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FEDERAL LAND GRID S27-0078

CENTRAL FLORIDA

JUNE 1995

The bodies lay in pieces. They’d been expertly dismembered.

And they were over 10,000 years old.

Professor Fredrick’s team had finally gotten the vault open an hour ago. It was Fredrick himself who’d ordered the MMD scan; the circle of stone benches he’d initially discovered were of a typical Ponoye congregational alignment. The Ponoye Indians were the rage now in archeological circles, and Fredrick was the one who’d discovered them. This dig should be the one that made him famous.

I’m almost seventy now, he thought. I’ve earned the right to be famous, damn it. Yes, he’d discovered this obscure offshoot Indian tribe but no one had yet discovered one of their locations of worship. Fredrick had long learned that the secrets of ancient races were always unlocked by analysis of their system of religion. He could feel his old pulse jumping with excitement.

“Lower,” he said into the microphone. “Ten more feet and I’ll be on the floor.”

He waited, hanging in the harness, for his command to be met. The flashlight swung around, revealing more brief slices of wonder. Fredrick couldn’t wait to kneel before them, to revel in them like a child at the foot of the Christmas tree. The excitement was overwhelming, his heart racing beneath the dusty khaki field shirt. Don’t have a heart attack, he warned himself. Have a heart attack tomorrow. But you’ve got to see what’s in this vault first…

His booted feet dangled in the air, just a few feet over what would probably turn out to be the most important find of his life.

Then his body began to rise. They were pulling him back up.

“Damn it, what are you doing?” he shouted into his mike. “Down! Down!”

But back up he went, reeled up and out of this new-found heart of darkness. Before he was fully out of the vault, however, his flashlight fell for one final moment back on the very first things he’d glimpsed:

The bodies. The dismembered bodies, preserved by time and happenstance to near perfection…
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“Sorry, Prof,” Dales said. Dales was Fredrick’s senior teaching assistant: young, brash, but very good. This was the third dig he’d accompanied Fredrick on, and the boy knew the ropes. He had the bad habit of stuffing Gummy Bears in his cheek like chewing tobacco, and he had a smart ass to go along with his academic prowess. But in secret, Fredrick could now almost regard him as a son, and he hoped the boy would go on in his much older footsteps.

Dales continued his hasty explanation as to why he’d so quickly extracted Fredrick from the belly of the cenote.

“It’s the testing equipment. It’s all our stuff, remember? It’s from the college inventory. The feds may be paying for this dig but they’re not buying us any new testing gear.”

Fredrick stomped out of his lift harness, practically having a tantrum there in the dell. “What are you talking about?”

“The air probe.”

“What?”

“It’s a first series Becton-Dystal, Prof. It’s practically as old as…”

Fredrick’s baggy eyes narrowed at his associate’s clipped pause. He jabbed a finger. “You’re a cocky young punk, you know that? You were about to say it’s practically as old as me.”

Dales grinned through a mouthful of Gummy Bears. “Naw, Prof, I meant it’s as old as the hills—and let’s face it. That’s pretty much the same thing. And before you have your fourth coronary of your career, let me explain. When we first dropped the probe, it came back green, so then we dropped you in. After you’re down there, the probe goes red. The goddamn thing’s so old and rusty it was giving us a false positive, took five minutes for the real reading to log in the chromatograph. When you were down there, Prof, you were breathing a couple thousand parts per million of methane, CO2 , and radon. Five more minutes in that hole and you’d be dead…and I don’t care what the rest of the faculty says, Prof. The world’s better off with you than without you.”

Fredrick made a reciprocating gesture with his middle finger, but after a few grumbles and a quick cough, he said. “Good work, son. Thank you.”

Dales laughed. “So now I get an A on my thesis, right?”

“Don’t push it.” Fredrick finally shucked off the rest of the clumsy harness. A racket rose as several other enthusiastic students dropped the white vent hose into the hole. Dales feigned concern, grabbed Fredricks’ shoulders, and turned him away from the sight. “Don’t look, Professor. It’ll bring back traumatic memories—of your last colonoscopy!”

“You’re a regular comedian today, Dales. What we should do is throw you into that hole. Just sit down there and talk about yourself for five minutes—all that hot air will surely blow out any toxic fumes.”

“Hee-haw, boss! That’s a real knee-slapper!”

Fredrick frowned against the high sun. All the activity of the site was beginning to annoy him: the clatter of dredger engines, the trucks barreling in and out of the dell, the endless grate of shovels biting into stony earth. “How long will it take to vent?”

Dales sat down on an unearthed chunk of black granite whose divets indicated that it was probably once used as a beheading abutment. “Could be a lot of cubic yards of space down there,” he pointed out. “You know the drill. How big is the cenote?”

The question duped him. “Impossible to say. I only caught a few brief glimpses with my flashlight before I was pulled back. I couldn’t even estimate as to the interior perimeter.”

Dales shrugged. “Could take an hour, could take a month.”

The possibility filled him with the most shocking despair.

He wanted to get back in there.

Now.

“And you’re sure you saw bodies?” Dales asked.

“Dismembered bodies,” Fredrick said. “Bodies dismembered at the hips and shoulders.”

“Hmm.” Dales thought about this. “Bones, you mean. Ossified imprints?”

“Limbs, incredibly well preserved. Essentially intact—”

“—after 10,000 years?” Dales went on. “Shit a brick, this is some co-inky-dink, huh? High nitrogen, an unadulterated thermal flux of methane and carbon dioxide, and since the cenote’s been so well-sealed, all the radonite gas the shale was leaking never vented out. Every archaeologist’s ultimate hard-on.”

Dales’ less-than-technical terminology proved accurate nonetheless. A monumental fluke had provided an absolutely pre-eminent environmental condition for archeological preservation. Simple good fortune had seen to it that the bodies in the cenote would be flawlessly mummified.

Ten millennia old, Fredrick realized. And still intact…

Dales was chuckling. “I can’t wait to see the looks on the faces of the schmucks who’ve been laughing at you all this time. I mean, Christ, this isn’t some peat bog in the Andes or a melted piedmont in Nepal. This in Florida, boss. You’ve discovered that an offshoot Indian tribe was practicing a systematized religion before any systematized religion existed. You kick ass, you know that? You fuckin’ rock.”

Though Fredrick appreciated the encouraging remarks—however coarse—he knew that none of his discovery would be accepted as credible if what he thought he’d seen in the vault turned out to be some optical illusion. Lower oxygen content could very easily account for such a hallucination. And at Fredrick’s age, so could wishful thinking, he supposed. But he felt so sure. He felt sure he’d seen the bodies, and he felt sure he’d seen the—

“What about the heads?” Dales asked now, as if intercepting a thought. But what an odd thing to ask. “Was it just the arms and legs separated from the torsos, or the heads too?”

“The heads too,” Fredrick enlightened.

“So you were right all along. All this time you’ve been saying that the Ponoye were ritually sacrificial.”

Fredrick saw his point at once, then quickly corrected: “Oh, no, I don’t think the bodies were sacrifice victims. They were laying askew on the vault’s floor. No pattern, no order. And they were priests.”

“You’re kidding me.”

Fredrick shook his head so vigorously some dust sifted out. “Their ritual dress had sufficiently oxidized, of course, but I could still make out the remnants very well. These men were wearing albs and stoles, intricate cassocks. There were four bodies, Dales, and I saw what appeared to be four headdresses oxidized on the floor as well.”

Dales winked. “Got’cha. Stupid me. The headdress doesn’t usually stay on the head when the head’s cut off.”

“Yes, and I don’t think they were cut off.”

Now Dales was beginning to lose some of his wit. “What, you mean they somehow came detached after mummification? A tremor, earthquake?”

“No, no, no,” Fredrick insisted, straining the memory of his vision. “I’m talking about the morphology of the heads—peri-mortal, not post-mortal. Just the way the necks looked. The heads weren’t cut off, Dales. They were pulled off.”

Dales spat out his Gummy Bears and glared back at Fredrick. “Now you’re starting to freak me out. Usually it’s the priests who do the sacrificing. But you’re telling me that 10,000 years ago, someone went down there and sacrificed the priests?”
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Despite the sun’s fierce blaze, he shivered in the humid air. The site made him think of violations, of rape. A line of zealous students tore at the face of the ridge with 20-pound pickaxes. Others turned shovels around amorphous shapes of things that the last six days of excavation had raised from the oblivion of ages. Dust rose in billows. The hectic sound of metal striking rock rang as a familiar song. Fredrick had spent his life doing this: disgorging smothered civilizations from the thick skin of the earth. Yet he’d never felt this way before. He felt like a trespasser.

He looked down at his clay-flecked leather boots, the same he’d worn on countless digs. From Galli to Nineveh, from Jericho to Troy to Knossos. He abstracted, wanting to smile. He thought of himself as a specter of the future. All these cities, once great, had been predestined to be trod upon by Fredrick’s old boots a millennia later. Time buried. Whole civilizations locked in layers of clay. He was walking on worlds, and some day, he realized, someone like him would walk on his.

But not today…

Today Fredrick would be the herald between the present and the dimmest past.

Alone now, he stared at the ingress.

Cenote, he thought. Yes, what any one else would simply call a hole in the ground, men like Fredrick would call a cenote. Cenotes and ziggurats. Tower and tunnel. Up and down. They were universal. All ancient civilizations conformed to some similar spiritual ideology.

Heaven was up. Hell was down.

The Tower of Babel, for instance, was a ziggurat, a sanctified structure whose deliberate height meant to bring the priests closer to heaven.

Fredrick, at this isolated, tropical dell, had found the counterpart—a ceremonial cenote—whose depth meant to bring the priests closer to the underworld.

Closer to devils.

The Ponoyes. The obscure Indian tribe’s ancient tabletries spoke of a holy cenote—the cennana—and it looked like Fredrick had found one. Just like the ancient cenotes of, say, Mesopotamia, except—

This cenote had to have been dug 5000 years earlier than the oldest Mesopotamian cenote, Fredrick thought.

Proof of an ascensional religious system existing eight thousand years before the birth of Christ?

In North America?

It’ll turn the modern archaeological community on its ear…

The image in the flashlight beam snapped back to his mind’s eye; Fredrick was sure the bodies in the vault were Ponoye priests. The cenote’s unlikely environment had preserved their regalia perfectly: the pectoral jewelry. The armlets and wristbands. The headdresses—more like the peaked miters of the Assyrian smoke-diviners than anything that could be thought typical of Native American ceremonial garb. The Ponoyes were unique in many ways: first, they had an exclusive, intricate written language, and were transcribing religious script at about the same time the Egyptian aristocracy was writing on pressed papyrus. Second, they wrote hieretically: only the clergy were allowed to partake in writing. Third, they weren’t nature worshippers. They were descentional theologics.

In other words, the Ponoyes did not worship a god on high. They worshiped “lower” gods.

Fredrick’s bottled-up excitement was making him shake now. His old joints began to ache just from pacing back and forth before the ringed safety rail around the cenote’s mouth. After a while he realized that the sun was beginning to set and he hadn’t even realized it. One student quickly loped by, waving him over: “Chow truck’s here, Professor. Come and get it!” and then the rest of the excavation team began to break off. Suddenly, the site fell silent save for the steady chug of the ventilator’s small gas-powered engine. Only when he was totally alone did Fredrick notice the old-series air-probe’s display panel.

The light was green.

It had been hours now; surely the cenote’s vault had vented by now. Dales was nowhere to be seen, standing in the chow line no doubt.

Damn it, Fredrick thought.

He couldn’t wait any longer.

He began to strap himself into the descent harness.

“To hell with the winch,” he was muttering to himself next. “I’ll do it the good old fashioned way…” Safety precaution and simple common sense had eluded him; he was done screwing around. A couple dozen yards below his feet, straight down into the ground, a 10,000-year-old mystery was waiting for him with open arms.

It would wait no longer.

The drop line tightly gripped to his chest, Fredrick began to lower himself down into the hole. The metal bites on his boot tips helped him steady his pace, and in a few moments, the old man was working his way down the narrow sinkhole with the skill of an expert. Careful of the edge, he reminded himself when he’d gone along for a while. The “topwall”—the ceiling—of the vault should be coming up soon.

His boot tip scuffed down, measuring, feeling for the end. Don’t screw up now, you old crank! he warned himself. True, in his past, he’d rappeled countless hundreds of times, but he was seventy now. Even a free-drop of only a few feet could break a hip or blow out a knee.

Careful, careful…

Now he was lowering his full body weight by the strength of his arms alone. The vault’s absolute darkness seemed to swallow him whole.

Lower…

Where’s the damn floorwall!

…and lower still. The total blackness leeched all sense of dimension; to some primordial part of his psyche, his feet could be dangling over a mile-deep shaft. That mental image—compounded by the darkness which now just seemed to get darker—caused his heart to buck again. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to pull himself back up into the confines of the sinkhole where at least he could brace himself. Now his arms trembled, and he realized his only recourse: let go and free-drop.

He didn’t have to command his hands to release the drop line. All strength in his gloved hands gave way, and he fell—

Please, God! Save me!

—all of maybe eight inches before his feet landed on the cenote’s floor.

Idiot. Crazy old fool.

But he thanked God nonetheless.

He stood still in the blackness, letting his heart beat down a little, regaining his true senses. I’m here. Finally. The impact of that fact eventually struck him:

I’m the first human being to set foot in this place…in ten thousand years…

He reached down, felt for the line he’d tied his flashlight to, then gripped it in his hands. He waited a moment, then—some tawdry sense of dramatics—the flashlight poised but still unlit. When I turn this on, I will see a fragment of what just might be the most arcane history ever discovered in North America…

Then: “Enough melodrama,” he told himself aloud. “Instead of standing here like some seventy-year-old retirement-home kook, turn on the goddamn flashlight.”

But a few more seconds ticked by, and he didn’t.

He could only guess. It was historical human nature to be afraid of the dark but right now, it seemed, Fredrick was afraid of the light.

Why?

There are dismembered bodies on the floor, he thought. Hierarchal Ponoye Indian priests. How did they come to be dismembered?

He was afraid.

What sheer horror went on here back when the last Ice Age was ending?

These were generally not the typical trepidations of an historical scientist. Men like Fredrick thought in terms of carbon dating, soil stratifications, of weights and measurements and core samples. His world existed in terms of objective features, not—

Not emotional, illogical notions like fear.

After all, what did he have to be afraid of?

Whatever had perpetrated the gruesome atrocity that had taken place here was surely long gone. There were no ghosts in Fredrick’s cold, sensible, scientific world. There were no devils. The Ponoye worshiped lower demons out of the same mechanics of formative superstition that influenced all species of early man. They believed in them, yes.

But demons did not exist.

When Professor Fredrick turned on the flashlight, he saw that he was clearly wrong.

Demons did exist.

And one such demon was reaching for him now…


Part One


Chapter One



(I)

It was always brightly lit. It was always so silent.

It was always the same.

Clare knew it was a dream but somehow that fact never occurred to her while she was having it, which made it all the more cruel. Being raped was like remembering your own murder after being resuscitated. Hadn’t enough things in her life gone wrong? Why did fate see fit to curse her with the damnable thrice-weekly dream?

In the nightmare she was as paralyzed as when it had actually happened: he’d injected her with something. She couldn’t move but she could feel everything. The most chilling words she’d ever heard resounded now in their slurring, retardate horror: “Duh-duh-don’t worry, Clare. I wuh-wuh-won’t hurt you till I’m done.” He grasped the scratch-awl in his bizarrely deformed right hand, just a thumb and forefinger—a birth defect, she’d been told. The left hand was normal. For some reason, the details of the event—in recollection—were never as disturbing as that single image—the deformed hand.

Then the hand did things to her, caressed her, prodded her in places—she just wanted to jump up and scream, fight back as viciously as any woman could, kill him, but of course none of that had happened. The drug had paralyzed her as effectively as a broken back.

She couldn’t flinch. She couldn’t even squirm.

All she could do was lie there and watch, see everything, feel…everything.

He’d chosen to rape her in the base autopsy suite, the examination lights bright in her face, the skin on her bare back shriveling against the cold steel table. Then…the simple, awful silence. The only thing she could hear was his lips smacking and her heart hammering. He’d bitten her several times too, each clamp of his teeth like electricity shooting through her flesh.

She’d been used as a piece of meat, her precious life and body vandalized for this pervert’s amusement. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t actually injured her—the bites had barely broken the skin—and it didn’t matter that after he’d had his way, the post guard had come in before he could start to work on her with the awl. What shocked Clare was the attitude of the JAG office, the look on all their faces that said “She was asking for it.” The rest of the outrage played out over humiliating months, with headlines in the base newspaper every week like: “Arraignment Testimony Suggests That ‘Raped’ Lieutenant Was Lying,” then “Judge Says No Rape Trial For Lt. Prentiss; Court Martial Instead.” The perpetrator had an alibi, the duty guard was paid off, the semen test came back negative, and she failed every polygraph.

It was all a set-up.

After “Tailhook,” the sex scandal at Aberdeen Proving Grounds, the “Rapist Drill Sergeants” of Fort Letterwood, etc., Uncle Sam would not tolerate any more damning national headlines.

And neither would Colonel Harold T. Winster, the research corp commander…because the perpetrator was Winster’s son.

Instead, good-old fashioned corruption and sexism had kicked Clare right off the scales of justice.

She sat up groggily on the narrow-mattressed bed. The barest traces of dawn were filtering in through bent window blinds. Another day, another hand-out, she thought. The room she awoke in didn’t smell very good; homeless shelters never did. The light snoring from the other bunks rose and fell in a constant flutter. Clare awoke like this every morning: in shock, in disbelief. And mad as hell.

That’s not me! she thought when she looked at the other women asleep in their racks. This isn’t me! I DO NOT belong here!

She didn’t. But she was here anyway, and had been for months now.

Sky-high SAT scores and a college education with a 3.9 GPA didn’t matter at all, nor did the military security clearance classification of Secret-SI. Her discharge from the U.S. Air Force, in fancy Gothic letters, read DISHONORABLE along the top. Any employer who ran a basic criminal-background and credit check was immediately greeted with her discharge status. Her degree in Criminal Justice was worth less than a roll of toilet paper now; no police department or security firm in the country would touch her. Her outstanding service record before her court martial was moot, and so were the commendations and the valor medal. In every way, shape, and form, Clare Prentiss’ name was proverbial mud.

Even the most basic minimum wage jobs were not available to her; the Tampa Bay area’s tourist-dollar economy was very competitive. Trying to get a job working in the popcorn stand on the St. Pete Pier required an application and interview process that would eventually unveil her dishonorable separation from the military. It was ridiculous. Janitorial positions, dishwashing, garbage removal—the jobs were out there, but no one would hire her. She’d applied for one job with a contractor that cleaned dumpsters. “Hiring you is asking for trouble,” he’d told her. “Why should I hire you when the next person in line doesn’t have a dishonorable discharge?” The employer’s point couldn’t be denied, but— Dumpsters, for God’s sake! They won’t even hire me to clean dumpsters! The oyster-shucking job faired as well. “This is a job for morons, honey, but I need honest morons. Sorry, you’re too great a risk,” the boss had said. Clare had just about lost it. “What’s the risk?” she’d countered. “Because I have a dishonorable discharge, you’re afraid I’m gonna do what? Steal oysters? I’m gonna stick a few in my pocket every night and walk out with them? Sell them on the street for crack money? Jesus Christ, can’t somebody give me a break?” The proprietor just shrugged: “I’m a businessman. I got no obligation to give you a break. The fact of the matter is you got a shitty background, so I’m not gonna hire you. Sure, it sucks a girl with your education can’t get a job shucking oysters…but you should’ve thought about that before you fucked up your life.” Clare wanted to take him down right then and there, three-point him on the floor till he started crying. Instead, she walked out.

“I did not fuck up my life,” she whispered to herself now, in the ratty homeless-shelter bed. “I was set up and I was ripped off.”

But no one wanted to hear that. That was the story for every woman down on her luck. It was someone else’s fault. They believed that one about as much as they believed that any convict you ask is really innocent.

That’s what the world was saying to her now: Tough luck, honey.

The sweat on her skin felt like slug slime. She squinted at her watch in the meager morning light: 04:57. The fine mil-spec chronomatic watch only reminded her that she’d have to give it up very soon. Four hundred dollars retail but she’d be lucky to get fifty for it from the St. Pete pawn-shop shylocks. Her security platoon at the base had given it to her when she’d made 1st LT…back when she was somebody, back when she was respected and liked. Back when she had a life.

The shelter staff would be coming in in an hour to wake them up. The nightmare had foiled any chance of a decent night’s rest, and there was no point in trying to fall back to sleep now—the deformed hand of her rapist would be waiting for her, she knew. Why give it the satisfaction? Time to un-ass this place, she thought. The buses wouldn’t start running out of Williams Park for another hour, and if she was lucky she could catch the Missionaries of Charity truck on 4th Street for a free sandwich. She grabbed her clothes off the metal fold-down chair by the bed and whisked herself quietly to the latrine. The Florida heat was bad enough, and the shelter was not air-conditioned. Clare felt gross, her bra and panties sticking to her. A nice cool shower was what she needed. Maybe that would improve her mood.

Then again, maybe not.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaw, damn it! she thought. The deodorant test!

True, she was a bum by any standard now, but with no drug or alcohol dependencies, she at least qualified for private product testing. The money wasn’t much but it was better than nothing. Today, of all things, she was testing a new roll-on deodorant, with an ungainly stipulation: she wasn’t allowed to shower for twenty-four hours. Charming. It’s going to be high nineties today. Another kick in the tail.

Don’t bellyache, she resolved. Just go with it.

She tried washing her hair in the sink but the faucet was too short and the basin too shallow. She had to settle for just a hand and face wash; then she pulled on her clothes and rushed out of the shelter onto the street.

Downtown St. Petersburg was beautiful in the morning…if you looked to the east, toward the water. Looking west provided an abundant display of stained-brick bum motels, pawn shops, and alchy bars. She clenched her fists so hard her nails nearly drew blood in her palms when she arrived in Williams Park and saw all the winos and transients sitting calmly in the grass eating sandwiches. The sandwich truck was driving away.

She stood at the corner, foot tapping, tempering herself, demanding of herself: I will not cry. I will not scream. I will not lose it. There are tons of women in the world a hundred times worse off than you, so…DEAL WITH IT, CLARE! It just so happens, for whatever friggin’ reason, that you’re having a bad day. Just…DEAL WITH IT.

Sometimes she actually believed it might be some defect in her spirituality, that some deity—God, Buddha, Whomever—was punishing her for squandering a life once rife with opportunities, for just not resolving to be a good person.

Yes, sometimes she actually considered that possibility.

“Damn it,” she whispered aloud. “I am a good person. There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m gonna pick myself up and fix my life.”

She had exactly five quarters in her pocket. That would get her on the No. 35 bus to 66th street. There were no transfers here so she’d have to walk the thirty blocks from there to the Hillover Products Testing building.

Fine. It would be hard but she was going to do it.

Just do it and quit griping. One step at a time.

Through the plexiglass of the bus shelter she gasped when she saw the scrawny, destitute woman with chopped blond hair and sunken eyes standing there. Scuffed jump boots for shoes, crumpled khaki pants several sizes too large, and the soiled olive-drab t-shirt that read U.S. AIR FORCE TOP PISTOL TEAM—MACDILL AFB. The woman, of course, was herself, her reflection in the plexiglass.

Clare’s lower lip trembled when she stared harder at the truth of what was really happening to her. She was starving, emaciated. Her whole life was going down the drain.

A tear glimmered in her eye.

In the garbage can she noticed a brown paper bag—carry-out Chinese food. The half-eaten egg roll in the opened white container looked mighty tempting, but she just wasn’t there yet. There were ants in it. I’m not going to eat garbage, she thought with conviction.

Wait, what’s—

She reached into the bottom of the bag and nearly squealed when she found several plastic packets of duck sauce and hot mustard. They hadn’t been opened. And, better yet, one cellophane-wrapped fortune cookie.

She felt ashamed that others were seeing her like this; nevertheless, the condiment packs tasted succulent. She crunched down the fortune cookie. Delicious.

Then she read her fortune:

SOMETHING VERY GOOD WILL HAPPEN TO YOU TODAY.

(II)

Kari Ann’s next climax seemed to flatten her. Yes, she was being crushed by her passion, she was being compressed by her need. A drop-out in the fourth grade, Kari Ann Wells wasn’t really educationally furnished with a clinical understanding as to why this might be…and she really didn’t care, either. For instance, it would never have occurred to her that the long-term crystal meth habit might have something to do with it. She preferred to think of herself, instead, as a passionate woman who pursued her physical desires in a feminine, natural way, not a societal urchin hopelessly addicted to variant amphetamines and subsequently given to rampant sexual excess due to a subjugating environment and a connected dependency to the unnatural stimulation of certain chemical receptors in her soon-to-be-if-not-already damaged brain.

Kari Ann was a trailer tramp, in other words, an “ice” junkie and a whore, whose facility for free will was long given over to the tragedy of substance abuse. In her own mind, though, she was a vibrant, happy woman who loved to be loved.

And right now, Jory Kane was giving her some formidable love indeed.

The woods were a cacophony, the crush of nightsounds almost tactile as Jory bulled into her. Caleb had sent them back to the boat for more tackle, but they weren’t heading down the path for two minutes before Jory’s hand had found its way down her cut-offs. The response was almost automatic, it was ingrained in her. She pulled off her top at once, dragged him down into the nearest stand of palm trees.

“Whatever you do,” she whispered, “don’t tell Caleb…”

“Shit on Caleb,” he muttered and crudely peeled her shorts off. He lowered his jeans just as quickly, then pushed her knees back into her face.

Kari was ready; she was always ready. But— “Aren’t you going to put on a—”

Ummph!

No, the next gesture told her. He wasn’t.

“Bet Caleb don’t give it to you like this…”

Kari Ann sucked in a great breath through her teeth.

No. Caleb didn’t.

God, he’s huge, was all she had time to think, and then she was being skewered. But the discomfort was delicious, the abrupt penetration reaching right into her and turning on all her sexual senses at once. Like a light switch—snap!—and she was on and running, a hot, ticking appliance, ready to be used. Jory used her well.

The worst image winked in her mind: Caleb crunching down the path, wondering what was taking them so long, and—

Finding them.

It wasn’t that Kari Ann feared the likes of physical abuse—Caleb was pretty much just a fat pud who’d never been in a fight in his life and whose idea of violence was maybe swatting a skeeter—she simply didn’t want to lose the gravy train. Caleb had his own 24’ by 52’ trailer at Pelican Park that his parents bought him, and the trailer was fixed up real nice: window unit in every room, big Japanese TV and a VCR and a DVD, and one of those satellite dishes. He never had to work a job because he had some weird bone disease, made him walk a little funny, so he got $795 a month from S.S.I., plus a couple grand a month from his parents. See, Caleb was upper-crust white trash, the kind of man all women of Kari Ann’s breed wanted to settle down with. He didn’t smoke ice, he just drank beer and chewed tobacco, but he was sure happy to fork over a good helping of that monthly cash to his loving “girlfriend.” Caleb kept Kari Ann in crystal meth, and Kari Ann kept Caleb in a falsified state of self-esteem.

A perfect relationship.

Caleb was Kari Ann’s “gig,” and she sure as shit wasn’t going to lose it by being careless. Sure, she cheated on him at every reasonable opportunity, but she knew she’d have to be real careful with Jory. They were third cousins or something like that, and when Jory got out of jail the last time, he started sucking up to Caleb. Caleb, in all his insecurities, liked to be seen in public with a big tough redneck buddy like Jory. It made him feel good. So Jory had his game to play, too. And just as much to lose.

Her sweat soaked the crinkly forest bed beneath her. Jory pounded on. If her feminine real estate were a flower bed, Jory was digging it up from the roots, weeds and all. Her ecstasy was devouring her, and her first orgasm exploded. Jory’s sexual capabilities reduced her to a small, warm, wet thing whose only purpose in the world was to squirm in the dirt and feel pleasure.

As much as she hated the suggestion, she whispered up between thrusts: “Honey, you’re gonna have to hurry! Caleb’s gonna come looking for us—”

Jory, ever the romantic, immediately pressed his palm across her mouth. Hard. “Quiet, bitch. I’m tryin’ ta get it.”

Now Kari Ann could only breathe through her nostrils. The rough and rude treatment offended her…for about five seconds, and then her pleasures seemed to only be heightened by this gesture of abusive disregard. Her eyes bulged upward into the night. Through the sprawling heads of palms trees overhead, she could see the moon, and the moon seemed to look back at her just as intently, as if monitoring her, a silent voyeur that was content to witness her pleasures.

She just writhed and writhed as further climaxes burst deep up inside of her.

In her bliss, she managed to think, Poor fat little Caleb. I hope he’s having fun with his fishing rod.
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Caleb winced at the slight twinge in his back whenever he cast. He tried to adjust his fat on the lake’s sharp ebb, but that just brought more spider webs of pain. The osteopenia was a bitch, but aside from that, he couldn’t complain. He was so fortunate to have cracker-rich folks and a nice double-wide. And thank the Lord for my wonderful, loving girlfriend, he thought. Plus my great new best friend, Jory. See, Caleb was a humble guy, and he didn’t take anything for granted. Then again…

I wonder what’s taking ’em so long…

All he’d done was send them back to the boat for some more jiggers and bigger weights. Turned out the lake had a lot more chop than he’d expected; Caleb was gunning for some of the famed Crackjaw Eel, and this lake supposedly had them, but he needed a deeper sinker. He’d had his fill of saltwater fishing—he could catch grouper and sheepshead in his sleep—and he’d fished most every pissant lake in the whole bay area. Caleb needed some new digs, and that’s why he decided to chance it and come here, here being Lake Stephanie, Lake Stephanie being a protected lake on a federal fish and game reserve.

Jory had helped him with his gear; he’d also made short work of the fence with the bolt cutters. This form of trespassing was a federal offense, sure, and it was perfectly likely that anything Caleb might catch would be a protected species.

But Caleb was a big ballsy redneck, see? A tough guy who wouldn’t be thwarted by any No Trespassing sign. He was a man’s man, and by God if he wanted to fish this lake, he was damn well gonna fish this lake. If fact, Caleb was sure that his masculinity and lack of respect for the law was what turned Kari Ann on about him. Oh, and his sturdy good looks too. There was a lot of muscle under that beer gut.

Kari Ann and Jory were good sports to go along with him; they weren’t into fishing much, and Caleb understood that. Fishing was like bowling, an intricate sport, a hobby for a man with brains. It was really nice the way they were always so eager to help him out in his disability. They were true friends. Caleb knew he’d ask Kari Ann to marry him soon, and of course Jory would be the best man.

Ain’t nothing out there more valuable than a good woman and a good friend.

Moonlight floated on the ripples in the water. It lulled Caleb, made him drowsy. The eight cans of Keystone Light were helping out a bit, too, but that didn’t matter. Damn it, he thought, and looked around. They still ain’t back? If I didn’t know better, I might suspect ’em of…

No need to even finish a perverse thought like that. Caleb knew there was about as much chance of Kari Ann cheating on him as there was the sun forgetting to rise tomorrow.

But his lures just weren’t getting down there; they weren’t holding. Crackjaw Eel, Graysby Catfish, Scamp Trout—they were all waiting for him in this lake, and he sure as hell hadn’t come all this way to leave with an empty cooler. I need heavier rigs in this chop!

Guess I’ll have to pick my big ass up and go back to the boat myself, he resolved. Kari Ann and Jory must’a got lost.

Caleb was about to get up when—something hit.

He set his hook, began to reel ’er in—

Pound and a half, two, maybe, he judged by the pull. Trout? Didn’t feel like it. There was barely any fight at all. He reeled it in, and—

“Well, ain’t that the screwiest thing…”

What hung off his rod, alive and kicking, was a lobster.

Caleb loved lobster, and this was a good sized one at that. But there was a big problem. Lobsters were saltwater decapods, and Lake Stephanie was a freshwater lake as sure as Florida oranges were orange.

“Hmm. Don’t that beat all.”

Not a man for much deep thinking, Caleb dismissed the fluke and put the frisky, tail-clapping creature in the cooler. It would never occur to him that what he’d caught wasn’t really a lobster but a crawfish—twenty to thirty times larger than normal.

“Dang!”

Another hit, a hard one right after he’d recast. When he set the hook—

“Double dang!”

—his rod bowed like he was hauling in a brick. Got me a big one! It’s about dang time! Eight beers and osteopenia notwithstanding, he stood up now to reel in his prize.

Then his “prize” bucked back so hard, his fishing rod was jerked right out of his hands.

Caleb couldn’t believe it.

The rod flew back and landed in the water. What the hell could THAT have been? Caleb wanted to know real bad, and he also wanted his rod back. He could see it floating there, several yards out, by the float on the handle.

With difficulty, then, he waded out into the water, knee-deep, then hip-deep. That rod’n works cost a good two-fifty. Ain’t gonna give it to the drink. And what kind of fish could that have been? In freshwater?

“Had to be something real big—”

Caleb suddenly stopped in the water.

Something real big brushed against him.

Don’t panic.

He stood stock-still, hands poised.

Behind him, again, something big—something six or eight feet long—swam against him.

Fuck the rod’n reel. I’m gettin’ OUT of here—

He turned very slowly, so not to agitate the water, raised one foot to take the first step forward back to the shore, and—

WHAP!

The water surged. Foot-wide jaws hit Caleb right in the crotch and clamped down. He fell over, screaming, splashing, reeling a frantic circle in the water as his predator reeled with him: an eel—yes—ten feet long and a foot in girth. The great jaws locked down harder; Caleb was paralyzed in agony, incapable of responsive action, incapable of even heaving out one last scream before the creature’s sheer weight and crude animal strength hauled him beneath the water, into—

Silence. Blackness. Terror.

Caleb’s brain impulses were still firing away, though all human reason was gone now. He would simply drown in this cold frenetic horror, with this thing gnawing on his groin. He would never fish again. He would never slug another Keystone. He would never make love to Kari Ann again, and he had slapped his last high-five with his good friend Jory.

Then, just as he would die—

A hand grabbed his collar and pulled him out of the water.

“Jory, thank God! Get this fuckin’ thing off me!”

Eventually the eel let go, the gnawing gristly pain abated, and Caleb heaved breaths in a nearly mindless relief.

I’ve been saved! I’ve been saved!

Back on shore he collapsed in exhaustion, looked up at Jory, and…

It wasn’t Jory.

Caleb wished he was back in the water again, with the eel, when he got a look at the face of the thing that had pulled him out.
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Kari Ann lay naked and blissfully exhausted on the forest’s soft carpet of fallen palm leaves and moss. She was the little love-sprite of the woods, a tropical Venus lounging in her plush domain. Her hair tousled, her skin shellacked in sweat, she breathed in the warm night air, gazing up dreamy-eyed to the stars. So peaceful, so natural, so beautiful…

Jory urinated loudly a few feet away, and during the same process he also belched, cleared his throat and hocked, and cut a long fart.

To seal the romantic moment, Kari Ann bid: “Sweetheart, I’m going apeshit I’m stringing out so fuckin’ bad. Get the pipe; let’s get all fucked up.”

“I’m peein’, girl!” he griped back to her. By the sound of it, he was starting a new estuary. She could see him aside, between the palm trees, hands on hips and back arched—whizzing away. What a man… So handsome… It’s too bad Caleb has so much money, ’cos I’d—

The thought squashed her. Shit! How could I forget? “We were supposed to get those thingies out of the boat, Jory! Caleb’s gonna be here any minute!”

Jory pulled his jeans on, then seemed to fiddle with something. “That fat puddin’? He’s fishin’. Fuck him.”

“But, Jory—”

Faint orange light briefly turned Jory’s rugged face into a flittering mask. He was firing up his pipe!

“Jory! You’re gonna share that with me, right?”

Jory made a sharp huff. “What do I look like, Santa Claus? You want dope, fuck a dealer.” He inhaled briskly, in hot hitches. “Get some from your fat lover boy.”

Kari Ann’s frown was as deep as the night. Men. What a bunch of bastards. After you give ’em what they want, they crap all over ya. It was a sad resignation, but one she was quite used to. She lay back again, her fingers laced behind her head. Staring up at the sky. Even Jory’s rudeness couldn’t destroy this moment of beauty for her—

thwup…

It was the tiniest sound, but…strange. Something had hit the ground. A coconut or something? No, Jory had probably just thrown her clothes at her, the rude prick.

She sat up, looked down—

And screamed so loud her lungs burned.

Cross-eyed and tongue sticking out, Caleb stared right back at her—Caleb’s severed head, that is.

The head had been dropped in the area of leafy space between Kari Ann’s spread legs.

Locked in horror, she pumped out quite a few more screams, so high and loud that birds lifted from the trees and lizards skittered for cover. Jory was walking toward her, and in her mostly paralyzed mind she reasoned that he was coming to help her.

But he was walking kind of funny, dragging his feet, and it looked like he was bringing something over, carrying something in his arms, and now he was standing right in front of her, and that’s when he dropped what he was carrying.

He dropped it right into Kari Ann’s lap.

An armful of his own innards.

The hot entrails slapped right into her, splattering her, and Kari Ann’s response to the gesture was reasonable: she screamed higher and louder.

Jory fell over, the slit in his belly yawning as more of his lower g.i. tract spilled out.

Kari Ann kicked and screamed as the large unseen hand dragged her by the hair slowly and steadily into the woods.

But the evening still had much in store for her.

(III)

“You didn’t wash, did you?” the huffy overweight woman asked in a rather insulant tone.

“No, ma’am,” Clare replied.

The ma’am seemed to calm the panel leader down at once. It was actually three overweight women who sat before her at the table, and Clare was incredulous when she noted the little plaque that read OFFICIAL SNIFFING PANEL.

“The reason I ask is that—and don’t take offense, dear—but people like you have a tendency to disregard instructions.”

Another fat woman kind of chuckled. “Then again, people like you don’t wash all that much anyway, right?”

People like me, Clare realized. Homeless people, people on the skids. Bums.

“Don’t listen to her, dear. We understand your plight; that’s why we allow a few of you to take advantage of the opportunity to take part in our tests. You know, to help you out a little.”

Clare ground her teeth and took it. “I appreciate it very much, ma’am.”

“Good. Now please remove your shirt and raise your right arm.”

Clare did so, self-conscious that her poor diet had actually shrunk her breasts to the point that her bra sagged.

Each woman walked by and sniffed her armpit, then sat back down.

I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m letting fat ladies sniff my armpit for money.

“Very good, dear. Now put your shirt back on.”

“That’s it?”

“For now, yes.” The leader’s triple chin jiggled a bit when she took a fast glance at her watch. “It’s ten o’clock now. Your next sniffing is at noon, then you’ll have another at two.”

“What should I do in the meantime, ma’am? Stay in the lobby?”

“No, no, dear. Go walk around in the sun.”

“And don’t wash!” another woman added.

“After the two o’clock sniffing, you’ll get your twenty dollars.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.” Clare paused in thought. I just thanked a woman…for sniffing me. Jesus.

“You’re a fine, respectful young girl, and since your blood tests are negative for alcohol and narcotics—unlike most of your kind—I’ll sign you up as a regular tester. It’ll mainly be soap, deodorant, and shampoo. If you keep your appointments, you’ll make sixty dollars per week.”

“I’m very grateful to you, ma’am.”

“Good. Run along now. We have to begin our write-up.”

Clare left the office, left the women to—evidently—write down descriptions of the smell of Clare’s armpit. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. To her, sixty dollars a week was a lot of money. They tested these new products for skin rashes, allergenic reactions, etc., but she would gladly take the minor risk. And once she started getting more food, she could get her protein-count back up and start selling her plasma too. Then she’d really be rolling.

Outside, back in the blaze of morning sun, she actually smiled. Unconsciously her hand slipped into her pocket, felt the tiny fortune from the cookie she’d found in the trash.

It had promised good things for her, hadn’t it? Strange as it seemed, it was coming true.

Don’t take anything for granted, she warned herself and headed across the parking lot. Sure, it’s going to be hot as hell today, but I’m gonna walk around in it and LIKE it. It should be nothing anyway. In the service, she always maxed out every PT test. She’d do twenty-mile field marches with a full pack and barely break out in a sweat. Today she was actually going to get paid for something.

Yes, it was a good start, and who knew? Maybe it would even get better.

“Clare Prentiss?”

The man had seemed to appear from nowhere, out of the glare of sun bouncing off car roofs. Tall
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