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PART I


1

DEADSPEAK



When the dead man grabbed his ankle, Rick Scott thought the first responder had made a mistake.

It had rained earlier in the evening and the flashing red-and-blue emergency lights reflecting off the wet pavement turned the crisp November night into a lurid kaleidoscope. Police cars blocked the intersection and firefighters were using a Jaws of Life to free a woman trapped in a van that had jumped the curb. A car was spun one-ninety, its rear fender crumpled into the bumper of a parked truck. Its one working headlamp stared back the way it had come. Paramedics had the driver out and on a stretcher.

A third casualty lay face down in the street. He wasn’t moving and no one was attending him.

“Looks like we’re late to the party, kid,” Mack said as he piled out of the ambulance.

Rick snapped on a pair of medical gloves, grabbed his kit, and followed.

The smell of gasoline stung his nose and glass crunched under his EMS boots. Red-hot jazz, all brass riffs and pounding piano, pumped from the open door of a club and combined with the rumble of firetrucks and shouts of the crowd to give the scene a carnival atmosphere.

Mack, who was a paramedic, spared the guy sprawled in the street a cursory glance before hurrying to assist the EMTs working on the injured driver. The first responder had already tagged the body. The black sign on the victim’s hoodie read “Expectant,” which was triage for “Morgue,” meaning he was pulseless and non-breathing. The pool of blood around his head confirmed the prognosis.

So when a hand reached out and grabbed his ankle, Rick jumped—then immediately dropped to his knees to give assistance. He’d heard of such mistakes: patients pronounced dead on the operating table subsequently reviving, stillborn babies suddenly crying. Scalp wounds were notorious bleeders and often looked worse than they were. The main thing was to stabilize the patient ASAP.

Washed in the garish light, the face turned toward him. Behind a hedge of greasy bangs, eyelids fluttered, and fixed, dilated pupils locked onto his. Damaged lips opened and closed as the man tried to speak.

“Don’t move.” Rick pressed two fingers to the carotid artery and leaned forward to check his breathing.

“It’s begun…”

The voice was a snake’s hiss, a rattle of dry leaves barely audible under the rumble of engines and shouts of the crowd. But he heard it clearly, the voice so chilling all other sounds were drowned in the blood-roar that filled his head. The man was staring at him. Blood painted his face. Something was wrong with his head. It looked deformed. But Rick wasn’t examining the man: he couldn’t take his gaze off the eyes.

In his four months on the job, he had seen the dead eyes that stared into eternity as he zipped fatalities and suicides into body bags. Life faded like a light going out. The eyes glazed over. This man’s eyes were like those—lifeless, dim—only they were looking into his, pinprick pupils drilling into his soul.

“What’s begun?” Rick heard himself say. His voice was small, timid, as if afraid of the answer.

The lids fluttered. The head sagged toward the asphalt.

“What’s begun?”

Louder now. As if the answer were a matter of life or death. Somehow, he was certain the victim’s words were not the ramblings of trauma but a message.

Neck tendons cracked as the face struggled to turn. The eyes fought to remain open.

The voice came again…as if from a distance. Like a voice from the far end of a corridor.

“The feeding…”

The eyes closed. The head sank to the pavement. Rick sensed no life force. The spark that had animated the dying man was gone now. For good, he thought. But he was just an EMT-B, an attendant limited to stabilizing and transporting; it wasn’t his call to make.

But even as he keyed his mic, Rick knew it was too late. The man’s pupils were fixed, dilated. And the wound, now that he took a moment to examine it…

The side of the skull facing the road was horribly concave.

“massive trauma such as evacuation of cranial vault”

That was one of the conditions explicit in the Memphis Fire Department’s Advanced Life Support SOP manual required for discontinuing or withholding life support.

Under “Field Determination of Death” the wound would certainly qualify as a “devastating unsurvivable injury.”

But the dead don’t speak.

Emergency lights washed over the glazed eyes, the slack mouth.

Only sometimes they do.

“Fucking A, I came back! I’m Superman, remember?”

Frank. Not a ghost, but flesh and blood.

Dying in his arms.

A second time.

Rick shivered. A goose had just stepped on his grave.
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TEMPUS FUGIT



The clocks were striking… All of them—the 1770 Dutch tall case, the 1690 Martin Ellwood and 1761 Thomas Hunter longcases, the 1820 black-and-gold French Lyre, the 1860 John Smith triple-spired skeleton clock patterned off the Litchfield Cathedral with its brass chain-driven movement gleaming under its glass dome, the magisterial, dark-veneered Vienna Regulators lining the wall, the banjos, and the Black Forest Cuckoos hanging next to them—striking, chiming, pealing, filling the plenum of Tempus Fugit with a god-awful noise.

Reginald Woods, shop owner and master horologist, looked up in amazement from the ornate 1770 Pierre Jaquet Droz tortoise shell and ormolu musical bracket clock he had just finished repairing. The clocks had struck midnight only minutes before. His vintage 1934 Omega RAF Pilot’s watch showed 12:13 a.m.

The shop was closed for the night and the only light came from Woods’ workbench in the back and from the streetlight falling through the plate glass window front.

The clamor went on and on, a racket such as he had never heard in his considerably long experience in the clockmaker’s trade—not even as an apprentice at the House of Brequet in the Quai de l’Horloge. Many of the clocks he had switched off; others were in night mode and shouldn’t (couldn’t) sound the hour; but here they were clamoring for attention like a roomful of brass-throated terriers.

And as he listened, trying to separate out the sounds of the individual clocks whose eccentricities he was as familiar with as the nuances of his own voice, his wonder grew. Not only were the various timepieces tolling different hours of the day and night, some were repeating, as if, having run their repertoire, they had decided to go it again—but not necessarily in the same sequence. Impossible! Lacking the chaos of free will, the workings of the mechanical clock were predetermined, set by the mathematical predictability of gears and cogs, utterly dependent on the laws of physics—a microcosm of a rational universe. What he was hearing was a thing unprecedented. It smacked of the hand of an outside force. Something beyond the mandala of material cause and effect. Something that made shreds of reason and tore at the fabric of the universe. Through all the uncertainty he had witnessed in his storied life, the mechanical clock was one thing upon which he had come to depend.

He nearly fell off his stool when the Droz before him joined in, running—as amazement turned to alarm and foreboding crept like a night chill up his back—through all eight of its tunes then starting in again.

Woods glanced at the 1860 William Evans Sir Walter Scott Monument skeleton clock he kept on his workbench for company. The miniature figure of his beloved Waverly author, seated in his shroud before the brass buttresses of his tomb, was pensive as always, holding his book, forehead creased in thoughts eternal. Maida, the bard’s deerhound, gazing up at his master, was no help either.

“It’s begun.”

Woods barely heard his own whispered words amid the uproar. He pushed back his stool and stood. It had been a long time since he felt fear’s cold hand on his shoulder, but he felt it now like a phantom intent on showing him something he cared not to see.

The pandemonium ceased, leaving a shocked silence in its wake.

But before he could exhale, the Cabrier—the tallest of the longcases up front—began tolling in deep funereal tones. Staring into the dimness, he listened with foreboding. Something extraordinary was coming.

He counted. Five bass ringings of the clock’s brass bell. Eight. Ten. A dozen times the clock tolled. A thirteenth—and silence.

A thirteenth!

Fear bade him observe.

First came the smell, sharp like chlorine—the smell of ozone preceding a storm. The air crackled as if with static. In the shopfront, between the great longcases and the glass counters, a deeper darkness formed, blotting out the street-lit windows and immersing Tempus Fugit in an unnatural night.

The temperature plunged.

The horologist shivered. Despite his decades of training and knowing this night—prophesied from ancient days—would come, he stood transfixed like some idle bystander mesmerized by the stirring of cosmic wings. The sense of eerie, of haute strangeness, crawling antlike beneath his skin, turned to icy dread. For now the darkness that gathered in his shop like some otherworldly presence coalesced into a shadow vaguely anthropomorphic, a figure like a silhouette cut in the fabric of space-time opening onto the Abyss. A huge misshapen head rose above massive shoulders. Great clawed hands flexed. And now dark lights blossomed within the shadow, a strange unnatural glitter that did nothing to brighten the shop but writhed like larval stars birthing and dying within a nebula. The sight was at once beautiful and terrible, terrible because he could no longer see through the scintillating presence the clocks standing in the aisle or hanging on the far wall, and because eyes of a mind-searing blackness radiating a cold and hungry malevolence opened and gazed on him.

Woods staggered back. He dared not, could not, blink or tear his eyes off the monstrous gaze that bore into his soul and sapped his will.

Am I to falter now? After all these years? Like a child afraid of the boogeyman?

But what confronted him in the confines of Tempus Fugit was, indeed, the boogeyman—the grandfather and progenitor of all boogeymen from time immemorial. Better the world perish in a fiery plunge into the sun than face the ravages of this ancient race. He found his fortitude shivering in the dark of his subconscious (after all, he was mortal despite his longevity) and dragged it into the light.

In his mind he heard the creature growl. Then it was sweeping toward him, would be upon him in an instant.

The horologist’s hand shook as he reached inside his shirt. Was he too late? Would the demon envelop him, its darkness smother him even as its shadow claws tore the flesh from his body? His fingers closed over the object that lay warm against his chest—that had warmed him by the shores of Nemi and in the fields of three wars since She pressed the object into his palm adjuring him to wear it always, to keep it safe and at the ready against this day.

Suspended from a silver chain, the faceted crystal cradled in a twist of silver gave off a blue radiance that grew in an instant to xenon intensity as he thrust it forth.

The beast roared down on him. He cringed. Then it passed through him, its molecules brushing his, leaving him paralyzed with cold.

His mouth shaped NOOOO! but no sound escaped his chattering teeth. Can’t let it in there. Stop it.

Too late. The storeroom door slammed against the wall.

He forced himself to turn. So cold. Shivering, his legs moving as if he were submerged in ice water, he thought of the object She had given into his safekeeping. Locked behind the trunk door of a pre-1860 Kent longcase. A typical oak country workhorse more functional than stylish, certainly nothing a thief would be interested in with so many more illustrious models in front.

He heard the crash of the clock door wrenched off and hurled across the room. The noise gave impetus to his frozen legs. He rushed through the open door in time to see—

The creature stood in the middle of the storeroom, its head grazing the ceiling, its monstrous silhouetted shape boiling with worms of black starlight.

And hanging in the air before it—

The papyrus was ancient. The mandala painted on its surface, once brilliant with red, green, blue, and gold, was faded yet still lovely and vital. But as Woods watched, smoke-like wisps began to curl off the edges of the mandala, its fibers unraveling.

Still holding the crystal, the master horologist remembered a line from a favorite author of over a century ago: “This is horror, but it is not fear; unless I fear, I cannot be harmed; my reason rejects this thing; it is an illusion—I do not fear.” With the line ringing in his mind like a mantra, he charged the shadow and thrust the crystal into its icy heart.

The response was immediate. No alchemist ever witnessed so profound and sudden an effect. A blast of wintry cold radiated from the creature. The shadow coiled inward upon itself, a brief confetti of dark lights spun like tail ends of fireworks, and it was gone.

The mandala fluttered to the floor.
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FERGI



Mack confirmed the first responder’s diagnosis. Seeing his open kit and bloody gloves, his partner shook his head and gave him a look that said I thought you knew better. Rick kept what the victim said to himself. He imagined writing on his “Run Report Sheet” a dead guy had spoken to him. His supervisor would think he’d been sampling the pharmaceuticals.

It’s begun…

The feeding…

What the hell did that mean?

As much as he’d tried to convince himself he’d imagined the whole thing, he didn’t buy it. There had been a time when he naïvely believed the world was grounded in inviolate laws, a place where dead was dead and not an ambivalent condition subject to the whim of a sinister universe. But after last Christmas…after staring into the sea of oblivion that circled the postage-stamp cosmos humans mistook for reality, he found himself all eyes and open ears to the chthonian side of the universe.

That the dead do come back, reanimated to unnatural life, however briefly, he knew from personal experience. He had seen it happen. If it were not possible, he wouldn’t be here.

In the dark hold of a barge on the Hudson River, his kid brother Frank had given his life to save him from his doppelgänger. Later that same night Frank saved him again, this time from Rick’s own demonic twin, and died a second time.

“Fucking A, I came back! I’m Superman, remember?”

Rick shivered. And just as it always did following memories of that night, guilt crashed over him like a cold wave. Though acromegaly had transformed Frank into a hulking teenager with big fists, a shelving brow, and an attitude to match, he was his baby brother. Frank should not have died; it should have been the other way around.

When he came home to their third-floor apartment after two in the morning, he laid his keys on the table and walked down the hallway to the bedroom. The door was open. He leaned against the jamb and listened to Fergi breathe.

The curve of her hip lifted the comforter. The mass of her hair, fiery auburn by day, was a dark tangle on her pillow. At times her sleep was fitful and she writhed and had even struck him while fighting off her demons. Restful sleep was a thing of the past, a relic of juvenile innocence, remembered like a taste that once delighted but was now only dimly recalled. He could live with his own nightmares—he had no choice—but he hated being the cause of hers.

Her breathing was peaceful now, her demons at rest.

For the moment.

She hated her given name. Sparks flew from her dark eyes if he used it even in jest.

Delores…

In her black jeans, combat boots and Army jacket, she was a far cry from the style-conscious coeds and female athletes in their green varsity jackets he’d met during his abortive undergraduate stint at New Jersey City University. She was his friend, his lover. An oasis from the crowding world. A distraction from the serpent pit of his memories.

And beautiful. She could complain her hips were too big. He’d seen her dark brows frown when she caught her reflection in a window, and she insisted they make love with the lights out and didn’t allow him in the bathroom when he suggested he “wash her back.” Still, for all her obstinacy and withering glance, he felt an attraction as irresistible as the tidal pull of the moon. Delores Ferguson was unlike any woman he’d ever met. Despite her Army jacket or the baggy sweatshirts she wore to deflect men’s stares, she was his stern-eyed, auburn-haired Aphrodite who’d stepped out of a frame and into his life.

He left the door cracked and returned to the kitchen. At the window, he looked down at the street. The neighborhood was quiet. The Mamma Mia’s pizzeria sign opposite was off for the night. It had a malfunctioning tube that earlier in the evenings cast a flickering red glow on their kitchen ceiling. Summer had been noisier, people out till all hours, sirens splitting the humid air. In certain respects, Memphis wasn’t that different from Jersey City, just hotter.

He opened the cabinet over the sink and took down a glass. He tried not to look at the top shelf but did anyway. Fergi didn’t bother to hide the bottle of Jameson but left it in plain sight as if daring him to mention it.

Which he wouldn’t. With one bedroom and no couch, the apartment was too small for arguments. He couldn’t blame her for seeking escape in a bottle. Fergi hated waitressing, loathed the ogling and occasional pinch. There was a time when he thought she hated all men, and perhaps there was something to that, at least subconsciously. Her biological father’s leaving her at an early age was a factor, as was her stepfather’s lechery. And though it galled to place himself in that company, he conceded that he, too, was part of the problem.

His guts boiled at the thought of what it must have been like for her—finally letting her guard down enough to trust him, to turn to him after her stepfather’s abuse, only to find that he

Not me, my double…

was a monster.

Rick shuddered, remembering for the thousandth time his doppelgänger’s burning eyes, its maniacal grin…the hideous distortion of his own features that would haunt him to the grave.

Nearly a year after fleeing Jersey City, Rick still found himself looking over his shoulder, half-expecting to see the arrogant smiling face of a young man that looked all too much like him. He knew Fergi did the same: he saw the furtive glances she cast when they went out, as if her mind was ever vigilant, ever wary of forgetting the horrors that capered in the shadows.

Worse still was the way she sometimes looked at him…as if seeing the monster that had held her down and brutalized her. He remembered her terror and rage when he found her. He’d tried to tell her it wasn’t him who’d attacked her, but she’d screamed and hit him and slammed the door in his face.

But he was responsible, wasn’t he? The creature had been a part of him, the spawn of his darkest desires. What was it Wally said? “There’s a dragon lurking in each of us, lashing its tail to get out.”

Laughter rumbled behind him. “You need to lighten up, Little Bro.”

Frank’s voice. He didn’t turn around. No one was there; it was just another facet of his guilt and self-loathing.

“This is a happening town, Ricky,” Frank said. Rick could almost see him out of the corner of his eye, wearing his famous black-leather duster, toothpick poking out of his ugly, lantern-jawed mug. God, he missed that mug! “Friday night and you’re scraping meat off the pavement to pay the rent when you could be coming home with a wad in your pocket from a few rolls of the dice or a couple hands of the cards.”

Yeah, that would be your answer.

“Yeah, and it would be the right answer.”

He was squeezing the glass. He eased off before it exploded, looked up at the bottle.

Frank snorted. “Go ahead, Stiff. Life is short.” His laughter was gravel poured from a shovel.

That it is, brother. That it is.

He poured himself two fingers, tossed it back. He grimaced at the burn as it went down. He replaced the bottle, rinsed the glass and set it upside down on the drain board. Then he went into the bedroom, took off his clothes, and slipped under the covers. He tried to lie still and not disturb her, but she murmured and took his arm and wrapped it around her and held his hand cupping her breast. He lay there cradling her, smelling the incense of her hair. After a while, he fell asleep.
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THE MAZE



Because there was no sun—only a cobalt blue that stretched infinite and featureless above the maze—Rick had no idea of east or west, north or south, just left and right and straight on and left again and dead end after dead end and the sense of déjà vu that he’d passed this way before and the nagging prescience that he would pass this way again.

Nor was the maze an evergreen canyon of humid shade winding between cliffs of manicured shrubs. Rather, the towering claustrophobic walls had the metallic sheen of quicksilver that mirrored the blue above and possessed the fractal smoothness of computer graphics. It was the substance of dreams, and Rick was acutely aware that he was dreaming and that the time that passed couldn’t be days or weeks and that eventually he’d wake in a cold sweat. He even suspected the maze represented the spider web of his own subconscious mind. But understanding the symbolism or temporal relativity of dreams didn’t lessen the anxiety worming his intestines.

He was being followed.

He heard nothing except the shuffle of his feet upon the maze floor, but he sensed a malign intelligence, as alien as the material of the walls imprisoning him, dogging his every step. Now just beyond the last bend, now paralleling his movements on the other side of the row. And wasn’t that the faintest whiff of animal musk, hanging in the gelid air like the scent of damp fur? When he moved, it moved; when he stopped, it stopped…and waited.

Because he’d dreamed the dream before and knew what happened next, Rick looked up. Above the walls’ ruler edge, the sky churned, bands of indigo and black spiraling through the metallic blue. As he watched with mounting dread, the whirlpool became a vortex. Vast shoals of funereal purples and blacks alternated with bands of steel gray. An icy wind howled down from those cosmic depths, chilling the sudden sweat that sprang from his pores. As he continued to watch, forgetful now of the shadowing presence, lightning flashed—chrome spanners that arced through the roiling clouds—and thunder boomed.

The reflective walls of the maze writhed with unnatural motion. Whether reflections of the turmoil in the lowering heavens or fantastic creatures of dreamtime moving beneath the mirroring surface…he didn’t look but kept his gaze locked on the transforming sky.

An eye appeared in the storm. Not round like that of a hurricane but oval like the space where two circles overlap. The almond shape formed a hole in the fabric of eternity, staring down from the zenith.

The hair on Rick’s arms and scalp stood on end as the hole transformed into a great jaundiced eye. A serpent’s eye with the elliptical pupil of a pit viper.

He froze under that cold reptilian stare.
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Rick bolted awake. He was in bed. Fergi lay beside him. His heart hammered.

Fergi stirred, put a warm hand on his cold leg. “Another dream?” she murmured.

“Yeah.” He brushed her lush mane from her face. “Go back to sleep.”

He slipped out of bed, grabbed his shirt and went into the kitchen. He pulled the light chain of the red-and-white plastic Coca Cola lamp over the white Formica table he and Fergi picked up at Thrifty’s. He settled into one of the matching chrome and white-vinyl chairs. Before him lay a small spiral notebook and a black Uniball. He opened the notebook and took up the pen. He wanted to get the dream down before it unraveled. At the top of the page, he jotted the date, November 16, and the time off the stove clock, 4:20 a.m. He remembered the eye he saw in his dream, this dream he’d been dreaming for months: two almond shapes, one inside the other; two ellipses at right angles. An eye with a slit pupil. A serpent’s eye.

He couldn’t shake the certainty the dream meant something. Granny used to tell him, “You gotta trust your gut, Ricky.” Right now his gut was telling him something awful was coming down the pike.

The feeding…

Dead eyes opening, gazing at him from nocturnal depths. Head hideously caved.

He leaned over the notebook and began to draw.
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MANDORLA



Fergi woke. Rick no longer lay beside her. Through the open door she saw him sleeping at the kitchen table in the early-morning light. How long had he been up? He’d come in late. She hoped his night hadn’t been bad; his dreams were punishment enough. He looked so vulnerable sitting there in his EMT shirt, and, for a moment, she struggled between the urge to go to him and comfort him and the desire to dress quietly and slip out of the apartment and never return.

But where would she go? Not back to Jersey certainly. Not after—

She shook her head to dislodge the memories that clung tooth and claw to her brain. She rose, slid her feet into slippers, put on the flannel shirt she used as a robe, and went to him.

His head lay in the crook of his arm. He had drawn something in his notebook but his hand covered it so she couldn’t see. She reached to stroke his dark, wavy hair. She stopped herself, torn.

There was something deep and binding between them. No denying that. She remembered the night in his car by the Hudson River watching the snowfall, felt again the warm stir in her groin at the memory of his eyes in the green glow of the dashboard lights, the surprising warmth of his lips on hers, the way his breath grew short when he held her. She was still amazed she had that effect on him. And that he had that effect on her, Delores Ferguson, who swore she would never follow in her mother’s footsteps, never allow a guy to control her. When it came to her life, no one was going to be in the driver’s seat but her.

But as she gazed at the figure seated at the table, the images she tried so hard to forget came unbidden:

Her stepfather Jake’s surprised face as he lay dead on the sidewalk, his skull bashed. Rick glowering at the crowd, his face distorted with rage. Rick leering down at her while he thrust and thrust and her blood soaked the car seat.

Her fists balled, heat rushed through her as if from an open furnace.

The emotion passed. Her fists uncurled.

It wasn’t Rick who hurt me, she reminded herself. Not my Rick.

Her attacker had been that other Rick—what Wally called a double, tulpa, doppelgänger, creature of the id. Still, too often, sitting across this very table she would see that other’s hellish features writhe across Rick’s face and her hand would close white-knuckled around her knife.

It started so innocently. Rick’s best friend Wally, researching sustainable energy technologies at Stevens Institute, discovered—or rediscovered—psychotronic generators: devices that concentrated and discharged human bioplasmic energy. According to Wal, similar devices had been around since ancient Egypt, where they were called “Wands of Horus.” When Wally invited Rick and Frank and Frank’s sidekick Shorty to an experiment, Rick invited her along, promising a demonstration of reanimation. After Wally killed some mealworms with roach spray, she’d been shocked to see them writhe with restored animation when he turned the generator on them. Asked what they should do next with Wally’s toy, she’d surprised them by suggesting they raise the ghost of Elvis.

What they got was a lot worse than the shade of an overweight performer. What started as a poltergeist that blew out Wally’s windows evolved into creatures that came and went like ghosts but blazed a trail of physical havoc across their lives.

Her gaze drifted to the cabinet over the sink…to the unseen half-fifth of Jameson sitting in the dark like a patient seducer knowing you’ll be back, that you can’t resist, only a matter of time.

The pale sun topped the flat roofs of the tenements across the street and washed over the table and the green-and-white checkered linoleum. It was warmer here in the South—summer had been a bastard—but November dawns were just as bleak as gray Jersey City mornings.

The table was wedged between two curtainless windows. Rick’s face was in shadow but the sunlight fell across his back and he stirred, sat up, stretched.

“Morning,” he said and yawned.

“Bad night?”

“You could say that.”

He reached for her hand. She gave it to him. He drew her close, lifted her shirt and pressed his lips to the curve of her hip. She brushed her fingers through his hair and again felt the electricity she wished was the only thing she ever felt in his presence.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not before coffee.”

Across the street a man stood in a window. Maybe he was just looking out, but she flipped him the finger just in case.

Rick followed her gaze. “We keep talking about getting curtains.”

“Yeah, and an air-conditioner and a TV.”

She was teasing, but he looked pained. She had scratched his ego; Tarzan had to provide for Jane.

“I was kidding.”

“I know, and we’ll get those things when we can, but we can afford curtains.”

“We could go to the…”

She started to say “flea market,” but her gaze lit on his notebook. His nightmares had been troubling him for months. First, it was Frank’s death. The grisly scene in the barge disturbed more than a few of her own dreams.

The notebook was her suggestion. She’d read about dream rehearsal therapy, something doctors used on soldiers coming back with post-traumatic stress disorder. Some soldiers experienced chronic nightmares, and doctors used dream rehearsal therapy to teach them to control their dreams. One of the things you did was talk yourself out of the intensity of the nightmare. Example: you constantly dream you’re drowning and wake up in a cold sweat feeling as if you’re dying. Just concentrate for a while each day that you are in shallow water and all you have to do is stand; then, when the dream comes, remember to stand up.

Another thing the article prescribed was to keep a journal and record your dream as soon as you woke. This gave you control over the nightmare, made it yours as if you’d invented it rather than it came from out there.

At first, Rick’s dream was of drowning in blood. He was in the hold of the barge where Frank died. He was in the dark but he could see. “It’s like seeing things under black light,” read one journal entry, “only everything’s deep red.” And the blood rose and rose and corpses were bumping into him, and Frank’s and Shorty’s faces belonged to two of the corpses.

It didn’t take much to get Rick to admit he felt guilty over their deaths, as if it were his fault. Rick was one of those guys who run toward a fire rather than away. She recalled how he jumped out of his car the night they met when those girls were chasing her and he flashed that security guard badge and yelled, “Stop! Police!” And now he worked EMS. It was Rick’s nature to help others, and she found that admirable, but maybe his decision to become an EMT also had something to do with atoning for his perceived sins.

And the therapy worked. When his feet touched the deck and the blood receded and he willed the corpses gone, they were gone. After a while, he was having the dream only a few times a month. Lately a new dream had come to plague his sleep. He dreamed he was in a maze and he couldn’t get out and something was following him. He’d filled pages in the notebook trying to draw a maze with a clear exit. So far nothing worked.

Now this.

She turned the notebook to get a better look. Unlike other entries, there were no words, only a drawing of two ovals with pointed ends: a smaller vertical oval inside a larger horizontal one. Like a child’s drawing of a serpent’s eye. Or a dragon’s. He had traced the lines over and over until the black pen scored the paper.

“That’s a mandorla,” she said. “Or rather two mandorlas, one inside the other.”

Rick turned the notebook back around. “A what?”

“Mandorla. It represents the intersection between heaven and earth or the higher and lower planes. A threshold of sorts. A gateway. Sort of like leaving one room and entering another, but for a moment when you’re passing through the door you’re between the two rooms.”

“A threshold…”

“Yes, crossing the threshold. A mandorla’s supposed to be a good thing, the space where two circles overlap. It’s an ancient symbol, but the Catholic Church took the almond shape in the middle—the part that represents the intersection between heaven and earth—as a symbol of the Christian faith.”

“Because it’s shaped like a fish.”

“Right. The Jesus fish. But your drawing…” She hesitated. A frown creased her forehead. “You’ve drawn it with so much anger. See where your pen has dug into the—”

A burst of flames interrupted her. One second the gouged black lines of the “eye” stared up from the white page. The next she found herself gazing through ghostly fire into the eye of a living serpent. A viper’s eye. She dropped the notebook.

Rick jumped out of his chair, stomped the curling pages with his bare foot. Black ash puffed across the linoleum.

“Oh, no,” she moaned, déjà vu rushing like a night chill up her back. “It’s starting again.”
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MANDALA



The mandala lay on his workbench. Its edges had literally turned to dust so that when Woods picked it up off the storeroom floor and cradled it in his palms like the last delicate specimen of some extinct flower, the material flaked away leaving the sacred imagery greatly reduced.

Originally, inscribed in a vocabulary of circles and squares in faded vermillion, azurite, malachite, and gold, the papyrus depicted an eight-pointed star formed of two squares. The symbol was an ancient glyph for the great wheel of the year and represented the two solstices, two equinoxes, and four cross-quarter days. A circle bisected the outer angles of the squares so that the points lay outside its circumference. Inside, two smaller overlapping circles formed the vesica piscis or mandorla: the gateway, the cosmic portal, the intersection between the human and the divine. In the upper right of the central octagon, seven five-pointed stars formed a familiar pattern: the Pleiades. In the lower left, two outward-facing crescents bookended a circle: the moon—old, new, and full.

Now the outer circle and the points of the wheel were gone, and the gold pigment of the threefold crown of the triple Goddess was nearly invisible, as if some vandal had tried to rub it out. But the seven upper stars…

Without touching the papyrus, as if to do so would burn him, Reginald Woods traced the pattern of the Pleiades and felt a chill, as if a cold wind blew down from cosmic heights. The blue was restored, the azurite pigment brilliant as if painted only yesterday. He shook his head in wonder at what the darkness had wrought.

His lips uttered the verse from Job: “‘Can you bind the chains of the Pleiades, or loose the cords of Orion?’”

The answer was obviously yes. The chains of the Pleiades had been bound for eons. The lock entrusted to him and his predecessors since time immemorial lay before him. Now the lock was broken, the door ajar. He shuddered to think what dread reckoning waited beyond its theshold.

“I’ve failed,” he said aloud. For the first time since You kissed me and laid Your hand over my heart and breathed into me the gift of longevity, I’ve failed You.

But to sit and mourn failure was not his nature. Instead, he strode to the front and stepped onto the sidewalk.

He immediately regretted not putting on a coat. Montreal was not Lisbon: the November air was damp and cold; the sky overcast and whispering, “Snow.” The sun was up but the shops wouldn’t open for another couple of hours and the street was deserted. Tempus Fugit, wedged between the Bel Etage art gallery and a British bookstore run by his old friend McGregor, wasn’t located in the most fashionable district. It wasn’t bustling rue Ste-Catherine or cobbled rue St-Paul but a quiet side street that didn’t see a lot of tourists or local trade. Which was why he chose the location. McGregor, who preferred discussing books to selling them, obviously felt the same.

“Bem!” he said and reentered the shop.

He made adjustments to a dial of his 1934 pilot watch, the workings of which were not original but housed complications of his own design.

He counted off a minute before stepping back outside.

The temperature difference struck him at once. The sky was gray but the air was humid, hinting at rain rather than snow. He wrinkled his nose at the scent of ripe garbage. The sidewalks were dirtier than Montreal’s, the storefronts sullen behind graffiti–scrawled shutters. At the corner a homeless man pushed a laden cart across the intersection. In the distance, a siren wailed, and from a couple of blocks over, morning traffic rumbled. Soon even this unassuming side street would busy itself with the business of the day.

And somewhere out there was the one he sought. He would know the young man when he saw him, but Memphis was a big city and time was flying…

Tempus fugit.

Meanwhile—

He looked down at his dress slacks and chambray shirt. He would have to find suitable attire.
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AT THE FLEA MARKET



“It’s starting again…”

Rick was shaken. What was going on? First a dead man speaks to him, then his notebook spontaneously combusts! This was no coincidence. Something was trying to get through to him.

Fergi was terrified. And as was her nature, what frightened her made her angry.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” was her immediate response.

“Look…” He knew better than to tell her to “Calm down.” She would have snapped his head off. “I’m not saying what we just saw isn’t a sign, maybe a warning, but really…it’s not like a policeman knocking on the door. Where could we run to from…this?” He gazed at the ashes scattered around his bare feet. “Maybe we’d better wait and see what’s what.”

“‘See what’s what’? Your notebook just burst into flames! You want to wait until the knives start flying off the counter?”

She’d put the cutlery, block and all, under the sink.

He didn’t tell her about the dead man’s warning.

It’s begun…

The feeding…

What could he say? Hey honey, guess what happened on the job last night. Yeah, this dead guy, head all smashed in, woke up and gave me a warning. Something about a feeding.

Naw, I don’t know what he was talking about. Guess we’ll find out.

Yeah, that would put her mind at ease.

He’d spent much of the morning worrying
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