don’t worry about it.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Sylvia says, playing
demure. She locks eyes with Rossini and dips her chin bashfully,
knowing the effect it will have on the man. “I’ll let you back to
your evening.”

“Wait. Wait.” He nudges the blonde and says, “Why
don’t you go powder your nose. I need to have a word with Sylvia
here.”

“Mickey,” the girl whines.

“It’s business,” he tells her. “Be a sweetheart and
give us a couple of minutes, okay?”

He gives her a sloppy peck on the lips and produces a
fifty-dollar bill and hands it to the young woman, who quickly
drops the note into her purse. She scoots her butt across the
booth, and as she stands, she fixes a glare on Sylvia, who pretends
to ignore the girl’s attitude, but decides in that second to put a
serious fuck you in the little cunt’s
night.

These amateur bitches, Sylvia thinks. They didn’t
understand the game, and that’s why it ate them alive, leaving them
shaking their tits in low rent knocker shops by the docks to feed
the bastard brats of sailors and warehousemen, waiting for some
disease to slowly snuff their candles. Over the years, Sylvia had
seen a hundred similar pieces of trash blown into the gutter, and
she didn’t pity a single one of them.

“I really didn’t mean to interrupt,” Sylvia says,
sliding into the booth next to Rossini. “It’s just that since…well,
you know…I’ve been a little lost.”

“I know,” Rossini says, placing his hand on Sylvia’s
knee in a salacious move he masks as mere comfort. “It’s gotta be
tough. How are you holding up?”

“Fine,” she says. Already she has managed to work
tears into her eyes. She sniffs lightly and retrieves a napkin from
the table to dab her cheeks.

“Oh now, Sylvia,” says Rossini scooting closer to
her. He puts his arm around her shoulders and slides his hand
higher on her thigh, recreating the pose he’d assumed with the
bottle-job before Sylvia’s arrival. In a handful of moments, Sylvia
has replaced the blonde in the booth, in Rossini’s thoughts, and in
the thief’s plans for the night.

Rossini is typical, a man led by his ego and his
cock, who believes himself the cure-all for a woman’s pain. His
need to rescue her is an evolutionary blindfold, and though she
finds his predictability unsatisfying, it serves her purpose.
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Sylvia is twenty years old. For two years she has
enjoyed an affair with Joe Tocci, a handsome and sophisticated man
who would soon be named boss of his own crew. He is her lover and
her employer, sending her on trips across the city, muling drugs
and cash. Sylvia takes pride in her work, feeling she is paying her
dues and earning respect within the rackets, unlike the other women
who satisfy themselves in the roles of whore, wife, or victim.

One night she returns to the apartment Tocci has
rented for her to find Joe and six of his friends three sheets to
the completely fucked up, and before she can set down her handbag,
a scrawny prick with buck teeth and the bumpy skin of a gourd by
the name of Toady turns to Joe and says, “Mind if I take a
ride?”

To her amusement, Joe replies, “I’d kind’a like to
see that.”

Sylvia believes her lover is joking, except that he
isn’t.

Before she knows what is happening, the men approach
her. They grab her arms painfully and hoist her from the floor.
Then she is pinned to the dining room table, men holding her arms
and her legs while Toady rips away her clothes. Sylvia screams and
Joe Tocci slaps her and tells her to keep her, “whore mouth shut.”
Toady climbs on her first and as he begins the rape, Sylvia spits
in his face. Toady balls up his fist and punches her in the mouth.
The violence so thrills him he hits her again and again. Dazed by
concussion, Sylvia squeezes her eyes closed. She imagines herself
in an ocean, except it is a sea of stones. She is batted this way
and that by granite waves that stink of men. Opening her eyes
Sylvia sees a series of faces hovering above her, blurred and
monstrous in their lust. One man kneels on the dining room table
and lifts her head by a fistful of hair before forcing his cock in
her mouth, and the scents of urine and sweat fill her nose and she
thinks she might drown in them. Hot spray lands on her face and
thighs and belly, and they turn her over so that her burning cheek
is momentarily soothed by the coolness of the polished wood, and
then she is afloat again, tossed about like flotsam on fever-hot
swells of stone. And later, so much later, as a dozen muffled aches
throb across her body she hears Tocci laughing. He says, “I guess I
better get a new one. This one’s broken.”

Sylvia rarely thinks of this night. She tells herself
the memories were scraped away with the brat one of those
cocksuckers had put inside of her.
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Morning light streams through thin curtains, bathing
Sylvia’s face. She wipes her eyes and hears footsteps. Rossini
enters the bedroom holding two mugs of coffee. He is naked and
though bulky, his added pounds are solid and intimidating, and she
likes the way his body looks.

He hands her one of the mugs and sits on the edge of
the bed beside her.

“So tell me what you’re doing here,” he says, taking
her off guard.

She holds the mug in both hands, like a little girl
sipping cocoa and offers Rossini an innocent gaze, which makes him
laugh like a mule. His reaction annoys her but she refuses to let
the lie fall.

“Look Syl,” Rossini says once his amusement is under
control, “You think I’m a dumb Wop fucker, but I’m not that dumb. I saw the way you twisted Louis around your
finger. You drove him out of his fucking mind. I never saw anything
like it. So while I can play along with some horseshit to get a
roll, and maybe even believe you were lonely and needed a bit of
hard to make it through the night, the fact you’re still here tells
me you want more than my cock.”

“Maybe I like you,” Sylvia says over the lip of her
coffee mug.

“And maybe I’ll sprout tits and be the happiest girl
in the whole USA,” he says, still exhibiting great amusement at the
game. “What do you think? You think I’m going to sprout tits?”

“Fine,” she says. She places her mug on the
nightstand and leans back on the headboard. “I want you to help me
with a job.”

“That’s more like it,” Rossini says. He drinks from
his mug and looks out the window.

“Are you angry?”

“Relieved,” he says. “I like to know where I stand.
What’s the job?”

She hesitates because Louis and Mickey had been
close. She doesn’t know if the thief retains loyalty to his dead
boss, but she cannot drop the subject now. If Rossini declines, she
will find a way to convince him as she has convinced other men in
the past.

“I want to hit Louis’s house,” she says.
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The night after the funeral Mary Towne, Louis’s
widow, called me to say she was in Miami with her two sons. I was
sitting on the sofa with my arm around my wife, and we were
watching an animated film about dogs, and when the phone rang I
thought it might have been our daughter who called frequently from
her college dorm. To hear Mary Towne’s shrill voice—instead of my
daughter’s—irritated the hell out of me.

“It’s those papers you gave me,” Mary said.

“About the estate?” I asked.

“Well, what other papers did you give me to sign?”
Her voice was like a scalpel scraping bone.

Mary had insisted on reading Louis’s will the day
after his murder. The fat widow had spent two hours in my office
going over the details of Towne’s financial holdings, picking and
pecking at the numbers like a starving bird, instead of staying
home to comfort her children. At the funeral she’d put on a fine
show of grief. Empty. Meaningless. I’d been appalled and wondered
how a human being’s moral compass could waver so far from true
north.

Not that Towne was a man who deserved authentic
mourning from his wife. I’d told him a hundred times I had no
interest in his sexual conquests, but Towne was a braggart and
insisted I endure his tales of whoring and perversion. I’d always
felt sorry for his cheated wife. And then I met her.

“What about the papers, Mary?”

“I signed them the way you said, but we were running
late for our flight.”

“So you didn’t have them messengered to my
office?”

“I told you, we were late
for our fight. I didn’t have time. Just go by the house in the
morning and pick them up.”

“Mary, that’s highly irregular.”

“Well, you’d better do something. I don’t want those
papers sitting around for two weeks holding everything up. There’s
a key in the planter on the back porch and the security code is
Louis’s birthday—day and month. You can bill me for your precious
time.”

Then she hung up, cutting off the protests climbing
up my tongue.
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Sylvia sits in the passenger seat of a stolen sedan.
Rossini finishes a cigarette and grinds it out in the ashtray and
turns in the seat to face her.

“He’s got no real security,” the thief says.
“Obviously he’s not going to have cameras recording who comes and
goes. He’s got a simple contact system that will take all of a
minute to kill.”

“He wasn’t very cautious,” Sylvia says.

“He was scary enough that he didn’t have to be. No
one was going to fuck Louis over—no one that wanted to stay alive
anyway. The guy was more than connected.”

“What does that mean?”

“You telling me you don’t know about Louis’s
hobby?

“You mean his oogedy boogedy mumbo jumbo?”

“It was a hell of a lot more than that,” Rossini
says. “He put the fear of god, or the devil, or whatever he
worshiped into the whole crew. Guys that crossed Louis ended up dog
food. You heard about Joe Tocci, right? Last year he disrespected
Louis at a meeting and his men found Tocci shredded like barbecue
pork in the john of his apartment. They said he wasn’t in there for
more than a few minutes, and there was no other way into that
crapper but the one door. Louis got to him anyway.”

“Tocci got what he deserved,” Sylvia mutters.

“We all get what we deserve,” Rossini says. “But the
thing is, Louis Towne was not a made man. He was never going to be
a made man because he didn’t have the blood, but Tocci was a made
man. You hit a made man and you’re landfill, but no one retaliated
on Tocci’s behalf. No one. Not his crew. Not the organization. They
knew Louis did it, but they knew what Louis was capable of so they
let him alone.”

“Until someone put two in his head.”

“Over a year later,” Rossini says. “I’m just saying
he didn’t have security because he knew he was scarier than
anything that could get in his house.”
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Sylvia follows the thief into the dining room and
through an opulent living room. She feels anger, seeing the
statuary and the silk-upholstered sofa, and the crystal vases on
marble tables. This should have been hers. She should have been
sitting on that sofa with a glass of champagne, not prowling the
house looking for scraps. She follows Rossini up the stairs and
runs a hand along the ornately carved mahogany banister.

“His safe is in his study,” Rossini says.

After his words fade, Sylvia feels uneasy. The air
grows thick and envelops her, and she believes she can feel it
jostled, hitting her like ripples on the surface of a lake. Even
the subtle movements of Rossini on the stairs ahead play over her
skin, but there is another body at work, displacing the air. She
remembers a similar sensation she had felt whenever Louis entered a
room, a heaviness as if his presence curdled the atmosphere.

Uncertain, with her skin alit by anxiety, Sylvia
follows the thief to the landing and down a black hallway. The
sharp ray of a flashlight momentarily blinds her. Rossini offers a
rapid apology and puts the cylinder in his mouth. At the center of
the beam, is a deadbolt lock. Rossini attacks it with his picks and
in a few moments he has the bolt retracted. Then he sets to work on
the cheaper, less-complicated lock recessed in the knob.

After opening the door, Rossini leaves Sylvia on the
threshold and starts across the room, his silhouette playing
against the bobbing disc of light from his lantern. She watches him
open a closet door and is surprised to see a shining metal panel
beyond, a panel with a combination dial and a three-pronged handle.
Louis’s safe takes up an entire closet. Sylvia’s trepidation turns
to excitement as she anticipates the sheer volume of wealth such a
vault could hold.

“This is going to take some time,” he tells her. “I
helped him pick this model, so I know what I’m up against. You
might want to keep an eye on the window.”

Sylvia does. She pulls back the drapes and leans
against the wall. The landscape beyond the window is carved of
shadows. The only light comes from the far end of the drive, beyond
the gate, where an arc lamp hangs over the street. Everything
between this illumination and Sylvia is gloom. She looks into it
and finds nothing. She looks back at Rossini and considers her
choice of accomplice.

She decides he can’t be trusted. The thief is too
eager. He hadn’t needed a bit of convincing to agree to this job,
and as with all things that came too easy, Sylvia looks for an
angle.

She slides her hand down the side of her jacket and
is reassured when her fingers trace over the outline of the handgun
in the pocket.
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The shrill cry of Rossini’s drill startles her.
Sylvia steps away from the window and crosses the den. Nervous, she
lights a cigarette and stands by the door. She leans into the hall
and is grateful to see the darkened corridor is empty.

Still she cannot shake the feeling that she and the
thief are not alone in the house. The air continues to move like an
invisible beast, sidling past her. Drawing deeply on the cigarette,
she holds the smoke in her lungs and then blows a cloud into the
hall. Amid the whorls of smoke, she pictures Louis’s face and
whispers, “Fuck you,” to the dissipating haze. He had lavished a
fortune on his wife, had given her every damn thing she had ever
whined about, including this house, and what had Sylvia seen for
her time and effort?

Finishing the cigarette, she drops it on the carpet.
She grinds the ember into the carved Berber and hopes an ember will
smolder deep in the pile, causing a fire that levels the Towne
mansion about five minutes after she and the thief have driven away
with the contents of Louis’s safe.

She leaves the doorway and walks to where Mickey is
kneeling. He wears goggles as he guides the barrel of a complicated
drill rig. Sparks fly from the safe’s door, showering the carpet.
The air around her shifts again and Sylvia spins on her heels to
check the room. Nothing. She hugs herself nervously and returns to
the window.

Staring over the dark landscape, she rubs the back of
her neck, trying to dislodge the feeling that something rests
against it. She tries to convince herself that she’s being
paranoid. If anyone else were in the house they’d have shown
themselves by now, or the drive would be thick with police cars,
but logic does nothing to alleviate her fear. By the time the
drill’s shriek dies, Sylvia is near panic with the certainty
someone prowls the house.

“That’s it,” Mickey says, throwing open the safe. He
sets his drill rig on Louis’s desk and returns to the open closet
door.

Sylvia races across the room to see the extent of the
fortune Louis has locked away from the world and to begin its
collection. She presses up against Rossini’s back and peers around
him only to find herself confused by the vault’s contents. She had
expected to find stacks of hundred dollar bills, stock
certificates, a jewelry store’s inventory of gems, and though there
is some cash—three small stacks on the third shelf of the safe—the
bulk of the space is empty. The money sits on one shelf and another
is devoted to a bizarre assortment of baubles.

The collection is comprised of six metallic statues.
Each is no larger than Sylvia’s pinkie finger, and they are ugly
like randomly shaped wads of iron with points and blobs.

“I don’t understand,” Sylvia whispers.

“Amazing,” Rossini replies.

“What is this shit?” Sylvia asks. She reaches around
Rossini to retrieve one of the unattractive statues.

His hand shoots out and grabs her wrist painfully.
“Don’t touch those,” he says. “You get the cash and the jewelry.
That was the deal.”

“The cash? There’s only about ten grand there and
there isn’t any jewelry.”

Rossini squeezes her wrist until she feels the bones
grinding. “That was the deal,” he repeats. “The icons are
mine.”

A hot mask of rage falls over Sylvia’s face. The
thief has played her, though she has yet to understand the extent
or the intent of his game.

“Get away from there,” a rasping voice calls from the
doorway.

Sylvia turns to the sound, her heart in her throat. A
squat shadow stands at the threshold. The face is very pale,
visible but ill-defined. Mickey turns and knocks Sylvia aside. His
flashlight falls squarely on the intruder, and he says, “Son of a
bitch.” Sylvia only gets a glimpse of the man in the doorway, and
to her shock he resembles Louis Towne. She recognizes chipmunk
cheeks and small ears, but the view is momentary, and she is
stumbling so she doesn’t trust what she has seen.

Rossini lowers the flashlight so that the beam falls
on the intruder’s feet. He then pulls a gun from his coat pocket
and levels his left arm to aim the weapon.

Sylvia remembers the boulevard and the man who killed
Louis, remembers his size and his posture and the way he held the
gun, and she realizes it was Rossini. All along she has
underestimated the thief. His eagerness for the job, his
satisfaction with the contents of the safe—this had been his plan
all along. He’d only allowed Sylvia to believe it was hers.

Two muzzle flares light up the room. The reports are
deafening. A body falls in the hallway and Rossini hisses, “Shit.
Enough of this blackout crap.” He stomps to the door and turns on
the light.

Awash in confusion, Sylvia looks around absently as
if waking in a strange place with no understanding of how she’s
gotten there. Rossini is in the doorway, kneeling beside a body on
the floor. Sylvia approaches him and when she sees the face of the
intruder, she gasps. It is Louis Towne.

His face is longer and misshapen. Tufts of hair stick
out around his ears, but he is otherwise bald. Two ragged wounds
show above his ear. He still wears the coffee-grounds stubble, but
much of it has been torn away on the right side of his face,
revealing a patch of darker skin beneath. His nose is longer and
his mouth is circled with odd ridges. His eyes are the worst. They
stare at Sylvia, but they are the wrong color. Louis’s eyes were
blue and these eyes are chocolate brown, and even more unsettling,
each eye is framed by two sets of eye lashes. “What happened to
him?” she asks.

“Mumbo Jumbo,” Rossini says in a dry, earnest
tone.

“His face…”

“Yeah,” the thief says.

Louis’s legs begin to kick and thrash on the carpet.
Sylvia screams and leaps back, covering her mouth with a palm.

“Settle down,” Rossini says, rising to his feet.
“It’s just a death dance. Muscle contractions.”

“How can you be so calm?” Sylvia wants to know.

“I got word that Louis’s body went missing from the
funeral home. Considering the weird shit he was into, I kept my
mind open. Now I think we need to get what we came for and get the
hell out of here.”

“Is he really dead this time?”

“Don’t know and don’t care. I’ve got a full clip.
That’ll keep him down long enough.”

“Are those little statues doing this?” Sylvia
asks.

“Probably.” Rossini casts another glance at the
corpse thrashing on the carpet in the hall.

“Asshole there got drunk one night and started
bragging about these things. He called them the Pellis Icons, and
he’d spent about twenty years hunting them down. He said they
helped him master the flesh, whatever the hell that means. I know
he used them to tear apart Tocci, because I was sitting with him in
this room when he did it. They do something, and I figure I’ve got
plenty of time to figure out exactly what that is.”

‘How much are they worth?”

Rossini laughs and shakes his head. “By your
definition, not a damn thing. There isn’t a fence on the continent
who would know what to do with them.”

He turns away from Sylvia to take another look at the
thrashing man. Sylvia pulls her gun and shoots the thief in the
shoulder, sending him sprawling against the wall. He drops his gun
and slides to his knees and looks at Sylvia, an expression of
pained surprise on his face.

“What the fuck, Syl?” he says. He grasps the wound on
his shoulder. Blood spills between his fingers in thick
rivulets.

She doesn’t reply. Instead she keeps the gun aimed on
Rossini’s face as she crosses to him and retrieves his weapon from
the floor. She slips this into her pocket and walks to the safe. On
the floor is Rossini’s canvas bag. Sylvia retrieves it and waves
the sack in the air until it’s opened. Without looking at the
thief, she pulls the meager amount of cash into the bag and then
scoops the Pellis Icons on top of it. The disappointing void of the
safe still feels wrong to her, and she convinces herself that Louis
must have kept more. She reaches in and presses against the back
wall, expecting a panel to pop free. She does this on every shelf,
but the back of the safe is solid and hides no additional
treasures
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