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I could see why they wanted to kill me, but
not why they made such a fuss of it. Two pulled me by the arms,
gripping me so closely that their iron stink of dried blood forced
me to breathe through my mouth. Three others massed behind me to
push, though pushing is only a polite word for their brand of
shoving, punching and low-blow kicks. They were loud, rough and
bloody-minded. They were a mob, and hungry.

Those were the ones I could count. At least
thirty, maybe more, growled and bellowed to either side, a gauntlet
packed into the narrow, dark space as meat is packed into sausage
sleeves. They cursed me, threatened, and lobbed gobs of spit. They
laughed and heckled. The scariest of them stood behind the
screamers, only their heads and shoulders exposed. They glared at
me, their eyes recording but showing no emotion. Dead eyes, black
eyes. They belonged to the fanatical fringe of this lunatic
community. The silent ones were the true believers. They were the
priests of the cannibals.

My escorts wrestled me through the snarling
press, my boots and theirs scraping over the uneven rock floor and
scattering a fog of ice crystals. The gauntlet was only about
fifteen yards, then they kicked the back of my knees and dropped me
like a spilled tray onto the ground.

I cringed on all fours, enduring a barrage
of kicks and punches that seemed not to end. It was soccer hooligan
heaven, and I got to play the Jew, the ball, whichever gets kicked
the most by such people.

Finally, it ended. The crowd backed off a
few precious feet. Their roar fell away as if somebody had let the
air from their rage. A sudden blare of music made me flinch. I
recognized the tune: Ziggy Marley covering one of his father's more
vapid hits. This was good news. I looked up.

He stood before me, the man I had dared come
to see. I hadn't really known who he was or what he looked like,
just that he was the man, and this dark, icy hole was the place to
find him.

And he was the man, no mistake about it. All
eyes had turned to him. The previously ferocious mob hunkered into
its shoulders at him. He stood tall above his people, his arms
raised to command silence. A ragged black overcoat, much too big
for his skinny frame, flowed about him like bat wings, the dark
material masking the man's black shirt and black pants. Black coat,
black clothes, black skin and black, ropey dreadlocks.

Dominating the darkness, his black, dead
eyes.

Welcome to my craptastic world.

"Walter Cheatham," the man said. His tone
held a hint of mirth, but from a sense of humor that lights cats on
fire to see them run. "De great Walter Cheatham, brethren, standin'
here in I happy home. A real hortical don, dat mon. No, de mon
kneels, as is more appropriate before de judgment of de
brethren."

"Glad to meet you, too, Zero," I said, and
started rising to my feet.

My unkind escorts surged at me, but froze at
their master's command.

"No," he said. "Let de bald-head have his
feet. He a celebrity, after all, a big bout yah mon."

So, I stood. I braced my feet apart in case
I had to fight and pushed my hands into the pockets of my
threadbare wool overcoat. I still had a shiv hidden in each of
those pockets. The cannibals hadn't found them in the quick,
violent search at their doorstep. My fingers began unwrapping the
gauze that had softened the jagged hunks of metal beneath their
camouflage of wool.

The boss-man cannibal mimicked my stance,
his head cocked a bit as he watched me with those marble eyes. He
grinned, and a gold tooth flashed. "Got some nerve, Walter
Cheatham. You come a here, to dis church, dis balmyard, and all
these weeks I an' I dream of killing you." He scanned the pressing
crowd before bringing his eyes back to me. "You murdered Reg," he
declared. "You murdered I an' I's most precious Reg, I an' I's
prophet and benefactor. And you come here? I wonder why."

"I come to trade, Zero. You are Zero, aren't
you? Because I don't have time to waste on flunkies."

His black eyes rolled up and down my frame.
"You come to trade? What could you possibly have that I an' I might
want? Food? I an' I got plenty. I an' I got you, after all."

"Man doesn't live on meat alone."

"No, but it's a start."

"There's security and art. Luxuries in our
world, don't you think?"

"I once would kill for a beenie black up, a
little ganja to start de day, y'know? But, you got no ganja, do
you, Cheatham? I an' I live in de belly of a hollowed-out rock,
every growing place, every plant in Babylon monitored. Deh grow de
hemp for oxy-plants, but de bobo bwais find out I an' I can't black
no hemp. Bad for de belly. So, again, you got nothin', Cheatham.
Nothin' but yo' body an' blood."

"Come on, knock off the threats. Where's
your Christmas cheer?"

His eyes didn't change, but his brow knitted
ever so slightly. "A bandalu bald-head speak of de Most I? Here? I
an' I a go for bans de Christmas cheer, Cheatham. You be our
Christmas feast!"

I can't say I wasn't terrified. To
understate the point, I had no great desire to feed a bunch of
cannibals. But I had dealt with this kind often; fear was the last
thing I wanted them to see. I cocked my head to mock him, and
sighed.

"That would be a loss," I said. "No ganja to
get up there with God, if you still do that sort of thing. And the
only conduit to 'the most high' you have is some cheap Ziggy Marley
pop rock. What a shame."

That was maybe a bit below the belt. Zero
shot toward me. I took an automatic step backwards, but only pushed
into his unyielding thugs. They shoved me back toward their master,
who snatched my hair and wrenched my head until my eyes caught his.
I wished I was as bald as his Rastafarian lingo asserted. His grip
in my hair hurt.

"What do you know of salvation, bald-head?
You live in Babylon. You don' know Jah. Me brethren eat of de body
an' de blood of Christ an' we be filled wid de Spirit. It be more
better 'an de ganja, to take de body an' blood direct."

His breath stank of meat and copper.

"You don't take the body and blood of
Christ. You just eat people," I said through clenched teeth.

Zero released me, flinging me back against
his men. "There be a beenie bit of Christ in all of us."

The monsters behind me in the dark erupted
in bellows of righteous affirmation and jostled me until my coat
was half ripped off. I clutched the unwrapped shivs, the muscles of
my hands so tight they trembled.

For silence, Zero threw up a hand, then
allowed it to slither back into his coat. I could have killed him
then; it would have been easy.

"Because it be Christmas," he said, "because
you invade on dis most holy day when all mon be breddas, at least
for a while, I give you one last chance to save yourself. What is
it you come to trade?"

Of course, I had counted on all of this.
When my detective work had yielded a marginally identified
cannibal-king replacing the now-dead Reg, I had uncovered only his
Rastafarian network, his so-called name, his ganja-poor status and
the curious bit of trivia that he played a single CD over and over,
loudly and often. The locals skirting the edge of his kingdom would
rejoice if only I varied his collection of tunes. I knew he'd be a
religious fanatic, as most Rastafarians were, so I knew he'd be
inclined to talk first on a holy day and murder later. That had
been a crunch as well as a boon. I had been forced to enter his
lair without full preparation, as the circumstances demanded I not
hold off until Easter.

Zero spat on the hard, icy ground and turned
away from me. "He got nothin'. Cook 'im up," he said, then started
walking away.

I fought against the
sudden grip of clawlike hands. "Burnin'!" I shouted. "2001 release,
mint condition!"

Zero stopped in his tracks and threw up his
commanding hand. The claws retreated.

Zero turned to face me again. This time,
those marble eyes were slitted. "What do a bald-head know of Bob
Marley?"

"I know I've got that CD, mint condition,
with liner notes and everything."

"Mister Bob Marley be de high priest. He be
de soul of Reggae. I not ya his voice in...ten years."

"You should take better
care of your music collection. I also have the Natty Dread CD, and
Rastaman Vibration."

Zero gasped. I heard an echo behind me, like
wind through an opened baffle.

"You lie!" Zero hissed. "You a comin' tell
dat story, hopin' it get you out of dis place."

"Zero, buddy.
I came to
you."

I stood there, grasping the shivs. I suppose
Zero considered my words, but I couldn't tell from looking. His
face was frozen in a thin frown, his eyes as heartless as ever. And
why not? How could a man become dedicated to murder, to eating the
flesh of his fellow humans, and maintain even a vestige of
emotion?

"And what you want in trade for dat
music?"

"I want Jack DeSeneca."

It took a few seconds for his face to
change. Meantime, feet started scuffing behind me and a murmur
drifted on rough voices.

Zero's frown stretched into a wide, toothy
grin full of decay. "You crazy. You cannot have Jack DeSeneca. He a
good provider. He finds our dinners. He tells us where to catch
them."

"Yeah, well keep an eye out, mister, because
good ol' Jack's been skimming the take. He sometimes hunts for the
competition, and he sometimes hunts for himself."

"I don' believe you! Jack is no bag-o-wire.
He would not betray his brethren!"

"Jack and I have business. He stole a
ten-year-old girl today. I've been hired to find her and bring her
back. Has he delivered a ten-year-old girl to you? Has he delivered
Christmas dinner at all?"

The dead man stared at me.

"That's okay," I said, shrugging. "There's
still time. Of course, if he takes much longer, you won't be able
to do a proper roasting. Strange, since he stole her eight hours
ago."

The smile returned to Zero's face, but not
as broadly. It was more of a sneer. "I heard you were becoming a
storyteller, a banto for Babylon. Dis one of dem stories,
Cheatham?"

"Jack DeSeneca's betrayed
you. Have him for
Christmas dinner. Play Bob Marley while you eat him up. But give
him to me for ten minutes so I can do my job. That's all I
ask."

"Deh is still de mattah of de Reg!"

"Fine, fine. We can try and kill each other
later. It's not like I'm going anywhere. The rock's a small place.
Right now, you have your Christmas to worry about and I have mine.
Take the smart bet, man. Your guys will respect you for it."

That was it. That was my spiel. If he didn't
bite, I was a dead man, and none of the rest would matter.

"You have de CDs wid you?"

"I'm not an idiot. Outside your door, a good
three hundred people pass your place every few minutes. Post one of
your darlings there out on the stoop. Ten minutes after I leave
here in one piece, with the information I want, somebody slaps two
CDs into your flunkie's hand. After I talk to Jack, whatever he
says, somebody delivers CD number three."

"How do I trust one such as you?"

"Come on, man. I got nothing to play them
on. You may be the only guy outside the ruling caste who has both a
CD player that works and electricity to run it on."

He stared at me some more. After several
seconds of those dead, unwavering eyes, I wondered if he had fallen
asleep or gone catatonic. Grumbling stirred behind me. I listened
to restless scraping and rustling and forced myself not to turn
around.

"Okay," Zero finally said, nodding. "You get
a by dis time, Cheatham. But, next time...bring your own
spices."

"Har-har. Very funny."

The grumbling rose to a roar, then subsided
as Zero glared about the chamber.

"You will find DeSeneca in de Green Forum,"
he said. "He a go to sell some items. Clothes, shoes, dat sort of
thing. He will use de spank to buy for me a pair of leather boots,
size 8, dat I saw at Li Cheong's shoe repair kiosk." He stepped
close to me, his grin evil and without an ounce of humor. "If you
leave now, you might catch him. Before I an' I do."

His laugh was thunderous as the claws
snatched at me again, this time propelling me back through the
darkness.
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