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  1: The Darkest Days


  The tall and broody man hid in the shadows of the looming trees and glared at the single-story building in front of him. He shook his head in disgust and thought, In 1945 this brand-new subdivision brimmed with hope for families buying their starter homes, the World Wars over thankfully. Then, somehow, some city official allowed this, this, this travesty to invade our peaceful community less than a year later. Just a few months afterward people are evacuating, leaving their homes whether sold or not—which makes no difference with the market prices quickly diving and dying there.


  His shoulders were hunched, and his chin almost touched his chest. He could see unruly wisps of his eyebrows as his eyes strained to their maximum leverage. His teeth were clenched, grinding against each other. The fingernails in his right hand drew small speckles of blood inside his tightly closed fist.


  He quickly brought the inside crease of his elbow to his mouth to stifle a cough. He knew he had to be careful. He knew he had to be silent. Any careless noises could sound the alarms, and they’d be on him quicker than moths to flames.


  The man flipped the hood of his long black cloak over his head, and the fabric covered most of his face. He raised a fist in the air to signal the scores of figures behind him that they were about to begin. He heard their excited chatter rise from the silence of the night. He scowled at them, then raised a single finger to his lips. The murmuring ceased immediately.


  He turned toward the building and bounced his outstretched hand up and down, gesturing for them to move slowly behind him. The herd of figures followed the man, all hunched down to stay underneath the path of the spotlights. He reached the large purple sign that directed family members when they visited their teenage delinquents.


  The Siegel Home for Wayward Children: only the best of the best gets to call this hellhole home. Only the most well-behaved are allowed to leave when they turn seventeen and forever have bragging rights to their hooligan friends downtown that they “survived Siegel” with only a black eye, broken arm, or maybe violated genitals. And that’s just from the staff’s doings. They’ll be rewarded to live another day in Technicolor and amphetamines, destroying everything they touch. The best of the best.


  The man placed his hand atop the wooden sign, and his thumb slipped into the engraved G. The disciples huddled around him, breaking their ranks and waiting for instruction as a searchlight swung across the parking lot toward Siegel’s main entrance. The man curled into a ball and pressed himself against the wood for concealment. The beam of light scanned across the top of the sign, and the sea of followers disappeared, leaving the man alone to cower as he waited for the light to continue panning left. As soon as the beam cleared the main entrance, the rows and rows of figures materialized again.


  He pointed to a female three rows back and motioned for her to come to him. She low-crawled past the first two rows and giggled excitedly.


  “Can you handle leading the charge?” he whispered.


  She bounced her head up and down and clapped as a small droplet of drool trickled from the corner of her mouth.


  “Shh! I’m trusting you, Nikki. Don’t let me down. You know what’ll happen if you do.”


  Nikki nodded.


  “Good girl. I’ll stay here to catch the … difficult ones.” He straightened his back to see over the heads of the first few rows. “You, you, you, you, and … you three. Stay here with me. The rest of you will go with Nikki.”


  The pack of followers faded quickly as the spotlight swept across the main entrance again. He ducked and pulled his hood farther over his head. When the light cleared the area, he shook his finger at the side wall of Siegel’s.


  “Go! Go! Go!”


  Nikki and the rest of the Mushroom Cult corporealized and stormed the walls of the detention center like a tidal wave. The man pressed his back against the main entrance sign and silently counted the seconds before the stragglers escaped through the doors, screaming in terror—maybe in even more terror than their victims had screamed.


  One can only hope, the man thought as he smoothed his brown mustache.


  When the first explosion ripped through the silence, he constricted his neck into his shoulders, like a turtle retreating into its shell. He giggled and placed a finger to his lips to signal the disciples with him to stay quiet. His command was futile, as the handful of cult members chattered and cheered.


  He stood up, abandoning the safety of the sign, and motioned for them to charge. A deafening secondary explosion projected him backward, and his body contorted around the stump of a tree. He hit the ground and counted the stars in his vision. One, two, eight, thirteen, twenty-six, four hundred … and out.


  The followers at the sign pointed to his motionless body while they shook and jumped up and down. One female disciple pointed to the fire and smoke, accompanying the screams erupting from the building. The rest of them continued to flail their limbs as they gawked at the man at the base of the tree. She grabbed the wrist of the follower beside her and yelled a single-toned scream.


  The cult stopped panicking and turned their attention to the one who had taken control. She squeezed the disciple’s wrist tighter and shook a finger at the building. They nodded in understanding and crouched in a defensive stance.


  Black smoke and bright orange flames enveloped Siegel’s Home for Wayward Children. The frantic screams of the dying children engulfed the stillness of the night outside and excited the waiting ghouls. The roof, completely consumed, slid from the top of the building, exposing the screams of the staff burning alive.


  The man shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “Cyana … ” He cleared his throat and brushed dirt off his pants. “Cyana!”


  Cyana diverted her attention from the burning building to her master and clapped excitedly, jumping up and down.


  “Come here, my child.”


  Cyana gripped the hands of another Mushroom Cult member, gurgled an unintelligible command, and bounded toward the man like a kangaroo.


  He clasped her face. “Cyana, I need you now more than ever. Are you ready to prove yourself?”


  Cyana nodded with such ferocity he thought her head would pop off her neck.


  “Any second now some of the children and staff will escape from the fire and spill into the street. They’ll think they found safety outdoors. They might think they were strong and courageous, but they’re really just the overachievers. Sentenced to the same fate as their burning brethren. I’m trusting you to pick them off, one by one, as they come out.”


  Cyana clapped and bounced up and down.


  The ashes and smoke rising skyward momentarily distracted the man. “Good, good,” he continued. “We burned down the temple where they were sleeping. We woke them up and showed them the truth of their ways. Now you can feed on their fears.”


  Cyana clicked her heels together and sprinted toward the rest of the disciples hiding behind the sign. The man watched as she grunted a few commands to the group, and then he walked toward the sanctity of the entrance sign.


  “You’re putting a lot of faith in a half-wit,” Anya said, materializing beside him. A black veil hid her face and stringy white hair. “Cyana is a few hay straws short of a scarecrow.”


  “I don’t need her to be smart. I need her to be effective.”


  “You worry about collecting. I’ll worry about facilitating. They’re my girls,” Anya retorted. “Plus I’ve made it perfectly clear how unhappy I am about what you’re doing here. This is a useless cleansing. I’m not getting compensated. I’m not adding any new girls tonight.”


  “That might be true, but I thank you, Anya, from the bottom of my heart for letting me use the girls tonight. A blanket of fire when the hellions are young is so much more effective than picking them off one by one when they’re adults.”


  “This is your one freebie from me, Mr. Covington. The girls are mine again starting tomorrow,” she sneered and vanished. “And we get back to the mission.”


  “Always a pleasure,” he mumbled.


  The detention center’s front door burst open, and waves of terrified children spewed into the street. Covington laughed as he watched them fall over each other, trying to reach safety from the flames. “Not so tough now, are you?”


  He glanced at the building and saw charred children pressing their bodies against the closed windows, screaming—begging—for anyone to open the windows. Like a waterfall of dripping flesh, the children trapped inside piled atop one another to escape. Covington placed his hand over his mouth to hide his smirk of satisfaction.


  “You hoodlums deserve every moment of pain. I’m cleansing the world of your filth!”


  He felt a hard tug on his cloak and looked down. Cyana pulled at the seams of his disguise and pointed to the front of the building.


  “Ah, yes, my child. Very good. Do what you must. If they escape the building, then they’re fair game.”


  Cyana nodded and rallied a battle cry. All the followers hiding behind the entrance sign stood up and screamed. They fell in behind Cyana and raced toward the juveniles leaving their burning home. The children’s eyes grew larger in fear as they saw the Mushroom Cult descend upon them. The disciples chased the terrified children in and out of every shadow.


  One by one, the ghouls brought down the children as their maniacal cannibal teeth sank into the flesh of the children’s backs. The escapees scattered, like cockroaches in sunlight, but the cult moved faster. Veins were ripped from necks while the screams pulsated from the ones burning inside the building. Pounding and pleading, the trapped staff and juveniles slowly and painfully paid for their indiscretions.


  A boy loosened a brick from the entrance wall and situated it firmly in his palm. Fire had singed the left side of his hair, and his scalp still smoked. “C’mon, you rat bastards!”


  Cyana stopped gnawing on a crisp child’s thigh and diverted her attention to the infidel taunting her perfect clan.


  “Yeah, that’s right. You. I’m talking to you, you hoochie-broad.”


  Cyana rose to her feet and pointed to her chest. She tilted her head in confusion.


  “Are you that dumb? I’m talking to you,” he yelled, repositioning his grip on the brick. “Come get me!”


  Cyana grunted and closed the distance between herself and the heathen.


  Covington shook his head in disappointment. “Cyana!”


  She stopped and glowered at him.


  “Have you forgotten everything? How can I trust you with more responsibility if you let your emotions impede your ability to use the tools you have at your disposal?”


  The boy with the brick stared at Covington with his mouth agape. The screams of the children trapped inside the inferno slowly dissipated as they perished in the heat.


  “You stupid bitch!” the boy said and charged Cyana with the brick held above his head.


  “Now, Cyana! Call them now!” Covington said and leaped into the air. He collided with the boy, knocking the brick from his hand. He stood up and stepped on the boy’s wrist, breaking it under the pressure.


  The boy screamed and flung his head side to side in pain.


  “Cyana, what are you waiting for? Call them! Finish this!”


  Covington grabbed the discarded brick and brought it down with full force into the boy’s face. Again. And again. And again. Blood splattered all over Covington’s cloak and trickled over the pebbles on the ground. With each strike, he grunted in satisfaction. Winded on the final swing, he stood up to inspect the carnage below. The lifeless, bloodied body of the preteen did not move. A gurgle of blood erupted from the cavity where his nose should have been.


  Covington dropped the bloodied brick and turned toward Cyana. “Have you called them yet?”


  Cyana nervously shook her head. Her eyes were large, and her gaze appeared distant, like a deer caught in headlights.


  Covington leaned over the hill and saw another swarm of children making it safely from the burning building. “For Heaven’s sake, Cyana, some of them are getting away! Now do I have to hunt them down myself and then come back and decommission you, or will you step up to the plate and prove your worth?”


  The sound of distant sirens reached them.


  “Damn it, Cyana. The cops and firemen are just around the corner. If you don’t take care of this, I will.”


  Cyana stumbled backward from his tirade and kneaded her hands together. She dropped to her knees and placed her palms skyward.


  “Good, good,” he said, flipped his cloak around his waist, and headed down the hill toward the screaming children.


  She flexed her fingers and closed her eyes. She released a continuous series of grunts until she felt the talons grip her index and middle finger. Slowly opening her eyes, she smiled in accomplishment. “Har!” she commanded, and the vulture took flight.


  The cult would love her now, like she wanted. Now that she could summon the vultures, the followers were sure to find her irreplaceable.


  A swarm of black death crowded the sky. Feathers, wings, and talons filled the heavens. One by one, they swooped downward and picked off the children outside the burning building. Beaks impaled the backs of necks, the soft tissue between shoulder blades, and the squishy, overweight midsections. Vultures speared and carried the smaller children into the sky—up, up, up, until fear or atmospheric pressure knocked them out.


  A gaggle of birds stayed grounded and created a roadblock, aligning themselves wing to wing to prevent the emergency vehicles to pass. The remaining vultures carried away the dead, and Covington wondered if the birds would use—or not use—the deceased’s bones and meaty flesh for nest building or feeding practices. It was hard for Covington to know for sure.


  After the screams from inside the detention center were completely silenced and the vultures had neutralized all the fleeing children, Covington called for the ghouls to convene outside. The crackling of the flames slowly consumed the caws of the vultures as they flew farther away, carrying a handful of prizes to their hungry young.


  “How many perished?” he asked Nikki.


  She grunted and held a fist into the air.


  “All of them? Well, that is good news. Congratulations, everyone. You just rid Earth of a plethora of society’s scabs. I know they looked like children, but trust me. They deserved what we gave them.”


  Cyana pointed to the main roadway.


  “Ah, yes. I guess we should let the coppers and fire-stoppers come in and act like they are important. Release the vultures from the street.”


  Cyana flung her arms above her head, and the vultures lining the roadway took to flight in unison. The patrol cars and fire trucks lunged forward, attempting to reach the burning detention center before there were too many casualties.


  Covington laughed. “A little too late, don’t you think?”


  The rest of the Mushroom Cult, now congregated around his feet, laughed along with him.


  “We did a good thing here. The world is better off without these degenerates. But the law is almost upon us, so we must make haste.”


  Nikki glanced at Cyana and nodded.


  “Go, my children. There’s always another night. Although this night will live in infamy.”


  The disciples faded quickly, one by one, until he was left alone on the hill, overlooking the singed and smoking home for wayward children. He clapped in triumph and flung his cloak over his face.


  Glancing one last time at the torched center, he whispered, “This is just the beginning. It’s too late to turn back now.”
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  “I’m home!” the man called as he set his keys on the dining room table.


  “You’re home early,” his wife responded, taking a sip of coffee. “It’s not even five thirty yet.”


  “Mmm, boss man cut me loose. We were overstaffed. Sometimes it pays to be the most tenured technician.” He bent down to kiss his wife. “How’re you liking those pajamas?”


  “Cozy and comfy.”


  “Good. Kids not up yet?”


  “Not yet. Another half hour and I’ll get them ready.”


  Covington reached into the cupboard to locate a coffee mug and noticed the dirt and soot trapped underneath his fingernails. Glancing into the next room to confirm she couldn’t see him, he turned on the hot water in the kitchen sink and scrubbed his hands as roughly as he could. He used a butter knife to remove the evidence of the Siegel Home fire from under his fingernails. Quickly checking his wife’s location again, he inspected his clothes.


  The cloak should have prevented any ash or blood from soiling his work clothes, but he needed to make sure. She was the one who did the laundry, after all. He picked at a small stain just above the knee of his work pants that could have either been chocolate or blood. But he couldn’t take any chances.


  “Hey, Maggie. What time are we heading to your parents on Saturday?”


  “I’d like to leave before lunchtime,” she called from the other room. “I think they’re planning on feeding us.”


  “Hi, Daddy.”


  Startled, Covington spun to face his daughter. Her curly blond pigtails had loosened while she slept, creating thin wispies resembling spider webs escaping from the hair ties.


  “What’re you doing up so early, sweet pea?”


  She raised her hands for him to pick her up. “I couldn’t sleep.”


  “You didn’t wake your brother, did you?”


  “Cross my heart.”


  “I’ll cross your heart,” he said and then shoved his lips into the crook of her neck and blew a raspberry. “And then I’ll tickle your face!”


  She giggled uncontrollably and flailed to get away.


  He put her down and smoothed his mustache. “Can you help me make my coffee, please?”


  “Sure, Daddy.”


  Covington lifted her and placed her on the kitchen counter.


  “What’s that on your ear, Daddy?”


  Covington’s hand shot to his earlobe to rub away whatever she might have seen.


  “The other ear, silly.”


  He caught his reflection in the dark kitchen window and noticed a large gray smear across the top of his ear. He licked his fingers and wiped away the smudge—soot and ash.


  “Hey, baby. What would you like for breakfast?” Maggie asked her daughter, entering the kitchen and brushing her platinum-blond hair behind one ear.


  “Did you get your hair cut?” Covington asked his wife.


  “Just the bangs. You like?”


  “Daddy likes!” he said, giggling and tussling Maggie’s hair.


  “Oatmeal, please,” their daughter answered.


  “Coming right up.” Then to Covington: “Do you work tonight?”


  “Yeah. But I doubt I’ll be let go early tonight. We have a new batch of techs starting tonight.”


  After Maggie made the oatmeal, she turned the knob of the large radio sitting on a cabinet in the kitchen.


  “Firefighters were dispatched to the scene, however, not before the detention center was fully engulfed. The casualty count is unknown at this … We are being told now that both children and staff members are among the deceased—”


  Covington quickly reached up and silenced the radio. “She doesn’t need to hear about that.”


  “My God,” Maggie said. “What a terrible tragedy. I heard the sirens about an hour ago, but I didn’t think anything of it. Imagine all those parents losing their children like that.”


  “Yeah, imagine,” he replied, rubbing his hands together. “I’m sure they’ll find out it was some electrical fire in the walls or some faulty construction.”


  “Could you imagine if it was arson though? Jeez. We really might be living in the darkest days, for someone to do that to children.”


  “What happened, Mommy?”


  “Nothing, sweet pea. Just eat your oatmeal,” Covington said. “It’s not table talk for little ladies.”


  His daughter giggled.


  “All right, I’m turning in,” he said and kissed Maggie on the lips. “I’m gonna crash. I’m exhausted.”


  “I’m going downtown today with Evelyn,” she called as he walked toward their downstairs bedroom. “I need to find some new shoes, and Matt wants to open a second lounge. She told him that she’d scope out some locations for sale. She might come back here for some tea. We’ll be quiet and try not to wake you.”


  “Matt wants to open another Rippetoe’s lounge? Isn’t he worried about overextending their revenue?”


  “With prohibition over, she said some of their friends are making stacks of moolah opening multiple bars.”


  “It won’t last,” Covington said as he entered the bedroom. “Prohibition ended about thirteen years ago now. The novelty of speakeasies has almost completely worn off. The Rippetoes should invest in savings bonds instead and focus on their one lounge.”


  “Maybe. But I do like her company.”


  “Well, say hello to her for me.”


  “G’night, Daddy!”


  “Have a good day at kindergarten,” he replied and closed the bedroom door.


  He stripped off his clothes, put on his pajamas at the foot of the bed, and tucked himself underneath the covers. He flipped to his right side, facing away from the edge of his side of the bed, and felt a hand stroke his hair.


  “Your girls did good tonight, Anya,” he said and reached back without looking. Then he lovingly placed his fingers over her cold, lifeless wrist as she continued to massage his head.


  “As long as we continue to do great things, all of us, together, the world will one day thank us,” she said, her words sounding more like a gurgle from the back of her throat than a voice.


  He turned his head to face her. “Good night, Anya. Get some rest. The next opportunity is just around the corner.”


  She vanished from the room, leaving behind the only remnants that she had been here at all: a stench of mildew and a single fly taking flight from where she stood.
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  “Daddy!” she squealed and jumped on his chest.


  He rubbed the dried crust from the corners of his eyes. “Hey, sweet pea.”


  “Is it time for you to get up?”


  He looked at the pocket watch he kept draped over the corner of the headboard. “It is now.”


  She peeled the blankets and sheets off his upper body. “Why do you have to work at night and sleep during the day? Me and Ray miss playing with you.”


  “I know, Rose. But Daddy’s job is to make sure the dam is working right, and everything is safe at night. You don’t want the dam to break or any nice people to get hurt, do you?”


  Rose shook her head.


  “That’s my sweet girl.”


  Maggie gently pushed open the bedroom door and peeked in. “I’m sorry, hon. Did she wake you?”


  “Nah. I love having my little dumpling in bed with me,” he said and consumed Rose with his arms, tickling and kissing her until she couldn’t breathe through her hysterics anymore.


  Maggie smiled and stepped from the room.


  “Honey!” he called.


  She poked her head back in.


  “How did it go today with Evelyn?”


  “Good. Looks like Matt is buying that lounge we looked at.”


  He nodded and slid from bed.


  “Do you have to go to work tonight, Daddy?”


  “Yes, he does,” Maggie said, entering the bedroom and scooping up her daughter. “Daddy works very hard so you and Ray can have all those nice clothes and new toys.”


  “I love you,” he said to his wife.


  “I love you more,” she replied and planted a puckered kiss on his lips. “Go take a shower. Dinner will be ready in a few.”


  He waited until Maggie and Rose were gone before walking toward the master bathroom with its interior closet. He closed the door behind him and stripped off his pajamas. He collected them and turned to toss them in the hamper; a shadowy figure stood motionless in the shadows.


  “Gah! You can’t keep scaring me like that,” Covington said, placing a hand over his chest.


  Anya stepped forward, her face shrouded behind the black veil.


  “Is everything okay?”


  She reached up and slid a maroon-colored book from the top shelf of his closet. She offered the book to him, holding it out and cocking her head to one side.


  “Not tonight. I have to work. Real work. At my job. Put the book back.”


  Covington noticed Anya furrow her eyebrows behind the sheer black lace of the veil as she opened the metal cover of the book. She fingered the yellow-discolored pages, letting each brittle page flop lazily from one side to the other.


  “The guilt trip won’t work on me tonight, Anya. I can’t call out sick tonight too. Even last night was risky. And think of how many souls we freed in just one night. I think we met our quota for the year just within last night.”


  “We went there only because you wanted to disinfect a bunch of snot-nosed kids. Not to add to our ranks. Last night was a pointless endeavor for me and the cult. Last night was a favor to you—your last one, I might add. So don’t come boo-hooing to me about how much work you’re missing when it doesn’t benefit me at all.”


  “You want to do something to benefit your cult?” Covington retorted. “Why not stop lollygagging and get in touch with our guy tonight or tomorrow morning?”


  Anya closed the book and fingered the insignia on the metal cover. “I’ve already mailed him the package. Are you sure he’s the right one?”


  “He’s not only the right one but he’s the only one. Have some faith in me. He’s exactly who we’ve been waiting for.”


  She placed the book on a shelf, eye level, and turned to face him. “Fine. I’m just not used to being dictated to about decisions this pivotal. And, just so you know, your antics didn’t please the vultures. They wanted to create, not destroy.”


  He waved her off. “Look. I’m in control here. Not the vultures. Not any other disciple. I hold the book. That’s what you told me. I don’t take suggestions or threats from—”


  Knock, knock. “Daddy?”


  Covington directed his gaze to the closed bathroom door. “Hey, bud! Give me a minute, okay?”


  He looked back where Anya had stood, but she was gone. He sighed and jumped backward when an invisible hand flung the book from the eye-level shelf, and the book landed on the closet floor with a Whack! He collected the book and returned it to its designated location, then opened the bathroom door and forced a smile for his son.


  “Mommy says you have to work tonight.”


  “Yeah, Ray. Sorry. I have to work every night this week. But I’ll be off for your birthday. We’re going to Grandma and Grandpa’s.”


  “Will we have ice cream?”


  “Do you want ice cream?”


  “I want two kinds of ice cream!”


  “Then we’ll get two different kinds of ice cream.”


  Raymond clapped and scooted from the bedroom.


  “Hey, Ray! I love you, bud!”


  His son answered from the living room. “Love you too, Daddy!”


  He turned and glanced into the closet. Anya did not seem to be returning tonight.
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  2: The Uninvited Guest


  Smith kicked his office door again while he jiggled the keys stuck in the dead bolt. He slammed the doorframe with the palm of his hand hard enough that one of the nails securing his nameplate to the door fell to the floor. He quickly grabbed the swinging sign before it dislodged from the second nail.


  “C’mon, you good-for-nothin’ bastard. Turn!”


  Smith twisted the key as hard as he could and heard a popping noise as the locking mechanism finally gave way. He pushed open his office door and entered the dark room. He tossed his keys onto his desk; they slid a short distance before a stack of time-faded papers and case-file folders abruptly stopped them.


  Flicking the light switch, the room illuminated with an anemic-brown glow from the single dusty bulb. He took a step toward the coffee percolator on the windowsill, and his toe caught the corner of a tied-up pile of newspapers dating back at least ten years.


  Smith exhaled loudly with a frustrated grunt and kneeled beside the newspaper bundle; the air escaping from his lungs carried the stench of day-old consumed alcohol, topped off with more last night that led to closing time this morning. He really hadn’t slept. He napped for a couple hours, then came here. He removed the Swiss Army knife from his pants and cut the twine, freeing the newspapers, watching as they avalanched to the floor.


  He used his palm to shuffle and smear the newspapers around his office floor. His gaze quickly scanned his name plastered on all the headlines, praising the ex-deputy-now-turned-private-eye for all the scum he had gotten off the street, as well as locating abducted kids, reuniting long-lost biological parents of orphans, and exposing spouses who may have forgotten their vows. Smith had seen more than he cared to remember while he had been a sheriff’s deputy and could now safely check the box marked Seen It All since becoming a private eye.


  He burped without opening his mouth, letting the stale odor of alcohol find its way out through his nostrils instead. He vigorously rubbed his nose to lessen the sting.


  His gaze landed on a more current newspaper on his desk chair. He grabbed the paper and unfolded the front page, sighing as he scanned the article’s first few paragraphs, describing the tragic torching of the Siegel Home for Wayward Children two nights ago, now deemed an arson case by the Las Vegas fire chief; the newspaper chronicled the event as one of the worst tragedies in the city’s recorded history. The beginnings of a smirk—maybe even a real smile—formed on the corners of Smith’s lips as he silently applauded whoever had torched the place, ridding the city of the imminent release of dozens of hooligans; their inevitable rescindment into society only to stain it further was good enough for Smith to commend the mystery arsonist.


  Smith tossed aside the newspaper and snaked his way around the clutter blanketing his office floor toward the percolator, stopping to hang his brown fedora and gray trench coat on the coatrack. He scooped two heaps of coffee grounds into the brown-stained basket. After filling the reservoir with water—a handful of dried grounds slipped through the holes of the basket—he inserted the pump stem and plugged in the coffeemaker. Within seconds, the mixture of grounds and water comingled in the canister.


  Smith pulled out his desk chair and sat down. The seatback gave out, and he flailed as he caught himself from flipping over. He grabbed onto his desk with one hand and tightened the adjustment knob of the chair with the other. He scooted closer to the desk, lit a cigarette, and removed his revolver from his shoulder holster.


  He let his gaze wander through the thin trail of smoke to the skyline outside the window. The city was alive tonight. He could feel it. He leaned back and closed his eyes as he reveled in the wailing sirens in the distance mixed with the conglomerate sounds of buzzing neon signs and engines rattling the metal frames of cars below. This was his city. Down to the last bottom-feeder who walked the alleyways at night—this was his city. Always had been. Always will be.


  The percolator gurgled, signaling its brewing had finished. Smith grabbed his coffee mug that his previous secretary—back when he could afford one—had given to him for his forty-fifth birthday. Wynn had even monogrammed the mug with Top Gun For Hire on both sides.


  Smith tossed the remnants of yesterday’s coffee into the trash can next to his desk and filled the mug from the freshly brewed pot. He sighed in pleasure as the warm liquid hit his stomach and then ran a fingertip over the stenciled words decorating the mug. “Oh, Wynn. You always were so good to me. Maybe one day I’ll make this business into something worth a damn again, and it’ll be like old times, you and me.”


  Smith opened the top folder on the pile atop his desk and balanced his lit cigarette on the edge of the ashtray. “Another missing teenager. Runaway cases are not worth my time for the money.” He tossed the folder into the trash can and sifted through the pile. “These bimbos and their cheating husbands. So damn cliché.”


  An unopened yellow manila envelope addressed to him slid from underneath the top file onto the floor. He picked up the envelope and noticed there wasn’t a return address. Swiping his finger underneath the crease, a paper-clipped picture fell out with an attached letter, asking for help to locate a missing wife. Smith rubbed his temple in small circles to alleviate some of the pressure from his hangover and crumpled the stationery into a ball and tossed it at the trash can. It bounced off the rim and landed on the floor among the other numerous discarded papers and items scattered everywhere.


  The first sign of dawn rose like pale death creeping in and ate the retreating shadows. The office slowly grew brighter with the natural light.


  Smith’s olive-green rotary phone rang, startling him as the sound cut through the silence. He used his fingertips to wipe a few beads of sweat off his brow and picked up the receiver. “Detective Smith.”


  “Good morning. I hope I’m not bothering you so early in the morning,” a female replied.


  “No, not at all,” he answered.


  “Good, good. I … I have a dilemma, Mr. Smith.”


  Smith heard a teakettle whine in the background. He rubbed the inside corners of his eyes and frowned. Everyone has a dilemma, or they wouldn’t be calling him. He quickly scrolled through the roulette of social afflictions this woman might need his services for: adultery, fraud, missing family cat.


  He took a drag of his cigarette. “I’m not taking on any new cases, ma’am. My caseload is a little hectic right now,” Smith lied. Taking on any kind of trivial case would surely send him over the brink into complete and utter boredom and disgust.


  “My grandson is the Boulevard Killer.”


  Smith’s body stiffened as he swiped stacks of case files and inquiries off his desk to locate a pen. He opened the middle drawer of his desk and found a pencil. “Go on, Mrs … .?”


  “Covington. Eva Covington. I have a photograph I’d like you to see. I didn’t want to chance sending it through the post. I imagine you’re a very busy man, but I’d like to bring it by your office, if you’re willing to take a look at it.”


  Smith made a mental note to maybe call Wynn sooner rather than later to offer her job back.


  “I’d be very interested to hear your story, Mrs. Covington. Could you—”


  “Eva. Please call me Eva, Mr. Smith.”


  “Could you come this morning?”


  He heard the teakettle’s scream abruptly silenced as Eva poured herself a cup.


  “You come highly recommended, Detective. Even by some of your peers.”


  “You’ve talked to other dicks?”


  “I’ve hired other PIs. None of them stayed on the case longer than a few days before quitting. They felt they weren’t right for the job. But all of them said to contact you.”


  “I must admit, you have my attention.”


  “Would an hour from now be too early?”


  Smith looked at his pocket watch. “That would be perfect.”


  Eva hung up with a goodbye, and Smith didn’t respond before pressing the switch hook to activate a dial tone. He dialed Wynn’s number from memory, listening to the pulse tone as the rotary wheel spun after each number was dragged in a circle. After a few rings, Wynn answered the other end of the line. Smith thought it sounded like uncoordinated hands fumbled the receiver and then dropped it.


  “’Ello?” a sleepy Wynn answered.


  “Wynn, I’ve been thinking—”


  “Smith? What time is it?”


  “I dunno. But I was thinking—”


  “This doesn’t sound like a party line.”


  “It’s not. I paid to have a private line installed in the office.”


  “Why are you calling me?”


  “Christ Almighty, if you’d let me finish.”


  She cleared her throat but remained silent this time.


  “I want you to come back to work.”


  “Same rate?”


  “Same rate.”


  “When do you need me to start?”


  “In less than an hour. I have a new client coming in.”


  “Typical you. Some things never change. But I love you for it.”


  “So that’s a yes?”


  “You’ll know if I show up or not.”


  Smith sighed. “I guess I deserve that answer.”


  Wynn hung up the phone, and Smith watched the sun peek over the top of the city’s skyline. He took a sip of coffee from his Top Gun For Hire mug and thought about the scumbags going to sleep now that the day had broken, while the office zombies emerged from their castles to take over the city for the next dozen hours … until the cycle started again.


  The city was only alive at night.
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  Wynn took a deep breath as she stood in front of Smith’s closed office door. She heard him rummaging around, and the familiar sound of his neurotic tendencies made her question accepting his offer to return to work. She hung her chin on her chest and wrung her hands together in anticipation. She knew, once she knocked and was let back into the office, she would also be entering his personal world and everything—good and bad—that came with being in his life again. Mostly the bad: He is still married. He is still a drunk. He is still spouting whatever hateful things that fall from his mouth because his brain is not in gear.


  “Okay, Wynn. You can do this. You can look him in the eye again. It’ll be different this time. You’ll make it different this time.”


  She raised her fist to knock and held her breath. Her heart skipped a beat when her knuckles connected with the wooden door three times.


  “Hold on,” she heard him yell from the other side.


  The door swung open, and he stood there, disheveled as always.


  “Rough morning?” she asked, stepping into her old workplace.


  He pivoted sideways to let her enter. “More like a rough night. Burned the midnight oil on both ends this time.”


  “Still haven’t learned how to slow down, I see. I was surprised to hear from you.”


  Smith closed the door, making her decision final. “I might have a new case, and I don’t think I can investigate this one alone.”


  “So you need me now?” she said and removed her coat.


  Smith took it from her and hung it on the coatrack in the corner. “I’ve always needed you.”


  “Baloney,” she retorted.


  “Fine. Then you’ve always needed me.”


  “Oh, you’d love to believe that.”


  Smith took a step closer to her. “Tell me I’m wrong.”


  Wynn refused to answer. The silence electrified the space between them. Smith grabbed her blouse and pulled her into him, consuming her lips with his. Wynn put her hand on his chest, lightly pushing him away to break the embrace, but she found her lips didn’t want to cooperate with her resistance.


  An avalanche of familiar warmth spread over her body, comforting and relaxing her. Then she tasted the stale alcohol, and her stomach wrenched. Just as quickly as the warm memories had arrived, the taste of his breath flooded her with all the reasons why she had left in the first place. This time she pushed hard enough to separate their kiss.


  “I can’t do this again, Smith.”


  He wiped her leftover spit off his lips. “That one’s on me, doll. I won’t let it happen again. I won’t muck it up again.”


  Wynn straightened her blouse. “Good. Now let’s clean this pigsty before your client arrives, and you can tell me about the case.”


  Smith bent down and collected and organized the toppled stack of newspapers while he briefed her on the little he knew: for the first time ever, someone claimed to know the identity of the worst serial killer Nevada has seen in recorded history. After a few moments, he spied on Wynn in his peripheral vision. She hadn’t moved.


  “No offense, Smith, but why did she call you?”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence. She said she’d hired other dicks, but they don’t stay on the case.”


  “Huh. Well, now I’m glad you called me.”


  “You weren’t happy about it before? Well, that’s just rich, now isn’t it?”


  “Smith, you’re not the most pleasant of employers,” she said with a smirk. “Let’s stop dillydallying and clean up this place.”


  They started at opposite ends of the room and worked inward, organizing or tossing everything that seemed out of place, based on its relevance to his investigations.


  “Aww, how sweet,” she said. “You’ve kept my mug.”


  “I’m just too cheap to buy a new one.”


  “Don’t lie. You love this mug,” she said as she turned it back and forth, smiling when she noticed the Top Gun For Hire stencil had faded from all the times he had handled the mug.


  “How many damn bottles are there?” Smith asked as he discarded what seemed like the tenth empty liquor bottle into the trash can.


  The glass clinked as it struck the mound of others already piled inside the can.


  “The good news is, you can see the top of your desk now,” Wynn said, taking a step backward and admiring her organizational skills. “Are you responding to any of these other case files?”


  Smith looked up from the floor. “Nah. You can toss them.”


  Wynn swiped the entire stack of folders into the trash can with her arm. “I’ll take out the trash. It’s full.”


  Smith gave her a thumbs-up and continued sorting through the disheveled stacks of paper on the floor. Wynn carried the trash can across the office and jolted backward when she opened the door.


  “Oh, child. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Eva Covington said. “I was about to knock.”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am. I just didn’t expect anyone to be there.”


  Smith stood up and approached Eva and Wynn. “Mrs. Covington, welcome.”


  “Please call me Eva.”


  “I’m sorry for the mess. We’re in the middle of organizing my office.”


  “If you’ll excuse me, Eva, I’ll be right back after I dump the trash downstairs,” Wynn said.


  “Take your time, child. I’m in no rush.”


  “Sit. Sit,” Smith said, motioning to a wooden chair on the other side of his desk.


  Eva sat down and eyed Smith as he walked around the desk and took his seat. She removed her flowery wide-brimmed hat and placed it next to his desk lamp. Her white hair drooped and rested gently against the roadmap of wrinkles adorning her cheeks and forehead. She extended a withered and shaky hand across the mahogany desk.


  Smith shook it, feeling her brittle bones underneath her scarred and papery skin.


  “I’m pleased you’ve decided to hear my case, Mr. Smith.”


  “I gotta admit, Mrs. Covington—”


  “Eva.”


  “—I’m not accepting new clients. But you said the magic words, especially with me being an ex-deputy. Any chance to get filth off the streets will become priority number one.”


  “Aah … yes. I knew leading in with my suspicions would garner your attention.”


  Smith offered his pack of Smolens to Eva.


  “Thank you,” she said, sliding one out. She leaned across the desk so he could light it for her. She quickly puffed a few times to ignite the rod and placed a Polaroid on his desk. “That’s my grandson in the photo.”


  “What makes you suspect your grandson is a serial killer?”


  “He frequents the motels with whores. I’ve followed him a few times. They seem to turn up dead near those motels. Plus, if you look at the picture, you’ll see something incriminating, if not outright disturbing.”


  Smith picked up the photo and studied the image of a man standing underneath the red neon Vacancy sign of the Vertigo Motel. Dried blood covered the man’s face; the whites of his teeth seemed even more exaggerated by the dark crimson stains. The far-left edge of the Polaroid halved the image of a woman’s high heel lying on the sand.


  Smith’s eyebrows scrunched together as he tried hard not to let his confusion show on his face. “I don’t understand—”


  The office door opened as Wynn entered with an empty wastebasket. She placed the can next to Smith’s desk. “Everything going okay?”


  Smith handed her the photo. “The man in this picture is Mrs. Covington’s grandson.”


  Wynn made a noise that sounded like she had just been asked to solve a complicated math equation.


  Eva sat back in the chair, the cigarette balancing delicately between two wrinkled fingers.


  “Okay, Mrs. Covington—”


  “Please, call me Eva.”


  Smith leaned forward, placing both elbows on his desk. “Mrs. Covington, I don’t like to become too friendly with my clients. Lines can blur too easily, too quickly.”


  Wynn snickered sarcastically and quickly covered her mouth with her hand, as if she could stop the sound that had already escaped from her throat. Smith shot her a hard glare and pursed his lips in disapproval.


  “Sorry, Mrs. Covington, for my partner’s outburst,” he said without looking away from Wynn.


  Partner? Wynn silently mouthed.


  Smith ignored Wynn’s question and focused on the Polaroid. “Was this picture taken on the date printed on the back?”


  “Yes.”


  Smith swallowed hard. “With all due respect, Mrs. Covington, the Vertigo Motel burned down a long time ago.”


  “Ten years ago, to be exact,” Eva added.


  “How can your grandson be standing just last week in front of a building that has been gone now for over a decade? Is this some kind of prank photo?”


  Eva took a long drag of her cigarette and readjusted herself in the chair. “I assure you, this is no prank. My grandson has been soliciting mistresses of the night—Velcro whores, if you will—right underneath the nose of his unsuspecting wife, violating his vows with these girls. He’s been using the Vertigo to copulate with them and then kill them. As you can see from his jovial expression, he seems to take great pride in ending his victim’s lives, smiling like a scarecrow in a burning field.”


  “More like a hunter bragging about his kill. But how could—”


  “Don’t interrupt me, Mr. Smith. The how isn’t important. What is important is the why. And that’s what I need your services for. You’ve come with the highest recommendations. Please don’t let me down. I can’t rely on his wife to do anything about it, even if she did find out. Maggie is a spineless jellyfish of a woman and would be too meek and scared to turn him in.”


  Smith made a note that the potential killer’s wife’s name was Maggie. “Have you gone to the police yet?”


  Eva spit on the ground and grimaced. “You know as well as I do—and, if I’m not mistaken, even more than I do—law enforcement here can’t be trusted and should be the last option in this county for someone who needs help. Hell, they’d probably either protect him, or offer him a job on the force.”


  Smith nodded in agreement, leaned backward, and folded his arms. “I want to know more about the Vertigo Motel.”


  Eva fiddled with her wedding ring. “The motel isn’t important. I only brought that photograph because it’s the only picture I have of him anymore.”


  “You’d want to start an acting agency if you only knew how many crackpots I have entertained,” Smith replied, doodling on the corner of an envelope as he spoke. “People claiming they know who killed this person or who killed that person, or even people confessing to crimes they didn’t even commit so they can bask in some national publicity themselves. In order to do my job effectively and to weed out the crazies who just wind up wasting my time, I need full cooperation and transparency with my questions. If you won’t tell me about the Polaroid’s origins, I’ll have to decline accepting you as a client. Even if your grandson is the Boulevard Killer, I can’t work with a client who won’t trust me.”


  “I’m not ready to divulge the specifics of the photo yet, Mr. Smith.”


  “Very well. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Covington. I wish you the very best in finding someone who can help you with your claims.”


  “So that’s it? You’re not taking my case? You won’t get a cold-blooded killer off the streets because I won’t tell you about the Vertigo?”


  “No. I’m not taking your case because you’ve already established you’re not willing to be 100-percent honest and forthcoming with me. How could I possibly give you my full expertise and leave no stone unturned if you refuse to answer what I feel is a pretty pertinent question about this whole situation? And one that seems to be straight from a Hitchcock flick to boot?”


  Eva stood from the chair and looked at Wynn. “And your partner feels the same way?” she asked Smith, while staring at Wynn.


  Wynn shrugged, walked to the door, and opened it.


  Eva snuffed her cigarette in Smith’s ashtray and covered her thinning white hair with her hat. “Well, I see both of you have made your stance clear. If you change your mind, Mr. Smith, here’s my telephone number.”


  “And, if you change your mind, Mrs. Covington, you have mine as well.”


  She huffed and headed toward the door, neglecting to ask for the Polaroid back. “Do you have any leads on the disappearance of your own wife, Mr. Smith? It seems you’re a magician when you’re uncovering dirt on other people’s families, but, from what I’ve heard, you can’t seem to home in on your wife’s absence.”


  Smith glared at Wynn. She understood her cue to get the old bitch out of the office as fast as possible.


  “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Covington,” Smith answered. “Trust me. I am doing everything in my power to find my wife. But that should be none of your concern, nor do I appreciate what you think you know about that case just because you might be upset at the outcome of our meeting.”


  Eva huffed and exited the office, and Wynn slammed the door behind Eva when she entered the hallway.


  Wynn beaded her eyes on Smith. “Wendy’s missing?”


  He spun his wedding band around his ring finger, like he could start a fire with it. “I’m working on it.”


  “Working on it? Your wife has gone, what? Missing? And you’re working on it?”


  “Ex-wife.”


  “A divorce would make her an ex-wife. But you’re too lazy to file for one, even with your so-called loss of love for her. You played me once, Smith. Played me real good, like a fiddle. Sucked me into the fantasy that you’d leave her for me. And we all know how that turned out. I was the one who wound up leaving. Whether you like it or not, she’s still your wife—and you must find some comfort in it because you refuse to stop wearing that doggone ring of yours. Jeepers, whether I like it or not, she’s still your wife, and I feel so pathetic saying that. But you have a duty to do right by her. You owe it to her and to yourself and, at the very least, to your twenty years of marriage.”


  “Wendy’s not my priority. She’s a grown woman who can do what she wants.”


  “But is she missing?”


  Smith sighed and looked at his feet. “I’m figuring that out, okay? It’s not for you to worry about. Wendy is my fight, not yours; regardless of what transpired between you and me in the past. What I need you for now is Eva Covington and her suspect Polaroid.”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t have thrown her out of the office so fast. It’s a shame,” Wynn said, approaching the desk. “I was really hoping to hear how a motel that burned down when I was still in high school showed up in a photograph taken last week.”


  “Who said we aren’t going to find out?”


  “You think she’ll cave and tell you?”


  Smith tossed Eva’s discarded cigarette into the trash. “Absolutely not. That old bag is guarding that secret with her life.”


  “Then how do you plan on finding out?”


  “I’m taking the case. Mrs. Eva Covington just doesn’t know it.”
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  “What can I get you, Smith?”


  “Whiskey.”


  “House or premium?”


  “Whatever’s the cheapest brown plaid you have.”


  “One of those nights again?”


  “When Purgatory feels like home, every night is one of those nights.”


  “For you, sounds about right.”


  “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Matt.”


  “Hey, what are friends for?”


  “Oh, so we’re friends now?”


  Matt laughed. “You’re a snake.”


  Smith took a swig of the whiskey, and Matt walked away from him toward a small bachelorette party at the other end of the bar.


  “I hired Wynn back.”


  Matt stopped in his tracks and faced Smith. “Now why would you do that? You are a glutton for punishment, you know that?”


  Smith shrugged and finished the rest of his glass in one gulp. “Set ’em up, and I’ll knock ’em down.”


  “Let me take care of the ladies first,” Matt said and disappeared in the swarm of rowdy girls.


  Smith pushed the empty glass toward the edge of the bar and removed the Polaroid from the inside breast pocket of his vest. He sighed and became distracted by the rhythmic pulsing of the neon sign advertising the lounge’s name over the bottles of liquor behind the bar: Rippetoe's. Flash, fade, illuminate; flash, fade, illuminate—Rippetoe’s—flash, fade, illuminate; flash, fade, illuminate—Rippetoe’s—flash, fade, illuminate; wash, lather, rinse, repeat.


  Looking down the length of the bar, Smith noticed Matt had become more entranced with socializing the group of tipsy bachelorettes than with serving a self-deprecating drunkard. Smith leaned over the bar and snatched the rolled-up newspaper Matt kept underneath the till. Smith unrolled it and scanned the front-page headlines.


  He skipped the articles covering the continuing criminal activity of a local redneck biker gang and the rising popularity of Nashville southern rockabilly and stopped at a headline announcing the discovery of another dead, unidentified female. Smith shifted on the bar stool before immersing himself in the article.


  “’Nother one?”


  Smith jumped. “Christ, Matt. Don’t do that to me!”


  “Don’t do what? Ask if you want another round? That’s pretty much my job.”


  “No, sneak up on me like that.”


  “Must be something good for you to be distracted from the view down the other end of the bar,” Matt said, making eye contact with one of the bridesmaids. “Any news on Wendy?”


  Smith looked suspiciously at Matt. “Why?”


  Matt stopped wiping the bar. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I was just curious.”


  Smith shook his head and fiddled with his wedding ring. “I’m sorry, man. Being a PI, I’m expected—by everybody—to solve the case of Wendy’s disappearance it seems, like, yesterday. It doesn’t work that way. I have a few leads, but they haven’t panned out. Just because she’s my ex doesn’t mean I have some special, secret, detective superpower to figure out where the hell she is.”


  Matt tossed back his own glass of brown alcohol. “Didn’t know you guys had gotten a divorce.”


  Smith waved him off. “Not officially, but it was coming.”


  “That’s a shame. She’s a good woman. Don’t you think it’s weird though? Wendy suddenly missing while all these girls are being killed? Have you been following these murders?”


  “The hookers? Just what the news has been reporting. Sounds like we have our very own Jack the Ripper here.”


  “These are such godless days.”


  “I’ll drink to that!” Smith said and tapped his empty glass, signaling the well was dry.


  Smith watched silently as Matt filled another glass of whiskey for Smith, itching to divulge to the barkeep that he might know the killer’s identity. Instead he just zoned out as the liquid splashed around the ice cubes. He wished Matt would remember that he despised ice cubes in his drinks.


  “I’m thinking of expanding. Making Rippetoe’s a chain.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Evelyn and a friend of hers scoped out a new location for me. Might open a second location. What’s new in your world?”


  “I took on a new client this morning. Old broad. Knocking-on-death’s-door old. Thinks she might have a tip on the killer. Says her grandson has a taste for the working girls, so she’s convinced he must be our Ripper. Whole thing is weird. Weird enough for my radar to go up.”


  “Do you think this knucklehead might be the killer?”


  “Not completely. Not yet at least. But something else is wacky. She brought a Polaroid of her grandson, get this, posing in front of the Vertigo Motel out there in Mesquite.”


  “The Vertigo burned down—”


  “I know. Years ago. Yet it’s a recent picture.”


  “What’s there now? The … um,” Matt snapped his fingers to help him remember.


  “The Desert Palms Motel. Just as seedy as the Vertigo.”


  “That’s right. Pay-per-hour kind of joint. A perfect place to bring vixens where no one will question—”


  “Hey, chucklehead! You gonna get me another drink?” a man in the corner yelled across the lounge.


  Smith whispered to the barkeep, “Get a load of that guy.” Then took a long swig of his drink.


  “That drip isn’t worth my time. He’s all high on cocaine and vitamins.”


  Smith laughed midswallow and snorted whiskey through his nostrils. “Don’t do that! Damn stuff hurts coming out my nose.”


  “I guess I should go serve the master,” Matt said, chuckling. “I’ll be back. You have any requests? I’m gonna fire up the jukebox.”


  Smith swiveled on his stool and looked at the back of the pub. “You got ol’ Loella fixed?”


  “Nah. Way too expensive. I picked up this one refurbished from some bar called Sneakers. They were going under and selling all their stuff dirt cheap.”


  “How about something weddinglike? You know, for the girls down there? Isn’t Sinatra’s ‘My Love for You’ a staple at every wedding?”


  Matt laughed. “So cliché, I love it. I’ll see what I can do.”


  Smith threw back another gulp of whiskey and shivered as it burned his throat. He slammed the glass on the counter a little louder than he expected, garnishing a few looks from the bridesmaids.


  “It’s all right, ladies. Ol’ Blue Eyes coming up. To get you in the mood,” he said and belched loudly.


  The bachelorettes ignored Smith’s outburst, and a few of them leaned in to each other to whisper and giggle when the bride-to-be took her foam penis tiara and jerked it up and down in between her cleavage.


  “Bimbos,” Smith muttered.


  “All right. So the Desert Palms Motel is where the Vertigo used to be,” Matt said, returning to Smith’s end of the bar. “And it’s a hotspot for girls turning tricks.”


  Smith used his finger to scan line by line the article about the latest victim. “Right here. She was found less than one-quarter mile from the Desert Palms. Says she was buried, and a custodian found her.”


  “Either this is one elaborate ruse to mess with you or something heavy is happening in the desert.”


  Smith slid off the stool. “I’m gonna head downtown. They police themselves down there, and they trust me.”


  Matt wiped the residual condensation from the empty whiskey glass off the countertop. “Still, be careful, man. I’d love to hear what you find out about that photo.”


  Smith nodded and tossed a handful of crumpled bills onto the bar.


  “Do you have it on you?” Matt asked. “The Polaroid?”


  “Ah, yeah.” Smith reached into his trench coat’s breast pocket and removed the photograph. “Here.”


  Matt reluctantly took the picture from Smith, eyeing him with suspicion.


  “Look right there. The sign is almost as big as he is in the photo.”


  Matt flipped over the Polaroid, examined the backside, then the front side again. “Are you feeling okay, Smith?”


  “Yeah. To be honest, I haven’t felt this intrigued by a case in, well, probably ever.”


  Matt let the Polaroid fall to the bar and leaned forward, using his outstretched palms as support. “This is a postcard of a Norman Rockwell painting.”


  “What? Give me that,” Smith yelled and snatched the postcard from the bar and studied the image. “Are you insane? Look. That’s my client’s grandson covered in blood, and the Vertigo sign takes up almost half the picture. I don’t think you’re funny.”


  “Smith,” Matt said cautiously. “Are you feeling okay? That is a postcard mailed from … ” He ripped it from Smith’s hands and flipped it over. “Maryland. It says right here, Wish you were here. Having a swell time in Baltimore. Love, Maggie. Who’s Maggie?” Matt flipped over the postcard again. “This is a very famous Norman Rockwell painting. It’s called Walking to Church, I believe. Evelyn took a modern art class at the community college and studied Rockwell.”


  “Maggie is his wife, and he’s right there!” Smith retorted, pointing to the Polaroid. “What kind of chump do you take me for? And I don’t appreciate being tricked like this so you can get your jollies off.”


  “You’re pointing to one of the little boys in the painting. That’s not her grandson, and there’s no motel in this painting.”


  “And look. I don’t see any writing on the back. Just the black photo-backing.”


  “The only Maggie I know is Evelyn’s friend who she went future-lounge shopping with for me. And I don’t think she’s ever been out of Nevada in her life, never mind all the way to Baltimore. Plus her husband is some boring nightshift technician at the dam. I doubt he’s the Boulevard Killer. Maybe you should take a few days off and collect yourself. I’m worried about you.”


  “It’s not my fault you’re blind,” Smith huffed and tucked the Polaroid into his breast pocket. “Then how come Wynn could see it, huh? Looks like you’re the only one with a problem.”


  “Smith, I don’t know what to tell you. What you just showed me was an old postcard sent by someone’s wife named Maggie, with a Norman Rockwell painting on the front. I think you should head home instead of going downtown and get some rest, clear your mind.”


  “I’ve been duped before, by hollow charlatans and fake bastards. I’m not taking the bait quite this easy this time, especially by the likes of you. Only fools believe they won’t get fooled again.”


  Smith hastily navigated out of Rippetoe’s and swung the exit door outward over the sidewalk. He didn’t check if the lounge’s door closed behind him or not before making his way downtown to ask about any sightings of Mr. Covington from the kind of scum Smith despised the most.


  He patted the outside of his breast pocket where he had safely tucked away the Polaroid of Eva’s grandson standing before the ghost of the Vertigo Motel. He removed the photograph and peeked at it, just to ensure it hadn’t mysteriously transformed into a postcard. He returned it to his pocket, satisfied that Matt was the one who was hallucinating, not him.
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  3: Desert Grave


  The woman staggered on the sidewalk and collided with the man’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. You okay, mister?”


  Covington patted her shoulders and nodded. “I’m fine. Are you okay?”


  “Just a bit jiggered,” she slurred.


  “I can see that. Do you need help?”


  The woman’s eyes grew large as she looked over his shoulder. She took a step backward and raised an arm, pointing and shaking her finger.


  The man chuckled and glanced behind him. “Everything okay?”


  The woman turned and beelined for the street, tripping over the curb and landing face-first into a pile of leaves clogging the storm drain.


  “C’mon. Let’s see what fun we can get into,” Covington said to the ghouls behind him.


  The hordes of girls shuffled behind him as they approached the downtown area. Rows and rows of women—some with strangulation marks, some with gunshot wounds, some with fatally tilted necks—kept pace behind the man.


  As they passed a run-down old brownstone, Covington haphazardly looked at the front steps and noticed a figure in the shadows, passed out with a needle dangling from the crook of his arm. He raised his hand to motion the cult to stop as he climbed the stairs two at a time. Covington reached for the needle and yanked it from the teenager’s skin. He tossed it over the staircase railing and slapped the boy’s cheeks. “Wake up!”


  The boy stirred, cleared his throat, and tucked his hands underneath his thighs. When he opened his eyes, Covington sat down next to him and placed a hand on the boy’s knee. The flock below on the sidewalk looked up, gawking at the affection.


  “Get lost,” the boy retorted.


  “Stand up. You’re coming with me.”


  A handful of followers below licked their lips as the man rose to his feet.


  “I’m not queer.”


  Covington bent to eye level with the boy. “I never said you were. But you are a waste-of-space junkie. And you’re coming with us.”


  The boy looked at the dozens of girls—all pale and rotting, like disfigured faces in Technicolor—staring at him with hungry eyes.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  “What’s your name, son?”


  “I ain’t telling you nothin’ until you tell me what’s up with those crazy-looking broads.”


  Covington kicked a pebble off the stone stairs; it landed at the feet of the first row of girls. “Fair enough. Girls?” he said and stepped aside.


  The Mushroom Cult stormed the staircase and descended upon the boy’s body. Covington walked down the stairs and headed toward downtown, listening to the boy’s screams fade as the gnashing teeth and clawing fingers slowly consumed him.


  [image: ]


  “Hey, baby. You lookin’ for a date to the party?”


  Covington glanced around to see if anyone else was watching. When he was satisfied, he took a step toward the girl standing underneath the Adult Film sign. She wore a man’s blazer without a shirt or bra underneath. The buttoning point was open, revealing skin from her neck to her full cleavage and all the way down to below her belly button. Her shorts seemed to be only made of a few inches of fabric, elongating her legs from her thighs to the top of her obnoxiously tall high heels.


  “Maybe. Depends on the party,” he said and lit a cigarette.


  The girl sashayed toward him, her straight blond hair rippling in the nighttime breeze, and fixed the lapel of his coat. “You by yourself tonight?”


  “Just myself.”


  She leaned in closer, and he felt her breath on his earlobe.


  “Where’s the missus?”


  Covington spun his wedding ring around his finger. “Does it matter?”


  “Not to me.”


  He laughed. “You got a name?”


  “Maybe. Do you?”


  “Maybe. You first,” he said.


  “Pum’kin.”


  He shook his head. “Right. Sure it is. And my name is Raymond Chandler.”


  “Who’s Raymond Chandler?”


  “Never mind. How much and for what?”


  “You’re funny. I like you. One-dollar blows, three dollars to shoot the moon. I don’t usually go dog paddle, but, for you, if the price is right … ”


  “I’m sure you say that to all the guys.”


  She forced a laugh and placed her hand on his chest.


  “Okay, Pum’kin. Lead the way.”


  She grabbed his hand, and they walked side by side down an alleyway. He glanced from the corner of his eye at the group of men huddled together, all trying to sleep on the same dirty, half-burned mattress. He thought he saw the bugs scurrying in and out of their long, unkempt hair. He was sure he smelled their body odor too.


  “Doesn’t this depress you?” Covington asked.


  “Meeting guys like you makes it all worthwhile.”


  “Oh, hang it up. You can’t possibly be happy down here.”


  “You’re a real square. What’re you, my dad?”


  “Far from it. I’m here to save you.”


  “Oh, yeah? How are you gonna do that? You gonna tear off a piece of ass? Because I could use a good saving.”


  “Drop the act. You already have my business. You don’t need to keep selling yourself to me.”


  Pum’kin didn’t reply as they reached the end of the alleyway. She led him down a narrow side street lined with deteriorating apartment buildings and burned-down shacks.


  “Where does your wife think you are tonight?” she asked with a hint of anger in her voice.


  “What do you care?”


  “None really. I just like to hear the excuses.”


  “My wife doesn’t even know I left the house.”


  “Sounds like a healthy relationship if you ask—”


  He grabbed her neck and forced her against a wooden fence covered in graffiti. She gurgled, catching her breath as he leaned in and licked the tip of her nose. “You want your money? Then shut up and work for it.”


  She nodded with urgency as he severed her air supply.
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