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The Ash Collector
By Amanda Cecelia Lang

	 

	The Sagebrush County coroner always looked forward to disposal night. That was when the unclaimed cadavers stored in his Deepfreeze were transferred to his crematorium. Though the territory he served consisted of barren desert and one tiny town, the number of unclaimed dead had been satisfyingly high for over three years now. The nearby interstate was a favorite hunting ground for the Chrome-Face Butcher. The killer—besides preternaturally eluding the bullets of the local authorities on two separate occasions—also had a talent for picking victims with no next of kin. The castaways, the lonely hearts. Every few months, their corpses would wash up on the side of the interstate with the fast-food wrappers and cigarette butts. Pretty girls with artistic wounds and nobody anywhere to claim them. To the coroner, who was lonely himself, they felt like offerings.

	He wasn’t a murderer. Working with the dead was as close as he’d come to feeding the slithering urges inside. But on those glorious mornings when the sheriff called him to a fresh crime scene, the coroner always felt like a VIP. Heck, crossing into the spectacle of police tape and flashing red-and-blues was like finally gaining entrance to an elite after-party. And though the guest of honor had already departed, Chrome-Face never failed to leave behind plenty of favors—weapons still lodged inside bodies, clothing shredded to streamers.

	Cause and manner of death were obvious in these cases. Sharp Force Trauma, Homicide. But wow did the instruments of destruction vary spectacularly! Pig splitters, pitchforks, bolt cutters, even a bear trap once. Such genius!

	It was an honor to probe and catalog each victim’s wounds, to fingerprint them and ID them, and officiate their impressive demise. On those mornings, as the coroner wheeled their dripping gurneys into his autopsy suite—and on disposal nights, of course—he liked to believe he was in league with old Chrome-Face, a partner operating on the back end. Chrome-Face created the masterpieces, and the coroner curated them.

	Currently, he kept Chrome-Face’s victims on display at the back of his crematorium. A stark violation of county policy which mandated all unclaimed cremains be buried en masse. Despite that—or maybe because of it—his private collection kept him gleaming with pride. Thirteen silver urns at last count. One day soon, he fantasized, the killer would arrive to claim his trophies, and they would become great friends. Maybe not the type who went trout fishing or puffed cigars at the local girlie bar or anything—unless Chrome-Face was into that—but theirs would be the kind of rosy secret bond that lasted a lifetime.

	Chrome-Face and the Ash Collector. Oh yes, he liked the sound of that.

	Tonight, he would add three more masterworks to his collection.

	Billhook, Tent Spike, and Javelin.

	Those weren’t their legal names. Naturally, the coroner had forgotten those almost as soon as he’d released them to the press.

	As expected in these cases, there were no weeping parents, no heart-shattered fiancés. Any distant relatives he’d attempted to contact never returned his calls—not that he went out of his way to follow up. The revolving door of state detectives and their gooney forensic pathologists had exhausted their need for the remains. And now the mandatory twelve-month sleepover inside his Deepfreeze had expired.

	Barely containing a cheese-moon grin, the coroner slicked the eager sweat from his receding hairline then slipped on his favorite long rubber apron. No wet work tonight—the getup was merely ceremonial. After all, every aspiring sidekick needed a snazzy trademark costume. Sucking in the gentle bulge of his stomach, he tied the apron strings securely and checked his dull reflection on the side of the freezer like a schoolkid primping for a date. Nobody was ever going to call him a heartthrob, but he hoped he looked appropriately macabre.

	As he pulled open the individual lockers and rolled the naked freezer-burnt beauties onto gurneys, the coroner indulged a shiver of nostalgia. He would miss visiting them, running his ungloved fingers inside the intimate contours of their injuries, and whispering to them in the abandoned hours of the night. Maybe it was silly, but sometimes, when he pressed his mouth against their cold ears, he’d pretend that Chrome-Face—wherever he was when he wasn’t hunting—could hear him.

	It was always a relief to talk about the shadows hanging between himself and the rest of humanity. Like the lucky jars of spider legs he’d kept as a teenager or the pocket tin of cadaver teeth he used to shake like a nervous rattlesnake all through med school. Somehow, he felt certain Chrome-Face would understand: it was never his intention to chase people away. They’d simply ran.

	All his fidgety, weak-stomached first dates. His holier-than-thou tattletale peers. Those narrow-eyed professors who’d suggested he aim low and never work with living patients. Lucky for all of them, he’d long ago resolved himself to being alone with his dark intrigues.

	That is until Chrome-Face’s victims had rolled into his life, and he realized he had a kindred spirit somewhere out there.

	And, oh, how he envied Chrome-Face’s ability to assert himself with such bravado! Each new canvas came decorated in a frenzied flourish of stabs, slashes, gashes, and chops—the coagulated red autographs of a legend.

	Such stories they told!

	The coroner found the defensive wounds especially expressive. Practically all of Chrome-Face’s victims had them—exquisite documentation of their final desperate moments. The coroner could envision it all. The scraped knees as they ran and stumbled. The abrasions on their elbows as they scurried backward across the pavement. The split palms and severed fingers as they tried to fend off the nightmare.

	Whistling to himself, the coroner wheeled the gurneys, one by one by one, through the morgue’s back door and across a moonlit walkway to the deceptively charming brick building beyond. Nothing else around for miles except desert grit and Joshua trees and the hard-baked ribbon of the interstate. Once the gurneys were lined up inside his crematorium—first Javelin then Tent Spike then Billhook—the coroner propped the heavy steel security door open with a brick to let in a breeze. It violated policy, but if someone wanted to come all the way out here for a peep, who was he to deny them?

	His own instrument of destruction waited at the back of the large sterile room: a hungry black metal box with a smokestack and a corpse-sized loading hatch. On both sides of the cremation chamber, his silver urns lined the walls. The polished surfaces reflected the new arrivals, bending the outlines of their cadavers into devious smiles. The coroner smiled, too.

	Three empty urns waited on the nearby counter.

	With flamboyant flips of switches and twists of knobs, the coroner ignited his furnace, preheating it to a toasty 1100. Then he stood back and appraised the exposed flesh of the three victims with bright incendiary eyes.

	To preserve the dignity of decedents, ethics and health standards mandated that cadavers be placed inside a flimsy pine box that would burn around them. But that involved sifting coffin nails from the cremains afterward and was far less cozy. The coroner preferred having an intimate view of those pretty gaping wounds as he slid them into his pyre.

	The first tonight was Javelin.

	Female, brunette, five foot four, 143 lbs. with her organs intact. Lovely purple contusions and tiny crescent-shaped incised wounds decorated her neck. Those, as well as the angle of the entry and exit wounds through her upper torso, suggested Chrome-Face had hoisted her by the throat before inserting his weapon. The resulting wound tract pierced her sternum, heart, then spine. The strength needed to accomplish such a feat was a savage miracle. Oh, to have been a fly on a corpse during that murder spree! In fact, those rare cunning girls who saw the legend and lived told investigators he was relentlessly tall and muscular with a face of smooth featureless chrome. They said he was uncanny and inhuman. They said he appeared like a phantom between the dust and the shadows and the streaking white lines on the highway.

	They said many things.

	Heck, some even believed Chrome-Face had died years earlier out on the interstate, the victim of a hit-and-run. They said he’d crawled into the surrounding desert with the motorist’s shiny bumper still twisted around his skull. There, beneath the cold-bladed moonlight, he’d vowed to slaughter every unsuspecting soul who ventured alone along his road at night. Yes, the coroner liked the sound of that: an immortal loner hell-bent on making the world hurt as bad as it had hurt him. Certainly, no cadavers fitting Chrome-Face’s description had ever come through his autopsy suite. Not even after those spitfire deputies unloaded their guns into Chrome-Face’s retreating shadow. They swore the bullets had struck him.

	Of course, they never located any blood trails.

	And although his victims’ struggles usually ended with split and mangled fingernails, the coroner never found any trace evidence of Chrome-Face in his scrapings and swabs for the lab. No hair, blood, saliva, not even clothing fibers.

	That wasn’t to say that discovering interesting debris on the victims was uncommon. Javelin, for instance, had arrived with loads of goodies embedded beneath her nails—tiny crescent-shaped divots she’d gouged from her own neck trying to pry Chrome-Face’s hand away. The coroner had detailed each stunning bit of flesh in his report. He always took great care with his findings, describing the finest scratches and abrasions with the pen of a poet. The state detectives were endlessly impressed with his thoroughness. And whenever their over-cocky pathologists nosed in, they failed to find even a single pinprick the coroner himself hadn’t already logged. Naturally, handing over his findings never felt like a betrayal because Chrome-Face had proven himself a god beyond capture.

	While the cremation chamber finished preheating, the coroner transferred Javelin onto the conveyor and let his fingers say goodbye to her wounds. It was a shame such stimulating pieces as this were destined for the fire, like master paintings lost to history. But the coroner, being a romantic, preferred to see their transformation into ash as symbolic of something everlasting. These objects of fleeting carnal beauty connected him to Chrome-Face in a way that gave the night dimension.

	After the ashes settled, what remained was a brotherhood.

	Or perhaps he was being overly purple. A habit in his profession: smoke-and-mirrors phrasing to obscure the sharp force blows of death. Heck, even the concept of “ashes” was a gentle lie: they weren’t ashes at all. Take Javelin here, for example. During her imminent cremation, the ruthless heat would incinerate every bit of her flesh, organs, and blood before ushering her skyward through the smokestack. What would remain after the coroner’s fire receded were naked vulnerable bones, brittle as relics. He’d chop them up and sweep them into another hungry little device. His cremulator. There, the crushing force of ball bearings would pulverize the bone slivers to dusty sand.

	Not ashes at all, but something so much more... gritty, everlasting.

	In a way, Chrome-Face was like those ashes.

	The coroner slid his fingers from Javelin with a sweet shudder. How lucky she was to have met the legend in the flesh. He envied her, even as he checked the temperature on his oven and rolled her into the hatch. Even as he watched through the viewing window as her eyelids crisped away. Had those same melting-egg eyes widened in existential awe when Chrome-Face approached her with his javelin? Oh, how her cries must’ve gone from desperate pleas to thrashing mortal screams!

	“He’s killing me!” Javelin wailed—a banshee’s voice that ricocheted around the walls of the crematorium. Startled, the coroner recoiled and looked back over his shoulder.

	“Please! He’s right behind me!”

	It was a female. A live one. Blue hair, tattoos, approximately five foot eight, 125 lbs. with organs intact—though she appeared to be missing a respectable slice of her right shoulder. She staggered into the open entryway. For an elated instant, the coroner wondered if she had come to view his collection. Then she spun and fumbled wildly with the security door, tugging on it with the full panic of her body weight, a freak show of shaking hands and dripping mascara. The door scraped inward, but his brick doorstop held the gap like a foot. The coroner watched, fascinated, wondering if she would solve the dilemma in time. He thought he glimpsed a flash of chrome out in the desert.

	With a wildcat scream, the girl kicked the brick into the night. Her autopsy would surely reveal an array of fractured toes.

	“Does it lock?” she cried, pawing at the doorknob.

	“Automatically.” The coroner tilted his head, his heartbeat turning giddy. “The question is: will it hold?”

	“What?” She didn’t seem to be hearing straight. “You gotta listen, man, he’s a monster, he’s after me! You gotta call the cops.” She staggered away from the entrance then went rigid as her eyes caught the gurneys with Tent Spike and Billhook.

	Tent Spike, with thirty-three distinct stab wounds, was especially well-decorated. The coroner studied the Live One, anticipating an extravagant hysterical break. Her actual reaction was rather disappointing.

	“Holy hell, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Her terror stalled momentarily on a scathing laugh of dark-carnival irony. “Of all the places along the highway—this is a fucking morgue?”

	This was his calling. But before he could offer to show her the viewing window, a force like a Mack Truck struck the security door, bowing the metal. The bricks lining the doorframe trembled again and again.

	The Live One shrieked and bolted for the coroner’s wall of urns. Her shoulder laceration dribbled a pleasing bright red abstract across the tile floor. “Tell me there’s a back door!”

	The coroner shook his head. “No phone either.”

	“Oh hell, oh God...” She doubled over as if she might vomit, clawing at her hair. A split second later, she shot up, eyes like lunatic moons. “Man, don’t just stand there like a freak!”

	Baring her teeth, she shoved the gurneys recklessly toward the door, toppling them and creating a barrier of splayed legs and arms and desperation. It wouldn’t be enough. She grabbed the steel poker the coroner used to crumble their well-cooked skeletons.

	Then she herself crumbled.

	She dropped into a fetal crouch against the side of his blazing cremation chamber and readied the poker with her good arm. It shook feebly.

	One by one, the hinges on the door popped like knuckles.

	“This can’t be happening... I wanna wake up...” Her voice was devolving into feral, nasal moans, the kind of riveting firsthand detail autopsies never uncovered. “...Just lemme wake up...” she drawled.

	Ironic words, since the coroner was the one living the dream.

	“I’ll take fine care of you,” he promised as the door clanged inward.

	The Chrome-Face Butcher had to duck to fit through the doorframe. A brute of midnight leather and gleaming heavy metal flourishes, he radiated fury and artistry, just like the coroner always knew he would. Magnificent. Though the mask plate covering his face had no eyeholes, the chrome was polished to mirrorlike perfection and reflected the crematorium with surgical sharpness.

	Hastily, the coroner finger-combed his sweat-greased hair and straightened the edge of his apron. Jeez, he sure hoped he looked menacing enough. Standing in the presence of such unbridled greatness, he felt suddenly underdressed.

	The moment was a whirlwind.

	Chrome-Face crashed past the gurneys, sending Tent Spike and Billhook pinwheeling to the side, too focused on his latest creation to admire old masterpieces.

	Behind the coroner, the Live One’s moans had choked to silence. As Chrome-Face angled for her, the coroner reached back and pried the poker from her petrified fingers.

	He held it out before him and, with an awkward croaking frog in his throat, said, “I heard through the grapevine you love sharp force objects.” Delicately, he flipped the poker and extended the handle. “I’d be honored if you used one of mine.”

	Chrome-Face paused mid-stride. Possibly nothing like this had ever happened before. The coroner saw himself reflected in the chrome: a blushing and balding boy wonder framed by a porthole of fire. His collection of silver urns floated on the periphery like spider eyes.

	With a hand gloved in leather and glistening blood, Chrome-Face accepted the poker.

	The coroner stepped sideways and extended his hand to offer up the Live One.

	But Chrome-Face seized his upper arm with a superhuman grip.

	A crunch, a hideous pop, then the coroner’s humerus tore from the socket. Rapturous white-hot agony erupted through his arm and shoulder.

	Chrome-Face leaned in close with his shiny faceplate and raised the poker to throat level. The coroner saw the glinting tip reflected in his own widening eyes and his veins went cold with a nameless awe.

	Behind him, reflected in chrome, the Live One stood, taking the opportunity to dash for the exit. With apex reflexes, Chrome-Face hurtled the coroner against the wall of urns then caught her blue hair with his fist. Everything a whirlwind. Urns crashed down in explosions of ash. The crematorium filled with a dusty haze and earsplitting shrieks.

	It was exquisite.

	Chrome-Face yanked the Live One close. Her bulging eyes hung inches from his mask plate as he drove the poker home.

	Yet the coroner barely noticed the point of entry.

	The surreal gaping terror as the girl watched herself die—that was the spectacle to behold!

	She stared into the portal of her own eyes, a gallery of tragedy, of pains and regrets and ambitions. Every cruel, ugly thing the world ever did to her. Every hopeful, courageous thing she would never become. All of it skewered, devastated, obliterated. Gurgling, tears wetting her face, she watched it all fade.

	A final pulsebeat later, her body hit the floor.

	Now Chrome-Face turned his bulbous genius head to regard the coroner. Every lung in the crematorium held silent.

	Then Chrome-Face stormed toward him through the ashes.

	Scrambling, the coroner reached for the closest urn and held it in front of his face.

	“I kept them for you,” he rasped, so starstruck he wasn’t certain he was making a sound. He read the engraving on the urn. “You did this one with a bone saw.”

	Chrome-Face paused. He leaned in close with a gleam and a tilt of curiosity.

	The urn reflected his faceplate, and the faceplate reflected the urn, and somewhere in that endless hall of mirrors, their grisly souls sparked.

	Chrome-Face and the Ash Collector.

	“United at last,” the coroner whispered.

	Chrome-Face knocked the urn aside.

	Then he gripped the coroner’s disjointed arm and manhandled him up onto his feet. Resplendent pain stabbed through the coroner’s shoulder, a cherished memento of this night which he would carry with him for his remaining days.

	With a single rough yet gentle stroke of his hand, Chrome-Face dusted the ashes from the coroner’s shoulder. For several raging heartbeats, they simply stood there, admiring one another. Two lovely, lonely monsters born to walk behind the shadows, born to celebrate the messy surrealism of death.

	Chrome-Face nodded once.

	The coroner offered up a bursting gleeful salute.

	Then the legend turned and tromped back into the night, an immortal vision of passion and rampage, off to add more pieces to their collection.

	 

	* * *


Don’t Scream
By Renee Miller

	 

	From the moment Joey was conceived, Carol knew he was bad. During the first weeks of her pregnancy, she barely left her bed and suffered intense nausea that sometimes led to vomiting that made her throat bleed.

	Her husband, Francis, told her it wasn’t uncommon for pregnancy to cause illness in the first trimester. Carol’s suffering didn’t stop with the beginning of the second trimester though. She began having nightmares. As those subsided, her fingernails yellowed, cracked, and then fell off. Her skin felt so tight she worried it might rip apart. Then came the rash, which caused an allover itch so intense she often sat in a cold bath and cried as she rubbed a loofah over her skin.

	By the final month of her pregnancy, Carol’s hair started to fall out. She told Francis more than once that the baby was killing her. He didn’t know what to think. Her doctor was baffled as well.

	For a brief period, she thought maybe the baby shouldn’t be born. Francis, of course, was appalled. He tried to reassure her, but she knew what must be done. The clinic wouldn’t do it, because she was too far along, so she tried to do it at home. Twice. Her efforts only caused her pain and shame. Joey continued to thrive in her womb.

	The day of his birth, she couldn’t bring herself to hold him. The doctor gave her medicine. Postpartum, he called it. She took the pills. Her fear ebbed. Her body recovered. She almost forgot the terror that plagued her for so many months.

	The pills helped her to love Joey too despite the dread she felt when she held him. It wasn’t until his third birthday that she could no longer deny the evil she sensed in her son.

	They’d invited all the neighbors to the party just as they had for his first and second birthdays. Francis barbecued while Carol supervised the children at various games she’d organized. Joey toddled around, adorable in a blue and white sailor suit and matching hat. When Francis called everyone to the patio for lunch, Carol realized Joey was missing.

	An initial search revealed their neighbor’s daughter, a girl of about sixteen, was also gone. They looked inside the house first and then the backyard before expanding their search to the neighbors’ yards.

	Finding no sign of them, Francis called the police. It wasn’t until they’d scoured the yard one more time that a police officer suggested they search inside the house again.

	“Do you have a basement or any hidden passages in the house?” the officer had asked.

	“Just a cellar,” Carol said. “But it’s always locked.”

	The officer smiled. “With all of the chaos, it’s possible someone unlocked it, and he went exploring.”

	“And the girl?”

	“She may have gone off with friends.”

	The cellar door was in the hallway near the kitchen. It was unlocked. Francis went in first. The police officers followed. Carol and the girl’s mother trailed behind. She heard Joey giggling as they descended the dark stairs. Someone pulled the chain on the bare light bulb, and then Carol heard a soft gasp.

	“My God,” Francis whispered.

	“Hi, Papa.” Joey’s voice came, so sweet and melodious.

	“What have you done, Joey?” Francis asked.

	“Now, sir,” the officer said. His voice sounded strained. “He’s just a baby.”

	“What happened?” Carol pushed her way past her husband and the police. She stopped at the bottom step. “Jesus Christ.”

	Joey stared up at her, a proud smile on his blood-streaked face. Her fears returned full force, and she remembered the dread that consumed her before he was born. The girl lay at his tiny feet, her head bent at an awkward angle. The white sundress she’d worn was soaked with blood. Joey stood over her, the knife Francis had used to chop onions that morning in his hand.

	When the girl’s mother screamed, Joey grinned and then held his arms to Carol. “Up, Mama.”

	Several days later, the coroner’s report was relayed to them by a grim-faced officer. The girl, who’d broken her neck after falling—or being pushed—down the stairs, didn’t die right away. Damage to her spinal cord had paralyzed her. Cause of death though, according to the medical examiner, was exsanguination. She bled out, he explained, thanks to the many wounds inflicted by the birthday boy. The police, of course, wouldn’t arrest a toddler for murder. Carol and Francis were ordered by the court to put Joey in therapy. The judge felt it would prevent his behavior from becoming a problem.

	As though it weren’t a problem already...

	Their neighbors moved away a few months later, and Francis and Carol were ostracized. No one spoke to them. No one met their eyes. Even the paperboy avoided their house, tossing their paper on the street as he sped by. Carol burned the sailor suit Joey had worn. No amount of washing would remove the blood from her memory. A few more neighbors moved that year as well. New people moved in. Soon, Carol almost forgot what her child had done.

	Joey visited a therapist once a week for about a year. The woman, a grandmotherly type whom Joey seemed to adore, said he was well-adjusted. What happened in the cellar that day was just an accident. They had nothing to worry about.

	By the age of five though, he had pushed Carol down the stairs twice and began speaking of “they”. Carol didn’t know what he meant but the way Joey said it haunted her dreams.

	Carol had been relieved when she enrolled Joey in school because it gave her time alone but that only lasted four months. Two children were hospitalized after accidents that occurred while playing with Joey. He’d terrorized another child so terribly that the poor boy stopped speaking and began wetting his pants. That was the final straw for the school. The teacher couldn’t prove Joey’s wrongdoings but her suspicions were clear, and Carol knew she was right. Homeschooling seemed to be the only way to prevent Joey from hurting others.

	“Mama?” Joey called from his room at the top of the stairs.

	Carol held her breath. Please let him just go to sleep, she thought to herself.

	“Mama?”

	She released the air in her lungs. Every fiber of her being warned against it, but Carol walked up the stairs anyway.

	It was dark in his room. He didn’t like night-lights and demanded they cover his windows with paper to block out the sun. She forced a smile. “Yes, love?”

	He sat on the center of his bed. Just five years old, an innocent, Francis told her, but those eyes...

	When he looked at her, Carol believed he could see into her soul and didn’t like what he found there. She suppressed a shiver.

	“I’m bored,” Joey said. “Play with me.”

	She smiled. “Joey, it’s past midnight. Time for sleep.”

	“Play with me.”

	“Please, I’m so tired.”

	“Play.” He scowled.

	“Fine. What do you want to play?”

	“Hide-and-seek.”

	Well, maybe she could rest while he hid. He’d never know.

	“Sure,” she said. “I’ll count and—”

	“You hide.” Joey scrambled off the bed. “I’ll count.”

	Carol closed her mouth. “Okay.”

	“One, two, three...” he counted. “Go, Mama.”

	She left the room and rushed down the stairs. Joey’s steady countdown echoed throughout the house. In the kitchen, she paused. The last time she made it too easy to find her, she ended up at the bottom of the stairs with a broken arm and fractured ribs. Joey was at twenty now. He usually counted to thirty-five. An odd number but Joey was an odd boy.

	She saw the cellar door. He continued to count. Twenty-eight, twenty-nine...

	Carol opened the door as quietly as she could, crept down the cellar stairs, and then tucked herself between the freezer and the wall in the darkest part of the room. Joey announced he was coming, whether she was ready or not. Carol closed her eyes.

	She wasn’t sure when she dozed off, but the sunlight streaming through the small dirty window above the broken washing machine roused her. Carol blinked. She’d been there all night. Joey would be angry he didn’t find her.

	She stood, wincing as her joints protested the crouched position she’d maintained for hours. Gingerly, she walked toward the stairs and to the kitchen. Joey sat at the table, bowl of cereal in front of him. Francis stood at the stove, frying an egg.

	“Good morning, Mama.” Joey smiled, but his eyes were cold.

	“You must’ve been up early,” Francis said. “What were you doing down there?”

	She sat in the chair opposite Joey. “We were playing hide-and-seek. I fell
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