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  The Whispers of Crows


  Nathan sat on a battered wooden stool on an aging wooden stage, tuning his guitar. To the casual observer it might look like a Gibson. It wasn’t. It was one of a kind, custom made from a single piece of cedar. The patina of age glowed on its untreated surface. He didn’t have to tune it, not for this crowd. The place was nearly empty and not one of the mixed bag of kids and burnouts would know if it was tuned or not. He’d know, though, so he took the time to do it right.


  As he ran through the strings and adjusted the pegs, he could hear the whispers of crows trapped in the guitar’s body. They were low and gravely and spoke of pain and torment. They would have to be released soon, or the instrument would be unplayable.


  After a final adjustment to the sixth string, Nathan began to play. The tune was slow and dark and fit the mood of the bar. Filled as the guitar was, everything he played on it came out slow and dark. Outside, on trees and telephone wires, the crows gathered. They took in every note and waited in the dark. Inside, people listened with half an ear, relegating his playing to nothing more than background noise.


  Nathan played for hours, drowning the endless avian whispers with deep soulful notes and the rasp of his calloused fingers across the strings. Sometimes he sang in a low, time-ravaged voice, his words overlying the music like gravel on sandpaper, but mostly he just played.


  Sometime during the night the bar fell silent and those left sat in rapt wonder, captured by the music that never seemed to stop. Then it was over, closing time. The silence when he stopped playing hung in the air like a slap. Nathan slung the guitar over his back, collected the twenty dollars the owner had agreed to pay him for an evening’s entertainment, and walked into the night to meet his true audience.


  Nathan made his way west, toward the beach. Before he reached it, he would find what he was looking for; the center of his universe, the two steel tracks that ran along the edge of the Sound like a metal moat. Tonight he followed them north, gathering crows as he trudged through the dark. He couldn’t see them but he could hear them calling to each other in the dark.


  When he was well out of town, he made his way off the tracks and found a place to sleep in the dunes. As soon as he set the instrument down, the first crow materialized out of the night, alighted next to it, and whispered into the sound hole. Nathan fell asleep listening to its gravely voice.


  He awoke with the sunrise. A murder of crows filled the beach, their raucous calls drowning out every other sound, even the waves breaking on the shore. Around him, black silhouettes filled every available perch.


  It’s going to be a long day, Nathan thought, staring at the water as crow after crow visited the instrument. The process would take hours and during that time not another creature would visit the beach or its surrounding dunes. Nathan took advantage of the time by losing himself in the gentle motion of the Sound. He looked forward to the times his travels brought him here. It wasn’t the ocean, but it was one of the few places on his endless trek where he could see and smell salt water.


  When the final crow removed its beak from the guitar, they all fell silent. For an instant, removed of their burdens, the murder was peaceful. Then the first strident caw broke the silence and the sky was filled with a storm of swirling black wings. Nathan watched them disperse, knowing there would soon be others to take their place.


  After they were gone Nathan stared at the guitar, unwilling to assume its burden. It would be heavier now and its weight had already been almost unbearable. Overwhelmed by the prospect, he put his head in his hands and stared hopelessly at the ground. Then a single crow landed on the instrument’s neck and stared at him, its left eye gleaming. After a minute it cawed once, relieving Nathan of his depression, and then it too departed. His heart lightened, he strapped the guitar to his back where it weighed on him like the memory of past sins. But instead of being filled with regret, it was filled with the fears, anxieties, and tensions of an increasingly complex world.


  In Seattle, Nathan found the bar he usually played in closed. Looking through the windows he saw that the building was empty. Nothing new for him, a lot of the places he played in closed. Unconcerned, he set his hat on the sidewalk, dropped a dollar bill in it, un-slung the guitar, and started to play. Within minutes the crows began to arrive, dropping onto phone poles and power lines like broken pieces of the night sky.


  Slowly, Nathan’s hat began to fill. Whether it was just some loose change or a few crumpled bills, everyone who passed contributed something. Some weren’t even aware they were doing it. In truth, he could make more playing on the street than in the broken down clubs and bars that were his usual haunt. But then it wasn’t about the money, was it? It was about the music—and the crows.


  The only person who seemed unaffected by Nathan’s playing was a young drifter watching from an ally across the street. He huddled in the shadows, watching the money drop into Nathan’s hat.


  Nathan was aware of the man almost as soon as he took up his post, even without the occasional glow from his cigarette. The crows made sure of that. Normally quiet when he played, they congregated near the alley and kept up a constant chatter, alerting Nathan to the stranger’s presence. Nathan ignored him, he knew what the man wanted and that the crows would never let him be harmed—quite the opposite, perhaps.


  Mark Sadler was entranced by the strains coming from the old guy’s guitar, but he was more interested in the offerings that were filling the battered Stetson lying on the sidewalk. He didn’t know how much was in there, but it would be enough to keep him in butts and burgers for a couple of days. When the old man packed it in, Mark would follow him and, given the chance, take him down.


  When midnight came and the guy was still at it, Mark was ready take a chance on ripping him off right there on the street. But then the old man finally slipped the guitar around his back, picked up his hat, and started walking, plucking bills from the Stetson as he went. Mark shadowed him, half a block back on the opposite side of the street. He never noticed the feathered black watchers that moved above him.


  He’s going to the beach, Mark thought, when the guitar player turned toward the Sound. Mark took his eyes off the man while he removed the buck knife from his pocket and snapped the blade open. He wanted to be ready when he approached the guy. Besides, he liked holding it. It filled him with a sense of power. When he looked back up a minute later, the man was gone.


  What the hell? Mark thought, looking for his quarry. Where did he go? Then he saw the man walking north along the railroad tracks. “Even better,” he said to himself, thinking the tracks would be a better place to confront the man.


  When Mark reached the tracks he glanced up and down the road to make sure they were alone before he followed the guitar player onto the tracks.


  Damn! How did he get that far ahead of me? Mark thought, as he hustled to keep up with the man who was now more than a hundred yards in front of him.


  After ten minutes, Mark was no closer to his prey than he was when he had stepped off the road. He wanted to quicken his pace, but he was afraid of twisting an ankle on the ties. He had already stumbled twice without falling, but he knew it was only a matter of time until he took a spill. He was tempted to pack it in and go back to town, but the lure of all the cash kept him going and he threw caution to the winds.


  Mark had almost caught up with the man when a deep mist rolled in off the Sound. One minute it was clear with the moon illuminating the landscape, and the next minute the figure in front of him disappeared in a swirling fog that seemed to appear from nowhere.


  “That’s it, I’m out of here,” Mark mumbled to himself as he turned and slowly made his way back toward town. There was no way he was going to follow some guy he couldn’t see in the dark.


  After half an hour of stumbling over the rails and mumbling to himself, Mark realized he was lost. He should have reached the road by now.


  Hell, I must have passed it in the fog, he thought, as he turned around and went back the way he had come. Now he walked even slower, peering at the ground, looking for the road. Some time later, (it could have been twenty minutes or two hours, he had lost all sense of time), he heard the low, haunting strains of a guitar coming through the night, then, as quickly as it had rolled in, the fog disappeared.


  The sight that greeted him was like something out of the Twilight Zone or an Alfred Hitchcock movie . The guitar player was sitting on the ground in front of an ancient totem pole, surrounded by hundreds of crows. Mark tried to retreat back the way he had come, but more crows blocked his way, cawing and darting at him, driving him forward. They gave him no peace until he sat at the feet of the guitar player.


  Mark could make nothing out of the music or the guitar player’s voice—to him it was just discordant cords and gravelly babble—so the totem drew his attention. He had only seen one or two before, but this one was weird. For starters, the lowest “face” on the pole wasn’t a face at all; it was a carving of a steam locomotive. On top of that was a weathered face that looked disturbingly familiar. Its features were sharp and well defined except where cracks in the ancient cedar had marred them. They looked like terrible scars on its cheek and brow. Above the face, the totem pole was empty except for a cutout shaped like the guitar the man carried. Somehow Mark knew the instrument would fit into the opening like a hand in a glove. Next came a jumble of perfectly carved, life-sized crows. On top of them sat a single, giant crow, its beak open as if it was calling to the sky. Water, probably condensation from the recently departed fog, dripped from its face like tears.


  As he studied the totem, he slowly became aware that the music was starting to make sense in a weird sort of way. It was still just mismatched cords and nonsense humming, not even words, but in combination they conveyed a torrent of emotions, none of them pleasant. Hate, despair, fear, confusion, violence, apathy, all flowed from the strains of the guitar and the singer’s voice.


  Mark tried to move away, cover his head with his hands, anything to escape the music and the visions, but he was frozen in place. He heard the train’s whistle, saw smoke trail from its carved stack, and felt the ground shake as if it was about to tear itself free from the totem and crush him. The crows on the pole climbed over and around each other until each eventually reached the giant bird that crowned the pole. There, they would dip their beaks in its mouth and then fly off, only to be replaced by a never-ending stream that seemed to materialize out of the ancient cedar. As for the great crow at the pole’s crown, it shed an ocean of tears that fell toward the guitar player’s head but evaporated before they reached him.


  When the man finished playing his fingers were bloody, his voice was raw, and he looked both emotionally and physically drained. Mark watched as eyes rolled up in their sockets and he crumpled to the ground.


  Rocked by the events of the night, all thoughts of stealing the guitar player’s money were driven from his mind. When he moved to help him though, he got a nasty surprise: the army of crows set up a raucous cacophony of caws and screeches and several flew to the unconscious figure lying in front of him. Mark knew they would attack him if he touched the man so he tried to back away. Retreat was his only option and at this point it seemed like a good one. The crows however, had other ideas. Every time he tried to back away they threatened to overwhelm him.


  Nathan awoke in a haze, feeling as if he had been beaten into the ground. His head ached and his fingers, now crusted with blood, burned. The first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was a filthy pair of tennis shoes. Above those were faded jeans with a pair of bare arms wrapped around the knees. Peering over those was a vaguely familiar face—a face from his past.


  He tried to talk, to ask the stranger who he was, but his throat was raw and all that came out was a rasp, not unlike the sound one of the crows might make.


  “Who..?”, he croaked when he finally managed to work up enough spit to moisten his mouth.


  “That’s what I want to know, Pal. Who are you, and what’s going on here?”


  “You first,” Nathan whispered, as he reached for his pack and the bottle of water inside it.


  “All right, my name’s Mark Sadler. Now who are you and what the hell is going on here?


  At the mention of the man’s name, light bulbs went off in Nathan’s head. Until then he had had no idea why the crows had allowed him to be there. But upon hearing the name, Nathan knew everything. He had been looking forward to, and dreading, this boy’s arrival.


  “This is going to sound a bit strange,” he said, as he offered the bottle of water to the man sitting across from him.


  “Not as strange as this,” Mark replied, sweeping his right arm around to take in the crows and the totem.


  “Oh, it is,” Nathan assured him. “It is.” And then he told him Crow’s story.


  In an earlier, simpler age the People lived in harmony with the world. When the white man came he wanted to own the land, to master it, to impose his will upon it. His machines raped the land and poisoned the sky. The worst of these were the railroads that carried the men and their machines west.


  When the Great Spirit felt the growing discord in the land, he sent Crow, the Left-Handed Guardian and Keeper of Law to find what was wrong. Crow saw the changes the railroad had brought and sent her winged messengers to capture the destructive thoughts and emotions of the white man that were poisoning earth and sky and to bring them to her so she could eat them and thus banish them from the world.


  When he was done, Mark was at a loss for words. Finally he managed to ask, “That’s interesting, but what’s it got to do with you?”


  “When the task became even too big for the crows to handle, a messenger was needed to relieve some of their burden, allowing them to collect more troubles.”


  “Are you telling me you’re the messenger?” Mark asked.


  “That’s about it,” Nathan responded, but he could tell by the look on Mark’s face that he wasn’t buying it. But he didn’t blame the man; he hadn’t bought it the first time he heard either. It had taken having the job thrust on him to make him believe. That’s all right, you’ll believe soon enough, he thought.


  “So what, you talk to the crows?” Mark asked, skepticism in his voice.


  “No. The crows talk into the guitar. When the guitar’s full the totem appears. I just play what they whisper into it. When I’m done, the totem goes back to wherever it goes, and I start collecting their whispers again. That’s what you saw last night.”


  “Then why’s the totem still here?” Mark asked.


  “It’s here for you. You’re the new messenger,” Nathan answered. “I’m sorry, Son, but it appears it’s your turn to carry the guitar.”


  “Yeah, right,” Mark said. Then added, “And don’t call me Son. I’m not your son.”


  Nathan looked at the boy and truly regretted what he had to tell him next.


  “Actually, you are. I’m your father. My name is Nathan and if you really look at me, you’ll see it’s true.


  Mark did look at him then and saw an older, worn down version of himself. From the shock on the man’s face Nathan saw that the truth was hitting him like a blow.


  “If you’re my father, where the fuck have you been all my life?” he demanded.


  “Walking the tracks,” he answered. Waiting for you, he thought.


  “Your mother traveled with me for a while and one day she just left. I never saw her after that.”


  “Why didn’t you look for her?” Mark demanded.


  “Because I couldn’t, we were in Los Angeles then, but I don’t travel that far south anymore—haven’t since the last time I saw her. The task became too big. There were too many problems. Now I can barely cover Northern Oregon, Washington, and some of Canada. The way the world is changing, soon I won’t even handle that. There are just too many problems and I’m getting too worn .


  “And, she could have found me if she wanted too. All she had to do was follow the tracks.”


  “Why the tracks?”, Mark asked.


  “Because I can’t leave them, it’s part of the gig,” Nathan replied. “My father said it was because his father helped build the railroads and it was the railroads that really brought the white man west. When he was selected to be the first messenger it was penance for his father’s part in building the railroads. Part of the penance is that the messenger can never be more than a mile or so from the tracks. He has to live his life along the scars they’ve inflicted on the land.”


  Mark looked at the man and the wear was evident. He was lean to the point of almost being gaunt. The blue of his eyes was faded and washed out. His skin had the deep tan of someone who has lived his life outdoors. His hair, worn long in a ponytail, was gray with only an occasional streak of brown. His clothes were as worn as he was; battered jeans and boots that had seen more than a few winters. The only thing about him that didn’t look worn was the guitar that sat as his side.


  When Nathan saw him eying the guitar, he picked it up and turned it slowly over in his hands.


  “It’s made of cedar you know, same wood as the totem. Here, give it a try,” he said, holding the instrument out to Mark.


  “Uh, no thanks,” Mark said, refusing to take the guitar.


  “You have to. They won’t let you leave without it,” Nathan said, looking around him at the crows.


  “I don’t want it,” Mark said, and jumped to his feet. The reaction from the crows was immediate. Those nearest him took to the air and buffeted him with their wings. The rest filled the air with raucous, threatening caws. As soon as he sat back down, they resumed their places on the dunes.


  “All right,” he finally said, reaching out for the instrument. “Give it to me.”


  Before he could take it though, the crows resumed their cawing. Then a loud ‘craaaack’ filled the air and a second guitar fell to the ground in front of him. Looking up, he saw another guitar-shaped cutout in the totem’s side. Hesitantly, he reached down and picked it up. As soon as his fingers touched the polished wood the totem vanished and the air was filled and an with the sound of wings. Within minutes the crows were gone and Mark and Nathan found themselves alone on the dunes.


  Mark turned it over in his hands, admiring the instrument. He didn’t know anything about playing one, but he held it naturally and it felt like it had been fashioned just for him. It was lacking bridge, strings, frets, tuning pegs, and saddle, but they could be added.


  When Nathan asked to see it, Mark was reluctant to let it go. When he did, he felt an immediate sense of loss. Nathan only held it for a minute and then hastily handed it back.


  “It’s yours all right. I could hardly stand to hold it,” he said.


  “I can’t play this,” Mark said, holding the instrument out in front of him. “I don’t even like music.”


  “You’ll learn,” Nathan told him. “The crows and I will teach you.”


  Mark’s guitar was still unfinished when the first crow deposited its burden of woe into its sound hole. It was still missing its bridge, strings, frets, tuning pegs, and saddle, but that didn’t matter to the feathered messenger. When it removed its beak from the guitar’s body, it tilted its head, peered curiously at Mark for a second, and then flew silently away, only to be replaced by another of its kind. It was a ritual Mark would soon become intimately familiar with.


  When the last crow had departed, Mark and Nathan picked up their instruments and walked toward the nearest town. Mark felt the additional weight of the guitar and he shook it experimentally to see if there was anything inside it.


  “What’s the matter?” Nathan asked when he saw Mark peering into the sound hole.


  “It seems heavier,” he answered, turning it over in his hands.


  “It is heavier,” Nathan answered, turning his own guitar over in his hands. “Its weight never changes but it gets heavier. Sometimes I can barely carry it.”


  Mark didn’t answer, it was all too new and too strange. He was starting to learn to just accept things no matter how strange they seemed.


  Nathan worked for two days on Mark’s guitar, installing the bridge, strings, frets, tuning pegs, and saddle. The hardest part was cutting and threading the holes for the pegs. When he was done he handed the instrument to Mark. “Try it out,” he said.


  Mark plucked at the stings and it was obvious he had no idea what he was doing.


  “That’s okay,” Nathan told him. “You’ll learn.”


  The lessons went on for weeks. Mark tried had no ear for the notes or feeling for the strings. His voice was strong but he couldn’t carry a tune. None of it mattered to the crows. They visited his guitar as frequently as they did Nathan’s and, as they filled it with their whispers of woe, it grew heavier in his hands.


  Finally, when Mark thought he could bear the weight of the guitar no longer, the totem appeared before them. Following Nathan’s lead, he sat cross-legged on the ground and strummed his guitar. After one or two tentative notes his fingers moved on their own, as if the strings were controlling them. More frightening to him were the unbidden words from his mouth and the terrifying scenes that filled his mind. Bullied children, small hurts, infidelities, beatings, rapes, robberies, murders and a thousand other depraved acts flashed before his mind’s eye. He also saw a vision of what the world would have been if each of these acts and the hundreds of thousands of others the crows had gathered in the past had been allowed to happen. It was dark, unforgiving, and violent. In it, hope had died. In the morning Mark’s fingers were torn and bloody, his throat raw and his mind numb.


  “Here,” Nathan said, handing him a water bottle.


  Mark drank and got to his feet. “Now what?” he asked.


  “Now we find breakfast,” Nathan answered, walking toward the tracks. For the moment, at least, the sky was free of black silhouettes. No need to tell the boy the rest right now. That in a year, or five, or ten his heart would fail, or his fingers would twist with arthritis, or his voice dry up. Then his guitar would crack and he would have nothing to offer the crows, so they would take his body, piece by piece, and feed it to the totem, leaving only his bones to bleach in the sun.


  Roses for My Lady


  Edward looked across the table at Barry as he slowly, lovingly, removed first one, and then another rose from the florist delivery box.


  “Nothing says love like flowers. And a rose says it like no other,” Edward said. “That’s why I always give Karen roses on Valentine’s Day, and only on Valentine’s Day, because it’s a holiday for lovers. Daisies or a mixed bouquet are acceptable for birthdays or anniversaries, but only roses, beautiful, long stemmed roses will do on Valentine’s Day. You understand that, right?”


  Barry nodded.


  “Good. That’s important,” Edward said. Then he went on, “Let me tell you about the first rose I ever bought for Karen. We were walking down Broadway, arm in arm, on our way to dinner. We were so young, it must have been obvious we were infatuated with each other. An old man, a street person really, stepped in front of us and, before we could duck around him, stuck a rose in my face.


  “A rose for your Valentine? A rose for the one you love?” he rasped in a whisky-roughened voice.


  “I almost brushed him aside,” Edward said, laughing. “But then I saw the perfect green stem clutched in his age ravaged hands. Instantly, my world was reduced to that single green stem. It was as if all the life of summer had been squeezed into that one wondrous stem.


  I didn’t think anything could be that beautiful, but when my eye followed it upward, I discovered the rose at its tip. It was perfect. The crimson petals were blood red, and just opening. They appeared as soft as a sigh. Karen was thrilled, and a little amazed when I bought it for her. I was never much of a flower kind of guy before that, and I never bought anything from street vendors, not even soft pretzels, and you know how good they are.


  “Well, anyway,” Edward went on. “Karen loved that rose. We had dinner somewhere in the village and she insisted on laying it on table between us. The green stem and red bud made the rest of the restaurant seem drab in its presence. Only Karen rivaled its beauty. I didn’t know it then, but we were starting one of those little, personal traditions that define a relationship. Things like having dinner on the roof at midnight, or going to the beach on New Year’s Day despite the cold. You have any of those traditions?”


  “No,” Barry whispered.


  “Of course not, how silly of me, you haven’t been together long enough, have you?” Edward answered.


  “No.” Barry agreed, “We haven’t.”


  “The following year I bought her two roses, one for each year. Corny, but she liked it. We got them from another street vendor. I have no idea where they get such perfect roses, and I don’t want to. It’s all part of the magic,” Edward explained.


  “This time when we walked down Broadway looking for a restaurant, we both had a rose. When we got home, Karen placed them in the bud vase in place of the withered husk of the one from the previous year. She’s like that, a true romantic. She never throws out last year’s roses until she can replace them with the new ones. Can you imagine the looks we get from company the first time they see all those dead roses on the mantle,” Edward asked.


  Unable to control himself, Barry glanced at the mantle to see if the roses were there.


  “Not that mantle, you idiot, the mantle at our apartment,” Edward hissed, and this time Barry could hear the hate in his voice. “Why would there be roses on your mantle?”


  “There wouldn’t be any,” Barry answered quickly, not wanting to irritate Edward any further.


  “Damn right there wouldn’t be. Better not be at least,” Edward told him.


  “These are from a florist,” he said, taking the twelfth, and last, rose from its wrapping. I just didn’t have the time to hunt up twelve roses from vendors today.


  “What are you going to do?” Barry asked, despite his fear.


  “I’m not sure. What do you think I should do?”


  “Let me go, and I promise I’ll never bother her again,” Barry blurted out eagerly.


  “That’s not an option,” Edward answered. “I told you, Karen is a romantic. She thinks you love her. I, on the other hand, know you were just after a piece of ass. I took the time to find out about you. You’ll fuck anything that wears a skirt. Well, I take that back. You only like the beautiful ones.”


  “That’s not true,” Barry protested. “I love Karen.”


  “Bullshit. Look at these pictures,” Edward told him as he slipped a stack of photographs from a manila envelope. In each one, Barry was with a different beautiful woman.


  “Where did you get those?” Barry asked, his voice cracking.


  “I found them in your closet.”


  “When?”


  “Last week. That’s when I knew you were no good for Karen.”


  “How did you get in to my apartment?”


  “The same way I got in today—with a key. Karen keeps hers on her keychain, for Christ’s sake. I just made a copy.”


  Barry didn’t have an answer to the pictures. He just stared at them with a sick look on his face.


  “I’ll leave New York. I’ll go to Boston,” he volunteered, starting to panic.


  “No. You see I’m a bit of a romantic myself. So, as much as I love Karen, I couldn’t have you just leaving her. It would make her feel small, worthless. She has to suffer, but not like that.”


  “Let me go,” Barry yelled, trying to free himself from the handcuffs that held his arms to the chair he was sitting in.


  “Sorry,” Edward said, as he walked around the chair and stood behind Barry.


  “I’m going to show you a little trick I learned in boarding school,” he said. “It’s called a chokehold.


  “Don’t worry, it won’t kill you,” Edward laughed when Barry stiffened. “It’s just going to knock you out for a while.”


  Barry awoke naked, flat on his back. His hands felt like they were on fire. When he tried to move them, the pain threatened to send him back into unconsciousness. He tried to scream, but his mouth was taped shut. He turned his head to see what was holding his right hand down, and groaned. It was nailed to the hardwood floor. A glance to his left showed the other in a similar position. His feet were also pinned down, held by the handcuffs that had been around his wrists.


  “You’re awake, good,” Edward said, and walked into his vision carrying a steak knife and a rose. I was just going to kill you and leave you here for Karen, but it’s Valentine’s Day so I decided to do something special.


  “Let’s see, this looks good,” Edward said, and made a small, but deep cut just below Barry’s left clavicle, between his shoulder and his pectoral muscle. A flow of bright red blood welled up from the wound and ran down Barry’s torso to the floor. Edward inserted the rose into the cut, but it fell out when he let go. The cut was too shallow, so he used the knife to make it deeper. This time he hit a vein and the blood flow increased. Now when he inserted the stem, it held.


  Barry felt each incision as Edward placed the roses about his body. The prick of the knife’s point was a shock, the insertion of the blade a flame in his flesh, but the planting of the rose was the worst—the thorns tore through the edges of each cut, shredding the flesh as they entered his body. Edward placed one in each shoulder, two in his belly, one on either side of his groin (both of these hit arteries), one through each nipple, two in his throat (one on either side of his Adam’s apple), and finally, one in each eye.


  When he was done, Edward stepped back to admire his work. He was pleased with what he saw. The blood pooling around Barry’s un-tanned, white body made him look like a giant Valentine—white lace with red trim, crowned by a dozen perfect roses. Before Edward departed, he spread the pictures of Barry and his previous lovers at the edges of the rapidly expanding pool of blood. They floated there like discarded memories on a crimson sea.


  As Karen slipped her key into the lock of Barry’s apartment she already imagined herself in his arms. She couldn’t wait to see what he had planned for their first Valentine’s Day. She knew it would be something special. Dinner and roses with Edward were nice, but they were routine and she craved something new, something exciting and romantic.


  When she saw Barry spread-eagled on the floor and covered with roses she was delighted. Her first thought was, Edward would never think of something like this. Then she saw the blood and she knew… Edward, dull, unimaginative, tradition obsessed Edward had thought of something like this. She didn’t even have to read the note pinned to Barry’s chest to know it said—


  As always,


  Roses for my lady on Valentine’s Day,


  Love Edward


  


  


  Harold & Emily


  Harold traced his fingertips around the tip of Emily’s nipple, searching out the tiny bumps that pebbled the aureole. The nipples were his favorite part of her breasts. Fully aroused they were firm, yet pliant, the size of small gumdrops. They beckoned to him and he dipped his head to the left one. He took it firmly between his lips and gently teased it with his tongue before sucking on it. While his mouth was busy there, his right hand sought out her other nipple. He felt her shudder beneath his touch.


  When he could wait no longer, he opened his eyes and let his fingertips trace a slow path down her chest and stomach, savoring the feel of the soft pliant flesh and the hint of the firm muscles hiding just beneath the surface.


  He paced himself, letting his fingertips search out the mysteries of her body. A small scar just below her navel fired his imagination. In his minds eye he watched the skin split, saw warm blood well up from the wound, tasted the velvety smoothness of it. He shuddered, and she shuddered with him.


  He felt the soft, almost down-like hair that started just below her navel, a prelude to the coarser pubic hair he would encounter when he finally allowed his touch to travel another few inches. Not yet though, he was still enjoying the rest of her.


  When he could hold himself back no longer, Harold let his fingers slide downward. He spread his fingers before they touched her labia so that her vagina lay nestled between them like a welcoming valley. Then, slowly, delicately, he touched her labia, gently spread the lips apart, and searched for her sex. The swollen erection he found shattered his fantasy.


  “Fuck,” he swore as his erection melted. His mood, so euphoric seconds ago, tumbled to the depths of despair and he ripped the stolen skin from his body. Soon he would have enough saved for his surgery. Soon he would be free of the hated phallus he had been born with. For now he was forced to live in his dreams, wearing the skins of those fortunate enough to born female.


  As he examined Emily’s skin, he realized he had worn her for the last time; she was starting to spoil. But that was all right, he was ready for a younger, fresher body, one with new mysteries to explore.


  The Sixth Victim


  Frank Gianetti had seen a lot of death in his day but had not been prepared for the death of his wife. He and Annie were supposed to be enjoying their retirement together, but those dreams had ended when Annie lost control of the Porsche Boxter they had purchased as a retirement gift to each other. She had been going a bit too fast on a rainy day and now the Boxter and Annie were history. Annie was in the ground and the Porsche, or what was left of it, was taking up space in Frank’s garage. Yes, he had seen a lot of death in his day but hadn’t been prepared for the loss of his wife.


  Frank was roused out of his daydreaming when a red Ford Mustang blew by him on the right, zipped in front of him, and left him in its wake like a beer can thrown from an open window. Glancing down at his speedometer he realized he had been driving slightly below the speed limit. He did that these days. Since she died, he just wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere anymore. So, more often than not, he would wind up with a trail of cars tagging along behind him like tin cans behind a newlywed’s getaway car. He would pull over occasionally to let them pass, but more than a few of them gunned by him, flipping him the bird or yelling obscenities he couldn’t hear
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