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THE DOOR OPENED ON THE second knock and Morghan Stanley found himself staring into a set of big, dark eyes.  Her mouth formed a perfect bow, sporting a full, dark bottom lip coupled with a thinner, but no less red, upper lip.  And her skin was golden.  Morghan marveled at the way her face gave off a radiance of its own, like the metal it was tinctured from.  The complete absence of tint in her hair added to the brilliance of her skin.

A moment passed.  She brushed hair from her forehead and Morghan's subconscious said to turn and go.  Her eyes, almost the color of her hair, blinked once, like a click.  Another blink and the moment was gone.

Morghan regained his English, and said, "House appraisal."  She smiled and backed up to let him in.  The door closed as he surveyed the room.  His gaze swept the far wall, the ceiling, back down again, resting on the woman in front of him and the hammer in her hand.

He heard the thud as hammerhead met Morghanhead, then he heard nothing.  There was pain, falling, black.
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OF THE FIFTY MR. CAIRO killed, twenty had been children.  His parents were his first victims, having their stomachs sliced open and their intestines draped around their meager home.  The farming village in which he lived, located in the desert west of the city after which he'd taken his name, vanished overnight as Mr. Cairo made his way from hovel to hovel cutting, breaking, killing everyone until he remained the last living thing.

He vanished into myth after that, becoming a bogeyman who appeared when children were disobedient, or someone screamed in the night.
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MORGHAN OPENED HIS eyes, the left one fighting for space against a swollen knot on his temple.  I told you to turn and go, his subconscious berated.  A voice somewhere said, "That was the first wound.  Expect five more."

Morghan looked around for the speaker, the woman whose flesh he'd wanted to put his tongue to, just to see how it tasted, but all he could see was light.  He gazed around above him and decided he was in a basement, most likely of the house he'd come to appraise.  He was on his back, and he planted a hand to lift himself.  No sooner had his elbow begun to straighten than there came fire, and a crack to the bone.

He went down hard.

"There's two," came to him through a fog of agony.  "Expect four more."

"What the hell," he managed to grunt.

She leaned over him, her ebony locks obscuring her face.  "Let me tell you a story."
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IN REALITY, MR. CAIRO spent the years after that first massacre committing more.  Countless cultures lay decimated the morning after Mr. Cairo entered their villages.  And from every village, he took something, a piece of knowledge, a technique, whatever he could discover there to further his skill at death.

But it wasn't killing he considered his calling.  Mr. Cairo lived for torture

He devised numerous methods himself, stole others from dying victims.

He had a method in which he peeled strips of flesh from the body, cooked and ate it, while the victim watched, suffering from hundreds of wounds already inflicted.

Those he tortured were numbered in the tens of thousands and that's just while he lived.

Eventually, the Benendanti discovered his evil.  These were the people born with the caul, who had second sight, and could see ghosts and true witches.

The Benendanti searched thirty years.  When they found him, they discovered Mr. Cairo carried a demon that had been so long inside him, the two had merged.  They were so much a part of each other, the Benendanti could not exorcise the demon; in trying to do so, they expelled both spirits from the body, the demon's and Mr. Cairo's.

They destroyed the body and what followed was a six-hundred-year chase, tracking the merged spirits as they took possession of countless others in order to continue their work of pain.
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SHE MOVED AWAY FROM Morghan's face, and he felt something cold on his right big toe.  Cracking and pain.  She came back into view, holding a nutcracker.  His foot burned and throbbed, and he felt as if he'd stepped onto burning nails.  Through his scream, he heard, "That's the third wound.  Expect three more."

Morghan tried to will his body numb.  It didn't work.  "What does that have to do with me?" he asked.

"Mr. Cairo has infested you, and we plan to destroy him."

"I don't know what delusion you live in," Morghan started, but didn't finish; his head pounded, his subconscious again yelling in rage at this woman.  Concentrating on her words got harder by the minute.  A low murmur came from behind her somewhere.  Morghan still lay flat on the table, so he had no idea if anyone else was down here.

"We're calling him out."  She shoved a burning pin under his left ring fingernail.  He screamed again.  "That's the fourth wound.  Expect two more, one for each hundred years he's been spirit."

The murmur grew to a faint chorus.

She made a cut between two of his ribs, spread the wound and stuffed a couple of cockroaches into it.  Morghan had never before known whether sensation existed on the inside of a person's body.  Now he wished he still didn't know.  The cut in his side was searing, but the bugs inside him was worse.

"That's the fifth wound.  Expect one more.  And when it's inflicted, Mr. Cairo and his demon will manifest."

"I didn't do anything," he pleaded.  "I don't know you.  Let me up, I won't say anything."

"I'm sure that's what Mr. Cairo's victims said just before he let them die, right after severing all the muscles surrounding their eyeballs.  Besides, the Benendanti are tired of waiting.  Mr. Cairo's presence calls out to us.  We noticed him in you two weeks ago."

"You're insane.  You know what I think?  There never was a Mr. Cairo except the one in your head because you've got the torture bit down.  Now fucking let me up!"

"No," she said.  "Mr. Cairo was very real; ask those he tortured."

"You're following his path real fucking close, you psychotic bitch!"

Then came the sixth and most excruciating wound.  She'd numbed his left leg while he was out, and now she shattered the bones with a sledgehammer.  She released the tourniquet and let the blood flow return, bringing the needles and pain coursing through Morghan's system as the agony of his crushed foot and the tingling in his waking leg combined.

"This is the sixth wound," she said, moving away from Morghan's vision.  "Expect no more, only death as soon as Mr. Cairo is manifested."

The chorus rose, chanting in a language he didn't understand, but the purpose of which he guessed as the manifestation of the thing she'd said was in him.
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THE DEMON CAME TO MR. Cairo in the night, while the torturer slept beneath a thick pile of furs on the desert floor.

"Accept me," it whispered, "and I'll show you secrets of pain known only in Hell."

The dreaming Mr. Cairo had smiled at that and grunted something the demon took as a yes.

Mr. Cairo felt the furs sliding around him and folding back on themselves.  Something rough pressed against his bare back and flipped him onto his stomach.  His knees were thrust apart, and Mr. Cairo felt heat, coarse and stinging, as the monster entered him, then a sensation like acid in his guts and Mr. Cairo heard the voice again.

"You have but to listen and the instruction of Hell will be taught."

The demon and Mr. Cairo took their murders and pain to awe-inspiring status.  For a time, every disappearance or midnight noise was blamed on them.  Travelers kept well-lighted camps and slept in shifts, children were angelic, men were weary of every stranger.

The demon had promised him immortality and education in exchange for acceptance into himself.  Mr. Cairo, knowing the pleasures of pain, agreed, coming to enjoy the times the monster raped him, looking forward at times to the agony.

When the Benendanti evicted them from the body of Mr. Cairo, the pair vowed to see the last of them dead, to crush the last Benendanti skull with their foot before resuming their work.
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"FUCK YOU, YOU COCKSUCKING whore.  When I get up, I'm going to slice you open and let rats chew your heart!"

The woman smiled.  "I knew you'd show."

"Fuck off!"

"The Benendanti are here," she said, and five figures emerged from the shadows.

"Is this all?" Mr. Cairo asked, rising on Morghan's elbows, looking at the small assembly of demon hunters.  "I thought I'd left more that this alive last time."

"This'll be adequate.  Your spirits have got to be tired after six centuries.  But we're young and alive."

"You'll fail," Mr. Cairo sneered.  "Just as all the other times
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