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PART ONE

 

“It was all about calling up

what could never be put back.”

—Pirsya Profana


Prologue



Boy with a match.

He struck, quickly blew it out, then put it on his tongue. The match hissed. He exhaled a puff of smoke. The mouth muscle produced a tiny blister, not more than a taste bud burned on a pizza slice.

He didn’t care. Despite a burgeoning girth, he didn’t eat much.

His skinny friend wasn’t freaked, having seen him do this before. Besides, he had his own kinks.

See that girl at the bus stop? the friend thought to himself. When she stands on the other side of the bench, it looks as if she hasn’t got legs. I can only see the tops of her thighs. If they were stumps they’d sway, jiggling like a second pair of breasts.

It was in a kid’s nature to be curious. About life. Death. Pain.


Chapter 1



Two years before

Calia Abrams woke up, ass and cunt on fire.

Did she think of her most intimate parts in those words, because they had used those words?

(Who were they?)

What had been done to her?

(I don’t remember! Don’t want to remember! NO!)

Dicks and sticks, bones and stones. Broken bottles and broken brick throttles.

“Hey, they still call this wilding?” one of them asked, giggling and burping.

Another guffawed, breath nacho-nasty. “Why couldn’t the other one have come to the store, if it was just going to be half the pair? That one’s a fox. This carpet-muncher’s a fatty.”

“Must be the ‘husband’,” said a third.

(How many?)

“Think she straps on a dildo?” asked a fourth.

Dark parking lot between a bar and a twenty-four-hour market. Calia and Robin had been to both places together.

She still lay in the dark yet the smell was astringent, antiseptic—a pine additive meant to mask blood and shit. Tubes invaded her nose, throat, and arm veins. Stitches pulled where no one should ever have a needle go in and out. She understood a rape kit must’ve been done but she’d been unconscious, blows to her skull to blame.

Kicked in the face, then someone else banged the back of her head against the asphalt.

She’d smelled tar, oil and anti-freeze from cars parked near where they’d thrown her down and stripped her. She fought with everything she had, but there were so many… They hurt her fast and hard enough to knock the breath out of her, disabling her before she could wound one.

Somebody whined, “Fuckin’ bitch! She broke one of my nails!”

That was the kicking to the face, pointed-toe Italian leather, probably made out of unborn calf because the hide was so soft. Sure didn’t feel soft…

Disgusting things they called her. Why? What had she ever done to them? Nothing. She was simply that evening’s drunken redneck entertainment—well-to-do professionals, but yeah, rednecks in the worst way of the word.

And her gangrapers…men and women. My God, how could any woman commit so filthy and degrading an act to one of her own gender?

It was a nice bar, too—a place where Calia…an architect…and Robin…a nurse…went occasionally after going to the market. The attackers had seen the couple, holding hands, dancing, sharing quick kisses. No big public displays of affection yet everyone knew they were a couple. (It was the 21st century.)

Thank God Robin hadn’t been there.

They’d mentioned her. Why couldn’t the other one…a fox.

Calia hadn’t even gone to the bar tonight. Never without Robin. She’d just gone to the market, upset that Robin had recently been assigned to the night shift.

Had they waited to ambush the couple? Or was this white collar slime just that drunk? They’d never been hostile to the couple while in the bar.

In the darkness Calia managed to hold up her hands. Heavily bandaged in white gauze, they seemed luminous by machine lights, as if…

Where are my fingers?

Her hands had become paws, like those belonging to a large white hound.

Don’t panic. It’s the meds you’re pumped full of. Morphine, imagination, post-traumatic stress. It’s terror on a cellular level. Maybe she was brain damaged. Scrambled.

Where was she? Was this the hospital Robin worked in? The city had two main hospitals and the market’s parking lot was equidistant between them. Calia’s assailants could’ve taken her purse, her I.D. No way for anyone to know her, especially since they’d left her unconscious. They might even have believed her dead.

A memory of a soft voice, like a cloud melting down around her. Robin whispering in the ER: “Sweetheart, baby, I’m sorry. We’ll take good care of you. Just lie very still. If you can hear me, everything’s going to be okay.”

Calia sniffed. They must’ve bathed her after completing the rape kit. If they had time to do the kit. They would’ve needed to quickly prep her for surgery, considering the internal injuries.

She still smelled her attackers. Beer, scotch, tequila Jell-O shots on their lips. Varying perfumes and after-shaves, not a drop of it cheap, now clinging to the hair follicles on Calia’s skin. The semen from six different males and estrus from four females. The odor of crisp linen, water-silk, fuzzy cashmere. Their shampoo, deodorant, cosmetics—even paraffin from where one of the women got a bikini wax earlier that afternoon.

It seemed as if these ten monsters were still in the room with her, leering, blaspheming against her right even to exist, laughing because they knew they’d forever own her mind.

Now, in the room to her left, she caught a horrid stench. In there the patient’s body rotted from within, eaten alive by cancer, the reek of each metastasizing, disintegrating organ as raw meat left to funk in the sun for weeks. ‘Grant’ had lived in the same house for twenty years, above a toxic dump long since abandoned. Each day he’d walked to a nearby lake to fish for his supper, the water also polluted from the seepage from the dump.

To her right, an abused child, gangrene in old wounds upon the arms and legs. ‘Alice’ still wore the odor of the tiny cage her parents had held her prisoner in, lying in her own waste, fed on the cheapest canned cat food. The neighbors finally found the girl after their cat kept trying to get into the basement across the alley.

How could Calia smell this? Much less identify the circumstances? She’d never been psychic or anything.

She climbed out of bed. Actually, she leaped.

But the tubes on me…?

Calia glanced backward, seeing her bruised and battered self still there, eyes closed, one covered, her head practically hidden under wraps of mummy white.

She sniffed, wrinkling her nose. Defilement was an awful odor. It stank all the way to the soul.

Calia passed through the closed door of her room and—why am I on all fours? Up the corridor, she ran. No one saw her. Not even those she passed right through. Not even the young patient on the gurney, struggling, screaming, gut-shot, on his way to a trauma team in a surgical theater.

(Why did they call a surgery room a theater? Grand Guignol. All singing, all dancing, all gouging and hacking!)

Gunpowder, cocaine, shit squeezed out of blasted intestines. All from burgers-by-the-buck and chili-cheese dogs.

Calia bounded through a female doctor. The woman had undergone an abortion less than twenty-four hours ago. She smelled of clinical flush and the barest scrap of embryonic flesh. This yet clung to a forlorn little corner of the womb, maybe later fermenting into something nasty that never made it to the passage of the stillborn. But it might garner retribution for never having been wanted.

(How much power could ruined souls possess?)

A male doctor smelled of lambskin. He’d been wearing condoms every time he had sex in the drug supply closet, since the aforementioned female doctor informed him she was pregnant. He’d performed the termination, angry enough to be sloppy… why there was part of it still inside her.

An old woman slumped in a wheelchair, drooling down the front of her robe, expression a blank. Her eyes fixed on Calia. In the yellow pupils, Calia saw herself, no, a white dog reflected, familiar and not entirely canine in its features.

The woman tilted her head and whispered to dog-Calia in a strange combination of crackle and lyric: “Fulmina micant. Tempus matufinum meridianum, vespertinum nocturnum. Per somnum, dea mundum aedificavit.”

Calia didn’t know this language—Wait, this woman doesn’t know it either. She’s just saying the words…They translated in her mind. The lightning flashes. Morning, noon, evening, night. Through a dream, the Goddess created the world.

The male doctor walked over to the old woman. “Madam? Did you say something? How may I help you?”

A nurse, named Selene and a friend of Robin’s, explained, “Dr. Rondale, that’s Miss Ali. She doesn’t talk.”

“I’m sure she just did,” he argued.

“No, I mean she can’t. She has no tongue or vocal chords.”

Calia’s understanding clicked. It was Latin. A dead language. What did it mean?

For that matter, how was Calia running around as a big white dog while her body remained unconscious, perhaps dead, in a hospital room? She’d seen television shows about near death experiences. Had her spirit left her damaged corpse, taking on an animal guardian form?

She hadn’t drifted up from her body. There had been no silver cord binding her to the physical self…none to break, severing ties between body and spirit. She’d seen no tunnel, no light. No family and friends who’d died, beckoning her to come to Jesus—all forgiven.

A pain-and-drug dream. Had to be. Some nightmare after a savage hate crime that, for all she knew, had ended in her demise or left her crippled and scarred for life.

“Robin?” Calia tried to call. Only a mongrel whine resulted. The old woman chuckled in a phlegm-chunky voice. “Oppido! A mortuis evocare! Dolorum abicere ululatis!”

Yes! To summon from the dead! Howl to banish grief!

The crone grinned, her throat, chin, inside of her mouth, disfigured. Calia flashed on the woman’s life: Croatia. Her village had been taken by Milosovich-the-sonofabitch’s Serbian devils, women separated from men. She begged them to spare the youngest girls from the rapists. So they cut out every means she had of pleading for mercy for these children—then raped her too, old woman that she was. Down the throat slick with blood. It was a miracle she’d survived.

Calia saw the human wreckage in the wheelchair as the old woman’s expression went blank again, a thread of saliva slipping through a crevice in the lower lip.

What sort of miracle was this? Were there bad miracles?

Yes. Curses. Blessings were rare. And divinity… Was it so far beyond us it had no feelings other than apathy? Did it even exist?

Calia had always been reasonably religious, even if so many churches condemned same sex unions. No doubt, certain people would claim her life-style had brought God’s wrath down upon her. People who might consider her assailants to be evangelistic heroes. Any excuse to hate.

Calia eyed the hospital corridor, mostly filled with staff and patients in white or light institutional green. A tall dark figure—a woman—with long black hair and a long black dress stood out.

She moved gracefully, stopping beside Calia the white dog, petting her sleek head, stroking the ears and quivering back. Calia gazed up at her, large eyes confused, wondering how only these two people could see her in the dog-shape. One in a wheelchair, the other floating, feet not touching the floor.

Calia’s bushy pale tail wagged, further disconcerting her.

Was this an angel to fetch her to that tunnel and light?

N.D.E.’s often related seeing angels while being out-of-body.

Angels in black?

Calia shrieked, “Robin!”

It was a bark and a whimper.

The tall woman in black said, “Go back to your room, Calia. Return to your body. Don’t be afraid.”

Calia opened her eyes.

She stared at her hands. No bandages, no paws.

She felt how torn up inside she was, stitches puckering where surgeons carefully removed slivers of glass and splinters from a tree branch out of her rectum and vagina. Part of the clitoris had been sliced away. They’d set her broken right leg, left arm, and six ribs. She’d lost four teeth. One eye was covered after a specialist had been summoned to treat the scratched and detached retina. Time would tell if she’d be partially blind in that eye.

“Hi there, honey.”

Robin sat next to her bed, smiling, beautiful. She stood up, leaned over, breasts straining against the top of her uniform. She oh-so-gently kissed her lover’s forehead.

“Seuter—yet?” Calia tried to ask, then groaned from the torment that was the inside of her mouth.

Seuter was Robin’s son from when she’d been married years before. He was now very much a son to Calia as well.

Robin’s smile radiated. “Yes. Seut sends his love and promises to visit after school.”

Calia tried to shake her head. “Don’t… see me… this…”

“Sweetheart, he’s a smart kid. He knows what they did. Now, before you suffer a stroke, I didn’t go into details. But it’s on television, the newspapers, radio talk shows. It’s a circus. A hate crime because we’re lesbians. And how some of your attackers were women. The police want to interview you, which, I’m sorry to say, will probably be in less than an hour now that you’re conscious,” Robin said. “Hon, we, I, want these animals caught. Do you remember what they looked like?”

“Until the day I die,” Calia answered, this time without fumbling.

Tears rolled down the cheeks of both women. Robin took her hand.

“There was a security camera in the grocery store’s parking lot,” Robin said. “They’re re-examining the tape. We’re also watching the hospital door every minute to make sure no photographers sneak in, but it’s not easy. Bunch of jackals.” She nodded to the window sill. “Just look at all the flowers, sweetie. Our friends and people at our church, the staff here I work closest with…”

Vases full of roses, hibiscus, carnations, sunflowers, chrysanthemums, and orchids. She couldn’t smell them. Tubes up her nose.

Then how had she detected the awful fetors of last night? She assumed it was last night. She hoped she hadn’t been unconscious for more than a few hours. Coma. Brain damage. Scrambled. Cancer and gangrene in other rooms.

“Will you take some flowers to Grant and Alice?” she asked Robin.

“Who…?” Robin seemed surprised Calia knew the names of the patients to either side of her. But she nodded.

Blowback action excrement leaking out of a gangbanger’s guts. Embryonic shreds and pre-lubed condoms. Hopelessness, helplessness, and sin.

And that perfumed slime from the bodies of those who’d brutally raped her.

She didn’t smell it now. Yet she felt as if she’d been dragged naked through Hell where every demon with an erection or demoness with a well-manicured fist poked Calia as she went by.

“The gangbanger—gutshot…?”

Robin’s eyebrows went up. “He died, I’m afraid. How did you know…”

“Is—Miss Ali—no voice,” she struggled to ask, wondering about her big white dog hallucination.

Robin gasped. “You know about her, too? She was tortured in the war in Herzegovina over ten years ago. Just awful. Then she opened a shelter in Sarajevo, for orphans of both sides. She was believed to be a saint, a Turkish Mother Theresa. Now she suffers from advanced Alzheimer’s. No brain left. It’s so sad and unfair.”

Robin’s lower lip trembled. She blinked at tears clinging like diamonds to her lashes.

“I love you, Cal,” she said, trying to control the emotion so she wouldn’t lose herself altogether. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Love—too,” Calia told her.

Just for a moment she felt no pain.

Then it returned with a vengeance.


Chapter 2



Thelonious went into detail as she wept on the other end of the phone. If she didn’t like it, she could hang up. Still, one indulged in certain conversations with a relish. Or was it compulsion? The conversation—the act of talking—an oral thrill, ahhh-capella syllables in hot breath, exhaled across the palate. Consonants crisp as freshly snapped bone.

She never disconnected, no matter how often he called—and he did that nightly. She’d be suitably stunned, sobbing at his excruciating details. Where he cut. How deeply. What it smelled and tasted like. How many octaves their screams stretched into.

Thelonious enjoyed shocking her. She sounded so decent.

“Am I very naughty?” he asked.

She moaned. “You’re evil. If I ever wondered what that meant, now I have no doubts.”

Thelonious imagined how she looked. Deliciously large breasts, big doe eyes, like the woman whose destruction he’d phoned to tell her about. Fuck my corruption with the nectars of your hatchery. I’ll cum all dark like a tamarind from sweetly soured hell.

“Evil? I was made that way by an all-powerful force. You know, in my childhood when Satan made me wet the bed and taught me how to fill idle hands with action. I want to marry my sister, bury my mother, carry my wounds around to share—” He heard her take a breath. “I bleed necrotic Northern Lights and carry extraordinary talismans of prunishly wrinkled clits between each side of my mouth in tooth and cheek. Smell my breath all fish, pubic hair between my teeth like anchovy bones…” He invented as he went along, spontaneous. “I can’t resist. It’s psychotically pre-ordained, sloppily manacled along the dripping food chain.”

“You could resist if you had a shred of humanity in you,” she countered, tearfully indignant.

He responded, “Then I wouldn’t have the pleasure.”

“What? The pleasure of wrecking a life? That’s a turn-on for you, you creep?”

How masterfully sickened she was: pauses between words, fighting emotion to struggle past the choke in her throat.

“The predator hath no greater thrill. Using the hands, teeth, dick. But I also like calling you to break your heart with it,” he replied. “Such a wussy pussy, wet at both ends are you? I could come over for a cunt-hunt!” She didn’t answer. He went on. “Red—and every shade of it—is such a beautiful color, arousing, primal, shimmering as when you stare at a solar eclipse and almost go blind just to focus on this forbidden thing. Make you go mad as some melted eyeball priestess, make you cough blood up from heartbreak as you cradle some twat’s pieta parbuckled requiescat in pace.”

Her weeping through the crackles of static indicated it was, indeed, breaking her heart. Thelonious stroked the cell phone as if it were the hard pubic bone, full of squishy blood-fart poems. He heard her blow her nose, the rustle of a dainty tissue. Attention to the game’s tiniest details, man, she’s good.

He pictured her mascara dripping, the smell of freely-running mucous, sharp flavor of salt in her mouth. A good cry was an experience in suffocation. Like pinching someone’s nostrils shut, palm pressing on the lips to crush a delicate blossom.

“Wow, what a rush.” He chuckled, as impressed with her as she appeared to be with him. He giggled close to the cell, at epiphany’s most ebon edge. But he wouldn’t fall over it. No, he’d already jumped over it, to return and leap again. Down to the lake of fire and back for more thrills in darkly revelationary skydives.

Plastic clacked against his teeth. He’d get a phone soon that took pictures. When he received some royalty money. Then he could send Justine shots so she wouldn’t think he was a liar.

“How could anybody be that sick?” He heard another tissue pulled from its dispenser, followed by a silken tearing. Reminiscent of handling lingerie. Manhandling. Ripper ripping. Listening, he imagined that ruined flag of underthing, jerking into it. An act he’d confessed to her tonight. It didn’t seem like violence there. Just that the girl had melted ice cream in her panties. And she used a vanilla douche so when he sucked the panties, it was sweet, sweet cream.

“You think I’m the most evil man you’ve ever talked to?” Thelonious glanced at his watch, speckled with blood. On the line forty-seven minutes.

She groaned in a note that actually made his fingers tingle. A sonic siren! Could one of her screams shatter glass? “I’ll never be able to forget this. I’ll have nightmares and you’ll be there.”

“The world is a dark place. Dark like the trunk of my car, the basement of my house, my heart. The car is dark and dry, the basement is dark and wet, but my heart is just dark and dark. Get what I’m saying, Justine?”

She inhaled. He pictured her doing this through her open mouth. She tried not to breathe through her nostrils because of an imagined stench he’d conjured: intricate odors arising from guts spilled by a length of heavy chain squeezed about a fragile abdomen. That same chain jammed like rancid old love beads (link by rusty link) up the rectum, squeezing as the flesh-pipe prolapsed. She held that breath for ten seconds, letting it go, clearly finding it awful.

“You should take yourself off the streets before you do this again—”

“I like strawberry douche better. And if she uses mint, why, the cum makes it taste like Bailey’s Irish Cream. ’Course, you’re an egg, you’ve got a New York Egg Cream. That adds the O. I had trouble figuring out how to have the X to suck until I realized from way back in college chemistry that xanthine is a nitrougenoud compound you get in urine, blood, and other animal secretions. We’re ANIMALS, Justine.”

“—doctors trained to understand twisted people like you. No! You shouldn’t get off so easily. It would be better if a cop shot you, or a mob ripped you to pieces. Peel your skin like a rotten orange, dig out your heart and brain with their fingernails. Feed you to dogs.”

Bloody passionate! Even if she didn’t understand that to diagnose twisted people like him, the doctors first have to see inside what had twisted him. That was simply impossible.

Justine made him buzz. He pictured the phone trembling at her end as she suggested ways in which a righteous public might finish him. He touched his jeans where he was rigid, a suitable heft implying comfortable power. The tool of one in charge—not the victim. Never a victim.

“How inventive,” he broke in to argue. “I love how one fiend’s savagery brings out the best in normally dull people. But Justine baby, you can’t kill evil like me.”

He smiled. Forty-eight minutes and counting. “She found that out. Silly cunt even had a tire iron under the front seat. Couldn’t kill me. And she prayed. Didn’t work. Prayer ain’t what it used to be. Not after I cut off her hands. One has to be patient when stretching an asshole until two hands’ll fit inside. Not the pussy, of course… that’s where the eggs go. But into the rectum for the hands, lacing and breaking the fingers as they form X’s. Why do people think they must put their hands together to pray? Of course, fingers twisted into X’s—and what might they be praying to? Anyway, I’ve wondered about people, thinking prayer comes from the steeple of their hands. Shouldn’t it come from the heart? Oh yeah, I took that, too.”

“Stop it!” She’d become hysterical. “You bastard. Don’t go into it again. I’ll die if you repeat it all.”

Her intense shock level nearly made him cringe. Or tingle.

“I’m listening for it with every word I say,” he told her softly.

“Listening for what?” She sounded suspicious, the noise of her tissues like that of Hail Mary’s being wrung from lisping penitents.

“For your heart to cra———aackck!”

He started with the first words from this night’s litany.

“She reminded me of someone, they all do. The way she wore her lipstick. Those cheekbones. Breasts with rose pink nipples, outlined against the cotton shirt. Pants so tight they hitched up, riding the tender cleft with every step. Maybe someday it’ll strike me… who they remind me of… Maybe it was just every whore who dressed tight so her own clothes would twitch her off. It triggered the same old reaction in me, everything turning black and white, missing every other breath. So I followed her out into the parking lot… little dots of cum marking my fly. Wondering if she douched and what flavor it was.”

Justine screamed.

In response, a glass of beer shattered on the table next to him. His jaw dropped. Sonic siren, all right.

Forty-nine minutes. $150. Grinning, he hung up.

Not bad, Thelonious considered, turning around to the messy work awaiting him, warm in its last pose. It took longer than forty-nine minutes for a body to get cold, even if not in one piece. Temperature wasn’t important. The camera didn’t know the difference.

“There are plusses to invoking shock,” he said to the model as he snapped on a fresh pair of latex gloves.

He stooped to gently re-arrange the black satin teddy. Already badly stained, the prop wouldn’t see a second shoot. Neither would the model. (No biggie. He tended to choose a type so they rather resembled one another.)

He shifted the black wig on her head, and eyed the pentagram around her neck—should its trenchant tip pierce the flesh of the right or left shoulder? Perhaps he should remove it from the throat and insert it into an eye.

Interesting, how a pentagram had several X’s incorporated into it.

“Do you think it might be nice for my next call to ask her to encourage me?” He didn’t wait for an answer from the bissected mouth. The grim body slipped. Fish hooks holding it together at strategic points threatened to let go. He struggled to keep it from sliding out of position. “Yeah, next time, I’ll request ‘peppy.’ Everyone needs a cheerleader once in a while.”

Thelonious felt the hardness in his jeans, implacable, irredeemable, an instrument of cruelty suddenly not a part of him except through a catalog of outrages in his mental and tactile memories.

He stroked the dead woman’s cheek, then sobbed.


Chapter 3



Renae Hawthorne gazed as a greasy cloud slid across the setting sun. Birds. Wrong time of year for mass migration. Could a coming storm have them on the run?

Air pollution, the sunset was brilliant. A steaming gash in the belly of a sky goddess.

Turning away, she spied a flash of habit. A nun quickly stepped into a doorway. Except she wasn’t dressed as modern sisters were, in modified Catholic garb. This was full of flapping, smothering skirts. The headgear supported an absurdly broad wimple that resembled plumage.

Sometimes Renae wore elaborate crosses as part of her Gothic statement. Trappings. She wasn’t Catholic or Greek Orthodox or even Christian. How could she be anything when she didn’t know what she believed? Trappings. Trappist monk, trappist Goth, trapdoor spider.



The first plain brown-wrapped package was found in front of a mall fountain on April 8. A seventeen-year-old boy found it, named Russ Underhill. A message had been written across the top in permanent black marker:

XXX

OOO

This Is Pandora’s Box.

Open It and Forever Fear Hell’s Contents.

Russ was both repelled and confused. Dried blood. A scoop of meat twice the size of his hand. Very pink. Fatty on one side like a honeybaked pork butt. Rounded as a lumpish hunk off the moon. Pimpled in a couple spots. Otherwise, smooth as a baby’s…

Smelled of salt. And spoiled sweetness similar to unrefrigerated ham. Also the unmistakable talcummy breeze of Shalimar.

This was no costly package accidentally abandoned by a rich shopper. Which was what he’d been hoping. He set it down and began to walk away—and was nabbed by a security officer. When he left the package, security thought he might be planting a bomb.

Not a bomb. A sort-of ham. A single human buttock. The left one.

A single breast—the right one—was found in a smaller brown package the next morning. Its message:

XXX

OOO

The Teat That Suckles Wolves

Feels Their Teeth.

In black marker, stark against unliquefied flesh, a full set of unsmudged fingerprints belonging to Judith David, a twenty-seven-year-old bookkeeper, disappeared April 6. The police suspected the right breast and left buttock were hers. Blood and tissue samples agreed.

Now the middle of May. Five victims later—all female. Thirty-six plain brown-wrapped packages with varying cryptic messages had been found across the city. With the XXX and OOO always. Followed by:

To Be Opened In The Event Of Night.

or:

The Demons Of Sunset All Bleed Along The Same Crease.

There had been one with a slickery scalp inside. That message read:

Before, I Gave You The De-feeting.

Here Is The De-gloving.

During Easter weekend, one left on Friday and another on Sunday.

XXX

OOO

Black Friday, Not Only God Forsakes.

and

XXX

OOO

She Who Has Risen Will Not Be Crucified Again.

The Easter package had boiled eggs inside, painted half-black.

He never packaged enough to make up an entire body, but he always used something that could be positively identified as part of at least one of the missing women.

The media labeled this one—what else?—The Triple X Slayer. (The cops only let out the XXX, not the OOO.) He’d been busy. Thirty-six packages wrapped and marked as if containing pornography was practically Christmas in Chainsawville.

Friends of three victims set up a $50,000 fund for information leading to apprehending and successful prosecution of this latest werewolf. Looking for packages became a scavenger hunt. Find one of the grisly gifts, get your mug on television. “Hi, Mom. Do I have veins between my teeth?” Get your name in the pot for a chance at part of the fifty grand chunk-o-rama.

Anyone believing they knew the killer’s identity phoned in tip, name and address. Detectives Poe and Larson spent the last four days talking to cranks, nosy neighbors, and vindictive numbnuts with personal axes to grind. They interviewed forty-two people in those ninety-six hours, all sure of their places in curious history. There were the genuine few who thought they’d stumbled onto vital information, usually totally unrelated to the victims.

Problem was, there were so many weirdos and such a growing number of violent crimes, it got harder to sift through the bloody deluge to assemble clues.

They thought they had their perp two weeks ago, May 4.

Aaron Beau Romer, an unemployed truck driver living in his Mack cab, was discovered feeding scraps of assorted non-vital organs to stray dogs. The day before, he’d fed them fingers. One mutt carried a knucklebone to a butcher at a small Greek grocery.

Body parts! The police were elated, swarming the area. Detectives Donaldson and Ng found Romer filleting sandwich-thin kibble for the canines.

Romer attacked Joe Donaldson with the knife. Janis Ng shot Romer three times—shoulder, neck, head—before he went down. Donaldson lost a lung.

Romer was a different serial killer from the man they sought: previously unknown. His victims were ten runaway boys. Twenty shoes, ten little tongues, and ten rolled-up pairs of jeans were found under the cab’s seat. The tongues were pickled in a jar with eggs and garlic gherkins.

The week after this, May 11, a S.W.A.T. team was called to Nubbing Cove, a neighborhood of mostly poor working class.

There were werewolves out there.

The team didn’t expect to find lycanthropes. Yet the source was a city councilperson who’d suffered the shock of watching them squat naked around a park fire, baying at the full moon, blood on their faces.

Three officers were nipped. Turned out the blood on the perps’ faces (before they bit the cops) came from rats they’d toasted in the fire, not cleaned so the organs swelled, water and blood boiled, and the meat covering popped like cheese-stuffed peppers overflowing with goo.

A little kid walked up, asking, “Can I have one of those?”

The cop was distracted. “One what? A rat? This is a crime scene. Go away.”

The child coyly tilted his head. “Yes, I want a rat, please.”

“You can’t have one. They’re evidence.” The policeman turned back to the guy he arrested.

“It ain’t illegal to eat rats,” countered the were-freak.

“Building fires in a city park and dancing nekkid ’round them is,” the officer countered.

“You have so many,” the child interjected. “Can’t I have one?”

“God, what the hell for?” the cop wanted to know.

The boy wickedly licked his lips. “Oh… YOU know.”

Two days after this—May 13, a Friday—Sam Kriger found himself arrested for strangling four hookers in three months, leaving them floating in cheap motel swimming pools. The media loved to hate him, but only for only a day. He made the noon news and that was it. He hadn’t spilled any blood, there were no body parts. Body parts were IN; mere throttle and dump jobs were so last season. If you couldn’t keep up with the times, The Times didn’t keep you.

Then Dodger Jensen phoned in. The self-styled performance artist told Ed Poe and Tom Larson that his friend Thelonious was the Trip-X Slayer. They went to see Jensen after he claimed it was Thelonious who left a package that morning at a branch library. In it were feet, severed just above the ankle bones—belonging to missing Shelly Greene. The toenails were painted a misty green.

XXX

OOO

She Walked Across The Desert Alone,

Searching For Her Wasteland Home.

The heart had been found the night before in the doorway of an auto parts store.

XXX

OOO

Hear Its Little Drum?

Bursting Upon A Light Year?

This beast made less sense as he went along.

Both arms were in a box designed for long-stemmed roses, left among the gifts at a big church wedding two days ago. The fingernails were painted the same sea green.

XXX

OOO

She Held In So Much Pain.

Now She Knows What It Means To Let Go.

“What makes you suspect it might be your friend?” Ed Poe asked Jensen.

“Thelonious and I were drinking absinthes at The Cowl. That’s a Goth bar on South Paloma…”

Larson nodded. “We know the place.”

“That was Tuesday. Suddenly Thelonious got up and left, without saying goodbye. Weird but what the hell. I figured he’d had a sudden inspiration. For his art, I mean. I drank up and left five minutes later. Out in the parking lot I saw him with a woman. Later saw her photo in the paper. Shelly Greene.”

Ed ran a hand through his dark hair. It was hot. Jensen’s place wasn’t air conditioned. “Do you know if he already knew Miss Greene?”

Jensen hesitated, then replied, “No, I don’t. He’s been separated from his partner since the first of April. He cut out last January. If he’s dating, he hadn’t said anything to me. I know he didn’t pick her up in The Cowl because I saw him leave alone. I mean, she might’ve been there when we were and I didn’t notice. He might’ve followed her out. I just don’t know.”

“You’re positive you saw him with Miss Greene?” asked Tom.

The young man smiled thinly. “Totally.”

Maybe this Jensen wasn’t a friend of Thelonious, but another asshole who made trouble for people who pissed him off. Yet his story had some credence lent it since The Cowl was a place Shelly Greene was known to frequent. Secretary by day, vampire after hours. Liked zaftig boys with long black hair. This hadn’t been released to the press.

Both Tom and Ed rolled their eyes. Ed took the badge out.

“Your name really is Edgar Allan Poe?”

“Uh huh.”

“Bet you get a lot of jokes.”

“Yup.”

“Kind of look like him.”

Tom and Ed were already leaving.

“Remember when I suggested bleaching your hair or shaving your head?” Tom reminded him.

“At least I shaved off the mustache.”

It was night when the detectives drove to Thelonious’s house. The residence was dark except for a porch light. Doors and windows were wide open.

Larson sniffed. “Whew! Bug shot!”

Ed breathed through his mouth, making his voice nasal, twangy. “Just sprayed the place.”

He rapped knuckles on the screen door and honked, “Hello?”

Ed didn’t expect an answer.

“He’s not here. I wouldn’t be either. I’ll bet he’s in a motel tonight, waiting for fumes to die and roaches to fall into neat piles.”

“I thought exterminators covered the house in a big tent,” Larson pointed out.

“That’s expensive. Cut rate package is a Frisbee disguised as a tiny crop duster, flying through the place peeing DEET.”

“Must be nice to live in a neighborhood where he feels he can leave the place unlocked.”

“Might have nothing worth stealing. If he and the lover split, maybe she took off with the good stuff.”

“Actually, Jensen said he left her. Let’s do what’s next on the list and come back. Or he’ll come home and find us fallen into neat piles.”

They headed to the car. Tom, who’d slipped into his customary humming of some jazz number, started the engine, pulling slowly away from the curb.

“Whoa…” Ed put his hands up. Tom braked and they both jerked in their seats.

“What?”

Ed pointed. “There’s a car behind the house.”

Tom leaned forward to look. “How’d I miss that? Doesn’t mean he’s home, though.”

“I want another look.”

Tom switched off the engine. “Why not. If we’re lucky, we’ll find Jimmy Hoffa’s wrinkled body in the back seat with gerbils running a chocolate treadwheel in his ass.”

Ed shook his head. “You didn’t mention stray funk. Need body parts to keep the public happy. It’s a jaded world or ain’t you heard? Gotta be cleaned and chopped to make the buffet. Can’t serve it up whole with an apple in its mouth—or butt—anymore. They scream for XXX.”

Tom frowned. “Romer killed ten little boys. This guy does fewer—so far as we know. Plus his were adults. Romer’s were babies,” he muttered. “What makes this nut so special?”

“Popularity is a funny animal,” Ed replied as they crunched on foot up the drive where the hood of an old Cutlass was visible at the building’s rear. “Romer was busier yet lacked the style—if that’s what you can call it—that this gift-giver has. If he’d come along at another time, when he wouldn’t have been upstaged, Romer might’ve been a star in his own right. He could’ve been a contend-uh. Plus he was killed right away, limiting his appeal as far as interviews and a lengthy public trial are concerned. He had the butcher qualities the tabloids love. He was sexually dysfunctional, kept fetishes, and he was a cannibal. Could’ve had Year’s Best Bad Boy written all over him, but he lacked an uncluttered limelight and the sense to stay alive to wallow in it.”

“All in the timing,” Tom remarked.

Ed sighed. “For history, timing is everything. If you miss your moment in space, you miss it for eternity. The public and Jerry Springer wait for no man.”

“He still on TV?”

“Fuck if I know.”

At the separate, dark garage the detectives found the car’s trunk popped. Ed shined the narrow beam of a flashlight over a package. Brown paper.

XXX

OOO

And What Is Beautiful

Is What Has Survived The Gristmill

Love Twisted Yet Intact.

The paper was torn, box open, flies buzzing a dirge that prickled hairs on the back of Ed’s neck. He waved the light at what appeared to be a human heart.

“Didn’t we already get Shelly Greene’s heart?” Tom asked.

Ed smiled. “There is a god of probable cause.”

“Thelonious might’ve found that behind a soda machine at the corner gas station,” Tom said evenly. His mouth twitched.

“A good citizen should’ve called us. He’s in possession of evidence possibly linked to a crime, and he didn’t contact the proper authorities.” Ed wagged an index finger.

Tom smirked. “Possibly linked to a crime? Ya think?”

“Very naughty. Felonious, even. Hey, that rhymes with Thelonious.”

“Something else in the back seat,” Tom observed.

Windows down. Empty box. A cardboard sign read:

Reserved

For Presently Unknown Vic

Coming Soon To A Mall Near You.

Both their heads snapped up, staring at the house. Ed had already begun moving forward, toward the back porch, drawing his service revolver.

Tom whispered as he followed, “Shouldn’t we call for backup?”

“What if the next vic’s still alive in there? We could be talking minutes, of which we’ve already wasted quite a few.”

They jogged up the back porch steps and opened the screen door. They winced as hinges squeaked. The glowing dial of a kitchen wall clock illuminated an industrial sprayer: rent job. The caustic smell permeated the place, stinging their eyes and nostrils. Of course Thelonious would’ve done the bugs himself, rather than hire a stranger to come inside.

“That isn’t just pesticide,” Ed whispered, hissing air through his teeth.

Tom silently agreed, pinching his nose. “Another chemical, strongly alkaline. Almost recognize it if it wasn’t for the bug juice.”

Ed inspected framed pictures. Some were casualty photographs but he didn’t recognize murder vics. Might’ve come from a hospital’s ER, the burn ward, or surgery. Ink drawings showed an unsettling style even more radical than what the photos depicted. A combination of cartoon gross and surreal image combined snapshot and drawing.

These were more recent. Signed T. Spunk, 2007.

Older ones, signed T. Spunk, 2005, were a combination of ink, pencil, goofy and psychotic drawings with cheap Polaroid stills.

“T? As in Thelonious? I thought that was his last name?” Ed muttered.

“Thelonious Spunk. Like the jazz artist, Thelonious Monk.” Tom made a face, this pun blasphemous to him, as deep into jazz as he was.

Ed huffed. “We’ve been on a first name basis with the creep and didn’t know it.”

Outside the basement door sat a pair of men’s slippers, neatly arranged side by side. Light showed through the barest crack along the door frame. They heard a soft click from that direction. As if someone turned the doorknob—

It didn’t turn. The clock’s broad dial glowed, illuminating the stationary curve of the dull brass knob.

Click. Like the safety being removed on a gun.

Both detectives tensed, straining to listen, weapons up. Ed trained his on the door. Tom turned his two-handed grip around the room…

Click. Click.

If this was a busier neighborhood with traffic outside, the small noise could’ve been lost. If one of them sighed, breathing stink, the sound wouldn’t have been noticed.

Click.

Of a single claw against concrete. Or trenchant incisors coming together. The tip of a butcher knife against solid bone, hard enough to pierce smoothly but not to chip.

Ed slowly placed his hand on the knob.

Click click click.

It didn’t move under his palm, nothing turning it from the other side, the metallic tongue tapping in the lock’s groove. He grasped it firmly, paused, nodded to Tom, then quickly wrenched it open. The door swung soundlessly.

Nothing but walled stairs downward, plenty of light below. And clicks, now clearly preceded by gasps. Single exhales, deep as snores, drawn out. Gasps of pain too long-tortured to scream anymore? Throat so raw it could only rasp? Or ball gag in the mouth, strain of trying to shriek causing it to tap against the teeth?

Hhhhhaa.

Click. Hhhhhaa.

Click.

Ed and Tom eased down the stairs. The steps were metal, slotted, well-braced. Covered with sponges set closely end to end, fastened down in some way they couldn’t see. The fact there was a wall between the stairs and the rest of the basement was aggravating.

Sponges? Ed glanced at Tom who stared briefly at his feet. The sound their shoes made when depressing the sponges was a sucking damp, wetter the further down they crept. Queasy squishes.

Toward the bottom the sponges became visibly redder. Each step pressured there, causing absorbed moisture to rise to the top. The final sponge was red before Ed put his foot on it.

Hhhhhaa.

Click.

Hhhhhaa.

Click.

Hhhhhaa.

Click.

Ed didn’t want to step on the final red sponge but he had to. Blood foamed up through the porous fiber and washed thickly over his oxford.

The alkaline smell was stronger than the pesticide down here. His nose ran and he slurped it back up as discreetly as he could. Tom snorted softly behind him.

At the basement floor, they swung past the walled steps. The room spread out, brightly lit here and there.

Ed saw white umbrellas. There were tungsten-halogen lamps spot-directed, producing diffused light.

Hhhhhaa. Click.

Hhhhhaa. Click.

The detectives froze—a short man with greasy red hair breathed on a camera lens, then took a photograph before the lens cleared. The camera was an old Hasselblad, mounted into a dead-still position on a heavy tripod.

Ed, still in front, eyed the rest of the room: a backless velveteen chaise lounge, a false arch hung with Halloween store webbing and dotted with black plastic spiders, and an easel with a blank canvas in the middle of which was taped a black and white photo of a bowl of fruit. The apples and pears each had bites taken out of them. The bananas were splayed, peels blackening. The lounge was badly stained from fresh red to gouts so thick and old they’d turned brown.

The fresh red. It oozed from the empty wrists of the dead woman lying on the chaise. Spreadeagled on her back, her legs were bent to either side. Her feet had been removed and odd stick feet—like a bird’s—were inserted into the ankles. The hem of a white satin gown had been lifted and carefully arranged in folds above her thighs, rubber snakes coiled within the folds. The pubic hair above her naked crotch had been shaved into the top of a grinning death’s head.

Thelonious Spunk stopped using the Hasselblad and picked up a Pentax from a nearby worktable. He ducked and bobbed for angle variety, tapping off quick shots in an ever-tightening circle around the lounge.

Click click click click click click click click click click.

If he noticed the detectives, he said nothing. He stopped to poke at something between the victim’s thighs. When he pulled back, they saw an object in her vagina, round and white. Her severed hands rested next to her, palms together, fingers broken to lace in a curious fashion. The fingernails were painted white, like the gown. There was a vertical gash between her breasts, laced shut into X’s with white plastic craft cord that had most of the seeping blood blotted from it. Dusted with talcum, it was tied at the top with a decorative bow. It hadn’t pulled the edges of the wound together very well. Perhaps it wasn’t intended to.

The work table was spattered with instruments: a scalpel, shears, several knives of varying lengths and curves. A saw. Gauze. Cotton. Surgical tape. A syringe. A blood-stained apron, rubber gloves, a box of latex gloves. A cardboard carton for eggs—empty. Several gray-silver plastic canisters for film.

In the back was a curtain. Behind it was a black-draped altar. Stage dressing?

Ed couldn’t believe Spunk hadn’t noticed them by now. Was he that involved in his work?

“Don’t move!” Ed yelled.

Tom and he stepped closer, away from the stairs, guns leveled.

Spunk turned to smile. He spoke: “Snake bites. Did you know they applied ice to the bites in order to slow down the boomslang’s envenomation? It actually resulted in more amputations—and the Cold rocked back on her livid blue haunches and howled with laughter. The Goddess associated with birds is often paired with snakes as well. Hi ho and ring-a-ding bell. Spirals and double chevrons, one chevron inverted.”

“I said don’t move!” Ed repeated, growling between clenched teeth, annoyed that neither he nor his partner had recognized the sound of camera clicks—duh, they’d even seen the photographs upstairs.

“Oh, I really can do so much more with the new equipment. No more instant Polaroids. Not for Book Two!”

Ed commanded, “No more talk.” He aimed for Spunk’s legs. “Bend slowly at your knees. Set the camera down with your right hand. Then put both hands flat on the floor in front of you. Keep slowly lowering your body until your face is on the floor.”

And Spunk did. Amiably. He showed no signs of being upset at being caught.

The soles of his bare and rather tiny feet and between his toes were slimy with the victim’s bleed-out. Both cops wondered how he could take pictures without slipping.

“Hmmm,” Tom muttered as he cuffed Spunk from behind. “Sponges. He wipes his feet, starting at the bottom sponge and going up. Doesn’t want to track up the house. Remember the slippers outside the door?”

“Wonder how often he has to change the sponges,” Ed snorted, working together on either side to hoist Spunk upright. Ed nodded at the lounge. “You know her? I don’t.”

Tom shook his head no. But they hadn’t known about the last murder either. She probably hadn’t even been reported missing yet. She appeared to have only been dead for a few hours.

The alkaline smell was developer fluid, for the photographs. He’d have to develop them himself. Couldn’t very well drop them off at the drug store.

No wonder he’d sprayed for bugs. That much meat attracted roaches.

“Can’t smell anything anymore,” Ed commented. “The developer’s burned my nasal passages. I can’t believe it doesn’t reek down here from the blood.”

“Or from decomposing flesh,” Tom added. “It probably does. Gotta be the bug shot.”

Ed elbowed Spunk. “What’s this book open over here?” It reminded him of a trade-paperback Bible.

Spunk replied, “Ahhh, our first book. necrOmania seXualis. I’ve been working on the illustrations for the sequel.”

Tom recited Spunk his rights.

The beast was well-muscled for a short man. Looked as if he’d once been fat, then started working out. Spunk sighed. “You won’t let them ruin the film, will you?”

“Don’t worry,” Ed replied. “We want those pics nice and crisp.”

Tom laughed. “Can you believe this guy?”

Suddenly the perp became upset. “What time is it?”

“About eight,” Tom told him. “Way past your bedtime, tiger. You’ve been bad. No TV for you tonight.”

“How long will it take to get me booked?” Spunk started to fidget.

“Hours,” Ed answered. “Why?”

“I’m entitled to a phone call, right? Can I make it now? There’s a phone in the kitchen. I’ve really got to make this call.” Spunk licked his lips. Both detectives noted with disgust that drool ran down his sleek chin. It was pink from the blood he’d licked from the floor while being cuffed.

“Later,” Tom replied impatiently.

“But it’s important. I’ve got to call now! Please? I’m cooperating. I even left everything unlocked. I mean I know I had to air the house after I sprayed for the roaches, but you had no trouble getting into the car, did you? The screens weren’t locked and they might’ve been.” He wriggled in his cuffs. “I know I have a legal right to a call—and I want it now!”

“No!” Tom and Ed shouted in unison.

“You can make it at the station,” Ed added, pulling toward the stairs. “We’ll even let you have two.”

Spunk bordered on desperation. “Can’t. Wait… I’ve got to tell her while it’s fresh in my head. The details always come out better. Particularly when I want to be encouraged. You can do the rehearsed bit okay when you’re going for pure shock, but it doesn’t work as well when she’s a cheerleader. Please? I—want—to—MAKE—A—CALL!”

Spunk screamed and wouldn’t go up the stairs. He struggled, trying to wrench his hands free of the cuffs. He tried to bite Tom, falling, breaking his jaw against the concrete floor and shattering several teeth. Ed grabbed as he fell and—aw, shit!—made contact with the erection inside the man’s jeans. Ed snatched back his hand, freaked out.

He was even more frazzled when the dick slid down a pant leg and came out onto the floor.

A dildo.

Spunk’s shirt ripped, almost as loud a noise as his high-pitched shriek. They wrestled him still, then stared at two ragged circles where breasts had been removed.


Chapter 4



A crime scene unit combed through T. Spunk’s house the rest of that night and into the next day. The media, stationed outside, filmed as buckets of body parts and crates of Spunk’s artwork were carried out by grim-faced investigators.

There were several boxes of necrOmania seXualis. The cops only saw a couple copies last summer. The station where detectives Poe and Larson worked had a copy in its evidence room, in a case involving animal mutilation. Most had heard of the book but few in the city had ever actually seen it. It was an urban legend.

“So Spunk did the artwork for this book?” Captain Prohaska asked, standing in Spunk’s basement, peering at a box of books. “I use the term ‘artwork’ loosely.” He then stepped over to a cardboard mat with ten photos laid out in sequence. “You say these were meant for a sequel?” The photos were unadulterated, no drawings added yet.

Ed nodded. “There were framed, finished ones upstairs. Alongside the originals for the first book. Quite a difference between the two, considering the photos from Book One are done with a simple Polaroid, instant snapshots. Didn’t find any writing for this second book—at least not yet. Maybe Spunk was doing the sequel on his own.”

On the mat in front of them was a stream of photos using the deceased Shelly Greene as the model. In pic #1 she lay on her back on the altar found stored behind the
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