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Enter the Realm of Terror…
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	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Phobos
By Jon Barron

	 

	“FBI. Can I ask you a few questions?”

	Sam Drake flashed his ID at the barmaid, whose eyes widened. Drake felt a slight buzz of satisfaction. He hadn’t joined the Bureau to impress pretty girls, but it was a bonus. And he liked talking to people anyhow, finding out about their lives. It was a pity this investigation seemed so futile. Somebody high up trying to make a federal case out of what seemed like a string of random incidents all the way up the eastern seaboard.

	“Sure, I’ll help if I can,” replied the barmaid. “What’s it about?”

	Drake got her name, Melody. Then he took out his phone and showed her a selfie of a smiling woman with a Siamese cat. The cat—so far as Drake knew—was doing fine, but the woman was certainly not smiling now. Or breathing.

	“She was in here last Thursday evening with friends,” he explained. “Her pals took an Uber but she opted to walk home since she lived just three blocks away. She never made it.”

	“I know! The cops were here, and like I told them, I’m sorry, but I don’t remember her,” Melody admitted. “People have to stand out in some way if they’re not regular customers. I wish I could help; it’s so awful.”

	Drake smiled understandingly. As a rule, people had lousy memories. Just like everyone thought they were reliable witnesses when all the science said no. It was, in his experience, far better to rely on tech that couldn’t get distracted or confused.

	“Can I check your security camera recording from that night?” he asked. “Cops are overworked, I guess, because I saw no mention of it in their report.”

	“Oh, right!” the barmaid said brightly. “I’ll go ask Harry: He’s in charge.”

	The manager proved to be a big guy, old, probably a vet. Harry was no spring chicken, but it was hard to tell how old he was. He was clearly nobody’s fool—polite and cooperative, but close-mouthed about his clientele. Sure, there were a few oddball characters, but nobody who seemed creepy toward women. Melody seconded that. That tracked. The local PD had checked the customers at the pub that night. A couple of speeding tickets; that was it.

	Harry led Drake to the office in the back of the bar, and soon, the agent was checking the video footage from the relevant evening. It proved disappointing at first. He watched the victim, Helen Grant, emerge from the pub with her two pals. There was a discussion, probably about sharing an Uber. Helen shook her head. Then came prolonged goodbyes, lots of hugs, laughter, and finally, the pals’ ride pulled up. Helen waved them off, walking a few paces backward, and then turned to cross the street. After that, she walked briskly out of shot.

	Drake was about to give up when he noticed something a little odd.

	The camera did not look directly out across the street because Hannigan’s was on a corner. Instead, it was positioned at an angle of about forty-five degrees. There was an alleyway just visible in the corner of the screen, and Helen Grant passed it after she crossed the road. Drake caught a small movement that might have been a shadow. Except that there seemed to be no source of light that could cast a shadow in the alley mouth. He could be wrong, but it was interesting. Training and experience told him to look closer.

	Freeze frame. Zoom in. The image, as often happened with security footage, got too grainy to make out anything. It was just a mess of monochrome pixels. He jumped back and forth, trying to get some sense of a form. It was a blob of darkness that might have been roughly human in outline, but Drake was aware of the perils of wishful thinking. A good agent should be wary of seeing what he wanted to see. If that was a person, it was not merely dressed in black but wearing some kind of enveloping garment. A robe, maybe?

	The movement was real; that, he was sure of. Seen up close, it did not look like a shadow but a real entity. One that absorbed every last glimmer of light falling upon it. He leaned back, staring at the image. Then he took out a USB drive and proceeded to download the footage.

	“Did you get anything?” Harry asked.

	Drake closed the door to the back office and paused.

	“I don’t know,” he said. “Something unusual, maybe.”

	Melody turned from the cash register, and she and Harry exchanged a look. Drake wondered what it signified. Not criminal involvement: that was not the vibe those two gave off. But they suspected something—or at least intuited it.

	“Anything else you guys would like to tell me?” he asked as Harry let him out from behind the bar. “All in strictest confidence. I just want to catch a perp, not ruin anybody’s business.”

	The manager looked Drake in the eye and said, “Just… be careful out there, buddy. Weird shit happens around here. A lot.”

	Melody nodded, her expression serious. “It’s not a normal town, that’s for sure.”

	Drake grinned. If they were trying to spook him for some reason…

	“Well, I guess weird shit comes with the job. Nothing weirder than people, in my experience.”

	 

	***

	 

	Tom Robbins was pleasantly drunk and feeling at one with the world. Sure, some things sucked, like his boss and his ex-wife. But life still had much to offer. He’d spent the evening with the guys at the pub, as a real man should, and now he was going for a stroll home. He weaved a little as he crossed the street, but that was a minor issue and nothing to worry about. Crossing in the opposite direction were a couple of girls who were, at best, sixes with beer goggles. He greeted them pleasantly, nonetheless. One gave him the finger, another rolled her eyes and said something that might have been “douche”.

	“You kiss your mothers with that mouth?” he called after them. “Whatever happened to old-fashioned politeness?”

	The finger was utilized again, this time by both women. Tom shrugged and walked on a few dozen yards, chuckling at the encounter.

	Rude girls, unable to take a compliment gracefully. Well, he would not let them spoil his evening. He had work tomorrow, but tonight was his. He paused to take a breath.

	And that was when he heard it.

	It was a deep croaking noise. One he’d heard many times, and that never failed to make him tense; anxious. But it was impossible that any of those creatures were here in the city, far from any swamp or pond. It must be the soundtrack of a TV show, the sound loud in the night air. All it took was an open window, after all. A wildlife documentary: that was it.

	The croaking came again.

	Tom froze, all the pleasure of mild inebriation gone. His senses tingled as he turned to look back at the way he’d come. Something was emerging from the mouth of the alleyway. Something big, but not shaped like a human. No, it was a bulky, dark body low on the ground, with a huge head and no sign of a neck. It walked on four feet that, in the glare of the nearest streetlamp, showed webbed toes.

	The huge frog croaked again, the skin of its throat bulging obscenely.

	Tom screamed. This was a nightmare come to life. It was impossible, but mere rationality was no damn use at this point.

	“No, no, you’re not real! This can’t be happening! This is not happening!”

	The monstrous creature leaped forward, soaring maybe ten feet into the air. Tom screamed again and hurled himself backward, but it was too late. The six-foot frog landed on him, smashing him into the sidewalk. Even as his ribs cracked, and the breath was driven out of his lungs, he gagged at the stench of it. The glistening monster shoved its blunt muzzle into his face and its huge, slimy tongue shot out, the bulging tip fastening onto his face. The sticky tongue pulled his head up until it was between massive jaws. A deluge of cold slime flowed over his face.

	 

	***

	 

	This time, agent Drake got his camera footage from a small bodega a few yards up from Hannigan’s. And it gave him pause for thought. Several thoughts, in fact. Again, something utterly black that might have been a moving shadow was just visible. It seemed to be stalking Tom Robbins, but then the camera malfunctioned. The image became a storm of static, obscuring the killing. The rational explanation was a cheap camera, poorly maintained. But Drake wasn’t so sure.

	He went over Helen Grant’s file, then Robbins’. Nothing in common in terms of age, gender, background, education, or job. She was in a stable relationship; he seemed to lurch from one casual girlfriend to another. But they had been killed in the same area by unknown assailants. She had been brutally strangled, while he had been smothered with some kind of gunk, composition as yet undetermined. Lab tests were pending.

	So, two very different MOs. Sure, both deaths had occurred at night in roughly the same part of town, but that was hardly a pattern. The local PD was proving unhelpful. It seemed they were so used to strange deaths that, if they couldn’t solve them overnight, they wrote them off. That was not reassuring to Drake, but he could see their point. They were short-staffed and not well-equipped for serious detective work. Classic budget-crisis scenario. Overworked, undertrained cops were arguably a serial killer’s best friend.

	But there’s no proof that it’s a serial killer, Drake rebuked himself.

	Just a bunch of people dying strangely.

	Drake flicked through more files on his iPad, looking at all the strange cases his superiors at the bureau were under pressure to solve. There had been some media attention, with true crime podcasters and other nuisances forming absurd theories. They were all deaths that seemed to be murder but were motiveless and had a different MO each time. And with no witnesses. Or at least, no credible witnesses.

	There was that woman in Boston…

	Drake called up the file and read it again, smiling in mild disgust. It was crazy. The victim had been a young prostitute found dead near a bus station in the early hours. An old lady with a lot of cats lived in a building overlooking the depot. She insisted she had seen the girl attacked by a zombie. The local cops had asked her several times if it was possibly a guy in a Halloween mask. No, the cat lady had insisted, it was an actual zombie. Ragged clothes, rotting flesh, shambling toward the hooker, the whole thing.

	And the girl had just stood there, didn’t try to run. That made no sense. Drake had seen enough “working girls” to know they had a keen sense of self-preservation. He reread a paragraph and a phrase jumped out at him.

	 

	“Witness states that the victim seemed paralyzed by fear.”

	 

	Bonkers, of course. But for one thing: The dead woman’s brain had been half-eaten. The official report said “head injuries”, but Drake knew how to read an autopsy report. Someone had cracked open the woman’s skull and scooped out a few mouthfuls of the contents.

	That didn’t make the crazy cat lady’s story any more credible to Drake, though. Boston had not been beset by a plague of zombies, for one thing. But, despite logic and experience, his intuition told him not to discount the story. Not totally, anyhow.

	Paralyzed by fear, he thought.

	An obscure fact from his days in training came back to him. A lecture on psychology. What had the guy said? It was just an aside but it had stuck, the way trivial facts sometimes did.

	 

	“Phobos was the ancient god of fear. Not to be confused with Pan, who brings panic. Fear freezes you in place. Panic makes you run. Both are best avoided.”

	 

	Drake went back to the file on Helen Grant and found the phone numbers of the friends she’d been with. Apologizing for calling them so late, he asked one question. The first friend had no idea. The second told him what he wanted to hear.

	“Yeah, she had this thing about clowns. She was terrified of them, ever since she was a little kid. Why do you ask?”

	“I’m sorry to bother you,” Drake repeated, “it probably isn’t relevant.”

	Ending the call, he checked the autopsy report on Helen Grant. Her killer had worn gloves when they strangled her. There was a note to the effect that the assailant’s hands were unusually large.

	Fear, freezing the victim in place.

	Drake pondered that idea. That would be one hell of an MO for a killer. But how could a guy pull it off? Some kind of hypnosis? A drug? Some kind of sci-fi mind-control beam?

	No, he thought. That was a rabbit hole he was not going down. It made no damned sense at all.

	Drake sighed and stretched. It was well after midnight, and he was wired on bad coffee. He rolled off the bed and went to the bathroom, checking to make sure a little problem he’d encountered earlier hadn’t re-emerged. Nope, no sign of it in the shower or the basin. It was a relief.

	He did not have to call the front desk again to get rid of the spider he had seen that morning.

	 

	***

	 

	The call woke him just before three in the morning. The killer had apparently been spotted just a couple of blocks from Hannigan’s. Two cops had been waved down by a homeless guy who’d insisted a werewolf had chased him. The cops had assumed that the man was on something, but then saw he had what looked like claw marks down his back. His clothes and flesh had been ripped. They’d called an ambulance and gone into the alley where the supposed animal lurked.

	“Then what?” demanded Drake as he finished pulling on his pants.

	“Things have gone way south,” said his police liaison, Detective Schultz. “One of the guys started shooting at what he said was an alien. But the other uniform didn’t see it.”

	Drake paused in buttoning his shirt.

	“Did you say an alien? As in E.T. and stuff?”

	He could almost hear Schultz shrug over the phone.

	“I got nothing. The guy said it was a Gray, whatever the hell that means. I think he spends too much time watching Ancient Aliens, crap like that.”

	Drake knew what a Gray was. One of his ex-girlfriends had been into ufology. But he seriously doubted that extraterrestrial visitors were teaming up with werewolves to attack vagrants. He told Schultz he would be at the scene ASAP and asked him to hold back the uniforms until he got there.

	“You think this is some sort of lunatic who keeps changing masks to confuse people?” Schultz asked.

	“Yeah, it’s gotta be something like that,” Drake said.

	He felt exhilarated. This time, he was hot on the trail.

	When Drake arrived, he found plenty of joshing directed at the uniform who’d seen the supposed alien. The officer seemed sheepish and now claimed he might have been mistaken. But the homeless guy, who had been patched up by paramedics, was sticking to his story of a werewolf attack.

	“It’s not the full moon tonight, though,” Drake pointed out. “How d’you explain that?”

	The response was feisty.

	“What, like you’re some kind of expert on werewolves because you’re in the frigging FBI? Screw you, asshole! I know what I saw!”

	One thing was clear, according to the first two cops. The assailant had vanished into a maze of alleyways that led down toward the old dockyards. There were dozens of disused buildings interspersed with vacant lots. The latter were filled with garbage and a few burned-out cars.

	It was a lousy area to search, but the local PD had an ace up its sleeve—a drone. After about half an hour, the drone’s infrared camera spotted something big and fast-moving. As the little robot closed in, the target vanished into a warehouse. The building was soon surrounded.

	Drake and Schultz took the main entrance. A door had clearly been previously forced open. The detective went in first, shouting the usual warning about their being armed, yadda-yadda. Their flashlights revealed piles of cartons with faded labels. Some of the heaps of boxes had fallen or been pushed over. It was a labyrinth, ideal for ambush predators.

	“There he goes!” Schultz shouted and set off to the right at a crouching lope.

	“Slow down!” Drake warned. “We can’t split up!”

	Schultz had already gone after the perp and moved out of sight. A moment later, the warehouse was filled with the booming echo of gunshots. Two, three, four… then a scream. Cursing, Drake rounded the corner to see a narrow lane between the heaped boxes and the wall. On the ground, about ten feet ahead, lay the detective, limbs splayed, head twisted around at a crazy angle.

	The thing looming over the detective was like an ink-black silhouette of a huge, thick-set man. It seemed to absorb the light from both flashlights, sucking it in. Nothing, Drake felt, had ever been darker. Pieces of the puzzle fell into place. He was seeing its intermediate form, the three-dimensional shadow recorded by the cameras. This was the shape it took when it had no human imagination to prey upon. It seemed that Schultz had not had any phobias. Not that it had saved him.

	Drake took aim and shot twice into the rough center of the thing. There was no sign of impact, no reaction at all. Retreating and yelling for backup, Drake fired off the entire clip.

	The entity moved toward him, and now, he saw that it had more than four limbs. Six. No, eight. And it was falling to the floor, obscuring Schultz’s body, taking on a more definite form. Still black, yes, but now glistening in the light, mandibles clicking.

	So many eyes focused on Drake as it scuttled forward.

	Now its new guise was complete, and it could feast on his terror.

	Drake screamed as his greatest fear flung out sticky, pale filaments to fasten him to the warehouse wall. Huge, horrific jaws plunged into his chest and ripped through flesh, tore ribs apart. Venom flowed into him like a stream of liquid fire.

	 

	* * *


Monkey on Your Back
By David Longhorn

	 

	A good barman needs eyes in the back of his head. Trouble comes in many forms, and seeing it coming is a key part of the job. Harry didn’t have eyes in the back of his head, but the big mirror behind the bar was almost as good. He could turn his back on the clientele at Hannigan’s and still watch them, discreetly, casually, maybe while listening to Melody’s endless chatter.

	So when the twitchy customer came in, Harry spotted him at once. Blue collar—maybe a construction worker, or a plumber—not dressed for office work. Even in the mirror, it was clear the guy was stressed out. He was too pale, and walked too fast and stiffly, not like someone anticipating a refreshing beer. A guy entering a bar normally strolls in, not wanting to seem overly eager—a man of the world, posturing. In contrast, Twitchy Guy rushed in, looking around him almost like he’d never seen the interior of a pub. He was at least forty, Harry judged. Certainly old enough not to act like a nervous teenager afraid of being carded.

	“Yellow alert; I’ll handle it,” Harry said quietly.

	To her credit, Melody resisted the temptation to stare at the newcomer, not even in the mirror. Instead, she just made an affirmative noise and drifted away to chat with a couple of regulars. Harry turned to speak to the troubled-looking man.

	“Hi. What’s your poison?”

	Twitchy was settling himself on a bar stool but froze for a moment when Harry asked him the time-honored question. Then the guy made a conscious effort to relax and even managed a crooked smile. But his face told a puzzling story. There were little scratches, half-healed, on his cheeks and forehead. The small welts were parallel, grouped in threes or fours. It was, Harry thought, like someone had attacked the guy with a fork.

	“Beer,” the stranger said, nodding toward the nearest pump. “Thanks.”

	“Beer we have, in abundance,” Harry said, reaching for a glass.

	As the amber fluid gurgled and frothed, Harry tried a familiar gambit that sometimes got a conversation flowing.

	“Ain’t seen you in here before. New in town?”

	“Me? Oh no, no,” said Twitchy. “Just new here. I mean this pub. I’ve seen it, but I’m not much of a drinker. Well, not in places like this. Not that there’s anything wrong with pubs or bars, no. Great American institution, it’s just that I…”

	The guy’s string of banalities trailed off into an awkward silence. Now that he’d had time to examine Twitchy more closely, Harry saw more signs of a man under pressure. Red-rimmed eyes, a nervous tic of one eyebrow. And something else. A restless movement of the fingers, a tendency to reach down toward the breast pocket of his plaid shirt. Which contained a rectangular bulge of a certain size.

	“There you go. Enjoy,” Harry said, placing the glass on the bar in front of the pale man.

	“Thanks,” Twitchy said but made no move toward the glass. Instead, he kept glancing around, his gaze eventually settling on the men’s washroom to his left.

	“Hey, I need to—well, you know,” he said, sliding off the stool.

	“Sure, we all need to, you know!” Harry said cheerfully.

	He felt a slightly smug pleasure in figuring out what the guy’s problem was. That bulge was a dead giveaway.

	“Still code yellow?” Melody asked, sidling up to him.

	“Maybe,” Harry said, then explained his deductions about Twitchy. “I’ll give him a minute to get started.”

	A minute later, Harry walked out from behind the bar and entered the men’s washroom. The telltale smell of tobacco hit him the moment he pushed open the door. There was even a wisp of blue-gray smoke wafting up from the end cubicle. Harry walked along the row of doors and stopped outside Twitchy’s refuge, then rapped smartly with his knuckles.

	“Hey, there’s no smoking in here!”

	He’d expected protestations of innocence, an apology, or—an outside chance—a torrent of abuse. Instead, he heard something that made him far more uncomfortable than any of those. It was a grown man sobbing. Harry had heard grown men cry before—if you’d served in a war zone, you heard and saw too many things you wanted to forget. But this was worse, somehow. It sounded like a soul in torment.

	“Hey,” he said, lowering his voice, “I know it’s kind of harsh, but there are laws now. If it was up to me…”

	The catch on the door clicked back and the guy stood there, cigarette still smoking between the fingers of his right hand. If Twitchy had looked bad before, he was a picture of misery now. Tears streamed down his face. Harry had seen it all, or most of it, working at Hannigan’s. But usually, men broke down like this after a few beers, not before the first drop passed their lips.

	“I’m sorry!” Twitchy said, flinging the cigarette into the bowl, where it hissed briefly. “I couldn’t help myself. I was just passing by and stopped to look inside, thinking how—well, how nice it looked and all. And suddenly, I realized it had gone. The little bastard had gone! Just because—”

	The door to the men’s room burst open and a couple of students walked in—college football types, talking loudly about urination, as was the custom of their tribe. Harry made a split-second decision.

	“You need to take a few minutes, bud,” he said loudly to the crying man. “Come with me. It’ll be fine.”

	The jocks were staring, one with a smug smile, clearly about to make a crack of some kind. Harry gave him a Grade-A Mind-Your-Own-Business stare and the student looked away. He steered Twitchy out into the pub, but not back to a barstool. Melody was busy serving a chatty, mixed group of thirtysomethings who looked like convention delegates. There was no room to have a private conversation.

	“Can you hold the fort for a minute?” he called.

	“Sure, boss!” the pink-haired girl replied with a thumbs up.

	Thank God for the gung-ho types, Harry thought, as he changed course, steering his new acquaintance to a small door marked “Manager”. Inside was Harry’s den where he stored random stuff, tried to keep the books straight, and sometimes kicked back when things were quiet.

	“Here,” he said, directing Twitchy to a small sofa that was leaking stuffing. “Just shift those boxes.”

	The guy stopped crying. Being asked to do something practical seemed to calm him down a little. Harry opened a drawer of his tiny, battered desk and got out a bottle of rye whiskey. It wasn’t a particularly good one, but good enough in a minor crisis like this. He found two clean-ish glasses and poured out generous measures, then handed one to Twitchy.

	“Drink,” he said. “It helps sometimes.”

	Twitchy took a gulp, shuddering and gasping a little at the fiery liquor. It brought some color to his face and the guy took another mouthful, then set the glass on a carton of salted peanuts. Harry tried not to think of this as symbolic.

	“Okay,” he said, after sipping his whiskey. “What’s the story? Because you look like you’ve lost a lot of sleep lately. I’m Harry, by the way. And you are?”

	“Jeb,” the man said. “Jeb Carlson. Regular working stiff. Or I was. Until I got the monkey on my back.”

	Harry took another sip.

	“They say quitting cigarettes can be hell—as bad as kicking any other drug.”

	Jeb nodded, finished the whiskey, and slumped back onto the worn-out sofa.

	“I kept trying, and failed so many times,” he moaned. “I lost a girlfriend—a beautiful girl who loved me, you know? Because I wouldn’t give up the damn cancer sticks. I still think about that, how weak I was. God!”

	He talked on about his failures to kick the habit until he ran out of words and leaned forward, hiding his face in his hands. His fingers were, Harry noticed, not nicotine-stained. The guy was certainly not a habitual smoker. Come to think of it, there was no smell of tobacco in the cramped office. So the guy’s clothes didn’t smell.

	“I stopped about thirty years back,” Harry said. “I was a twenty-a-day man—hell, probably more. You lie to yourself, right? Started at fifteen, smoked right through ’Nam. It was going to kill me; I knew that. Eventually, I went to a hypnotist. Guy helped me a lot, but I still needed willpower. Sometimes, when I wake up, I still reach for my smokes.”

	“Bad habits are like that. They haunt you like ghosts.”

	Jeb looked up suddenly, eyes wide.

	“Don’t say that!” he pleaded. “Oh God, if only it was just the cigarettes.”

	Gradually, over ten minutes or more, Harry teased the story out of him. Why he had sought strange, desperate remedies for his habit. How the quest had led him to a so-called “thaumaturge”.

	“That’s a magician,” Jeb added helpfully.

	“I know,” Harry said quietly. “Go on.”

	The younger man covered his face again.

	“I asked him if there was some way he could stop me from smoking. I asked if he could cast a spell on me. I don’t know why I chose those words. I guess I didn’t believe he could do anything, that he was all BS. The guy wore a robe and had a long beard like frigging Gandalf. How could I take him seriously?”

	Harry felt a sinking sensation.

	“And he knew you didn’t respect him?”

	Jeb shrugged.

	“I guess he must have. He started by asking me for six hundred bucks, satisfaction guaranteed. I told him I didn’t have that kind of cash. I mean, okay, in theory, I did, but no way was I going to hand it over to some dude who smelled like herbs. Then he said, ‘I can do something simpler that will stop you from smoking. It will cost you one hundred dollars. But you may not like it.’ Oh Jesus, I said something like, ‘Hey, just so long as it works.’ I guess I was kind of flippant, you know? Like I thought he was bullshitting me.”

	“And then what?”

	Jeb looked up at the frosted glass window behind Harry. A shadow flickered across the window, and he whimpered. Harry twisted around in time to see what looked like the outline of a pigeon strutting on top of the dumpster out back.

	“It’s nothing. Go on,” Harry said coaxingly.

	Jeb looked Harry in the eye as if daring him to laugh.

	“He put a monkey on my back. I can remember it so clearly. How it was dumb, impossible, and then—just like that—it wasn’t.”

	 

	***

	 

	“A monkey?” Jeb asked. “Come on, you’re yanking my chain.”

	The bearded man frowned. Not for the first time, Jeb felt a twinge of nervousness. Sure, he thought the old guy was a con artist, albeit a good one. But the so-called shaman had an air about him. He could have been a hellfire preacher or maybe one of those old-time prophets from the Bible.

	“A monkey on your back,” the healer said, “will prevent you from smoking by a direct, if rather irritating, method. Eventually, you will no longer desire cigarettes as you will have been weaned off the nicotine. Of course, there is nothing to stop you from using nicotine patches. But vaping will also be impossible. The monkey will not like it.”

	Jeb smiled at the mention of vaping. It didn’t fit with the atmosphere of the apartment. The walls were covered with star charts, presumably astrological. There were weird masks on shelves along with jars of dried herbs. The shaman was wearing some sort of caftan and sitting cross-legged opposite Jeb, who was kind of sprawled as he’d found the lotus position untenable.

	“This is serious, young man,” the healer went on. “If you wish for the cure, it will work. So long as you do not attempt to cheat in some way. Then I cannot guarantee your safety.”

	“Why?” Jeb asked. “The monkey gonna fling his turds at me?”

	The oldster’s face darkened in a frown.

	“Choose,” he said. “And pray to whatever gods you trust that you make the wise choice.”

	Jeb pulled a wad of notes out of his back pocket and peeled off five twenties, then flung them down onto the carpet between him and the shaman.

	“I choose your… monkey cure. Or whatever you call it,” he said.

	“Very well,” said the healer as he picked up the notes and tucked them inside his robe. Then he raised an age-spotted hand, pointed at Jeb, and muttered maybe half a dozen words. The language was not one Jeb recognized.

	“You may go.”

	Jeb blinked in surprise.

	“Is that it?”

	“It is done,” said the old man, heaving himself upright. “Please don’t slam the door. The lady across the hall has a new baby.”

	Out in the street, Jeb turned to look up at the shabby brownstone apartment block. Had he just paid a hundred bucks to an obvious fraud? Apparently. And he’d walked out of there, meekly, without protesting. And got nothing but mumbo-jumbo.

	“Jeez,” he muttered, remembering the coworker who’d recommended the shaman. “I’m going to give that asshole Frank a piece of my—”

	A tiny brown hand grabbed the cigarette he’d unconsciously raised to his lips and whisked it away.

	“Holy shit!” he yelled.

	A couple of girls walking by looked at him, wide-eyed, then looked away. He heard giggles as they sped up and rounded the corner of the building.

	Jeb spun around, trying to catch whoever was behind him. But there was nobody there. His heart was pounding at an insane rate and he felt panic sweat pooling in his armpits and groin. The cigarette that he’d been about to light was lying maybe five yards away. Had he hallucinated somehow, and flung it away?

	Yeah, he thought. That makes sense.

	The shaman had done a number on him. Jeb had been hypnotized. That was why the little brown hand had appeared, flashing into view as if from a creature perched on his shoulder. Nothing was there, of course. There couldn’t be. No monkey. Just a deep-rooted aversion to smoking.

	“Hell, if it works…” he said aloud.

	As an experiment, he took out another smoke and raised it slowly toward his mouth. The filter tip was just an inch from his lips when the diminutive brown hand shot into view again and snatched the cigarette. This time he was not too shocked to see what happened. Sure enough, the hand threw the cigarette away.

	If I do this again, I’ll get busted for littering, Jeb thought.

	He began to walk to where he’d parked his beat-up old Ford, pondering the situation. He was jonesing for a nicotine hit but didn’t dare risk it. He’d have to wait until he got into the car. Then he would see if the hypnotic whatsit made him throw the cigarette out the window or maybe just stomp it in the footwell.

	Then he froze, gawping. His route to the parking lot took him past a coffee shop. He saw his reflection in the window. There was a monkey on his back. More precisely, there was a little brown monkey perched right behind his head with its legs wrapped around his neck. It saw the reflection too, and grimaced, showing tiny, very sharp teeth. And eyes that gleamed red, even in the sunlight of an autumn afternoon.

	“No,” he whispered. “No, that’s—that’s not real.”

	A man emerged from the coffee shop and looked at Jeb, then continued a conversation on his phone. His reaction was not that of a guy who had just seen a monkey perched on a stranger’s back. Jeb walked on, passing a couple with two small daughters, all eating ice cream. None of them gave him a second glance. No way could two little girls see a monkey without screaming in delight or maybe fear. The thing was invisible to everyone
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