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KENDRA

 Kendra breezed into Harley's a little
before one. Way early. But that was just like Kendra. Always that
slight edge of unpredictability. Always that element of
surprise.

We were still
busy hauling cases of beer into the fridge. The liquor store
delivery had been late. We were expecting a bigger-than-average
crowd - what with Bloodrainne playing – and there was a lot to
haul.

Kendra's
whirlwind arrival was a good sign, though. The rest of the band
always followed in her wake.

How many times
had she not come tearing up those stairs - purple highlights in her
hair flying, going, "I'm gonna burst if I don't go now." A
leisurely ten minutes later, Dylan, Paul and the rest, would
stagger in under the weight of their gear.

Kendra was
about as much Bloodrainne as the four heavily tattooed young guys
who stood on the stage and played the music. She was harbinger,
muse and ambassador, rolled into one. She designed their fliers and
always made sure there were lots of them around. Although most
bands used Gio Botticelli to mix their sound, she could probably do
his job better, when it came to Bloodrainne. Several of the early
gigs, she was right there by the desk, arguing because the double
bass sounded too flat and could he please do something about that
hissing whistle on the mike, because it's going to mess up that
hectic bit of chanting in the middle of Battle Cry. And when
they began to play, she was right up front in the mosh-pit.
Everybody respected her for it. She began things, set the mood for
the gig. Besides, being related to one member (Dylan the guitarist)
and dating another (Paul, the vocalist) surely made her metal
royalty in these parts. That, by the way, was a typical
Kendra-ism.

"Listen, I can
open the band tab for you, if you like," I offered.

At least she
was finally legal. Back in the day, we had to hide her in the loos
whenever the cops did ID checks.

She shrugged,
and darted off to one side. That was Kendra for you, a real
will-o'-the-wisp ball of raw energy.

My cell phone
vibrated then. I had to drop the case I was carrying, to dig it out
of my jeans. I would have ignored it, but that sort of thing didn't
go down well with the boss. It wasn't her though.

The number was
unknown and all I could hear were the pips of some pay phone before
the reception died. Sometime soon, I needed to buy a new phone. For
now, anybody who mattered knew where to find me.

Distantly,
Kendra's boots clattered away. I packed more booze. Cleared a few
ashtrays. Swept the floor. Half an hour later I was done. That was
when I realized that the band had not come in yet. Strange. Where
were they?

I glanced
around to see where Kendra had gone. Lenny the Last and his Gypsy
King Riders were just filing in. I grinned. Those grizzly old
bikers probably subsidized a considerable amount of my wage at the
bar, if not all of it.

The first kids
in their faded Slayer and Sepultura T-shirts were also beginning to
arrive. No Kendra, though. I was not particularly worried. Perhaps
she'd gone to inspect the merch nook. She'd pop up again. And the
band. They were never far behind her.

As it were,
they only came in a full hour after their mascot and I could tell,
even at a distance, that Paul and Dylan had had one of their rare
disagreements.

“Hey guys," I
said. "What's up? Kendra came in ages ago."

Paul gave Dylan
a look. Dylan asked, "Kendra is here?"

"Sure. Relax.
She's been here a while."

Paul said,
"See, what did I tell you?"

Dylan shook his
long blond hair out of his face. "I dunno. I just had a really bad
feeling the moment she was out the car. Like something terrible was
gonna happen to her."

I said, "Hang
on a moment. Didn't Kendra come with you guys?"

Dylan said,
"This troll threw her out the car and drove off." He was very
obviously still furious.

"What she said,
was totally out of line," Paul said.

"She's my
sister," Dylan pointed out, as if that explained everything.

"Well, she's
around here somewhere," I said. "There's still time to patch things
up."

"Maybe later,"
Paul muttered sullenly.

Dylan stalked
off. I knew where he was coming from. He and Kendra had lost their
parents early and had been raised - if you could call it that - by
a psychotic uncle who apparently spent most of his time cleaning
guns and firing them at things. In most people's eyes, Hamite
Corvid was just sane enough to stay out of government care for the
mentally afflicted. Kendra and Dylan? They saw heavy metal music as
their badge of kinship and route of escape combined.

Paul lingered
by the bar. "I could really use a cold one right now."

I handed him a
beer and made him sign for it on the tab sheet.

"Any idea how
Kendra got here?" I asked. I was probably winding him up. I didn't
care. He may be the lead vocalist of Bloodrainne, the best thing
metal to have come out of this neck of the woods, but Kendra was
Kendra. Everybody looked out for Kendra.

He thoughtfully
stroked the piercing at the side of his nose. "Must have come up
with the Robsons. They were at the Cragsong gig last night. Left
town around the same time we did."

"I haven't seen
them in here yet," I mused.

Paul shrugged.
"Probably out dealing."

Sad fact of
life. While some kids grew up to realize their wildest metal
dreams, others ended up playing cops and dealers in the bad parts
of town.

The Robsons
weren't bad as such. They had just made a terrible career
choice.

We both started
when Dylan set down a speaker with a thud that made the floor
tremble.

Paul sighed.
"Better go do my bit, or I'll never hear the end."

As he walked
off, I saw Kendra again.

She was staring
straight at me. Her eyes glowed a luminous blood red, the way you
sometimes saw on bad photographs. Freaky. That look did things to
me. Paul had better watch out later on.

A little after
two, the band completed their sound check. When they were done, I
put on one of our metal compilation mixes. By then, Harleys was
growing busy.

The rest of
Bloodrainne came by for beers, Dylan last of all. He still had an
axe to grind with Paul. I hoped it wouldn't affect the gig.

"I made him
drive back," Dylan told me. "And she was gone. I tried to call from
this crappy truck stop call box that just kept swallowing up my
money. When I finally got through to her phone, it was on
voicemail. I tried yours, too."

"So, that was
you," I said. "My phone's a little busted. Did you see Kendra
yet?"

"Yeah, sure,
tried to get her attention, but it's like she's on another planet.
Like she's on some kind of weird drugs or something and can't
focus..."

"Paul reckons
she got a lift with the Robsons," I said.

Dylan's
expression darkened. "If Matt Robson gave her something funny, I'll
force-feed his entire supply to him."

I said,
"Listen, do the gig - we'll sort Kendra out later. Important thing
is that, somehow, she made it here."

He nodded. "I
would have murdered Paul, if anything happened to my sister. We can
always find another vocalist."

"Sure, in the
slammer," I grinned.

He laughed,
flashed me the horns with his free hand.

Bloodrainne
drew a decent-sized crowd for this gig. There were quite a few new
faces in the audience. At half-past three they took possession of
the stage. I killed the metal compilation.

Several spiked
gloves went up. There were a few shouts. Paul did his usual
swearing into the microphone with an expression of I
didn't-know-it-was-on mock surprise. Dylan played the opening
riff of Subsonic Doom. From the corner of my eye, I saw
Kendra streak by - an unreal fantasy figure in the strobe lights.
The magic was starting. Then this loser in imitation fatigues
stepped into my view.

"Heard you're
looking to buy a second hand phone," he shouted over Paul's death
growl.

"Not now," I
shouted back.

"Aren't you
here to serve the public?" he demanded.

"To sell beer,"
I shouted.

"Look I can
give you this cheap," he shouted. He passed me a small phone with a
purple cover that I instantly recognized as Kendra's.

I went ice cold
as I took it. How many times had Kendra said, "Hold this for me
quick," or "Dial for me, my fingers are slippery."

I knew every
scratch and nick on it, as if it was my own. I knew that the '5'
key sometimes got stuck and you had to press it twice.

While I held
the phone, I had a brief, but very vivid sensation of something
dark, oily and vile oozing into me, in such a way there was no
escape.

I dropped the
phone onto the bar counter and at once the sensation was gone.

Subsonic
Doom came to an end. A friend of Mr Fake Fatigues joined
him.

"Is there a
problem?" he asked.

"Get the fuck
out of here," I hissed.

"Look," said
the newcomer. "We're just here for the gig." He slapped a meaty
hand on his friend's shoulder and began to steer him away from the
bar, towards the stage, where Dylan was playing the intro to
House of Pain. For a moment I thought they were going to
leave the phone behind. Even though it had every appearance of
being Kendra's, I did not want that evil thing anywhere near
me.

When they
cleared the bar, I saw Kendra again. She high-fived me. I returned
the gesture. She was looking pretty much like our Kendra to me,
except that the lights seemed to give her an extra glow.

Bloodrainne was
nearing the end of Battle Cry when trouble came in through
the door and up the stairs. The Robsons.

I did not like
the look of that uniformed police officer they were flanking. Ian
Robson was conspicuously trying to get my attention, and I was just
as conspicuously trying to ignore him. I had bailed the pair of
them out enough times already.

When Battle
Cry ended, the band launched straight into Lamia's
Tears, one of their more melodic numbers. Admitting defeat, I
left the bar and made my way over to the odd trio hesitating at the
side of the barroom.

"Well, what is
it this time?"

Up close it was
obvious Ian Robson had been crying. Matt, the older of the two, was
in better control of himself, but his eyes were haunted.

Ian said only
one word I couldn’t make out.

“What?” I
shouted.

“Kendra,” he
shouted back, before a coughing fit overtook him.

I was starting
to get a really bad feeling. I glanced towards the stage. I could
not see her now.

"What
happened?" I asked.

At this point,
the cop took over. "Which one of them's Dylan Lomax?" he shouted. I
gestured towards the stage where the subject of our little
discussion was in the middle of an intricate solo.

The cop sighed.
"How many more songs?"

"Two," I
yelled. "Three, tops."

"I can wait
that long," he grunted.

Looking back, I
wish I had insisted we pull Dylan off that stage there and
then.

“What
happened?” I asked again.

The cop ignored
my question. Instead he said, “Got something strong for these
two?”

I nodded and
went back to the bar. The double shots of whiskey I poured them,
would come off my staff tab. Another favour the Robsons owed me.
Not that I was expecting payback anytime soon.

Matt's hands
shook when he took the glass. Ian took his whiskey with both hands,
but still managed to spill some.

I got that
melting ice feeling I had the one time Kendra looked at me. "Now,
anyone going to tell me what's going on?"

Ian glanced at
the cop. He nodded. If you could imagine a block of granite
nodding, that would have been it. Ian took a sip of whiskey. "We
had breakfast with the band at Cragsong and we all had a good time
until these kids from upstate showed up. Paul knew them."

"Girls?" I
asked. It was not really like Kendra to get worked up over
something like that.

"A girl and a
guy," said Matt. "They were at the same college as Paul, before he
dropped out."

I shifted my
eyes towards the stage again. Lamia's Tears was done. A few
voices in the crowd had started a chant.
"Mosh-mosh-mosh-mosh-mosh..."

"They started
fighting after those kids left again, Kendra and Paul," said Ian,
raising his voice. "Paul was talking 'bout, maybe he should go back
to college, finish his stuff, maybe quit the band for a while and
that's when Kendra got mad."

My eyes were
still on Paul. He was slowly swaying his head in time to the chant,
drinking it all up. Yet he was considering walking away from it
all. I could well imagine what Kendra had called him in the car.
Bloodrainne was
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