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LIKE SMOKE RISING FROM THE BURNING
GHASTS

The boy ran.

It was what he did best, what Jo away, run
away, run from the reach of the predators who would consume him in
a bite.

His soles felt no pain though loose stones,
glass shards, a bent Guru beer bottle cap all tore at his
calloused, bare skin. Snakes darted at his ankles and rats squirmed
to bite his toes as he stepped on them like Ganesha hitching a
ride, but he was too quick. There and gone were his feet; his legs,
a blur of pale, bony flesh.

Through the humid weight of afternoon heat
and the drenching wind of cyclones he'd run. Through the murderous
traffic of rickshaws, cycles, cars and trucks, the fleshy
fortresses of cow or goat herds, slipping on shit and piss, sliding
through cracks at the backs of alleys like a turd from the narrow
ass of a mendicant, scuttling like a bug across pools fed by
tanneries and sties, ricocheting from one moving wall of flesh or
metal to another, falling to be stomped, kicked, run over, crushed,
before bouncing up again to run, run so fast he might have been a
goshawk with legs instead of wings, always he'd run.

But he'd never run from Jolly.

There were always people in the streets of
Calcutta who laughed. Where did he think he was going?
they'd asked, their faces lit for once with the joy the city was
named for. He always knew, though never told. This time, his
silence was true—he didn't know where to go.

"They found you by the ghats," Jolly liked to
tell him, usually in front of others, to show what a generous and
spiritual man he was. "Out of the sludge of the ashes of the dead,
out of the sacred pollution of the Hooghly, you appeared, a bobbing
bloody thing. One of my men picked you up to see if you were
wearing anything valuable. But you were naked, and he was ready to
toss you back into the river. A Sadhu thought you were desecrating
the funeral ceremony we were attending for one of my sadly deceased
rivals, and he was eager to have you cast back to the sacred wheel
of your karma.

"But you bit my man to the bone, right on his
index finger, and when he dropped you, you bounced once on the
ghat's stone pavement, rolled, and went for his calf. Tore through
the cloth of his pyjami. We pulled you free, and you took his flesh
in your mouth. That's when I decided to keep you. In a cage, at
first. You reminded me of that bear girl, that story they tell of
long ago. A demented child. Wild. Something not quite human. A pet.
Maybe something I could sell.

"When my man died from the bites you gave
him, I thought you might one day replace him. That hope has not
died. But neither does it blaze with Surya's light."

He'd heard the story a thousand times. Noise,
at first, until Sangeeta, a nurse in Jolly's employ, noticed him
trying to imitate words and taught him Hindi, then English. Her
little Mukul, she called him. A bud, a flower not yet
blossomed.

This time, Jolly had told him, no
one's taking you from the river, or the ghats. When we throw you in
the water, you'll be ash.

He'd thought of jumping the distance between
them, sinking his teeth into the fat old bastard's neck, after
Jolly delivered judgment and sentence in the overcrowded office.
His bite was still venomous, a condition Jolly's doctors had not
been able to explain, but which their employer had occasionally put
to use despite the warnings of his personal fakir. It would have
been just. But Jolly'd been surrounded by his partners—Burmese,
Thai, Chinese, English and American; gangsters in durkas and
military men from the embassies in Western civilian clothes. Quick
and competent men, with their own guards.

The musky scent of aftershave and sweat
tainted with foreign spices and gunpowder was faint in the room's
thick fog of Calcutta stench, just strong enough over the smell of
latrines and burning gasoline to serve as warning, like the buzz of
a wasp.

And there was Shishir by Jolly's side, as
well, standing tall and straight in his shimmering blue silk
Pathani suit like an icicle the sun would never melt. Jolly liked
him close, he said, because his coldness was refreshing in the
oppressive heat.

Though Jolly deserved to die, there were
other karmic instruments in his life waiting to serve retribution.
Sangeeta might have disagreed, but then she'd learned too much from
Nutan and Helma Malini movies. Heroes did not come to the rescue.
There were no happy endings. If she'd listened to her little Mukul,
her little flower, she'd still be alive.

So he flew out the window, so fast the
American laughed like one of Calcutta's street people, and pointed,
as if to say, look at that, he thinks he's a bird.

He fell the three flights down, partially
controlling his descent by bouncing from a balcony rail to a shop
awning to the roof of the Ambassador cab he'd heard through the
background din of horns, engine idling in traffic, fumes filling
Jolly's office.

Unlike the movies Sageenta used to take him
to for lessons about life, the car did not speed off with him
hanging on for his life, but remained stuck in traffic, even as
Shishir appeared, knife in hand, at the window. But just like in
the movies, Mukul was not hurt. Bones aren't set yet, Jolly
always said. He'd witnessed enough of the boy's talent for survival
to trust him with important pieces of business. Sageenta disagreed:
it's your karma that's not yet set.

It was that kind of talk, from someone like
Sageenta, that had moved Shishir to glance at her in ways that had
always raised Mukul's concern for her life.

The boy dropped to the street and ran, with
both the driver and passengers yelling after him.

He was supposed to have brought back a
message. Very important. Worth a lot of money. A phrase. Coded
information, critical to a complex transaction involving Vietnamese
supply lines and Pakistani tank deployments was at stake, not to
mention a shipment traveling through the heroin pipeline and just
about to reach an American cargo ship at Da Nang. None of the
parties trusted each other. The boy was chosen to make the contact,
as close to an innocent as could be found among them.

But the phrase was wrong. The information
garbled. One of the men in Jolly's office had betrayed the others.
The question of the traitor's identity was complex, involving the
unwinding of tangled allegiances and the transformation of
inconveniences into terrible truths no wanted to face. He saw it in
their faces. Easier to say, it's the boy's fault.

Mukul was their scapegoat. They'd given him a
trial, let him have his say, but the show was for their own
benefit, to cover up layers of deception and levels of corruption
no one wanted brought into the light. Judgment had already been
passed. His years of service meant nothing. His talents were
irrelevant, perhaps even a threat. His future, at least, was
something he didn't have to miss. He'd never had one. This was
Calcutta. He had no value. There was no future.

He ran.

Through the day and into the night, his legs
carried him. He wove through a procession of men chanting, singing,
dancing, as they carried their god, dressed in finery and flashing
strings of colored lights, through winding unnamed streets of mud.
He never looked up to see who they were honoring, didn't bother
joining their prayers. He ran through markets, dousing his scent
with a touch of perfume, stealing a scarf here, a wrap there,
trying to disguise his short, thin form covered only in a black
lungi. When he was hungry, he scavenged and snatched, and sometimes
merchants rose up to pursue him, their number crowding the street
at his back. But they always dropped away, unable to keep up. It
wasn't the ones he could see chasing him that were dangerous.

He ducked into an excavation, where fortunate
workers under foreign supervision were digging up the bones of the
city's colonial heritage. He took a moment to piss and shit on
remains of the Raj. A priest observing the project frowned. Mukul
wanted to laugh, but a chill breeze shredded the thin veil of his
humor.

Through the rest of the day, and the night,
and another day, he ran. Past crumbling warehouses, docks collapsed
into stagnant water, open latrines. Over rooftops where smoke
billowed, and water pipes surrounded by street people waiting for
the taps to open so they could receive their daily allotment.
Between cows gathered, standing or laying down, or their piles of
shit. Into the crumbling ruins of old colonial mansions; behind and
between trams; along the rail tracks; in and out of warehouses
bustling with trade or still, silent, abandoned; under plastic
sheets spread over extended families. He skirted past butchers, who
knew him because he'd practiced his skills in castration for them
when Jolly didn't need him, and they'd readily report his
whereabouts despite their friendliness toward him. He flew. Like
the weary hawk he'd become, without ever leaving the ground,
through clouds of flies gathered for the blood at the Kalighat,
Kali's temple, the spot where the little toe of Sati fell, who was
dismembered into 108 parts by Lord Vishnu and scattered over the
world so that her father Siva would not dance the world to its
destruction in his grief.

Beggars left him alone. Relief workers threw
morsels of what they had to offer as he sped past, in apparent
recognition of his distress. The echoes of his footfalls quit him
in the city's long, silent midnight paths, and clay figures looked
down on him in stiff reproach.

He could run forever in Calcutta. The streets
and alleys were endless. He could lose himself in the city and
never be seen by his enemies again, if all his enemies had been
from the outside world. But not all of them were. Jolly had
survived these streets, and Shishir, and others who worked for
them. They'd all risen above the places that had given birth to
them. They could track him like a rat scurrying across one of the
clean English lawns at the Royal Calcutta Turf Club. For all the
maze of buildings and crowds surrounding him, burying him beneath
flesh and stone, Mukul still felt a thugee's knot slipping around
his neck, tightening, gnawing, until no matter how hard he breathed
in, he could find no air.

Legs aching, ribs pinched, he stumbled,
grabbed for his throat. There was no rope.

He caught himself crying.

Gasping, shaking, he stopped, melted into a
niche in a wall. He might have been an ancient statue, forgotten,
worn to slim, smooth stone by time and the rains. He hardly dared
to catch his breath, and once his heart had settled and he'd
stopped feeling as assassin's instrument around his neck, he
focused on yoga techniques Sageenta had taught him, becoming still,
present, invisible.

He waited.

A holy man crawled by, legless, one arm
ending in a filthy stump above the elbow, the other arm twisted,
the hand balled into a perpetual fist. The holy man looked up
suddenly, directly at Muluk, deep in his secret shadowed spot, and
asked, "Who's avatar are you?"

Before the boy could think to answer, the
hilt of a dagger protruded from the back of the holy man's
neck.

A young man, face almost hidden by long hair
and a wild beard, sitting cross-legged a little further down the
street, turned to look at the slain holy man. His gaze drilled into
the corpse, until his bare knees, sticking out of the torn
camouflage fatigues that were his only clothes, began shaking. One
hand held the dog tags hanging from his neck, the other shielded
his eyes as he searched the windows and roof line, the faces of the
milling crowd around them. "They ain't taking me back, no fucking
way," he whispered. He drew a liter bottle from a pocket in his
fatigues and doused his hair and skin with its contents, then
flicked a light on and set himself on fire.

Another dagger appeared, this one sticking
out of the young man's throat, handle pointing up. Not Shishir's
mercy. He had none. Merely a signal to Mukul. The correct angle
into his little niche hadn't been found, yet. But they were closing
in.

The young man's head fell back against the
wall. His flaming hand let go of the dog tags, tapped weakly at the
handle. Then he slumped to the side.

Flesh blackened. The smell of cooking meat
brought people out of the houses.

His sleep looked sweet to Mukul.

But he wasn't ready to give in. Tired as he
was, and so full of fear he'd never known he could carry so much
and still live, the boy ran.

A knife skipped across dirt, nipped at his
heel. Drew blood.

They were close, but he was fast. He'd run
from their kind before. But then, he'd been running back to Jolly,
and into Shishir's protection. Now, he had nowhere to run. And even
his legs would have to give out, sooner or later.

Unless he really was a higher being's
avatar.

He'd never had to think, except when he was
around Sageenta. Mostly, thinking had been a distraction. Better to
listen, follow instructions, and when things went wrong, let
instinct take over. Jolly had always trusted that much in him.

But with nowhere to run and death closing,
Mukul did not want to return to the ghats where Jolly said he'd
been found. He wasn't ready. There were pressures, late in the
night, that woke him from nightmares with a desperate sense of
things that needed doing. And hungers he couldn't name, or even
imagine, that wormed their way through his head, invisibly turning
the earth of his mind, demanding satisfaction. He wanted to live.
Do what he'd been born to do. And serving Jolly could not have been
his sole purpose in life.

The Bridge. That's where everything had gone
wrong.

Howrah Bridge. Rabindra Setu. The
fifty-year-old marvel guides and foreigners always talked about, as
if a way to cross water was a some kind of miracle. He'd met the
contact on the left hand footpath, half way across, as the sun set
and the brown water below captured what glory it could from light
trickling through the smog to make itself sparkle. A thin man,
tall, not unlike Shishir, but pale, blonde, sweating. He'd been
wearing another season's clothes, another country's, really: thick,
heavy fur, boots, leather pants. Mukul had spotted the obvious
foreigner, spoken the phrase identifying him as the contact. The
man had looked down at him, startled, checked over passersby and
the stalled vehicle traffic. He'd looked at the city, floating, as
if disconnected from the earth, in smoke. Said the words Mukul had
given Jolly. Walked away.

He hadn't misheard. He understood English
perfectly well. He'd let the stranger leave, and then he'd followed
him.

The man walked to Howrah station. The boy
couldn't lose him, even in the chaos of the monumental train
station, with its herds of travelers migrating from trains, buses,
ferries, taxis, rickshaws, and platforms choked with porters
blowing whistles as if that was enough to break through the
currents of flesh.

Jolly had been waiting, but Mukul's curiosity
made him hesitate. Where did this man come from? Where was he
going? How could he survive India the way he was clothed? There
were all kinds of holy men, and mad men, and foreigners, in the
city, but he'd never seen anything like the man stepping over the
sleeping bodies of naked beggars to pass through a doorway, nearly
invisible between columns, in the depths of shadow.

He'd wanted to continue following. But there
was Jolly. And Sangeeta's frequent warnings about never, as his
life depended on it, disappointing their benefactor. Her fate was
the proof of her wisdom. "Too much education is bad for the soul,"
he'd said at her funeral. "It makes one try to rise above one's
place."

Though he'd done what he was told, he'd still
been the instrument of Jolly's betrayal. But a stranger who was a
puzzle and a question remained, and a doorway in Howrah station,
and no one else to turn to, no place else to go.

Mukul ran to the bridge, crossed it. Arrived
at the station, the sound of steel wheels and rails grinding
against each other rising over Calcutta's noise like a flock of
cranes.

He found the doorway, slipped into its
shadows.

"You cannot enter," said a man who appeared
suddenly, shaped from the surrounding shadow, a storm of starless
night coalescing from mere darkness. He was tall and wide, dressed
in casual Western pants and pullover, both black.

"There is a fee," an Asian man added,
separating himself from the mass of his partner, like one of
Shishir's blades at the moment the throwing wrist snaps. His
charcoal suit made him seem like a new moon on the verge of
manifesting into a terrible crescent.

Both men wore sunglasses, and Mukul was glad
he didn't have to look into their eyes.

He was afraid to even try biting either of
them.

He tried to say he had no money, that he was
looking for a man dressed in furs and leather, and that he could be
of service to them if only they'd place him under their protection.
But his throat was dry and tight, and he could barely let out a
squeak.

"We'll take him," Shishir said. Jolly's man
and a half-dozen accomplices, from beggars to business men, sealed
the way back.

Mukul didn't think. He dove between the legs
of the larger man before him.

He wasn't surprised when the man caught him
by his lupi, fingers clenching through the cloth, tightening its
wrapping, pinching his groin, and frustrating his first instinct to
slip out of the single piece of clothing he owned and running on,
naked.

He wasn't surprised when one of Shishir's
daggers appeared in the man's other hand, which he hadn't seen
move, like a silver needle sticking out of a melon. Blood seeped
from between his captor's fingers from the cut Shishir's keen edges
had made when caught in midair. The knife was gone an instant, not
thrown back, merely tossed aside, in disdain.

"There is always a charge," the Asian man
said.

The fight unfolded with the inevitable
certainty of a monsoon. The larger man drew Shishir and four
others, forcing him to drop Mukul. The boy scrambled forward on his
hands and knees. He hadn't gone more than a few meters when two
short screams cut the air. "Thank you," the Asian man said.

"We will wait," said Shishir.

The boy didn't look back to see who either of
them had been talking to. He crawled until shadows lightened and
the railway station's sounds faded, replaced by music he'd never
heard, driven by rhythms and voices alien to his ears. The air
freshened, as if an invisible hand had fanned Calcutta's reek away,
and a new set of scents swept in, human, sweaty but sweetened,
lacking the fetor of city offal, and holding the promise of
food.

Mukul looked up to see someone step over him,
on his way out. Heart racing, he opened his mouth to call out until
he saw it was not the contact he'd met on the bridge.

He dragged himself forward until a
round-faced man, with a toothy grin, a sprig of hair decorating an
otherwise bald pate, and eyes circular like a cartoon character's
and translucently pale, as if color had been leached out of them,
helped him to stand on his feet.

"Come with me," the man said. "I'll make sure
you're safe." With an arm around Mukul's shoulders, he led him
through a room more opulent than anything the boy had ever seen
outside of movies, with marbled rose walls trimmed in gold and a
polished black floor, brilliant chandeliers, and a long table
crowded with so much food and drink that the cloud of aromas turned
his stomach and brought tears, again, to his eyes. People laughed
and danced and spoke quietly, huddled in two's and three's, and in
corners touched each other the way he'd seen men and women do
through windows or out in the street. Some touched in ways he'd
never seen, and couldn't imagine desiring.

The man took Mukul through the sensory feast,
so sweet and appetizing the boy felt corrupted in ways and in
places Calcutta had never tried or reached. And then they stopped
in a quiet place, and the man, scented like a garden, gently pushed
Mukul down on a soft couch with a touch like a bird's feather
fluttering from the sky, and he stripped the cloth from the boy's
body, and caressed his skin and stroked his hair, and rolled him
over on his stomach so that Mukul closed his eyes and remembered
Sageenta and smiled.

Until the man's touch sent cold shivers up
his spine.

The boy whirled on the bed, found the man
over him, naked, one foot up on the couch, his cock erect, scrotum
swinging. The smile on his face was pure and simple, radiant with
lust.

The boy leapt at the man's sacs and bit. The
scream curled and wheeled through the air like a Black Eagle
chasing prey, and ended in gurgling. Mukul pulled away, meat still
in his mouth, which he spat out as a spray of warm blood gushed
from a hole between the man's legs and washed over his head and
torso. The man collapsed, twitching, and the boy watched, wondering
which would kill him first: the pain, poison, or loss of blood.

At the room's entry, a couple applauded
before moving on.

Mukul spat again, eager to get the taste of
blood out of his mouth, thinking of the food he'd passed. But a
part of him, so small he barely noticed it, liked the taste,
relished the feel and texture of living meat in his mouth, craved
for more. Though he'd killed men with his bite before, he'd never
felt such pleasure in the act.

The man's genitals lay on the floor, small,
horribly bloody, like something discarded by a butcher as unusable
even by the starving. He'd never used teeth for a castration,
before.

The boy picked the meat up. Sniffed it. It
didn't smell so bad. Already cool in his hands, the sacs looked
like tender morsels he might swallow whole. How many nights had he
wished he'd had as much meat in a week as he had in his hand at
that moment.

Purushamedha. He remembered the word for
human sacrifice.

Going further along the road of death than he
ever had before, the boy pushed the meat into his mouth. Bit down.
It was tougher than he thought it would be, and rolled between his
teeth, along his tongue. He had to hold the sacs between his
fingers and pull, rip, tear. He chewed, though he knew animals just
swallowed their prey.

The man's scream echoed in his mind. That
voice was clear, vibrant, alive inside his skull, and he didn't
think he would ever forget it. It made the meat taste sweeter.

Something inside him twisted. Burned, in his
chest, throat, groin. He convulsed, nearly fell, thought he was
going to vomit.

Was this what women went through when they
gave birth? he wondered.

He ran from the room, and found himself lost
in a maze of corridors, great halls and smaller chambers. Men and
women let him go by, giving his naked body curious glances if they
noticed him at all, but never stopping or questioning him. He found
a steaming pool and dove in, washing away blood and filth. He
couldn't remember when he'd taken his last bath in a hot water.

Once out, he followed the aroma of food until
he found another room, smaller than the one by the entrance, filled
with a variety of delicacies. He nibbled and tasted as much as he
could, favoring powerful curries and spiced dishes, as if to
cleanse his mouth, stomach and entrails. He spat out strong drink,
but poured juices from fruit he had never tasted before down his
parched throat.

And then he was tired, so weary he couldn't
keep his eyes closed, and he found a corner of a darkened room and
feel asleep.

He didn't know how long he lay passed out in
the black pit of a dreamless sleep, or for how much of that time
the robed, hooded figure had been sitting on its haunches in the
opposing corner, facing him. But he felt rested, fresh, and strong,
and he could run or bite, as the situation demanded.

Dimly, he remembered he'd been looking for
someone. A man. In furs. Because of Jolly.

"You don't seem to belong here," the hooded
figure said, in a voice between a man's and a woman's. "You don't
have a mark."

"Mark?"

A hand with long fingers and, it seemed, too
many joints, emerged from the robe's sleeve and pointed its
complement. A sign appeared on the parchment-crinkled skin between
thumb and forefinger. "Painfreak's mark."

"There was trouble getting in," the boy said,
suddenly afraid he was going to be thrown out. "I came in with
someone. A man, in furs. Tall, thin. I don't remember his name, but
he promised—"

"Please." A face nearly appeared out of
shadows beneath the figure's hood. "I heard the scream. Followed
you. Thought you were like me. I thought you wanted nothing, in
this place where hunger reigns. But I see now, you do." The figure
rose, smoothly, like a puppet rising on strings.

Air blew across the boy's face, warm,
steaming, carrying a fragrant scent, like jasmine tea, that brought
back vague memories of comfort and protection. There'd been a
woman, long ago. Her name eluded him.

"Help me," the boy said, and he thought it
might have been the first time in his life he'd ever asked for
anything.

"What will you do with this man you're
looking for?"

"Ask him why he lied," he answered, not sure
why that was important.

The robed figure left, its hem trailing
smoothly on the ground so there was no sign of feet, no hint of
motion other than the stranger's serene forward progress, like a
barge floating on the river current.

The boy sat with his back to the wall, knees
to chest, and worked at remembering exactly who he was, and where,
and why. He was in danger. That much was certain. Shishir. That was
the name of the immediate threat. He waited, just outside. He
worked for someone else. Jolly.

But if he was looking for a man for Jolly,
why did Shishir want to kill him? Details fluttered away, facts
slipped from his grasp, and the work of trying to reclaim who he'd
been felt like the hardest he'd ever done. He tired, and fell back
asleep.

When he woke, the robed figure was back.
Stretched out on the ground before it, kissing a fold in the robe's
rough material, lay a man the boy recognized. He'd seen him, on a
bridge. And the man had lied to him. Caused him trouble. Put him in
danger.

Rage exploded in his head, shot down through
his chest and limbs. Before he knew he'd moved, he was on the man,
tearing an ear off, sinking his teeth into the back of the neck
until he scrapped bone, and then digging deeper to get at marrow.
He spat out skin and ligament and muscle, then dove down again into
the flailing mound of flesh, riding the wave of pain, rooting for
nerves and organs that might seize and convulse from his
poison.

He didn't know how long he savaged the man,
but when he finally pulled away, his rage a gentle hum at the back
of his thoughts, and strangely sated, as if he'd feasted on the
entire contents of the first table of food he'd first seen in this
place, the man had stopped moving. Once again, he couldn't tell if
his bite or the violence had killed his victim.

Sucking on bone chips still in his mouth as
if they were hard candy, he looked to the robed figure. Rage dried
up and blew away in the stranger's withering presence. For a
second, he thought he heard himself mewl.

"You forgot to ask him why."

The boy spat the chips out.

The robe undulated, while its wearer's
shoulders and legs remained still. "You're different from the
others who come here. Not in the same way I am, but still
different."

"What is this place?"

"Do you want to learn?"

"Is there a way out other than the way I came
in?"

"Not for you."

With Shishir waiting outside, there was no
other choice. "Then yes, I want to learn."

The robed figure knelt by the boy. Two women
and a man looked into the room. The man stared at the corpse. One
of the women asked if they could come in. The figure pulled down
the hood slightly, turning away from the boy, revealing a part of
itself to them. The three ran away.

"First," the figure said, "you must know you
have come to a temple to appetite. Some consider it paradise,
others hell. Its name is Painfreak, and it is a gathering place for
men and women and their hungers. If that man betrayed you, or the
ones outside, the act was a sacred one born from this place. Many
hungers live here. Many desires. People come, to be satisfied, to
be desired. Today, the door opens onto Calcutta. Tomorrow, Paris.
The next, Peking. So all the world may satisfy itself."

The boy didn't understand, but didn't care.
"What about you?" he asked. "What's your name?"

"I came here searching for my desire, which
the world could not light. I never hungered or needed for anything,
or anyone. Curiosity made me study seduction's art, to see if I
could inspire desire in others. But no one ever wanted me. Maybe I
should have gone to a monastery, where my kind prosper. But
curiosity wouldn't let go. What would it be like to need? Or be
needed? That's a kind of hunger, I suppose. A pale one, in this
temple. In all the time I've been here, I've never found the
answer. Now I'm trapped in those questions, in this place, waiting
to need or be needed, afraid to leave and carry with me an ache for
a missing hunger, and the memory of starving in the excess of what
might have satisfied it."

The boy wished the robed figure hadn't talked
for so long. "You didn't tell me your name."

"Do you remember yours?"

The boy couldn't answer.

"So we have that much in common."

"What's the second thing I have to know?"

"The time here is always now."

Again, the boy didn't understand. "Are there
more things?"

"You'll come to them. In time."

"I'm not wearing that," the boy said, poking
at the robe, its rough texture scratching skin. He was careful not
to push too deep and feel what was underneath.

"You won't have to."

They sat in silence for a while, and when the
robed figure got up, the boy stood, too, and they walked out into
the halls. Clothes were found, empty rooms, places to sleep, feed,
shit and piss, clean up.

Hours passed. Days. The boy drifted in the
robed figure's wake. They rarely spoke, and usually the exchange
was sparked by a question from him, which was always answered,
though often not in a way that made sense to him. After a while, he
stopped asking where Painfreak came from and where was it going,
whether the figure was a man or a woman, and why didn't anyone try
to throw them out. He gave up trying to figure out what he saw
people do to each other, such things he'd never imagined or
witnessed. Though he'd forgotten a lot, he was sure he would have
remembered these particular acts.

They spent time, a great deal of time, in a
hall of mirrors, which the robed figure said was supposed to reveal
appetites. The boy watched his reflection. He seemed older than he
should be. And around him, clouds swirled, dark, streaked with
lightning, raining blood, and they seemed to be blowing out from
him, as if he was the horizon they were crossing to bring their
fury.

The boy thought he saw himself as he should
be, small and thin, without a storm brewing around him, standing
next to the robed figure in its reflection.

"If you stay, you have to work," the robed
figure said one day.

"Who's going to tell us to leave?" the boy
asked.

"You don't want to know."

The robed figure showed, by example, the
nature of the work it could do, by walking into a room full of
people, but remaining aloof, mysterious. Soon enough, a few men and
women gathered around it. The figure refused to speak, and slowly
walked away. Two women followed. They found a room, and allowed the
boy to sit in a corner and watch as they stripped for the figure,
and made love to each other, and beat one another until bruises
mottled their skin, and finally wept and crawled away.

"Did you enjoy that?" the boy asked.

"No. That's why it's called work."

"I thought no one wanted you."

"Do you think it was me, beneath this cloth,
that they wanted? Or was it just the question of what I might
be?"

They went back over the territory they'd
already covered, only this time the figure gently pushed the boy
into rooms where things were happening, with only one warning:
never bite. Not even when they beg for it.

The figure's fingers were always cold.

At first, he watched over the drugged,
exhausted, unconscious, and the dead. He learned how to kill the
dead again if they got up, or send them on to where they were
needed. Then he learned how to give injections, how to cut and
stitch, saw and break, to the limits of human endurance, and just a
little beyond. He overcame his instinct to join in the occasional
fights that exploded every now and then, and instead let them
evolve, shaping the conflicts with minimal interventions so that
onlookers were entertained. He studied pain, in the acts and
reactions of others, discovering the moments where hesitation was
required, so that pleasure might blossom, briefly, like a desert
flower, before the arid duress of suffering returned.

The first scream he personally inspired
resonated with a chorus of wracked voices that rose up in his mind,
as if they'd been waiting for another to join their number. But the
only particular memories the scream brought back was of the man
who'd touched him, and what he'd done to him.

The thing born inside him that day wiggled as
it was fed by the scream, and whined for more.

He learned deeper arts in the craft of
castration, which he recalled practicing as a way to pass time in a
city, someplace long ago, for local butchers. He wrote on skin,
then on organs. He learned the play of whips and sticks on flesh,
then moved on to mastering the full panoply of torture
instrumentation.

There was the day he lost his virginity,
which he hadn't been aware he'd been keeping, and the day he killed
to feed the thing inside him. They were the same day, with the same
woman.

On that day, the robed figure stopped pushing
him into new rooms. On that day, he was given a room of his own, to
shut or keep open, as he saw fit, and told he was free to bite
because the poison that had protected him as a child had sunk deep
into his heart, into his soul, and though his teeth were less of a
threat, he was much more dangerous.

He lost track of the robed figure, forgot
about it for long periods, remembering their allegiance only when
he ran across it in some of the older sections of Painfreak, where
most patrons didn't wander. He'd catch a glimpse of the figure as
it floated over the bowed floors of broken-down halls, through
rooms with cracked walls and falling ceilings haunted by the
withered unfleshed remains of desire. The boy liked the ghosts, and
studied them for inspiration. He never called out to the figure,
and it always moved on, without greeting or farewell. He never saw
the figure in the hall of mirrors, anymore.

He named the thing inside him Beast, because
that's what it was and what it made him into, but he still couldn't
recall his own name, and no one ever knew him long enough to give
him another.

One day an older woman came to him,
white-haired, wrinkled and sagging in her nakedness. She smelled of
eucalyptus. He asked her if she wanted him to take her to his room,
and she agreed, though when they entered she didn't submit to any
of the devices and instruments he had collected. Instead, she lay
on the floor and asked that she join him.

"What do you want?" he asked, puzzled,
thinking she'd made a mistake in seeking him out.

"Innocence," she said. "Will you be my
Max?"

"Who's he?"

She rubbed her stomach, turned on her side
and cried. "The one who wasn't born."

He killed her on the floor, picking up a
heavy metal manacle and smashing it into her skull until her hair
was no longer white, until she had no more hair, or skull, or head,
until he couldn't see because of the splattered brain in his eyes,
which still stung from the bits of shattered bone that had flown
into them.

The Beast filled his mind with its joy, and
he fell asleep, blindly ecstatic.

When he woke, the robed figure stood at the
doorway to his room. "Now we're different. Night and day. You are
appetite. I am its absence. It's time we parted."

"We already have," the boy said, riding the
passion of his belligerence. But the Beast didn't rise, and the
figure didn't show fear. The boy was left angry and afraid,
paralyzed.

"No. Not until now."

The boy didn't want to leave. There was
danger waiting for him outside this place, that much he felt was
certain. And he'd earned a position in the hierarchy of the domain
in which he survived; he even had his own room.

Only the room was suddenly cold, and the
mechanisms he'd gathered in it, so familiar and comforting, turned
on him, exuding menace. The danger was not outside, anymore.

The robed figure hadn't moved, nor revealed
its face. The smells and sounds of the place, this Painfreak,
remained the same. People screamed and wailed in the background,
they cried out from the depths of their hungers. They whimpered and
laughed. The stink of their sweat filled the air.

The boy understood, suddenly, without
thought, and surprised himself with a vision that reached beyond
the immediate necessities of life. Painfreak had not changed. He
had.

He was the threat in the place he'd thought
of as home. "You're going to miss me," he said.

"No," the figure replied. "I won't."

The boy left, taking care not to brush the
cloak's rough fabric as he passed through the doorway.

The sound of weeping was close behind him. He
didn't look back. Did not care. He didn't want what he was leaving
behind.

He wandered the halls and rooms and great
galleries of Painfreak, but this time with a purpose. He followed
well-dressed men and women, those who wore styles of clothing he
was familiar with, that reminded him of long ago, until he found a
room with walls of marbled rose walls trimmed in gold and a
polished black floor, lit by brilliant chandeliers hanging over a
long table full to overflowing with food. Men and women danced
slowly to gentle music, laughed, and whispered.

The hairs at the back of his neck rose. He
waited in a corner for someone to approach him, to say, "Little
boy, I'll make sure you're safe." But no one did, and after a while
he didn't want to kill everyone in the room, and his heart had
stopped beating fast, and the Beast quieted, though it was still
hungry, and disappointed in its host's reticence.

The coldness of his old room lingered at the
base of his spine. He knew better than to fight to stay in a place
he wasn't wanted, or satisfy any gnawing needs for revenge.
Especially when that place was so much larger than anything he
would ever become.

And there was gratitude, scattered like
petals before a procession, for everything he'd learned and
received.

The boy tracked people appearing and
disappearing magically through a doorway, and followed.

He walked down a hallway, from light to
darkness, avoiding others, but nearly tripping over a boy, stinking
and filthy, barely more than skin and bones, crawling at his
feet.

Until a stench, both shocking and familiar,
made him stop. He looked for the pits that could be found in
Painfreak, in which some liked to bathe in, and which he'd avoided.
He found instead a doorway looking out on a bustling crowd set off
beyond a row of columns. The smell blew in from that open doorway,
along with the sound of train whistles and the murmur of a
crowd.

He went through, and a man emerged from
shadow behind the columns, along with a beggar, a man in uniform,
and a fourth who used his umbrella as a crutch as he limped out.
The first tall, thin sliver of bone and muscle, bleeding from an
arm and the top of his head, came closer, stepping over three
bodies. A chill breeze seemed to gust from him.

Before anyone could speak, a small, Asian man
with his eyes hidden by sunglasses appeared from the darkest
shadows by the door, grabbed the boy's hand, and pressed a cold,
metal bar against the skin between a thumb and forefinger. Behind
the Asian man stood his tall, wide companion, eyes also masked. The
sheen of their sweat reflected what little light there was in the
alcove. Both wore the slightest of smiles.

"The price was paid," the Asian man said,
addressing the boy. "Thank you. A pleasure serving you. Come
again." He pulled the metal rod away, and the pair backed off.

The boy didn't see where they went because he
realized he'd been looking down on the man, rather than up at him,
and that felt wrong. Then he felt something else entirely. A knife
coming his way. He moved just enough to let if fly by his head.

The beggar and the uniform were on him. He
blocked a kick, turned a blow, swept one of his assailants off of
his feet and grabbed the head of the other with both hands, lifting
the chin and turning the head in one smooth, swift motion, pushing
through resistance, snapping the neck. He stomped the fallen
attacker in the groin, and again in the neck. The Beast raised its
voice, demanding more.

"What goes on in there?" the tall, cold man
asked, eyes narrowed, gaze slipping to the doorway while his last
companion limped hurriedly away.

"Whatever people want to happen," the boy
answered.

"I don't want any trouble from you. I'm
looking for the boy who just went in."

He almost said, I'm a boy, too. But
then he remembered a name: Shishir. A place: Calcutta. A time:
now.

Time is always now.

He looked at his hands, at Shishir, at the
bodies on the ground. Realized what he'd done. He wasn't a boy,
anymore. But he was back in the place he'd left a lifetime ago,
running from danger.

He grunted, as if taking a blow to the
gut.

The Beast howled.

He gave the Beast his voice, and paused an
instant to watch Shishir's eyes grow wider. Someone looked in from
beyond the columns.

He moved, fast, anticipating the knife,
shifting his hips as he closed, letting the weapon slide in the
empty space between elbow and rib. He locked the wrist against his
body with the elbow, spun, got low, turned a hip. Bone snapped. A
startled cry ended abruptly as Shishir slammed against the hard
floor.

He took his time choking the life out of the
man, squeezing his fingers together slowly, savoring every raspy
gasp for air, the fluttering lips, the spittle, the flapping
tongue, the body, a wire of muscle, squirming under him. He was
surprised by how well the lessons he'd learned about pain
translated to fighting.

The Beast wanted more, but he was done with
Shishir, and he knew where there was more to feed on.

He went through the train station, the years
and life he'd spent in Painfreak falling away, vanishing like mist
and dreams in the dawn. The name, like the mark, remained, a shadow
across his memories, a mountain forever veiled by mist.

He walked. Slowly. It seemed important for
him to take his time, to be slow and deliberate. Not to rush.

Or run.

On his way back to the place rage told him he
had to visit, he stopped in front of a mirror in a shop window and
studied his reflection. His face was smooth, young, attractive in a
fierce, masculine kind of way, beneath straight, black hair. A
strong pair of shoulders and a stout neck didn't divulge all of his
strength. He looked fit, though he'd have to change his clothes and
wash up. There was still blood on his face and shirt from the old
woman, the one from his dream. He shook his head, laughed. Dreams
didn't bleed. It had to have been from Shishir, or one of his
men.

He wasn't dressed quite like everyone else on
the streets. The pants, shoes and shirt were all of a different
shade of familiar colors, cut and styled in a fashion that made
many turn and stare at him. He couldn't remember where he'd picked
the outfit up, but resolved to find more subtle furnishings when he
was done.

After the blood.

A man tried to stop him at the first floor
entry. He bit the guard, on the chin, then the cheek, following up
quickly with tearing rakes to the nose, ears and cheek, before
ending at the throat. He'd expected the man to die at his first
bite, but when that didn't happen, he let himself go and the Beast
joyously followed. The Beast had him linger over the throat,
nibbling at the edges of the ragged hole in the flesh like he was
giving a lover pleasure. He knew he should rush up the stairs
because the man's initial screams, and sounds of the struggle, had
warned the one he wanted. But what was done was done. The Beast
needed its reward.

When he climbed the stairs, he was slow and
deliberate, listening and watching for an ambush. He kicked the
third floor door in. Jolly was on him before he could step through
the office entrance.

The gun went off as soon as he'd deflected
Jolly's hand. The man would have been better off waiting behind his
desk. But, like the Beast, he liked to do his work at close
quarters. He appreciated intimacy. That was another reason he'd so
loved the boy whose bite could kill.

The gun flew down the stairwell with a lock
of elbow and wrist, and a wrench. Using leverage, and a quick
pivot, he threw Jolly back into the room, stumbling to the front of
his desk.

He caught Jolly as he was opening a top
drawer, where another gun rested. He grabbed Jolly from behind, by
the balls, and pulled him away. He squeezed, and the man doubled
over, collapsed his knees, rolled over on his side. Without letting
go, he lay down next to Jolly and whispered in his ear, "I've
blossomed." He almost laughed, surprising himself with what he'd
said.

"What?" Jolly said. "Who?"

He opened his mouth to give his name, but
couldn't remember. He knew it had something to do with blossoming,
with flowers, but the word wouldn't come.

Shishir was the first name that came to him,
but not enough time had passed since that name had been attached to
someone living. Another came to him, from the lips of someone he'd
killed. Or dreamed he killed. Just before Shishir.

He couldn't remember who she'd been, or why
he'd been with her. But a dead woman naming him felt right, for
whatever reason she'd had to to do.

"Max," he said.

"Who?" Jolly asked again.

He understood Jolly was demanding to know
who'd sent an assassin to kill him. "Max," he said, again. He eased
the pressure on Jolly's balls, grabbed and locked a wrist, got up
and pinned the man's head to the floor with a knee and the weight
of his body.

Jolly's eyes lolled, like a cow's he'd seen
die once when hit by a truck as it wandered Calcutta's streets.
"Familiar," he said, the word sounded more like a croak.

"Just another bud that's bloomed, in its
time." Again, the words felt right. He could tell by the eyes that
Jolly didn't understand, either, but after a few moments, Jolly's
eyes grew wider, as if just his voice carried a latent power to
frighten, and he was pleased.

The Beast wanted blood, but Max sensed this
man deserved something more: a deeper taste of the things he knew
how to do. He broke the wrist he was holding, then the elbow, and
finally separated the shoulder for that arm. Jolly's screams
carried over Calcutta's din, but no one came to investigate. The
body downstairs must have served as a warning.

Max worked on the other arm, then the ribs,
one by one, snapping each, puncturing the lung so that Jolly was
forced to cough up blood between weakening gasps for air and fading
cries. The Beast drank the pain, discovering a form of pleasure
that did not rely on gore. It fed on Jolly's sweat, on the sounds
rising through his throat, and from inside of him. The Beast
savored his convulsions and shudders as Max applied pressure to a
hip joint and a knee. When Max paused, to give Jolly the strength
to beg, to offer meaningless information on his rivals and allies,
to promise wealth and power, the Beast anticipated the crushing
despair that would come when Max tired of words and resumed the
breaking.

Max worked through the day and into the
night, past Jolly falling into silence, shock and numbness, even
his inability to be revived. He practiced on the internal organs,
without breaking skin, because the skills came easily, as if he'd
employed them often after learning from masters. But the time came
when the Beast lay dormant within him, satisfied, slumbering,
dreaming its dreams of horror, and Max was bored by the lack of any
reciprocity from his victim. So he severed the last thread
connecting Jolly to life, putting his hand over nose and mouth to
suffocate him, and let the body fall to the floor.

And when the body had settled, its death like
smoke rising from the burning ghats, signaling the end of a karmic
turn he felt had taken him on a long journey only to come to the
beginning of still another path, Max looked over to the man who'd
been watching all along: the American, he remembered. The one who'd
laughed at a little boy jumping out a window to avoid the certainty
of that same smoke, that same death.

"Quite a repertoire you've got there, son,"
the American said. "What's your name?"

"Max."

"Nice. Simple. I like that. How old are
you?"

"I don't know."

"Huh. You look about eighteen to me. What
kind of accent is that? It ain't from around here."

"I don't know."

"Could pass for some kind of American."

Max didn't answer. He didn't know if the man
was playing with him.

"You look familiar."

"No, I don't."

"You wouldn't happen to have a younger
brother, would you?"

"No."

"Well, that's fine. A mommy or daddy near
abouts?"

"No."

"Even better. I take it you're kind of like
these chandal fellows around here, the shit cleaners and corpse
carriers, right? Untouchable?"

"Yes."

"Well, we have some work for you. Here and
there. Got a little project in Nam I could use you in.
Interested?"

"Why should I work for you?"

"We pay better. We can offer legal status,
rights, safe harbor, absolution. You know, like what they do with
those Bengali tigers. Build a sanctuary around them. Protect them
in the wild."

The man stood. Drifted toward the doorway.
Max saw that he was armed, underneath his suit jacket and pants,
but he was sure he could cover the distance between them before any
shots were fired.

"What do you need?" the man said, glancing
out into the hallway before fixing Max with a quizzical eyebrow
raised.

"A woman," Max said, listening to the
rumbling purr of the dreaming Beast.

The man smiled and waved his hand for him to
come over, and when Max did, he put an arm over his shoulder and
led him to the stairs. "Don't we all, brother, don't we all. You
sure you're legal?" He burst out laughing, slapped the banister,
and went down. "Come on, son, let me show you how to have a good
time."

Max followed, eager to learn.

 



 A BLOOD OF KILLERS

Standing over my
father's big body stretched out dead on the parquet floor. Night
presses against my shoulders. Father faces down, arms stretched out
to me in supplication. Submission. The house is still. Chipped
wooden furniture, cracked walls, windows broken with that terrible
night flooding through the jagged glass edges, pushing me towards
the body. Looking down, the corpse is gone. Walking, feet floating
over the floor, moving like a barracuda through a sunken wreck,
searching for the body. Treading darkness . . .

Paul heard about the killing from his carpool
partner, Nate.

"Hardly got any damned sleep with all those
sirens and lights and people poking around last night," Nate
mumbled as he slipped into the front seat. He waved back to his
kids, Neil and Melody, standing at their front door. Melody, the
older at four, had her arm around two year old Neil, who was wiping
away tears. Their mother, pale and haggard, wearing a faded yellow
house dress instead of her normal business suit, stood behind them
with a hand on their shoulders. They looked like the model of
suburban American family values, touched by dread.

Paul was frankly sick of the entire wholesome
lot.

Paul grunted, then leaned out of the way as
Nate tossed his briefcase into the back seat of the Lexus. "At
least you don't have nightmares," he said softly. He pulled out and
headed for the highway, shaking off the fleeting memory of his own
terrors from the past night. Paul's wife, Beth, was away on a
business trip. She took many these days. Their kids didn't need
adults to shake them awake and tell them they had to get to college
classes or part-time jobs. Not that they had ever waved good-bye to
him as he went off to work when they were younger. Everybody did
what was expected of them in his little family, no more, no less.
Mom and Dad earned the money, the kids went to school and kept
their grades relatively high, and when they worked, their jobs were
steady if low-paying and dead-end.

The family vacations were exotic and the cars
were nice. They might have been wholesome once, a long time ago.
For a very brief time. They were just average, now.

Nate didn't see that this was happening to
his life, too. But then Nate was a lot younger, if only a step
below Paul on the corporate ladder. Nate had time to discover the
pain lurking behind the hint of dread in his family's expressions.
There was time for the dread to creep through his life like a
numbing plague, wash out passion and joy and leave a gray wash of
routine survival. If there was any justice in the world, he'd have
Paul's nightmares in a few years.

Paul glanced over at Nate shifting his
muscular body only a few years removed from college football. The
other managers had the kid pegged as a smooth, aggressive comer.
Everything was going his way for now. In the next few years,
though, Nate and his wife and kids would lose touch with each
other. The quick, cold currents of television and mall culture
would snatch the kids away as they grew up. Mom and Dad would be
busy chasing their careers, but sooner or later they'd reach a
ceiling and become frustrated, bored. They'd wake up next to each
other one day and discover strangers. Nate would wonder what had
ever happened to his young, solid body. His wife would wonder, too.
He'd look at his thin, graying hair in the mirror and debate
whether or not he looked worse than his wife.

Dreams, the private ones about starting his
own business, or studying music, or traveling beyond the tourist
meccas to where real people lived different lives, would atrophy
and die.

Ambitions centered on acquiring power and
shaping even a tiny part of everyone else's life would be crushed
and twisted by the terrible truth of one's own personal failings
and limitations. The ambition would metamorphose into pathetic
little fantasies to be acted out with women paid to be attentive
for an hour or two.

Paul understood; he was living through it all. Paul
wished he could be there to see Nate begin to understand his life,
begin to experience fully and every day the tiny sliver of shadowy
terror that had just cast a pall over his family's expressions.

A door opens. Floating into
my mother's kitchen, the old refrigerator rattling in its corner,
the broken oven door ajar, finding a butcher's knife on the black
and white tile floor. Mother giggles outside the house. A shadow
flickers across the open window over the sink. She's dancing naked
on the lawn, under the moon and stars. In the night. Night blows
its cool breath across my face. Shivering, I fall out of the
kitchen, back through the door, through darkness, drowning, sinking
into sudden light . . .

"—got in through the kitchen window," Nate
was saying as Paul shuddered his way out of a nightmare fragment.
"Broke the glass while the woman was in the basement washing."

"What the hell are you talking about?" Paul
grumbled, honking the horn at a driver cutting ahead of him in his
lane. He didn't even remember getting on the highway.

"Plumber's wife on my block? Killed
yesterday?" Nate shifted in his seat, stared at Paul. His shoulders
blocked the side view mirror. "Man, you're in worse shape than my
wife and kids. At least they had an excuse, putting up with those
detectives and media types all day and night."

The mention of murder coupled with the
blackout frightened Paul. He had lost control of his reality, and
the next thing he knew, someone had been killed. A chill passed
through him.

"Anyway, this tabloid guy, he tells me he
figures the killer waits for her to come upstairs, then bashes her
head, rapes her, cuts her arms and legs off. Cops think she still
might have been alive at this point, but not conscious. Shock kills
her while he's doing his thing: planting her arms and legs all over
the house. One arm in the kitchen, hand holding a coffee cup. The
son of a bitch even made coffee, filled the cup. Another arm in the
bathroom, her fingers around a toothbrush topped off with paste. A
leg in the bedroom, in hose and heel. The other leg propped up on
the exercise bike. Like everything's normal, like she's doing all
the things she usually does. All at the same time. The head and
torso he just leaves in the hallway. Drops behind the Sears tools
he used on her. Footprints show the guy had on those plastic
one-piece spacesuits, like they wear in asbestos removal jobs, with
elastic booties covering the shoe sole. And the shoe size is too
large for the weight. Typical trick. Sick son of bitch."

"Jesus Christ," Paul whispered. It was too
much like the dreams. Blood, bodies. Terrible things happening in
silence, in darkness. "Shut the fuck up."

"It gets worse," Nate said, chuckling.

Paul winced as Nate started up again, arms
waving, hands gesturing, barely able to control his energy and
enthusiasm. Nightmare images bubbled in Paul's mind.

"This tabloid guy—I don't know if I believe
him, but what the hell—he tells me a few years back there was a
murder just like this one. In Arizona. Only get this, it was the
second hit the family took. First time, some serial psycho they
called the Dust Devil rapes and kills a young girl in the house.
Leaves dust in her mouth, other places, too. Few months later, the
mother gets it. Pieces all over the place, just like the plumber's
wife.

"Newspapers called the killer Mr. Homemaker.
The old man, he can't take it and kills himself. They had a son,
young, got placed in foster care. Last year he gets killed crossing
the street in a hit and run. Pretty wild, huh?"

"Yeah, real wild." Paul turned on the radio.
He found a station with loud, fast music and turned up the
volume.

"Hey, are you nuts?" Nate protested with a
wince. He swatted Paul's hand away from the controls and turned
down the volume. "I'm still half-asleep, and you want to blow me
out of the car? Anyway, I'm getting a guard dog for the house and
the kids. And an alarm. Showed my wife how to use the pistol again
last night, too. And I'm getting myself a shotgun."

"Husband probably did it," Paul said.
Instantly, he regretted continuing the conversation. He didn't want
to talk about the murder. His reality was frayed enough as it was,
worsened by the nightmares still reverberating in his head. The
anxiety building in his gut over the coming day's meetings and
deadlines and reports were no help, nor was the fact that he was
riding with the man who would probably become his boss in a couple
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