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Not quite hell and

certainly not heaven, purgatory is believed by some to be the state in
which souls are purified after death by suffering. Only when they have
suffered enough mght they rise to heaven

And there are others who believe that this [ife we l[ive is a form of
purgatory. Many a drug vendor, psychol ogist, |oan shark and guru woul d
agree. Indeed, nore than one bluesman has sung, "If it weren't for bad


www.dorchesterpub.com.

luck, I wouldn't have any luck at all.”

A visionary by the name of John Henry Newnan wote what he thought it
woul d be like to make that fatal transition fromthe world of the living
to purgatory in The Dream of Geronti us:

And | drop fromout the universal frane, Into that shapel ess, scopel ess,
bl ank abyss That utter nothingness of which | cane.

How many of us worry about heaven, hell and purgatory? And how many
believe that while we're in this skin we should boldly prove not that
there is life after death, but that there is life before...

As the man said: "It's your call.”
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For eshadowed

W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght
have been.

Robyn first met Ellery before they were born. It's not possible to know

how or why... or in what kind of world it was, this place where nascent
m nds originate. They were there, just as we are here now. Wen they net
again in this strange state of affairs we call life they somehow knew

they'd met before. Only they didn't know where, any nore than they knew
they'd brought nore than their naked bodies into this world at birth.

I nvisi ble, but hanging on to their proverbial heels, as they slid from
their nothers' panting bodies during |Iabor, was an invisible stowaway
with a revenant's heart.

We | earn because it is a matter of life and death. We learn how to
safely cross a road. W learn not to put our hands in fire. W learn not
to drink bleach, not to step off the edge of an abyss, or wal k al one at
ni ght where we know the streets are nmeanest. Your future happi ness and
survival depend on knowing the truth. And it doesn't matter
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whet her it's sonmething you | earn froma magazine, or fromlife, or from
a book that you think is fiction. You know there are people who want to

exploit you and control you. They will sneer that there is nothing

i mportant about novel s-that a ”"made-up-story has no purpose- but that's

where sone of the greatest truths are concealed. Waiting for you to find
them To unlock their rich secrets. And only you can decide if the story
contains a masked truth or not. It's inportant you know. \What you | earn

today m ght save a life. Yours.

W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght
have been.

Ellery Hann had read the Iines a full nonth ago but they stuck in his
mnd as deeply as if they'd been machined into the oozing red stuff of
his brain. Ellery nurnured the words on his lips; they were like the
lines of one of those songs that becone a narcotic in your blood. You
can't get enough. They go 'round and around through your veins. There's
no di sl odging them W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans ..

It was his nineteenth birthday. April nineteenth. He'd just stepped off
the El that clattered along its track in the direction of downtown
Chicago. In the Wndy City tonight hot air breezed along the streets as



if a furnace door had opened. Just yesterday it had been snow ng. Now
the crazy switch in weather had brought the kind of heat that nmade it
hard to breathe and caused your skin to itch. In Ellery's imagination
the face of the city had broken open to allow the hot winds of hell to
bl ow t hr ough.

Ellery Hann left the station as another train roared onto the platform
behind him He wi shed he'd not left so late to return honme. Darkness had
al ready crept up through the roads and alleyways with all the sinister
stealth of a tide froma ghost sea. Damm, he'd prom sed hinself he'd get
horme earlier. He'd taken the train out to
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O Hare to see Lain off on the Denver flight. His sister had lived there
two years now and recently when she visited home there was al ways the
rest of the famly filling the apartnment so he never got a chance to
enjoy the kind of conversations they used to have. And when you've got a
devil of a kink in your tongue it's hard to conpete when brothers,
parents, cousins and nei ghbors are all speaking, too. O course, he'd
burned up the afternoon tal king and tal king until her flight had been
called. Nowit was too late. The sun had slipped away It was as dark as
it was going to get, and Ellery faced a fifteen-m nute wal k through a
nei ghbor hood of di scount stores, used furniture warehouses and yeah..
no bones about it... nonsters with human faces.

And speaki ng of nonsters ...

"Hey Ellery Where'd you get the shirt?”

"That's no shirt, Logan. That's a bl ouse. A woman's bl ouse.”
Keep wal ki ng: ignore them

"Yeah, you can see his brassiere through it. GQuess he's trying to turn
us on, boys.”

Ellery wasn't wearing any brassiere; that's the way this kind of
intimdation started. He'd gone to school with three of the guys who

bl ocked his way. There was a fourth guy he didn't recognize. He | ooked
around fifteen with wi spy blond hair on his lip and a pointed chin that
bubbl ed red acne. This fourth menber of the gang | ooked suddenly

i nterested.

"Hey, this is Ellery Hann?”

"Sure,”Logan said, with a grin all over his beer reddened face. "It's
Ellery with a crick-crick-cricket in his nmouth.”He | aughed.

The youth with the acne stepped aside on the sidewalk as if to |et
Ellery by

Logan put up his hands, indicating his beer buddy had nade a big
m st ake. ”"Whoa, Joe. You forgetting the deal ?”
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"No, but-"The acne kid | ooked suddenly uneasy.

Logan stared the kid in the eye but nodded in the direction of Ellery



"We all thought we had a deal. You want to hang out with us, you got to
prove yourself.”

The kid stretched his arnms downward, |oosening the nmuscles. "Sure.”

Logan turned to Ellery. "Wien we were at school you always knew what
kids had to do to prove thenselves, didn't you, Ellery?”

"I-1-1... The-the ... ss n-no ... need anynore. S ... S-School... S ..
S... S...”

"Shit.”The kid called Joe stared, w de-eyed. "Does he always talk Iike
thi s?”He gave a whooping cry. "Man, oh shit! He sounds |ike a snake!”

Logan smirked. "Ellery here's never said ten words straight in his life,
have you, ol d buddy?”He shook his head in disgust. "And we've known the
poor fuck since kindergarten.”

"S ... Fff... It's not ffff..."

Logan tilted his head, listening to Ellery. "Not what, buddy? Not fair?
Not funny? Not fucking fantastic?”He spat into the gutter. "No, not for
you it isn't. Ckay, Joe, what the hell are you waiting for?”

Ellery knew the score. He let his arnms go linp at his sides. Even trying
to speak was pointless. Not that the devil's own twist in his tongue
woul d all ow him Ever.

Joe didn't have to be pronpted twi ce. He lunged forward, punched Ellery
in the side of the head, then tried to get an uppercut under his jaw to
cl eanly knock himout. Mre strength than style. The punch ripped into
Ellery's nose rather than chin. The gush of blood flicked up into
Ellery's eyes, snearing the world crinmson outside his head. Instead, it
was the third punch to his cheekbone that knocked Ellery down. At tines
like this Ellery retreated inside his skull, to a place so deep the
fists cracking open his face didn't hurt so nuch. In

7

there, he could tell hinmself it was happening to someone el se, not him
It was there Ellery found those haunting words again. W are not hing.
Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght have been

"What's that you're reading ... Robyn?”

"Uhn®? Sorry?”

"l asked what you were reading.”

Robyn Vi ncent gl anced across the living roomto where Noel stood rubbing
his glistening black hair with a towel. Another short towel barely clung
to his hips. She did a double take of his flat nuscled stomach and
bul gi ng armns.

She sniled back. "It's a book of short stories.”

"Must be absorbing. You never even noticed ne.”

"But 1'mnoticing you're half naked. And your nomi || notice too when she
cones through that door.”



"She called when | was in the bedroom She had to pick Louis up from

football. He's m ssed the bus again.” Shaking his head, he grinned that
handsome grin of his. "And you never even heard her call, Robyn? That

nmust be a good story.”

She hel d the book open as he cane across to stand behi nd where she sat
on the armof the sofa. "One of the witers used a quotation by Charles
Lanb.”

"Charl es who?”

He was teasing. "l read the quote a couple of weeks ago and sonehow
can't get it out of nmy head.”

"So it's got to be dirty then.”

"I't's not.”She | aughed. " Stop jumping to concl usions about ne.”
"Co on then, shoot.”

" Shoot what ?”

"Read me the quotation. I want to know why it makes you forget
everything that's happeni ng around you.”

Robyn didn't have to read it. She knew it by heart.
8

"W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght
have been.”

"Sounds nihilistic to ne.”

"But haunting somehow. As if hunman bei ngs have taken the wong path, and
that we're not achieving our true potential. That what we've becone is
just a-Noel! Your nmom || be back soon.”

”

"Plenty of tine. Plenty ..

She felt his mouth on hers as he pushed her back on the sofa, then
rolled her onto the floor. The scent of shanpoo and his shower-war nmed
body filled her nose. She loved that smell, and when fresh perspiration
broke through clean skin? That sent her... wowi... into outer space. But
it was too risky here, even with the drapes closed. H s nom and brot her
m ght wal k i n any nonment. Besides, there was sonmething else. It was
preyi ng on her nind.

"Noel ... Noel...”

He took that as a signal of her arousal. Wthin a nmoment he'd slid his
hands up her short skirt, up her thighs, up over her hips, gripped her
panties and drawn t hem down.

"Noel , you're going-"

Then his mouth cl osed over hers. She felt with her hands and knew his

towel had gone. Uh ... God, he was so hungry for her. She'd barely felt
t he pressure between her |egs and suddenly he pushed into her. This tine



his | ovemaki ng was different. The sensation had altered entirely and
although it didn't hurt, it frightened her. For all the world she could
have been a flinmsy nmenbrane stretched tight around his penis. She wanted
to cry out to himto stop but his mouth was on hers; he could have been
sucki ng the breath fromher body until she shrank even nore tightly. Al
she could feel was his presence filling her belly. H's cock grew inside
of her, pushing into her in a way that became so frightening
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and invasive, as if it had becone a predatory creature hunting for
somet hi ng conceal ed i nside her skin.

That one-eyed snake, she thought, trying to be flippant, but her heart
beat hard with fear. There was such a sense of inpending disaster
runni ng through her. A bad thing was going to happen soon. She felt it

| oom over her. Like a thug com ng toward her, ready to beat her with his
fists.

Thi s doesn't make sense, she thought. Noel's one of the gentlest |overs
|'ve ever had. He doesn't bite. Not even in a playful |ove way Wien he
thrust into her he made sure he restrained hinmself from using the power
contained within that rmuscular torso of his. He didn't pinch her

ni ppl es. Instead he preferred to kiss themor stroke the darkening tips.
But now it seenmed to her that her body tried to expel him Her nuscles
tensed around his penis, crushing.

"Ch, wow, oh wow'He panted in surprise. "CGod, can you grip, Robyn.”

It's because of what's on nmy mind, she told herself. |'ve got a secret.
| should be telling Noel what it is. But | don't dare.

Now Robyn's stomach muscl es cramped into hard knots. She panted, trying
not to whinper with the hurt. Tears ran from her eyes. She wanted
desperately to hide how much this was hurting her. Because now the pain
had started. She had to conceal it just as she desperately, desperately
wanted to hide the truth from him

She cl enched her fists, trying not to inagine his penis as sone viol ent
probe hunting what | ay hidden inside of her. As her fingers contracted,
the nails on her left hand failed to dig into her pal m Then she knew
why. She still had the book in her hand.

No sooner had she realized that than the words of the man call ed Lanb,
who was dust in his grave now, cane to her nore vividly and powerful Iy
than ever: "W are
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not hi ng. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght have
been.”

Robin and Ellery nmet each other before they were born. Next week they're
going to neet again. They're not going to recogni ze each other yet. But
t he shadows they cast even on the darkest of nights will know what they
m ght have been. And what, God willing, they will be.

Chapter One



e

Benedi ct West pulled into the enpty car |lot. The Luxor Dance Hall stood
there with all the brooding presence of a monunent to the dead. The
car's headlights lit the white face of the building with its

Egypti an-styl ed col ums. Benedict had not been inside there for five
years but he knew every inch of it.

"I thought you were taking me to your place.”H s date sounded far from
pl eased.

” I am ”

"Well, this can't be it.”

"No, it's the Luxor Dance Hall. Ever heard of it?”

"No, should I?”

"A lot of top acts played here right through fromJolson to B.B. King,
to Little Richard, Buddy Holly the Four Tops, Black Sabbath, The
Ranmones, REM ...~

"It |ooks derelict.”

"Cl osed down ten years ago.”

Benedi ct realized the woman eyebal |l ed hi m nervously now. "Wy did you
want ne to see it, Benedict?”
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"I like to check it out every couple of days.”

"\What, you nean like you own it or sonething?”

"No. Call it acadenmic interest.”

"You' re funny”

"Real | y?"He sm | ed

"Not funny ha-ha.”She shrugged. "Different. | don't think I've ever met
a guy like you.”

"Yeah, you're probably right.”

"Your smile ... you' ve got a real nice smle, don't get me wong.”She
rested her hand on his knee. "But you've got such sad eyes.”

He shrugged.
"You' re not sad now?”

"No. |'mhappy to be with you...”He grimced. "Sorry?”



"You're forgetful, too. I'mJessica. W nmet in The Light Qut blues bar
in_”

"l remenber that.”

"And you drink apple juice on the rocks and nothing el se.

She | eaned close to him Benedict felt her warm breath touch the side of
his neck and snelled beer on her lips. He |liked beer, too, when he
didn't have to drive, but the tang of it in the confines of the car made
himflinch. She ran her fingers up his |eg.

"Tinme we went hone, Benedict.”
"Sure,"he told her.

"Or did you want to do sonmething here in the ot with me?”Her eyes were
large in the gloomof the car. In this light her |ips were nearer to

bl ack than the red gl oss he remenbered in the bar. Hell, he didn't even
know t hi s wormman. What had made himpick her up in the first place? Ckay,
she | ooked great in that short black |l eather skirt and tiny top that
reveal ed a creany V of cleavage. But suddenly it seemed so cheesy to
chat her up, then bundle her into the car as soon as he could. But he
knew it was because of tonight. April nineteenth. The
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tenth anniversary of his fiancée, Mariah Lee, wal king into the Luxor and
never wal king out again. So he still pulled into the |lot every coupl e of
days. Stared at the shuttered doors for twenty m nutes, then went hone.
But al ways, always staring into the rearview mrror, convinced that as
he drove away he'd glinpse Mariah skipping lightly fromthe building,
her blond hair catching the streetlights.

" Benedi ct ?”

” Hrm?”

"You want to do this?”

” Hu h?”

"Do you want nme to cone back to your place?”

"Sure | do.”He smiled.

"It's just that you seemto have somet hing on your mind.”

"Ch, don't worry about ne ..."He nearly called her Mariah, but barely

m ssing a beat added, "Jessica.” He gunned the engine and turned the car
in the vast wasteland of the lot, the Iights sweeping into the distance

to fall on derelict factories behind razor wre.

"I know what it is.”She spoke gently. "You've just split up with
someone. You're on the rebound, aren't you?”

Don't stare in the rearview, Benedict; just drive away.



"The rebound?”

"Yep, "she said. ”"She dunped you-or you dunped her, but anyway you're
feeling all chewed up inside. AmI| wong?”

He gl anced in the rearview.

A figure ran through the near darkness in front of the Luxor, then threw
itself down on the steps as if worshipping there. The white marbl e nade
the figure stand out. He could have been praying to the Egyptian
art-deco jackals that adorned sl abs over the entrance door

"Am | right or am| wong?’Jessica persisted. "You' ve
14
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just split with a girlfriend? O is it a wife? Hey! What's wong with
you?”

"Stay here.”He stopped the car hard, throwing the girl forward; the
seatbelt dug between her full breasts.

"Benedi ct, what's happeni ng?” Now she did sound scared. "Were are you
goi ng?”

He turned of f the engine, then, unbuckling his seatbelt, he bailed out
t hrough the door and ran back to the Luxor, which gleaned whitely in the
starlight just fifty yards away.

Christ knew he wasn't thinking straight. He saw the figure on the steps
as Mariah Lee. He could see her blond hair catching the distant
streetlights. Were the hell had she been these last ten years? But this
did nake a weird kind of sense; there's synmetry here. Logic-a weird
logic at that-told himthat if Mariah was going to return it would be
one decade to the day after she had vani shed.

He started calling, "Mariah ... Mariah?”

Then the figure turned to glare at him half crouching in an ape posture
on the steps.

Benedi ct stopped. Hi s stomach nuscles hurt |ike someone had rammed a
fist into him He could hardly breathe. The figure opened its nouth and
cried out. A raw animal sound that turned Benedict's bl ood cold.

"Wh-war -wuu-or! Il |-[-]!"

The figure wasn't Mariah. Didn't even |look like Mariah. There on the
steps, dripping blood onto white nmarble, was a young guy A young guy
who' d taken a hell of a beating. H's nose had beconme a bl oody nass. Hi s
lips and eyebrows were cut. One eye had closed up into a glistening
strip that sickened Benedict to even look at it. The guy | acked the
energy to clinmb to his feet. Benedict |eaned forward, his hands out at
either side to show that he neant no harm

"Wha! N-n ... doh-don't! I-1-1 can't t-take any mnore. Y-y-you ..
Mmwirrrr-"
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The guy's stamer had the rapidity and viol ence of a machi ne
gun-fragments of words exploded fromhis bloodied |ips. The guy was a
wr eck; panting, trenbling, hands shaking. And that stanmer? There was a
brittle energy that made you think it would rise into a wailing scream

"Hey, take it easy, buddy. You need soneone to take a | ook at those
cuts.”

The guy put his hands up over his face as if to protect hinmself froma
fresh assault.

"My nanme's Benedict. My car's just across there. | can take you to-"
" Sh-shur-rayyy!!”

Benedi ct reel ed back as the guy twisted around to scranble on all fours
up the steps before rising to two feet. He ran with a furious energy,
arms working as if to claw hinself through the air with his hands.

"Hey wait!”Benedict called but the man was gone, running down the side

of the Luxor and into bushes that choked the bank of the river as it cut
a glistening Iine behind the building. He Iistened for a nmoment, but the
crash of bushes as the guy pelted through them soon dwindled to sil ence.

Benedi ct stood alone in silence on the old Luxor steps. The inpl acabl e
face of the building stared hi m down. Above, the night sky burned wth
stars. The breeze that played across his face was unseasonably warm it
did nothing to ease the sick sensation oozing up fromhis belly. Wo
could beat a guy until his face | ooked |ike raw beef like that? Even to
recall the appearance of the nman's grossly swollen eye tightened

Benedi cts throat. Shit. Like you could guarantee the stars to shine at
ni ght, you coul d guarantee nman's inhumanity to man.

Benedi ct shook his head. He had taken three paces in the direction of
where his Ford stood on the bl acktop
16

its rear lights still burning, when he noticed the engi ne was runni ng.

"I switched it off; I know !l did. ..."H s heart sank. "Hey!”"he called
"Jessica, it's cool. Don't-"

Al'l he got was the perfect view of rear tires spinning as the girl he'd
met just two hours ago took off in his one and only car

"Dam. "Suddenly it was as if his knees could no | onger hold himupright.
Wal ki ng back to the nmarbl e steps, he chose one that hadn't taken a
spattering of the boy's blood, sat down, and stayed there as he shook
his head and narvel ed at how a night he knew woul d be pai nful had j ust
gotten a whole | ot crappier.

Two

For a whol e quarter of an hour Ellery clung to the trunk of a willow at



the river's edge. N ght birds called across the water. The stars burned
over downt own Chi cago; he could hear the humof the city from here.

Mostly his face emtted a nunmb, dead sensation, as if it had becone a
thi ck rubber mask. If anything, it was his neck that ached where
full -bl ooded punches had whi pped his head fromside to side with such
severity the nuscles were strained. As he waited there his upper teeth
cane to the pain party, too. He pushed the double nolars with his
tongue. They were still there but | oose. When he rocked themw th his
tongue his mouth filled with blood. At school Ellery had been on the
first rung of the gang | adder. If you beat himup you' d be pronoted from
just a regul ar school kid to junior gang nmenber. Now it |ooked as if his
school days had just come back to haunt him He couldn't even bear it
when the guy had tried to help himback there on the steps. Al he
needed right now was to hide away. Humanity sucked.

Spitting blood into a river that rolled by |ike grease, he
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wal ked back to the white building. Painted on its flanks were the words
Luxor in letters six feet high. Mwving quietly as a cat, he reached the
door marked artistes entrance. The bottom door panel could be slid aside
a few inches, just enough to allow his body (his scrawny body, his
brother would taunt hin into the building.

This was the place he could be alone. It was al so the place where he
coul d unl eash his dreans.

Thr ee

After a few nmonents Benedict had to confront reality. Jessica s not

com ng back with the car, he thought. And you've got a | ong wal k hone.

St andi ng, he brushed dirt fromthe seat of his pants. Once nore his eyes
were drawn back to the drops of blood spilled by the stamering teen

The round spots reveal ed thenselves |ike a scattering of coins on the
steps. Poor kid. He'd really soaked up soneone's aggression tonight.
Probably a tough guy didn't like the sound of the stammer. Yeah, this
was the world where shit grew | egs and wal ked and tal ked |i ke a man, but
it was still shit on the inside through and through

The hour's walk in front of himfocused his nmind now There was no point
in standi ng here gazing at the drops of blood on the steps, especially
when there'd ..

Now. He hadn't noticed that before. At the far end of the step amd the
round splotches sat a dark, square object. He picked it up

The kid's wallet. It had to be his. It hadn't been dunped earlier by a

t hi ef because dollar bills, credit card and driver's license were stil
there. He checked the nane in the wallet. Ellery Hann. So the kid with

t he pounded face and the stanmer had a nane now. A slip of card showed a
pal e edge against the conpartnent for credit cards. An address maybe.
Benedi ct checked.
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Nope. A neatly handwitten line. A proverb maybe? Benedi ct angl ed the
card so it would catch the faint streetlight. W are nothing. Less than
not hi ng and dreans. W are only what m ght have been. The words haunted
Benedi ct West all the way hone.

Chapter Two
e

At the same tine Ellery Hann slunk into the Luxor Dance Hall and
Benedi ct West headed back to his apartnent on foot, Robyn Vincent took a
m dni ght shower. Normally she | oved to sleep with Noel's senen inside of
her, its warmth nourishing her contentnment. They'd been together for

al nrost a year, and they trusted each other, so she'd been the first to
tell Noel that she planned to take the pill. Those rubbers might only be
a few mcrons thick but when they nade | ove there nmight have been a
brick wall between themrather than a sheer nmenbrane of |atex. For the

| ast few weeks she'd return home from making | ove with Noel and she'd
curl up in bed feeling his conme warminside her, its heat spreading

t hrough her stomach to the tips of her fingers.

Now was different. Robyn wanted it out of her. She'd taken the jets of
water fromthe shower as hot as she could bear. It turned her skin red.
Her back burned. She'd soaped hersel f between her legs with such force
the Iips of her vagina felt too tender to even touch

Get that come out, Robyn told herself as she showered. | want it out of
me. Its snmell sickens nme. | don't like the slippery feel of Noel's senen
on ny thighs or ny fingertips.
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"CGet out, get out, get out,”she repeated as she burned her skin under
the blazing jets.

But what's gone wong with the relationship? Nothing. |I |ove Noel nore
than ever, but... but-God, it's crazy really-1 don't want himto fuck
me. As sinple as that. She ached to hold his hand, or feel his lips
touch her cheek. But the prospect of his cock inside her nade her want
to screamout |oud in disgust.

But why?
Why ?

The question rolled around inside Robyn Vincent's head with a ferocity

t hat nauseated her. Her sudden change of feelings toward physical |ove
bewi | dered her. Noel had said nothing to upset her. Certainly he'd done
not hi ng. He was as sweet and as considerate as ever. Today Noel had even
bought her a delicate pewter bow in the shape of a rose that he'd found
at an antique fair. He'd watched her fiddling with a cruddy plastic box
that she'd used for hairpins and silently filed the information in his
mnd to buy her sonething both pretty and useful. So why the sudden
revul si on over him nmaking love to ne?

Swi tching off the shower, she stepped out of the stall to walk through
the billowing steamto the bathroommnirror, where she w ped away the



condensati on

"OK, "she told her reflection. "Take stock. You're nineteen years old.
You're solvent. So the office closed down under you | ast week, crap
happens, but you're starting a new job at the end of the nmonth. You've
got twenty-twenty vision, you're in good health, all your own hair and
body parts, and it's been six days since | even saw a zit or a bl ackhead
on that face ... a face I'mlearning to live with at long last.” She
forced a smile. It was a good face, after all. Even though she'd hated
it in her early teens. It had been too angular. The shape of a triangle.
Back then her eyes seened too far apart as well, as if they were trying
to put as much di stance from her nose as possible. She used to stare at
her eyes in the mirror and nurnur gl oonily,
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"Those dam things are going to fall off the side of ny head one day

O course, she'd grown froma gawky bag o' bones kid into an adult. A
little nore rnuscle uphol stered those bones now. The awkward ski nni ness
gone, to be replaced by womanly curves. Although her eyes were w dely
spaced they fit in well with a face that had lost its peculiar geonetric
shape. Its structure had softened. By the tine she'd hit her

sevent eenth, boys were taking a close interest in her. She saw how their
eyes were drawn to her face. There was sonething about it they |iked.

Her lips were fuller, too. Wth a touch of lipstick they becane
devastating. By the tinme she was eighteen she was in |ove with Noel

So what had gone wong now? Robyn couldn't figure out why she suddenly
hat ed hi m making love to her. She studied her face as if half expecting
it to erupt tentacles or sonmething. It was as if a circuit had burned
out inside her head. Whereas before she'd sizzled, hornier than a tinber
wol f, for sex, now | overmaki ng repul sed her. Jesus... maybe it was j ust
some horrnonal glitch. She hoped so.

Qui ckly Robyn dried herself, then wapped a towel around her head. Wat
she craved now was to vanish into bed and sl eep. Maybe everyt hi ng woul d
be fine in the norning. She slipped on a robe, opened the door, and ..

” M)n?”

Her mom stood there on the landing in a glanorous purple silk gown. Her
blond hair rolled in extravagant waves down her shoul ders. There was
hardness in her eyes.

"Robyn? Do you know what time it is?”

"It's Friday, Mom"”

"I know it's Friday, but what nmade you take a shower? It's past
m dni ght . ”

"It turned so warmtoday | feel kinda-”"
"It m ght be the weekend for you, Robyn, but Emerson has to be at the

office by six in the norning. There's
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a sharehol der neeting. He's been working for weeks toward this. They're
planning to merge with a conpany that tried to buy himout |ast year
Enmerson needs to be able to get a good night's sleep before he-"

"OK, OK, Mom | get the picture. I'msorry Good night.”

Her not her | ooked her up and down as if suddenly noticing sone change in
her appearance.

"Robyn.”The irritable edge |l eft her nother's voice. "Robyn?”
" NbnP”

"Anything you want to tell nme, Robyn?”

"No. " Robyn shrugged, genuinely puzzled. ”"Like what?”

"You haven't argued with Noel ?”

"No. "

"There's nothing else the matter?”Her nother |ooked at her in that
sidelong way as if she were sighting a target along the barrel of a gun
"You woul dn't keep it to yourself if sonething was troubling you?”

"Of course not. Everything's fine, Mom’

"Hhrmm . .. "Her nother | ooked her in the eye as if reading hidden nessages
there. "CK, if you want to keep it to yourself...”

"There's nothing bothering me. I'm OK |'m happy.”Robyn heard the
exasperation seeping through her own voice. Jeez, what does Mom want ne
to admt?

"Cbviously | can't drag it out of you, Robyn. Perhaps you'll tell ne in
your own good tinme. Sleep well.”

" Good night.”

Wth that her nother swept back to her bedroom no doubt to stroke
Emerson's troubl ed brow. Robyn went to her own room There she lay on
her bed. It was too warmto pull over covers. Switching off the |ight,
she lay | ooking up at the play of shadows on the ceiling.

So there's food for thought, she told herself. Her mother had seen
something different in her. A "sonething”that she thought Robyn was
deliberately hiding. But could her nother have sensed a sudden aversion
to
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sex with Noel ? That would be ridicul ous, wouldn't it? Those Kkinds of

t hi ngs don't change the expression on your face, do they? It's not as if
she suddenly wore a sign on her forehead in big shouting letters: no
nor e fucking,

PLEASE.

Jesus, this is weird Maybe | should see a psychotherapist? O would it



be a sex therapist? "Good norning, Doctor. | can't take it up ne
anynore.” She murmured the words aloud, trying to be flippant. As if
rendering the probleminto verbal sounds woul d somehow magi cal |y expel
this weirdly inexplicable aversion from her body She stroked her
stomach. The rnuscles fluttered in the way her eyelid did when she was
over-tired or stressed. It felt strange. Alnost as if the nuscles would
go into a spasm but stopped short of a cranp. And with her period nore
than two weeks away, the sensation couldn't be attributed to that. So
what el se coul d have changed i nside of her? She hadn't altered her diet.
She hadn't taken to snacking on narcotics or downing bottles of vodka.
If it was a hormonal glitch what would ..

"Ch, God no.”
The sounds coming through her wall were the | ast ones she wanted to hear
toni ght. Emerson was pl aying hide the wiener with Mom ”"Ch, shit, shit,

shit...”

Not that Mom didn't deserve a healthy love life. She had just turned
fifty-five. She'd remarri ed.

Maybe it's ne. | should get a place of my own and give those two
| ovebirds some privacy. ... But it's just that... agh, dear CGod, | don't
even want to think the words ... the inmages it puts into ny mnd of

plump little Emerson naki ng whoopee with Mom Could Mom take her eyes
of f that absurd hair weave thatched to his head? And Enmerson nade it so
clear to her (probably to neighbors, too) what lit his flane.

Emerson and her nother slept on a waterbed, so it wasn't a
creak<reak<reak that reveal ed what Enerson did in the heat of

passi on.
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And here it comes, right on cue, Robyn thought with a sinking sensation.
A sl ow nmeasured sound: crack ... crack ... crack ... crack ..

That was the only sound of sex fromthe next room The slap of bare pal m
on bare buttock shoved nental inages rudely into Robyn's brain. And
those were nental pictures she didn't want to see. G oaning, she curled
into a ball and pulled the pillow over her head. That sound woul dn't
stop for a long while yet.

Two

Ellery Hann spent a long tine in the men's restroom of the Luxor Dance

Hall. He'd washed his face in cold water, then stood for an hour or nore
staring into the nmirror above the sink. Bruising fromthe fists appeared
to swell |ike dark clouds across an eveni ng sky He watched the col or of

his chin turn froman abraded red to purple with flecks of crinson at
the center. Dried blood glued his hair into hard points.

And all this time Ellery didn't nake a nove or a sound. Hi s breathing
was barely perceptible. Distant sounds froma freeway filled the void of
the building with a ghostly whisper that rose and fell to sone
nmysterious rhythm Electricity to the building had been cut years ago.



The only lights were the randomrays of starlight and streetlight that
somehow struggl ed through dirty w ndowpanes.

What Ellery saw was nerely the gloony reflection of his damaged face and
the glint of his staring eyes. There wasn't any pain now, just a
stiffness, a dead sensation, as if his spirit had al ready begun to

wi thdraw fromhis body. In alittle while he'd go into the auditorium of
t he abandoned buil ding. There on the dance floor a single arnchair faced
the stage. That's where he sat to enjoy the show, the best show on
earth.
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Ellery Hann blinked slowy at his reflection, then, |eaning forward,
whi spered the words that nmeant so rmuch to him Wen he spoke there was
no trace of stamrer: "We are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W
are only what m ght have been.”

A deep throbbi ng sounded deep in the shadowed heart of the building. The
show woul d be starting soon

Thr ee

"Ch ... the keys!”Benedict spoke |oudly enough to set the dog barking in
the next yard. ”"The damm apartnent keys. They're with the car keys.”And
where the car was now was anyone's guess.

Yep, this was going to be a bad night. Ten years to the day since Mariah
vani shed into the Luxor. An hour ago the girl he'd picked up in the

bl ues bar had driven his car out of the ot and into the night. Then the
I ong wal k home. Now the realization that he couldn't even get through

t he door because his keys were on the sanme ring as the car keys. The
devil's given me the kiss of had |uck today. Benedict shushed the
barki ng dog. It nade the dog bark | ouder. Dogs don't take kindly to
bei ng shushed.

"Quiet, Butch. It's only ne.”

Suddenly the dog's big, mule-like head | ooned over the fence as it stood
on its hind legs to confirmhis identity.

"Jeez. You'll get ne into nore trouble barking like that.”

Butch made a yip sound in the back of its throat. Benedict saw the eyes
gleambrightly in the streetlights. The hound | ooked happy enough to see
himanyway It made the yip sound again, as if asking a question
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"Don't ask, Butch. |I've had a bitch of a night. A girl stole ny car. |
can't get into ny apartnent because the keys were in ... oh, God. And
I"mstanding talking to a dog in the mddle of the night and |I'm not
even drunk.”The dog tilted its head, its mouth open as it panted. ”Wat
am| going to do, Butch?”

A voice came fromthe house beyond the yard. "Butch? What's there, boy?”

Benedi ct put his fingers to his lips. He whispered, "Don't get nme into



trouble with O d Man Gartez.”

The dog's head di sappeared as it ran across the yard to its owner, who
had started to grunble. "It'lIl only be a bunch of cats, Butch. Quit your
barki ng; you'll wake up the whole fucking street.”

Nice turn of phrase A d Man Gartez enpl oyed. Benedict noved off to the
apartment steps. He lived in what had once been an ol d whisky distillery
The iron staircase ran outside the building to connect with an

exoskel eton of iron wal kways. Smart noney had come al ong to convert the
red brick building into four floors of apartnments with four units to a
floor. Only now, of course, Benedict's hone nmight as well have been
tucked away on the dark side of the nobon. Those hundred-year-old doors
wer e tough cookies, too. He didn't see any chance of knocking the door
open with his shoul der. Wien he reached the top floor he wal ked al ong
the iron platformthat formed a wal kway al ong the outside of his
apartment. It stopped with the end of the wall. He | eaned forward

agai nst the safety railing and | ooked al ongside the building. In the

di stance the skyscrapers of Chicago were shining, dusted with thousands
of tiny lights. Above them stars burned bright on this unseasonably hot
ni ght. What drew his eye was the window to his kitchen. He'd left it
open after grilling a meal of pork chops earlier. He liked to crisp the
fat with alick of raw flame. It gave thema great flavor but it also
blued the air with snmoke. That's why the w ndow was
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aj ar. Benedict | ooked down into the shadows bel ow, where solid earth |ay
fifty feet beneath him Surely, bad luck wouldn't dog himall night. He
put his leg over the railing. In the yard he caught a glinpse of Butch
runni ng out of his kennel to see what the crazy hono sapien would do
next .

Keepi ng a healthy gap of fresh air between ne and the dirt is what |'m
aimng for, thought Benedict. He saw that a line of bricks nolded with a
fossil amonite pattern ran around the building three feet bel ow the

wi ndows. These decorative bricks protruded a good four inches fromthe
otherwi se snmooth wall. He saw that if he could support his weight on
those with his toes while facing the wall, he could reach out to grip

t he supporting bracket of the satellite dish, then work his way al ong
for a couple of yards, before gripping the frane of the open w ndow, and
haul i ng hinsel f through. As theories went, it was faultless.

Benedi ct gripped the satellite-dish bracket as he settled his feet onto
the protruding Iip of brick. He | ooked up as he did so. Big nistake. A
shower of rust fromthe bracket cascaded into his eyes. Instantly he was
bli nded. He couldn't use his hands to wi pe his eyes because he was
hangi ng on for dear life fifty feet above the ground. Hell...

He snarled with frustration. Below him the dog synpathized with a | oud
bark. Through a sneary veil of tears he saw lights flicker on in Ad Mn
Gartez's house. Great. He'd probably cone thundering out into the yard
wi th his shotgun.

Gitting his teeth, Benedict shuffled blindly along while facing the
wal I . Behind him fifty feet of warmnight air waited for himto
back-flip into its enbrace

Dam, the rust was even in his mouth. It grated against his teeth. Maybe
he'd sinned in a past life to suffer this kind of bad luck. Hell, he



nust have been
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Herod, Stalin and the IRS rolled into one to deserve this. Panting hard
while sweating a river of noisture down his spine, Benedict thrust out
his arm where the w ndow shoul d be. By chance, his knuckles rapped the

wi ndowpane. Bel ow hi mthe dog barked louder. Still unable to see, he
wor ked hi s hands inside the open window until they found the lip of the
sill, then gripping so hard he believed his fingers would crunch through

the tinber, he side-shuffled along until he reached the opening.

Now | eaning in through the wi ndow, he risked freeing one hand to w pe
the rusty dirt fromhis eyes. The aroma of his own home, and even the
cold grease snell fromgrilling pork, seemed |like the warnmest of

wel cones. Hi s head and upper torso were honme even if the rest of him
wasn't. After he'd taken a noment for a breather, he wiggled forward
t hrough the open wi ndow, just as A d Man Gartez cane through his back
door into the yard in his pajanas.

The perfect crime, Benedict thought with a sudden w cked surge of
excitement. He'd done it. He'd found a way hone after what had to be the
ultimate crappo evening of the year. Sliding over the top of the sink

he put his hand into cold water where the grill pan |ay soaking. Even
that didn't danpen the triunmph over at |east one portion of adversity.

O course, there were still a few shitty problens. There was his car
that he'd have to report stolen to the police. It still unsettled himto
have found the youth with the stammer scranbling |ike sone wild ani nal
over the steps of the Luxor. And as always, his mnd kept returning to
Mariah Lee. She'd wal ked up those same marble steps ten years ago.

As he headed for the bathroom ready to soak the blues away in a tub of
hot water with a shot of whisky, he noticed the nessage |ight w nking on
t he answering machine. He hit the replay button

Two nessages. "Hi, Benedict. It's Linda. You' re needed
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inthe L.A office. Can you give me a call Tuesday?” Then cane the
second, which made his eyes roll into his head.

"Benedict. It's Jessica. The girl who's nane you can't renenber.
Remenber ?” She gave a nervous | augh, then took a deep breath as if
confessing. "Sorry about freaking out like that. But | thought you m ght
have had some buddies lying in wait for ne out there at the Luxor. These
t hi ngs happen, you know. Anyway Sorry for taking your car. | haven't

bent it or anything. | found your address in the gl ove conmpartnment, so
|'ve parked the car on the street outside your apartnent... oh, and |'ve
left the keys inside your mailbox. I wish I hadn't shitted you. You're
nice and I... well, it's down to me being nmore nervous than | [ ook

Bye.”

Benedi ct thought about the blind shuffle Iike Goddamm Spi derman acr oss
the face of the building, with a bone-breaking plunge just waiting for
himto place a foot wong. And all the tinme his keys nestled snugly in



his mail box at the foot of the staircase that he'd strolled by ten
m nutes before. Hell, life's full of surprises.

First, come what may, he was going to swill whisky and soak chin deep in
hot water. He enptied the change fromhis pockets, along with sonething
he'd forgotten. He stared at the kid's wallet in his hand. In the bright
lights of the apartnment he flipped it open and found an address printed
on an adhesive | abel stuck onto the back of a library card.

Life treated sonme people worse than it did Benedict West. That guy with
the stamrer had taken a hell of a beating earlier. A doctor really
shoul d check himout. Benedict would ease his conscience a hell of a |ot
by returning the wallet to the guy in the norning. Wat's nore, he could
sati sfy hinmself the man hadn't suffered any life-threatening injuries.
But first... sweet Jesus ... he needed that hot soak

29

e

Robyn Vincent's sleep was a restless one. The hot breeze tugged at the
blind, swinging the weighted chord so it tapped the glass. Wth the

wi ndow open, street sounds were |ouder than usual. Cars, trucks, the
runbl e of distant goods trains, a sighing whine of aircraft far away
Sonmewhere down on the sidewal k a man | aughed. Maybe a prow i ng nadnman
because he gave a burst of chuckling |aughter every twenty m nutes.
Earlier she'd been afraid that he was down there on the lamm. Only if
there were a madcap intruder, he'd have triggered the security lights
t hat guarded the | arge house. He nust be outside the fence. Drunk,
drugged or sinply high on mania.

She roll ed around on the bed. Perspiration danpened her hair. The wei ght
on the cord rapped the wi ndow |like tapping fingers trying to attract her
attention or drive her insane-or both.

Robyn swooped in and out of sleep. One minute she'd be staring at the
pl ay of shadows roami ng across her ceiling and trying not to match
mental inmages to the spanking sounds fromthe next room while no
doubt... Ugh. Don't go there, Robyn, she told herself. The next mnute
she'd be asl eep. Then dreanms erupted with a blazing ferocity. They were
as unsettling as the night sounds that tornented her. She dreant she ran
along a river that vanished into a wood. There, trees were tw sted, ugly
t hi ngs where toadstools formed weird grow hs on the branches. She saw
the toadstool s swell
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with lunmps that split open to reveal glistening eyes that watched her as
she ran past.

Deep in the wood she found a clearing. In it were dozens of figures.
They were waiting for her, she knewit. She paused at the edge of the
clearing, staring at the people assenbled there. Her first thought was:
They're all dead. But they were staring at her with bulging eyes. Their
nmout hs were open as if frozen in screanms of pain or terror. Even though
they were still, as if carved from stone, she knew they were alive
somehow. Only they couldn't nove.

She wal ked toward t hem



Oh, God. She swall owed down a ball of vomit that had suddenly pushed up
into her throat. Wiat was wong with those people? They'd all been

twi sted out of shape. Their necks were too long, their torsos were

el ongated, then twi sted. Arms were |onger than bodies. Faces were
wrangl ed i nto nonstrous shapes. Bottom lips became swollen red dripping
t hi ngs that hung down onto their chests.

Her instinct had been to turn and get away fromthere. But as she ran
she found herself running toward them A desperate, headlong run. As if
the nost inmportant thing in the world was for her to reach themand ..

The snap of the blind woke her with a start. The breeze must have been
strong enough to spring the nechanismand the whole thing had rattled
furiously up onto the roller. Qutside the madman | aughed. A train
sounded its horn on the track; a forlorn sound, so mournful and tragic
that Robyn felt a wave of sadness rise through her so powerfully tears
sprang in her eyes.

My God. For sone reason | can't stonmach the idea of Noel naking love to
me. Now |I' m having ni ghtmares and crying w thout know ng why. Had she

| ost her mind? Was that it? Had nmadness taken root inside her

brai n?

31

Benedi ct woke at three in the norning, just as on the other side

of the city Robyn Vincent lay perspiring on her bed. He opened his eyes,
runni ng the hypnotic |ine through his head: W are nothing. Less than
not hi ng and dreans. W are only what m ght have been

Didn't that have to be the nobst nel ancholic statenment ever? W are
not hi ng.. Less than nothing... no wonder the kid with the stanmmrer had
copied the statement onto a card that he kept in his wallet. If you're
unable to speak in a world that oils its whole educational, financial
and social nechanismw th the lubrication of conmunication, then the
stamerers and the voicel ess could wind up suffering beneath a profound
handi cap. Hell, these days if you don't have a cell phone and an email
address you' re | ooked down on as if you're the | ast granddaddy of Stone
Age Man.

"And shit, | should be sleeping ... not pontificating.”Benedict sat up
in bed to rub his eyes. They were gritty with rust, due to his acrobatic
swings fromthe satellite dish. Hell, Buster Keaton he was not.

Benedi ct guessed he found it hard to sl eep because of that naggi ng
concern for the guy he'd seen bleeding all over the Luxor steps. He'd
drive over to the address he found in the wallet first thing. Just check
that the guy was okay. Already his inmagination supplied himwth graphic
i mges of the kid |ying unconscious with internal bleeding. But he'd
been lively enough running away fromthe Luxor. So maybe the wounds were
just skin deep. But then he m ght have been harboring a ruptured kidney

"Shut up, Benedict,”he hissed. "Get sone sleep.”He settled on the bed.
Qut side, down in the yard, Butch gave a single deep woof. Benedict's

i magi nati on roved too freely at night. Maybe he was | onely. How about
goi ng
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down to see the old man in the norning and offering to buy Butch? He
liked the dog. He'd be good company. This apartment had becone a
l[imtless cache of |oneliness. A dog pattering around on the wood fl oors
woul d make a pleasant change fromwall-to-wall silence.

Good God, you are lonely, old buddy, he told hinself. You re getting
forgetful, too. It's time you put a wonan in your life. Not a dog (even
t hough dogs are fun, funny and loyal). You need | ove.

But then he'd had | ove. For three years he had been blissfully happy
with Mariah Lee. Then one day she got cranky like you wouldn't believe.
He' d never seen her like that before. The next day she'd left their hone
in Atlantic Gty where they both worked on web design, back in the good
ol d days when corporate bosses were both terrified of the Internet and
yet knew at all costs their conpani es needed big sparkling web sites.
Back when he was twenty-four, Benedict had been stuck working the
mai |l room He'd pinned a card on the canteen noticeboard that announced
to coll eagues that he'd build web sites for them H's intention was to
put together famly web sites so his peers could post weddi ng
phot ogr aphs and hobby stuff on the Internet. Then one day he'd been
called to a neeting with the president and vice-president of the
conpany, al ongside a whol e bunch of marketing and accounting peopl e.
Back then there'd been a Bernard West in accountancy Benedi ct Wst had
been ready to tell themthat they'd confused the nanes and call ed hi m by
m st ake. I nstead the vice-president had | ooked hi mup and down, studying
the lowy mailroom assistant, no doubt wondering if he was an E-popping
punk, then cleared his throat uneasily and said, "Benedict. | hear that
you know sonet hi ng about...”He checked the unfamiliar wording on a neno.
Web site design?”

The nmove from denimand sneakers in the mailroomto a business suit in
his own office with web-design manager
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on the door took |less than forty-eight hours. H s bosses were as

i gnorant of designing corporate web sites as they were afraid that a
rival might lure their |onghaired whiz kid away, so they went into a
pani cky huddl e on the top fl oor before dispatching the head of personne
to ask tentatively if Benedict would be happy with a fifty-percent
raise.

Yest er day Benedict had been ready to accept with the naive eagerness
that comes when you're twenty-three. Instead, he | aid down the newspaper
he'd been readi ng on the bus that norning. There was a page of
advertisenents of vacant situations clanoring for web designers. "M.
Ryde, a fifty-percent raise would put ne at a salary of thirty thousand
a year. There's a dozen conpanies here willing to recruit web site
designers at salaries of forty thousand a year”

"Come on, West, that would be out of the question. Last week you were
sorting mail in the basement.”

Benedi ct said nothing, merely | ooked Ryde in the eye.

Ryde had let out a breath of air that said all too clearly: I'man



i mportant nman, West, and you're wasting ny tine. Irritably, Ryde had
snapped, "It's not for ne to agree to that kind of raise. 1'll have to
refer your denmands upward. But you might regret it.”

Ten minutes |ater cane one of the monents that only happen a few tinmes
inlife. Ryde returned red-faced but wearing a fixed snmle. "I've put
your request to the vice-president hinself. You'll need to sign a new
contract of enploynent with a clause prohibiting you fromworking for
any of our competitors.”He cleared his throat. "We're prepared to offer
you a salary of forty thousand dollars a year, plus bonuses, plus a
conpany car. Ahm ... how does that sound, Benedict?”

Thi s sounded sweet. The silver BMW added an extra spoonful of honey to
the deal, too.

That enbarrassed clinb-down by Ryde fanfared the
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start of a very happy time. Wthin nonths he was dating Mariah. By
Christmas she'd noved into a new apartnment with himthat overl ooked the
ocean. Then one day in the spring of ten years ago Mari ah upped and
left. She didn't say where she was going or why she'd left. He'd sinply
returned home bursting with news of a pronotion to the head office in
New York and she wasn't there anynore. She'd taken nost of her clothes,
her car and transferred her savings to a checking account.

The police, figuring a spat between lovers, did nothing. It took him
three weeks to learn through her sisters that she'd noved to a bed and
br eakfast hostel in Chicago. Wy Chicago? That question had haunted him
| ong enough. She didn't have family or friends there. The last time he
saw her was when he tracked her down to an old dance hall called the
Luxor. On placards flanking the entrance to the parking | ot were signs
announci ng: The Luxor bids you goodni ght and good-bye. Farewell concert
season March-June. He'd parked the car facing a flight of marble steps
that led up to an Egyptian-style facade, conplete with col ums and
carvings that could have come right out of a pharaoh's tonb. Tonight a
tribute band was playing Motown hits.

He' d wat ched Mariah wal k up the steps and into the Luxor alone. She'd
been wearing a short black dress; her long pale blond hair had hung

| oose down her back. She'd paused at the top of the steps, then gl anced
back as if sensing he'd been there. Only she hadn't seen him Then she'd
turned and wal ked through the col ossal doors.

Benedict waited all night, long after the crowmds had streamed out of the
Luxor and the lot had enptied of cars. Mariah never left the

bui I di ng.
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Thr ee

Ellery got out of his head. He didn't need vodka or drugs or sol vent
adhesi ves, or any of the shit others used to get wasted. Ellery Hann got
out of his head by sitting in this old arnchair in the mddle of the



Luxor dance floor and just... just letting go. That's the only way he
could describe it. It came naturally. Always had. He didn't have to
force it. Wien he used to seek refuge as a child fromthe street kids in
his grandfather's cigar store, he'd sit and stare at the carved Apache
chief that stood in the doorway and "l et go.”Then he'd be whoever he
wanted to be. In any place he wanted to be. An astronaut on the noon. An
explorer in a jungle. A diver in a drowed city at the bottom of the
ocean. He'd found it easy to daydream Later he found it a vita
conponent of his survival nechanism especially at school when the
stamer marked himas an outcast. Now here, ten years later in the
Luxor, his mind really took flight. There was a potent quality here in

t he atnosphere that fueled his imaginati on on m nd-bl owi ng journeys. So
he sat there alone in the abandoned building in total darkness. And

ni ght after night, Ellery Hann got conprehensively out of his head.

For a hundred years the Luxor's walls had absorbed tobacco snoke, |iquor
vapors and col ogne, adrenaline and superheated pheronpbnes of generation
upon generation of Chicago's youth. Now the brickwork exhal ed their
exotic perfune. Ellery's bloodied nostrils sifted the aroma of cigars
snoked when Buster Keaton still performed for adoring cameras and F
Scott Fitzgerald sat witing his first novel. There was the phant om hint
of cigarettes spiced with marijuana and cl oves from when nascent hi ppie
bands pl ayed here in 1965. Geatly attenuated vapors reduced to nothing
but a nol ecul ar trace rose fromthe wooden floor. They carried

f ar anay
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echoes of beer spilt in a riot when Splinter Davis boxed here in 1917.
There was the tang of prohibition spirit when a Chicago gangster hired
the hall for his daughter's wedding in 1931. Enbedded in those scents
lay the trace of a cocktail spilt in the days when you'd hear the hits
of The Ranpbnes and The Sex Pistols first playing on the radio. In the
final set of some forgotten heavy metal band, during a howing guitar
sol o, a string broke and cut the guitarist's right cheek. In his mnd's
eye, Ellery saw the di me-sized brown mark on the stage where the bl ood
had beaten the industrial cleaner. Al the scents bl ended into one.

Pi quant aroma flowed over Ellery like a spirit of awesome power. He

cl osed his eyes, breathing deeply. The pain fromthe punches could no

| onger reach deep enough into his brain to hurt him In his inmagination
he wal ked a path along a fast-flowing river. Cool air played on his
face. The hissing of the water played a nysterious song for him Ahead
lay a forest. The branches of the trees were contorted in weird shapes.
Fungus sprouted fromthe trunks. Beyond the forest, hills rose toward
crags where bl ades of rock thrust upward out of the ground. Mboving
faster along the path, Ellery sensed a growing excitement. In this place
he was free. There was no one to insult him No one attacked himor hurt
him He created this world with the power of his inmagination. He ran

t hrough the forest his mnd had extruded from nothing. H's blood surged
in his veins. He tingled with the sheer power of his creativity

What el se did he want in this forest? Birds with ten-foot w ngspans-no
make them twenty-foot spans. Above himvast birds the size of jet
fighters glided through the air, calling across the treescape. The sky
boiled with clouds. This was the weather he | oved nost. Passionate

weat her that was full of fury and thunder and |ightning. Ellery whooped
with triunph in the world he'd created.

Now he wanted animals. Big, big animals with pelts of rough red fur. And



he wanted them as big as woolly
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manmot hs. But he didn't want grass eaters. He wanted carnivores that
used their ten feet of curving tusk to tear open the bellies of their
victims. And he wanted the trunks to suck the bl ood fromthe screan ng
men and then spray it so ared mst filled the air.

Ellery got what he inmagi ned. Meat-eating manmot hs hunted down scream ng
men in the forest. The men he recogni zed. They had the faces of the gang
that had beaten himearlier that night. Now he watched huge beasts with
shaggy pelts of copper hair pursue the nmen, tranple theminto the dirt
and shit on the forest floor, then rip open their chests with the points
of massive tusks.

This dreamwas so vividly powerful Ellery could snell noist soil beneath
the trees and lick the dew fromthe | eaves to quench his thirst. This
was his world. He'd built it since childhood. He'd worked on every
detail, every scent and sound. It was nore real than the brutal city
that he'd grown up in. For the nonent he was happy to walk in the wood
with it lying at peace again, w thout carnivore mamot hs. Even the birds
that had once glided overhead had vani shed. He was content with the
serenity of the place, the way the cool breeze whispered through the
branches to stir the sticks into a faint hiss. So what he saw next took
hi m by surpri se.

He cane upon a sudden clearing in the forest. There stood dozens of pale
figures. They were a bluish gray, the same col or as corpse skin when the
bl ood has drained fromit. He paused for a nonent to stare at this weird
assenbly They did not nove, even though, sonehow, they all appeared to
be staring in his direction.

Ell ery gave an anused | augh and cl apped his hands. The sound was
startling in the peace of the forest. He'd intended the clap to ani mate
his creations (although he didn't recall intentionally creating themin
his inmagination, but sonetimes it played tricks like that... the beasts
he created coul d appear spontaneously as if formed in his subconscious).
These figures sinply
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stood and stared. He noved closer for a better |ook. Hell, his
subconsci ous had worked hard. They were nonstrous figures that were
vaguel y human.

Def ormed? No, that wasn't the right description. It |Iooked as if they'd
becorme soft and pliable and some denon hand had renol ded theminto

bi zarre and horrifying forns. Heads were el ongated. Eyes had pl unped out
to bul ge fromsockets. Muths were m sshapen. Sonme possessed naked

bodi es covered with blue-gray skin that puckered into | unpy hides on
their chests, while shoulders were snoboth with the exception of wartlike
[ unps fromwhich silver bristling hairs grew. One had a bottomlip that
was so grotesquely swollen it hung down as far as its chest. Their arms



were apelike, with long powerful arns that term nated either in clawed
hands or a single thick tentacle that dripped thick, glistening nucus
onto the grass.

H s eyes were drawn back to their eyes again. They burned with an
uncanny fire. Indeed, they were brighter now, as if they'd woken to see
someone they knew. They were fascinating creatures. Ellery was tenpted
to stay longer but he knewit was tine to quit the daydream and go hone.
Al ready his not her nust be wondering what had happened to him Even

t hough he was nineteen, he didn't |ike to cause her worry. Ever since

t he operation she | ooked so fragile and vul nerable. Her other sons
didn't notice-or care. They still demanded their meals at the same tine
every day, and their shirts washed and ironed, ready for when they

crui sed away into the night to chase wonen in bars, or play pool unti
dawn.

This was the neat trick. Ellery didn't Iike to end a daydream by
quitting it as if it was a conputer gane. He'd evol ved a process of
exiting the world he imagined just like it was real and he was taking
the proper route out of a three-dinmensional territory. In his mnd's
eye he
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turned his back on the collection of immbile figures and wal ked swiftly
back into the wood. Ahead of himran a straight path between the trees.
It led to a pair of towering elnms that had been joined at the tips to
forman archway. Beyond that, a path ran into a shadowed void. Ellery's
i magi nati on conjured an image of himsitting in the arnchair in the

m ddl e of the Luxor's dance floor. This was the exit fromhis world.
He' d wal k through the archway and back to his daydream ng self that sat
wi th eyes closed, hands and forearnms resting on the two arnms of the
chair. Ellery had done this so often the transition fromone world to
anot her seened real. He passed fromthe cool, ozone-rich air of the
forest to the hot, dry air of the Luxor. Fromfresh plant aromas to the
snel |l of dust. Fromexotic bird song to the sound of trucks and cars
runbling on the freeway in the distance. Beneath his feet the

| eaf - covered ground gave way to a wooden floor. He was through

But as he passed into the main body of the building he glinpsed novenent
fromthe corner of his eye. A gray figure slipped through beside him
Just for a second Ellery glinpsed a nonstrously elongated formwith a

m sshapen head. It was close enough for himto see its glistening skin
and ragged clothes. The thing glared out into the hall, not at him Even
so, he'd glinpsed the blazing eyes that bulged fromits repul sive face.
The figure ran on two powerful legs with a savage stride, the pace of a
hunt er seeki ng new prey. Seconds later it bounded into the darkened
doorway that led to the rear of the stage and vani shed. Foot steps
receded into the distance.

Ellery, sitting once nmore in the arnchair, opened his eyes. He was

pl eased his inmagined world had grown even nore vivid. The quirky,

spont aneous i mage of the weird beast-man slipping out of his dreamworld
and into a dark Chicago night pleased him He w shed
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wi th a sudden passion that tightened his throat and made his heart beat
furiously that the wonderful world he'd built in his mind could erupt
into this grimstate of affairs that people call reality Mate the two
worl ds together to create something beautiful! He clenched his fists as
the sheer force of his wish tore through him Please God, yes. Mike it
happen!

Chapt er Four
e

The address in the wallet took Benedict to a place that | ooked a | ot
like a notel, a long, two-story block faced with white boards. You
reached the second story by an external staircase that opened onto a
wal kway bolted al ong the face of the building. A dozen doors led to a
dozen apartnents.

The odors changed radically with every step along the wal kway as his
eyes flicked over the plastic numerals, |ooking for number 21. The first
step he snelled urine. The second step brought a blast of spicy chil
froma kitchen wi ndow fan. The next brought tobacco snoke. The next step
he was engul fed by the snell of toadstool decay froman apartnent with
boar ded wi ndows (al t hough the bottom panel of the door had been kicked

t hrough, letting the stink ooze free). Another step took himinto the
cabbage-rich enbrace of boiled | eftovers. The landing here didn't |ook
as pretty as a picture either. Every couple of paces a used diaper |ay
on the boards, while chained to the railing were the bare bones of a
dozen bi kes. Most had wheel s or handl ebars mi ssing. One miserable

speci men had been stri pped
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down to nothing but a shabby red frane. The drive chain hung niserably
fromthe cog.

St eppi ng over diapers and strewn toys, Benedict West headed for the door
beari ng broken plastic nunbers that he managed to deci pher as 21. A rock
bal |l ad wail ed from an open w ndow.

It's OK, Benedict reassured hinself as a sour cabbage snell swanped his
nostrils again; |I'mjust doing ny good deed for the day. Even so, he
wanted badly to return to his car. Wth the tine nudgi ng past noon and
the sun shining bright on this raunchy suburb of Chicago, he didn't fee
personally at risk. He feared for his car though. Fromup here he could
see two burned-out car wecks in the corner of a football field across
the road, while down in the | ot an unhappy SUV wi thout wheels sat with
its belly touching the asphalt. Every w ndow had been smashed.

Geat, alittle of the third world right in nmy hometown, Benedi ct

t hought sourly, then grimaced. Hardly the npst sensitive observation
People didn't live here through choice. Wen factory owners deci de they
can reduce | abor costs by shifting their gearbox plant fromldaho to
Korea, or their plastic extrusion unit fromFlorida to Brazil, this kind
of shit happens. Hell, even his old enployer, who had paid hima nice
fat salary for inserting themsquarely into the groovy new el ectrocosnps
of cyberspace, had recently fired their web site team Then his fornmer



bosses had contracted out to a freelance operation on the other side of
the globe in India. Just |ast week he'd been e-mailed by Ross Darnay
who' d headed the team after Benedict's departure. Ross | anented that
he'd had to sell the car just to nmeet his nortgage paynents. |If Ross
didn't |and some work soon, then he could be facing a nove to a
grungeville apartment block just |ike this one.

Benedi ct thought, Get it over with and get out. The
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snel | had begun to rake over the pasta he'd eaten for |unch. Meanwhile,
in the next apartnment a baby started to wail. A woman responded with a
bad-tenmpered yell. Wth no bell that he could see on the door frane,
Benedi ct West knocked on the panel. No reply In the apartnent. Soneone
hi ked the nusic volume to bury the baby's cries. Again, he hit the door
Looked |i ke there was no one home in the ol d-fashi oned sense that none
of the occupants wanted to open the door. He was ready to give it one

| ast rap before dropping the wallet in the mail box when it sounded as if
soneone kicked the tinber fromthe other side.

A muffled voi ce cane through the panel. "Wo keeps piling all this crap
agai nst the door. Can't you take it to the trash?”

The door opened to reveal a nman of around twenty-five. He wore a gray
T-shirt with a ratty collar. It |looked as if he'd spent the norning
chewing on it. Benedict nmet the man's gaze, noting the irritable glint
in his eyes. The man said nothing, waiting for Benedict to speak

"Sorry to disturb you... "Hell, why should | begin by apologizing? It's
me doing the favor. He checked the nane in the wallet again. "Is Ellery
Hann hone?”

The man in the gnawed T-shirt nerely widened his eyes a little. Benedi ct
interpreted that as, what's it to you?

Benedict smiled. "My nane's Benedict West, | live over on Flyyte.”He
realized he was giving irrelevant information but the occupant's |ack of
ver bal response encouraged Benedict to fill the void. "The reason |'m

here is | found a wallet belonging to Ellery Hann and it gave this
address.”

"Sure...”
Resul t: The man speaks.

"Gve it here. I'll see he gets it.”The man held out a hand with fingers
prematurely yell owed by nicotine.

"Ah ... 1'd prefer to hand it to Ellery Hann in person.”First off, he
wanted to see if the kid with the stammer,
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who' d suffered such a cruel beating, was still in the land of the

breat hi ng. Second, he now began to doubt if this was Hann's current



address. He m ght sinply be handing over the wallet, stuffed with dollar
bills and credit cards, to new tenants.

The man in the gray T-shirt |ooked insulted. "I said I1'd give it to him
didn't |?"

Benedi ct stuck to his guns. "Call Ellery Hann for me. It won't take a
nmonent . ”

The man stared, the sullen brown eyes getting bad-tenpered. The way a
dog | ooks when its territory's being tranpled.

"Is Ellery in?”

"Sure ... probably/'He shrugged. "I dunno, |I'mnot his baby-sitter.”
"Look, please. Ask M. Hann to cone to the door. | just want to |eave
here with a clear conscience that |'ve done the right thing and returned

the wallet to him”

"Jesus H Al this for a friggin' wallet. Just give ne the friggin'
thing. 1've got to |leave for work by hal f-past.”

"Look, it's not a big deal but-"

The man's face flushed now "My dad's asleep back there. If he wakes up
he's gonna be pissed at you.”

"I just want to make sure |'ve got the right apartnent.”Benedict felt a
growi ng exasperation. Those sullen brown eyes were really starting to
tick himoff. "Bring Ellery here; 1'll give himthe wallet.”

"Keep it down, you'll wake Dad.”

"If I don't see him 1'll drop it off at the police station.”

The guy turned his head to | ook back into the apartment, the muscul ar
cords in his neck pressed out against the ragged neck of the T-shirt.
"Dad ... Dad? There's some guy here who's going to turn El's wallet over
to the cops!”

"Who the fuck is it?”

The voice canme like an animal's roar froma cave. Benedict flinched.
This sinmple good deed of returning the wallet was turning into a

ni ght mar e
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"Who are you?”asked the man in the T-shirt.

"I told you. |I'm Benedict West. | found the wallet-"

"Who the fuck are you? What the hell are you doing handing nmy boy's
wal | et over to the cops?’This cane from "Dad, "who prow ed into the

hal | way

"I warned you.”The younger man took a step back. There was a gl eam of



anticipation in his eyes now. The nan's glance at the way his father
bunched his hands at his sides wasn't |ost on Benedict. No doubt the son
had seen his lunbering grizzly of a father settle disputes with his
fists before. The man m ght be the far side of fifty but he had the
physi que of a pro westler. Inmediately Benedict took a step back while
t hi nki ng back to the kid's mashed face that had bled all over the Luxor
steps. Maybe ol d Pop had been disciplining his son the only way he knew
how.

The big man grunted "G ve ne the fucking wallet.”
” ’\b. ”
"You better. It's ny son's.”

"Look. "Benedi ct took a deep breath. "I only wanted to rmake sure that |
was handi ng over the wallet to the right person.”

The man's bul ging eyes rolled down to the wallet, then he turned to his
son. "Is that El's wallet, Matt?”

"How the fuck do I know?”

"Wat ch your fucking | anguage. Your nothers got ears, you know

The younger man took two steps back into a doorway. He obviously
detected the early warning signs when his old man nmight start sw nging

those mallet fists.

"I"1l be gone as soon as | see Ellery Hann.”Benedi ct kept his voice
calm "1 only want to reassure nyself he's all right, then I'II-"

"Why shouldn't he be all right?”

Best not mention the beaten face. Those two huge fists at the end of
Pop's arnms m ght have been the
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weapons involved. "Call me Mss Prissy,
but | just wanted to satisfy nyself that 1'mgiving the wallet to the

guy it belongs to.”
"You know El ?”
"I saw himin a parking lot.”

"Ch?"This was the son making a noise as if his suspicions had been
confirmed.

The father shot himan angry |ook. "Wat's that supposed to nean, Matt?”
" Not hi ng. ”

"I know your fucking nothings”

Qoviously there was a | ot of angst in the hone over some secret issue.
Benedi ct wanted even less to do with this famly than before. Al ready he
saw hinself three mnutes fromnow |lying facedown on the ground wth

bl ood pouring fromhis nose. Hell, was this his lucky day-no, scratch
t hat -1 ucky weekend or what?



Now ol d Pop had been riled by the son's insinuation; suspiciously he
rounded on Benedict. "So what's Ellery to you?”

" Not hi ng. ”

"You met hin®”

"Yes, only briefly in a parking lot.”

"What for?”

"I don't know what you're suggesting.”Benedict took another step back
gaugi ng whether he'd take I ess of a bloodying if he sinply vaulted over

the rail and took his chance dropping fifteen feet to the dirt bel ow.

"You know what |'m suggesting, you fucking fairy. Wat d ya do to ny
son?”

"Nothing. | found the wallet, that's-"

"Gve it here, then get out of ny house.”

"Listen.”

"Il give you to the count of three. One.”

The younger guy nodded with a | ook of glee pasted across his face. He

| oved to watch Pop mash guys' faces.
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” T\I\D. ”

"Look, I'"'m..."Benedict's voice faded as a thin, sick |Iooking wonan
wearing a caftan linped into the hallway A young guy assisted her. She
could have been the same age as Pop, but her body had the withered
appear ance of an octogenarian. She glanced up with no real interest.
"Dinner's on the table, boys. |I'mgoing back to bed for a while.”
Benedi ct saw that the young guy (the guy he now knew to be Ell ery Hann)
still helped her by the arm A nmonent |ater Ellery Hann slipped out the
bedroom and gently cl osed the door behind him He had none of the coarse
features of his brother and father. The bones of his cheeks and jaw were
fine. Even the skin | ooked snoother and brighter than the dull, stubbled

and bl otchy faces of the two nen nearest Benedict.

The one called Matt caught Ellery's eye and jerked his head in the
direction of Benedict. "This guy says he's got your wallet?”

Ellery's bright, intelligent eyes fixed on it. He nodded.
Matt sniffed. "El says it's his.”

To Ellery, Benedict said, "Do you want to check the contents to make
sure the-"

Matt interrupted. "It's cool. Besides, it wasn't the noney you were
interested in.”



Benedi ct | eaned forward to catch a close ook at Ellery. It also took
himso close to Pop that he could snmell the man's pungent breath. 7l
just wanted to make sure you were okay when | brought the wallet back.”

Pop grow ed. "Wy shoul dn't he be okay?”

"Yeah.”Matt sniffed. "What did you do to hin®” That was obviously
intended to stir the big man's anger again. Matt was di sappoi nted that
the old man hadn't slung a couple of punches in Benedict's face.

Thanks for nothing, Matt, Benedict thought. Just when he figured he
could slip away fromthis house-of-not-so-nmany-delights without a pair
of bl ack eyes.
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"Yeah ...”Sone nental inage sidled into the man's heavy skull. A nental
i mage that disgusted him Rage flared in his eyes. ”"Yeah, what have you
done to my son! Your sort revolt ne! You know that?”

Benedi ct stepped back. This tine Ellery slipped under his father's el bow
as the big guy posed there with his hands on his hips, all belligerence
and venom Ellery stood between the two, |ooked down at the wallet and
nodded. Benedict handed it to him Ellery glanced up at himw th two

cl ear blue eyes. He nodded a thank you, then ducked back under his
father's tinber-like arnms to di sappear into the gl oom of the house.

There was one of those pauses, an enpty void that begged sonmeone to say
somet hi ng or do sonet hi ng.

"\What cha want? A certificate of gratitude?”Pop swng the door shut. It
crashed against the janmb two i nches from Benedict's nose.

For a second Benedict didn't nove, despite the urge to head back to his
car as quickly as he could. In the bright [ight of day he'd gotten a

cl ose l ook at the young man with the stamrer. Last night the guy had had
the face of a crushed strawberry. H's nose and eyes were split. Bl ood
spl ashed everywhere. Less than twenty-four hours | ater Benedict had seen
Hann's face close up as he took the wallet. Was there a scab or a graze
or a bruise?

No. Nothing. Only the faintest nottling on his cheek that could have
mar ked the position of two-week-old bruises. Nothing el se.

So, Ellery Hann, how do you heal froma vicious beating in twelve hours?
Answer me that one.

As Benedict returned to his car he found hinself puzzling over the
guestion w thout an answer.
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Two

By |ate Saturday afternoon Noel was getting horny again. They were al one

i n Robyn's house. She knew it was right for himto slip off her skirt,
then start kissing her inner thighs the way he always did. Only in her



heart it didn't feel right.

Wy is it that my |libido s decreased while Noel's has skyrocketed? Robyn
Vincent pulled his head to her chest as they |lay together on the couch
She ran her fingers through his softly curling hair while he massaged
her breasts.

Ch, God, | want to run scream ng for the bathroom If he tries to push
hinself into ne I'mgonna scream | know it. |I'mgonna yell, scratch
him But that's the last thing | want. | love him He loves nme; this

shoul d be perfect.

She cl osed her eyes. Music fromthe stereo filled the room Romance
shoul d have floated in the air. Instead..

" Robyn?”

p——y

"You all right?”

"Yeah. I'mfine. Wy?”

"The muscles in your arns are |like steel.”

"Must be a little tense.”

"Alittle?”He sat up. "Anything you're not telling nme?”

She al most flinched. Had she been so transparent that he saw her
anxi ety? She forced a smle. "I'mcool, baby.”

"Good. "He kissed her on the nouth. ”"You were starting to worry ne there.
| thought you were building up to breaking some bad news to ne.”

Robyn tried to laugh in a lighthearted way as if what he'd said was
ridiculous. It sounded strained to her ears. Of the top of her head she
said, "Mom and Enmerson are at a sharehol ders' neeting today. He's been
pl anning a
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nmerger with one of his major rivals.”She shrugged. "Everyone's

been wal ki ng on eggshells here lately

"It's that inportant?”
"You shoul d hear Enerson rehearsing his sharehol ders' speech in the
bat hroom day and night. | know nore about plastic injection nolding than

any ot her nineteen-year-old | know. Ow.”

"What's wrong?”Natural concern came so easy to Noel. A guy inamllion
Sensitive. Good-looking. Tal ented.

"Quch ... ouch. | nust have been sitting awkwardly. It's just a cranmp.”
"I'n your stomach?”
She snmiled. "It happens.”

"But | didn't think your... ah ... you know?”



"Period? It's K to say the word, Noel.”She | aughed, genuinely anused at
hi s sudden shyness. "No. |I'mnot due for a couple of weeks.”

"Phew. What a relief.”G&Ginning, Noel unfastened a couple nore shirt
buttons, then placed a muscul ar hand on her knee. "Cone on, let's go to
the bedroom It's tinme | put some real effort into relaxing you

properly.”

He ki ssed her on the mouth again, his hand running up the outside of her
thigh. Crunch time. She'd been trying to postpone this. There was no way
she could pernmit himto make | ove to her. Yesterday she'd al nost gone
out of her mind when he slipped inside her. H s penis had felt invasive

somet hing conpletely alien. Repellent. Now she'd have to cone out
with the word: NO Tell himshe couldn't make | ove. But what excuse
could she make that didn't sound | ame? A headache? Wul d he suspect her
of falling in love with sone other guy? As his tongue worked agai nst
hers and the rush of his respiration filled her ears, her mnd cl anored,
striving to find some excuse.

"I"mgoing to undress you slowy,”he nurnmured, his eyes inches from

hers. "Then I'mgoing to start at your toes. Kissing ... kissing all the
way up ... then I'm going

50

Simon d ark

to make nmy tongue work for a living.”He smled. "I'"mnot going to rest
until 1've...”He shut one eye and grinned. "Not rest until 1've

pl easured you. Then |I'mgoing to make I ove to you very gently, very
slowy. I'mgoing to take at |east an hour. Because | want to stay

i nside you for as long as |I..."He kissed her throat. ... possibly
..."Then Kkissed her chin.”... can.”

Standi ng up, he effortlessly picked her up fromthe sofa. Once she'd
adored it when he cradled her in his arns. She'd always felt so safe and
so | oved. Now she wanted to scream It took all her wllpower not to
fight her way fromhis grip.

A crunch of gravel cane from outside

She stiffened. "That's ny nomis car.”

"Are you sure?

"Positive. Can't you hear the garage door?”

"Ch, damm.”He winkled his nose in di sappoi ntnent.

"Don't worry |lover man.”Relieved, she kissed himon the cheek as he
carefully put her feet first on the floor. "I'Il fix sone food and we
can watch TV in the conservatory!'’

"I'"d rather be naking whoopee with you, Robyn.”

"You and nme both.”Ww. Alittle whitelie

He hugged her. "But it won't be long until we're al one again.”He gave

her a | oving squeeze. "Mom and Dad will be playing tennis tonorrow
nor ni ng. Cone over then.”



Robyn scrunched her shoul ders and smiled as if nothing could give her
greater pleasure. The thing was, she felt a massive sense of relief that
her nom was hone.

"Back early, isn't she, Rob?”Noel frowned. "I thought you said six. It
isn't even four yet.”

"Change of plan, | guess.”She touched his chest. "Don't forget these.
['"ll go brush ny hair'' She left himto fasten his shirt buttons. Wen
she returned from her bedroom she found her nother standing at the top
of the stairs, blocking the way. She | ooked form dable, a guardian of
the gate.

” M)n?”
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"I'"ve asked Noel to go hone.”

"You' ve done what ?” Robyn shook her head, bew | dered. "Wy on earth have
you_ ”

"Robyn ... Robyn. Hear ne out. Please.”Standing there in her business
suit she wore the grimrest of expressions.

"But why send Noel hone? What nust he be thinking? |I'mnineteen, |-"

"Robyn. Enerson's downstairs in the |ounge. He has to nmake sone

tel ephone calls ... a lot.”She managed to make "a | ot”sound so om nous
that Robyn's words dried. "You' re right, Robyn. You're nineteen. You're
not a child, so I'll tell you how we stand. The sharehol ders voted for

Enmerson's conpany to nerge with JLZ.”
"That's what he wanted, isn't it?”

"Yes.”Her nother's eyes glittered. "But they' re ungrateful sons of
bi t ches, Robyn. They al so passed a vote of no-confidence in Emerson
He's had to resign fromthe board.”

"They can't do that, surely”
"They can. The sharehol ders own a majority of Enerson Hol dings' shares.”

Robyn's stonmach nuscles twitched. The spasns were returni ng. \Wien her
not her st opped speaki ng, Robyn whi spered, "He's going to be all right,
isn't he?”

"We'll survive.”
"They' ||l have to buy out his interest in the conpany, won't they?”

Her not her took a steadying breath, so she could regain that gl acial
conposure of old. "Everything's in hock to the bank. He doesn't have one
red cent that he can call his own.”Pal e-faced, she | et her eyes rove
back down the stairs, taking in the walls and expensive rugs. ”"Last year
Emerson' s company went through a bad patch. | nortgaged the house to get
himon his feet again.” She turned around and wal ked swi ftly downstairs



with the words, "Don't get sentinental about this place, Robyn. It
bel ongs to the bank now. ”
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The nuscles jerked so painfully in Robyn's stomach it came |ike a bl ow
She turned away so her nother didn't notice. The pain doubl ed her

Unabl e to strai ghten, she sonmehow managed to reach her bedroom where she
folded in on herself, lying down on the floor, her knees up to her

chest. Spasns tore through her body as if the rnuscles fought one
another, trying to tear thenselves free. The pain cane with such a
flam ng intensity she couldn't think coherently Wen the pain subsided
at last the one word that fornmed clearly in her mnd was: Honel ess.

I nsanely, the second the word honel ess formed in her mnd, her stomach
nmuscles fluttered again, threatening to spasmwth that searing flash of
agony. At that nonent she knew a profound change had taken pl ace inside
of her. But what change? Why do | feel as if 1've lost control of ny
body? I n the di stance she coul d hear Emerson shouting into the

tel ephone. I n another room her nother was weepi ng.

Chapter Five

e

Unl ess you plan suicide, or you ve been nailed with a date for
execution, you rarely know when tragedy is going to strike in your life.

Tonight's finger of fate is going to point at these two teenagers.
They' re wal ki ng toward the haunt ed-1 ooki ng structure known as the Luxor.

"You're kidding me.””No, I'mnot.””You gotta be.”
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"Have you seen the prices those old posters are fetching on eBay?”
"But in there? At this time of night? You don't know who's | urking-"
"It's deserted, Kay!”

"Yeah, apart fromthe psycho with the butcher knife.”

"Here's the flashlight. Wait...”He caught her by the wist. "Don't
switch it on here.”He grinned in the gloom "Wit until we're inside.
Ckay?”

"Or the cops will see us? Right.”Uneasily she | ooked up at the

nock- Egypti an t onb- maybe-tenpl e facade of the Luxor. ”"Know ng my | uck
"Il be going hone in a cop car-or a casket.”

He wasn't listening. "Cone on, there'll be a way in sonewhere.”

Kay followed. Despite her initial aversion to Leon's plan, a grow ng

excitement tickled her veins. She'd been a tonmboy as a kid. She |oved
t hese wacky stunts, sneaking into orchards to steal apples or even petty



shoplifting in her |local supermarket. It had only been items |ike candy
or products she didn't even want or need, oven cleaner or dental floss.
The buzz was the thing. The buzz. A blast of adrenaline that filled her
with electricity that nade her feel alive. The other great |ove of her
life when she was twelve was to run with a gang of boys to the rail way
track and |l eap onto the coal trucks as they runbled toward one of the
power plants. They'd ride themfor a mle until the train hauled by an
aggregate's yard. There, they'd junp fromthe train onto nounds of
bright yellow builder's sand. Al the tinme yelling, |aughing, waving
their arms, screaming "SHIII11IT!” at the tops of their voices. Then
cane the added rush of being chased out of the yard by the security
guard who only had three speeds-tortoise, slow and waddl e.
Jeepers-creepers! He had nman-tits that jiggled |ike a hooker's when he
noved.
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Now five years |later and aged seventeen, the old nagic returned. That
ol d buzz.

"Hey, slow down, Kay!”
"What's the matter?”
"We're supposed to be doing this quietly. You know? Surreptitiously?”

"Come on, Leon. No one can see us here. This place hasn't been open in
years.”

"Well, take it nice and easy girl, OK? If |I get in any nore shit ny
probation officer's going to quit saving my ass.”

"Leon, you won't get jail for this. It's only a few posters.”

"Right.”He grinned again, and brushed a curl of hair from her cheek. A
friendly gesture of affection. "But take it easy. There m ght be broken
gl ass and stuff.”

Kay found herself smiling one of those aren't-I-pretty kind of smiles
that she hated to see on a girl when they were going all drippy
| uvy-duvy. "Aw, cone on, Leon. Let's find those posters.”

They wal ked al ong the Luxor, keeping close to the wall. Wth the tine
creeping toward mdnight, they noved in all but total darkness. Kay felt
the crap of ten years' neglect shift and crackl e beneath her feet.
Broken bottles. Cans. Fast-food clams. Discarded tires. Achild's
stroller even sat outside the fire exit. For one queasy nonment Kay

t hought a baby sat in the stroller but it was only a nude plastic dol

m nus a head.

"Charm ng pl ace,”Leon whi sper ed.
"Yeah, rem nds nme of hone.”
"Wait, wait, girl. This looks like it.”He'd noticed a | oose board over

t he door. The panel beneath had been ki cked through. "Looks I|ike
someone' s al ready been inside.”



"They m ght have taken the posters.”

"Nah, they'd have been | ooking for |lead piping or brass fittings.”He
grinned. Kay noticed for the first time what a beautiful white his teeth
were. "They won't have been interested in posters. They'd have been a
pile of
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crap to them Gab this. I'lIl go first.”He handed her his flashlight as
he went down on all fours to crawl into the shadowed interior of the
Luxor. Wth a tingle down her spine she saw how rounded his buttocks
were, while the nuscled thighs made her knees begin to twitch. Stop it,
you idiot, she scolded herself. This is Leon. You've hung out with him
since you were ten. The strongest enotion you ever felt over himwas
when he threw a Star Wars action figure at you and cut your lip. You

ki cked hi m between the legs so hard he'd had to sit on his rear for a
full ten mnutes, nursing his bruised nuts with both hands. O course,
they'd only been el even years old then

They were still out enjoying adventures together, even though they'd hit
seventeen. This time Leon had suggested they visit the old Luxor where
his ma used to work as a waitress twenty years ago. He'd been traw ing

t hrough the auction pages on eBay and found that collectors were paying
hard cash (and plenty of it) for old pop and rock nenorabilia. H gh on
the Iist of collectibles were concert posters. A dog-eared Tal ki ng Heads
poster from 1977 fetched twel ve hundred bucks, while an early REM poster
signed by the band brought some |ucky owner nore than five thousand. And
if you had a poster of a pre-Arny Elvis or pre-Yoko Beatles, then you
had the price of a new car. Leon's idea was sinmple. Get into the Luxor
Get some posters. Auction themon eBay. "You' ve gotta believe it,
Kay!”he'd told her. "There's gotta be posters in there. W' Il be banking
t housands, just you wait and see.”

So she went along with it. They'd ridden out here in Leon's decrepit
Honda with a pair of flashlights and high hopes. Only now she found
herself taking a weird turn. She couldn't stop gazing at Leon. She found
hersel f scanning his face as if she half expected to find sonething

hi dden there. And she kept finding reasons to touch him whether to make
a joke so she could pat his
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muscul ar armor playfully jab himin the stomach with her fist. He took
it in good fun, just like when they were kids, |aughing and danci ng
around her. But the reasons why she patted himor play punched himwere

well, they were different now She tingled in his presence. She
couldn't stop touching her hair, fluffing it, pushing it back, stroking
strands down over her shoul der

"Whoa. Kay. You going to stand there all night?”
” u]?ﬂ

"Flashlight. It's black as mdnight in here.”



"Sorry.' She handed himthe flashlight, heard a click and saw the wash
of radiance illum nate a red-painted concrete floor

"Pass me your flashlight through first. Take it easy com ng through
there's some tacks jutting out of the doorframe. There's no broken gl ass
or nothing. You'll be okay.”

She crawl ed through, then held up her hand for himto help her up. She
wanted to feel that big strong hand around hers. He m sinterpreted.
I nstead he gave her a flashlight.

"There's no wi ndows here, so no one's gonna see lights fromthe road.
Cone to that,”he flashed her a beautiful neon-bright grin again, "we
coul d scream our heads off and no one would hear.”

"That doesn't fill me with confidence, Leon.”Her voice fell to a
whi sper. "What if there's a bunch of crack addicts in here?”

"Yeah, they're having a violent offenders convention, can't you hear the
nmusi ¢ and happy | aught er?”

"Hardy ha-ha, Leon, you big dope.”Kay wanted himto walk with his arm
protectively around her, only he'd laugh like a loon if she even
suggested it. She could even imagine his incredul ous, ”"You gone crazy,
girl ?”Then a boom ng | augh.”' Cause you wal k, tal k and | ook crazy!”

I nstead he scanned the walls, |ooking for posters, no doubt hoping to
see them covering the building |ike wall-
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paper. Here there was zilch. They'd come in via a door that had artistes
entrance painted next to it. Here there were signs saying this way and
no adm ttance and security and janitor. That's all. There were al so wall
brackets where fire extingui shers had once hung. But no posters bl azing
out tonite! one nite only! buddy holly and the crickets. Not even one

| onesome flyer for Barry Manil ow

Sweepi ng the lights through the darkened buil ding, they ventured deeper
Kay glinpsed doors leading to artists' dressing roonms. She marvel ed at
how cl ean the place was after all these years of abandonnent. The drab
green walls were unmarked. No graffiti. No sign of drunks appropriating
the joint as a shelter. No urine splash marks on walls. No spider webs.
No junk strewn on the concrete floor. Eager now, they surged down the
tunnel -1ike corridor that (according to signs) connected with the

backst age area. The place had only been stripped clean of furniture, not
trashed. The air didn't even snell stale. It was as if a through draft
continually refreshed the atnosphere of the Luxor

Kay's heart beat faster. This place excited her. She felt the old buzz
cone back to tingle through her blood to her fingertips. It was
especially exciting to be here alone with Leon. Hs athletic body | oped
along the corridor with the grace of a panther. The shadow he cast
revealed itself as a giant formthat ran al ongside him She followed him
through a wi de pair of doors into the backstage area, then onto the
stage itself. The boards creaked with nmousy squeaks beneath her feet.

She was treading in the footsteps of nusical giants.



In the middle of the stage stood a sinple wooden table, perhaps from one
of the back offices. Soneone had brought it so far, then couldn't be
bothered to heft the thing any farther.

"Ww, what a place,”Leon breathed, while shining the flashlight around
t he cavernous interior of the auditorium
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Kay shone her flashlight onto the dance floor. In the darkness it
appeared as a vast plain stretching far away to entrance doors that nust
lead to the box office and | obby beyond. The dance floor itself was
featurel ess save for a single arnchair dead center. She held the |ight
onit for a noment. It was a confortable club arncthair, the kind you

m ght have in an ordinary donmestic living room Wy sonmeone had gone to
the trouble to position it there, facing the stage, as if ready for sone
phant om show to start, CGod al one knew.

Leon whistled. "Some place. | wonder why they don't reopen? It would
make a great club.”

"Too far fromtown.”Her voice sounded small in the vastness. "There's
nothing here. Al the factories have cl osed down.”

"You stay here. 1'Il check the |obby If there're any posters they' |l be
there.”

"Leon-"She wanted to add, Don't |eave ne alone here. But that would have
sounded girly Instead, she added, "If you need a hand, give ne a shout.”

Still running, he turned back. "Sure.”A second | ater he vani shed through
the doors. There was no glass in them so she couldn't even see the
flashlight anynore. Cone to think of it, she couldn't hear his
footsteps. The doors are soundproofed, she reassured herself. They'd
have to be to stop the people in the box office from bei ng deaf ened by
the music that once rocked these walls all those years ago.

Now there were no deafening guitar riffs, no bass, no druns to pound the
air. Asilence settled, the kind she'd never experienced before. Al her
life she'd lived in the shadow of an overpass that carried an eight-1ane
hi ghway. Mbdtor noi se had seeped into the very nol ecul es of her body. Now
this kind of silence ... Wwoooo ... this was sonething el se. Sweeping

t he beam searchlightstyle, she scanned the void above her head, picking
out

59

59

the lighting gantry, and even the twi nkling remants of foil Christmas
decorations from decades ago. In her imagination she could conjure the
ghosts of nmen and wonen danci ng out there on the floor. They danced
around that solitary arnchair to a fusion of funk, jazz, blues, soul
Mot own, psychedelic free form grunge, speed netal. She smiled to
hersel f. How easy the imges came to mnd. This was the place to
daydream she told herself.

A cool draft came from sonmewhere... that was strange, really, as
out si de, the Chicago night air was unseasonably warm blow ng fromthe
cornfields of the south, not the Geat Lakes to the north. This cool



refreshing current of air carried the scent of |ush grass, woodl and and
the tang of fast-flowing rivers. The music she'd i magi ned receded into
silence. Now she stood by the table onstage and sensed the weight of the
Luxor's years pressing down on her. Shadows slid with all the relentless
advance of floodwaters. Two m nutes ago her flashlight could penetrate
every corner to fill themw th dazzling radi ance. Now the bul b had
weakened. The light yell owed. Shadows ran fearlessly fromthe walls.
When she shone the |ight above her head it could no | onger reach the
ceiling. Instead she m ght as well have been trying to shine a light on
the dark side of the noon. Above her lay black void. In that darkness
she sensed novenent. She detected a whispery rustle. Bat w ngs? Kay

hat ed bats. She renenbered when she used to take a shortcut through a
cenetery at night to reach the 7-El even, the bats used to flit anpbngst
the graveyard. Little scraps of darkness. Like the souls of dead
children trying desperately to find a way home. They'd dart in at her
face within inches, so close their slipstreamfelt like cold breath in
her face.

Now they were here in the building with her, circling somewhere just
beyond the light. Her heart beat harder. Blood pulsed in her neck. She
became acutely conscious of the tides of red flow ng through her body.
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Where was Leon? What had happened to hinf? She recalled his joke about a
psychopath lying in wait here. She shuddered. Points of noisture forned
on her upper lip. Ch God, | want out of here.

Two
Dar kness reached out to her. She felt it breathing down her neck

Why did Leon | eave ne al one? Perhaps he's returned to the car for a

j oke? Maybe he sat there chuckling, waiting for her to run screaning
fromthe building. Maybe he'd gotten bored and driven honme. That's a
long walk for a girl. Al alone. Alot of hungry predators out there.
Not hungry for food but another kind of nourishment a girl could offer

Kay's breasts goosed over, pushing her nipples against the fabric of her
T-shirt. She crossed one forearm protectively across her chest so her
right hand rested on her left shoul der

Ch God! There is soneone in here. | can hear them They're watching ne.

Suddenly she saw herself: A slender girl standing on the stage, glancing
with frightened eyes at every creak and rustle, imagining themto be
footsteps... or the sound of a knife blade slipping froma sheath. Now
she knew sonmeone woul d speak to her. Only too well she knew what the

gl oati ng voi ce woul d denand. Maybe a door woul d bang open and Leon's
head woul d cone tunbling across the dance floor toward her, spitting

bl ood, trailing strands of glistening nuscle.

The door to the foyer banged. A rolling shape bounced through
” Kay! ”
She screaned.
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"I diot!”She sighed deeply; her knees weakened so much she had to | ean
back against the table. "You frightened ne, Leon! Don't you ever-"

"Hey, Kay | damm well got it.”

"A poster?”

"A beautiful one.”He brandi shed a cardboard cylinder |ike a sword over
his head. "I had to go through about ninety of these tube things in a

storeroom back there. They were all enpty except this one.”

Infected by his excitenent, she forgot to be angry with him H's return
had dispelled the m nd ghosts. "W is it?”

"Fl am ng Torch. There's even the year they pl ayed
1990."
” Q)OI . ”

"Il say, girl.”He vaulted up onto the stage. "Soon as | get home |'I
run it through the scanner, slamit up on eBay, then watch them bids

roll in. It's got to be worth a hundred bucks at least.” He flashed the
neon grin at her. "1'll cut you in. Fifty-fifty

” ’\b. ”

” ’\b?”

"No."” She sensed a weird expression on her face, one she'd never worn
before. It was a smle, only a different kind of smle. Not the tonboy
grin. "Leon. | want you.”

” Kay?u

She pounced. For a second he froze solid in total surprise. Her nouth
went to his as if she'd been born to it. Sinultaneously, her hands
snaked around his back to hug himclose. H s chest crushed agai nst her
breasts. Inside of her everything expl oded. Lights detonated. Flanes
ignited. Her skin burned like it was on fire. She kissed himw th such
ferocity he staggered back agai nst the table.

He's going to push ne back. He's going to hate this. He'll have nothing
to do with ne ever again. The cold blue fear of rejection appalled Kay.
Even i nmagi ning the

S*.
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rejection plunged her into bleak despair. But even as she thought of
fleeing she felt his arnms envelop her. Hi s muscular |ips worked agai nst
hers. Hs tongue filled her nmouth. She couldn't breathe; his grip felt

like it would break her back. But, oh God, she loved it.

She freed his T-shirt fromhis jeans so she could rub his back



"Pl ease, yes please. Please ..."she panted

In seconds he peel ed her out of her clothes, picked her up and sat her
on the table. Her mind whirled. She'd never had sex before. She'd

al l owed sone fun groping by boys in cars and in alleyways but al ways

sl apped their hands away with a joke, telling themit wasn't serious;
that they shouldn't get too intense. But for the first tine ever she
longed to feel a man inside her. Wth a furious energy she dragged open
his jeans so she could grip his penis with her hand. Already it had
hardened |i ke steel. A pulse beat inside it. Her fingers searched its
contours, ridges, the round, bul bous head. Leon panted. G oans and gasps
of surprise spurted through his lips. He was on the crazy passion ride,
t oo.

"Leon, this is what | want. Believe nme. Don't worry! don't worry This is
what | want. What |-ohhh!”|

Sonehow she' d t hought the nonent was still an inpossible distance away
That a | ong process would lead to himeventually bringing the penis tip
to the outside of her vagina. But with the rapidity of a |lightning
flash, he'd slipped inside her.

Eyes wi de, gasping, heart thunping against her ribs, she gaped in
surprise at Leon's face as he pressed his lips together in
concentration. H's cock slid deep inside of her. She could have believed
t hat bul bous head woul d bunp agai nst her thunping heart.

Her first time. Jeez! She'd always worried about it hurting. Leon filled
her like he would burst her. Only there was no hurt. Her vagi na didn't
sting. There was no sense of skin tearing. There was only a blissfu
sense of nelting
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release. As if this should have happened | ong ago. Now it had happened.
Fantastically, Leon's cock was inside her. Hi s pelvis rotated against
her pubic hair. A machinelike rhythmthat stirred her nerves and shook
her bones. This was the nbost wonderful thing that had happened to her.
Thi s opened a doorway to her soul. Breathing deeply, she closed her eyes
to savor that sensation of another being nerging with her. The intimcy
was breat ht aki ng.

As he qui ckened the rhythm she opened her eyes, to gaze above Leon's
glistening forehead. The flashlights illumnated the |ighting gantry
above the stage.

There, a stranger stared down.

As he leaned forward to see better, Kay saw the state of his face. Her
speechl ess surprise turned to pure shock. Then she screaned.

Thr ee

Kay ran, still tugging up her jeans. Behind her Leon managed to fasten
his belt while carrying both flashlights; they lit the corridor with
light beans that skittered crazily along the walls, ceiling, floor. In
ten seconds Kay had reached the door at the back of the building to slip
t hrough the gap beneath the panel. She felt a tack snag a triangul ar



rent in the denimof her pants. She didn't care. She wanted out of the
Luxor. She needed out. All too clearly she renmenbered the face that had
stared down as they nade | ove on the table. The head was shockingly

m sshapen. Its eyes bulged like two pul py balls fromthe head, while the
mout h seenmed to be formed fromflaps of red skin, arranged |like the
petals of a rose. The figure had | eaned forward, resting its belly
against the lighting gantry guardrail, its two arnms resting on the

hori zontal bar, only the arns were inpossibly Iong. They were thin as
rods and ap-
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peared to taper into points rather than ternmi nate in hands. Those
nmonstrous eyes had | ooked deep into hers as if it recognized her. Dear
God ... Kay brushed the knees of her jeans with hands that fluttered

i ke wi ngs. She was shaking all over. Geat shuddering trenmors ran down
her back.

Leon scranbl ed t hrough. ”Kay?”
And was it wearing clothes?
She remenbered a |l ot of dark gray skin that glistened like the
underbelly of a slug. A suggestion of mucus oozing through pores the
size of wornmhol es. But clothes? Yes, there'd been dark clothes, only so
worn they hung in fraying | oops |ike bandages
” Kay?”

something like a | oosely wapped Egyptian nmumry And those eyes that
bul ged fromthe face. Tunor eyes, she thought, sick to her stonach.
Tunmor eyes that each held a fierce black pupil that..
"Kay. Come on, snap out of it.”
She blinked. Leon stood with his hand on her shoul der, gently shaking
her; his face was so full of gentle concern for her that it made her
gi ve a gul pi ng sob

"Hey, don't worry, girl,”he whispered. "We're fine now”

"Leon.” A trenor in her voice yielded words in a stutter. "D-did you see
wwhat was in there? Ch, Christ, did you see its face!”

"Yeah, some guy who jerks off while watching couples nake out... the
freak.”

" Freak?” She shook her head, trying to figure out what she'd seen on the
gantry. "Leon. It wasn't human”

"Hey cone on, Kay!”He hugged her. "It was just a weirdo in a mask. He
was trying to put a scare in you.”

"No ... You didn't see himproperly H s face was all-"
"Shh ... hey It was just some jerk. Forget it.”He held her, making
gentl e cooi ng noi ses. Then he kissed her forehead. "Take the keys and

| ock yourself in the car.”

"What for?”Then she realized. "No, Leon; no way”
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"I left the poster behind on the stage, didn't [?”
"Leon, don't go back in there, please.”

"Il be thirty seconds.”

"Leon, that thing was ... if you'd seen it, you wouldn't go anywhere
near it.”
"If I see himl'll stuff that mask so far up his ass he'll choke on it.”

"Leon, don't.”She grabbed his T-shirt to stop him ”Come back to the
car!”

"Thirty seconds. Tops.”
"Forget the poster.”

"But that's throwi ng away good noney, girl. And who was ki ckboxi ng
chanpion in the county | eague?”

"Pl ease-"

"Here, take the flashlight.”He grinned. "Start counting. Bet you a Steak
and Shake |'m back at the car with that poster before you reach thirty.”

"I'"m staying here then,”she said, defiant. "I'mnot waiting in the car’
"OK. Start the count.”

It was an old gane they'd played since junior high. They'd time each
other clinbing trees or racing through the old service duct that ran in
conpl et e darkness under the tunbl edown power plant near hone. They'd
synchroni ze the pace of the count to make it fair, so one wouldn't count

faster than the other.

Leon started as he hunkered down to clinb through the busted door pane

again. "One ... two ... three ... four... count with nme, girl. Five ..
six ...”
She forced a smile to hide her fear. "Seven ... eight... nine...”

Counting under his breath, he clinmbed through on all fours into the
Luxor. Keeping a safe five-yard distance fromthe door, she crouched to
wat ch himgo, her light revealing his nuscular |egs as he stood up and
| oped away al ong the corridor. Wthin seconds he'd
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vani shed. She shuddered. What if Leon cane face-to-face with the figure
wi th those pul py eyes? Hell, girl. Leon's a kick-boxer; he can take care



of hinself. But what if

She counted | ouder to stop herself fromthinking about what might throw
itself on himin the dark. "Fifteen ... sixteen ... seventeen ...~

The man-if he really was a man-ni ght have a knife. My God, if he's got a

gun ... Crushing down inages of Leon falling in a hail of bullets, she
counted, "Eighteen ... nineteen ...”

Four

"Twenty... twenty-one ... twenty-two ...”Leon nmurrmured as he | oped al ong

the corridor. The flashlight blasted shadows away to reveal closed doors
to dressing rooms, stock roons and an assortnent of back offices of the
dance hall. If that freak showed his face then Leon would do nore than
ki ck his fucking ass. He'd break the guy's arns.

Leon had been on the brink of shooting his load into Kay when the
pervert showed hinself. "Twenty-three ... twenty-four...”Still, there
was the car. He knew qui et parking |ots where he and Kay could finish
what they started. "Twenty-five...” Lord, she was hot. Beautifu
breasts. Small, but peach-firm ”"Twenty-six ..."He jogged through the
backstage area. Here, the ceiling hovered hi gh above his head, while
drapes that were thirty feet Iong hung down over the walls.
"Twenty-seven ... twenty-eight ...” He paused before he entered the
stage. A cool breeze blew Suddenly the hot nidnight air had been
repl aced by air that was danp and snelled of woodland in late fall.
Mushroom snells, the tang of fallen | eaves. That sharp scent of dew
formed by nmelting frost.
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Mystified, Leon shook his head but didn't miss a beat on the count.
"Twenty-nine. Thirty Maybe the freak had | eft by another exit, |eaving
the door open to admit a breeze fromthe river. Leon knew it was close
by That night be the source of this chilling draft and woodl and odors.
On the stage boards by the table lay the card tube that contained the
poster. Geat, the freako hadn't touched it. \What's nore, the guy nust
be | ong gone. There was no sign of him Leon couldn't hear anything
above the sound of his own steady breathing. Pleased that he'd regai ned
his prize, Leon crossed to the table where just nonents before, he'd
been naking out with Kay "Thirty-one.”He snmiled to hinself. OK So he
owed Kay a Steak and Shake. He'd not made it back inside the count of
thirty Not that he minded. Mdre than ever he wanted to spend tine with
her... sheesh, and what tines they could spend. He could still feel the
tingle of her lips on his.

Fi ve

"Thirty-one ... you owe me dinner, Leon.”Her eyes were fixed on the door
with the busted panel as she spoke. "Thirty-two.”He prom sed he'd be
back by the time | counted to thirty. You're slow ng down, Leon
"Thirty-three.”You' re turning froma hare into a tortoise. She kept the
j okey thoughts running through her head to keep the other thoughts at
bay; that Leon might be in trouble in there. He nmight have fallen. O
that thing with the devastated face had ... "Thirty-four, thirty-five,



thirty-six.” She was counting faster now, alnost in the hope it would
make Leon's return all the speedier

A clatter followed by a bang made her squeal. Gunshots? No. She steadied
her breath. The plywood that had been used to board the door had sinply
sl i pped
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back down to cover the hole, that's all. She took another deep
st eadyi ng breath, but her heart thunped painfully against her ribs.
"Thirty-seven ..."

Si x

"Thirty-eight.”Leon reached down to grab the tube with that

al | -too-val uabl e poster. Hmm ... He could al nost snell the nmoney He
paused. Shit. What's that? The floor | ooked different. Maybe an effect
of the flashlight, only it |ooked as if there were fallen | eaves
scattered across the stage. Wat's nore, just a stride or two fromthe
card tube there was a branch. He shone the light fully on the hunk of
wood. It was covered in npss. A bright green frog sat in the branch's
fork, watching himw th bul bous bl ack eyes.

Hel I, what kind of trick was that freak playing here? The cold breeze
that surged over himchilled his bl ood. Straightening sharply, he | ooked
up. A sudden understandi ng that he was no | onger al one crackled through
his nerves. That guy's back

But it was no single individual. A dozen figures stood in aline in
front of him When he saw their faces he cried out in shock and

di sbelief. Wen they lunged forward and brutally hauled himinto the
shadows, that's when Leon began to scream

Seven

"Seventy-six. Seventy-seven ... seventy-eight...”He's not com ng back
somet hi ng' s happened to Leon. Kay's heart beat hard. She coul dn't

take her eyes fromthe board that covered the entranceway to the Luxor

She'd anticipated that any second she'd see it slide back and there

woul d be Leon. There'd be a huge grin
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sl apped across his face and he'd crack a joke about her being a fraidy
cat.

But he's not coming back. He's never gonna come out of there. She'd

counted in a whisper, listening hard, trying to catch some sound of him
fromthe ghostly building... nothing. The place had swal |l owed hi m down
into its guts. He's not com ng back. ... He's not com ng back

Now, Kay counted slowy ”"Seventy-nine ... eighty... eighty-one ..."If

she didn't rack up the nunbers so fast then it night not seem so bad.
"Eighty-two ...”"

She thought: Don't be stupid. Counting slow or counting fast isn't going
to make a shred of difference as to how quickly Leon cones back. Go in



there. Find him

Gipping the flashlight tight in her right fist, with the |ight blazing
hard and bright on the | oose hunk of board, she lunged at it with
desperate energy. She had to find him He night be Iying hurt. He'd need
her to be brave now. Gipping the splintered edge of the board, she
swung it aside and shone the Iight inside.

A face lunged forward, framed by the hole in the panel. Two nonstrous
eyes stared at her. She recoiled, scream ng at the m sshapen head. Veins
stood proud of the skin at its tenples. Hair stood in short dark spines,
nore |ike thorns than real hair. The nouth pul sed-a sight that sickened
her; it looked like a red rose that had been dipped in nucus. Silver
strands of goo dripped down to the ground. Eyes bl azed as the head

| unged forward, pushing itself through the hole toward her, at the sane
time, a savage hiss escaped fromthe pul sati ng nout h.

Scream ng, she flung the flashlight. It mssed the nonster's face and
smashed against the wall, killing the light and scattering plastic
shards and batteries onto the ground. The world blurred as she ran

t hrough near darkness. Ahead sat the car, alone in the Iot. Beyond that
were distant streetlights and dianond glitter of skyscrapers downtown.
Sonet hing coil ed around her bare
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wrist. For a second she thought a hand had grabbed her, but she saw it
was | ong and wet and gray and tapered to a point. Something |ike an

i npossibly long cow s tongue or... she fought to identify the glittering
linb ... or a tentacle. Scream ng, she jerked her hand free.

Then she ran harder, her feet sounding |ike pistol shots as they slanmed
agai nst the bl acktop. Any nonent she expected that gray glistening thing
to |l oop around her throat. Wthout stopping, she funbled the keys that
Leon had given her from her pocket. Keyed the button to unlock the
doors. Work ... work! Please work! Lights flashed. A mechani sm clicked
unl ocked, thank God. Wthout |ooking back, she flung open the door
rammed herself into the driver's seat, wi nding herself on the steering
colum. She started the engine.

Wthin seconds she was fishtailing that Honda across the |ot toward the
exit. When her eyes were repeatedly drawn to the rearview nirror to see
if that thing followed, she slashed the mirror fromthe wi ndshield wth
her fist.

Dear God, | don't want to ever see that face again. Her stomach churned
at the thought of those eyes | ooking at her. Huge, glass ball eyes. They
were so knowi ng. They recogni zed sonething in her face.

Kay barreled onto the highway, floored the pedal, pointed the car's nose
in the direction of home. When at |ast she pulled up outside the
apartment, not only was she trenbling and breathl ess, she realized she
was still playing their old counting game. ”"Four hundred and five, four
hundred and si x.”She wanted to stop counting but couldn't. \Wat's nore,
she knew right then that she'd be counting a long tine before she
accepted the one true fact: Leon was never com ng back
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Sunday coul dn't have been nmuch gloomier if there'd been a death in the
house. Robyn took her book to read out on the patio because she coul dn't
bear to hear Emerson's endl ess tel ephone calls to forner associ ates.

"You heard what the bastards plan to do to nmy company?”Emerson's voice
runbled fromhis den |ike thunder. "They're asset-stripping the fucking

factory then noving the whol e operation to Mexico, where they'll hire
ki ds your daughter's age to punmp nolten plastic into the nolds. They
don't know what they're doing ... if the inside of the nold is wet

they' Il explode and rip the kids' heads off. The fucki ng sharehol ders
haven't a clue ...”

Robyn tried to return to the book. Reading was the only thing that

di stracted her froma whole swarm of worries. On top of her nother's
husband bei ng sacked from his own conpany (Robyn couldn't think of him
as "Dad”or even "Stepdad”) and the bank foreclosing on the house, her
body was still behaving so weirdly. Her stomach fluttered |like there
were butterflies trapped inside. At night she flooded the pillow w th
perspiration; what's nore, she had such weird dreans about people with
deformed faces. And she worried about Noel. \What made him so physically
repul sive to her now? She loved him She truly did. But on Saturday when
he'd conme close to making love to her she'd wanted to puke. Now she
tried to lose herself in this novel. It would give her a break from al
this chaos erupting in her life. Only it wasn't going to be so easy.
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"Robyn?” Her not her sashayed out of the house in a black and gold silk

ki nono. She wore a kind of gypsy scarf on her head that Robyn al ways

t hought peculiar in the least, but Enerson liked it. 'Nuff said. "Lovely
nmorning. | can't renmenber the last tine it was as warmas this in April.
Good book?”

” Hmn ”

Thi s kind of opening ganmbit of her nother's always tweaked the suspicion
chain in Robyn's head. "Are you and Emerson still going to dinner at the
Braithwaites' tonight?”

"That pair? | wouldn't go there if you paid nme. They held a ten percent
share in the conmpany. They couldn't vote Enerson off the board fast
enough. They're nothing less than traitors.” The color rose in her

not her' s cheeks. She took a steadying breath. "Enerson's deternined not
to be beaten. He went to see one of his old friends. He owns a truck
repair shop over on Goodi son Avenue.”

" Ch?” Robyn wondered why she was being told Emerson's plans in such
detail .

"Well, it seenms this friend of Emerson's has a workshop he doesn't use
and he's prepared to rent it to Emerson for two hundred a week.”

"\What does Enerson want a truck repair shop for?”

"Ah, that's the clever part. It's big enough to house the plastic
i njection nolding unit Enerson used in his factory”

Robyn shook her head, puzzled. "But | thought the manufacturing
equi prent was the property of Enerson Hol di ngs, and that's now owned by



t he sharehol ders.”

"Emerson's going to start over. Buy new machi nes. He cal cul ated he only
needs a workforce of ten to get up and running again. It'll mean that he
has to handl e sone of the driving jobs as well as manageri al
responsibility, and 1'mgoing to help out in admn, so we can-"
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"But Emerson doesn't have any noney, does he? You had to re-nortgage the
house to bail himout |ast year”

"Not bail himout, dear”Her nother |ooked hurt by the inplication. "He
had cash fl ow probl enms caused by his distributor going into |iquidation
Al that stock of his was tied up in their warehouse.”

"You think a bank will give himcredit?”

"No, that's out of the question, unfortunately. She | ooked Robyn in the
eye, then her gaze slid away as she westled with some difficult line of
conversation. "Robyn. Enerson needs to regain control of his Iife again.
It's nore than losing his business; it's as if he's lost a linb.”
"I"'msorry Mom | hope he gets back on his feet again. Only [|-"

"Your father left you a trust fund, Robyn.”

"I know. But what's that got to do with Emerson starting a new conpany?”

"Ch, Robyn. Do |I have to spell it out?”

"Mom |'mnineteen. | don't have access to the trust until | reach
twenty-one.”

"I"ve been reading the terns of the trust. It stipulates that if there's
a financial crisis, you can apply to dissolve the trust and |iqui date

t he bonds.”

Robyn stared. "Mom that's the noney that Dad left for ne.”

"Emerson and | have run the trust figures. Its value stands at just over
one hundred thousand dollars. Enerson cal cul ates he can get a new
factory up and running for sixty-five thousand.”

Robyn rose to her feet. Her stomach spasned hard enough for her to
totter. Whatever was happening to her body was frightening her nore than
she dared put into words.

Now this. "No, Mom Dad put that noney in trust for ne.”
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"Emerson will make you a shareholder. He'll see

t hat-"



"No, no, no! I'mnot giving himDad s noney!” G i pping the book so hard
her knuckles turned white,

Robyn wal ked back to the house.
Two

That Sunday norni ng, Benedict West planned to take a drive along the
shores of Lake M chigan to a beach of pure white sand. Wth a warm
breeze rolling up fromthe south, it would be a pleasant foretaste of
sumer. He'd pulled his sandals fromthe back of the closet where they'd
hi bernated for the winter, then changed his sweater for a Hawaiian shirt
bl azing with inpossible sunsets that | ooked nore |ike the product of a
delirious acid trip than cal culated fabric design

| need this, he told hinmself. A few hours break on a beach, soaking sone
sun, getting sand between my toes. Breathing that zinging fresh air.

can enjoy lunch at a diner. Crisp salad with sal nbn steaks. Just the

t hought of it made his stomach runble hungrily

First, sunscreen. He had fair skin and those first hot days of spring
woul d charbroil his nose if he didn't slap on a palnful of SPF 20. He
remenbered that there'd still be a tube of lotion in his suitcase. And
that would be ... where? He thought for a nmonent. Yep, in the spare
room under the guest bed. Wiistling, he went into the roomhe used as a
general dunp slash guest room He flicked open the blind, admitting a
dazzling blast of that unseasonably intense sunlight, then went onto his
hands and knees to drag out the suitcase. As always there was a pile of
other crud in the way. A block of nusic 'zines, tied with hairy string.
An el ectric sandw ch toaster. He hated toasted sandw ches. He'd once
snapped a tooth on concrete hard-baked crust. But it was a birthday gift
fromhis
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mom and ... yeah, he'd get that old twist of guilt dunping it.

"OK, suitcase,”he nuttered into the darkness beneath the bed. "Where ya
hi di ng?”

The thing must have sneaked farther under the bed all by itself. ”"Now,

|'ve heard of cases on wheels... never one sprouting dinky little |egs

and scurrying away to hide. Ugh, dust bunnies ... lots of dust bunnies
Benedict, you live like a pig, nmy man. You should exercise that

Hoover nore.” He kept up the prattle. It had gotten to be a deeply

entrenched habit after living alone all these years. "Now, you old

sui tcase, cone to Poppa ... ah, there you are. ”

He caught sight of the suitcase that nust have been pushed right back to
the wall. Before he could reach it he had to slide out a trio of bright
bl ue plastic storage boxes. He'd been feeling upbeat. The warm spring
day provided himwith a candy coating of optimsm The noment he dragged
out the boxes it was as if a dark cloud had suddenly suffocated the sun
A shiver trickled down his spine to coil its cold presence around his
intestines. Damm ..

| shoul d have avoi ded these.



Through the transparent |lid he saw the wad of photographs of Mariah he'd
had printed up when she went m ssing. They say that your first real |ove
al ways lays claimto a special part of your heart. Seeing her smling up
t hrough the nist of dust on the plastic cover found that hidden corner
of his heart and gave it a painful twist. He hadn't seen the phot ograph
in months. Her beauty caught him by surprise. Sonehow the menory of the
way she smiled and the way her blond hair shone had faded.

Benedict raised the lid. There it was. The secret obsession. The
obsession that dominated his life. It was the reason why he'd noved here
to Chicago fromAtlantic City. It was the reason he freel anced from hone
so he could drop what he was doing the nonent the call cane.
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"The call for what?”

The answer crept up on him The call that tells me what happened to ny
ex-fiancee Mariah Lee. Yeah, past events were like filthy great nails,
fixing himto the cross of |ove.

He shook his head. Mel odramatic phrases aside, he knew he couldn't nove
onin his life or formnew permanent rel ationships until he could answer
t he one question that obsessed him

What happened to Mariah Lee?

These boxes contained files, correspondence, conputer disks,
phot ogr aphs, vi deotapes. The result of three years' work when he turned
hinself into a detective to | earn what had happened to the |ove of his
life (even though she'd wal ked out on him another truth he found hard
to face). Really, he could reduce all the known facts relating to her

di sappearance to a few stark words: On the night of April 19, ten years
ago, Mariah had gone to a concert at the Luxor alone. She'd gone in. He,
Benedi ct West, had secretly watched fromhis car as she passed through
the Egyptian-style entrance into the Luxor. Doormen, the girl in the box
of fice, bar staff, even the band's bassist who'd tried to buy her a
drink, could testify that she'd spent the whole evening in the club
sitting alone in the corner as if waiting for sonmeone that had never
shown. Then at the end of the night she'd never left the building. As
sinmple as that. A great big hole could have opened up on the dance fl oor
and swal | oned her into some bottom ess abyss. No one saw her | eave.
Benedi ct, sitting in the car, his eyes |ocked on the entrance, never saw
her |l eave either. O course, the police assumed she'd done just that.
They argued with Benedict that she'd slipped out some back way (maybe
with the horny bassist, who seemed a little wacko to them anyway). After
all, a search of the building with dogs never reveal ed a trace of

Mari ah. Al though, one cop did later adnit that the dogs went crazy in

t he buil ding. They threw back their
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heads and yow ed. \Wen they were slipped off their |eashes with a
conmmand to search, they'd scuttled outside with their ears flattened to



their head. Then they'd even tried to bite their handl er when they were
haul ed i nsi de agai n.

But that was that. Benedict knew the police believed that Mariah wanted
to make a cl ean break from Benedict by noving to Chicago (their gl ances
at one anot her suggested they figured Benedict m ght just be another
possessi ve ex-1over who couldn't take "It's over”for an answer). Wat's
nore, Mariah Lee was an adult. There was no sign of a crinme being
committed. She'd already closed down her bank accounts (and probably
opened new ones under a different nane- that was the police line
anyway) .

”So, Benedict, old buddy, it was all down to you.”He'd rented an
apartment here and becane his own private police force of one. He didn't
find a trace of Mariah in all those years of searching. But he found out
secrets about the Luxor. \What he | earned repeatedly drew hi m back

Hell ... if the Luxor was shaped |like a cross and he, Benedict Wst, was
nailed to it by the hands and feet, he couldn't be any nore closely
fixed to it.

He pulled out a wad of letters and began to read. At that noment he knew
the drive to the | ake was on hold. This box of files was pulling him
back in tine to the years when he'd spent every waki ng noment searching
for Mari ah.

Thr ee

"Robyn?” The voi ce of her best friend on the tel ephone rose in surprise.
"Robyn? Haven't you thought of the obvious?”

"I'"d planned to make an appointnent with nmy doctor in the norning.”

*
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"First things first,”her friend said. "Meet ne outside the supermarket
in half an hour.””The supermarket? G llian? Wat on earth for?”" They
have a pharnmacy

Four

Wth his father snoring on the sofa and his nother asleep in her room
Ell ery Hann nmoved through the apartnent |ike a ghost. H s brother had
taken the opportunity of stealing a twenty-dollar bill fromthe wallet
the stranger had returned yesterday. Now big bro had gone bowing wth
his buddies. If you were interested, you could flip a coin to see

whet her he woul d be hone by mdnight or they'd get a call fromthe
police. The odds were the same. Ellery's brother had a knack of getting
into fights or being accused of petty theft or crimnal damage. Last
week it was trashing a pay phone with a tire iron, just for the hell of
it. Not that Ellery bothered about the twenty-dollar bill. Ever since
he'd started spending tine at the Luxor, stuff |ike noney and persona
possessi ons had beconme uninportant. He shoul d have | earned the | esson
years ago because of the tines his el der brothers and father took the
cash grandparents gave himor snmashed his toys. ... He shrugged. No,
that didn't matter anynore. Silently he wal ked into the living room
where his father grunted through forty wi nks on the sofa. Ellery checked
the mrror. He | ooked at the line of his own delicate jaw, then gl anced
at his father's chunky slab of bone that forned his bottomjaw H's



el der brothers could have been del ayed cl ones of the snorting bear of a
man, but Ellery | ooked nothing like him Ellery' s cheekbones were high
and nol ded silky fine skin. His father's were buried beneath bul gi ng
flesh bl emished with red veins that |ooked |ike pen doodl es. The wool |y
mane of crinkly hair was nothing Iike
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Ellery's either. Hs was pure

bl ack, fine and absolutely straight.

Ellery's gaze roanmed the apartnent that his nmom had battled to keep
clean for so long it had broken her health. Bronchitis and a heart

mur mur kept her bedridden for mpst of the day. The only tine she rose
was to cook meals or tidy at least a little of the ness his father and
brothers made. For the last half hour Ellery had ghosted through the

pl ace, silently washing the dishes, straightening drapes, w ping away
dust and grease spills on work tops, enptying ashtrays. He'd lived here
twel ve years. It seened no nore |ike honme now than the day he wal ked

t hr ough t he door.

In el ementary school his teacher had asked the class to draw a picture
of home. Ellery had turned in a detailed and precoci ous drawi ng of a
vast structure that lay in ruins beneath clinging shrouds of noss,

vi nes, spindly banboo canes, and olive trees whose thick Iinbs were
somehow apel i ke. Beneath the growh and the decay his pencils had
sketched an uncanny trace of donmes, towers and bizarre externa
staircases that clinbed across the face of ancient walls. In Ellery's
mnd' s eye that was the place he saw when he thought the word: HOVE

Fi ve

Robyn stood in Gllian's bathroomstaring at her own reflection. Her
eyes | ooked back at her. It's strange; even though you' ve had the

bi ggest shock of your life and your mind' s in turmil, you can | ook

calm Untroubled, even. It was so weird. She should be scream ng or
beating her head with her hands.

But | ook at that, she thought, not a flicker of enotion.
The sound of fingernails clicking on wood reached

t VA
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her. Robyn realized that Gllian had tapped before, trying to attract
her attention

"Come in”Robyn told her in a voice that sounded strangely flat to her
ears. "It's not |ocked.”

Gllian slid her head around the edge of the door as if uneasy about
wal ki ng into the bathroom ”Everything OK?”

"I guess it nust be. At least it explains why | felt so weird.” She
forced a smile. "And it proves |I'mnot dying.” Then Robyn held up the
pen-sized cylinder of plastic fromthe pregnancy test kit for Gllian to
see.

Her friend took one | ook, then put her hand to her nouth and cried, "Ch
my God! | don't believe it!”



Chapt er Seven
e

Robyn Vincent was in no state to take the train home. Instead, Gllian
drove her.

Robyn knew t he questi on would sound idiotic beyond belief, but she found
she had to voice it. "Pregnant? How on earth can | be pregnant?”

Gllian glanced at her but said nothing. The answer was blisteringly
obvi ous.
"I-1 know how ..."”Robyn shook her head in disbelief. "But pregnant! It

doesn't nake sense.”
"Don't beat yourself up over it, Robyn. These things happen.”

"You don't have to drive so slowy you know? My condition isn't that
delicate.”

"Sorry

"This can't have happened. It can't have. You know nme, Gllian. |I'mso
damm careful about everything.
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don't cross the road unless |'ve | ooked

both ways a zillion tines.”

" Rubber s?”

Robyn shook her head. "Birth control pill.”
"You m ght have m ssed taking one.”

"Aw, please, Gllian, that's the ol dest excuse in the book. Sorry, dear
| forgot to swallow the pill one night. I'd have thought anyone with a
scrap of sense ...” She pushed her knuckle against her |ips. She
realized she was pouring scorn on herself now, not on sone w de-eyed

hi gh- school student who insisted she was pregnant because of industrial
sabotage in the condomfactory or the pill she took nust have cone from
a dud batch. "Shit, how can | have got into such a mess, Gllian?”

Her friend gave her a synpathetic gl ance.

"You know this is just crazy... absolutely crazy ...”"”Robyn stared out
the side wi ndow. Suddenly sidewal ks seenmed to be full of pregnant wonen
or young couples with strollers that contained scream ng babies. "W
were careful. | never mssed a single pill.”

"I"msorry Robyn. You shouldn't be going through this.”

"Sheesh, it all happened so quickly. I"'mon the pill and | take a
pregnancy test and | get a positive result. That's not physically
possible, is it?”

Gllian could only make a painful hop of her shoul ders.

"It's too early to know |'m pregnant. Unless the tester kit was



faul ty” Robyn saw a gli mer of hope. "They're not one hundred percent
accurate, are they?”

"You' d best nmake an appointment to see your doctor, Robyn.”

Ahead | ay Robyn's house on a street of mansions with sw mring pools.
Hel |, soon she couldn't even call this hone. The bank woul d repossess
within the next few weeks. Wat then? Raise her child in a two-bed
apartment with Mom and Emerson? Good God. What a start in life. She
shudder ed.
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The sound of Gllian's car slowi ng dowmn at the house brought reality
kicking its way savagely back

"I"1l have to get it over with and tell Mom now Robyn unbuckl ed t he
seatbelt. The fluttering novenents sprang up in her stomach again. Jeez,
there could have been a bird in there beating its wings |ike crazy.

Anot her thought struck her. ”"And how on earth do | tell Noel ?”

"Robyn, it's not easy but ny advice is as soon as possible.”

nI

don't know how he's going to take it. He's only just started coll ege.
He' d even planned to take a year off when he qualified to travel around

the world. Nowwith this ...”She rubbed her stomach. "My God, what's he
going to say, Gllian?"Tears welled up in her eyes.

Gllian hugged her. "My sister was a year younger than you when she had
Benj am n.”

"Ei ghteen? She was still a kid herself.”

"She coped ... no, nore than that, she did great. She's so happy you'd

think she'd burst.”
Robyn dabbed her eyes. "Ckay. Tinme to face the music.”
Two

At hone Benedict West drew the blinds to shut out the sun. Down in the
yard the old man's dog was barking at birds in the sky. Butch did that
when he saw the migrating bird flocks in the spring and fall. Maybe

But ch had been born with the soul of a bird and wanted to join the
flight. Benedict |oosened a button on the Hawaiian shirt, then poured

hi nsel f another coffee. Wth that done, he switched on the Betamax VCR
He'd had to hunt through many a junk shop to find a Betanmax machi ne that
still worked. Al those years ago after failing to interest the police
in maki ng a serious search for Mariah, he'd returned to the Luxor
determned to 83
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di scover the truth hinmself. By that tinme the place had cl osed. The
recei vers had nail ed boards over the doors and wi ndows and erected a
sign at the entrance to the parking lot. for sale: redevel opnent site.



Not hi ng short of fury erupted inside him He wasn't going to take these
ki nds of setbacks anynore. Not fromdisinterested cops. Not froma
boarded-up building. He'd pried off one of the boards guarding a rear
door, then kicked through a door panel. They were only ply, so he
smashed a | arge enough hole to craw through. The place had been
stripped bare of fixtures and fittings. But in the |obby he'd found
stacks of cartons. Sonmeone had scrawl ed the word trash on them In one
he found six of the old-style videotapes with typewitten |abels gl ued
to themthat read Benjam n Lockram Volunme 1-A Menoir and so on, right
up to volune seven. Volune five was m ssing.

That's how one Benedi ct West had turned detective. But how the hell do
you start investigating a mssing persons case? He didn't know. All he
could think of was that the first step would be to take all these
cartons hone and sift through themfor clues. After all, he was

convi nced of one thing: Mariah Lee had wal ked into the Luxor. Mariah Lee
had never wal ked back out.

So, as the hot spring norning becane a hotter spring afternoon, with the
sounds of Chicago enjoying that first taste of sunmer, Benedict slotted
volume 1 into the hul king case of the ancient Betamax machine with its
chroned | evers and knobs. Then he sat down to watch Benjam n Lockram
one-time manager of the Luxor, give hima guided tour of the building
that had devoured Mariah Lee.
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Thr ee
"Where's Monf?”

Emer son padded out of the house to bl ock her way as Robyn headed to the
patio at the rear. Momall but canped out there with Mnute Maids and a
stack of novels when the sun shone.

"Never mnd your nother, Robyn. We have inportant matters to di scuss.”

Sunday. And Emerson stood there in a gray business suit and striped tie.
Through the thin hair weave, his bald head shone gl ossy as an egg in the
sunlight. Robyn blinked at him She had the nost inportant news a
daughter could share with a nother, and yet Enerson bl ocked the path
that ran through the gap in the hedge. This she didn't need. God, she
had to see her nother now while she had the courage to get the words

t hrough her Iips. Mom |'m pregnant. Now Enmerson stopped her
"Emerson, |1've got to see Mom | need to speak with her
"Later”

"No, | need to-"

"Robyn, listen to ne. You' ve lived at ny expense for the last three
years. | haven't conplained. |'mnot conplaini ng now

"At your expense? This is ny nmothers house.”Her stomach fluttered. Those
wei rd spasms were coming. Jesus, it was |like a war being fought in that
area between her hips. Did all wonen get these sensations when they were
pr egnant ?



| feel so weird. Lightheaded. | need to sit down.

But all Emerson did was bl ock her path while jabbering away about fanily
responsibilities. He pointed his finger at her like it was a gun. Jeez,
what was wong with the man? Come to that, what's wong with ne? | fee
SO
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hot | could explode. My stomach's really hurting. This wasn't pregnancy,
this was torture.

”So, Robyn, what's your answer?”

Dear God, what was the question? Robyn's head swirled. The sun bl azed
into her eyes. At the edge of her vision green streaks flowed by as her
eyes blurred. Enerson's face | oomed at her, swollen-1oo0king, angry. Even
the man's eyes bul ged.

"Don't be evasive, Robyn. |'ve run ny own conpany for twenty years. |
know when people are shitting ne.”

"I"'mnot shitting you.”

"G ve me an answer then. WIIl you permt your nother to |iquidate your
trust fund?”

"That noney's mine. Dad left it for ne.

"Robyn. We are going to be homel ess. Understand that, you silly selfish
child. For your nother's sake allow ne to invest that noney for you, so
this famly can live as it has always done. In confort... with dignity

Robyn nearly | ost her bal ance as vertigo took hold. "No. It's not yours.
My father left me that noney when-"

She didn't get any further. Emerson's full-bl ooded slap drove her back
agai nst the wall of the house. Standing there, gasping, her hand held to
her cheek, she stared at Enerson in horror. The ook of fury in his eyes
told her he was going to strike her again. She even saw hi m bunch his
fists and take a pace forward. Then, at the last noment, he slanmed his
fist down against the side of his |l eg and wal ked back into the house.

Four

"My name is Benjamin Isiah Lockram | am eighty-four years old. For the
last half of a century |I have been the owner and manager of the Luxor
Dance Hall. Seventy years ago | wal ked through those doors back there.
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through the turnstile and onto the dance fl oor where |I'm standi ng now.
That's when the Luxor stole ny heart. The | ook of the building, the

sounds, snells, the feel of the place fascinated ne. Cbhsessed ne m ght
be a nore apt description. It's still got ny heart. |I'll never |eave



Alone in the gloony living room Benedict West watched the video. It had
been recorded back in 1979, according to the date on the cassette | abel
He knew it by heart, he'd seen it so many tinmes. Wiy had the owner of

t he dance hall gone to the trouble of naking the homespun TV
docunentary? At first Benedict had dismissed it as a hobby thing. A way
of passing time on a wet Sunday Using what must have then been a
sparkling new invention. Home video equi pnent had been in its infancy
then. The shot of Lockram standing there on the dance floor sparkled
with flashing dots, courtesy of the ancient tape, while the soundtrack
had a back fizz of static. Every so often the entire i mage would take a
little wal k of fscreen before bouncing back as the tracki ng mechani sm
took control again. Benedict sipped his coffee while watching the
Luxor's then-owner talk. The old guy wore a sober suit in a dark
material with a white shirt and plain blue tie. A sharp-dressed nan. For
an eighty-four-year-old he looked fit, with a wiry frame that crackled
with an energy all its own. The body | anguage coul d have been poached
froma younger man, too. \Wen he tal ked he noved lightly on his feet,
gesturing with his arms. The face was pure gi veaway though. Deep lines
etched the forehead. More lines radi ated sunburst patterns fromhis eyes
to a hairline that, although it hadn't receded, had turned pure white.

Chhh, Benedict. Wiy do you do this to yourself? Switch off. Drive the
car. Sit on the shore. Find a diner. Eat lunch. ... He always ran

t hrough the mantra as soon as he watched Lockram s tapes. He didn't need
to do this. Mariah Lee had gone. She wasn't comi ng back. He'd tried
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to trace her. Failed. There was no shane in that. He should | et go.

But | can't, he told hinmself grimy. Just like the Luxor clainmed the
heart of a fourteen-year-old Benjam n Isiah Lockramall those years ago,
its got its hooks into me. There's sonething about the place.

Shit.

When Lockram hel d out his hands on the flickering screen and uttered the
nmel odramati ¢ words, Benedict found hinself nouthing themw th him

"Behol d the Luxor!”

In a few monents Lockram woul d begin a tour of the Luxor. A detailed
tour that took in every passageway, storeroom closet and office, as
wel | as the dance floor and stage area. He filned architectural details
in close-up, reveal ed carpentry techni ques. The voi ce-over al so conpared
the Luxor to the great Chicago dance halls of the Jazz Age. The

Par adi se. The Aragon. The Trianon. Huge pleasure pal aces for the working
man and woman that could hold eight thousand peopl e. Magnificent
bui | di ngs designed in imtation of Mworish castles with full-sized pal m
trees in the | obby and mapl e dance floors that rode on cushions of felt
and springs so the clientele would feel as if they literally danced on
air. Those were smart places where tuxedoed fl oorwal kers patrolled to
make sure that people didn't dance the forbidden jitterbug, or

scandal ously dance too cl ose. The Luxor, though splendid in its Egyptian
tomb get-up, was smaller, lay further out of town, and was a "cone |et
your hair down” kind of place. If you wanted to jitterbug the night away



or dance cheek-to-cheek with the warm flesh of your choice, why, then
you go straight ahead and do it.

Al most ten years ago Benedict had watched these videotapes for the first
time. What unfol ded wasn't an old man's bit of hobby program making, it
was sonet hing el se. The description had el uded Benedict for a
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few nonents as all those years ago he'd sat in this very room watching
the screen in a half-doze, not considering it to be of any inportance at
all.

It was only when Lockram (who nust have been operating the canmera by
hinself) filmed a sequence of shots in an apartment with a "This is
where | live. The apartnment lies directly over the | obby and ticket
office. ..."that Benedict lurched up straight on the sofa. A ghostly
sense of prenonition warned himhe was nearing a significant part of the
vi deo. The canera floated through the apartnent, a kind of ghostly eye,
seei ng everything. A sequence of views: the kitchen with brass pans
hanging froma rack; the living roomwith a big old hunky TV in the
corner and a radi ogram beside it. Van Gogh prints of cornfields and
starry nights on the walls. A hallway. A glinpse of an open bat hroom
with a shower. Then a shot straight into a wall mrror that proved
Lockram operated the canmera. His deeply lined face appeared |ike sone
ravaged | andscape behind the canmera. And what a canera! A huge twin |lens
nmonster that trailed cables down to the videotape deck that Lockram
carried slung over one shoulder on a strap. The manufacturer nust have
been straining the word "portable” to near destruction when they applied
it tothat fifty pounds of hardware the old man hefted around.

As the screen revealed a traveling shot of the hallway toward a
hal f - open door at the end, Lockram spoke the comentary |ive. Exertion
forced himto take deep breaths between sound bites. Respiration cane as
a whoosh. "People tell ne... that the Luxor is haunted... they're afraid
to be alone here... after dark. ... No ... No ... there aren't any
ghosts here in the Luxor. There is sonething else, though ... far nore
powerful ... far nore destructive... infinitely nore dangerous than
shades of past lives. ... This TV recording is... my testanment. ... Now
this is the nursery. ...”A shot of a roomcontaining a crib in the
corner and a bed in the center. Toys lined a shelf in a neat row They
| ooked as if
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a child has never played with them Pristine. Barely touched. "This is
the bedroom And this is Mary, ny wife. ”

That was the noment of revelation for Benedict. There on the bed | ay
Benjami n Lockrami s wi fe. Benedict had sat up straight, heart thunping,
nerves jangling. H s eyes wi dened as the shot went into close-up on her
face. When Lockram had filnmed this, the woman was dead. Fromthe

appear ance of the deeply sunken eyes, she'd been dead a while. The

vi deot ape ended with a click.

Then Benedi ct had understood. This was Lockram s confessi on



Chapt er Ei ght
e

The clock ticked. In a neighbor's yard, kids were fooling around with

[ awn sprinklers. Robyn could hear excited squeals as they ran into the
icy spray. She listened for a nmonent, catching some half-vani shed
recol l ection of herself screaming with delight as she squirted a hose at
her father. She'd have been five then. By Christnmas he and Mom had
split. He joined a dental practice way down sonewhere in Florida. Wthin
a year he'd wound up dead from an enboli sm devel oped after scuba diving.
It was only in her nmid teens she'd | earned about the trust fund he'd
created for her before he died. Maybe she could have tal ked to hi m about
all the problems she faced now. He'd have been a much-needed confi dant.
Robyn touched her face where it still burned from Enerson's slap. Her

ot her hand rested on her stomach, which fluttered and twitched. This
weekend |'ve lurched fromdisaster to disaster

I
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she told herself. Mom di sm ssed Enerson striking ne as hysteria on ny
part. Wien she heard about my being pregnant she sniffed as if she'd
hal f anticipated that eventuality all along and nerely asked if | was
going to keep it. Now l've got to tell Noel. Fromthe roll |'ve been on
this is going to be a disaster, too).

Even as Robyn picked up the phone she could i magi ne Noel telling her
they were finished. He was at college. He planned to travel the world.
No way was Noel going to be tied to a wife and kid in some two-bit
apartment with wall-to-wall rot and roaches.

She raised her eyes to the mrror. ”"You ve got to do it, girl. There's

no putting it off any longer.' Thunbing the call button, she heard ringing,
followed by a click and Noel's voice

"Noel ? There's something |'ve got to tell you. ”
Two

Noel drove. Robyn sat in the passenger seat staring forward as the Apri
sun di pped toward factory snokestacks.

"Robyn, "he said after a long silence. "You're pregnant. |I'mgoing to
stand by you, but you shouldn't-"

"I"ve made up nmy mnd,”she told him ”1'm not going back.”
"But you can't just walk out of your home l|ike that.”
"Just try and stop ne.”

"I"'mnot suggesting you stay there forever; take a few days to think it
over. It's a big step to-"

"Noel . Listen. Years ago ny dad set up a trust fund for ne. Wen |I'm
twenty-one | can access it, only Mom and Enmerson want to crack the trust. Wen
they do, Emerson's gonna blowit all on a stupid business venture.”



" Robyn, he-"

"That guy couldn't make money out of a dog that shits gold.”

91

There was a pause. Then Noel gl anced sideward a couple of tines at her before
aski ng, ”"What happened to your face?”

" Not hi ng. ”
"A red, sore-looking nothing.”
"Sunburn, that's all.”

He gl anced agai n. She kept her face turned away, unable to neet his
gaze.

"Did you fight with your non®?”

"What do you expect? She was shocked to hear she's going to be a
grandna.”

"She shouldn't have hit you.”

Robyn kept her lips together. Telling Noel what Enerson had done woul d

only conplicate things. As it was, she found herself on the brink of crying
agai n. Noel had been so sweet when she'd told himthat she was pregnant. He
hadn't questioned the whys. He accepted it as a done deal

He promised to stick by her, that this wouldn't come between them What

had troubl ed hi m nost was Robyn's decision to | eave home there and then
There was no way on God's earth she was going to endure anot her argunent
today So she'd witten a note for her nother and left it on the kitchen
tabl e.

Only it's one thing to wal k out of a hone, she told herself. It's
another thing entirely to find a new one.

Thr ee

After a break for a sandwi ch and nore cof fee, Benedict West eased tape
nunber two of Lockram s video testanment into the machine. Qutside, the
setting sun cast a blood red flame agai nst the blinds. Benedict sat on
the rug with his back to the wall to watch the TV. This tinme Lockram
stood in the same dark suit in front of the Luxor's art-deco entrance.
He' d been expl ai ning how the pillars
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had been cast fromconcrete and that while the | otus bl ossons had been
carved fromwood, the pharaoh's faces set above the entrance were

pl aster casts. Then they'd been painted to resenble a creany white
marble. A wind blew, tugging the man's hair into rippling strands of
white

Lockram gl anced back up to a wi ndow set high in the wall above the
entrance as if he half expected to see the face of his dead wife peering
out. Benedict realized now that the man had set up the canera, left it
runni ng, then stepped in front of the lens to address the viewer. It

must have cost a lot of sweat to position the canera, adjust focus, then
step up to a mark he'd chal ked on the floor, so he'd be picture center



Then on top of that, to talk |like a seasoned TV veteran. Benedict
listened to what Lockram was sayi ng onscreen. "Before the Luxor stood

here, it was the site of a sawri||. Barges brought the | ogs down on the
Ftyyte that runs behind the Luxor there. No doubt you can still find
ti mber sawn here in old buildings in Chicago. The sawri |l closed in 1914

after its owner died. Hi s house stood right here in what is now the
parking lot. There was a |l ocal |egend that when a person was dying, al
the crows frommles around would fly in to settle on the roof of the
house. Those that couldn't fit on the roof sat in the trees. There,

t hese feathered onens of death would wait patiently for the man or woman
to die. For a long tinme they wouldn't make a sound, but then as the
dooned individual reached their final hours on earth, the crows woul d
becorme restless. They'd nake sounds that matched the dying person's
respiration. The crows, you see, were considered to be the devil's own
birds. They were here to catch the person's soul as it fled to heaven.

If they caught it they dragged it away to hell. Then they'd fly around
screamng out, all happy and excited that they'd clai med anot her soul

for their master. |If somehow the deceased's soul nanaged to dart between
t hem and escape to heaven, then the crows would sit in
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the trees around the house in absolute silence. Sulking, | suppose you

could say, over their failure.”

Benedi ct rubbed his tired eyes. "You should go to a bar'' he told

hi nsel f. "Find some conmpany. He sighed. "Find a girl.”But no, once he'd
started wat ching Lockrami s damm vi deotapes he'd remain | ocked in them
until he'd devoured every | ast one. The key to Mariah's di sappearance

[ ay hidden in those tapes. He was sure of it. As always, he'd scan the
line of the tapes on the coffee table. There they all were, standing

i ke dwarf tonbstones. Vol umes one through seven. Nunber five was

m ssing. Wth every hour that passed that stifling Sunday afternoon
Benedi ct West grew nore certain that the nmissing tape held the key he
was so desperate to find.

Four
"Robyn, it's going to be dark in an hour”
"Keep driving. We're bound to find one soon.”

"Around here? There's nothing but wasteland. All these factories are
derelict.”

"So? When we find a notel it's going to be a cheap one.”

"Yeah, a cheap notel like the Bates' place.”He gave a grimsnile
"Light, heat, vibrating beds and a knifing in the shower; al

i ncl usive.”

"Pessim st.”She snmiled, then laid a hand on his knee. "Thanks.”

"For what, Robyn?”

"Being so patient... for your forbearance.”She | ooked at him ”For not



nmentioning the word 'abortion.'”

"I"d never ask that,”Noel said as they drove between |ines of
war ehouses. " Never ever. Watever choice you make |'m going to support
you. Remenber that.”

"Thanks. "

"Look, Robyn,”he said gently. "We're not going to find a notel here.”
94

"Not even the Bates' caring scaring kind?”
"Not even with a mad old nomin the house on the hill.”
" Shoot . ”

He took a right at random ”"lIsn't there a friend who could | oan you a
bed for a couple of nights?”

She shook her head. "That's one way to kill a friendship, throw ng
yoursel f at their nercy.”

"I"msure they wouldn't see it like that.”

Robyn rubbed her stomach. The sensation was so strange. As if there were
a nucl eus of heat buried deep in there. In her mnd s eye she found
herself picturing a glowing orb inside her wonb. Al npbst dreanmily, she
murmured, "1 was certain |'d find somewhere around here. There's got to
be a notel or |odging house.”

"Lodgi ng house? Sounds a tad Wld West to ne.”
"l could have been certain.”

"You' ve been here before?”

"No. "

Noel shot her a puzzled gl ance. Robyn knew her conviction sounded

bi zarre. This was an industrial zone. She'd never visited the place, so
why did she believe with such burning intensity that there'd be a place
here to call hone? Hell, she only had two hundred bucks in her checking
account. Even a crunbling notel in downtown psychoville wouldn't comne
free. She'd have to eat (for two, she added). That couple of hundred
woul d only last a few days. Noel had already offered a little noney, but
bei ng a coll ege student, he had next to nothing anyway. Maybe the shock
of learning she was pregnant had sent her | oopy.

When you cone to think of it, searching an industrial zone for a
| ow-cost notel wasn't the act of a sane nineteen-year-old, was it?

The next tinme Noel spoke he clearly knew they needed a change of plan
"It's a longer drive, but if | headed out by the | ake we should be able
to find a bed-
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and- breakfast. If they didn't charge nmuch | could tell ny old man that |
need to take a field trip fromcollege. Then he m ght spring for-"

” |\b6| ' ”

"What's wong?’Startled, his eyes jerked down at her stomach as if she
were about to give birth right now

"Pull in there. No! To your left!”
"Robyn, that's not a notel.”
"I know but... shit, Noel, just drive up to the front of it. Please!”

Even in her excitenment she recogni zed that sideward glance of his at her
agai n.

He's starting to think I'"mnuts, too.

Even so, he did as she asked. Heart beating wildly, she | eaned forward
agai nst the seatbelt to | ook up at the facade of the building that
glowed in the setting sun

"The Luxor?”Noel read the words bl azed in crinson-and-gol d pai nt above
the entrance. "Jesus H Wio'd stick a dance hall out here in the mddle
of nowhere?”

"Noel, 1've been here before.”Excitenent fired electric trenors through
her voice. "Look at those carved heads! They're Egyptian pharaohs.”

Duh ... You don't say. If Noel had been thinking it, he didn't say it.
I nstead: "When on earth did you visit a place like this? It nmust have
been cl osed years.”

"l don't know... but I"msure |'ve been here before. It nust have been
when | was very young. Perhaps with Dad.”

"Robyn. ” Suddenl y Noel sounded very adult. Very serious, too. "Wn't you
t hi nk about going hone to your nomis for a while?”

"I"ve got to take a closer look at this.”Before Noel could react she'd
shrugged off the seatbelt and bolted fromthe car

She wal ked al ongsi de the buil ding, |ooking up at paintings that imtated
Egypti an hi eroglyphs mingling with repros of tomb paintings. They ran in
a yard-deep
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band just above her head across the wall. Egyptian eyes, bandaged
munmi es, sarcophagi, shawabti, hawk heads, cats, jackals wth up-pointed
ears, crocodiles, a man beheadi ng prisoners. One odd sight struck her

Where have all those crows cone from ?
They' d settled on the roof of the Luxor in such great nunbers they

formed a thatch of glistening black. Making no sound, they tilted their
heads as they watched her go by.



Chapter N ne

e

"Noel ... Noel ?”

"Are you comnming back to the car now, Robyn?”

Robyn raced around the corner of the dance hall to where Noel stood by
the car. Shielding her eyes against the red glare of the setting sun
she called out excitedly, ”"Noel, have you got a flashlight?”

"A flashlight?”

"Yeah, one of those electric |Iight-up-your-roomthings!”Robyn |aughed.
She hadn't experienced this nerve-tingling excitement in nonths. Christ,
it was al nost orgasm c. She |aughed again, |oving Noel's expression of
amazenent at her happiness. "A flashlight, |over boy. Have you got one
or are ya just pleased to see nme?”She bounced up and down. A kid at
Christmas couldn't be any nore full of junmp-in-the-air excitenent.

"Yes, |'ve got a flashlight,”he began. "In the trunk. It should-"
"Come on then, quick! Get it.”
” Robyn?”

"I want to show you somet hi ng.”
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Looki ng unsure of how to deal with her elation, Noel popped the trunk
and retrieved a hefty rubber-sheathed flashlight.

She bubbl ed, ”"Doesn't this place | ook amazi ng? Look at all those gold
paints and blues. ... See that bright shade of blue just like the

Egypti ans used! Those scarab beetles up there are pushing gold disks
that represent the sun; it's all to do with the Egyptian belief of death
and rebirth.”

"Don't get too carried away. It's only a nmock-up, not the high tenple in
Karnak.”He smled but there was a whisper of uncertainty.

Www Noel figures |'ve dipped. Maybe | have. Assenble the clues: Finding
out you're with child (curse those birth control pills; probably made by
the sane fol ks who built the Titanic-heh heh!)-that's a big shock. Sane
weekend you |l earn you're going to be honel ess. Another big shock! Wen
you tell your noms boyfriend he can't take your dough, he slans you in
t he ki sser? Another big shock. Al those big, big shocks have flipped ny
brain over into glorious, purple-spangled madness. Ooooh, that's what |
call a bummer of a weekend.

" Robyn? Robyn?”
Behave yoursel f, boyfriend Noel is talKking.

"Robyn, what was it you wanted ne to see?”



"This way, buster!”

She grabbed himand twirled himaround in a tw sting dance. A huge grin
took control of her face. ”"You think I'mnuts, don't you?”

"I think you' ve got npod swings. Twenty m nutes ago you were so down |
t hought you were going to-"

"Crack up? Leap into the river?”She grabbed his hand. ”"I'm going to have
a baby. That's a good thing, isn't it?”

"Absolutely. We'd be in trouble if people stopped being born.”

"I't nmust be the hornmones shooting through ne. But |

98

feel great. Really alive. Happy!'”She squeezed his hand. "So in |ove
with you | could pop.”

"Don't pop here, think of the mess.”

She saw that Noel grinned, reflecting her own happiness. "Everything's
beautiful.”She | aughed. "Look at that gorgeous sunset. It's as if huge
rose petals are floating in the sky And this building! It's incredible.
It's like something |I've dream about and now | suddenly find it here.
| ove you, dance hall. Luxor, you're beautiful!”She patted the

nock- Egypti an col ums that flanked the entrance. Then she made the
suggestion that turned off Noel's grin and replaced it with an
expression of shock. "Come on, let's take a | ook inside.”

"In there?”He stared in disbelief. "W can't, it's all boarded up.”

"Don't underestimate your girlfriend. She's found a way in around the
ot her side.”

"Robyn. It's not w se.”
"Afraid of trespassing?”
"No-afraid for you.”

"I"mpregnant, not a delicate little flower you have to keep in a gl ass
box. ”

"But you've only just found out. You said that your hornones were all-"
"Cone on, Noel. Live a bit.”

"The sun's al nost set.”

v

"It'1l be dark soon.”

"And we're all al one.”She [aughed. "This way.”Pulling him by the hand,
she wal ked hi m around the corner of the Luxor. Here the parking lot ran

another fifty yards before ending in a swathe of trees and bushes that
formed a dense green barrier. Alittle to her right, she fancied she



glinpsed the shimer of late sunlight falling on what appeared to be a
canal or river. Surrounding the plot on which the Luxor stood |ike
somne
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| onely desert fortress were derelict warehouses, cranes, service roads
wi thout traffic and factory after factory that hadn't cast a gear cog or
nol ded so nuch as a beer can in two decades. So naybe the conparison of
the Luxor standing alone like a fort in a desert wasn't far off the
mar k. She reached a door where a sign on the wall

Sai d ARTI STES ENTRANCE.

Noel shrugged. "See? No way in. It's |ocked down tight.”

"I have a nose for these things. After you.” Smiling, she pulled aside a
t wo- by-four board that covered the bottomhalf of a door. The ply pane
beneat h had been ki cked t hrough, making a man-sized hole that would
allowthemto slip into the building.

"Robyn, you're kidding ne?”

Smiling at his expression of dismy, she shook her head.

” But - ”

"I knowit'll be dark in half an hour.”

"That and the fact this old ruin mght be crawming with crack addicts.”
"You only live once.”

"That's a fact,”he said pointedly.

" Ckay” She ki ssed his cheek. "Here's the deal. Humor ne. Put this down to
nmy hormones goi ng haywi re because |'ve got an egg fertilization
situation going on here.”

"You' ve got to take it seriously, Robyn.”

"I am... lam Maybe | just want to get all goofy for an hour or so and
bl ow off steam It's been a hell of a day, you know?”

"I do know.” There was a genuine synpathy in his eyes. "W still have to
find you a notel, remenber?”

"I remenber. Look...”She took a deep breath. "Here's the deal. For a
dollop of lighthearted relief, let's take a | ook inside.”
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” Robyn_ ”

"It'"ll be so cool. And if we do, | promise to go home to Monis... at
| east until we can find soneplace to live. Ckay?”

She watched his eyes Iift up to run over the building as if he saw



dangers lurking there in the walls. Robyn realized that fromthis angle
he couldn't see the crows gathering on the roof. She didn't mention
them Then he gl anced across at where the sun had all but vani shed
behi nd the skyline. The shadows of trees that had run across the | ot now
| ost their sharp edges to bleed into one another to forma dark | ake

t hat heral ded the com ng of nighttine.

"Prom se?” he asked.
"l promse.”

"Ckay, "He sighed. "1'Il go in first. But we're only in there ten
m nutes, then we're going back to the car.”

She smled. "You're the boss.”

A moment | ater Noel had crawled into the building. Hs feet were the
| ast to disappear.

” |\b6| ?11

When he didn't reply, Robyn Vincent crawl ed after himinto the dark
belly of the Luxor.

Two

That Sunday evening as night fell, Benedict spent half an hour checking
the rest of the files that were devoted to his m ssing ex, then
re-interred themto their resting place under the guest bed in his
apartment. Then he returned to the living room where the old-style

Bet amax tapes guarded the coffee table: little black obl ongs the shape
of tonbstones. There shoul d have been seven cassettes but one of

t hem vol une 5-was mi ssing. So what had happened to it? Had the forner
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owner of the Luxor, Benjamn Lockram destroyed it? Hidden it?

Benedi ct sat on the edge of the sofa and stared at the videotapes. If he
searched for the m ssing volume 5, where should he start?

Down in the yard below, the dog started to how .
Three

"Noel ? Noel, where are you?”Robyn rose to her feet in total darkness.
She turned around, trying to see into the velvet black interior of the
Luxor. " Noel ?"Despite the conpl ete darkness and despite not know ng the
| ayout of the building, or if there was any junk lying to trip her up or
deep holes in the floor to swallow her, a sudden desire to run fl ooded
her with a passionate intensity. Marveling at this reservoir of shadow
she noved through, Robyn |longed to plunge into it.

I want to run and run and run, she thought, excited. It would be Iike

flying through space. Think of the exhilaration. She stepped forward,

wal ki ng faster, |leaning forward, ready to break into a full-blooded run
but not knowing if she headed toward a solid wall



It doesn't matter, she thought. | feel so full of energy | could burst.
| want to run and shout... anything to release it.

She noved faster, her feet whispering against the smooth but unseen
fl oor.

"Quch ... Robyn, careful.”
” mel ?”

"That's me. You've just ranmed ne in the back. Are you sure you were
never on a wonmen's soccer teanf”

"l couldn't see.”

He didn't sound angry, mnerely concerned for her. "It's wisest to stand
still while I... dam.”
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"What's wrong.”

"Flashlight's on the fritz. ... Wiit, the battery cover's |oose.”A
grating sound as he twisted plastic against plastic. "There.”

Wth a click, light sprang fromthe bulb. She blinked at its sudden
brilliance.

" K, "Noel whispered. "Ten nminutes, then we're out of here.”He shone the
light along the passageway. A painted sign read: rear stage area. An
arrow poi nted underneath. "This way, | guess. Now ... hold nmy hand,
Robyn. |If we see anyone |urking about in here, we get out fast, okay?”
"Ckay” She smiled. "And thanks for hunoring ne.”

He grinned back. "I'm not humoring you. W could both use some fun.”

Hol di ng his hand, she set off eagerly. ”"Conme on, let's find sone
spooks.”

"Spooks aren't a problem I1t's the gang of w nos that concerns ne.”

"We' |l be fine.”She wanted to | augh out | oud as excitenment buzzed in her
veins. "Ww, isn't this something? | wonder how old it is? Look at the
doors... they're solid oak. Even the handl es are antiques.”

"The whol e building's an antique. You see up there?”He shone the |ight
up at S-shape iron pipes that curled ornately fromthe wall every ten
paces or so. "They even retained the old gas |anps.”

"There're electric lights too.”She flicked a switch. "Onh.”

"They' d have cut the power when they nothballed the buil ding.”He gl anced
at his watch. "Five mnutes left, Robyn, then | drive you hone.”

"Come on, let's find the dance floor!”She let go of his hand to run
lightly ahead into the dark throat of the passageway

"Robyn ... hey, Robyn, wait for me. You won't be able to see where
you' re going.”



Robyn found | aughter bubbling fromher lips as she ran. Jeez, what is
happening to ne? An hour ago | was
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headed for the biggest depression of ny life; now!l feel as if |'ve been
drinki ng chanpagne. | feel so ... so ... good. El ated. Upbeat.
Optimstic. Exhilarated! This nmust be a side effect of being pregnant.
It's gotta be those old-time hornones flooding my nervous systemw th
feel good estrogen. Shoot, it probably won't last, so enjoy it while you
can, girl.

"Keep up, Noel,”she called back
"Hey, slow down, Robyn. You don't know what's down there.”
"Only spooks and vanmpires and psychopat hs. ” She gi ggl ed.

"It isn't funny ... dam.”He slipped on the concrete floor and went down
on one knee. "Robyn. Don't go any farther.” A note of pleading ran

t hrough his voice now. Even so, he held the flashlight as high as he
could while angling the light so it shone in front of her, revealing the
passageway.

Bl ess him he doesn't want ne to hurt nyself in the dark

She ran by doors that lined the corridor. Dressing rooms. Stock roons.
Ofices. All the doors were shut. All but one, that is. As she ran by,
she glanced to her right to see inside. There in the randomy defl ected
light beans of Noel's flashlight lurked a man. He stood just inside the
doorway, staring out at her. She had the inpression of someone waiting
for her arrival

Her monmentum carried her on down the corridor; even when she stopped
runni ng her soles slid along the snooth concrete floor. By this tine
Noel had picked hinself up. He ran along the corridor toward her

al t hough she could see little but the dazzling blaze of light fromhis
flashlight. She shielded her eyes.

And in a split-second the inage canme back to her. There was sonet hing
wong with the man's head. It was shockingly m sshapen. The eyes had
stared out at her, large and round. And what was it with his nmouth?
Sone-
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thi ng had been stuck over the nouth ... at least, that's what it | ooked
like to her. Sonmething like a red rose or sone big flower. Surely those
couldn't have been his |ips? They were huge. Pendul ous. And slick with
nmoi sture ... al nost syrupy.

Robyn had to | ook at the man again. She ran back the way she'd cone as
Noel raced toward her with the flashlight jigging, sending |ight beans
expl oding all over the walls. Damm, why's he shining the light in ny
eyes? | can hardly see

"Noel ..."Her conplaint froze in her mouth after the first word. The



flashlight suddenly failed. Instantly, darkness plunged in at them
Robyn hal f-stunbl ed sideward until her hip collided with the wall. She
heard Noel curse, then

"It's OK 1've got it.”Wiite light sprang fromthe bul b again.

She saw she stood opposite the open door

"Robyn. This thing isn't working properly. W need to get out before-”

She held her finger to her lips to silence him Then she pointed at the
open door while mouthing, There's someone in there.

Noel nodded. Tensing, he gestured her to wal k back the way they'd cone.
I nstead, what she did next shocked him She ran into the roomto |ocate
t he owner of the face that had seenmed so uncannily unreal

Noel followed her, angry at her reckl essness. "Robyn. Are you crazy?”
Robyn stood in the center of the roomstaring at the far wall. A nmirror
framed by dusty lightbul bs stood intact above a table that still bore
the mul ticol ored smudges of stage makeup

The man with the bul gi ng eyes..

Her heart beat hard.

"Robyn? Are you trying to give me pal pitations?”

She shook her head, puzzl ed.
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"Then why tell ne there was some guy lurking in here?”

"There was a man here. He was standing just there in the doorway!”

"I't's not funny, Robyn.”

"I wasn't joking. He was standing right where you are now.” She | ooked
around the roomthat was enpty apart fromthe mirror and the table. Here
the walls were painted a bedroom pink. Artistes (some probably | ong dead
by now) had penciled (or lipsticked) nessages- tel ephone nunbers, nanes,
runni ng orders of nusical numbers, a line or two of a song: "That old
devil, Magic.”There were doodl es, cartoons, jokes, even a prayer to the

King of Rock 'n' Roll.

But no man. No man with eyes that bulged Iike glass balls froma nonster
face.

"Robyn, 1'mtaking you hone.”

Her stomach muscles fluttered as the gl owi ng nucl eus of heat returned to
the pit of her body.

"Robyn ...”

"When the flashlight went out ...”She nodded, realizing what had



happened. "Wen it went all dark he rnust have slipped by nme. For a
mnute, | couldn't see a thing.”

Noel checked the flashlight. "There's no telling how long this thing'l

last. | nust have cracked the battery cap when | dropped it. Look
it's-"
Robyn wal ked past him ”You promi sed nme a | ook at the dance floor. |I'm

going to see it.”Wiether he foll owed or not she'd nmade up her mind to
finish her exploration of the Luxor

Four

Benedi ct West kept his father's canping lantern in the closet. OK it
was a clunky weight of pressed steel that could half drag your shoul der
out of joint, but once it was lit it had the power to |light an acre of
forest on the
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darkest winter's night. He hefted it fromthe closet and gave it a
shake. The liquid sloshing sound fromthe tank told himthat there was
pl enty of propane there. For half an hour he'd sat and thought about the
m ssi ng Lockram vi deot ape.

So where's the best place to start |ooking? he'd asked hinself. That's
obvi ous. The Luxor.

Al'l those years ago he might have missed the fifth tape. OK the chances
were slender that it's still there. But it was the obvious place to
start. Wthin five mnutes he'd clinbed into the car and pull ed away
with its nose pointed in the direction of the distant Luxor Dance Hall.
The daylight had all but gone now. He flicked on the car's lights,
chasing the shadows away. He couldn't help but notice the way the
shadows still clung beneath cars or in alleyways. As if they were living
creatures, only briefly skipping away fromthe car's bright lights to
wat ch hi m pass by. The nmental image of the shadows bei ng sonehow
denon-1li ke took on a sinister aspect in his mnd. He shivered.

But this isn't the tine to winp out, he told hinself. Before sun up, I'm
going to search the Luxor fromtop to bottom

Chapter Ten

e

Robyn Vi ncent knew. He'll have to follow. He won't |eave ne.

She was right. Noel followed as she ran back into the corridor, turned
left and headed for the large twin doors at the end that were marked
backst age area, no unauthorized access. One of the doors was partly
open. Robyn
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breezed through to find herself in a cavernous room A curtain twenty



feet high by nore than thirty wi de separated the backstage area fromthe
stage itself. Noel's flashlight cast disks of white against the walls
and the ceiling high above, where a railed gantry ran al ong the back
wal |, then out over the stage.

Robyn pushed through a gap in the curtain. The weight of so nuch
materi al required sone degree of physical effort to make it through
Then she found herself on the stage boards. A table sat stage center
Beyond the stage stretched a seemingly lintless black void. It didn't
snel | how she expected. Instead of stale odors |aced with hobo urine, it
snelled surprisingly fresh. Cool air played on her face.

From an open wi ndow sonewhere? That didn't seemlikely Qutside the air
had been unseasonably warm This was refreshingly cool. There were
woodl and scents, too, that took her back to visiting her grandparents’
farmw th an orchard. She caught that faint tang of bark and wet green
vegetation, an aroma of noist soil

Noel appeared, flashing the light. "Ww, what a cavern. Look at the
hei ght of the roof. It must be a good forty feet at the apex.”

She junped lightly down fromthe stage. In the center of the otherw se
enpty dance fl oor sat a club arncthair. "And a seat for one.” She turned
back to Noel as he played the light on the far wall's doors that mnust
have led to the | obby. "Soneone's been watching their own private show?

Noel grimaced. "Hmfm no prizes for guessing what kind of show .. ugh
you're not going to sit in that thing, are you?”

She flung herself into it, grinning and kicking one leg high. "This has
got to be the best seat in the house.”

"Watch it, Robyn. Soneone's probably been shooting up in that.”

"It's just a chair, Noel. It's so clean you could eat your breakfast off
of it.”
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"I'd rather not.”

She stroked the chair's arm Felt quite sensuous really. For the first
time in days, an erotic shiver tickled her spine.

” mel ?”
"W shoul d be | eaving now, Robyn.

Robyn cl osed her eyes, breathing in the cool air |aden with noisture and
the tang of noonlit forests. She renenbered the face she'd seen just
nmonents ago peering out fromthe dressing room How the gl eam ng eyes
had stared at her. And how big and round they were in that ni sshapen
face. For sone reason she had an inpression of the man's arms, too, as
he'd stood in the room They were long ... inpossibly Iong; they tapered
to points rather than termnating in a pair of hands. But maybe that was
just her imagination playing tricks.

"Robyn, it's tine you went hone.” Noel sounded insistent. "There's no
point prolonging it.”



He'd clinbed dowmn fromthe stage to wal k across the expanse of dance
floor. He shone the Iight at the doors to the | obby, maybe wondering if
there was a quicker exit to be had there.

"I don't want to go hone, "she said. "Besides, | left Moma letter to say
I was | eaving.”

"I"'msure she wouldn't mnd-"

"That | conme crawl ing back to her? No, she wouldn't mnd; she'd Iove
it.”

"It's late, Robyn.”

"We could still find a notel .”

"I's that what you want?”

"What | really want is not to go hone.”

"You're nmoney won't |ast |ong, Robyn. After a week at a nmotel, what
then? When we can't afford a roon?”

"I'"ve got ny trust fund.”
"You said that wasn't rel eased until you're twenty-one.”

"Momsaid it could be liquidated if we served notice through an

attorney
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"Yeah, but you're nineteen; you're still a mnor. You need your nother's

witten consent.”

"Shit.”She put her head back on the backrest and gazed up into the fog
of shadow. "No problem 1'Il sleep here in the chair tonight.”

"Robyn. Be realistic.”

"I"mnot going back, Noel.” A rock-solid certainty hardened inside of
her. "Listen to ne. I'mgoing to find sonewhere to live.”

The next voice she heard didn't belong to Noel
The stranger said: "Wy don't you stay here?”
Two

Ni ght had fallen by the time Benedict West pulled into the Luxor's
parking lot. He stopped the car with its lights shining on the entrance
doors of the dance hall. They brought to life the gold paint detailing
and vivid red and blue plaster work that adorned the frontage in the
formof a nmock Egyptian tenmple (or was it supposed to be a tonb?). The
nol ded heads of pharaohs gazed down at himw th cold, dead eyes.

X, he told himself. The plan's sinple. Take the lanp fromthe trunk,
craw into the building through the hole in the door, then search the



pl ace for the nissing videotape.

But it's more than that, isn't it? Every tine you return here you
bel i eve down to the roots of your nerves that you're going to see Mariah
skip down those steps (even though logic told himit was inpossible,

si mply because the doors were seal ed with heavy-duty boards). Now he
realized that the search for the m ssing Betanax tape was only an excuse
to enter the Luxor after five |long dead years. |If he searched every
room sonehow he might mraculously find Mariah in there. In his mnd s
eye she'd be alive-vivaciously alive at that- with bright, sparkling
eyes, her hair gleanming with that
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just-brushed shine, while her skin would glow with health. There she'd
be, slimand beautiful and overjoyed to see him

Al this diverges fromreality, he thought sourly But then, a close
relationship with reality was never your strong point was it, Benedict,
ol d buddy? You were an escapi st teenager with a | ove for conic books,
Star Trek, Star Wars, prog rock with a cosnmic slant. The facts were that
if Mariah nade a pyrotechnic abracadabra appearance center stage she'd
be ten years older-thirty-three, not twenty-three. The other jagged
shard of reality he tended to avoid-and he knew it!-was that all those
years ago Mariah had wal ked out on him She'd quit the relationship,
quit the apartment, quit her entire fucking life in Atlantic City to
nove to Chicago, a place she'd only ever known as a child.

"Benedict. Quit brooding. Start searching.”He clinbed out of the car
with his father's old gas |lanp. Despite his attenpt to catch hold of the
shoe heels of reality, his eyes still roaned over the face of the

Egypti an-esque building with its hieroglyphs and dog- headed st at ues.
Then he paused. He hadn't noticed that before. A gleamof a netallic
surface caught the beans of a distant streetlight. He took a few paces
to his right to grab a good | ook down the side of the building.

"That's bonbed it,”he whispered to hinself. ”"So who do you bel ong to?”

There, sitting in the night shadow of the building, was a Ford coupe, a
fancy nodel at that, to be here all alone in the |ot of a redundant
bui | di ng. Maybe a coupl e had driven here to make out somewhere quiet?
Seened |ikely Or maybe the car had been dunped after kids had taken it
for a joy ride. Al so possible. Although car-stealing kids tended to be
shy of parking neatly in painted bays. Wat's nore, they tended to flick
a lighted match into the car so they could watch the poor nmachi ne burn
its heart out.

He wasn't sure whether the car was occupi ed (seats
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reclined? Possibly) or the occupants had decided to take a nidnight
stroll around the Luxor. If that was the case, it would only conplicate
things if he went blundering in there with his father's old canpers |anp
hissing Iight all over the freaking place.

Shoot. Probably best to kill the lights of his car than sit tight for a
while in the hope that they'd get bored and quit the place. Also better



to be discreet. After all, he was technically trespassing with intent to
steal. Even if he was only entering an abandoned buil di ng that was
destined to die beneath a wecker's ball. And what he intended to stea
woul d have a value of less than ten cents, if that.

Benedi ct sat back in the car, started the notor, then eased it slowy
and quietly to the far side of the lot where the fringe of trees that
separated the blacktop fromthe river cast a protective, and secretive,
canopy of branches over his car. There he'd wait. He'd give the
sightseers an hour to | eave the Luxor. If there was still no sign of
them he'd go home and try again tonmorrow night. Wth the engine and car
lights off he sat there in silence. This area was an eerie, desolate

pl ace. Even though the towers of downtown Chicago were little nore than
hal f an hour away, he could have been sat on the far side of the noon.
Here there were no people, no houses, no traffic. Years ago this had
been an industrial zone. Factories, warehouses, snoking chi nmmeys,
trucks, goods trains-the works. Now industry had shut down in this part
of town. The last factory to close had been three years ago when its
owners had transferred the manufacture of conputer nonitors to Vietnam
Labor costs were | ower there.

"So, wel cone to Dead-Endsville,”he murnmured as he unw apped a stick of
gum

As Benedict sat with the window down to adnmit the warm night air, he
noticed a flake of sooty material drift down in front of the w ndshield
to settle on the hood.
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He allowed his eyes to rest on it for a noment, but it seemed nothing of
interest or potential harmto the car's paintwrk, so he skimed his
gaze back to the Luxor. The place | ooked as deserted as ever. Maybe he
shoul d risk a peek inside? The owner of the coupe parked on the far side
of the building mght be snuggling up to the Iove of his or her life in
the vehicle after all

A scrap of black spiraled dowmn fromthe trees above to alight on the
wi ndshi el d. Another joined it. Then another slid down the glass to the
wi per bl ade. He gl anced sideward out the open w ndow. Bl ack notes
spiraled earthward. A couple nore fell whisper-silent in slow notion
onto the car's hood.

Bl ack snow? Benedict |eaned forward to take a closer |ook. Mre flakes
of black stuff rode the warm stifling air. The sight was uncanny.
Frowni ng, he shook his head, trying to nmakes sense of the freakishly
dark snow.

Bl ack snow that isn't black snow, he told hinmself. It nust be fl akes of
soot froma fire, or... He held out a hand through the wi ndow to catch
one of the flakes. Then pulled it close to examne it.

"Il be dammed... a feather. But where are you all coming fron®”
Fl i ppi ng down t he gl ove conpartment hatch, he pulled out a slender
penlight. Then he | eaned his head out through the wi ndow while shining

the thin beam of |ight upward into the canopy of branches.

A deep grunting told himhe'd disturbed sonething that didn't want to be
di sturbed. Dark shapes noved on the branches, ruffling w ngs, sending



nore feathers spiraling down. Tiny eyes |like splinters of sharp gl ass
bl azed at him

"Good CGod, "he breathed. "Crows.”

There were hundreds of themin the trees. Big black crows. Restlessly,
they shifted on their perches. Feathers dislodged fromtw tchy w ngs

drifted down in that black magic snowfall. Wat on earth were those
bi rds gathering
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here for? They coul d' ve been assenbling for the biggest crow party of
the year. Only there was sonething so antsy about them They coul dn't
sit still; they shuffled, sone used their w cked yell ow beaks to tug a
feather fromtheir breasts or even fromtheir backs of their tightly
packed nei ghbors. And, sweet Jesus, crows are satanic-I|ooking things
this close up.

So what's the deal ? Wiy the nass gathering? And what's the collective
noun for a bunch of crows? A nurder? Yeah, that's it. A nurder of crows
waiting inpatiently for the big event.

Then, as if a play button had been touched in his nmind, he renmenbered
t he vi deot ape shot by Lockram the owner of the Luxor. The old guy had
stood in the parking lot, talking to the video canera that he'd set to
run by itself. Lockram had di scussed the history of this plot of |and
and how a sawri || had once stood on the site of the Luxor. The man had
repeated an ol d | egend that hereabouts people once believed having a
flock of crows conming to roost in trees nearby, and on the house itself,
was an onen with lethal inplications. The gathering crows-a nurder of
crows-were a sign that someone in the house would soon die. Legend
stipulated that the crows waited for the death of the victimso they
could catch the soul as it left the body. If they failed to grab the
departing soul, the birds would fall into a glumsilence before

di spersing. If they captured the soul for the devil they'd caw and
scream excitedly, and wheel in huge fl ocks above the house-an airborne
victory dance, celebrating the soul's seizure.

Benedict's eyes flicked fromtree to tree, at branches swollen bl ack
with the sinister birds. "COkay, | know why you're here, guys, ”Benedi ct
breathed. ”"So who's going to die tonight?”
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Three

After the silence ..

The stranger repeated the words: "Wy don't you stay here?”

Robyn rose fromthe chair. She | ooked about her, searching the shadows
for the source of the voice, and all the time she thought of the

nmonstrous figure in the dressing-room doorway How t hose bul gi ng eyes had
bl azed at her as she'd run by



"You can stay here.”

Noel clutched her by the el bow as he swept the I|ight through that
caver nous room

Good CGod, she thought, in wonder as nuch as fear. There was sonet hing
about that voice ... it seemed to ghost here from anot her world.

Noel bristled aggression. "Who's there?”

A sound cane, an intake of breath, as if the unseen man tried to speak
but couldn't all of a sudden

"Stop jerking us around,”Noel snapped, still searching the corners with
the Iight. "Cone out here where we can see you!”

"Ah LT

Robyn heard strange inflections in the start of the failed sentence.
Coul d such a voice come fromthat weird configuration of a nouth she'd
seen on the figure earlier? Wth lips like the overlapping petals of a
bl ood red rose. She | ooked around the dance floor, expecting at any
nmonent to see eyes burning with a cold fire.

"Hey, buddy!”Noel's voice sharpened with anger. "Better show yourself.”

"I"'m...”That's all the stranger said, but the sound of a foot scraping
agai nst the fl oor made both her and Noel spin to face the doors to the
| obby. Noel aimed the flashlight at a bulky pillar. A figure stepped
frombehind it.

That was the second the flashlight failed again.
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"Bl ast the thing.”

Robyn heard Noel twi sting the battery cap, then slanm ng the flashlight
against his hand to get it working. It stayed dead. That

al | - enconpassi ng darkness pressed hard agai nst her eyes. She could see
not hi ng. When she stared in the direction of the pillar fromwhere the
figure had stepped, she saw nothing but black. Struggling to force
herself to see only produced purple blotches flecked with crimson to
bloomin front of her, phantominages produced by an optic nerve
striving to catch a glinpse of the figure.

But just before the light had failed, she'd glinpsed the stark, white
face. Two wi de eyes had fixed on her

She reached out for Noel but he must have noved a step away from her as
he struggled to fix the [ight. But which way did he step? Heart thunping
agai nst her ribs, she reached out to where she thought he was. All her
fingertips touched were cool currents of air. Noel muttered, cursing the
flashlight, but the acoustics of the hall bew | dered her. ”"Damm |ight

" The words canme from behind her, while his "Stay close to ne,
Robyn, "fl oated from sone distance in front. She turned around, taking
three steps forward with her hands out, but her eyes registered nothing.
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"Dam. .. | dropped one of the batteries.”He sounded preoccupied with his
probl em now. Probably he was on his knees searching.

From somewhere in front of her came a steady footstep. She caught her
breath. The beat of her heart grew fiercer against her chest, for she
knew that the figure with the starkly white face wal ked across the dance
floor toward her. She could hear the slow but rhythmc step of his foot.
Her mind whirled back to seeing the figure in the dressing room The
nmonstrous face set with eyes |like glass balls, the red nmouth that | ooked
like the freeze-frame of an expl osion. And those arns? They were | ong
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and tapered. They tapered to pointed tips, not hands. If he should reach
out and touch me with one of those?

"Noel ?” She cl utched where she anticipated he m ght be in the darkness.
Not hi ng but air... cool, npist air that sent a shiver up her bare arns.

Noel ? Now she could no longer bring herself to utter his nanme out | oud,
because she knew it would erupt fromher nmouth as a piercing scream The
footsteps were closer. Slow, nethodical, alnmost clinical... the touch of
the alien linb ... a tentacle that would caress her lips ... It would
happen soon, she was sure.

A blaze of |ight exploded in her face. Beyond the tongue of flane that
created it, a pair of eyes stared into hers.

Now the screamdid burst from her |ips.
"Robyn ... Robyn!”

Noel 's shout sounded too far away She nust have wandered away in the
dar k.

Behind the flane a nouth opened. "Ss-sss ...~

She bl undered back, trying to nove away fromthe figure with the light.
The back of her legs hit the arncthair and she knew she could retreat no
further.

Four

"Sss-ssss ..."came the hiss. "Sorry, | didn't mean to fffrighten you.”
The figure lowered the flame. Robyn net the eyes of a nman about her own
age. Faint bruises marked the side of his face. Hs right eyebrow was

parted vertically by what had been a cruel cut.

Noel |unged out of the darkness. "What the hell were you playing at, you
creep?”

"N-noth-nothing ... I'mnot p-playing.”

"Shit, man.” Noel stopped short of punching himout,
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but he canme close. "You were playing some weird fucking gane.”

"No ... no ... I... ah ...”The words lodged in the stranger's throat. He
bl i nked and bobbed his head.

Robyn noticed the sheer effort on the man's face as he tried to speak
"I didn't... Ah, I-1 dee ...” He gave up on the sentence as if it
knotted his vocal cords. Instead he switched to what seened a passably
practiced statenment of fact. "Hmny nanme's Ellery.”He sighed, relieved
at getting at |east those words out.

"Ellery;' Robyn echoed. She tilted her head to |look at his face in the

light of the cigarette lighter he held. That face ... there was
something fanmiliar about it... famliar... so incredibly famliar it
sent a rush of shivers down her spine. |'ve seen him sonewhere.

"I don't give a fuck what your nane is. | should rip your head off for

trying to scare the crap out of us. Now go away!”

"Light ..."He gestured at the flashlight in Noel's hand. The batteries

were in Noel's other hand. ”"You nneed ...” Hi s head bobbed while a | ook
of pained frustration returned to his face, as the word failed to find

formon his lips.

"He's right,”Robyn told Noel. "That thing won't help us, wll it?”

"Shit.”Noel spat the word. Then grudgingly, "OK. WIIl you hold the
lighter so | can see to put these back?”He slipped the batteries into
the cylinder, then screwed back the cap. He thunbed the switch. Light
bl azed instantly fromthe bulb.

"Thanks, Ellery!”Robyn flashed the man a snile. He was certainly not the
nmonster she'd seen back in the dressing room In fact, there was
delicate beauty here. The bone structure of his face had the |ightness
and fragility of a bird's.
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"Yeah, thanks,”Noel nuttered, |ooking at his watch. "Robyn. Nearly
m dni ght. W need to be naking tracks.”

Robyn flashed Ellery a bright smle. "Thanks again.”She turned to foll ow
Noel, but then Ellery's first words struck honme. "Wait a m nute,
Noel . " She | ooked back at the teenager who stood there hol ding the
cigarette lighter. ”"You said we could stay here? Wiat do you nean?”

Ellery's face broke into a smle. "F-ff... follow ne.”

He turned to walk toward the doors that led to the | obby. Robyn went,
too; the lighthearted skip returned to her step

Behi nd her, she could hear Noel's voice rise in disbelief as she
carel essly followed the stranger. ”Robyn?”

Chapter El even



e

Noel's voice cane as a hiss of disbelief. "I can't believe you' re doing
this.”

"Wait and see what he has to show us.”

They followed Ellery through the doors by the glass walled ticket booth,
to a door painted the sanme color as the walls. In its top panel, a fan
pattern of frosted glass radiated froma sign that ordered: no

admttance. Ellery pulled a key fromhis pocket, then unl ocked the door

"l overheard y-you.... you were | ooking for somewhere to st-stay....
can hel p.”

"Hel p us?”Noel still shook his head in disbelief. "Believe nme, buddy,
we' re not planning on snoozing in a derelict building.”

"I't's not derelict, Noel,”Robyn answered. ”"Look, it's clean.”

"Its a dump.”
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"It's just been mothballed, that's all.”

"Thar ... thar ... that's right.” The stranger |ooked back at themw th
| arge soul ful eyes. "It's ... hibernating. That's all. Hibernating.”He
hel d out a hand, inviting themthrough the door

"You first.”Suspicion hardened Noel's voice.

Does he wonder if Ellery's leading us into a trap, Robyn asked herself.

No. Ellery has an aura of childlike innocence. The stutter crucifies
him but he's not bitter or cruel

Ellery led the way up a flight of carpeted stairs. "I found the keys in
the box office. They... they'd been overl ooked by who ... whoever..

giss ..."He shook his head when he couldn't finish the sentence and |eft
it at that.

Noel wal ked in front of Robyn, lighting the way. She heard himnutter
"This is still nadness.”

"You ... you can stay he-here if you like. No one will know
"\Wher e?” Noel sounded short on patience.

Ellery turned the key in a |ock, then pushed open the door. "Here.”
Robyn hung back no | onger. She wal ked between Ellery and Noel into the
hal | way of an apartment. The place was a sixties tine capsule with
wal | paper screaming out in wild purple swirls. "Eye-catching.” She
pushed open a door to a small guest bedroom piled with redundant

furniture, including a child's crib.

"Please ..."H lery dipped his head and sniled shyly, while pointing to a
door with frosted gl ass.



Eager now, she opened the door to a pleasant living room The air
snel l ed fresh. No cobwebs or dust bunnies in sight. Again that

fl ower-power sixties |ook. The sofa and arnthairs were covered with a
nylon fabric that boasted a hell of a vibrant paisley pattern in shades

of delirious green. She | ooked around, liking
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what she saw. My God, this is all in fashion again. Wat goes around

cones around. Those drapes with the noonday sun design on a brown
background were totally hip-chic stores were charging fortunes for them
downt own.

"Some place you' ve got here, Ellery”

"It... it's not mmnine.”

She smled. "You just woke it from hi bernation?”

Ellery smled back, nodding. He | ooked pl eased, as if she understood
hi m

Noel became unconfortable. "We're trespassing.”
"Li ke who' d know?” she asked.

Ellery indicated a set of glass shelves. "Candles. Matches. G gas.
found the main's lever.”

"Electricity?”

He shook hi s head.

She sighed regretfully in the direction of an antique TV. "1'Il catch up
on ny books.” She | ooked back at Ellery. From his hopeful expression, he
longed for themto like the apartnment. "It's wonderful, Ellery. W'l
take it.”

"Robyn?” Noel didn't believe his ears. "Live here? You can't be serious.”

"I am Deadly serious.”She spoke to Ellery, "Are you sure we woul dn't
be in your way?”

"Ch? No, no ... I'm... | live ...”"He pointed through the wi ndow at sone
point across town. "Th-this is yours... private. | live with ny
f-f-famly”

Robyn scrunched her shoul ders apologetically. "I'"'mafraid | don't have

much noney.
"No, it's not... not for me to charge anything. Ss ... yours.”

In less than two m nutes Robyn had exanined the apartnment. Ellery had
been right. The stove worked. The heating, too. They ran on gas. Even

t hough there was no electricity, there were plenty of candles. The place
was clean. Ellery had been thorough. It's alnost as if he
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knew a pair of young runaways woul d show up needi ng somewhere to stay
she thought. Well, the guy had certainly saved the day.

When they' d checked out the |ast room she held out her hand to Ellery
Shyly, he looked at it, then reached out to shake it. Robyn's eyes

wi dened in surprise. Atingle ran through her fingers and al ong her
pal m She nust be overtired, but it seemed as if a surreal energy had
crackl ed through that handshake.

"I"m Robyn, by the way, and this is Noel.”

For a nonent she thought there'd be an awkward nmonent when Ellery
offered his hand to Noel. Noel |ooked at the man's slender hand with its
evenly trinmmed nails. But hesitation was negligible. Noel shook Ellery's
hand. " Thanks for hel ping us out, Ellery”

"No problem 1... 1'll |leave you to make yourss ... selves at hone.”
" Thank you.”

He handed Robyn the keys. "Only keys ... you'll have com conplete
privacy”

When Robyn said good night to Ellery it shared the same sensation of
saying farewell to an old friend froma place she'd lived in for years.
After he'd gone, she sang brightly. "Home sweet hone.”

Noel shook his head. Despite his natural caution he was sniling. "I
can't believe |'mdoing this ... canping out in a derelict dance hall.”

"It's not derelict, it's-

"I know. Hibernating.”He put his arm around her shoul ders and hugged her
tight. "Hell of a day, kid?”

"You can say that again.”She kissed his |ips.

He gl anced at his watch. "It's late.”
She yawned, enjoying a warmglow inside. "W'll make an early start
t onor r ow’

"How early?”

"We need to nmake this place properly habitable. W'l
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buy food, towels, bed sheets, cleaning materials. You nane it.” The gl ow
spread through her entire body. She wanted to hug herself, she felt so
happy. "This is our great adventure, isn't it?”

Two

Ell ery Hann caught the |late bus honme. Beyond the w ndow nost of the
houses were in darkness. In the distance he caught glinpses of
skyscrapers that still bore a dusting of silver lights against the night
sky. Every so often he allowed the focus of his eyes to shift so he



| ooked at his reflection in the wi ndow The nonment he'd seen the couple
of runaways talking in the Luxor he knew that they were neant to be
there. What's nore, he knew with a conviction that humed in his bones
that they'd agree to stay in the apartnment.

At times it puzzled himwhy he'd cleaned the roonms so thoroughly after
he'd found the key. Because there was a purpose, he told hinself.
There's nmore to the Luxor than neets the eye. It's nore than a refuge
where | can go dream of other worlds. The Luxor is waking fromits
ten-year hibernation. He knew in his heart of hearts that things were
goi ng to happen soon-amazi ng things, mracul ous things-but what?

And the girl, Robyn? A shock had run through his body when he first saw
her, a lightning bolt of energy that raised the hairs on the back of his
neck. He was sure he'd seen her somewhere before. But when? She was nore
than just a fam liar face. She seemed significant to his |life sonmehow
Ell ery watched as houses gave way to apartment bl ocks. A stolen car
burned brightly on wasteground down near the railroad track. It was just
another night in this low part of town. Mst of its inhabitants lived in
fear. Even now they'd be lying in bed praying that those raised voices
in the street wouldn't draw
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close to their door. O that when they woke in the nmorning their TV
woul d still be in the living roomor their car still parked in the
street where they'd left it. This was the kind of place that crushed
hope under the heel of a boot. Mracles died at birth. But just a little
di stance away in an old dance hall called the Luxor, everything was
different.

Ellery gazed at his reflection in the glass. Mracles in the 'burbs of
Chi cago were scarce ... but not inpossible. He angled his face to see
faint bruises on his cheek and jaw. Three days ago his old conpatriots
from school had deployed their fists and feet as vicious weapons. Hi s
face had been bl ackened, the skin grazed, bloodied; his eyebrow had
split when his face had been snashed agai nst the sidewal k. In |ess than
seventy-two hours the wounds | ooked a nonth ol d. Wo ever said there was
no magi c left in the Luxor Dance Hall ?

Thr ee

Benedi ct West sat in the car beneath the overhanging fringe of branches.
He chewed gum listened to the radio at |ow volume. Every few seconds
anot her black feather fromthe crows in the trees floated down onto the
car. By this tine the pale hood was spotted with feathers, a Dal matian
pattern that crawl ed across the netal every time a breath of night air
di sturbed them At a little after nidnight Benedict had seen a figure
energe fromthe rear of the Luxor. The owner of the car?

Nope ... now there's a nystery

He watched the figure of a young man run across the parking | ot away
fromthe building and the parked car. So where's the driver?

The man had turned right to follow the industrial service road back to
t he hi ghway. Just for a second, Benedi ct
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had caught sight of the face beneath a streetlight. It was too far away
to be sure, but..

"Good CGod, it's the guy | saw on Friday night,”he breathed out |oud.
"Ellery ... what was the nanme?”He brought to mind the library card in
the wallet. "Ellery Hann.” The same guy with the savagely beaten face
who' d appeared at his apartnent door just hours later with only the
faintest of bruises. So tell me, how does anyone heal that fast?

Morments | ater, Ellery Hann had vani shed into the shadows as he headed
for the distant highway. Either he'd not noticed Benedicts car parked
beneath the crow | aden trees or he'd chosen to ignore it. Benedict
returned to his vigil. Maybe the driver woul d appear next; then Benedi ct
could search the Luxor, maybe track down that el usive videotape. And yet
for all he knew there m ght be an all-night party going on in there.

Prom sing hinmself to give the occupants of the parked car another hour
to |l eave, he settled back into the driver's seat. The glow fromthe
radio lent a green tint to his hands as he drumred his fingers on the
wheel . The nunerals on the dash clock had just flicked to 12: 37 when
Benedict noticed a stillness extend its dead hand over the trees.
Switching off the radio, he realized there was no | onger any novenent in
t he branches above the car. Feathers had stopped falling. There cane a
sense that the entire world was holding its breath at that noment,
expecting sonething to happen. He | eaned out through the side w ndow to
| ook up. The crows were still there. Carved |lunps of darkness hunched on
t he branches. They no | onger noved, or cried out, or pecked restlessly
at their neighbors' backs. Wiat on earth were they doi ng? They hadn't

all gone to sleep, surely?

He thought: Crows are harbingers of death. They're here for the soul of
the victim
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The words pealed through himw th all the norbid force of a funera
bell. At that nonment the entire feathered nation of birds erupted in
furious calling. Wthout rising fromthe branches, they flapped coa
bl ack wi ngs. Feathers swirled in front of the windshield, a dark fog
t hat obscured his view of the Luxor. And at that instant he heard a
screamrise into the night air.

Chapter Twel ve
e

It started with a scream... an awful scream rising and rising in
pitch, until Benedict had to sl am his hands over his ears.

Above him birds beat their wings with frantic viol ence even though they
remai ned on the branches, talons dug into bark. Their cries echoed from
the building, nultitracking the cacophony into a vortex of distorted
screeches.

The screamrose further in pitch and volune. Benedict still forced his
hands against his ears, trying to danpen the sound so it would no | onger
hurt his ears. Just feet fromthe car a blurred shape tore past himin a
t hunderbolt of noise, light and fury. Benedict flinched, half expecting



t he speeding object to crash into the front of the Luxor. A split second
| ater he realized what the projectile was: a notorcycle ridden at a
speed that had to be little short of madness. Its rider had already | ost
control. The bike slid fromunder the guy, who tunbl ed across the
parking lot. In a blaze of dazzling sparks the bike skittered across the
pavenent, too. Two seconds
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| ater both bike and rider slowed to a stop outside the main entrance of
t he Luxor.

Benedi ct swung hinmself out of the car to wal k-not run-toward the fallen
rider. He swall owed, queasy. He anticipated finding a torn corpse, not a
wal ker. Behind him crows unfurled wi ngs, creating a black surge through
t he branches-a weird Mexi can wave effect. This surge of darkness ran
along the line of trees fromone end of the lot to the other. And al

the tine the infernal birds kept up their damm cawing. Hell... now he
noti ced even nore birds on the roof of the building.

As he closed in on what he'd taken to be the corpse of the rider, the
guy suddenly sat up on the ground and dragged off his helnmet, letting it
roll out of his hands and across the bl acktop. Benedict noved faster

Ever get that feeling of deja vu? he asked hinmself. This cane close to
an uncanny replay of Friday night, when he'd followed Ellery Hann to the
steps. A shiver trickled up his spine. Cone to that, was this Hann
agai n? Had he grabbed a bi ke from sonewhere then conme tearing back to
spill hinmself all over the asphalt?

When he was thirty paces fromthe biker, he saw it wasn't Hann. Wereas
Hann was sl ender, alnost elfin-like, this guy was chunkier, with a dark
beard. The man clinbed to his feet and began to run. In an echo of Hann
three nights ago, the biker lurched up the stairs to the Luxor's main
doors. He pushed at the boards, then grabbed the |eading edge of one and
tried to tug it free

Christ, what now? Do | check the guy out? He took a hell of a fall. O
do |l wite himoff as some crackhead and return to the car and go hone?
As for searching the Luxor for that damm vi deotape, tonight was a total
bust. The place was busier than Grand Central Station. Noisier, too; the
crows were going ape shit in the trees-flapping, crying out, calling
like they'd seen sonething that excited them

127

127

Benedi ct stood at the bottom of the steps, watching the guy trying to
break through the doors. But those things had been battened down firmy
with slabs of tinber. You'd need a 'dozer to bust through. One nonent
the guy had been battling with a furious kind of passion to open the
doors, then he stopped. He'd not said a word but Benedict had heard his
panted grunts. Al of a sudden he | eaned forward agai nst the door, then
slowy turned so he could slide down to a sitting position on the top
step, his back to the building. Even in the postm dnight gl oom Benedi ct
saw t he streak of glistening black down the pale hue of the board.

Only it wasn't black, Benedict realized on | ooking closer. Dear God. It
was red. A wet, living red, rendered dark by the sodiumflare of distant



streetlights.

Benedi ct ran up the steps. "Hey, buddy, take it easy. |I'mgoing to cal
an anbul ance.”He uncli pped the cell phone fromhis belt.

The biker's face sagged as he began to | ose consci ousness. Even so, he
shook his head. "No,”he grunted. "Take ne inside.”

"Don't you worry |I'll get you to a hospital.’
Agai n the guy shook his head. Escaping his lips, a guttural "No.”

Benedi ct crouched down to see bl ood dribbling down the guy's chin. He
al so saw a bloody hole in his T-shirt just beneath the coll arbone. As
t he guy sagged forward a few i nches before pushing hinmself back up
agai nst the door, Benedict saw a correspondi ng hol e high between the
shoul der bl ades. The nman had been shot.

Benedi ct knew this didn't | ook good. The bullet must have top-sliced one
lung before it exited. Blood pooled around the guy's buttocks, so it

| ooked as if he sat on a red cushion. Benedict checked the cell phone.
Dam, it was showi ng the "no signal”icon. He had to make the call fast.
This guy wasn't going to

128

Simon d ark

make it. He could hear the | abored breathing; the ruined |ung was
wor ki ng hard but it woul dn't be enough to..

Benedi ct paused, then | ooked back. No. It wasn't the man's breathing he
could hear. The birds made a sound that imtated the respiration of the
wounded man. It was close to the rasping tone of a carpenter saw ng
wood. A slow tearing inhale, followed by a | ong sighing exhale.
Crouchi ng down beside the nman, Benedict |ooked closely at his face. The
man had a knife tattooed on his cheek and a swasti ka between his eyes.
Now the eyes gleanmed with a dull light as if a murky filmoozed over
each eyeball. The man found it hard to keep his head up. Gavity drew
the man's chin to his chest with its gory hole. H s breathing slowed,
yet the rhythm stayed even.

In the trees and on the roof the birds mimcked the sound of the
breat hing. Sl ow ng the copycat sound of breath in, breath out. They were
still again. Expectant. Waiting for the inevitable.

Har bi ngers of nortality. Benedict found hinself remenbering the | egend
again. Crows were nessengers of an inmmnent death. They gathered at

pl aces where dooned people woul d expire. They synchroni zed their cries
to the rhythm of the dying' s breath.

What was it the old man had said in the video? Crows gathered here to
try to capture the soul as it fled the deceased' s body. If they were
successful they flewin jubilant circles while crowing triunphantly. If,
however, the soul was ninble enough to elude them then they'd sit there
despondent, before dispersing in ones and twos to fly mserably back to
the cornfields outside town.

Benedict felt a hand touch his foot. He | ooked down. The man had roll ed
his eyes up toward Benedict's face.



"I"mgoing to have to drive to a pay phone, ”Benedi ct began
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The man shook his head hard enough to send bl ood drops flying fromhis
chin. "No... don't even think about it. Get ne inside.”He snapped his
head back, knocking the boarded door with his skull. "Get me in there!”

"The place isn't used anynore. There won't be a phone that works.”

"No. |I've got to get in there. ... You re gonna help ne.”The nan's eyes
burned with a sudden intensity "You' ve gotta get me inside.”

"There's nothing in there.”

"There is.”

"I's there soneone you know in the buil di ng?”
"No. |'ve gotta get hone.”

"Home? It's an old dance hall. There isn't any-"

The man stiffened as a sudden pain shot through him he bunched one hand
into a fist on his lap. All of a sudden the pace of his breathing
changed. It quickened. It was shall ower, too.

In the trees, the crows matched the shift in respiration. Their cries

became a rapid pul sing ah-ah-ah-ah-ah. They kept perfect tinme with the
wounded bi kers respiration. Damm the fucking things. It's just a fairy
story, Benedict thought in dark fury. Those dam birds can't actually

predict a man's death. They can't parody his dying breath.

But they are! They're matching every stroke of his breath. \Wen a bl ood
cl ot caught in the back of his throat and he had to | abor painfully to
cough it free, the birds copied the crackling cough with nocking
cruelty. When the pain fromthe man's snashed ri bs made him gri nace and
stop breathing for a nonent, they paused, too, filling the night with
uncanny silence. Then he started aspirating again-faster, shall ower,
panting. The fl ooded |ungs were failing to deliver oxygen to heart
muscl e. And the birds copied the sound, too. A shallow rasping sound

i ssued from hundreds of beaks in diabolical harnony.
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Benedi ct knew that the tinme for an ambul ance had passed. The man's
breat hing (echoed by the birds) built to a climax. H's body shook. H s
face lifted to stare in horror at the sky then with a single wenching
spasm his body slunped sideward, his eyes fixed. The eyelids froze,
too, in md blink.

Wth a shudder, Benedict clinbed to his feet. The crows were stil
again. They'd stopped calling. Not one noved in the darkened trees.

But according to the nyth this isn't the end of the process, is it?



Benedi ct asked hinself. He stared at the dead biker at his feet. Then
the shrill, excited cries of the birds drew his attention back to them
In less than a second the birds had taken off in one shrieking black
mass. A thousand feathered denons, baying excitedly calling to each
other. He watched them ascend in a swirling mass agai nst the stars. For
all the world, it looked as if they plunged through the night sky in
search of prey. They zigzagged, |unging after something that Benedi ct
coul d not see.

The birds pursue the fleeing soul of the dead man, Lockram had sai d.

Ri ght at that nonent Benedict believed. The birds were in pursuit. They
called to one another, urging their neighbors to fly faster and not |et
their quarry escape.

The sound cane all too suddenly And Benedict flinched. Wth the
abruptness of a roar of victory fromthe crowd at a football gane the
birds all cried out at once. The cries quivered with a nerve-bruising
intensity

At that noment he realized he could al so hear sirens energing through

t he whoops of the birds. He | ooked across the parking lot to see half a
dozen patrol cars cone sw nging through the entrance. Blue lights spun
Above them a helicopter hung in the sky

Benedi ct turned to gaze down at the man with a bullet hole in his chest.
The chase was over.
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Two

The detectives woul d need a statenent |ater. Benedict had no problem
with that, although the cop reassured himthat the helicopter had
recorded all the inportant details with its nightscope TV canera.
Benedi ct's invol venrent was strictly limted to that of innocent

byst ander who just happened to witness the closing stages. The cop
didn't show any reticence in reporting the facts to Benedict as they
wat ched the coroner's van pull away with the corpse in the back

The bi ker had been a two-bit crook, by the nanme of Garth Pearson, who'd
been out of jail for a nonth. He'd stolen a notorcycle, bought a gun
then gone out to raid an all-night store. An off-duty policeman picking
up a snack happened upon the robbery and planted an accurate .38 round

t hrough the chest of the crook who was threatening to blow the clerk's
head off. The crook dropped the gun. Fled to the bike. Made it as far as
t he Luxor, where Benedict saw himdie. The cop's matter-of-fact tone
told Benedict that the situation was a regular occurrence. |f anything,
a single shot had saved tax dollars on a trial and jail tine. The police
weren't even interested in why Benedi ct had chosen to spend the mddle
hours of the night sitting in his car in a lonely parking lot. But then
insomia, or solo jaunts to deserted industrial zones weren't illegal.
Chi cago PD had better things to do with their time than investigate the
harm ess excursions of night ows |ike Benedict Wst.

As nost of the cars and vans rolled away into the night, |eaving just
Benedi ct and the last pair of cops who sluiced the blood fromthe steps,
the crows returned to sit in the trees, where they called to each other



The sheer elation of the creatures crackled in the air.
A cop paused as he opened the door of his cruiser. "One thing, M. West.

W'l take a full statenent in the
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nmorni ng, but did Pearson say anything to you before he died?”

"Only that he wanted to get inside the old dance hall over there.”

The police officer glanced at the Egyptian facade of the building. "In
there? Did he say why?”

"He told me he was trying to get hone.”

The cop smled. "He wouldn't find his honme in there. Hone for Pearson
was a bail hostel way over on the other side of town.”He shrugged. "But
if you can drop into the station tonmorrow, sir, to give us the ful
story, we'd be obliged.”

"1'll be there.”

The officer noticed the noise the crows were making in the trees. He and
his partner turned to | ook at them "Wat in damation is wong with
t hose t hi ngs?”

"They're in a good nood.”Benedict felt a grimsnmile tug at his nouth.
"They' ve just caught sonething for their supper”

Chapter Thirteen
e

Robyn and Noel decided to find a supernarket where the chances of
nmeeti ng anyone they knew were slim Noel drove themto a Target way out
near O Hare. As they wal ked across the |l ot after parking, passenger jets
swam t hr ough cl ear bl ue skies just above roof |evel as they descended
toward the runway a quarter of a mle away. Thankfully at that early
hour the supermarket was deserted.

"You feeling OK?”Noel asked.

Robyn nodded. She felt gloriously happy This was the
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first day of a newlife, and a new home with Noel. It didn't matter that
"home” for now was the illegal occupation of an apartnent in a

cl osed-down dance hall called the Luxor, a building adorned with nock
Egypti an tonb paintings and the nol ded heads of pharaohs and anci ent
gods. And she felt instantly at hone there. Both she and Noel had sl ept
so soundly | ast night, not waking once. Al she recollected of the
nighttime were dreans of notorcycles and police sirens; perhaps her

sl eeping self had picked up faraway hi ghway sounds. Wth another surge
of happi ness she felt that warmflutter again in her stomach, al nost



like the brush of butterflies against skin. Her baby was grow ng inside
of her. She could feel it.

Noel pulled a shopping cart fromthe corral. "OK, uncrack that list.
Where first?”

" Har dware. Hammer, nails, screws ...’

Noel planned to nmake the buil ding secure against intruders. He'd figured
out a way to batten tinmber behind the | oose board where they'd clinbed

t hrough the broken door panel. "W've got to be safe in here,”he' d kept
repeating to her as they'd gotten ready to sleep on the bare mattress

t he ni ght before.

Robyn marveled at the list. "I can't believe how nuch you need to stock
a new hone.”

"Yeah, thank God we don't have to buy furniture, rugs and drapes.”
Robyn checked her list. "Detergent, pan scrubs, kettle, matches,
bedsheets, conforter, pillows, batteries for flashlight and CD pl ayer,

soap, shanpoo, razors.”

"Hey, check out these pajamas with the red chili peppers.”He grinned.
"I"1l look quite the dude in these.”

Robyn scanned the list. "And food. Canned stuff, bread, crackers,

coffee. W won't be able to keep milk fresh so we'll use powdered
creaner''’

"I"1l learn to love it black. What do you think of the PJs-cool or

what ?”
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"Stick themin the cart.”She snmiled. "New hone, new |life. W should have
new cl othes as well.”

"If the cash holds out.”

"W can treat ourselves to sone new today W deserve it.”

"Can opener.” Noel picked one froma display.

"CGet the one on the hook below, it's half the price.”

"Whoa, thrifty:'

"\W're gonna have to be, lover boy. W're on a budget. Sanme goes for
cutlery. Get those in the econony pack on the bottom shelf.”

"Don't worry I'll find work soon.”
"Work, ny eye, you' ve got to finish college.”

He smiled and slipped his arm around her shoulder. "W're going to grow
accustoned to dinners of crackers and water”

"If I"'mwith you | can beconme accustoned to anything. There ... candles.
W' d best grab anot her couple of dozen.”



"Budget or del uxe wi cks?”

"Stop teasing.”She |aughed as he pulled a pretend expression of angst.
"Add a carton of sandal wood nightlights. They'll make the room snell
ni ce.”

"And romantic, too.

She wal ked al ongside him resting her hand on the cart. The supermarket
was |ight and airy, adding to her sense of well-being. W're going to do
all right, she told herself. Everything's going to turn out just fine.

Two

At the same tinme Robyn and Noel were piling groceries into the cart in
the supernmarket Ellery headed off to work at the electrical repair shop
He'd quit his original job at the insurance office because this was what
he
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| oved: fixing broken appliances. TVs, refrigerators, conputers,
m crowave ovens-it didn't matter to him He had an affinity for damaged
t hi ngs. The significance wasn't |ost on him

| can repair a TV. | can bring back sound. | can nmake the picture bright
again. | can restore the color, definition, contrast. But | can't fix ny
own stutter. Go figure.

It had made himlight up inside when he'd been able to provide the
runaways with a place to stay. Later, he'd drop in and see how they were
doing. He'd take along fresh apples and nmelon fromthe whol esal er next
door. A carton of bright red strawberries would | ook good, too.

"You' re dead, Hann.”

He | ooked sideward across the sidewal k. Logan, one of the old high
school monsters, |eaned against the wall. He pinched a cigarette between
his forefinger and thunb. The expression on his face |ooked as if it had
never cut a smle, the same old nean eyes and snarled |ip.

"You wal k through this place Iike you own it, Hann. Fuck knows why, the
ti mes you' ve been pounded. So why do you walk like you' re M. Inportant?
Li ke the world can't touch you.”

"I... I wish ... wer...”The words wouldn't cone. He shook his head.
Logan took it as a sign of contenpt. Fury burned through his gaze.

"You should | earn sonme respect, Hann.”

"Hey, look who it isn't.”

Ellery turned to see the kid called Joe walking up to join Logan. Joe
was eating red grapes and spitting the seeds onto the sidewal k.

"I didn't think he'd show hinself around here again,”Joe said as he bit



into a grape.

"Yeah, especially after we taught himsone respect.”

"I... there's n-now"
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Joe frowned. "Hey what's he done to his freaking face?”

Logan noticed, too. "W wall oped you good, Hann, what gives?”

Joe took a step closer, staring at Ellery's face in conplete surprise.
"W whi pped up sonme wi cked bruises. \Where the hell have they gone?”

Logan sneered. "You can't hit as hard as you say, Joe.”
"Shit... sure | can.”

"You' ve got a pussy slap, kid. You hardly marked him”
"I nearly ripped off his fucking face, so how"

"Tell you what.”Logan stepped up to look Ellery in the eye. "Don't use

this street again, Hann. If you do, we'll break your kneecaps, got
t hat ?”
"I have t-to cone here. | work jurr-just there at B-berber-”

"Bear, bear, bear”Joe nocked the stamrer. "You mean Burski El ectrical ?”
” Y_ y_ ”

"Well, find another job, Ellery wiss-boy Because I'mtelling you. You're
not allowed on this street again. Your face of fends us, got that?”

"Hey ... hey,”Joe's face brightened. "I know how he did it.”

"Did what ?”

"Hid the bruises. He nust be wearing nakeup.”

"Ch, crap, Joe. Al you did was tickle the cunt.”Logan turned back to
Ellery. "Renenber, cunt boy. You cone down this street again and you're
going to spend the sumrer walking with a cane.”He flicked his cigarette
butt in Ellery's face. The burn stung like the point of a needle had

been jabbed into the skin. Even so, he didn't flinch.

Here it comes, he thought. They'll |eave nme a rem nder. A punch. O a
coupl e of Ki cks.

I nstead Logan | aughed. "C non. It's tine to collect off of Mrko.”
Ell ery wat ched them sl ouch off al ong the sidewal k.

137

137



They didn't ook back. Al of a sudden, Ellery Hann neant nothing nore
to themthan an insect. After a noment, breathing deeply to steady his
raci ng heart, he crossed the road to the repair shop. At the end of the
day, Steve fromdeliveries would drop himat the station in the truck
but tomorrow norning he woul dn't be so lucky He'd have to wal k this way
to work again. No doubt Logan and Joe woul d be waiting. What then

Ell ery? The question circled his nmind as he pushed open the door to the
repair shop. What then?

Thr ee

In the sunlight it all seemed unconfortably conspicuous. Noel stopped
the car close to the door with the | oose panel. Then they unl oaded the
trunk as quickly as they could, pushing bags of groceries through into

t he shadowed voi d of the Luxor, along with bags of clothes from honme and
pairs of shoes-these they hadn't had a chance to unpack fromthe car

bef ore now. Robyn noticed that Noel shot gl ances across the parking | ot
in the direction of the access road. Not that there was any traffic.
Apart from anyone choosing to drive ainessly around this area of
bankrupt factories, there was nowhere to go.

Even so, Noel was uneasy. "I don't think it's a good idea to | eave the
car here. It draws attention. It'll probably wi nd up being trashed
to0o.”

"It's quiet.”

" Someone m ght conme by.”He closed the trunk lid. "Once we get all this

stuff up to the apartment, |1'1l hide the car”

"You could always sell it. The noney woul d be useful.”

"I mght,”he agreed, "if we need to. But we'd best keep it for a while
just in case we need to nove on.”He smled. "I sure as hell don't want

to shift all this stuff by bus.”

"Where will you leave it?”
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He | ooked the car over as if half concerned it would rmake a break for a
pl ace of safety all by itself. "1've been thinking ... probably one of
the student lots at college. There are always cars there. It won't
attract attention.” He glanced at her. "You don't nmind walking to the
bus stop? It's rempte here.”

"It'll be like being stranded on a desert island.”She snmled. "I |ove
it.”

He grinned. ”"Cone on, let's take our shopping hone.”

Robyn had added a flashlight to the cart, along with heaps of groceries,
hardware and cl eaning materials. Now they had the chore of noving
arnful s of goods up to the apartment, requiring a wal k through the
darkened interior of the building to the |obby then up the stairs to
"home.” All the ground-floor wi ndows were tightly boarded, so there
wasn't so much in the way of daylight until they reached the apartnent.



Its wi ndows were so high and set back behind the Luxor entrance that
only vandals in a helicopter could break the glass. The sane t hought had
al so occurred to the worknmen who'd not hbal l ed the buil ding years ago.
They hadn't bothered with the apartment w ndows, content to | eave the
blinds down. So at | east Robyn and Noel didn't have to use candl elight
by day

Movi ng the nountain of stuff they'd bought took over an hour. By the
time they'd finally | ocked the door of the apartment behind them both
wer e perspiring.

"The sodas are still cold,”she said. "Do you want one before they get
tepi d?”

"I could use a shower, too.”Wth a deep sigh, he sat on the armof the
sof a.

"Go ahead. The water heater's gas-fired.”

He gl anced at his watch. "I1'Il wait 'til later. Robyn?”
p——y

"It's the car. ”

"No problem Go ahead and nove it.”

"Are you sure?”
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"Go on. It'll only take a couple of hours, won't it?”

"If that.”

" K,

"Wl | ?”

"Wl | what ?”

He nodded at her bare feet. She'd kicked off her shoes the nonent she'd
cl osed the door. "You'll need something to protect those beautiful
tootsies.”

"I'l'l be fine here.”

" Al one?”

"Yes.”

"Uh-uh.”He shook his head. "I'mnot |eaving you al one here.”

"\Why not ?”

"Robyn, it's not as if we're in sone condo with a concierge and panic
alarns. We're holed up in an apartnent in a derelict building in the

m ddl e of nowhere.”

"It's broad daylight. Besides, I'll lock the door to the | obby and the



one to the apartnment.”She smiled at him "Perfectly safe, dear.”

He gazed out the side window in the direction of the car. In his nmnd's
eye he was no doubt seeing a bunch of kids junping on the hood, a fate
that would befall the machine if he left it there much | onger

"Noel . Take the car to the college lot. It'll be safe there.”

"I know ... but... Jesus Christ, Robyn, | don't like the idea of |eaving
you here al one.”

"That's sweet.”She kissed himon the lips. "But listen to ne. |I'll be
okay. I'Il lock nmyself in. |I've got |oads to do. Unpacking groceries.
Organi zi ng cupboards. W ping down shelves. There's a pile of old

vi deotapes in the larder. |I'Il enpty those out and put all our |ovely
groceries in there. I've planned out how the cans will go with the
packaged food on the top shelf.”

"Prom se nme one thing.”"He | ooked at her with a serious expression

"What's that?”
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"That all the food will be in al phabetical order when | get back.”
"ldiot.”

"Ckay He shook his head. "I'mcrazy for doing it, but I'll |eave you
here on the understandi ng that you | ock the apartment door and the door
to the | obby behind ne.”

"Yes, husband dear.”

He reacted to her joke with sonething |ike shock. "My God, that's what
we are, aren't we? W're suddenly husband and wife.”

Hairs rose on her arms with a shiver. "I never really thought about it,
but yes. | guess we are.”

The expression on his face turned to delight. "We're a couple living
under one roof.”He stroked her stomach. "Wth Junior on the way”

At that noment she thought Noel |ooked suddenly taller. Pride
illum nated his face.

"OK, Pop. The sooner you hide away the car at college, the sooner you'l
be back. 1'Il have everything tidy and in its place. I'lIl even nmake a
hot meal ,”she said, beam ng.

"It's a deal.”He picked up the flashlight that stood by the new one
they'd just bought. ”"Conme down the stairs with me. Then | can hear you
l ock the door. I want to know you're safe and sound, ya hear?”

She sm | ed.

Two minutes |ater she | ocked the door that led fromthe apartnents
stairwell to the | obby. There was also a pair of bolts. She slid those
horme, too. Fromthe other side cane Noel's nuffled voice. "1'll be back
in two hours, tops. Ckay?”



” O(ay. ”

The door was heavy-duty oak with a fan design of narrow strips of
glazing in the top third of the door. It gave a sunrise effect when
Noel's flashlight caught it on the other side. The radiating gl ass
strips were so narrow and so heavily frosted, she saw nothing of Noe
but a blurred pale patch where his face would be. Then it
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noved away fromthe door. She heard footsteps recede. In her mnd s eye
she saw hi m headi ng across the | obby through one of the sets of doors
into the dance floor, across to the stage, then al ong the shadowed
artery of a passageway to the rear doors, where he'd clinb through the
busted panel into sunlight. Then he'd be at the car

Ret urni ng upstairs, she | ocked the apartnent door behind her before
nmoving into the | ounge. Ahead of her she could see over the heads of the
Egypti an gods that were cenmented to the wall just outside the w ndows.
God, yes. They had a Sahara desert all their own. Stretching in front of
her under the noon sun was the barren waste of the huge parking lot.
Beyond that, arid service roads |linked vast tracts of waterless

i ndustrial land. Wavering in the heat haze stood (or half-stood)
abandoned war ehouses and factories denuded of roofs. Wereas in the
desert you might find cattle skulls, here she could see the skel etons of
cars torched by joy riders; rust-brown bones baking in the sun. Qut in
the ot to her right was an old cashier's safe, abandoned | ong ago after
its door had been hacked off by thieves.

Faintly, she heard the sound of a car's notor. Seconds |ater, Noel's car
appeared around the corner and ran out across that bl acktop desert to
the access road. She watched hi mwave fromthe wi ndow and flash the rear
lights. A kind of cheery I-won't-be-long farewell. For a nonent the
convi ction struck her that he wouldn't be

com ng back ... a change of heart... a car crash

She watched the car dissolve into a shinmering heat haze before
dwi ndling into the distance to vanish conmpletely. She shivered.

The nonent passed, however, as soon as she turned around to see the
brightly colored cartons containing kitchen scal es, saucepans, kettles
and bow s. They'd al so paid nore than they'd budgeted for on a set of
di nner plates and bows. But they were painted in a beautifu
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Pi casso style that would blend perfectly with the sixties decor of the
apart ment.

Hummi ng to hersel f, she began to unpack their purchases. This felt |ike
hone. Not for a nonent did Robyn fear being left alone in this renote
and solitary building.

Chapt er Fourteen

e



Robyn started work ... No, not work, she thought. This is pleasure. 1've
got the apartment to nyself. | can arrange everything in the kitchen
cupboards just how | want it. Noel had been gone an hour. Already she'd
lost track of time. First she'd nade cof fee. Then she snapped open the
blister pack of batteries and slotted theminto the portable CD/ radio
she'd brought with her from hone. The station she punched in at random
pl ayed upbeat songs, nainly gol den ol dies; they suited her happy nood.
Danci ng and singing to the nusic, she unpacked groceries into the

| arder, having first noved the carton of ancient videotapes into the
spare bedroom The cans they'd use nost often she stacked at eye |evel.
Above those went pasta, rice, noodles, sugar and salt. On the |arder
floor she laid the bag of potatoes. Every so often she touched her
stomach and made a comment. "We're going to wi pe down the stove now,
Juni or,”or, "hang on tight, 1'mgoing to push the sofa back to the
wall... uh ... come you ... ah ... there. See, we've got heaps nore
space now.” She smiled. "You'll have lots of roomto play with your toys.
And if | turn the arnchair this way, we've got a |lovely view of outside.
You can even see the big buildings domntown. ... Ch, do you hear this
song? | heard this on ny first date. It was Robbie Veiner in junior
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high. He took me for a burger in a diner. | thought he was so cool
wal ki ng out w thout paying. He didn't even run. | worshipped him al

week for that.” She pulled a duster fromthe back pocket of her jeans
and went to work on the glass shelves. "Then | heard that Robbie

Vei ner's nom owned the diner. The magic went out of the relationship
after that. But don't you try to inpress your nom... or any girl, cone
to that... by breaking the | aw

She warned to chatting to the tiny glob of cells in her stomach that was
little nore than a fertilized egg, the medical term being the

spect acul ar - soundi ng " bl ast ocyst.” However, she still preferred ”"Junior.”
Arms, legs and a heartbeat were still weeks away. Robyn eased scatter
cushions out of their plastic wappers and arranged them on the sofa;
then she went to hang the new towels in the bathroom

"I hope Noel takes his time driving the car across to college. This is
fun. Phew, but hot, too.”Spring sunshine blasted through the w ndows.

She opened one a couple of inches. The air outside bore the scent of
sun-warmed trees that fringed the bank of the river. Wen she'd gone to
bed (last night they'd coll apsed exhausted onto the bare mattress),

she'd |l et thoughts run through her mind in an unchannel ed way, so they
wove in and out of her plans for the apartment. Suddenly Emerson and Mom
bel onged to her past. They were ancient history. Even though it was only
yesterday that Enerson had begged her to liquidate the trust fund, then
struck her when she refused, it could have happened a decade ago.

By one o' cl ock, hunger began to needl e her stonmach. She broke for ten

m nutes for orange juice and bread spread with a soft yellow butter that
t hey' d bought at the supermarket. Just-baked warmth still clung to the
center of the bread, releasing its delicious aroma when she broke it
open. You're eating for two now, she thought happily, as she spread
butter in a golden | ayer through
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the heart of another roll. She ate a whole tomato as if it were an
appl e, laughing when juice dribbled down her chin. She'd never tasted
tomat oes as sweet. Cone to that, everything tasted better. Her senses
had never been so receptive. Perhaps it was a synptom of pregnhancy? O
the pl easure of nmoving into a home of her own with Noel ? Probably a
heady cocktail of the two.

After she'd eaten, she wiped out the cutlery tray in the drawer by the
sink, then carefully laid out the knives, forks and spoons in their own
di stinct conpartments. Using kitchen tissue, she polished each item of
cutlery in turn until the stainless steel reflected sunlight with the
brilliance of |aser beams. She couldn't resist setting the table for the
meal on Noel's return. She put out the new plates, each flanked by a
knife and fork. Carefully she arranged salt and pepper pots, and
tunblers for water.

By mi dafternoon she'd finished the first phase of her |ayout plan. Noe
had been gone nore than two hours. He'd be back any noment. For a while
she stood gazing out over the vast open spaces of the parking |ot,
waiting for a first glinpse of himwal king al ong the service road, which
led fromthe hi ghway where the bus stop was |located. He'd be thirsty
after walking in this heat. Maybe soon they could find some way of
restoring the electricity; they'd be able to use the refrigerator, and
even that antique TV as well.

The heat clinbed in the apartment. Mst of the w ndow | ocks had stuck
fast due to lack of use. So far, she'd only been able to open one

wi ndow. Now the swathe of trees that ran al ongsi de the rear of the Luxor
| ooked inviting. She imagi ned the pleasure she'd draw from strolling

t hrough their shade to the river

| could sit there for a while. | could probably even find a spot where
can see into the parking lot and check for Noel ... poor Noel! Sl ogging
his way back through this heat. Only |I promised himl wouldn't |eave the
apart ment.

145

145

But then, we didn't know how stuffy it would get up here.

What's nmore, after a cold and wi ndy Chicago winter, the sunlit afternoon
begged her to step outside for a while and enjoy. Then, before she could
t hi nk of any reason why she shouldn't |eave the safety of the apartnment,
she slipped on her shoes, grabbed the new flashlight fromthe shelf in
the kitchen, and headed for the door

Two

Robyn unbol ted the apartnent door, turned the key, then slipped it into
t he pocket of her jeans. The door smoothly opened to reveal the flight
of stairs down to the next door that separated the accomodation area
fromthe | obby Flicking the switch on the flashlight, she ran
downstairs, still humring to herself. This felt Iike her property now.
She shoul d buy Ellery something nice for telling them about the

apart ment.



He nust be our guardi an angel in disguise, she thought with a snile as
she tugged at the door bolt. Damm! Pain flashed across her knuckle. She
nmust have caught it when she snapped back the bolt. Directing the light
to the back of her hand, she saw a gouge in the skin that spanned two
knuckl es. Even as she watched, the injured skin beaded with blood. A
crimson blob trickled down her finger to drip onto the mat. Damm t hi ng.
She turned the light on the bolt. It had been damaged at sonme point in
the past and a sharp lug of netal protruded fromthe end of the bolt
case. She nust have gashed her hand on the flicking thing.

Quch. The wound burned, it oozed blood, it stiffened her whol e hand.
Stupid careless thing to do, she thought angrily But I'"mnot letting it
spoil ny wal k. Tuggi ng a square of clean tissue from her pocket, she
folded it into a wad, then pressed it to the wound. After

146

that she took the dustcloth that dangled from her back pocket and
wrapped it around both the pad and her hand in a DY bandage. There ..
it would have to do. Bunching her right hand into a fist to hold the
dustcloth in place, she gripped the flashlight between her chin and
col I arbone and unl ocked the door with her good hand. After sone
maneuvering using a foot and el bow, she opened the door. Once through
it, she found herself in the | obby.

"Ww, groovy, groovy place.”Robyn swept the walls with light. The
Egypti an theme extended inside here, too. Ml ded faces of pharaohs,
beautiful princesses and gods bulged fromthe walls. On a gold pillar
was nore hieroglyph decoration, while burning down fromthe ceiling was
that distinctive Egyptian eye with the swirling lines curling around it.
It had been painted onto a huge gold disk that nmust have been fully
fifteen feet in dianeter

"Ch, | get it,”she murmured. "The eye of Ra ... the sun god | ooking
down.”
Now t he buzz canme. She wanted to explore. After all, this was home now.

And that was a good feeling-a good, good feeling. Robyn checked out the
ticket office. There were brass slots in the desk that woul d have once
di spensed tickets. The wooden cashier's drawer was still there with
conpartnents for dollar bills and all denoninations of change. The wood
had turned dark and shiny after decades of use.

Movi ng qui ckly she pushed through the heavy twin doors into the dance
hal | -a vast cave of a place. Here the sound of her footsteps was altered
by its dinmensions. The pat-pat-pat of her feet on bare wood vani shed
into the col ossal space above her head. Shining the |light around, she
saw the walls here were bare of decoration. There were no w ndows. The
main features were the stage and the ironwork of the lighting gantry
that ran from beneath the ceiling out to the stage in the
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shape of a T.

There were nore steel rails at either side of the gantry's wal kway t hat
woul d have accommodat ed stage |ights, although the lights thensel ves
were | ong gone now.

Robyn panned the instrunment as if it were a searchlight. The light rays
were tightly focused so they'd carry a long distance, but they only lit
a small area. CQutside of that, darkness buried everything el se. She
paused for a nonent. All she could hear now was the sound of her



breathing. Silence dom nated the Luxor as powerfully as the absence of
light.

A casket of silence and shadow, she thought. That's what it anounts to.
The walls hold all this dark as if it's water in a tank. Just a few feet
away, beyond that nenbrane of brickwork, would be brilliant sunshine.
The t hought prompted her to walk toward the stage. In a few seconds she
coul d pass through the backstage area, down the passageway, then out

t hrough the broken door. She qui ckened her step, but she forgot about
her makeshift bandage; it unraveled itself, ditching the wad of tissue
on the floor. Damm. The wound still bled. Now that her mind turned back
to it she realized how much the ripped skin hurt, too. It felt Iike
someone had lit a fire in the gash. Shoot, we never even bought

pai nkillers this norning.

Once nmore she tugged clean tissue fromher pocket and tried to fix the
dust er -t ur ned- bandage so it wapped around her fist. There in the niddle
of the dance floor with the flashlight in her other hand, it was
awkwar d. d anci ng around, she noticed the old arnthair going solo on the
dance floor. O course, it was part of the suite fromthe apartnent. Had
Ellery brought it down here for some reason? Not that it mattered now
What mattered was that it was a place to sit while she wound the duster
around her hand again. She could even rest the flashlight on the chair's
armso it shone on her hands as she worked.
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Robyn sat down on the arnthair, sinking deep into its soft cushion
Deciding not to risk knocking the flashlight off the chair arm she
rested it across her lap, then | eaned to one side with her hands

out stretched so they caught the wash of light spraying fromthe |ens.
Now it was easy to position the pad of tissue over the cut, then wap
the duster around her hand. There. Fmfixed. Even so, the wound
throbbed. It hurt when she tried to nove her fingers. Maybe if she sat
here a little while it would ease. The pain sickened her. That butterfly
flutter sprang up in her stomach again. She ran her fingers just bel ow
her navel.

"Don't worry my little sunshine. I'lIl be good to go in a mnute. Mmy
just needs to take it easy for a while.”

The silence all but snatched the words from her nmouth. Wth her good
hand she picked up the flashlight and shone it at the stage. Beyond the
tabl e onstage, the drapes that reached up behind the proscenium arch
were a drab gray.

Yawni ng, Robyn settled deeper into the arnchair. Al that work (and
maybe pregnancy) were catching up. Suddenly a deep exhaustion swept

t hrough her. She yawned again. The flashlight wobbled in her |lap as she
shifted to make herself nore confortable. The disk of yellow radi ance
wobbl ed, too, against the curtain. For a nonent she was content to | eave
the Iight there. She'd rest a while.

Silence swelled in the darkness above her. It formed a growi ng presence
there, conbining with the Luxor's shadows into a vast body that was nore
than the nere absence of |ight and sound. That nexus of quiet and shadow
seened to Robyn a living, breathing creature hovering there above her
Drowsily, she allowed her head to | ean back agai nst the chair so she



gazed up at the invisible ceiling in the distance.

| could be staring up into space, she told herself. |
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could be |l ooking into darkness that |lies between the stars.

A breath of cooling air slid over her, touching her bare ankles, then

caressing her bare arnms before running chill fingers around her throat.
The di nensi ons of the building seemed to be changing. The walls rolled
back on invisible wheels, the ceiling lifted up into the sky... or at

| east that's what her drowsy m nd i magi ned. Sleep was creeping in from
the margi ns of consciousness. Dimy she realized that. She knew she
shoul d rouse herself, return to the apartnent where fresh bed linen
waited for her. After all, it wasn't wise to sinply go to sleep in this
arnchair on the dance floor, was it?

The Luxor lay all alone in the mddl e of a wasteland. Wo knew what kind
of people had slithered through that hole in the door? This was the kind
of place to hide after robbing a gas station. O maybe this was the
destination to bring a victim

Her imaginati on spun out | azy images into the darkness above her head. A
teenage girl gagged with tape, her wists tied with [ighting flex. She'd
been bundled into the building, then |l ed onto the stage. There're a
coupl e guys snelling of diesel and whi sky. Stubble bl ackens their jaws.
They strip her... lay her on the table there on the stage... she hears
their panting breath filling the room

Even when Robyn blinked, trying to shrug off the sleepy weight pressing

down on her, she still heard the deep rasp in the building. The currents
of air grew colder. The darkness grew deeper, engul fing the hidden
pl aces within the room The void beneath the stage ... There was an open

hatch to the understage area. She hadn't noticed that before.

Those currents of air ran fingers of cold through her hair, down her
neck. She shivered. The air had a different
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snel |l now. Cool, danp places. It rem nded her of forests in the early
nmorni ng, with dew on the grass. The kind of w | derness where huge shaggy
beasts grunt beyond the veil of trees. The grunts and snorted breath
made her picture a hungry grizzly bear. Her eyes roved across the wall

of darkness that surrounded her

It's in here with me. The certainty cane with a biting ferocity Wy

can't | shift this drowsiness? It feels as if |'ve been drugged. | want
to stand up. | want to shine the torch at whatever's in here with me ..
only I can't. | can hardly nove. That darkness is pressing down on ne.

More certainty came rolling out of the darkness |like a stab of black
['i ght ni ng.



Noel's not coming back. He left ne here alone. |'ve been abandoned. No
one's com ng back. I'Il never be able to leave. | don't know ny way to
the bus stop. Gangs roamthe streets here. They won't listen when | tel
them|' mpregnant. They'll only laugh when | start to beg.

Once nmore the inage rolled back at her of the teenage girl being dragged
to the table on the stage. Wists bound with wire. Muth covered with
tape. Frightened eyes darting into the darkness. Then the brutal guys
with tattooed arms and shadowed faces force her back onto the table. The
tape is ripped off, raising a screamfromher bleeding Iips. In Robyn's
mnd' s eye the girl on the table turns her head to | ook at her.

Robyn recogni zed the girl.

"It's me. I'mthe victim”The words roll |ike stones through her skull
"I"'mseeing what will happen to me.” She shook her head, trying to

di sl odge the deepening fog of sleep. Wiy couldn't she rouse hersel f? Wy
was she so drowsy? Despite the crinson flare of terror crackling through
her brain, her linbs were paral yzed. She desperately |onged to run and
to screamout |loud. But all she could do was turn her head slowy The
only noi se she could make was the breath com ng through her 1lips.
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And all the tinme her mind s eye was fixed on the naked girl being
tortured by the nen.

Because |I'm al one here in the dark. Noel is not com ng back. And seeing
the terrible things they're doing to the scream ng vision of me is what
wi || happen.

From t he darkness, purple death heads bl oonmed. Bl ood red streaks flared
in gory sunbursts. Cool currents of air slipped inside her T-shirt to
touch her stomach, then slithered upward across her chest.

Onstage the girl choked out a fountain of blood that rose in a crinson
pl ume a foot above her lips. Robyn saw the reason. In preorgasnic
frenzy, the two nmen plunged knives into the girls chest. One point

pi erced her nipple to run all the way through her torso, nailing her

t hrashing body to the tabl etop. Robyn saw the dying girl, the one who
wore an exact copy of Robyn Vincent's face, roll her head to one side.
Their eyes net.

|'ve seen the future.

Robyn sat up straight with a gasp. Her neck was stiff. Her skin felt

col der than glass. Now fully awake, she gl anced down at the flashlight
in her lap. Its light still burned brightly; the batteries hadn't becone
exhausted. She licked her lips. Her nouth tasted crappy. The dustcloth
had | oosened from around her hand. She tightened it again. Jesus, she
really needed to return to the apartnment and | ock those doors. It had
been an act of stupidity-no, nadness!-to wander down here to sit in the
chair and dream of... she shuddered. The vision of her |lying there naked
on the table as the two men knife-fucked her body bl azed with vicious
clarity. No wonder the darkness frightened her so nuch that her heart
pounded in her chest.



And what had happened to Noel ? He nmust be hours overdue. Had he been in
an accident? Another vivid i mage came-of himlying bleeding in a car

wreck, his face torn fromhis skull. She blinked the frightening vision
away
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She had to return to the apartment now

As she struggled to rise fromthe deep well of the arnchair, her
flashlight rolled off her lap onto the cushion, |ens down. The nonent

gl ass pressed flat against the material it stopped the escaping |light.
Instantly she was plunged into conpl ete darkness. Hungrily the dark

| eapt at her, snothering her senses. Gasping with fear, she searched
down between her thigh and the armof the chair for the hard cylinder of
the flashlight. In a second she had it, dragged it out. Panicky, she

sl ashed the Iight around the dance fl oor

One sweep of the light revealed a figure. Wth a determ ned wal k, it
hurried toward her.

Noel ?

No, not Noel. Although her eyes were watery with shock and she coul dn't
see clearly that burst of white |light had reveal ed a m sshapen head set
with two bl azing eyes. The nouth was a red nmass of overlapping Iips. One
hung low in a | oosely swinging flap that covered its throat.

It began to run toward her
Three

Ell ery Hann worked on the VCR The fault sheet taped to its side read,
Chews tapes. Fails to eject cassette fully. As he | oosened the screws on
t he machi ne's carcass, Logan's threat came back to himif Ellery wal ked
along the street to work again, he'd becone a target of Logan's rage.
Why had the guy taken an insane dislike to Ellery? Maybe it was the
stutter. Wio knows?

Logan didn't make enpty threats. If he saw Ellery on Fairfax then Ellery
woul d take what punishnment was dealt out. Logan's head was conpletely
fucked. He didn't care about legal retribution. He'd spent six nmonths in
jail for biting off a guy's nose in a fight. There
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were runors that he'd been quizzed by cops about the fatal shooting of a
drug deal er a while back, too, but there hadn't been enough evi dence-or
witnesses with the guts to testify-so the police hadn't filed charges.

Ellery lifted the carcass of the VCR A black clunp of tape choked the
heads |ike a glossy tunor. He could fix this easily enough. If only he
could fix the Logan probl em

He gl anced up at the workshop clock. Four in the afternoon. Around
si xteen hours fromnow he'd have to wal k to work al ong Fairfax. Logan



woul d be waiting for Ellery with his sidekick. In sixteen hours Ellery
m ght be lying in the gutter with busted kneecaps.

Four

Robyn Vincent ran back to the doors that led to the | obby. She hadn't

pl ayed the Iight on the nonstered face for long. A nask... yeah, gotta
be a mask. But those eyes? They bul ged out hard fromthe head |ike glass
balls. And they fixed on her. They burned like... like ... oh, Jesus

Christ, she wanted out!

The void of the dance hall swallowed her cry of terror, so it sounded
strangely small... nore of a whinper than a cry. And suddenly the fl oor
bet ween her and the twin doors stretched out as a huge plain. A cold
breeze-that cold, inpossible breeze!-blewin her face; laden with

noi sture, it made her shiver to the roots of her bone. Behind her, feet
made a slushing sound as if they ran through | eaves. She ran hard,
breathing in the sharpness of the air.

Dear God, he was closer. That face with the red bl ossom ng mouth ... she
cl osed off the inmage.

What ever you do, don't | ook back. Concentrate on getting back to the
apartment. Lock the doors. But |'ve got the flashlight in one hand. The
ot her hand's ripped open
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and bl oody. How wi Il | nanage to handle the key? It'Il slow nme down.
He'll be on nme before |-

Ch God. The image cane of her |ying naked on the table as the nmen with
t he knives stabbed her. It nust have been a vision of the future.
That's what will happen. Only it's minutes away, not days, not weeks.
Pani ¢ detonated inside her head. Lights flashed before her eyes as
enoti on overl oaded her nervous system

She raised the light, trying to pick out the doors to the | obby...
They' d gone. Stunned, she searched the wall for them Phantomlights
surged in front of her to forma wall of misty gray It had to be shock
that was doing this. She was hal |l uci nati ng; sheer panic bl ew apart her
ability to think straight. Robyn lunged forward, scything with the
flashlight, hoping to pick out the doors. At |ast she could bear it no
nore and gl anced back. The man foll owed. That horrible face fixed on
her. H's arms were extended toward her. Again she had the inpression
that the arns didn't end in hands, that they were | ong, tapering.

A bl ow knocked her down. Gasping, her heart poundi ng, she | ooked up at
the tall dark colum that she'd just run into. It must be one of the
nmock Egyptian pillars. Dazed, her side aching fromthe concussion, she
pull ed herself up with it. But the pillar wasn't snooth and dry. It was
rough and sliny. Before Robyn moved away fromit she caught a glinpse of
bark nottled with dark green noss. Misture glistened. A tree? How can
run into a tree inside a building?

But she didn't have tine to figure it out. She had to escape fromthe
man with the nonster face bearing down on her. As she ran she swept the
light to her right and behind her. The | obby doors! Goddamm. She nust



have been running away fromthemin confusion. She'd been headi ng for
the stage. Then how in God's name had she run into a tree growing from
t he dance fl oor?
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Its shock. You imagined it.

To her left, the figure tried to cut her off. He ran at her, arns
reaching out. That red mouth dil ated, showi ng a dripping hol e that
stretched deep into the face. Rimm ng that was an aureol e of teeth.

Oh, God, oh God ... Chest burning, heart hammering, |egs weakening, she
willed herself to run faster. Suddenly the doors were in front of her;
she crashed through them At the same tinme she tried to funble the key
from her pocket.

Pl ease don't drop it. Please don't drop it.

If it slipped fromher fingers there'd be no time to pick it up. The man
woul d be on her, grabbing her with those tapering arnms. She imagi ned his
face looming up close to hers. Dear God, to look into that nonstrous
face so closely would be enough to kill her, she was certain. Only there
was no danger of dropping the key, because with the makeshift bandage
her hand was too bul ky to even reach into her pocket for it.

Wth a scream of frustration as nmuch as fear, Robyn bounded across the

| obby, then by the glass-fronted ticket office. Ahead was the stout door
that led to the stairwell. A second |ater the man crashed through the
door behind her. He was just feet away from her. d ancing back, she saw
the figure appear in the wildly ricocheting |ight beans fromthe
flashlight. The huge glistening balls that were his eyes fixed on her
with all the intensity of a predator |ocked onto its prey.

"No! " The word burst fromher lips in sonething close to a scream

The figure turned sharply-too sharply for the tiled floor. H's feet
carried on fromunder himand he went skidding into the shadows with a
crash. Wth one hand gripping the flashlight, she shook the duster
bandage from her other hand and then used her bl oodstained fingers to
fumbl e the key from her pocket.
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The key flipped fromher fingers, just |ike she knew it would. She'd
dropped it. She saw it tunble end over end in the Iight fromthe bulb.
Instinctively her free hand shot at it with the speed of a cobra strike
and caught it before it reached the floor. Wthout even pausing she ran
to the stairwell door, janmred the key in the lock, turned it.

It won't open. |I'Il stand here funmbling with it until | feel the man's
arnms around ny neck ... those slithering, tapering, glistening arnmns.

Robyn twi sted the key with all her strength. Behind her she heard



approachi ng footsteps. The sound of its breathing ... wet, sucking
breathing ... filled her ears.

You 're twisting the key the wong way!

In a split second she twi sted the other way. The right way The | ock
nmechani sm engaged, clicked, turned. The bolt snapped back

Swiftly she pulled out the key, shoved open the door and hal f-tunbl ed

t hrough. How she did it she didn't know, but she simultaneously slamed
t he door shut behind her. This tine not bothering with the key, she shot
both bolts hone. Then, gasping for air, she fell back on the stairs.

The door handle on her side turned as the man ... or nonster, or
freak... tried to open the door fromhis side. Then he pushed at it,
shaking it against the frame. The bolts vibrated.

The man tried again ... then again and agai n. \Wen she | ooked up at the
fan design of glass strips she saw the gray mi sshapen face distorted
even nmore nonstrously by the frosted glass. The face pressed close to
the glass, as if gazing through at her. The dark eyes resenbl ed those of
a fish. They chilled her... froze her blood as they stared at her

But it couldn't cone in. The door held.

She didn't know how long it stared in at her because she pulled herself
into a fetal position as she sat on the

157

157

stairs. She kept her head down on her knees and her eyes shut tight.
Robyn sat like that for hours, feeling the cold force of that stare

t hrough the glass. When it seened as if this would be her life

forevernmore, a loud tap on the door startled her. Her eyes snapped open

"Robyn. Hello ... hell-oh-oh! It's me, Noel. Are you going to let your
| over in?”

Chapter Fifteen
e
Noel was full of stories.

"I"'msorry I'mlate.”Wth a huge happy grin on his face, he tore around
t he apartnent, washing his hands, kicking off shoes. He'd al so brought a
backpack contai ni ng books that he stashed in the bedroom "I net WIson
in the college parking lot. He told me to put the car in the residents’
conmpound. He can see it fromhis room Did | tell you about WIlson? Hs
famly owns a radio station in Tennessee. And the kid wants to becone an

accountant. Can you believe that? Anyway, WIson will keep an eye on the
car. | also lent hima spare set of keys. He'll drive it over here if we
need it. That'll save hiking out for the bus. Hey, guess what?”

"\What ?” She smil ed, happy he was excited.

"l saw Joe Steers fromny course. He lent ne a bunch of books so | can



work on ny assignnments here. That nmeans I'Il only need to go into
college for lectures three days a week. And Thursdays will be only for
the afternoon anyway. All we need to do is keep you | ocked up tight here
while I'maway And then | bunped into Randy, who told ne that Bocko's
quit college. He's
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joined a rock band that just got a contract to tour mlitary bases
overseas. | thought he was the | ast person on earth who'd do that. He
was al ways real shy Hell, | didn't even know he could play guitar. \Ww,
Robyn, what did you do to your hand?”

"Ch, nothing.”

"Looks nasty And you can't use that dustcloth as a bandage.”He shot her
a | ook of concern. ”"You' ve been overdoing things.”

Smi ling, she shook her head. "I'mfive days pregnant, not eight nonths.”

He took her hand to examine it nore closely. "Cone over here by the
sink. I'Il clean it up.”

"Noel , honestly...”
He shushed her. "There's quite a ot of blood here.”
"I caught it on a shelf. Mist be a nail or splinter or something.”So ..

alittle white lie. But | can't tell himl've been wandering around the
dance hall, can I?

"Well, let ne take care of it.”
"Ckay, but then I'll fix something to eat.”
"I"'mfine. | had a hanmburger with Joe. You know, he's just |landed a

sponsorship deal with a company of civil engineers. They're going to pay
his college fees.”

"That's |ucky.”

"I"1l say. | don't know how I'm going to cover next year's tuition.”
"We'll find the nmoney. You're not nissing the chance of a college
education.”

"Maybe 1"l find a part-tine job. They're hiring at. ... Huh?”

"What's wr ong?”

Noel was rinsing her hand under the cold-water faucet. "Were did you
say the cut was, Rob?”

"On the back ... just over the knuckles.”
"You sure it wasn't a paper cut?”

” l\b. W]y?”



"I can't find anything.”
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Wth a tissue, she dabbed away the water and bl ood snears.

"You were putting nme on.”Noel |aughed. ”"You daubed ketchup on there and
pretended you'd cut yourself.”

"l didn't.”

"Attention-seeker.”Playfully he tapped her butt with the flat of his
hand, then kissed her on the side of the face. "I'Il fix you a
sandwi ch. ”He darted another kiss at her. "I'msorry | was so |late,
babes.”

She studi ed the back of her hand. Puzzl ement gave way to a shiver.

"Don't worry about it... | never noticed the tine, so ..."Her voice
trailed. The rip in her skin had been a deep one, spanning two knuckl es.
Bl ood had rushed out in a gory waterfall, so how cone the wound had

vani shed? Hol di ng her hand up to the windowto catch the evening sun

she coul d make out a faint pink line where the wound should be squirting
bl ood. If anything, the pink line |ooked like a cut that was weeks old
and had all but heal ed. Just |ooking at the mark brought back what had
happened a coupl e of hours ago. The man with the nonstrous red nout h.
How he'd chased her. For a noment she'd really believed she'd be-

"Robyn ... Robyn?”
” Hrm?”

"Planet Earth calling Robyn.” Noel pretended the w neglass was a
m crophone. "Planet Earth calling Robyn Vincent. Over''

"Sorry | was niles away.”

"Light years, nore like. Are you sure you were okay here by yourself
this afternoon?”

"Great. No problens.”She sniled. "I |oved playing house. And | arranged
all the food in the larder. There was a carton of ol d videotapes there.
| put themin the spare room”

No way, Robyn, she ordered herself. I'mnot telling Noel about the
seeing the stranger. O even that | left the

i
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apartment. |If Noel thought for one minute that there was some weirdo
lurking in the dance hall, he'd nake ne go. And | eaving here neans goi ng
hone to Mom and Enmerson. | couldn't stand that. Especially now that
Enerson' s broke and the bank is going to repossess the house. Because
know both will pressure ne into liquidating Dad's trust fund. And cone
hell or high water, |I'mnot giving that noney to Emerson.



She realized she hadn't been listening to Noel. But then, he hadn't
noticed her attention had drifted. He was tal king about Joe and the

ni ght they both got so drunk at a frat party that they'd fallen asleep
on a bench and woke in the nmorning with frost on their clothes. "It's a
wonder we didn't |ose our hands to frosthite. Say... Joe gave ne
somet hi ng. A kind of housewarm ng present.”

"You told himthat we-"

"Yeah, | had to, really. Don't worry. He's one of the good guys.”

She sat down as he poured water into her glass. "What kind of present?”
"Wait am'. I'll get it fromthe bag.”

He only left the rooma few seconds; then he was back with a canvas
wal | et the size of a hardcover book

"Don't be shocked,”he told her. "But after talking it through with Joe
realized he was right.”

"Ri ght about what ?”

He opened the wallet and laid it on the table in front of her. Robyn
stared at the contents. For a noment she couldn't believe what she was
seeing. Lying inside the wallet beneath restraining straps gleaned a
handgun.

"Noel " She stopped her voice fromrising into a shout. "What do we need a
gun for?”

"Face the facts, Robyn.”He sounded persuasive rather than defensive.
"We're squatting in an apartnent in a derelict building in the mddle of
nowhere. We don't know the kind of people who m ght come snoopi ng around
here.”
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Her voice was snall and whispery. ”"Joe gave you this?”

"He was concerned about us. He wants us to be safe.”He ran a finger

al ong the stubby barrel. "It's a .38 special. There's ammunition in the
pocket there at the end.”

She shook her head. "Joe's got nmore of these?”

"He runs the college gun range. This is fromhis own collection.”He

| ooked at her, concern returning to his eyes once nore. "It worries you,
doesn't it?”

"The gun?”She gave a weak smile. "More surprised than worried.”

"It'"ll give us peace of nmind.”

"l guess so.”Her hands shook a little as she took a deep swal |l ow of
water. "Just promise me you'll keep it in a safe place, Noel.”

"Don't worry, you can trust ne.”He folded the pistol wallet shut, then
pull ed a chair up alongside her. "I'Il hide it away on top of the
closet. Now, |et ne panper you; you | ook exhausted. What would you like



in the sandw ch?”

1

"Tuna and sal ad woul d be wonderful .’
"You' ve got it.”

"You're a star.”

"Now, where's the bread?”

"I'n the basket with the word 'bread’ witten on the side.”She sniled.
"There, by the wall cupboard. And the salad is in the rack by the door?

"I"1l have to get used to the layout.”
"Whil e you get some practice |'mgoing to grab a shower”

"CGood idea. Take your time. Enjoy? He opened doors randomy until he
found the larder. "It'll take ne a while to nmake the sandw ch anyway.”

Robyn wal ked through into the bedroomto undress. The sight of the new
beddi ng hel ped restore her sense of well-being. This place |ooked |like a
hone now. Their hone. As she slipped down her jeans, sonme nmaterial
sneared her fingertips. Puzzled, she |ooked at it. She'd inadvertently
wi ped a snmudge of green fromthe fabric
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that covered her hip. For a second she stared at the trace of npbss on
her fingertips w thout understanding where it had come from Then she
renenbered: the chase across the dance floor. Colliding with the tree-
that inpossible tree inside the building-a tree that was sheathed in
cold, wet noss. She'd rationalized that she'd run into a supporting
pillar.

But here was noss on her fingertips. Mss. Undeni abl e npss.
Two

Ellery was in no hurry to get hone. H s father and brother would be
sl eeping after their usual afternoon beer fest. H s nother would have
long since retired to her bedroom

He took in an early novie at a cinenma alone. The tine was a little after
ei ght. The noments were ticking away. In a dozen hours he'd have to wal k
along Fairfax to reach the repair shop. That's where Logan and si deki ck
woul d be waiting for him

Thr ee

Benedi ct again resurrected those VCR tapes that brought back to life the
i mage of old Benjam n Lockram Earlier, Benedict had returned fromthe
police station, where he'd dictated a statenent to the officer

recordi ng what he'd wi tnessed the night before when the crook expired on
t he Luxor steps. Then he'd spent the day reviewing the VCR material. The
| atest footage was still nmore than a decade old. Earlier tapes had
featured the old man's fascination with his dance hall, the Luxor. Tape
nunber five was nissing, while tapes six and seven didn't include any



conment ary by
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Lockram or even tell a story. They consisted of hours of material culled
fromsecurity cameras in the building, nmerely a series of what appeared
to be random shots of the public flowing into the hall through the | obby
during early evening, then floodi ng back out at the close of business at
m dni ght. For a while he'd hoped it mght show a glinpse of Mariah Lee,

t he vani shed love of his life. Even though he'd believed he'd seen her
there, moving with the tide of people, a closer |ook at the freeze-frane
i mge told himhe'd mstaken a blond stranger for her

As the last rays of sunlight disappeared fromthe sky, he once nore
retrieved his father's gas lanp fromthe cupboard. Last night the dying
hoodl um kil | ed any chance of a search of the Luxor. Maybe he woul d be

| ucki er tonight?

Chapt er Sixteen
e

That Monday evening the heat lingered on after sunset. This was the
second night in the Luxor's apartnent. Robyn sat on the couch with
Noel's head on her lap. Wth no electricity for light, they'd set half a
dozen candl es round the room one was scented and it filled the air with
sandal wood. The candl es cast a pleasant soft |ight. Shadows fluttered as
candl e flanmes dipped in the drafts. The CD pl ayer played nusic at a | ow
level, as if they didn't want to hurt the silence that domi nated the
bui I di ng.

They chatted to each other in gentle voices, mainly about Noel's coll ege
wor k. That and his ideas about meking the rear door secure so only they
could access the building. Robyn's thoughts strayed to enptying the
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spare bedroom of junk. Even so, she'd added to it earlier when she'd
noved the carton of videotapes fromthe larder. If they stayed, the
spare room woul d beconme the nursery. It even possessed a crib.

Robyn | oved being here, being alone with Noel in their new home. She
couldn't be certain how long this would | ast, so she'd nake the npbst of
it. Her stomach fluttered every now and again; Juni or naking his
presence felt, even though the fetus could only be days old ..
sleepily, she realized that wasn't possible.

Then again, this was the Luxor. For alnost a century it had been a pl ace
of unreality, where people went to see a show or a concert or to dance.
This was a tiny enclave of glittering show business in the mddle of a
vast industrial zone that now | ay negl ected and derelict beyond the
boundari es of the Luxor's parking lot. This dance hall was the place to
step out of your nundane day-today world. It had been conceived and
built with the intention of being a magical, otherworldly place. The
Egypti an facade with its tenple colums, nolded pharaohs and bird-headed
gods enhanced that exotic quality



So it shouldn't have cone as a surprise that Junior is doing ajig in ny
stomach, or ny hand healed within a matter of hours, or | encountered
the figure in the dance hall, she told herself drowsily. This is a place
of gods, kings, nonsters and make-believe. Her m nd went back six hours,
to when she had sat in the arnchair on the dance floor. How she'd seen
the figure come racing at her through the beans of the flashlight.
Vividly she recalled the huge ball-like eyes. The nonster nouth that
seened to be nmade of lush red rose petals. The tapering arns reaching
out. How it chased her

But 1'm safe now, she thought. That's all that matters. And | will
mai ntain that aura of contentment and 165
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satisfaction at living here. Oherwise Noel will force me to return hone
to Mom and Enerson. Wth a shiver of surprise she told herself: If | go
back to live with themI'Il kill nyself.

Two

When the novie was over, Ellery Hann returned horme. Well, "honme”was a

conveni ent |abel for the place where he and his parents lived. He never
t hought of it as hone. Hone for himwas the place he saw in his dreans:
a shining city high on a mountain with domes and spires and buil di ngs
that gleaned like gold in the setting sun

As he let hinmself into the apartnent he heard his father call fromthe
couch, "That you, Ellery?”

” Y‘ yy_ ”

"There's chili on the stove if you want it... Ellery, | need to go
downtown in the nmorning. Loan nme thirty bucks, won't you?”

Morni ng? Ell ery Hann gl anced at the kitchen clock. In around eight hours
he'd have to wal k al ong Fairfax and face Logan. A powerful enotion
gripped himwith the ferocity of an iron fist. Time was running out.

Thr ee

Benedi ct headed down to the car fromhis apartnent. By nowit was fully
dark. Streetlights cast an orange gl ow across the city. Wth it being so
warm he only wore a shirt with his jeans. Opening the trunk, he
carefully secured the camper's | antern behind the tool box, so it

woul dn't roll around in there during the drive to the Luxor. "You're
chasi ng spooks, Benedict, old buddy he told
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hi nsel f as he opened the driver's door. "But it's your old obsession
isn'"t it? Find out what happened to Mariah Lee ... or die trying.”
Four

Pregnancy makes you do funny things. Funny-strange, that is. Pregnant

worren conpul sively vacuum O they mght need to paint every roomin the
house. Or they crave pizza oozi ng beneath chocol ate spread, or even a



desire to eat classroomchalk or coal. These things are bizarre, but
it's nature's way of pronpting the nomto-be to prepare the home for the
new baby or to ingest minerals required by the grow ng fetus.

The nonent Robyn went to bed the craving gripped her. It wasn't the need
for tuna blended with ice cream nor was it to scrub floors.

| want to go down to the dance floor again. | want to sit in the
arnchair and feel that cooling draft on ny skin.

But after what happened earlier in the day? Wien | was chased by that
man ... no, not a man, a nonster! |'mnot going down there al one.

Robyn lay on the bed with Noel beside her. They'd only been in bed two
m nutes at the nost and al ready she heard the deep rhythm of his
breathing as he slept. Now she |lay on her back gazing up into the dark
air above the bed.

| want to go downstairs. ... | want to wal k out onto the dance fl oor
the words repeated thenselves. They irritated her. | want to go
downstairs

"Well you can't,”she whispered out loud. "You can't |eave the apartnent.
You don't want to walk into the nonster-guy do you?” She spoke

hal f-flippantly. Even so, she wanted to push that whining voice out of
her head that demanded she slip on her sandals and | eave the safety of
the | ocked apartment. ”"You go down

167

167

there, girl, and you'll find yourself stiff as a pole in a body bag.”
Now sl eep

Noel slept on

Cone on, Robyn, she told herself. It's those pregnancy hornones getting
you all riled up. Relax. Get sonme sleep. ... Robyn Vincent closed her
eyes.

Fi ve

Robyn Vi ncent opened her eyes when the baby started crying. It was
distant but the terror in the baby's voice cane at her in chilling waves
that froze her heart.

"I"'mcomng ... don't be frightened. 1'm com ng.”

Heart pounding, she clinbed out of bed. The cries sounded pani cky now.
Distress stuttered through the cry Not even pausing to slip on a robe or
her sandals, she hurried through to the spare room That's where the
crib was, so that's where the baby would be. Starlight filtering through
the wi ndows revealed the crib lying enpty anmongst a sea of junk.

No, how could a baby have been left in the crib all these years? The
realization brought her suddenly awake. For a second she thought the
cries issued froma dream but she heard the cries continue. Downstairs



But she couldn't go down there al one.

Soneone' s abandoned a baby, she told herself. It happens. Panicking

t eenage nothers give birth wi thout anyone know ng they were even
pregnant, then they leave their child wapped in a towel in a bus
station or shopping nmall. Now someone had abandoned a newborn infant
downstairs in the Luxor. My God, how long had it been there? It must be
hungry and col d.

"Noel , "she call ed back along the hallway to the bedroom "Noel. There's

a baby downstairs. Bring the new bath towel. |I'm going down.”
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Later, she'd swear that he'd answered her. That he'd called he'd be
ri ght down.

The baby's cries grew | ouder. There was real distress now ... maybe even
pain. If someone had | eft the baby on the ground, were there rats in the
Luxor? They might be... closing off the thought, she grabbed a candl e
they'd left wedged in a bottle by the apartnent door. Beside it, a book
of matches. Quickly she Iit the w ck.

"Noel , when you get the towel bring the flashlight, too!”

Again, later she'd swear that he'd answered that he would. O course, by
then it was all too late.

Si x
The cries fromthe baby grew nore desperate.
"Don't be frightened. |I'm com ng!”

Robyn unbol ted the door to the | obby, then drew it open. The cries
sounded | ouder in the |obby. Wth the candle burning in the bottle neck
she held it high as she hurried by the ticket office. Fromthe walls,
the eyes of plaster pharaohs gazed coldly down. The single candle cast
only a weak light. It couldn't reach the shadowed corners. Even so, she
knew wi thin nmonments that the baby wasn't in the | obby.

The dance floor. It has to be, she told herself as she pushed through
soundproof ed doors into the cave-like void beyond. Here the candl elight
was even feebler. It couldn't reach the high ceiling, or the walls. Al
she could do was walk in the little patch of light it sprinkled around
her. Now the cries were |ouder, nore persistent, nore heartbreaking.

"I"'mcomng ... please don't be frightened anynore. |'mhere ..

The cries cane fromthe arnchair in the center of the dance fl oor
There, that's where the baby has been left. It's a mracle it hasn't
tunmbl ed fromthe cushion onto the fl oor
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Robyn wal ked as swiftly as she dare. The draft might kill the candle
flame. Wthout any pockets in her nightdress, she'd not brought the

mat ches. Only that wasn't inportant now Besides, Noel would be here any
m nute now with the flashlight and the towel. Wat was vital was that
she reach the baby. Once nore, she thought about the rats that nust roam
t he place. The baby woul d be so vul nerable. She shivered, afraid of what
she nmight see when she found the infant. She advanced on the arnthair.
Its shadow changed shape, shrinking into a crouching thing as she raised
t he candl e higher so she could | ook on the cushion. At that nonment the
crying stopped. The abruptness of its ending made her catch her breath
in shock. Instantly silence swamat her with all the nenace of a shark
And then she realized the truth.

|'ve done what | promised | wouldn't do. |'ve conme back down onto the
dance hal |l al one.

Where' s Noel ?

She turned to stare at the | obby doors. In the weak |light of the candle,
they reveal ed thensel ves as dark upright slabs in the gloom There was
somet hing of the cemetery about them tonbstone shapes suggestive of

| oss and sorrow and deat h.

Noel's not coming. He's asleep up in the apartnent. |'ve been tricked
into com ng dowmn here. There never was a baby, there never was a baby,
there never was-

Robyn shuddered. Jolts of dark electricity shivered down her back. She
t hought: No. There never was a baby. Sonmeone minicked the cry This is a
cheap trick and 1've fallen for it.

Now she turned around and around, trying to light the darkness that
crept in at her. Sonmewhere in the shadows was the thing with the
nonstrous face. And, dear God, here | am

She took a step in the direction of the | obby. To sinply turn and flee
would invite the thing to pounce. If
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she made hersel f appear brave it m ght be di scouraged from attacki ng.

I will not run. ... | will not run.

Hot candle wax fell onto the hand that held the bottle. Wncing, she bit
her lip. The liquid wax burned as it trickled toward her wist.

But no sudden noves. |If you move too quickly, the draft will snuff the
candl e. Then you'll be snuffed next. The thought came with deadly
resonance. She was in danger now and she knew it. Mbnstrous shadows

gat hered just beyond the reach of the candlelight. They lurked there, as
ghostly as they were nenacing. Fromfar, far away she heard the sound of
footsteps. They shi mered over a col ossal distance. As if soneone
ascended from a deep subterranean vault.

Here he cones, she thought. He knows |'m here.

Robyn's throat closed. She could hardly breathe. The terror was a



crushing weight. She had to get back to the safety of the apartnment.
More candl e wax dripped onto bare skin. Now she saw that all that

remai ned of the candle was a one-inch stunp. In a few mnutes it would
burn out. As if sensing this, shadows crept in closer. At the sane tineg,
a cool breeze played around her ankles. It swirled up her bare legs to
tug at her nightdress. There was sonethi ng about that sudden draft. It
was cold. It had a wet touch. It snelled of dew and fallen | eaves. There
were feral animal snells in the mx. Danp fur. Oganic odors.

The draft becane a breeze, one that chilled Robyn to her nerve roots. It
sent a whistle through the dance hall. The sound of air currents bl ow ng
t hrough the bones of the dead in a vast and desol ate place. A | onesone
sound that pulled the strings of her heart. The breeze bl ew again. Her
eyes went to the candle. Its flame becane a shrunken sputtering point of
blue Iight. The cold breeze ran ice fingers over her face and through
her hair. That was the nmonent the candle flanme died. For a full nonent
she stared at the enber gl ow ng orange in
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the tip of the wick. She willed it to burst back into life. It didn't;
the spark in the wick died, too. Darkness rushed at her. The w nd-the
i npossible wind in the dance hall- surged ... a savage exultation
whooped t hrough it.

Now there was nothing to do but run. Gipping the bottle by the neck, in
case she had to use it as a weapon, she plunged through the darkness,
hopi ng instinct alone would guide her to the | obby doors. In front of
her a splash of gray revealed itself, a dull thing like starlight
falling on a curtain or a wall. Wre these the doors?

She ran at that wash of gray that stood in front of her in a vertica

bl ock. The gray gl eam expanded as she ran toward it, but suddenly she
realized the ground beneath her feet had becone soft. Her shoul der
slamed into a hard object. She raised a hand to push her attacker away,
only her fingers swept through a mass of twi gs. Below them she felt the
corrugat ed hardness of tree bark. It was wet, too. Once nore she felt
NDSS.

Just like yesterday, she thought, bew |dered. She'd run through the
darkened building to find | eaf nush beneath her feet. And she'd run into
atree trunk, just like yesterday But how can a forest appear inside a
bui I di ng?

' m asl eep, she prayed. |I'masleep in bed beside Noel. This is a dream

Only the physical presence of the forest exuded itself so powerfully she
knew she couldn't be asl eep. Col dness penetrated the thin cotton

ni ghtdress. Forest air rolled with biting clarity into her nostrils. She
snel | ed mushrooms, wet |eaves, all mingled with the spiky scents of wld
ani mal s. Looki ng up, she saw treetops through layers of nmist. Gay |ight
seeped bl eakly through. Dazed, she wove a |line anmongst the tree trunks.
Water dripped on her fromstark branches that clawed at the sky. A bird
screeched somewhere to her right, while to her left she could hear a
coughi ng snarl of sonme heavy beast in the undergrow h.
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"Noel ! ”She shouted for her boyfriend, even though she knew he coul dn't
hear. He was asleep. Oblivious to what had happened. Wat was happeni ng.
What woul d happen!

Get out ... GET QUT! She knew she had to leave this place. It would suck
her in and never let her go if she didn't. She ran frantically, her bare
feet slipping on wet |eaves. Farther to her right she saw a fast-fl ow ng
river. In front of her would be a clearing where she would see a

gat hering of...

How did I know that? How did | know there would be a cl earing beyond
those trees?

Because |'ve been here before. |'ve been here in ny dreanms. | renmenber
the fast-flowing stream | remenber this forest. | remenber that | will
reach a clearing. And in that clearing there will be people... a

gat hering of men and wonen... only they are distorted nonster things..
with twisted faces, elongated |inbs, swllen eyes that stare at nme. They
have veins that pul sate in bul bous throats. They're waiting for ne to go
to them

At all costs, she couldn't-she had to find a way out of here. Turning,
half falling as her feet skidded from beneath her, she ran back the way
she'd come. At |east the way she thought she'd cone. Only the dimhalf
light and the maze created by hundreds of tree trunks meant that she
couldn't follow her original trail. The ground wasn't flat either. It
rose in front of her, then dropped down into gullies wi th banks higher
than her head. And all the time the water dripped on her as the w nd
whi stl ed through the trees, as if calling to an intelligence far away

Once nmore the snorting of an animal reached her. It seened to have
circled behind. Gitting her teeth, she forced herself faster across the
rotting vegetation, her bare feet threatening to shoot from under her at
any noment. She raced into a screen of bushes. In a second she was
through into ...
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Into the clearing. Gathered there were nmen and wonen. They stood as if
waiting for her presence. Men and wonmen? Robyn's heart clanored in her
chest. No ... not nen and wonen. They had the faces of nonsters.

Seven

For a nonent she paused, her breath coming in panting gasps that sent
cl ouds of white vapor balling in front of her

One second the assenbl ed creatures stood glaring at her w thout noving.
The next they exploded into noverment. They noved forward on overly | ong
| egs that bent the wong way at the knee, jerky, weird steps that
chilled. Their eyes seened to swell in their heads as they fixed on her
Mottl ed skin flushed pink and white in rapid succession, as if the
excitement of seeing her had sent whatever alien hearts they possessed
into overdrive, punping blood into vessels near the skin. They didn't
shout out but she heard the quickening of their breath, the roar of air



fromtheir nostrils.

They were perhaps fifty yards from her when she snapped out of shock
She turned to run back into the bushes. At that nmonent the figure she'd
seen before in the Luxor broke through the undergrowh. The gl obe eyes
bl azed at her. The nmouth made from flaps of skin flushed red as bl ood
fl ooded veins in the Iips.

Robyn's heart cracked agai nst her ribs. Her breathing cane in shallow
tugs that hurt her entire body. Even as she tried to run past the
creature with its thin arms reaching out to her, her senses swung
dizzily. Just for a second it felt as if a huge wei ght had crushed down
on her chest. Now breathing really had become inpossible.

Eyes wi de, she sensed her bal ance go out of kilter as she toppled
forward onto the ground. Rolling over onto
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her back, she saw the creature with the nouth that covered the bottom
hal f of its face | oom ng over her. Before her eyes closed, she felt the
cold touch of its |inbs on her bare skin.

Chapt er Seventeen
e

This was the first thing Benedict West saw when he pushed through the
stage curtain at the Luxor: His lanmp picked out two figures there on the
dance floor. One was a tall nman, the other a woman in a white

ni ghtdress. The fabric was darkly stained. Could that be bl ood?

The guy carried the girl-only sort of twisted the top half of his body
so he hunched over her, with his arns beneath her torso, and he was
draggi ng her across the dance floor, her bare feet sliding on the

ti mbers. Benedict saw that she was unconsci ous (or dead?) while the
guy's face al nost touched hers. But there was something with the face.
The man appeared to be wearing a red dust mask ... at least a kind of
mask that covered the bottom half of his face. Then with a series of
tingling shocks Benedict interpreted the information his eyes supplied.
The arns of the man were unusually long and sl ender, malformed even
(where were the hands?), while the figure's eyes were shockingly |arge
(where were the eyelids?). Then he saw the mask wasn't a mask at all but
a mouth... a huge red nmouth that dripped saliva in silver threads onto
the girl's throat. The nmobuth went down to the girl. Benedict saw the jaw
nove. Dear God, was it about to gnaw the girl's face?

"Hey! " Benedi ct's shout cracked through the silence with the power of a
t hunderclap. Instantly the man
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| ooked up-but, sweet Jesus, what kind of man? Benedict found hinsel f

| ooking at a face with a huge flowering growth of a nmouth, while the
eyes were glinting balls ... hard, glassy, lidless orbs that chilled his
bl ood.



The creature froze like that only for a second, holding the woman in its
arms, then |lowered her to the ground. Stepping over her, it crouched on
bent knees. Benedict conjured i mages of hyenas protecting their kill,
ready to attack rather than all ow some scavenger to make off with their
neal .

"Hey! Leave her!”Benedi ct shouted again as he ran forward, blasting the
creature with the light fromthe lanmp so it flinched before its
brilliance. Dropping down fromthe stage, he advanced on the creature,
swinging the light as he did so, feeling the reassuring weight of its
metal casing in his hand. The canpers |lanp hissed |loudly The |ight
filled the entire auditorium The creature glared at hi mthrough the
light, its eyes not narrow ng but bul gi ng, becom ng even larger in that
nmonstrously distorted head.

"Cet away fromher!”He swng the light as if to strike the creature

For a second the nmonster ducked forward, ready to lunge at him but a
close sweep with the hissing lanp forced it to reevaluate. Instead it
sprang to its feet and bounded toward the stage, where it leapt with the
agility of a baboon onto the boards before vani shing through the gap in
the curtain.

There was no doubt in Benedict's mnd. Trying to foll ow the speedi ng
creature woul d have been a waste of tinme. Besides, the girl needed his
hel p now. Putting the |l anp down on the floor he ran toward her. She

| ooked young ... late teens, he guessed. Her skin had a gray pallor
whil e her hair was nussed. Bits of |eaf and matchstick-sized tw gs stuck
to her hair. Mid painted dark stripes down her nightdress (not

bl oodst ai ns, thank God), while her feet and knees were coated with
filth.
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Wrst of all, he saw that her face glistened with a silvery sline. That
thing's drool had covered her lips. Had it been about to bite her? O
had it been sucking her nouth? He thought of that huge red nmouth with
what | ooked like a conplex nass of |ips and he shuddered. Dear Cod,
another mnute and ..

She stirred. A grinace tw sted her expression.

"Are you all right?”

” mel ?”

She opened her eyes. They were unfocused; she could see nothing.

"No. My nane is Benedict West. Don't worry |I'Il get you out of here.”
” mel ?”
"Look, I'lIl have to carry you. Don't be frightened. I'mgoing to get you

to a hospital.”
"No ... | can't |eave.”

"Tell me your nane, mss.”



"Robyn ... please help ne get hone.”

"That's what | intend. But I1'mgoing to have to pick you up. OK?”
"Help me ..."She seened to be coming to. "Get nme home, please. Before he
finds out...”

"Where's hone?”
"Here.”
Two

The young guy in the pajana pants with the chili pepper pattern stared
at Benedict in sonething that yelled out both disbelief and pure shock

"You found her where?”

"On the dance floor.”

"Who the hell are you!”

"My nanme is Benedict West.”
"\What have you-"
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"Please, sir. She's very cold. If you step aside I'Il carry her in ..
up the stairs?”

"Huh?” The young guy coul dn't absorb what he was seeing in Benedict
standing there at the door with the nuddied girl in his arns.

"Upstairs? |Is that where your roons are?”

"Yeah. Sure. This way.”The guy got his act together. "I'Il follow you
up. | need to use the flashlight so you can see.”

"Ckay, keep it on the stairs in front of me. More to the left... your
left. ...~

"Jesus. What happened to her?”

"Let me get her sonewhere warmfirst.”Benedict cradled the girl in his
arms as if she were a child. "Are you her husband?”

"Partner. My nanme's Noel.”
" Ckay, Noel, which doorway?”
"This one. It's the |ounge.”

"I"1l put her on the couch. Can you grab a bl anket? Her skin's like
ice.”

"She's col d?”Noel couldn't understand. "It's nore than seventy degrees



toni ght. How can she be col d?”
"I think she's been out.”
"Qut si de?”

"In a way?' Benedict laid her gently down, supporting her head on a
scatter cushion. Behind him Noel lit an array of candles.

"No electricity?”
” ’\b. ”
"You' re squatting?”

"l guess.”Then Noel turned his attention to the girl. ”"Robyn... Robyn?
Are you hurt? Has someone attacked you?”

Benedi ct noticed that Noel's eyes flicked down to her hips. No prizes
for what the guy was thinking.

"Noel ! " Robyn opened her eyes. For a second they held a |ight that blazed
wi th sheer panic. Furiously she glanced around the roomas if expecting
to see...
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what ? When she realized she was safely hone she sighed and rel axed back
onto the pillow. "Noel, oh thank God, thank God.”

"Listen to me. Have you been hurt ?”Noel crouched beside her, hol ding one
of her hands in both of his.

She shook her head. "1 heard a baby crying. | went to look for it when
you said you were follow ng me down onto the dance floor; only when |
got down there, you didn't follow and | was alone then... .”The words

had burst from her |ips; now she stopped, closing her eyes, shaking her
head. "Ch ny God. | saw them Noel.”

" Saw who, sweet heart?”

"I... | don't know. They were ...”She shrugged, struggling to find the
right words. "Awful. Defornmed. Monsters-I don't know ...~

Benedi ct saw the man glance up as if to ask for nmore information
Benedi ct shrugged, too. "Wen | wal ked onto the stage | saw Robyn there.
She was...”He winced, seeing the distress on the young guy's face. ”She
was being dragged across the floor by this guy”

"A guy... what guy?”

"I don't know... only he ... he ... there was sonethi ng about him
Sonething ... wong.”

"How do you nean, wrong?”Benedict sounded angry now, rather than
concerned. ”"You stood and watched?”

"Look, her skin feels like ice. Let ne find a blanket. And a sponge and
warm wat er so you can clean her up. Looks as if she's taken a bad fal
inalot of dirt.”



Benedict didn't wait for the okay from Noel. He left himrunning his
hand across the girl's forehead, trying to soothe her. But in truth it
was the young guy that |ooked nore worked up. For the next ten m nutes,
Benedi ct brought in the conforter, found a plastic bow that he filled
with warmwater and then hunted around until he found a face cloth and
towel in the bathroom After a while beneath the conforter, Robyn
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became nore alert and the color returned to her face. Her blue-gray lips
pi nkened. Her eyes were brighter. Benedict saw that she tal ked earnestly
to her boyfriend, telling himwhat had happened. In the main, Noel shook
hi s head doubtfully.

Benedi ct returned to the kitchen, where by the Iight of a single candle
he boiled a kettle on the stove. Wien he couldn't find a jar of coffee
in the larder he settled on hot chocol ate. He spooned the nottled brown
powder into a pair of cups, added nore sugar as an antidote to the shock
that the young coupl e nust be experiencing, then poured the boiling
water. By the tine he carried the steanm ng cups back to the living room
it was al nost one-fifteen in the norning. Through the apartnment w ndows
he coul d see the gl ow of downtown Chicago in the distance, while above
it the stars burned like witch fire.

"It'll taste sweet,”he warned. "But it'll nmake you feel a little better
at least.”

"Thank you, "Robyn said, pushing herself into a sitting position. Leaves
still adorned her hair.

Noel took his with a "thanks,”and Benedi ct noticed a sideward gl ance of
suspi ci on.

Benedi ct asked, "How are you feeling now, Robyn?”

"Grubby Like | played football single-handed agai nst the Chi cago Bears
..."She forced a snile. "And lost.”

Noel flexed his powerful fists; nuscles bulged in his forearnms. As he
stood up he ran his fingers back through his hair. There still was an
edgi ness there.

Looki ng at Benedict he said, "I don't understand what Robyn was doi ng
out si de.”

"l don't think she |left the Luxor as such.”

"As such? What do you nmean?” Noel ran both his hands through his hair as
he paced. "And what were you doi ng here?”

" Noel - " Robyn began.
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"But you've been attacked, Robyn. | want to know how... | want to know
by whon? When | went to sleep you were with me. Now | find you-"



"Noel, let ne-"

"Attacked ... and-and this guy says you went outside w thout |eaving the
building. It doesn't nake one jigger of sense, does-”

"Noel . "Robyn took a deep breath. She gazed into the hot chocolate in the
cup, seeing her reflection floating there. For a second she recalled
terrible things; Benedict could tell from her expression

Gently Benedict broke the silence. "It's a long story, but I'mtrying to
di scover what happened to ny girlfriend ... ex-girlfriend,”he corrected
with a grimace. "Mariah Lee. One night she wal ked into this building.
She never left.”

"W' ve seen no one el se here,”Noel said quickly
"I don't doubt you, ”Benedict replied. "She di sappeared ten years ago.”
"Ten years!”

"Yeah, | know. The trail's going to be pretty cold after all that
time.”He shrugged. "It got under ny skin. | can't stop |ooking.”

Robyn shivered. ”"Lucky you did.”
"l guess so.”

Noel shook his head. "But what made you go down there, Robyn? You knew
t hat anyone coul d have been wandering around the building.”

"Not just anyone.” A trenor sounded in her voice. She took a deep swall ow
of the hot beverage. "Sit down, Noel. Here beside ne.” She wiggled
herself into a sitting position beneath the conforter, her |egs straight
out on the sofa. Then she nodded at the arnthair. ”"Take a seat,

Benedict. | want you to hear this, too.”After taking another grateful
swal | ow of hot chocol ate, she began to relate events fromthe nonent she
had clinmbed out of bed at m dnight.
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Robyn expl ai ned what had happened. How she'd heard the baby's cry and
how she'd found no sign of an infant in the dance hall. Now she realized
that it rmust have been a trick to lure her down there. As plainly as she
coul d, she then described |osing her sense of direction in the dance
hal | when the candl e bl ew out. Then came the weird sensation of passing
t hrough some boundary into a forest where-just as she'd dreant nany

ti mes before-she'd encountered nmonstrous figures in a clearing. As she'd
fled, the creature with a great crinson eruption of a nouth had pounced
on her. That's all she renmenbered. "I nust have passed out,”she added.
"Then | woke up on the dance floor with Benedict hel ping nme.”

"But you never went outside the building?”Noel was still struggling with
what he' d been told.

"No. The forest was inside, but...”She struggled with the expl anation
"But not inside, if you see what | mean? | saw streans and open sky.



There were hundreds of trees. Thousands.”

"Take it easy, honey,”Noel said gently. "l guess you nust have dreant
the trees when you fainted.”

"No, it was real-"
"But how can there have been trees inside this building?”

Robyn | ooked at the man cal |l ed Benedict. He nodded. "There's |eaves in
her hair. Mss stains and nmud on her nightdress-”

"That proves she went outside. There're trees and a river back there.”

"But | ook at the leaves ... this one here.”Careful |y Benedict untangl ed
one fromher hair. "It's red but still supple; it's come froma tree in
the fall.” He nodded at the billow ng trees beyond the w ndow, reveal ed

as humpy sil houette shapes by starlight. "This is spring.
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Al the | eaves are green. Besides...”He studied the star-pointed |eaf.
"I reckon 1've never seen a leaf like this before.”

"I don't know about that.”Noel began running his fingers through his
hai r again. "But these people Robyn thought she saw. Cbviously, she
dreant it... or it's the shock nmaking her imagi ne she saw”

Robyn cl enched her fists. She willed himto believe. "I did see them
One attacked ne.”

"And don't forget,”Benedict added. "I saw him too. And he wasn't what
|'d describe as human.”

Four

They tal ked for another hour. Robyn had to repeatedly reassure Noel that
she felt fine, that all she'd done was suffer from shock, which was
true. A synptomatic effect of shock is that it affects the senses. Robyn
found that the colors of her surroundings had al nost faded to bl ack and
white, while objects on the periphery of her vision were fuzzy

Benedi ct had no problemw th her story From what he said, he'd been

| earning that the Luxor was a place with one hell of a nystery at its
heart. Robyn watched the man tal k. He had a pleasant crinkling snile but
there was sadness in his eyes. He spoke nore about Mariah Lee. Cearly
she'd been the great love of his life; it pained himthat he'd | ost her
He also still loved her. He'd devoted his life to searching for the
worman. He'd even noved from Atlantic City to be close to the place where
she' d di sappeared. Every few weeks the Luxor had drawn himback to sit
in the lot and watch the door as if she'd magically reappear

At | ast, understanding energed |like sunrise on the horizon. Robyn's
fingers tingled, shooting flashes of electricity up her arms. ”Benedict.
You haven't said what
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you're really thinking,”she told him

" Thi nki ng about what ?”

She | ooked into those sad eyes. "You figure what happened to Mariah

nearly happened to nme. Mariah Lee wal ked out onto the dance floor, where she
found herself in that forest. Only for sone reason she could never find her

way back.”

H s cheek trenored as he spoke. ”"In all honesty? That's the concl usion
|'ve been reaching. She went in. She didn't cone out.”

Robyn gl anced at Noel, who said nothing. She could see that two forces

tore him One nade himwant to cry out, "Stop tal king this nonsense!” The
other, well, belief in what she'd told himwas snaking its way into his brain.
"So you're | ooking for evidence of what happened to Mariah?”she asked.
"That's about the size of it. But I'mno great shakes as a detective.

After all, I"ma freelance web designer by profession.”He gave a sad snile
"The best |1've got is a collection of old videotapes. The previ ous owner of

t he Luxor, one Benjanmi n |Isiah Lockram made a series of docunentaries about
the place. He shot them hinself on a donestic

vi deo system”

"So you do know what's been happeni ng here?”

"Let's say |'ve had sonme tantalizing glinpses and nysterious clues, if

that doesn't sound overly nelodramatic.”He knitted his fingers together. "But
the problemis | have six videos, nunbered one through seven, but-"

Noel made the nental junp. "But one's m ssing?”

Benedi ct nodded. "Volune five. | figure that's the one that contains one
god-al mi ghty revel ation.”

" Vi deot apes?” Robyn echoed.

"Yeah, that's all | could find. They're the obsol ete Betamax cassettes
that are about-"

Robyn guessed what he was going to say. "So big.”She held her fingers
apart, showi ng the span

"That's it. Big clunky old things, they are... hey,
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Robyn you should be sitting down. You' ve suffered a-"
"No ... I'mfine.”Robyn stepped away from the couch
"Take it easy, you're-"

"Noel . Let go. I"'mfine.”She felt a burst of triunmph. "I found a box of
old videotapes in the larder yesterday | put themthrough ...”

This time a wave of vertigo pulled her back. Both Noel and Benedi ct



caught her as she crunpl ed.

Chapt er Ei ght een

e

Robyn understood the monment she saw Noel. He laid the revol ver down on
t he bedsi de table and began to untie his sneakers. She glanced at the
little travel clock she'd brought with her from hone. The tinme was four
a.m Beyond the windows it was still dark. Her eyes were drawn to the
handgun. In the candlelight it gleaned a bl ue-bl ack, rem nding her
strangely of bat skin. She shivered.

” mel ?”

"It's OK honey Go back to sleep.”

"You' ve been down to the dance floor, haven't you?”

He bl ew out the candle. "I didn't mean to wake you, sorry.”She heard him
slide under the conforter beside her. "How are you feeling now?”

"I"'mfine.”She felt his lips find and kiss the side of her face in the
dar kness. " Noel ?”

” Hrm?”

"You went |ooking for the man ... that thing ... that attacked me?”
"After what happened tonight, | thought it best to check that there was
no one around.”
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She tried to make a joke of what she said next but her voice cane as a
nervous | augh. "You didn't shoot anyone, did you?”

"No. | saw nothing.”

"You do believe ne, don't you?”

” Yes. ”

"Because there was this guy, or-or thing with a mouth that was huge and
red; its head was m sshapen, and the arnms? |'msure there was
sormet hi ng-"

"Robyn, hey Robyn,”he hushed her. "Take it easy. You're trenbling.”
"I"'mnot frightened. | just want you to believe what-"

"I do believe ... that guy Benedict sawit, too.”

"What do you think it is?”

Noel hugged her in the dark. "Robyn. It's four in the norning. It's not
the tine to speculate on... you know, weird guys. The main thing is he

didn't hurt you.”

"You shoul d have seen the eyes. The way they stared at ne; they were so



cold. You could have-"

He shushed her softly. ”"Please, Robyn. Try to sleep. You need rest now
you've had a hell of a shock tonight.”

"Ckay. " She turned over so her back was to him But it wasn't in anger
she needed to feel his muscular presence forma protective barrier close
to her. "I1'"ll stop talking,”she murrmured. "But hold ne, will you?”

"My pleasure.”

He put his arnms around her and rested his face agai nst the nape of her
neck.

” mel ?”
"Hhm ..."”He sounded hal f asl eep

"Prom se me you won't go hunting anyone with that gun agai n?”
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Two

At the same tine Noel and Robyn were drifting into sleep with the
handgun squatting darkly on the bedside table, Benedict sat in his
apartment with the box of videotapes beside himon the couch

By the time he'd kicked off his shoes, poured hinmself a stiff one, and
started to sort through the twenty or so Betamax tapes, his heart had
begun to pound. After Robyn had shown himthe tapes she'd found in the
Luxor's apartnment (she'd been pretty unsteady on her pins after being
attacked by that thing on the dance floor), he'd left the building by
the hole in the rear door of the building, then driven hone faster than
was | egal or safe. But he sensed he was so close now to | earni ng about
what had happened to Mariah Lee. He was certain the key to the mystery
| ay somewhere in this pile of old videotapes.

Now that the nmonment to search through the cassettes had cone, unease
twitched his gut. Because at the back of his mind he'd al ways
anticipated a reunion with Mariah. And that she'd be as lovely and as
fresh faced as he renenbered her. Now, after hearing Robyn Vincent's
account of what had befallen her in the Luxor, Benedict began to doubt
that he'd ever see Mariah again. Benedict recall ed Robyn's description
of what happened to her. How she'd becone disoriented on the dance fl oor
in the dark. How she'd found herself running not on tinbers but over

| eaves. How she'd stunbled into a danp, dripping forest peopled by
nonsters.

It should have been easy for himto down those shots of whisky, then

di sm ss Robyn's statenent about encountering hideous, malformed figures
in sone alien forest. Only he couldn't. For he'd seen the nonster

t 0o.
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Thr ee

In his dream Ellery Hann stood beneath gray skies. Al around himran a
vast forest. The coming winter had stripped branches of their |eaves.
The scene wasn't unlike the scenes he conjured into his inagination as
he sat in the arncthair in the Luxor. Beyond the forest, nountains rose.
On one nountain stood a city that shone so brightly it could have had a
chunk of the sun enbedded there. Ellery smiled. That distant citade
called to him In his bones he knew that was the place he truly called
"home.” It was a city of Persian-style domes and anci ent spires.

Cl ustered bel ow dreani ng spires were thousands of houses, each with its
garden where grape vines clung to walls, where rose-lined pathways |ed
to orchards of |enobn, orange and pomregranate.

Deep down, the sleeping Ellery Hann knew he was dream ng. Even so, he
t hought, If | could only reach the city before norning, | mght actually
wake and find nyself there.

Ellery began to run. If only he could run fast enough before he woke.
Then he m ght open his eyes in the shining city instead of waking in an
apartment that stank of sweat and stale beer, and the spiky odor that
proved both his father and brothers were none-too-accurate when they
relieved thenselves in the bathroom Ellery ran harder through wet

grass. He plunged into the belt of trees, wove in and out of tree trunks
and | eapt over root clusters.

If only I can keep running for an hour. I'Ill leave the forest behind ne.
["lI'l be in the foothills. The city can't be much farther than-

Music jarred himout of his sleep. A lavatory flushed in the next
apartment. Bacon snells seeped beneath the door. His father's snore
droned through the thin wall. One of his brothers cussed over sone
irritation or
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other. Ellery groaned with di sappoi ntnent. For a second, even though his
eyes were open, he could still see the shining city in front of him
Then, as a baby began its thin cry on the |anding, the beautiful vision
f aded.

Ellery groaned again. This time the groan formed a nanme: ”Logan.”
Four

Ellery turned left onto Fairfax, a quiet street. There were a few stores
selling secondhand furniture, a couple of derelict comercial buildings,
not much el se. The sun burned hot against his back as he wal ked. On TV
that norning the weat herman had said he'd never seen a Chicago April as
warmas this one. "So toasty it proves the world' s gone weird, "he'd
added.

Not that the state of the climte concerned Ellery Hann on that Tuesday
nmorning at a little after eight-thirty.

You can never tell with Logan, he thought. At school he wasn't your
typical bully. He'd expl ode sonme guy's nose one day, then talk to him
the next as if nothing had happened. Logan'd work hinself into a rage,



then threaten to nutilate you, but then he'd get distracted (short
attention span for sure) and go kick sone other guy instead.

But what Logan was never short of was an appetite for violence.
Sonetimes it didn't really matter whose face he was bl oodyi ng, as |ong
as he was getting high on punching sonmeone. Yesterday, he'd threatened
to splinter Ellery's | eg bones, but overnight Logan m ght have
redirected his violent urges at some other innocent victim

And it complicated things that since |eaving school Logan'd decided to
build a career in petty drug dealing (not to nmention runors that he
mugged the elderly for both fun and profit). A weight settled in
Ellery's stomach as he wal ked al ong Fai rfax. Ahead stood the worKk-
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shop where he worked. In less than four mnutes he'd be safely inside.
The problem was that there were all eyways running off at either side of
the street. You only saw who was in them when you actually wal ked by the
ent rance.

But then, maybe Logan woul dn't be there? O maybe he'd be stoned and

just glassily stare at Ellery as he wal ked by? Perhaps the cops woul d
have caught up with the thug? Maybe he was | ocked down tight in jail?
Maybe a rival dealer had slit his-

"Ellery... what did | promise to do to you if | saw you on ny territory
agai n?”

Al the maybes vanished fromEllery's nind. He turned to see Logan
standing in the open gateway to a derelict warehouse. Logan's tattooed
fists hung | oosely down by his sides. He wore a red bandanna down so | ow
over his forehead it covered his eyebrows. A cigarette jutted fromthe
side of his nmouth like it was a bone white nail hanmmered into his teeth.
The guy stood franed by the brick archway-a | ooning giant of a figure

t hat oozed nenace. He used one of his big muscular hands to draw the
cigarette fromhis mouth in a swirl of blue snoke.

"I"mgoing to keep nmy prom se. Enjoy the use of your legs while it
| asts, buddy?

"I-1-th-thar-"Ellery began

"\What the hell nade you cone back here, when you knew |I'd cripple that
skinny little bastard body of yours?”Logan glanced to his right and
Ellery saw that he'd brought along a whole pack of his bodies to enjoy
t he show.

"You shoul d have stayed away Eh-Eh-Eh-ElleryT Logan m micked Ellery's
stamer with a smrk.

"I wwer-work here. |'ve g-got to cone.”
"You shoul d' ve quit; then you'd have avoided all the hurt. Now ...”"He
shrugged. "It's pow pow tine.”

Ellery glanced along the street. Unless you counted
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an old guy wal king a dog and a couple of school kids, there was no one
to help Ellery. Trucks runbled by but no way woul d they stop and save
Ellery's skin if the drivers saw sone kid they didn't know bei ng bounced
around by a street gang. The best Ellery could hope for was that a
stranger m ght sunmon an ambul ance to scrape his busted bones up from

t he pavenent. Damm, this is it

Ellery thought: Run!

K, I run, | get away fromthembut I'd only have to wal k down this
street tonmorrow to work. ... Like dozens of tinmes before, a sense of
acceptance of the inevitable ran through him Mght as well let them do
some shoe work on mmy face and |l egs. They're going to get nme in the end
anyway.

The younger kid called Joe circled behind Ellery and shoved hi mforward
into the courtyard of the old warehouse. Now he wasn't even in plain
view of the street. Ellery noticed a row of alum num baseball bats |ined
neatly against a wall. They'd planned this. Now they were going to
execut e the plan.

Logan grinned at his buddies. ”"Some of you know Ellery here. Sonme of you
don't. He can't speak ... not like a hunman anyhow. He yabbers like a
nmonkey ...”"

El l ery thought about the Luxor, about the woman and the man he'd net
there, and giving thema place of safety in the apartnment.

"Funny thing about Ellery is,”Logan was sayi ng, "he never ducks a punch
or tries to run. Show 'em Joe.”

Joe threw a punch at Ellery catching himon the cheekbone. Ellery
st aggered but regai ned his bal ance.

Ell ery thought about the city he dreamt about, the one that shone as
bright as the sun on the nountainside. He wi shed he were there right
now. That was his home ... not this towmn. And in the shining city lived
his real famly

"Hey Beani e.”Logan nodded at a guy with a shaved head. "Take a poke at
M. Ellery here.”
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Anot her punch split Ellery's eyelid. Blood ran |like crimnmson tears down
his cheek. These guys were Logan's new recruits. This was nore than just
sadi st playtime. There was an inportant purpose to all this. First,
Logan was tying the partnership bonds with his new buddi es by indul gi ng
inthis illegal blood ritual. Al so, when they left Ellery with broken
shi nbones and a busted face, Logan's new team nenbers woul d be t hinking,
Jesus Christ, I'"'mglad that didn't happen to nme ... then realizing it
woul d happen to themif they di sobeyed Logan

Ellery began the retreat deep into his skull, where they couldn't hurt
him Anot her guy stepped up to the mark to punch Ellery in the stomach.
He doubl ed, gasping. A crinmson bolt of pain surged through his abdonen.



"This is a neat trick with Ellery,”Logan grinned. "Grab himby his hair
wi th one hand. Then use the other to break himup around the eyes a bit.
Good short jabs. That's all you need.”Logan grabbed a handful of
Ellery's hair at the back of his head.

Pl ease, Ellery thought. Vanish into the back of your mind. They can't
hurt you there. They can't reach you

As he searched through his mnd for an image to lock onto so it would
distract himfromthe beating, he found hinself thinking about Robyn
Vi ncent. He renenbered how convinced he'd been that they'd nmet before.
She was inportant to him... but why? He couldn't renenber neeting her
bef ore.

The hand tightened at the back of his head, ripping hairs out fromthe
scal p.

"Ten bucks says | can break the fuck's nose bone with the flat of ny
hand. " Logan gl anced around, |ooking for takers for the bet. H s buddies
grinned, then nodded.

Cone on, disappear into yourself. Ellery tried, only he couldn't. H's
heart pul sed in painful squel ches. Dear God, he was going to feel every
bl ow. For some reason he couldn't hide inside his inmagination. For sone
reason his mnd kept going back to Robyn Vincent. She
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had hair as fine as a baby's. Her features were delicate. And there was
some light in her eyes that Ellery had felt so conpelling. Wen she'd
first entered the dance floor with her boyfriend, Ellery had experienced
something like electricity crackle through every nerve in his body.
She' s speci a

But why is she special ?

What had he identified there in the light of her eye, or in the
arrangenent of delicate, otherworldly features?

"On the count of three.”Logan raised his open hand so the pal mwoul d
snap Ellery s nasal bone. Behind himthe other thugs chose their
basebal | bats. "One ...~

She's so special ... because they need her baby.

Logan smiled cruelly. "Two.”

The words soared up from somewhere deep inside of Ellery When he spoke
there was no stutter. ”"She needs ny help.”

The clarity of his voice nade Logan pause. A puzzled frown twi sted the
skin between the thug's eyes.

"Hey, Logan.”Joe |aughed. "Monkey man spoke properly He jabbed Ellery in
the side with the end of the baseball club. "Wo needs your hel p, nonkey
man?”



They all | aughed. Logan's lip curled. "It's you who needs hel p,
Eh-Eh-Ellery."He lifted his hand, ready to deliver the nose-breaking
slap. "Ten bucks says | do this, right?”

"Ri ght!”they chorused.
"Three.”

Bet ween the start of Logan's hand noving and contact with Ellery's face,
Ellery knew that Robyn needed him He didn't know why. It was as if he'd
been given inportant information years ago. For a long time it had been
hi dden in m sts of forgetful ness; now the reason why he needed to be
close to the stranger, Robyn Vincent, began to emerge. He needed to go
there now. Even now night be too |ate. But nothing-nothing]- could get
in his way Nothing should delay hima nmonent |onger. The urge to run to
the Luxor blazed in his
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bones, a fire of urgency that meant he couldn't stand there as linp and
passive as a corpse. He twisted to one side as Logan's open-handed bl ow
sliced through the air. Even though the thug held Ellery by the hair, he
turned his head far enough so it was his cheek that took the force of
the bl ow.

The fact that Ellery had noved at all when normally he stood there stil
as a scarecrow to take the kicks and punches surprised Logan into
rel easing his hair.

"So you want to dance, Ellery? | figure | can still nail you down with a
coupl e of jabs.”Logan said this to his buddies as if it was all part of
a performance. He wanted to | ook good in front of them The wormEllery
Hann nmeant nothing to him He'd be crushed soon anyway.

Ellery knew he should go to the Luxor now. He needed to find Robyn now.
At that noment he was only hal f-aware of his actions. A renote but
powerful intelligence pulled the strings. Looking up, he saw Logan
towering over him The underside of his jaw was black with stubble. A
snear of yellow egg yol k from breakfast gumred the hairs. The big Adam s
appl e bobbed as he boasted about how he'd break Eh-Eh-Ellery's kneecaps.

Jesus, no. Ellery willed hinmself not to, but he couldn't stop what he
did next. Wth all his strength he jabbed his fist upward at the
underside of the thug's chin. So hard was the blowthat it sent a
lightning bolt of pain cracking along Ellery's forearm

Just for a second Logan jerked his head down to | ock his gaze onto
Ellery's frightened eyes. The big man couldn't believe what Ellery had
just done. All these years the stamrering jackrabbit of a kid had taken
abuse w thout a whi nper.

Ellery tensed, expecting a flurry of fists to beat himinto an early
grave. But Logan stared at himw th absol ute w de-eyed surprise. Then
the man's eyes clouded as for a split second the force of the uppercut
made itself felt. Logan staggered back, tried to recover his 194

bal ance ... failed ... then dropped backward to |and butt first in a



sitting position in the courtyard dirt. The others coul d have mashed
Ellery into the ground in one second flat, but they were so surprised to
see their boss knocked fromhis feet by the ninety-pound kid, all they
could do was stare with stupid expressions on their faces.

The all-inportant split second passed. Logan's eyes sharpened as ful
consci ousness kicked back in. He glared up at Ellery. "That's it, Hann,
you bastard. You' ve made your |ast m stake. You are a dead man!”

Ellery turned and ran. Joe went to block his way, but the force that had
driven the uppercut to topple the thug flashed through Ellery's nuscles
again. He ran straight at Joe, shoul der-charging himinto the wall. From
the corner of his eye Ellery saw Joe double up, wi nded. Ellery Hann knew
he couldn't stop running now. Sonehow he'd have to make it to the Luxor
But even as he ran he heard feet drum agai nst bl acktop. Logan's gang
wasn't going to let himescape so easily.

Chapter Ni net een
e
RUN!

The word was nore than a word. It was a command. A need. A lightning
strike bursting in his brain, igniting his nerve endings. RUN

Ellery blasted along Fairfax, his |egs pounding. Already his heart
surged against his ribs; the sound of his panting filled his ears.

d ancing sideward into a store wi ndow, he saw his reflection. Athin
ni net een-year-old with an elfin face and bl ack hair, running so hard
hi s
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linbs were a blur. He saw Logan's gang, too. They were running hard.
Sone carried baseball bats. And in that furious pack would be Logan
urging themto shatter Ellery Hann's bones.

The day job nmeant nothing to Ellery now He knew his destiny lay at the
Luxor. Somehow it was wrapped up in the teen runaway Robyn Vincent. He
had to | ose the gang, then get to the Luxor as quickly as possible.
Ellery ran past the entrance of the repair shop. At that nonent he had
no plan. Al he knew was: RUN. Keep running. Don't let the thugs catch
you. Okay, so those guys bul ged nuscle, but they were heavy. Wet

t hrough, Ellery weighed a hundred and sixty pounds. Lean and ninble, he
wove around parked cars. Al the tine he scanned ahead, hoping to see
some way of evadi ng Logan's buddies. For they had the blood lust in them
now. They yelled insults. Prom ses of revenge flew from Logan's |ips.
Ahead, a few cars cruised along Fairfax. Traffic lights ran through
their sequences. A light scattering of pedestrians anbled to work at the
cheap stores.

A pain stabbed into Ellery's side. Exhaustion began to drag at his |egs.
The stitch worsened.

' m going have to stop running soon, he told hinmself. | can't keep up
this pace. Only the nonent | stop ... A flurry of bloody inmges raced
t hrough his head: the thugs smashing their fists into his face; Logan



stanping on his head. Fear jolted him giving himenough energy to drive
his |l egs even harder, although it didn't |last nore than a nmoment or two.
Then his pace sl ackened. Logan woul d destroy him Ellery's vision
blurred with exertion. Sunlight becanme a tunnel of dazzling streaks

t hrough whi ch he ran. Buil di ngs becane gooey bl ocks. He never even
noticed the drivers who pounded their horns as he ran down the center of
the road.

I"'mslowing ... I"'mslowing ... Behind him the gang sounded cl ose now.
He coul d even hear the way the phlegmcrackled in their throats as they
closed in.
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Ellery's heart hamrered. Hi s own respiration whistled through his
throat. Hi s w ndpi pe was contracting, narrowing to a chokingly narrow
tube. Now it was a battle to draw air into his lungs. This chase woul d
end in seconds. Desperately he cut to his left where an on-ranp |inked
to a freeway. Trucks and cars runbled along at sixty miles an hour

Maybe if he took the chance, he could run across the busy road. The flow
of traffic mght stop Logan and his gang from foll ow ng.

He risked gl anci ng back. Logan was perhaps five yards behind him The
thug's eyes burned with the power of |aser beans. The vicious snarl had
returned to his stubbled face. Witten through it were the words: |'M
GO NG TO KILL YOQU, HAN!

Al so plunging down the freeway on-ranmp sped a flatbed truck. Its driver
had his eyes over his shoul der, concentrating on finding a space in the
flow of vehicles on the freeway. He didn't notice the running teenagers
chargi ng alongside the road. Ellery realized that his pursuers had to
junp onto the dirt strip at the side of the road to avoid being smashed
on the truck's fender. The trucker slowed sharply; air brakes squeal ed.
He'd seen a space in the traffic where he was going to slot his vehicle.
The cab came level with Ellery, then passed, the engine growing as the
trucker applied the gas. The flatbed canme alongside Ellery It was a

| ow| oader and carried, of all things, a police car tied by heavy-duty
ropes to the back.

It's now or never. Gunting with effort, Ellery grabbed one of the
restraining ropes and flipped up onto the back of the truck so he laid
flat on its boards al ongside the police car. The concussi on knocked the
air fromhis lungs. H's shoul der took a wench while the |leap tw sted
his foot so hard the pain blazed up his calf mnuscle.

The trucker never noticed. He found the gap in the traffic and sped away

Hair rippling in the slipstream Ellery lifted his head fromwhere he
lay clinging to the rope. Logan's crew
197

197

ran on even then as if they somehow hoped to catch the truck, but one by
one they stopped, then | eaned forward, supporting the weight of their

torsos by gripping their knees. Even though they were exhausted, Ellery
could see frustration rage across their faces. Some of the gang flipped



himthe finger. One shook his fist. Logan nerely stared. Even fromthis
di stance, Ellery recognized the promnmi se of revenge his gaze held.

Two

"You're due in class this norning,” Robyn told Noel. "I'"Il fix you
br eakfast while you shower.”

"I''mnot going.”
"You' ve got to go, Noel. You'll drop behind.”

"Il fix it,”he told her. "I can work on an assignment here in the
apartnment.”

Robyn watched himlay a folder on the kitchen table. Beside it he set
pencils and a pen. Concern filled her. "Noel. We can't let this affect
your studies.”

"Thank you.”He smiled. "But there's no way on earth |I'm | eaving you

al one after what happened yesterday. What if the guy with the ..."He
made rotating nmotions with his fingers near his nouth to allude to the
creature with the petal-1ike profusion of lips. "What if that thing
tried to get in here while | was out?”

"I"'mokay, Noel, I'msure it's |long gone. W shoul d-"

But he wasn't listening. "Jesus. My m nd keeps going back to it. That
thing had a hold of you. Wat if Benedict hadn't interrupted what..

what ever it planned to do to you? My blood runs cold just at the thought
of it.”

Robyn put her arns around him ”"Listen. | know you care and you're
concerned for me ... know ng that nakes me | ove you even nore. But this
apartment's like a fortress. No one can get in here if the doors are

| ocked.”

198

Simon d ark

"But it's going to be hard to wal k out of here, know ng you're al one.”
"I"1l be safe. I've got Percy the Pistol, renenber?”

Even his frown gave way to a snile at the jokey reference to the gun
She sandwi ched his face between the pal ns of her hands and brought it
down so she could kiss him ”"And what is essential-no, vital!-you' ve got
your studies. Be brilliant. Pass your exanms. Qualify Then we can nake

sure Noel Junior has a great start inlife.”

Smi ling now, he relaxed. ”"Yeah, and we've got to open Junior's college
fund.”

"Exactly:

"Even so, |I'mnot going to class today. No, don't try to talk me out of
it, Robyn. Crazy horses wouldn't drag me away fromthis place today”

He'd barely gotten the sentence fromhis Iips when a fierce pounding



started on a door sonewhere downstairs.

"That's the door to the | obby,”she said, noticing the way the col or
drained from Noel's cheeks.

Gimfaced, he nodded. "Looks as if we've got a visitor!'
Robyn wat ched hi m get the gun
Three

At the sane time Noel collected the revolver fromthe bedroomin the
Luxor, Benedict West stood in his own apartnent, gazing at the black
slab of plastic that housed the Betanax tape.

" Ckay, Benedict, old buddy. Are you going to stare at this all day, or
are you going to watch it?”

The tape seened to pulsate in his hands. He sensed that it contained the
answer to what had happened to Mariah Lee in the Luxor ten years ago,
and expl ai ned what had befallen Robyn Vincent just hours ago.

"Hell, | should get some sleep.”Only he knew down
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to the roots of his

bones that he'd never sleep until he watched this dam tape. But then
what he saw reveal ed there in those grainy shots nmight chase away sl eep
for a good tinme to come. He was hunting for answers. And yet he
suspected the answers contained in this tape m ght be very dark ones

i ndeed. Taking a deep lungful of air, he switched on the TV, slotted the
cassette into the machi ne, then depressed the button nmarked "play.”

Four

From where Robyn stood on the stairs, she could see a pale face through
the glass strips in the door to the |obby Wth the glass heavily
frosted, the face was a distorted mask set with two overly |arge eyes.
The I ower half of the face was a nass of red. Instantly she recalled the
figure that had lunged at her in the forest. The thing that had the face
of a monster. Worst of all had been the huge red mouth with overl appi ng
lips that dripped saliva.

"Stay back on the stairs,”Noel told her. Even though he kept the rmuzzle
of the pistol pointing downward, she heard the click as he drew back the
hanmer .

"Noel . Don't open the door.”

"It's OK, Robyn.”

"I know what's out there. It's the thing that attacked ne.”

"Stay back, "he whispered. "1'Il just open the door a couple of
inches.”This tinme he raised the pistol so it pointed at the door

"Noel, please. It's that thing. Keep the door |ocked.”
"If it is, it'll save me hunting the bastard down.” Noel opened the door

From where she was standi ng, she couldn't see who'd been knocking on the



door. But she saw Noel flinch backward with a startled, "Ch, ny God.”

Wt hout thinking she bounded down the stairs to be
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at Noel's side in case he needed her. When she saw the caller she
st opped dead, too.

"Ellery,”she breathed. "My God. What on earth happened to you?”

Fi ve

"This is turning into a hospital energency room”Noel said with a tight

snmle as Robyn worked on Ellery. "Robyn last night. Ellery this

nor ni ng.”

"I-1"ms-sorry to bother you,”Ellery said.

Robyn shushed him ”"No problem Tilt your head back to the light. There
it |ooks worse than it is.”She wiped fromhis nouth the bl oodstain

that formed a red-brown beard pattern. It was the bl ood sneared there

that had led to her nmistaking Ellery for the creature with the

multilipped mouth. Ellery's eye was also swelling froma bl ow that had

left a vertical split in his eyebrow

Noel shook his head. "These guys that did this to you, Ellery you' ve got
to report themto the police.”

Ellery winced. "No ... no. E-it will owme ... only nake things wworse.”
"Wirse? They tried to kill you, Ellery. They split your lip open.”

"I-1 did that nyself. Jer-junping onto a truck. Ankle, too.”

Bot h Robyn and Noel had to help himwal k. He'd yanked his ankle pretty
badly The foot had swollen so much he'd been forced to renove his

sneaker.

"Il find the first-aid kit,”Noel told them ”But you should reconsider
about going to the cops. Those thugs don't deserve a second chance.”

Robyn continued to gently sponge around the wounds as Noel went to
retrieve the kit.

"They' ve done this before? "she asked.
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"Yes. A kid called Logan ... he's not usually as bad as this. But he's
setting up some drug deal close to where I work. As well as marking out
his territory he's also proving to his buddies that he's a hard nan.”
Robyn | ooked at Ellery in something close to wonder. "Ellery?”

” HI'TIT?”

"Your voice ... you've |ost your stamer!”



Ellery's face registered surprise too. And when he spoke he phrased the
words carefully, as if testing it out. "I don't know why ... | don't
know why that is.” His face brightened into a smle as he realized the
words were forming thenselves perfectly. "Maybe it's a day for
mracles.”The smle broadened into a grin. He winced as the raw wound
pul  ed. "Quch.”

"I wouldn't call being beaten a mracle.”

He shrugged. "1 don't know. But it nade ne realize | had to cone back
here right away?

” W]y?”
"I don't know that either. It's strange but | know | have to be here.”

She smled. "I got the same feeling when | saw this place for the first
time. Maybe we're just a couple of dreaners.”

He et his eyes travel around the room ”There's sonething about the
Luxor, isn't there, Robyn? There's a kind of beat in the air. Like a
heartbeat. It feels as if the walls are coming alive.”

"It certainly got lively a while ago.” She shivered. ”"Last night was
somet hing el se.”

"Noel said that you had trouble. Wiat was it?”
"I"1l make a jug of coffee. It's a story and a half, believe ne.”

"I'"ve been com ng here to the Luxor for years. There's a buzz about the
pl ace. And when | ss ... sss-sit in the ch-chair I-1-"

The monment that Noel returned with the first-aid box,
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Robyn noticed that Ellery's voice petered out into a welter of broken
syl l ables and fal se starts. She also noticed the change in expression on
Ellery's face as he realized the stamrer was back. O enching his fist
against his lips, he suddenly fell silent. In fact, he said nothing for
a full ten minutes as Robyn applied sticking plaster on the cut above
his eye and gently rubbed creaminto the grazes on his face.

At last he took a deep breath, tensed as if forcing the words, then
sai d, "Than- Thank you.”

Noel said, "I don't keep nmy car here so | can't give you a lift, I'm
afraid. But | could use nmy cell phone to call a taxi?”

"Nn ... thanks.”He shook his head. ”"Low Logan. The guy who-who wants
t-to scranble ny fay-face knows where |... where |..."H s voice janmed
up tight.

"Knows where you live?”

Ellery nodded. "I nee ... need to find a place to ... to

l-lie low for ah-ah-a while.”



Robyn cl apped her hands together. "Problem solved,”she told himfirmy
"You're going to stay here.”

"Her e?” Noel echoed doubtfully.

"Why not? There's a spare room W have food. Candles galore. Hey we've
even got a place where we can go dancing right outside our front door.”

The expression on Noel's face asked, Robyn, have you thought this
t hrough? Ell ery Hann | ooked to be hugely relieved, as if this was what
he wanted nore than anything, but was afraid to ask.

"OfF course Ellery should stay here. If this place is big enough to house
two teenage runaways, it's big enough for a third.”She smled. "lIsn't
that so, Ellery?”

Ellery smled and nodded so vigorously it twi nged his strai ned neck
nmuscl es. Rubbing his neck, though, he still continued to smle
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"l suppose-"Noel began.

" Besi des, "Robyn told them seeing the answer to a problem "Wth Ellery
here to | ook after me there's nothing to stop you, Noel, fromgoing to
cl ass.”

Si x

Logan was pissed. "I'mgoing to break Ellery Hann into pieces. He's
never going to walk again this side of Christnas.”He | ooked at his
buddi es as they swaggered al ong Fairfax. "He thinks he was smart getting
away |ike that, but I know where the fuck lives.”

"If he's smart enough, he won't go back hone in a hurry,”Joe said.

"Yeah, but | know sonething he doesn't.”Logan snmiled a cruel smile.”!
know where he goes to hang out when he wants to be alone: a dunp across
town.”He pulled a cigarette fromthe pack with his lips. "It's called
the Luxor'

Seven

Benedi ct West sat on the couch for a full hour after the videotape had
pl ayed out to the end. The missing volume five. Made by the owner of the
Luxor. For years Benedict had believed that tape five held the key to
the nystery of Mariah Lee's di sappearance. That belief had grown and
grown until he half accepted that he shared the apartment with that
belief like people share their homes with a pet. That it had acquired an
i ndependent life. The elusive mssing tape had haunted his waki ng hours.
Now that he'd finally found it and watched its contents flickering there

like ghosts on TV, he knew that it would still continue to haunt his
life, with a far greater power, and a darker power. He would give a
mllion dollars not to do so, but he
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knew he had to watch the videotape again, and this tine nake notes. The
contents of the tape were inportant. Wat's nore, Benedict West knew
that lives depended on his ability to understand what that flickering

f oot age cont ai ned.

After rewi nding the tape, he pressed the play button. This is what
Benedi ct saw

Chapter Twenty
e

W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght
have been.

Benedi ct West sat forward on the couch, his elbows resting on his knees,
the pal ms of his hands pressed together, the two forefingers touching
his lips. He looked like a man on the verge of contenplative prayer. As
if he was about to ask divine protection fromwhat woul d energe on the
TV screen.

W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght
have been.

Those grimy fatalistic words floated in heavy black print above a shot
of the Luxor. The footage was ol d, faded. Poor tracking caused the
picture to quiver, then lurch to the left before the tracking system
automatically wenched it back screen center. It took no specialized
detective skills to date the video footage on what had been the el usive
vol ume five. The Luxor had still been open for business. Bands stil

pl ayed there. In the parking | ot were a dozen cars representing nodel s
fromthree decades ago. Parked at the rear doors a truck unl oaded kegs
of beer. This was the same entrance that Benedi ct had used, gaining
access via the
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smashed door panel. Now a trucker rolled a keg through w de-open doors.
A fresh-1ooking poster by the ticket office entrance advertised: hot new
t al ent

NI GHT. THE STARS OF TOMORROW PERFORM TODAY. DOORS OPEN
7. 00.

This had been filned on a gray winters day. Leafless trees rocked in the
breeze. Even the dance hall itself seenmed to trenble as air currents
tugged the canera, shaking the lens. Only that statenent superinposed on
a cloud bearing sky remai ned as i movabl e as a nonunment to the dead. W
are nothing. Less than nothing and dreans. W are only what m ght have
been.

Viewi ng the tape for the second time around that norning, Benedict found
hi nsel f picturing the maker of this honmenade documentary film He knew
that the footage was the work of Benjamn Isiah Lockram the

t hen-el derly owner of the Luxor. Cearly the place fascinated Lockram
Whet her it had begun as a hobby Benedict couldn't tell, but the old nman
had set out to make a video about the building, the history of the site,



and to tal k about the acts that had played there in its eighty years of
busi ness. Everyone from vaudeville acts to ninstrel bands, boxing

mat ches, all-night jazz festivals with Harry dark's Syncho Six, blues
concerts through Buddy Holly, The G ateful Dead, The Four Tops, REMto
Ni rvana and beyond, while a whol e phal anx of bands had cone to strut
their thing, then passed on, never to be heard of again, their singers
destined to wait tables, their drunmers fit tires, and | egions of
guitarists forced to reconcile thenselves that they were never going to
rival Jim Hendrix. The Luxor was a conduit to fane for sone, or the
slinmy slope to oblivion for others.

Agai n, Benedict narvel ed at Lockram s burning passion to capture inmages

of not only the fabric of the Egyptian-styled building with its gods and
pharaohs, but the spirit of the place. That numi nous efful gence that it
the hearts of so many who passed between the nock
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pillars to hear nusic and dance deep into the night- and briefly escape
their day-to-day lives. Lockram had set out to capture the magic of the
pl ace. What he actually recorded was the nightmare that lay at the
Luxor's dark heart.

Benedi ct recalled seeing the earlier video recording in this sequence of
seven vol unmes. The first volume contained a seenmi ngly pedestrian film
about the Luxor. It had ended with a shot of Lockrams wife dead in the
apartment. He'd filmed her lying on the bed with her face shrunken and
her eyes falling inside her head as body tissue shriveled. To film your
dead wife is nmorbid enough, Benedict reflected, but Lockram had to have
a valid reason. He appeared a perfectly rational man. Now this

vi deot ape-vol une five-at |ast began to provide sone answers. Wen the
exterior shot of the Luxor faded along with the W are nothing line, it
was succeeded by a sinple shot of old M. Lockram He was sitting in a
swivel typist's chair in the center of the Luxor's dance floor in pretty
much the same place the arnchair sat now. A single baby spotlight
illuminated himfromthe overhead gantry. A tight shaft of electric

radi ance that reni nded Benedict of that "beam nme aboard, Scotty” col um
of shimering particles that drew Kirk and crew back to the ship in the
old Star Trek show. Even though the aged tape spangled of its own
accord, Benedict could discern the twi nkle of dust notes in the
spotlight that duplicated the otherworldly special effect.

Benj am n Lockram appeared cal m onscreen, although now Benedi ct m ght
substitute the description with "resigned’or even "fatalistic”Wether
this presentation of Lockram s ”confession”using video footage reveal ed
the old man's | ove of the theatrical or whether he genuinely believed it
the nost effective way of telling his story, Benedict didn't know.

What ever the man's intention, it was disturbing. It had the power to
frighten.

On the sofa Benedict held his breath as chills 207
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needl ed their way to his fingertips. The gray-haired nan was about to
speak. Hi s voice cane whispering fromthe TV. Sonmehow there was a sense

it cane in ghostly waves across a vast, dark gulf.

7 am dead. O should | say, by the time you-whoever you are-see this,



will be dead? And | will have followed my wife to whatever... or
wherever...” Lockramcleared his throat. Benedict Wst's attention was
drawn to the mans eyes-those eyes that were full of quiet wi sdom but
sadness, too. The eyes of a saint. After looking directly into the
canera |l ens, Benedict felt as if he | ocked gazes with Lockram hinsel f.
The man resuned speaking in his slow, rhythmc way as he sat there in
that beam of white light that forned a shining aura around his head. "M
life began leading up to this monent the second | wal ked through those

dance floor doors when | was fifteen years old. | am now ei ghty-four
Fromthat instant the Luxor had its grip on ne. | knew then that this

pl ace was special. And it was nmore than knowi ng-it was feeling, too. The
Luxor cast its spell. Soon | was working here. Wthin ten years |
managed the Luxor. Ten years after that |'d bought the place. It becane
mne. | possessed it. Hm ... | possessed it? At least at the tine,
that's what | thought. As you saw on the earlier tape, 1'd noved into

the apartnent upstairs and lived there with ny wife for fifty years. And
that's where Nat haniel was born. This is the fifth filml| have nade
usi ng video equi prent | acquired recently. |I'mno novi emaker; however,
the canera and editing machi nery are sinple enough to operate. GCh? But
why have | chosen to go to the trouble of producing this docunment as a
TV programwhen | could have nore easily kept a diary? Well ... |
bel i eve the reasons will becone transparent when you see the program
made. And, yes, there are rough edges. There will be shots that are
blurred, sound that is nuffled. | haven't nastered the canmera operator's
art of the dissolve or the tracking shot. My hands are rather shaky

t hese days. But | have nade this
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programto the best of ny ability so you-whoever you are-w || understand
what has happened here in the Luxor. What you will witness are equa

neasures of the mracul ous and the nopnstrous.
Two

Floating free in the back of Benedict's mnd were still recollections of
the crook he'd watched die on the steps of the Luxor just days ago. And
seeing that thing with the gross red nmouth bendi ng over the girl he now
knew as Robyn Vincent, who lived with her boyfriend in the Luxor's
apartment, the same one inhabited by Lockram years ago. Those
recol l ections were there because with an uncanny symmetry the video he
now wat ched mat ched some solutions to earlier puzzles.

In that slow, rhythm c way, Benjanmi n Lockram s words came ghosting down
the years through the medi um stic power of the TV.

"Many happy decades | enjoyed at the Luxor. | shook Buddy Holly by the
hand at the bar over there in the corner. He was a tall man, softly
spoken, and he had a smle that lit up a room And M. Buddy Holly
wanted to know why so nmany crows had settled on the roof. At the tinme I
didn't know the significance of this, that it was an evil omen. He'd
even picked up one of the long crow feathers and tucked it into the
tuning peg of his guitar. Alittle while later | heard about his fateful
flight into a snowstorm The sane night as the Holly concert there was a
guy here celebrating that his girl had agreed to marry him | remenber
that, too. He bought the chanpagne we used to stock then. Chanpagne. A
sticky sweet liquor brewed fromcherries, of all things. But sonetines
it's as if there's a great spirit in the sky that weighs up how nuch



happi ness you have. And if you have too nuch it takes sone back. The
same 209

happened with this kid. It seems the girl's sister was jeal ous for sone
reason and told the happy guy that the only reason his girl had agreed
to marry himwas because she was pregnant by soneone el se. The guy went
out into the ot where he'd parked his truck and blew off his head with
a hunting rifle, right there and then, at the same tine that Buddy Holly
was bl asting out "Peggy Sue”onstage. While | was out there with the
police and the anbul ance guys | watched how the crows all took off in
one great big black cloud that swirled around and around the top of the
Luxor. And the noise they made, calling out? Inside nmy head | can hear
it now An awful, awful sound.

"OfF course, | couldn't blanme myself for the guy's death. It was suicide
Life went on. The fifties exploded into the sixties ... and if you were
there, you know what | nean ... suddenly clothes were every color of the

rai nbow, the nusic got nmore colorful too. Only they called it
psychedelic. By then | was into ny sixtieth year and ny wife was fifty.
That's when |life changed. And strange things began to happen in the
Luxor. On recollection, mybe they'd al ways been happeni ng. But the
first thing that nade ne sit up and take notice ...”"

Onscreen the twitchy i mage of Lockram sat up straight. The power of the
menory had brought a shiver to those old bones.

"The first thing that made nme take notice was nmen and women began to be
drawn to the Luxor. They'd come at odd tinmes of the day and ni ght and

want to take a |l ook inside. They were scared and excited all at the sane
time. The strangest thing is they all had sone excuse why they wanted to

see the dance floor ... maybe to relive a little of their youth ... or
out of architectural interest ... sone clainmed they were Buddy Holly
fans and wanted to see where the guy had played. But the Luxor was one
of the smaller venues ... we weren't The Wnter Gardens or the Hollywood
Bow. W were a little dance hall in an old 210
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i ndustrial zone. W had plaster noldings of Egyptian pharaohs, fake gods
and phony tonb paintings. Wiy the Luxor? And the audi ence changed. For
exanpl e, we'd have a pop band with nothing but teen appeal, yet we'd
find a mddl e-aged womran or two in the audi ence, or an elderly man. Wre
they eccentrics? | don't know ... or at least didn't know. Al | knew
then was that they joined the audi ence but sat there not paying any
attention to the band, |ooking around as if they expected to find
someone or sonething there that ... that ... | don't know ... would
transformtheir |ives.

"About this time ny wife fell pregnant. Is there anything so strange in
that, you might ask? Not strange. No. A miracle for us. W'd tried for
children, but we weren't blessed. Only one day ny wife says to ne, 'Ben
|'ve been to the doctor and |I'm pregnant! Renmenber, | was sixty and Mary
was fifty. Pregnancy at that age isn't inpossible but it is rare. |
wasn't the world' s nost demandi ng husband back then. Even so, Mary noved
into the spare room She didn't say as much but | knew she coul dn't bear
for me to touch her in a way that would ... you know, |ead to sonething
sexual. It was as if she became so nervous of the idea of making | ove
that she wanted to keep nme at armis length. | understood-or thought I



di d-she didn't want to put the unborn baby at risk at her age. This was
the one last chance in her life to have a child. Even though it seened
to ne she rejected ne, that she couldn't bear to share a bed with e, |
figure | did the right thing by being supportive and ainmng to be as
under st andi ng as possi bl e.

"Anyway, at that tinme we had a break-in. An intruder got into the Luxor
inthe early hours. | was alone in the place with Mary. Wen | | ooked
down fromthe apartnment wi ndow and saw t he broken gl ass by the door, |
figured that some punk had grabbed liquor fromthe bar and taken off. So
rather than call out the police |I took a
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flashlight and nmy old twel ve gauge to check out the damage nyself. |

pl anned to nail a board to the broken glazing, then report the crime in
the norning. You see, Mary was in a junpy state about her pregnancy. |
didn't want to al arm her.

"The monent | stepped out onto the dance floor | saw the intruder. It
wasn't some scuzzy bum | ooking for whisky. It was a wonan of around
thirty-five. She wore a flared skirt and school marni sh bl ouse. She had
respectability stanped right through the center of her. You couldn't
have found soneone who | ooked less like a thief if you'd tried. I could
see there was no point in waving the gun and yelling the cops were on
their way. Instead | switched on the house lights. My appearing |like
that in nmy robe and slippers with a shotgun under nmy armdidn't even
surprise her. Instead she | ooked at nme with this expression of wonder on
her face. She filled the roomw th her happi ness, her eyes shone, she
ki nd of puffed herself up with excitenent, holding her hands up |ike
this. ...”

Benedi ct saw the nan onscreen raise his hands at either side of him
until they were as high as his shoulders. 7 figured she'd seen the gun
and was surrendering, hands held high. |I told her, "Don't worry, ma'am
I"mnot going to shoot.' But she never even noticed the gun, |'d swear
to that, because she was so thrilled at being in the Luxor- ny Luxor, ny
little old dance hall in the mddle of nowhere. Then |I asked her 'M' am
why are you here? You knowit's late and this is private property?” Then
she turns to me and says, 'Do you know what happened to nme | ast week?”

"W, ma'am | don't-"

"I went to see a specialist at the hospital and he told me | have cancer
of the liver. I won't be alive six nmonths from now. '

"I"'msorry to hear that.”l told her, and offered to drive her hone.
"She didn't seemsorry. She | ooked happy as a sand
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boy. Straight out, she told me, 'Last night | was doing the dishes and
crying so hard I had to wipe nmy eyes with a towel but then all of a

sudden | said to nyself, "Grace, the tinme's cone to go hone.” But | am
hone, | thought. "No,"said this voice in nmy head. "Return to your rea



hone.”1 didn't even have to ask nyself where that was. | knew | had to
drive to the Luxor, where | used to come danci ng when | was seventeen
This is hone."'

"Your home is here in the Luxor? I'msorry, but this is just a dance
hal I -”

"She | ooked at ne, her eyes all bright and shining; she had this huge
snmle on her face, then she says, 'Please don't ask ne how | know this

is home. All | knowis I'Il find it here.’

"By now, |'mthinking she nust be on sone pretty powerful nedication. In
any event, the poor |ady's mnd nmust be every which way due to the shock
of learning she was dying. That'd do strange things to a person. |'m

al so thinking how can | persuade her to give ne the tel ephone nunber of
a famly nmenber who can collect her. And all the time she's talking
about how happy she is to find her way home ... to her real hone, that
is.”

That was the noment that Benedict West brought to mind the crook who the
of f-duty cop had shot in the conveni ence store. For some reason, the
dyi ng man had taken off on his notorcycle, driven across town to the
Luxor, then tried to claw his way into the building. Al the time he'd
been cl ai m ng he was goi ng hone. And he was dying, just |ike the wonman
Lockram had found on the dance floor. Both had said that their hone |ay
somewhere in the Luxor. Benedict's mind | eapfrogged forward to finding
Robyn carried by the creature with the bl ossom ng mass of lips, and the
arnms that | ooked not like regular arns but... he strived to pull a
description ... stens? Did the arnms resenble stens? Robyn had stated

wi thout a glimer of doubt in her eyes that she'd sonehow found herself
in a forest inside the Luxor
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Benedi ct had seen for hinself the |leaf fragnents clinging to her hair.
Was that the key to all this? If so, could all this somehow relate to
Mari ah Lee's di sappearance?

Benjam n's Lockram s slow voice drew his attention back to the TV where
the thirty-year-old videotape ghosted i mages of the now dead man across
the screen.

"This woman, Grace, was so full of the joys of spring, as the old saying

goes, that | didn't know how to begin calmng her. | started to tell her
to take it easy, that I'd get her a drink of water... a drink of brandy,
cone to that ... then arrange a ride hone. Only she'd have none of that.

She just told me how excited she was at this mracul ous vision of where
her real honme was. That she'd seen it before in dreans when she'd been
ill with rheumatic fever as a child. That honme |ay beyond a gray forest
on a mountainside. And there were towers and doned buil di ngs-and t hat
you could hear the sound of hundreds of bells pealing away; that it
wasn't di scordant but beautifully harnonious. 'A synphony for the

soul 'was how the woman described it. And that she'd been able to snell a
wonder ful perfunme floating through the streets of this magical city. By
this time, | didn't know what | could do with the woman; she was so
happy she was close to mania. | was afraid she'd start dancing about the
pl ace. Just as | decided |I'd have to get nmean with her to cal m her down
(after all, | didn't want Mary to hear the conmotion and conme downstairs
in her state. She was close to six nmonths pregnant by then) ... just as
| decided | had to grab the wonan by the wists, she stopped and turned



to look at the stage like she'd heard sonething. Only she couldn't have.
Because apart from Mary asleep in the apartnent, the only people in the
Luxor were the happy bouncing lady with shiny eyes and nysel f, one

Benj ami n Lockram G ace stared toward the stage. | found | stared, too,
hal f expecting a second intruder. Only | saw nothing. But | felt
something. | felt a cool breeze blowinto my face. A cool wet breeze
like you get in the
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fall. | could snell fallen | eaves, noss, wet wood, dew, toadstool
mushroom Those forest snells that fill your nostrils after it rains in

t he great outdoors.

"The lady's eyes were wide ... wide! Like balls of glass in her head as
if she's seen the Second Coning. 'It's here!' she shouts. '"It's here!’
Then she dashed forward. | nmean, she just catapulted herself, skirts
flying, her arns stretched forward; she noved so fast her hair rippled
straight out behind her. I ran after her. For some reason | thought
she'd deliberately run into the stage to hurt herself. | remenber
telling nyself it was those painkilling drugs scrambling her head. As I
ran, ny slipper flicked off nmy foot. The bare skin couldn't grip the

fl oorboards properly and | went forward headfirst to |l and on ny belly.

It knocked the air right out of me. The gun and flashlight went skidding
out in front of me. For a second | couldn't breathe. My ribs ached |ike
hellfire fromthe belly flop. Even though it was only for a noment |
screwed ny eyes tight shut as | caught my breath. | put nmy hands out to
push nyself so | could sit upright. | recall the ground being soft and
wet. One of the cleaners had | eft behind a wet cloth, | reasoned. Then
opened ny eyes. The worman had gone, vani shed as if she'd stepped through
a hole in the atnmosphere and into another world. ... The comparison was
a truer one than | could have believed. The gun and the flashlight that
went skittering away across the floor had vani shed, too. And when |

| ooked at ny hands | saw |'d bunched theminto fists because the pain in
nmy ribs had been pretty bad. Wen | opened them| found | was clutching
two handful s of soft, wet |eaves.”

Benedi ct renenbered the strange-1ooking |leaf that he'd untangled from
Robyn's hair and began to understand.
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In that slow voice that held a gentle resonance, Lockram finished his
story. This was where Benedict | eaned forward, hands gripping his knees,
wai ting expectantly for the final shot, daring it to be as he renenbered
it fromwhen he'd first watched the tape an hour ago.

Benjami n Lockram sat in that tight colum of white |ight where silver

fl ecks danced. He gave a little shrug. "No, | never did find out what
happened to the lady I knew only as Grace. She'd entered the Luxor. She
never left. Not in a way | understood as leaving, that is. 1'd have seen
if she'd doubl ed back and exited through the broken gl ass. And when |
checked, all the other doors to the rear were secure. My gun and
flashlight had vanished, too. All | had in return were two fistfuls of



wet | eaves. One of the star-shaped | eaves attracted my curiosity. |
dried it, pressed it, then took it to the library to try to identify the
species of tree. | never did find a match. But by then | doubted if |
ever would. | knew people were coming to the Luxor "to find their way
hone,' as they described it. Some |eft disappointed, but | could see al
were obsessed with the notion ... 'conpulsion 'would be a better word.
Later, | took to watching videotapes fromsecurity cameras. |'d watch
some individuals wal k in through the | obby back there. | |earned to spot
the ones. They didn't dress like the fans of The Ranmobnes or Jethro Tul
or whoever was playing. They stood out fromthe crowd. For sonme reason
could never see them step out onto the Luxor's dance floor and into that
other place they called hone. Only I saw, when | played back tapes of

t he audi ence leaving at the end of the night, that they'd never left.

Mari ah Lee. |lce-water shivers flooded Benedict's bones. Mariah Lee had
wal ked into the Luxor. Benedict had seen her with his own eyes. She'd
never |eft. She'd never..
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"The Luxor underwent a transformation in those final years before
finally closed its doors forever. It had al ways been an otherworldly

pl ace that was a step away from our nmundane day-to-day world. For
decades | ascribed that to it being a venue where generations of young
peopl e went to have fun; it was a little glittering splinter of show
business in a |l and surrounded by grimfactories. My Luxor was a place to
escape your daily cares about hol ding down a job, keeping the house
tidy, raising kids. But there was nmore to it than that. | researched its
hi story and | earned about the crows-those gangsters of the bird world,
how t hey' re onens of death-and that the creatures lay in wait to catch
the soul the noment the person died and the body released its spirit.
The nane for these soul -catchers is a psychoponp-a funny nanme for a
creature that struck terror into the hearts of our ancestors. Al that
and nore. Much nore. For sone reason, certain individuals were drawn

here. They believed-and still believe that their hone lies through sone
i nvi sible doorway on the dance floor. | don't know how t hey know. Come
to that, I"'mcertain they don't know. They're driven by instinct just

the way bears know when it's time to hibernate or geese know when it's
time to migrate thousands of niles.

Nowit's tine to draw this to an end.

Onscreen the old man glanced at his watch, those sad eyes tired now.
" but there is one last act. My wife, you will recall, was pregnant.
She gave birth to a healthy son whom we naned Nat hani el. The doctors
marvel ed at the sight of such a robust baby boy delivered by a nother of
fifty. Right fromthe start | knew he was special. Wthin days he was
taki ng notice of his surroundi ngs. When he | ooked at me, | saw his eyes
were knowi ng. He ever seened anused, as if to say, 'Well hello there,
Pop. You think I'mjust a little baby. There's far nore to ne than
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neets the eye, you know." Wthin a nonth he'd di spensed with ni ght feeds
and was sl eeping through. He didn't cry so nmuch as shout when he was



hungry. Nathaniel lit up Mary's life. It seenmed as if she'd waited hal f
a century to be so happy and so fulfilled. W were old parents, by npst
standards, | guess, but Nathaniel gave us the shine of a married couple
intheir twenties. W were overjoyed; we...”

He tailed off, remenbering some bitter reality with a vividness that
choked the words in his throat. He took a deep breath, then forced
hinself to continue. Benedict's eyes fastened on the screen. Benedict
couldn't | ook away now even if he wanted to.

And, dear God, he wanted to.

"\What happened to Nat hani el robbed Mary of every shred of happi ness.
After a while she took to her bed. You've heard of the phrase 'died of a
broken heart.' My Mary did just that. Not in a biological sense,
naturally. But the heart of her personality, the core of Mary that
cont ai ned her hopes, faith and ability to be happy, was destroyed.
Wthin a year of losing Nathaniel, Mary fell asleep and never woke up
And as for our baby boy? Wat happened to hin? Now you realize why |'ve
made this video recording. | couldn't bring nyself to tell you. | don't
possess the descriptive words. | don't have the heart to tell. But | can
show you. On the evening of April 20,1971, Mary and | put Nathaniel into
his crib. Qutside it was unseasonably warm so we |left a wi ndow open in
his room | noticed a flock of crows flying toward the Luxor just as the
sun was setting. By eleven that night we were tired, so we deci ded not
to finish watching the show on TV and go straight to bed. Also, I'd
arranged a neeting with a booking agency in the nmorning and needed to be
cl earheaded. Like we did every night, we |ooked in on Nathaniel. He was
sleeping like a lamb. Then we went to bed, and sonetime during the night

there nmust have been ... there nust have been sone...”
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Benj am n Lockram shook his head. In the brilliance of the spotlight,

tears shone in his eyes. He pressed his lips together, straightened his
backbone, then took a deep breath.

"What you will see next, ny friend, is footage | have taken fromthe
security canmera that covers the dance floor. The time counter in the
bottom ri ght-hand corner reads 3:08 in the norning, April twentieth. The
light source is froma sixty-watt bulb left burning for security
purposes. That light is situated above the doors fromthe dance hall to
the | obby. There is no one in the building apart fromMary and |, who
are asleep upstairs in the apartment at this tine. Ch? And let ne tel
you-on the thunb of Nathaniel's left hand is a brown birthmark that
resenbles the Man in the Mon.”Tears filled the nman's eyes with liquid
silver. "This, then, is the security footage.”

The edit was a rough one. The inmage junped froma man who sat grieving
for his lost son to a high angl e bl ack-and-white shot froma canera
fixed mdway up the dance hall wall above the | obby doors. In the Iight
of that sixty-watt bulb, Benedict could see the stage only dimy as if
it were partly hidden by a pearl-white mist. For a nonent nothing
happened. The dance floor was bare, the place deserted. And of course

wi t hout taped sound, the CCTV footage was conpletely silent. Wen the
time bar in the corner of the screen clicked over to 3:09, a shadow
appeared on the floor, an elongated one of a figure as yet unseen com ng
t hrough the doors onto the dance fl oor. Benedict found he was hol ding



hi s breath.

Movi ng slowy, w thout hurry, but with a purposeful ness that breathed of
sinister intent, a figure wal ked out. The picture quality was poor, the
light source insufficient for real clarity, and yet Benedi ct saw enough
to snap his nuscles tight and quivering. The figure noved ten paces
toward the center of the dance fl oor

Benedi ct shivered as his eyes wi dened, striving to process every bl ack
line, every gray snmudge on the
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cat hode ray tube into a coherent picture. He saw that the figure was
wal ki ng hunched over the bundle it carried, hugging it to its chest.
Benedi ct saw the spindle | egs sheathed in torn material. The dome of its
head was over-large and swelled fromone tenple, lending it a |unpy,

| opsi ded |1 ook. A froth of wispy hair floated around the skull so thinly
it barely appeared to grow fromit. The nystery figure paused for a
nmonent, standing there, as if waiting for some inexplicable event.

As Benedi ct watched, a cylindrical shape slipped fromthe bundle the
figure carried, to dangle beneath. Benedict |eaned forward, his eyes
watering as he stared hard to identify what he saw onscreen. Yes ... he
was right the first tinme. He was | ooking at a baby's leg. The | eg noved
in a kicking notion. The baby-Nat hani el Lockram was awake. O course,
Benedi ct heard no screans because the canera systemwasn't wired for
sound. Then, just for a second, as if the figure had heard something, it
swung around to | ook back toward the | obby And just for that dreadful
heart-stoppi ng second, Benedict |ooked into the face of the figure. He
saw a pair of eyes that were huge and round and hard as gl ass, blazing
back into the canera. He saw the nouth, too. A series of rounded |ips,
one inside the other, growing snaller as they reached the core where a
hol e pul sated. The creature didn't grasp the crying baby-that oh-so
silently crying baby-in a pair of arns. No. They were |ong tapering
linbs, sonmething |like pale, fleshy stens.

Then the mi sshapen figure turned its nonstrous back on the wall -nounted
canera (as Benedict sat with his knuckle between his teeth). Quickly it
nmoved forward, carrying the baby parceled in its crib blanket. It rmnust
have been the poor quality of the light, its |ow power, surely, but the
ef fect that Benedict saw on that grainy, indistinct security footage was
of the figure vanishing into a pearl nist on the dance fl oor

Benedi ct
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sat with his eyes | ocked unblinking on the screen. The figure never
energed. The dance floor |ay nakedly enpty

A moment | ater the screen crashed to black. A line of print appeared in
the center: W are nothing. Less than nothing and dreams. W are only
what m ght have been.

Chapter Twenty-one



e

Benedi ct West left his apartment at noon. The sun bl azed from a cl ear
sky with an intensity that soon had himreaching for his sunglasses. He
wal ked down the steps hol ding an envel ope that contained notes he'd nade
as he watched Lockramis tape. Inages still whirled in Benedict's head.
He recall ed the footage of Lockramsitting in a |lumnous glowin the
spotlight as he described what had happened to himin the Luxor. O the
men and wonen who visited the building in the belief that sonmehow t hey
could find their way hone-to their true "honme”-through a portal that

mani fested itself on the dance floor. Was that invoked by the nature of
t he dance hall itself? The excitenent of the young people year after
year, heading to the Luxor determined to escape their day-to-day reality
for a few hours as they danced, flirted, and watched their favorite band
perform O had that portal to another world al ways been there? Ten

t housand years ago had Native Americans stood on that same tract of |and
with their spears and stone axes and gazed in wonder at that bl ock of

m st opening up to adnit the brave-or the fool hardy-to another worl d?
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Benedi ct moved qui ckly across the parking lot to where his car sat in

t he shimreri ng heat haze. H's plan now? He couldn't begin to formul ate
one. But the obvious nmove was to head to the Luxor. He had to warn Robyn
and Noel that the place wasn't nerely uncanny, it was dangerous, too.

Despite waves of heat beating across the blacktop, raising a rich tar
snel |, Benedict shivered as if crystals of ice formed in his veins.
Because the clearest nenory cane fromthe closing seconds of Lockranm s
vi deot ape. The man's baby son had been abducted by somet hing that
Benedi ct could only describe with one word, and that was: Mbnster.

Two

Ellery's in the chair. ... The words ran through Ellery's head as he sat
there that Tuesday, a little after mdday. He'd escaped Logan and his
gang for the tine being. He'd noved in with Robyn and Noel, again for
the tine being, he guessed. Although deep down he knew he had to stay
close to Robyn here in the Luxor. Ellery's in the chair. ... He'd left
Robyn and Noel to have tinme to thenselves in the apartnent upstairs.
They weren't keen on himventuring down here alone but Ellery knew the
coupl e nust have privacy every now and again. Even so, they told him
they'd make up the spare bed in the roomthat contained the baby's crib.
The wounds on his face that he'd gotten from Logan's gang that norning
still stung. The split in the eyebrow burned like it harbored snol dering
wood. During the walk to the chair on the dance floor he'd had to
hobble. Hi s ankle had puffed up to resenble a hoof. Ellery knew that the
floor was free fromdebris in this part of the Luxor, so he'd elected to
wal k barefoot. Come to that, the cold floor felt good
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agai nst his inflanmed skin. Jeez, he nust have wenched his foot pretty
ferociously leaping onto the truck like that.

Now he was in the chair-his chair-the chair where he dreaned hinsel f



into a better reality. A candl e burned beside himon the floor. Its
light barely touched the dance floor's walls. The stage was not hing nore
than a shadowed void. Ellery believed he was sane ... as nuch as anyone
can believe he is sane. He knew that the world he dreamed hinself into
was the product of his inmagination. Even so, with every flight of fancy
there, it becane nore real. H's inmagined world fed every sensory organ
He saw the gray forest and the way nelting frost dripped fromthe twi gs.
He smel |l ed woodl and odors-1eaf nold, noss, nushroomns, the nusky
sharpness of animal spoor. He heard the call of birds, the creak of
trees in the breeze. And his skin was sensitive to the touch of cool air
currents, or the tingling drop of water from a branch

In the dance hall, shadows | eapt across the floor with the agility of
panthers. Ellery glanced at the candle at his feet. A draft had tugged
the flame, sending shadows | eapi ng one way, then the other. \Wereas the
bui | di ng' s atnosphere had been stuffily warm now there was freshness to
it, laden with noisture and an ion-rich zest.

Ellery closed his eyes. He could feel imagination pull himin the
direction of the place he thought of as hone. As he'd done so many tines
before, he willed hinself into a forest of dripping trees. There was
wintry freshness. No | eaves remai ned on branches. In the distance he
could see the shining city on the hill. Pain left his face now The
sting of broken flesh couldn't reach himhere. He was entering the place
he | oved.

pav
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Three

"We're doing the right thing?”Noel asked as he nade up the bed in the
spare room

Robyn worked a pillow into a cotton case. ”"You mean about Ellery?”

"Everything. You | eaving home. Us noving here. Ellery moving in with
us.”

"Ellery will be fine.”
"But we don't even know the guy!”
"He's as gentle as a kitten.”

"I"mnot suggesting he's a serial killer or anything, but it's a ganble,
us living under one roof.”

She smled. "We' Il survive, Noel.”

He returned the smle. "I guess |I'm going through overload. So much
happeni ng so qui ckly

"Don't worry. Everything will becone routine, just you watch.”

"There's the bed. W've got a spare sheet for the mattress but apart
fromthat ..."He shrugged. "1 don't know what to suggest for bedding.”



"You brought your ol d sl eeping bag, didn't you?”

"Sure, but it's none too fresh.”

"We can hang it out of one of the wi ndows to air”

"You think of everything, don't you?”He kissed her on the |ips.
"Just call me Mstress Organi zation.”

He ki ssed her again. She rested her hands against his forearnms. His
nmuscl es bul ged agai nst her pal ns.

"Robyn. We might as well make the nost of being al one, you know?”
"We are. W're fixing up the spare room for our houseguest.”

"That's not what | nean, you mnx.”He slipped his arns around her. The
next kiss was on her lips; she felt his stubble lightly prickle her top
[ip.
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"Ellery m ght be back any mnute.”

"He said he'd be no nore than thirty m nutes. That gives us twenty to
cl ai m our bedroom as our own.”

"Only twenty?”she joked. "We'll need | onger than that.”Even though she'd
pretended levity, her stomach twitched unpl easantly. Kissing was nice.
Hol di ng hands was ni ce.

He whi spered, "That bedroomis virgin territory as far as we're
concerned.”

Huggi ng was ni ce; caressing was nice. But she felt a rising panic.

| can't let himnmake love to me, she thought with a surge of revulsion
| can't allow himto push hinmself inside ne. | can't..

But why coul dn't she? Robyn didn't understand why the prospect of Noel
maki ng love to her terrified her and repul sed her all at the sane tine.
Her stomach erupted into a nass of fluttering as if w nged creatures
were trapped there and were beating frantically to escape. It was ever
since she'd becone pregnant... she knew she couldn't bear to feel Noel's
penis slide inside of her. She detected her sudden squeani shness, but it
was her body that rejected the notion of |ovemaking. It was as if her
stomach nuscl es had revolted over the idea of such an invasive act.
Maybe it was an unconsci ous reaction? The baby inside her mght be at a
vul nerabl e stage. This was a purely automatic defense nechanismto
prevent harmto the fetus. Even though consciously she knew | ovenaki ng
woul dn't harmit, unconsciously her body refused sex point-blank

"Hrm you snell nice. Your hair is soft... fluffed just how !l Iike
it.”Noel hmred and ahed.

She coul d sense Noel's rising excitement. She anticipated his hurt



expression when in a few nonents tinme she knew she'd confess that she
couldn't allow himto nmake | ove to her
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Deep in the forest of his inagination, Ellery saw the nman wat chi ng him
fromthe shadows. Ellery hadn't deliberately produced this i mage of the
tall, watchful man with the nmuscled torso of an athlete. The man's stare
reveal ed curiosity but a kind of informed curiosity, as if he knew
Ellery would wal k this way through the forest. The man was a good fifty
yards away but Ellery could judge his age to be perhaps mid-thirties.

H s skin shone a bluish-white, resenbling the smooth hardness of narble.
After a noment of gazing at Ellery with interest, the statue-like man
wal ked away into the trees. Wthin ten paces he'd vanished into
undergrowth. Even though Ellery only caught a glinpse, he realized that
the figure his imaginati on had spontaneously created wasn't nortal. From
beneath a pair of faded blue jeans extended bare feet, or what should
have been feet. But Ellery saw that instead of feet taking the weight of
that athletic figure, there was a pair of nuscul ar human hands.

Fi ve

Robyn took a step back each tine Noel kissed her. She'd have to speak
out. She couldn't go through with this. Not yet. Her stomach tw tched;
nmuscl es spasmed, while she sensed a presence that was solid and
powerful Iy muscular turn over and over in her stomach. The inmage that
cane was of a fish swiming in panicky circles inside a small gl ass
bow .

"Noel ..."

"I love you, Robyn.”

"Aren't you going to let a girl cone up for air?”

She took another step back and felt her bottom press against the wall.
She couldn't retreat any farther. Revul -
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sion roared through her; she wanted to screamat Noel: STOP IT! STOP IT!

How woul d he react? He'd be appalled by the expression of disgust on her
face.

Then from out si de she heard the surge of a notor
"Noel ... Noel. Stop.”

"What's wr ong?”

"There's a car outside.”

"Aw, crap.”



Robyn | ooked through the glass, shading her eyes against the force of
the sun. "It's the guy fromlast night.”

" Benedi ct ?”

"Noel , honey,”She smiled. "Best let ne go so | can straighten ny
clothes. W wouldn't want himto think I was being nmol ested by nonsters
again.”

"Robyn, that's not funny!”Noel sounded deadly serious.

"Joke. " She kissed the tip of her finger and pressed it to his |ips.
"Come on, let's say hello to the guy.”

Noel shook his head. "Jeez. This place is turning into a public drop-in
center.”

Robyn headed for the apartnment door
Si x

Jets of ice thrust into Benedict's veins with brutal power when he saw
them He parked the car at the back of the Luxor and watched for a
nonent .

"You bastards,”he nmurnmured. "You evil little bastards.”He'd seen them

wi thin seconds of pulling into the Luxor's parking lot. Now as he
clinbed out of the car into the hot noon air, what he had noticed
provoked a visceral reaction: rivers of ice blasted through his veins to
chill himto the bone. For there, formng ugly clots on the branches of
trees and congealing in a black mass on the Luxor roof, were those
har bi ngers of doom Feat hered denons. Squawki ng prom ses of death.

They
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were nore than bl ack bodies. They were tiny grave pits of darkness that
sucked the sunlight out of the sky. Benedict stared, his nmouth turning
dry as bone dust.

Because there they were. Crows. Thousands of crows. They sat in the
trees. They squatted on the roof. They spiraled down fromthe vastness
of the blue sky, black snowfl akes froma nightrmare world. And what is
the nane for a flock of crows? It's called a nmurder of crows. A nurder
of crows aptly sums up that sinister |ooking infestation.

The crows are back. And that meant one thing... and one thing only.

He whi spered to hinmsel f, ”"Someone is going to die soon. Sonmeone here at
the Luxor!”

Seven

When Robyn entered the dance floor fromthe | obby she saw Ellery
standing in the center of the floor by the chair. A candl e burned beside
it. Noel carried the flashlight. Another |ight appeared to nove I|ike
some luminous spirit onto the stage.



"Good afternoon, Benedict,”she called when she saw who handl ed the | anp.
Noel waved a greeting.

They wal ked across the dance floor to neet Benedict hal fway. As well as
the flashlight, he carried an envel ope that |ooked as if it contained a
wad of papers. Robyn glanced at Ellery, then | ooked nore cl osely again.
For a nonent he appeared so dreany she thought he'd fallen asleep where
he stood; then his eyes sharpened into focus. Robyn paused, realizing
somet hing wasn't quite right. Noel shone the light on Ellery and saw
what she'd nissed.

"Ell ery? What on earth's happened to your face?”
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Benedi ct t hought, They've becone insane.

Because both Robyn and Noel were staring at the young guy he knew as
Ellery Hann (the very sane guy who had dropped his wallet on the Luxor
steps). They were staring strangely-all w de-eyed and astoni shed as if
Ell ery Hann had renoved his head from his shoul ders, then bounced it
around the dance floor with all the panache of a basketball pro before
screwi ng the severed head back into his neck hol e again.

Then what Benedi ct said next made Robyn and Noel stare at himas if
insanity had stolen his wits away. Benedict panted out "Listen, |'ve got
to warn you guys. Crows have started to settle on the roof.”

On reflection, Benedict realized the statenment about crows sounded

bi zarre when the three people here didn't know about the om nous
significance of the birds. But, in the blink of an eye, the insanity hat
passed to Noel. "Have you seen Ellery's face? | nean, have you seen
what's happened to Ellery's face! Jesus H Christ, it was-"

"Shine the light on Ellery. Let Benedict see!”This was Robyn, her eyes
fixed on Ellery in nothing | ess than unwavering fascination. "But you
shoul d have seen it, Benedict. Just twenty m nutes ago!”

"The crows, "Benedi ct began. "There're hundreds of crows. ..."”Dear God,
now | ' m babbling. W're all babbling at each other and we don't know

what the other people are tal king about. Despite hinself, he blurted,

"The baby was ki dnapped here by sonething that didn't
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have a human face ... but | need to tell you about the crows first.”Dear

God, now I'mwearing the insanity hat. Wat had been inportant subjects

he needed to discuss with these people canme tunbling out of his lips in

a series of sentences that must have sounded just plain nuts ... crows
ki dnappi ng! Only Robyn and Noel were too preoccupied to notice the

wacki ness of it. Ellery stood there with a quiet dignity, his arms

strai ght down by his sides. As Robyn and Noel shone the flashlight in

t he poor guy's eyes, they exhorted Benedict to see sonething remarkable

about Ellery's face. Not that there was anything anmi ss. The guy stil



possessed the sane delicate fine-boned features, sane high, snmooth
forehead. Sanme thin, dark eyebrows arching above a pair of gentle eyes.

"You shoul d have seen his face, ”Noel shouted.
"Now t here's nothi ng,” Robyn ent hused. ”Nothing! Not a mark!”

"Wait... Wait.”Benedict began to connect their excitenment with what he'd
seen before. "You're saying that there was sonmething wong with Ellery's
face?”

"Yes!"the pair shouted together

Noel continued, "He cane here this norning with cuts here and here.”Wth
his free hand, Noel pointed at his own |lips and eyebrow

"Now t hey' ve vani shed. "Robyn's eyes shone wi th wonder. "But they were
there just a few m nutes ago. You couldn't mss them Hi s |ip was
bl eeding like-like-"

"But there's not a mark now, "Noel interrupted.

Benedi ct West thought back to the first tinme he'd seen Ellery. The guy
had taken a horrific beating. H's face was torn to hell and back
covered with blood. Only hours | ater when Benedict visited Ellery at
hone to return the wallet, there had barely been a mark on him GCkay so
there was the faintest trace of bruising on his face, but the wounds

| ooked two weeks old at |east.
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Now El l ery Han had gone and done the face repair trick all over again.

"How can you explain sonething |ike that?”Noel demanded as he bl asted
the light into Ellery's face. "This has got to be a mracle... but how
does anyone explain it?”

"I can't explain all of it,”Benedict told them "But | believe | can
supply sone answers.”He | ooked at Noel. ”"You might want to stop shining
the light in Ellery's face now. The guy's dazzl ed enough as it is.”

"You know what happened to Ellery?”

"Let's say |'mbeginning to. ... I've also cone with a serious warning.
You' re in danger”

"Crows.”Previous to this single word, Ellery had said nothing. Hadn't
nmoved. Hadn't even flinched when Noel beanmed the hard white light into
t hose cal m bl ue eyes while raving about his face-like Noel had seen
excl usi ve i mages of heaven, conplete with full-on danci ng angel s
projected there. Now that single word: Crows.

Benedi ct | ooked at him "Ellery? You know about the crows?”

Ell ery nodded, his face serious. "Crows are an onen of death. If flocks
settle on a house roof that neans soneone in the house will die

soon.” The words came in soft breaths fromhis lips without a trace of
stamer. "The crows are here?”



Benedi ct nodded.

Robyn stood back and extended a hand toward the | obby door, inviting
themto pass through. "We need coffee,”she told them "W also need to
hear what Benedict has to tell us.”
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Ellery sat in an arncthair while Robyn and Noel chose the couch. Benedict
decided to position hinself facing all three so he could talk to them A
st rai ght - backed chair that had to be an orphan from a | ong-gone

di ni ng-room suite stood against the wall. He picked that up and carried
it to the position he'd selected. As he sat down, Robyn poured coffee
into cups on the | ow tabl e beside her

"I"msorry we don't have matchi ng cups, "she began, then stopped herself,
as if the apol ogy appeared absurd in the light of unfolding events.
"Hel p yoursel ves to sugar.”

Benedi ct gl anced out the window. Mryre crows circled the building. They
glided without flapping their wings. Fromthe angle of their beaks, he
knew the birds stared at the Luxor. For a second he could imagine the
dark beat of thought inside the creatures' brains: Someone's going to
di e soon. Soneone's going to die. Soneone's going to die soon down

t here.

But who's going to die? Benedict |ooked around at the three young people
inthe room Ellery nmet his gaze with an unblinking calm He knew about
the crows, too

Robyn sat with a cup clutched in both hands. "OK, who goes first?”

Benedi ct shrugged. "In a way | guess it doesn't matter who talks first.
My feeling is that whatever we've experienced individually relates to
the sane central...”He shrugged again. "Cccurrence? Event? Situation?

How does one describe it?”

Ellery gave a ghost of a smile, "Awawall r-roads lead to the Luxor.”
"He's not kidding either,”Benedict said. "Think about it. Al of us have
been drawn to this abandoned building in the mddle of a derelict

wastel and. It's a magnet.”
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Robyn nodded. "We couldn't stop coming here if we tried.”

Noel shook his head. "Not nme. | don't feel its pull.”

"That's because you were |oyal,”Robyn told him ”You thought | was crazy

at the tinme because | so wanted to be here, but you were prepared to
stick with nme.”



"And that's what |'mgoing to do.”

Benedi ct saw Robyn glance at him then at Ellery. "But you had Ellery,

Benedict. | didn't realize you knew each other.”
Benedi ct sighed. "All roads do lead to the Luxor... for certain people
anyway. | was here indul ging my own personal obsession with the place on

Friday night when | saw Ellery here on the entrance steps.”

Ellery started to say sonething, found the words woul dn't detach
t hensel ves fromhis lips, and pointed at his face with a shrug.

"Ellery had been beaten up pretty badly. He'd taken a | ot of danmge to
hi s face. ”

Benedi ct expl ai ned what had happened. That he'd tried to help Ellery
(whom he didn't know at the time) and that Ellery, overwhel ned by pain
and a not unreasonabl e suspicion of strangers, considering, fled into
the belt of woodl and behind the Luxor. Benedict added that he'd found
Ellery's wallet, so he set out to return it to himthe next day. That's
when he found to his surprise that Ellery's face had heal ed overni ght.
As soon as Benedi ct spoke about Ellery's nmiracle recovery, both Robyn
and Noel exchanged w de-eyed gl ances.

"That's exactly what happened today. Ellery cane here, needi ng somewhere
to stay because a bunch of thugs had threatened him W saw Ellery had
been hurt. Noel and | cleaned up his cuts in the kitchen.”She w nced.

"There was a |l ot of blood. Ellery nust have been in agony. Then ...” She
turned to Ellery. "Is it okay if |I tell Benedict or do you want to?”
"I... ah ... mm "Ellery raised a hand in frustration
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The stamrer had screwed his ability to talk. "Robyn ... you ... ss-ss
okay!”

"I"1l tell Benedict what | know. ”She shot hima reassuring snmle, then
turned to Benedict. "Not that there's much to tell, other than Ellery
told ne he'd take a wal k around the Luxor... or a hobble, rather. He'd

wrenched his ankl e escaping fromthose thugs. It had swllen like a
bal | oon.”

Benedi ct noticed they all glanced at Ellery's bare feet. There was no
sign of swelling in either foot. Benedict couldn't even tell which one
had been i nj ured.

Robyn continued, "He'd been gone twenty m nutes when | noticed your car
Benedi ct, so | suggested to Noel we cone down to neet you.”Her shoul ders
gave a little hop. "We wal ked across the dance floor to where Ellery
stood. And we saw that where there should have been wounds on Ellery's
face, there was nothing. No marks. No bruises. No scabs. Hi s face had
healed in minutes.”

Benedi ct | ooked at Ellery, their eyes locking. "So what's the story,
Ell ery? How can you heal so quickly?”

"I... ah, uh ... 1...”

Ellery wanted to tell. He was bursting to tell. Only he couldn't free a



si ngl e coherent sentence fromthe prison his stutter had built for him
Benedi ct sensed the war being fought inside the kid, between his desire
to speak and the cruel stammer that vandalized the words as they passed
his lips. Veins stood out fromhis throat. Hands bunched into quivering
fists. Perspiration formed glistening drops on his forehead. Ellery was
goi ng through hell.

"Ahm ... there's, oh! There's a place ... a place!”He grabbed on to the
only words he could. "A place”"Hi s face crinsoned with effort. "I... was

amththaay... Uh. I'"msorry. Sorry!”He dropped his head until his
chin touched his chest. Total defeat.

"A pl ace?” Benedi ct echoed gently. "Wat kind of place?”
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Benedi ct saw Robyn regard Ellery with deep synpathy. She spoke for him
"Whods. A fast-flowing stream In the distance, a city on a hill.”

Ellery's head snapped up to stare at her in amazenent.

"I know the place,”she told them ”Because |'ve been there, too.
Three

"I'"d been in the gray forest when | was attacked by the creature, ”Robyn
expl ai ned. "Benedict saved nme fromit. Before then |I'd wal ked onto the
dance floor but sonmewhere out there I found nyself in woodland in wi nter
with bare trees. Then there was a group of people ... peopl e?” She
shuddered. "Monsters.”Pausing to glance at Ellery she added. "I think
you and | have been to the same place, Ellery. The place with scary
peopl e. And the place where Ellery's injuries heal in the blink of an
eye.”

Benedict realized it was tine to fill the gaps. He | eaned forward on the
chair, his fingers knitted together. ”"You know, | think we're al
contributing to the big picture here. Ellery was right about saying al
roads lead to the Luxor. Certain individuals, for reasons we don't know,
are drawn here. They're conpelled to wal k across the dance floor, where
they find a gateway to another place... The Place we'll call it for want
of a better name. The Place is a forest inhabited by men and wonen who
are different fromus.”

"Di fferent?”Robyn shivered. "That's putting it mldly.”

"We know certain people can enter The Place via the dance floor. W know
that those beings that dwell in The Place can leave it to enter this

buil ding. One tried to abduct Robyn.”

"Wait.”Noel frowned. "Wait, you're making all kinds of assunptions. How
do you know that nonster guy was
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aimng to abduct Robyn? He might have...”He grinaced. "Well, the freak
m ght have had ot her ideas about Robyn.”



"No, "Benedi ct disagreed. "My belief is it planned to abduct her.” He
recal | ed Lockram s vi deotape that showed the figure with the nonstrous
nmout h carryi ng Lockrami s baby son into the pearl-white swathe of m st on
t he dance fl oor-and never energing. "You'll renenber that for the | ast
ten years |'ve been searching for my ex-partner, Mriah Lee. She noved
to Chicago after she left our home. If you ask ne, whatever's here in

the Luxor called to her, like it called to you, Robyn, and to you,
Ellery. Ten years ago to the very week | traced her to this town and
followed her to the Luxor. | guess | needed to confirmto myself that

she'd found anot her boyfriend. Maybe then |I'd have returned honme without
any fuss, telling nyself it was really over. But | sat out there in ny
car in the parking lot, watched Mariah enter through the main doors.
There | waited the whole evening. At eleven | watched everyone | eave.
Everyone but Mariah. For sone reason she stayed in the building and
never left. Now | know why Call ne obsessed but for the |last ten years
I"ve lived in Chicago, | kept looking for Mariah. Hell, conme to that,
repeatedly drove out here to wait in the parking |lot, expecting her to
cone skipping out of the building as if nothing had happened. Shoot.
Even when the dance hall closed |I'd still drive here and wait. Some
years ago | broke into the Luxor when | saw contractors had begun to
strip out its fittings. | found a bunch of videotapes ... those big old
Bet amax tapes ... but then you've probably never even heard of Betamax.
That's an old VCR systemthat's been obsol ete for decades. Anyway, |
found the tapes. On one the owner of the Luxor had recorded a homespun
fil mabout the Luxor. He also included a shot of his dead w fe.

"Lyi ng dead
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on the bed in that bedroomthrough there, with her eyes sunk into her
head. Benedict was sensitive to the fact that including the fact about

t he corpse deconposing in the same place the couple slept wouldn't be a
whol esonme inage for them An inage they'd conjure all too readily at
bedtine.”... \Wat was mni ssing was another tape. | began to realize that
this rmust be the crucial one that went sone way to expl aining what's
happeni ng here.”

Robyn held up a hand as if in class. "The mnissing tape was anongst those
| found in the l[arder?”

Benedi ct nodded. "And what amazing material it contained, too. At sone
point I want to showit to you. As you've got no electricity here, I'lI

drive you to nmy place to viewit. But in the neantime, |'ve nmade notes.
| think it's inportant that | describe its content as best | can.”He
smled. "You'll gather I'mnot the world' s best detective if |'ve been
searching for ny ex-girlfriend for ten years and still haven't found
her.”He pull ed papers fromthe envelope. "If you'll excuse ne referring
to notes that | made 1'll begin.”

Benedi ct told them about how he'd watched the VCR tape, nmaking notes as
the extraordinary story unfol ded. He explained that the former owner of
t he Luxor, one Benjanin Lockram had reached the same concl usions as
they had. That certain nmen and wonen found thensel ves drawn to the
Luxor. That they believed it contained a supernatural gateway that would
allow themto return hone. Again, no one could explain what "hone” was,
only that the instinct burned so brightly within themthey found it hard
to resist once that fire had been lit. He mentioned Lockram finding the



terminally ill woman in the Luxor at the dead of night, how she cl ai ned
she' d experienced visions of finding her way "home, "t hat Lockram

i nsi sted she'd vanished into thin air as she wal ked across the dance
floor. Benedict noticed they listened closely to what he had to say But
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when he tal ked about people making for ”"hone”through some fabul ous
conduit in the Luxor, he noticed Ellery Hann I ean forward to clutch at
every single word, his hands gripping the arns of the chair. The
reference to a return to a nysterious hone electrified the man. But it
woul d take careful handling to question Ellery further. The stamer was
as good as a security guard at protecting the guy's cache of nenories.
When Benedi ct reached the part about the abduction of Lockramis child
fromthe crib in the apartment, Noel and Robyn shot al armed gl ances at
each other. Like Ellery, they |leaned forward to hear Benedict's every
word as he described how he'd watched security footage of the dance
floor on that night three decades ago when a figure had energed through
the | obby doors carrying the infant Nathaniel Lockramin a blanket. The
figure had turned to l ook up into the canera- an act of defiance? O
sinmple curiosity over an unfamliar device bolted to the wall?

Benedi ct saw Robyn shudder when he painted a description of the nonster
face that had gazed up in stark black and white. That the head bul ged as

if volcanic forces were pushing fromthe inside of the skull, how it
possessed two eyes round as pool balls. Then there was the nouth ..
Jesus, the mouth ... that was the worst. A huge freak of a nmouth with

lip after lip, one within the other, form ng concentric circles that
wer e suggestive of gunnery targets. O circles of dimnishing size-one
i nside the other-shrinking down to a black hole in the center. Benedi ct
finished by telling themthe figure had then cal My wal ked away,
carrying the wailing infant, into a knot of m st on the dance floor and
vani shed from sight. Vanished fromthis world.

"He's back then,”Robyn said after they'd sat for a while dwelling on the
gri mabduction i mage that Benedict had painted.

"Who' s back?” Noel asked. He | ooked shaken
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"That guy who tried to nake off with me. O one like him”She tried to

| augh, but it |ooked as if an arctic chill had settled on her shoul ders.
"Shall we give hima nane, so we know whomwe're referring to in the
future?”

” Robyn_ ”

"The Face Monster? Lip Lad? Mish Man?”Her eyes fixed into a glassy stare
as recollection of the face reared up in her mind with an ugly power.

"Ki sser Kid? Mouthy? Lippy? Winder Chops? King Lip? The Muth? The Luxor
Lip...”

" Robyn. " Noel spoke gently. ”"It's okay. Take it easy”

Benedi ct realized the events of the last forty-eight hours had returned
with a savagery that robbed her of peace of mind. She trenbled now, and



she rubbed her stomach round and round. At |ast she took a deep breath.
"I"mokay. It's just hearing that this guy's been lurking here for years
brought it all back to ne.”

"We' || keep the apartnment door |ocked and bolted at all tines.”Noel put
his arm around her shoulders. "Don't worry.”

"CGood idea, "Benedict agreed. "W're here with you anyway; you're safe.”

Noel | ooked up at him "But what's this with the crows? Both you and
Ellery were worried about the crows. Surely they' ve got nothing to do
with this?”

"They fit in. Don't ask ne how exactly”
"Psychoponps, "El | ery sai d.
"Psychoponps. Wat does that nean?” Noel |ooked puzzl ed.

"The word psychoponp refers to animals that appear as onens of death.
Sonetimes it's noths | anding on your pillow, or hearing an ow hoot in
the daytine. In local nythol ogy the psychoponps are crows that are

har bi ngers of death.”

"That's a picturesque story, but why do we have to worry about these
crows now?”
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"Because they're here. They're gathering on the building.”Through the
wi ndow Benedi ct watched crows spiraling in to | and. "Wen the crows
cone, it nmeans that sonmeone here will die.”

Chapter Twenty-three
e
CRONG.

Bi g BLACK crows. Bl ack, FRI GHTENI NG crows. They are onmens of DEATH
Soneone will DIE. Here. ... SOON

Robyn Vi ncent sat beside Noel on the couch, listening to Benedict speak
Ellery sat in the chair, hands resting on its arns, his head tilted
slightly, denonstrating the intensity of his concentration. Ellery
listened to every word. Lives depended on it. She knew that now

Qutside in the afternoon sunlight, crows flapped on death-dark w ngs.
They homed in on the Luxor. She saw them grow | arger as they glided in
to land on the roof, just above her head. They must be swarming there in
a great glistening black clot. Harbingers of death, Benedict had told
them Someone here in this building would die soon. If anything, Noe
rebel | ed against the notion that these creatures defied the laws of tine
and space.

"You nean, "Noel asked, "that crows can sonehow see into the future?””No.
Not exactly/'



"But you said the crows knew t hat soneone woul d di e here soon?”
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"It's an old Il egend. In nost societies there are beliefs in aninmals
bei ng able to sense inpending disaster. Certain cultures have devel oped
a nore el aborate nythol ogy that describes how animals or insects can
predict not only the death of an individual, but that at the point of
death the creatures either help the soul's passage into the afterlife,
or have a nore sinister agenda and try to abduct the soul as it quits

t he body”

Robyn shivered. "And in this locality the crows are the bad guys,
ri ght?”

"Right. They're not only a sign of an inpending fatality, they' re here
to claimthe soul .”

"But they're not always successful ?”

"No. " Benedi ct gave a grimsmile. "According to |ocal |egend, the
departing soul is a pretty ninble entity. The crows have a tough chase.
If they fail to catch the soul, they sulk and sit around for a few
hours, not moving or squawking. If they catch the soul...”He grinaced.
"Well, it's welcone-to-the-soul party. The crows will fly in circles
above the place where the corpse lies, celebrating as noisily as only
crows can. After they've sung their own praises for a day or two, then
the fl ocks disperse.”

"Until the next tine,” Robyn said.
"Until the next tine,”Benedict agreed.

Robyn coul dn't stop her eyes being drawn to the apartnment w ndow. Beyond
the gl ass, airborne crows thickened into a pure black blizzard of the
repel l ent creatures.

Noel asked: "Why don't we just |eave? Let the dam birds sit here and
wait for some other victim”

"The crows aren't perpetrators. They won't cause the victinmls death. And
runni ng away would do no good.”

Robyn nodded. ”"If fate has its finger pointed at you, | don't think
driving over the state line's going to shake it off.”

Noel became angry. "If this crow legend is right, that means someone
here is as good as dead. For ne the two big damn questions are who and
when?”
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Robyn wat ched Benedi ct give an unhappy shrug. That, |I'mafraid, isn't

known to us.”He nodded at the crows just beyond the w ndow. "Those ..
they're the ones with the answers.”



Even t hough her unborn baby must be only a cluster of cells so small
you'd need a microscope to see it, it felt as if mniature linbs flapped
i nside her stomach in eerie mmcry to the dark-as-mn dni ght w ngs
out si de t he wi ndowpane.

Two

Logan sat opposite Joe in the kitchen of his apartnment. Frankly, the

pl ace was a pile of shit. Water dripped through the ceiling like the
whol e buil ding wept over its sorry state. Roaches gorged on pizza crusts
and dropped fries, along with vomted dinners that could only be
identified by a forensic scientist. Even the walls were poop-brown from
dirt, nicotine and beer stains. On the table were a hundred silver

wWr aps.

"There should be a thousand here, ”Logan told Joe.

Joe | ooked up fromwhere he'd been picking black gunge out of his
fingernail. The kid's eyes bled alarm "There are a hundred. You watched
me count them man. Are you saying |I'mcheating you?”

"No ... there should be a thousand. A hundred's not enough to get us out
of shit city is it?"He gestured at the fungal kitchen with a cigarette.
"There's not enough profit in this to buy nme a new refrigerator, never
m nd a fucking house with a fucking pool and shit.”

"Beard said that you were on probation. He said if you sold these
wi t hout bringing any hassl e down on him he mght supply you one-fifty”

"Joe, shit to Beard. He's only the fucking supplier. He's not the boss
of ne, is he? Is he?”

"No, Logan. I'mwth you, nman. But if he doesn't sup-
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ply any nore, what the fuck we going to ... Hey Hey! It's cool, buddy
I"'mwith you. I'mon your side. Its cool!”

Joe was reacting with plenty of enotion ... the right enotion: fear

Because Logan had just pulled a submachi ne gun froma sack on the floor.
He laid it on the table by the parade of silver-uniforned crystals of
crack.

Joe was still bug-eyed at the gun, figuring that Logan planned to start
shooting. "Logan, |'myour buddy. You know that. Please, man ... it's
cool, take it easy. W'll sell the crack, then go back to Beard. He'l

give us one fifty. We-"

"I"'mnot bothered about Beard. Not yet, anyway!”

"Look, 1'myour buddy ... your best buddy Logan.”Joe | ooked to be having
plenty of trouble swallowing the lunp in his throat. He still figured
that by nightfall he'd be chilling on the big slab with a nanetag
knotted to his big toe.

"W need to nake a statenment,”lLogan told him



"A statement ?”Nerve spit glistened on Joe's lip. "W're not gonna do any
witing | essons, are we?”

"Listen. If we do sonething that makes all the deal ers and suppliers and
fucki ng users in the nei ghborhood take notice of us, then we'll advance
our career prospects. You follow, Joe?”

"Sure. Sure | follow ' Joe responded eagerly. "A big statenent. Advance
our career prospects.”He still found it hard to pull his eyes away from
t he snub-nosed machi ne gun. "One | ook at that baby will earn you plenty
of respect, Logan. Plenty”

Logan picked up the gun and ki ssed the nmuzzle. "This fires thirty rounds
in three seconds flat. And this baby ain't for |ooking at, Joe. It's
built for using.”

"Using? Hell, Logan. That's heavy shit. 'Specially if you take on Beard.
He's got a Yardy crew pulling his strings.”

"Beard's a future project. | just want the word on the street that we're
two guys to be respected. And taken so fucking seriously like you

woul dn't believe.”
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"This is freakin' heavy, Logan. You know that? Machi ne guns and shit.”
"You think that people out there should say we two are a joke?”

Joe stared at the machine gun dominating the table-hell, it dom nated
t he whol e freaking apartment. "No, no way, Logan. |I'mthere with you,
buddy. ”

"Yeah, well, that's good to know. Because |'ve got a plan that's going
to give us career enhancenent. |I'mgoing to use this baby to rip up
Ellery Hann. Once this beauty's done with Stutter Boy, you'll be able to
spread himon a cracker with a butter knife.”

"Ellery Hann? | know you hate the notherfucker's guts, but he's nothing
to us.”

"And not hing to anyone el se. But once word gets out on the street that
we gunned hi m because we were so inclined”-Logan grinned-"that's when we
get respect fromeveryone ... and | mean everyone. You follow, Joe?”

Joe stared at the gun with a lethal fascination. "I follow Ellery Hann
it is. Bang, bang ...”"

Thr ee

After Benedict had finished talking, they settled into uneasy silence,
interrupted only by patchy attenpts at small talk that quickly petered
out. Robyn poured nore coffee, then went into the kitchen to cut slices
of cake. She didn't know if her guests would want any. The di scussion
they'd just undertaken m ght suppress any appetite for sone time to
cone. But she needed the ordinariness of opening the cake carton
renovi ng the cake. Setting it on a plate. Cutting nice even slices of

t he noi st delicacy. Those ordinary actions m ght hel p soothe her nerves.



"Cal m down, Junior,”she murrmured as she eased the bl ade through noi st

| enon cake. Her stomach still fluttered as if tiny |egs kicked and
mat chsti ck-si zed arns
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wi ndmlled in her stomach. Wen she returned to the Iiving room
Benedi ct was slipping papers into the envel ope. He | ooked like a nan on
t he nove. Noel donned his jacket.

" Cake, anyone?”she asked, wondering if the invitation to eat after al
t hat had happened didn't sound blindingly trite.

Benedi ct shook his head. "W'd best make a nove now before it gets
dark.”

"Make a move?” Robyn experienced a jolt of surprise. She glanced at
Ellery who sat notionless in the arnchair. Hi s expression revealed a
cloud of worries. "W have nowhere to nove to.”

Noel spoke quickly. "Benedict's offered us his spare bedroom”

"You can stay as long as you like,”Benedict told her. "You too, Ellery:
"WAait... just wait a mnute.”Robyn thought: I'mlosing control over ny
life. Decisions have been made on ny behalf. I'mgoing to be like a

little kid again, being bossed by people who think they know better than
nme. "Leave here?”Her stomach spasnmed so painfully she al nbst doubl ed up

But no ... no way She wouldn't even flinch as her nuscles tw sted and
bunched into knots. She wouldn't allow anything to give another human
bei ng | everage on her own free will... her own ability to deci de what

she did with her life.

Noel picked up the flashlight. "W can | eave nost of our things here. If
the door's | ocked they should be safe. But take anything of value. Do
you want nme to pack your cl othes?”

“Wy. " She took a deep breath to steady her jangling nerves. "Noel, we've
been naking this place our hone.”

"Robyn?”He smled as if she'd cracked a silly joke. ”"You've seen those
damm birds outside. Last night a guy with a heap of chopped liver for a
mouth tried to drag
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you away to... God knows where. Surely you don't want to stay here?”
"Yes. | do want to stay here, Noel. | want to stay here with you. W've

worked to make this apartnment into a home where we can |live together as
a couple.”

"But not after everything's happened. That would be ...”"He stopped short
of saying crazy. "It wouldn't be w se, honey”

Robyn gl anced at Benedict and Ell ery. Both appeared unconfortable
Wi tnessing this argument between boyfriend and girlfriend. She closed



her eyes for a nonment, sensing powerful tidal forces flow through her

mnd as well as her body. "Please, Noel... |I'mstaying here. | have to
stay here.”

” Robyn_ ”

"I don't know why. Al | know is | mnust stay”

"You can't. It's dangerous. You heard what Benedict sai d?”

"Yes. | heard perfectly In fact, he descri bed people who felt the sane
way as me. They were conpelled to come here. |'mconpelled to stay”

For the first tine in a while, Ellery spoke. "M ne, too.
Robyn saw the way that Noel glared at Ellery. There was fiery light in
Noel 's eyes, one that suggested jeal ousy and suspicion. You coul d al nost
hear hi mthinking: Now why does Ellery want to stay cl ose to Robyn?

Calmy but firmy, Robyn said, "Please don't make ne | eave this place,
Noel .”

"But it's too dangerous to stay”

"I"'meven nauseated at the idea of going,”she insisted. "If you don't
feel what I'mfeeling... or what Ellery's feeling ... it's hard to
explain. But if you make me |leave here |I think I will die.”

Ellery gave a serious nod. He felt the sane.

"I-1 don't know,”she said. "I can't put the feeling into words. But it
woul d be Iike telling a pregnant woman in
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| abor not to give birth. It's physically inpossible to will yourself to

stop the contractions.”Robyn | ooked at the crows beyond the w ndows.
"Maybe those birds feel the same way. Sonmething calls to them and they
fly here. They can't stop thenselves. They only know they've got to
cone.”

Benedict let out a lungful of air in a whistle. "That's a persuasive
argunent for staying.”

Noel fixed Robyn with pleading eyes. "Are you sure you won't even try to
| eave?”

Robyn shook her head. "No. |I'mstaying. | must.”

"I'"m ss-staying, too."Ellery squeezed the padded arnms of the chair as if
to prevent anyone from draggi ng himoutside by force. "Nn-need to.”

Noel shot Ellery that fierce | ook again, then said, ”"Shoot.”He ran his
hands through his hair with such a | ook of concern in his eyes that
Robyn nearly broke down and wept. |Instead she cl enched her hands and
st rai ght ened her back.

"We..."”She corrected herself. "I've got to see this thing through. |'m
here for a reason. | know | am?”



Noel stared. For a second she thought he'd beg her to | eave or begin
yelling at her to pack her things. Then the stare of disbelief softened
into one of acceptance ... reluctant acceptance. "It's okay,”"he told
her. "I'mnot going to force you. |'m staying.”

She noticed Ellery visibly rel ax now that he knew Noel wasn't going to
haul her fromthe building. Now everyone turned to Benedict for his
response to this uncanny attachnment to the ol d Luxor

For a nonent he said nothing. He gazed through the wi ndow at the
accunul ati ng mass of crows. Then softly he spoke: "There is a tinme to be
born, atine to die, atime toreap and a tinme to sow.”He took a breath.
"That is to say, that a certain quality exists in a nonment of time, and
that quality is attached to the rel evant hour or noment. Astrol ogists
call that the 'objective tine nonent.'
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Scientists call it 'synchronicity. Now I'mgoing to call it destiny.”H s
gaze roved around the room as if he could see the uncanny glimer of
supernatural forces sizzling across walls to leap into their hearts and
m nds, and plant a deep root there that would enmbed the spirit of the
Luxor inextricably inside of them He said, "This is our destiny, to be
in the Luxor over the next few hours. Because sonething is com ng
Sonething big ... sonething bigger than we can imagine. And we're

requi red by powers unseen and powers unknown to be here in this building
when it does.”

Qut side, the crows-those circling blots of grave-pit darkness-began
their chilling call

Chapter Twenty-four
e

Waiting... waiting for what? And when? And how? WAiting hurts sonetines.
Waiting. It can have the nean ability to ache your body from head to
toe; waiting becones a source of physical hurt.

Robyn lay in bed beside Noel. She gazed up into darkness, seeing nothing
wi th her eyes, yet her thoughts gunned images through her brain.
Crowding in there were vivid recollections of the creature that
possessed a great red blossomof |ips erupting fromthe bottom half of
its face. She recalled the vivid mental picture of it seizing her in the
gray, dripping forest, one that could be accessed in sone deeply
nmysteri ous way through the dance floor. She recall ed Benedi ct describing
what he'd seen on the old videotape, how a creature had abducted
Lockram s son. Her nmind kept returning to Ellery. She couldn't get his
face out of her head. Surely it
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couldn't be sexual attraction, could it? On seeing himfor the first
time she hadn't thought: GCh, he's so good | ooking. No, her reaction was
that she'd known hi monce. Known himas well as her own fanmily ... no!



Better than her own fanmily. Wen she'd seen himher heart had | eapt,
while every nerve in her flesh had zinged with an electricity she'd
never experienced before.

Now El l ery slept on the couch. Benedict had been good to his word and
chosen to stay. Ellery-good, kindhearted Ellery-had insisted that
Benedi ct take the bed in the spare room the one that housed the crib
wher e Nat hani el Lockram nust have slept all those years ago, and from
where the creature had stolen himwapped in a blanket. Now the tine
stood just one mnute after mdnight. Her mind jostled with a thousand

i mages and a thousand questions. Robyn couldn't sleep. Her stonach
fluttered. Images of tiny linbs stirring in her wonb joined the restless
throng inside her head. When she rubbed her belly, trying to soothe
those twitchy novenments, it nust have alerted Noel that she was awake.

"Can't sleep?”he asked.

"There's too many things going round in ny mnd.”
"Me, too.”

"Wul d you like a drink?”

"No, "he whispered. "I'Il tell you what | do need right now | need to
hol d you, Robyn.”

In a small voice, Robyn said, ”"Thank you.” She knew what he'd do next.

There, in the darkened bedroom he slid across the bed to her, slipping
his arms around her as he canme closer. She felt his lips on hers. Her

| over's nuscles were rocklike with tension. She knew she could help him
rel ax. She had the ability to relieve that angst. Just a couple of
nmont hs ago when he'd got hinself all wired over an incident at college,
when he'd been wongly accused of copying another student's assignment,
she'd eased himfromhis anxiety. Noel's arnms had been as
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tense as this; the nmuscles in his face had been so hard that, to the
touch of her lips, it seened as if his skin overlaid a structure of
solid steel. But she'd run a deep tub for him into which she'd poured
scented oil. After that, she'd Iit sandal wood candl es. Then she'd
seduced him By norning he lay sleeping with a relaxed smle on his
face, all his features softened.

Now he needed to make | ove.

It nakes perfect sense, she told herself. This is what we both need.
Lovermaking will release all that pent up nuscle tension. Afterwards,
we'll sleep until norning. Now conme on, Robyn, let himinside of you.

You can do this. You' ve done it before. Jeez, how do you think you
became pregnant? An inmacul ate concepti on? You becane pregnant because
you got naked with Noel and consented-eagerly lustfully consented-to him
maki ng love to you. It was only the fault of that perfidious little pil
that you nust have forgotten to swallow that got you inpregnated

The wash of thoughts as Robyn felt his nmouth pressed hard to hers was
intended to flood away the instinct to reject his attentions. She tried
hard. She knew sexual penetration couldn't harmthe fetus. This would be
good for both of them After all, this was a virgin bed as far as they



were concerned. It was tine to hit that first big erotic home run

Noel ' s passion becane a tidal wave of |ove, sweeping over her, |eaving
her breathl ess as he kissed her. H s hands caressed her body. Slowy, he
slid his hand up the inside of her nightdress. Fingertips found her
breasts, stroking one then the other, then lightly pinching her nipples.
The rush of his respiration became a hurricane. He rolled her onto her
back, then used the stroking of her inner thigh to gently ease her |egs
apart.

She thought: Let himdo this, Robyn. You |love him He |oves you. You
want to be with him Sex is good. Sex mates |ife partners.
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He shrugged off the T-shirt he wore for bed, then noved over so even

t hough she couldn't see him she sensed hi m poi sed above her in the
darkness. His excited breath brushed agai nst her face. He shifted his
bal ance so he could |l ower hinmself onto her as a prelude to slipping his
peni s between her |egs. As always he was gentle. Considerate. Despite
hi s muscul ar power, never clunsy Never thoughtlessly rushed.

But ... dear God ... | want himto stop. | want himto stop now | can't
bear himto enter ne.

Once nore that alien revul sion she'd experienced before at the prospect
of sex with Noel erupted inside of her. It roared through her arteries,
screaned t hrough bones, through her nerves. No. No! NO Her nuscles
formed fierce knots that sent flashes of agony searing through her
stomach. She cl enched her jaws together to stop herself from screaning
out. She knew her face twi sted and contorted into a mask of pure
revul si on. Conmon sense told her sex with Noel would be good, would be
beneficial. Life-affirm ng. But sonething in her body wouldn't permt
it. Tension formed hard fingers that fiercely gripped her heart,
squeezing it with such savagery she nearly passed out. She knew that if
Noel pushed his penis into her it would kill her. The notion was absurd,
it was insane ... but there it was... the overwhel mi ng furnace of
instinct that blazed inside her. Watever happens she nust not |et Noel
enter her body. If he makes love to me he will KILL the baby.

These thoughts flashed through her head in a split second as she
struggled not to cry out as cranps jagged her stomach. Wile all the
time the potential murderer of her unborn child spoke lovingly to her
stroked her thigh, kissed her breasts.

One of her hands was pressed to Noel's back. Robyn kept her fingers
bunched into a fist because that alien, evil-mnded instinct urged her
to dig her fingernails into his skin and claw himaway from her..
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anything to protect the baby sw mm ng inside her wonb. Her other hand
gripped the bed frame at her side. Even at this nmonent the rational side
of her hoped she could ride out this enotional storm That she could lie
there. Let Noel make love to her. Then it woul d be over. But the

rati onal side sank beneath an instinct raging that she shoul d protect
hersel f from penetration



"I love you,”he told her.

Then it started. The gentle pressure agai nst her vagina. A nuscley
t orpedo shape, engorged with blood. A pulse beat within its shaft. Noe
let out a heartfelt sigh of pleasure as he eased hinsel f down.

"W). "Robyn's rejection of Noel came as a hiss through gritted teeth
rather than a shout. Her hand whi pped outward to the bedside table. As

i f watching froma distance, she saw herself grab the clock radio and
smash it into the side of Noel's head. It all happened in a split second
in the dark. And, dear God, she was appall ed.

"Noel, I"'msorry. | didn't mean to hit you. | don't know what's-"

"Robyn. " Noel switched on the flashlight. The Iight bounced back fromthe
wal I, revealing her boyfriend kneeling up in bed, |oomng over her. H's
eyes glittered with total shock. "Robyn, what the hell did you do that
for?”

"Please. I"'msorry. | felt sick. It's what's happening here ... Noel ?
Noel , what are you doi ng?”Panic rose inside of her as she watched him
nove. "Noel, please cone back to bed.”

I nst ead, she watched himdrag on his jeans. He didn't bother with a
T-shirt or shoes. In horror she watched himopen the drawer in his
bedsi de table, pull out the canvas wallet that contained the handgun. In
silent rage he dragged the gun fromthe wallet, threw the canvas bag

asi de, then checked the gun, spinning the nmagazine so he could see the
brassy gl eam of the amunition
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"Noel ... oh, God, please don't do this.”

He picked up the flashlight. The hard white light reformed his face into
a mask riven by gullies, scarred by shadow. God, yes, there was a fury
there. A blazing fury that screamed viol ence.

He hissed: "Here we are, holed up like rats in a stinking box. But |'m
not taking any nore. |'ve got this.”He held up the handgun that gl eaned
with all its hard, dark lethality. "I'mgoing to search this place-every
damm room and closet. If there are any freaks in this building I'm going
to find them”

He strode fromthe room the light of fury burning in his eyes. Wen she
heard a door thunp shut in the distance, she knew Noel had |left the
apartment. Robyn knew, al so, she had no other choice of action. She
woul d have to foll ow her boyfriend into the Luxor's dark and broodi ng
heart.

Two

Robyn Vincent followed the nman she |oved nost in the world into
dar kness.

Pausing only to light a candle and to drag his deni mjacket over her
| ong ni ghtdress, she went downstairs. In his rage, Noel wasn't thinking
straight. He'd left the stairwell door open to the |obby, oblivious to



t he chance of an intruder slipping in.

This wasn't |ike Noel. That fury had expl oded his reason. But then, he
had good reason to be angry. She'd rejected his romantic advances by
hitting himon the side of the head with the clock radio. At that noment
i nstinct had overwhel ned reason. If there'd been an axe on the bedside
tabl e she'd have struck himw th that. The battery-operated timepi ece
was |ightweight. It couldn't have inflicted any real wounds to his head.
If anything it would have felt nmore like a slap, but a slap
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that was charged full of rejection and nunerous inplications. In the
fury of rejection-and denied sex-he was determined to vent that anger
He | oved her enough not to discharge his fury on her; even so, she was
scared of what he'd do. Maybe he'd find an outlet for his sexual and
enotional frustration by killing crows with the gun. But what if sone
vagrant had found shelter in one of the dressing roonms backstage. Sweet
Jesus, soneone's going to get hurt tonight.

Thr ee

Logan waited in the shadows. Twenty paces away, Joe beat on the door to
the apartnent where Ellery Hann lived with his famly. After ten m nutes
of pounding, a growing bear of a man appeared. In answer to the
qguestion, the man told Joe that no, Ellery wasn't hone and then snarl ed
at Joe to "Fuck off.”Joe didn't need telling twice and returned to
Logan.

Joe began, "Ellery's not-"

"I know. not fucking there.”lLogan eased the subnachi ne gun back into the
fol ded conbat jacket he carried. Even in this district, even at

m dni ght, he wouldn't be carel ess enough to wal k around with the firearm
in plain view He nodded at the streets that wore the weight of nidnight
with a sinister air. "I know where the stutter nonkey is hiding."He
grinned. "And if I'mright, he'll think he's sitting pretty where no one
can find him But that's going to suit us fine, Joe, because it's mles
from anywhere. No one's gonna hear the stutter nonkey scream”

Logan and Joe went back to the purple Chevy with its crust of rust
defaci ng once-pristine paintwork. Its notor ran sweetly though. And

wi thin nmoments, Logan was cruising with a nenace-|aden confidence in the
direction of the Luxor dance hall.
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Four

Robyn Vi ncent crossed the | obby. The burning candle she carried reveal ed
her ghostly reflection in the glass walls of the ticket booth. Al

around her, the Egyptian decor seened to sway in the wavering |ight.
Shadows bl ooned, to swell across reproductions of tonb paintings, or to
run fingers of darkness across plaster nol dings of pharaonic faces.
Above her, the painted Egypti an eye gazed down fromthe ceiling. Bare
feet whispering on carpet, she approached the doors that led to the



dance fl oor.
"Noel ?”She found it hard to lift her voice much above a whi sper. "Noel ?”

Maybe t he savage rage had driven himin a run across the dance floor to
that labyrinth of corridors and enpty roons. Even when she paused she
couldn't hear his footsteps. She glanced back at the door that led to

t he apartnent, hopeful that Benedict or Ellery would have woken and
joined her. Maybe she shoul d have roused then? No, better this way. She
didn't want themto see Noel gripped by this ugly anger. He'd never been
like this before. Soon it should pass and he'd beconme the gentle man
that she | oved.

Taking a breath as if she was about to plunge into a cold | ake, Robyn
pushed open one of the large doors that |ed onto the dance fl oor
Candl el ight spilled through to illuminate at least a little of the void.
She nmade out the glimer of bare wooden floors. The stage reveal ed
itself as a faintly pale line in the mdst of all that darkness.
Swal | owi ng, she nmoved out onto the dance floor. An uncanny excitenent at
bei ng here traded sparks of fear with what she m ght encounter and a
fear of what might happen because of Noel angrily stormng through the
buil ding with the | oaded gun in his hand.

And above her head, above the roof, the crows nust still be squatting
there, waiting to capture a soul that would be
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rel eased here soon. Robyn shivered. Hot dry air seened to be yielding to
a cooler draft. The shiver ran deep into her bones. This was the place
where ot hers had passed through a supernatural gateway to The Pl ace, as
Ellery had called it. A cool, dripping woodl and Pl ace. Popul ated by ..
shivering, she closed off the thought. Myving farther across the dance
floor, she saw the arnthair in its center emerge fromthe darkness as
candl el i ght touched it. Only fromhere it had the | oathsonme squatting
presence of a huge toad, the kind of nonster toad that would comne
hoppi ng all bul gi ng-eyed from The Pl ace. The Pl ace woul d breed creatures
like that, just as surely as it bred the distorted nen and wonen she had
seen.

Refusing to be frightened into retreat by what both candl elight and her
i magi nati on conjured for her, she wal ked slowy forward, holding the
candl e high like she'd beconme some fragile Statue of Liberty with a
living, beating heart. Once she'd taken enough steps toward the
squatting toad nmonster that waited for her on the dance floor, the
candl elight killed the object's toadiness. She saw it was nothing nore
than the arnchair after all. Still she wal ked forward. Now the |i ght
reveal ed the rai sed stage that contained the table. Beyond the table
hung the stage curtain that was high as the wall and as wi de as the
stage itself. In the center, standing close to six feet tall, a stain
had formed in the lower part of the curtain. In the dimcandlelight it
showed as an el ongat ed shadow, bul bous at the top, narrowi ng toward the
bottom Robyn wal ked toward it, watching the candle's radi ance brighten
against the material of the old stage curtain. Again her inagination and
the candle's randomtrickery conjured odd images-just as they'd
conspired to make the arncthair resenble a toad. Now, there in front of
her, the curtain appeared to bear a kind of Turin Shroud inmage. The
stain in the fabric formng the silhouette of a man with an odd | unpy



head, | ong armns-
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Robyn stopped sharply and drew in a breath of shock. That's no stain.
There, in the faint Iight of the candle, stood a figure. It had remained
as still as if it had been carved fromgranite. It had been watchi ng her
all the time as she'd wal ked across the dance fl oor

"Robyn. You shoul dn't have followed me down here.”

Startled, she nearly dropped the candle as she spun in the direction of
the voice. Noel had wal ked onto the side of the stage from behind the
curtain, then called out to her. He was perhaps fifteen paces to the
right of the figure standing stage center

Noel shone the flashlight in her direction, tenporarily dazzling her
"Robyn? Has somet hi ng happened?”

Even though blinded by the light, she still stared at the m sshapen
figure. What's nmore, she guessed Noel had suddenly figured out what she
was | ooking at. He turned the flashlight fromher. Through phantom | i ght
spots that haunted her dazzled retina, she could see what happened next
only too clearly. He directed the hard beamof light full onto the
figure. She saw the shellfish gray pallor of its skin, the sane

m sshapen head, its glass ball eyes that blazed at her. The nmouth pul sed
i ke an excised heart there on its face. A pulsating flapped and fl anged
thing that burned a shocking crinmson against the lifeless gray. Then it
turned and raised an armtoward Noel -an el ongated armthat tapered to a
poi nt where a human hand shoul d be.

Robyn caught her breath. She saw that Noel not only pointed the
flashlight; in the other hand he aimed the gun, too. The flash it up
the dance floor like a lightning burst. The report sounded nore brittle
than an explosion. It was the same sound as a bone snapping, only
anplified to earsplitting volume. The creature spun around, slashed open
the curtain with its stalk-like linmbs, then vani shed into the backstage
ar ea.

257

257

@unsnoke hung there, a ghostly blue presence on the post-mdnight air.
Noel ran to the center of the stage where the nonster had stood. He
shone the light at the boards, then he turned to her and called out,
"There's blood ... I've hit it!”

Chapter Twenty-five

e

Benedi ct West pushed through the | obby door onto the Luxor's dance
floor. Behind him Ellery followed, still pulling his T-shirt over his

head. Both men carried flashlights. The tinme was fifteen m nutes past
m dni ght .



Benedi ct had woken hearing voices. Realizing it was Robyn and Noel
talking in angry whispers, he decided to stay put in bed. Maybe Noel had
taken the opportunity to try persuadi ng Robyn to | eave the Luxor. It was
only when he heard the apartnent door bang that he'd woken Ellery.

Toget her they'd headed downstairs. And together they'd stopped dead by
the ticket booth when they'd heard the gunshot.

Raci ng through the doors, they saw the scene that now confronted t hem

My God, they're staging a play. ... That was the conviction that for a
split second occupied Benedict's mnd. Standing there on the stage, gun
in one hand, pointing it toward stage center, snmoke still drooling from
the nuzzle in veins of blue, was Noel. In the other hand he held a
flashlight, which he directed to that same part of the stage. And there
was such an intense expression nmolding his face: fascination, mngling
wi th horror and amazenent. A wide-eyed | ook that had been frozen on
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his face as he held that i mmbile, gun-in-hand pose. Meanwhile, on the
dance floor, equally statue-like, stood Robyn in a white nightdress and
denimjacket. No... not a play-reality. Cold, hard reality. Something
had happened to them

Benedi ct nmoved forward. "Robyn. Noel. Are you two okay?”

Robyn remai ned fixed in that position. Noel seem ngly could only nove
his head. He rotated it so he turned his face to Benedict. Now the man's
expression norphed to one of triunph. "I've shot it,”he told them ”"I've
gone and damm well shot it!”

The act of Noel speaking dissipated Robyn's shock. She let out a breath,
her knees buckling a little as she glanced back at Benedict and Ellery.
"It was right there on the stage. It was |ooking at ne when Noel cane

t hrough fromthe backstage area. It was | ooking at nme, then-”

"Then it turned, saw nme, and lunged at ne,” Noel interrupted. "l squeezed
off a shot before it could touch ne.”

Benedi ct reached Robyn. "It was the sane one?”

Robyn gave a laugh that was glittery with shock. "Lip Boy? The Mouth
Monster? Yes, it was the sane one.”

Benedict turned to Ellery. "Stay here with Robyn.”He ran to the stage
and vaulted onto it. Then he swept the blazing |ight over the area Noe
had i ndi cated. A Frisbee-sized pool of red glistened on the boards.
"Noel hit it,” Benedict confirmed. "There's blood ... lots of it,
t0o.”"He | ooked up as Noel wal ked forward to stare in fascination at the
di sk of gore. At last he |lowered the gun. "Noel ? Do you know where the
bul l et struck?”

"I didn't see the point of inpact. But | ainmed at the center of its
chest.”

"There's no doubt it's conprehensively wounded. ”Benedi ct gl anced at
drops of blood that forned a trail away fromthe big scarlet disk. ”"And
there's no doubting its direction.” He nodded at the curtain that



separated the boards fromthe backstage area. "Ellery take Robyn
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back to the apartnment. Make sure you | ock the door after you.”

El l ery nodded, although Robyn took a step toward the stage. "Wit,
you're not thinking of trying to find that thing, are you?”

"We need to.”Noel sounded Iike a man with a hunter's spirit upon him

Benedi ct knew he had to add a justification. "If we can find this
creature it will be evidence. W need to show the police something solid
they can believe in.”

"Ch, they'll believe in that nonster!”Noel said with conviction
"Robyn, please return to the apartnent with Ellery. W won't be long.”

Fear flared in her face. "Listen. What if there are nore of them It
won't be-"

"Robyn. We'll be fine.”Noel presented the gun, nuzzle pointing upward.
"W're protected.”

" Pl ease, "Benedi ct insisted. "Return to the apartnment and | ock the door
W need to do this and we can't afford to wait any |onger. From what
we' ve seen before, it's the nature of this beast to vanish into thin
air.”

Benedi ct wat ched Robyn nod an assent, then allow herself to be guided
back to the apartnment by Ellery. Waiting just |ong enough for the pair
to pass through the | obby door, Benedict turned to the eager Noel and
jerked his head at the curtain. ”"Cone on, we've got to find this thing.”

Two

At the same tinme that Benedict and Noel pushed through the now wetly
stained curtain in the Luxor, Logan and Joe were twenty mi nutes away
fromthe building. Street |anps trailed through the sky, looking like
processi ons of shining spaceships at this tinme of night. Logan carried
t he submachi ne gun on his knee as he
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drove the Chevy. The pockets of his conbat jacket were stuffed tight
with lovely; lovely amp. Hot shit! Excitenent buzzed fromhis gut to
his brain. He turned to grin at his buddy in the passenger seat beside
him ”Ever seen a dead man, Joe?”

Joe shook his head.

"You will tonight, man. You will tonight.”

Thr ee

| mredi ately on passing through the curtain to the backstage area,



Benedi ct paused. He swept the flashlight left to right, revealing the
high ceiling with vine-like ropes that hung down fromgantries and stee
bars that once supported scenery flats. Up one side of the wall clinbed
an iron |ladder fixed to the lighting gantry. Regul ar access to that
woul d have been required by the technician to adjust the stage |lights;
these valuable lights were | ong gone, probably sold to another concert
hall or theatre when the Luxor closed its doors for the last tinme. Noe
stood cl ose by. He used the light to probe shadowed corners. Fromthe
gleamin his eye, he clearly expected to see the creature slunped on the
floor, punping blood fromthe gunshot wound.

At | ast Noel conceded, "Nothing here.”

"It probably headed down one of those corridors either to the left or
the right. Do you know where they go?”

"When we | ooked around here the first tine we found all kinds of
of fices, stock closets and dressing roons.”

"It probably crawl ed into one of those,”Benedict whispered. "Cone on.”
"Sure you don't want to find a weapon first?”

"Il rely on your gun.”

"I'"d best go first, then.”

"As you w sh.”Benedi ct stepped back to allow Noel to
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take the | ead. He wal ked cautiously enough with the gun pointing as he
tracked the flashlight beamfromside to side, chasing away the
crouching shadows with its brilliance.

"My guess is, it took quite a whack fromthat slug,”Benedict breathed as
they nmoved slowy down the corridor. "It's probably nore concerned with
fleeing than fighting.”

"What do we do with the sucker when we catch hin?”

"There should be sonme way of holding himin one of these roons until we
can whistle up some cops.”

Noel nodded. "Even if we have to nail the fucking door shut.”

"Noel ?” Benedi ct touched Noel's arm then nodded down at the concrete
floor. A dinme-sized disk of red glistened on the floor

Noel nodded. ”d ose?”
"Maybe. Keep your guard up.”

Noel cocked the hammer on the revolver. Now as he wal ked, he scanned
each roomthey passed through the pistol's sight, ready to fire the
nmonent Mouth Boy showed his nonster face. Some doors were ajar, sone
shut. Cautiously, expecting that nonstrosity to come scream ng at them
every time, Benedict pushed open each door with the flashlight. Stock



closets, offices, dressing rooms. Al enpty.

Every five paces or so, another drop of blood would signal the way.
Mout h Boy might already be dead. He ... it... mght have struggled down
this way before expiring in a pool of blood in a dressing roomwhere, a
long, long tine ago, Buddy Holly once tuned his guitar or Black Sabbath
had strutted their thing in black | eather and shades. Only... so far..
the rooms remained resolutely enpty. The nonment Benedict withdrew the
flashlight, darkness returned, plunging into every corner, swarning
across every inch to claimthe void within those four walls.

The search so far could have taken only monents, but
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time seemed to be playing uncanny tricks. They coul d have been wal ki ng
along the corridor for tens of mnutes rather than tens of seconds. Al
Benedi ct coul d hear was the hiss of their own breathing and the thunp of
his heart pushing blood to feed hei ghtened senses. Seeningly the
corridor would never end. What's nore, it wasn't straight. It repeatedly
dogl egged to the left, hugging the line of the rear stage area. This
nmeant that they could never see nore than a dozen paces ahead. Hell. You
couldn't tell who lay in wait around the next damm corner. I|n another
five steps Benedict realized two thoughts. One: The corridor followed a
crooked line. If they kept turning left, it would take them back to the
stage area at the far side of the building, while the corridor that
jutted away at right angles would take themto the rear of the Luxor
Poi nt nunber two: Had the wounded creature sinply run along the corridor
lying parallel to the stage area, reentered the dance floor, then raced
after Robyn and Ellery as they nade their way to the apartnent? Briefly
a cool breeze played on Benedict's face, and once nore he thought about
t he uncanny gateway to the gray dripping forest, a m sty borderland
between this world and sonme ot her existence. He thought of Mariah Lee,
his former |over. A decade ago Mariah had wal ked into the Luxor and
never left. Wth breathtaking clarity now he knew that Mariah Lee had
entered the twilight region Ellery had called The Pl ace.

Noel held up a hand. "Wait.”

"What's wrong?”

"I can't see any nore blood spots.”

"I't mght have cut off for the door at the back of the building.”

Noel grimaced. "If it got out, it could hide in the woodl and al ong the
riverbank. We'll never find it there.”

"Dam. Best step on it, then, before it gets too far.”

Noel noved faster now along the corridor that led to the rear of the
Luxor. Ahead of them their Iights blasted
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away the darkness. Noel scanned the floor. After fifty paces that took
themw thin sight of the big transit area behind the boarded exit, Noe
said, "No. It didn't conme this way!”He used the light to scan the fl oor



"Look. No bl ood.”
"Maybe it ducked into a roomwe didn't check.”
"But we checked themall, didn't we?”

Benedi ct took a deep breath. "Then maybe it ducked into who knows where.
It mght be with its own kind now

" Shoot, we were so close.”
"Come on, best retrace our steps, we night have mssed a closet.”

Benedi ct soon realized they hadn't. Mving faster now, they pushed open
doors, blazed flashlights around enpty roons, then noved on to the next.
At the junction of the corridor, Benedict slowed down to search the area
nore closely. His eyes followed the disk of light as he skated it back
and forth across the concrete surface that still bore the scuffs and
scars of the feet of the fanpbus and not-so-fanous passing and repassing
bet ween stage and dressing room An abandoned cupboard still stood with
its back to the wall, its door yawning open. C ose to the cupboard,
Benedi ct noticed four spots of blood close together. Yet another spot

al nost touching the cupboard had been smeared.

"Noel ... Noel ?”

The man with the gun was keen to find his prey and had hurried al ong the
corridor.

"Noel . "Not wanting to alert the creature by shouting, Benedict hissed,
"We. Here!”

Noel jogged back, his feet barely making a noise. "What is it?”

Benedi ct pointed with the toe of his shoe at the bl ood spots. "It paused
here for some reason. Look at the sneared patch of bl ood.”

"You think it's hiding somewhere cl ose?”

"I think it stopped here, then retraced its steps to the
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cupboard. It smeared one of the blood spots with its own foot.” Benedict
| ooked inside the cupboard. Mstly there were short |engths of wood,
perhaps from some old set design. There were al so boxes of rusting
screws and a carton containing rags that had probably been used to wi pe
spills at one time or other. Al ong the upper edge of the carton ran a
brown-red snear.

"That's why we can't find any nore blood on the floor.”Benedict shone
the light at the rags. "It used one of these as a dressing for the
wound. ”

"Shit.”Dark fury settled on Noel's face. "That neans it could have gone
anywhere.”

"My guess is, it'll head back to the dance floor so it can followthe



route back to wherever it came from This should do.”He picked out a
wooden pole the length of his armthat had been sawn to a point. "W'l
be able to search the place faster if we split up.”

"I"ve got this cannon.”Noel raised the revolver. "Are you sure a stick's
going to stop that thing?”

"I figure that slug you put in it will have dented its fighting spirit.
Besides ..."He gave a grimsmle. "If I find it, 1"'mgoing to yell |oud
enough so you hear, believe ne.”

Noel grinned-a wld-1ooking grin in the bouncing radiance of the
flashlight. "Don't worry. |I'll cone running.”He checked the gun. "But if
| see so much as a hair of its ass, I'mgoing to shoot first. There's no
way |'mletting Monster Boy run out on us again.”

They went their separate ways. Noel headed off to the stage door, where
he said he'd work fromthe back. Benedict nade for the dance fl oor
Wthin seconds he'd crossed the stage and dropped down onto the wooden
floor. H's sweeping Iight revealed the table, arncthair, blood onstage.
Not hi ng el se. So where could the critter have hidden itself? The dance
fl oor atnmosphere was dust dry. Warm No trace of that cooling flow of
nmoi st air from The Place. No sign of that pearl-m sted entranceway

ei ther. Benedict didn't know what supernatural |aw
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governed the portal opening and cl osing, but nothing was happeni ng at
the nonent. It was just a regular dance floor in a regular (if
abandoned) building on the edge of town. What's nore, he'd not felt that
flow of cold air in a while now So it seemed unlikely the creature had
slipped away to its nether world.

Think it through, Benedict told himself. Think |ike a detective. Analyze
the clues. The drops of blood that led to nowhere, or seened to lead to
nowhere until Benedict realized the creature had enployed a rag to
staunch its bl ood fl ow

So if you've elimnated all the hiding places behind the stage, and it
hasn't exited the building, where is left to conceal itself and nurse
its punping wound?

Qovi ous, obvious, obvious ... The word spat through Benedict's head as
he ran as lightly as he could for the doors that led to the | obby In
turn, the lobby led to the apartnment entrance. |mages ballooned in his
m nd. The creatures wounded, but still agile, still strong; it doubles
back across the stage to the | obby where it catches Robyn and Ellery as
they unl ock the door to the apartnent stairwell. And-yes!-still strong.
add to that a fury fed by pain. ... The inmages his inmagination

produced now were of Robyn and Ellery lying with their throats crushed
by those tapering |inbs.

Wth the flashlight beating back the darkness in front of him Benedict
pushed through the doors, anticipating finding two Iifeless bodies
beneath the all-seeing Egyptian eye painted on the ceiling.

No ... no bodies. The | obby was deserted, the door to the apartnent
stairs shut. He tried it. Thank God, it was |ocked, too. Robyn and
Ellery nmust be safely inside. Benedict swept the [ight around the | obby
with its exotic decor. There he glinpsed a profusion of repro tonb



pai ntings and hi erogl yphics and crocodil e-headed gods. Pl aster casts of
pharaohs with heavy-1idded eyes brooded on eternity.
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If the creature hadn't nmade it to the apartnent, then where could it be?
Above hi n®

Benedi ct shone the |ight up over the walls and across the ceiling,
expecting it to be clinging to the nock Egyptian carvings before it
dropped down onto himwith lethal intent. Only there was no gray-ski nned
figure. Letting out a breath of air, his shoul ders drooped, relaxing a
little now that the chase seened to be at an end. There was not hing nore
to do but wait for Noel to return, still no doubt hungry to squeeze off
nore shots fromthat gun of his. Benedict had recognized the hunter-| ust
firing up the man's eyes.

Benedi ct wal ked back across the | obby, ready to meet Noel on the dance
floor with the words, ”Nothing doing, buddy. W might as well go back
upstairs.”

What gave it away, Benedict didn't really know. A shadow m ght have
flickered on the glass, or it m ght have been a faint noise, or even a
scent that he hadn't consciously registered but had stirred a predator
i nstinct deep inside.

The ticket booth. It's no | onger enpty.

Stealthily... and holding the shaft of wood as if it were a spear... he
advanced toward the booth that faced the | ocked and boarded mnain
entrance. Above the front of the booth ran the word tickets. Three sides
of the booth were glass from wai st height upward. The fourth side

consi sted of the brick wall that separated | obby fromdance floor. At
the bottom of the front glass panel, there was an aperture big enough
for custoners to slip their dollar bills through, then receive tickets
in return. Access to the booth was through a side door also of glass.
The bottom half of the booth possessed tinber panels overpainted with
copi es of nore tonb paintings-jackal gods, mumm fied coffins, kneeling
priests, men with bird' s heads, the blue-green corpse of Gsiris, lord of
t he underworld, the god of the dead.

Heart beating hard, hardly daring to breathe, Benedict
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West approached the ticket booth door and pushed it open with his foot.
Then using the torch as a weapon to dazzle and the sharpened pol e ready
to stab, he | ooked inside.

Four

There it sat on the floor, its back to the board opposite the door, |egs
outstretched toward Benedict. Dousing it in brilliant white |ight,
Benedict's eyes took in every detail. The creature was | ong and thin.
The overl arge head rested on thin shoulders. Its clothes had degraded to
rags. Its skin glistened a disgusting gray color. Large pores oozed a



thin slime. Two linbs that did not termnate in hands clutched a wadded
rag to its chest. Blood shone wet and gory in the light. A bony chest
heaved as it fought for breath. And just as someone who has been in the
conpany of a snoker carries tobacco odors with them so this wounded
creature wore the aroma of a forest in winter.

Nerves tingling with darting electric shocks, blood pounding through his
neck, Benedict stared. He'd planned to shout for Noel at first sight of
the thing but now he couldn't bring hinself to breathe a whisper. Hs
gaze traveled up the torso to the face. There was the huge flower of a
nmout h. Above that, two tiny holes sunk into the skull where a nose would
be. Above those, a pair of eyes. Dear God in heaven, they were huge
eyes, twin balls that shone like glass, while the fierce pupils glared
at Benedict, whether in terror or hatred he could not tell. Benedict's
gaze flicked down to the tapering stal ks that pressed the rag to the
wound. They were trenmbling. H s own eyes returned to the thing' s face.

Cl ose up, he could see the mouth consisted of concentric circles of

lips, one within the other, growing snaller in size until they reached
the center. And at the center was a dark hole, an airway or 268
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passageway for food, he wasn't sure which. Al the tine the |ips noved
with the sane undul ati ng noti on of sea anenone stal ks underwater. A slow
rhythm that, repulsive though the sight was, possessed an uncanny
hypnoti c power. The lips flushed deep red before the color drained to
deathly gray; a nonent later they would flush a fiery red again, before
once nore draining of color.

The tine it took for man and nonster to regard each other could barely
have been five seconds. In that tine the creature didn't nmake an attenpt
to nove its body. Benedict was | ocked in the sane position. Any tine now
Noel would wal k into the | obby, size up the situation, then step forward
to fire at point-blank range. And BANG t hey' d possess physi cal

i ncontrovertibl e evidence for whatever governnent agency took this case.

In the distance he heard footsteps. That woul d be Noel crossing the
stage. He was coming. Benedict pictured the gun in the nan's hand. The
weapon was as black as the crows that swarnmed on the roof, waiting for
an occupant of the Luxor to die tonight.

H s eyes focused on the face again with that nmonster nmouth pul sating
fromred to gray. Its eyes |locked on his. They had that same cold alien
quality of a fish. Even so, they acquired a subtly altered expression
as if whatever brain worked within its skull shaped new t hought
patterns. Even the nmouth twitched, nissing a beat. The lips curled

i nward before bl ossom ng outward. Those flaps of skin went fromflaccid
to tense as tiny nuscles under the flesh shaped them Then Benedi ct
under st ood: The creature is going to do sonething. Benedict managed a
single step back as the creature struck

The arns that weren't arns rel eased their grip on the bloody rag. Wth
si nuous ease they | ashed upward with the speed of a striking

rattl esnake. Benedict didn't even
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have tinme to shout before the glistening tentacles gripped him one
coiling around the back of his neck, the other |assoing his waist. Then
with a speed that caused the pole to jerk fromhis hands and for the
wal s of the booth to blur, the creature yanked himtoward it. There was
no question of resistance. The powerful octopus-like |inbs drew Benedi ct
face-to-face with the creature. Such was its rnuscul ar power that it held
hi m suspended there just a dozen inches fromits face with that eruption
of red flesh.

Revel ati on, precognition, clairvoyance, prescience ... whatever it was,
Benedi ct sensed a truth surface inside his head. A terrible forceful
truth that he resisted. For a whole ten seconds the nonster held him
suspended there in the air by its two linbs that glistened with mnucus.
The chill fromits flesh seeped through his clothes to touch his own
body. He | ocked eyes with those two gl ass-bright eyes. He felt its cold
breath on his lips. And all the tine he struggled not with it, but with
the realization that surged up inside his own nind

Foot st eps sounded on the dance floor. Noel coming, gun ready in his
hand. The man was a shooter now. He woul d shoot agai n.

Benedi ct found his eyes drawn to the mouth as nuscl es worked that
delicate array of lip within lip, within lip, with its puckered ridges
and deep, noist gullies ... a fabul ous nouthscape of eldritch

conpl exity. Muthscape ... he wanted to focus on that word to the
exclusion of all others as with a growing dread he anticipated the words
that would soon rise up into his mnd

The creature spoke, and all hope of suppressing the truth from hinself
was gone. Because the nonster possessed a voice that he'd heard
t housands of times before, a voice so famliar it made his heart surge.

It said: "Benedict ... help ne.”

1/\
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"Sorry, old buddy Nothing doing.”

Benedi ct saw Noel grimace with frustration at the ”"Nothing doing”as he
wal ked across the foyer. "Nothing at all? No bl ood?”

Benedi ct shook his head. "I guess it gave us the slip after all.”

"Dam. W needed the body of the creature. W could have brought the
cops down here to figure this out.”

Benedi ct was careful to stand with his back to the ticket booth door,
whi ch he'd closed after himthe nonent the creature had set hi m back
down again with those uncannily powerful linbs. Benedict. Help ne. Its
plea ran like hot wire through his veins. Nowit was all he could do to
keep his voice under control and his expressi on one of pretended

di sappoi ntnent at not capturing their prey



"We coul d make anot her sweep of the buil di ng?” Noel suggest ed.

"We'd be wasting our tine. It's returned to its own world. That's the
only expl anation.”

"l guess.”Noel cast a longing glance at the doors to the dance fl oor

The hunter's spirit was in himnow And, dear God, did the man want to
hunt! H s hand appeared to pul sate as he repeatedly tightened his grip
on the pistol. He itched to squeeze the trigger, blazing red-hot bullets
fromthe nuzzle.

"We'd best let Ellery know we're back, "Benedi ct suggested, while praying
that Noel wouldn't think to | ook inside the booth just feet fromhim
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"Yeah, you're right. Although |I doubt if I'Il unwi nd enough to sleep
toni ght.”He wal ked by the ticket booth.

Keep | ooki ng forward, keep |ooking forward. Benedict held his breath. If
Noel should glance to his right... No, don't even think it. The man
craved to fire the handgun agai n.

Noel went to the door, tapped on a wi ndow slat at the top. Al nost

i Mmediately it opened. Ellery must have been waiting for their return
he stood there, a scared expression on his face. Seeing it was friend,
not foe, he sighed with relief. Benedict kept hinself between Noel and
the booth in the hope his own body woul d obscure the view at | east
enough for Noel not to notice that gl ass-sided office mght offer a
hi di ng place. In seconds, however, they were through the door and
clinmbing the stairs to the apartment. Behind themEllery cl osed the
door, locked it, bolted it. Checked, rechecked it was secure before
foll ow ng them

Dear God in heaven. Benedict broke a sweat. That was cl ose. How could he
have explained to the trigger-happy Noel that he, Benedict Wst, not
only knew the identity of the mouth creature, but he had loved it, too?
O course, ten years ago its bodily shape had been different, And
Benedi ct had known it-no, her-as Mariah Lee.

Two

At this time of night the ghostly blend of darkness and starlight
transformed the parking lot. Vast. Flat. A blue-black expanse that
appeared nore liquid than solid. A lake of asphalt that m ght contain
unknown creatures prowl i ng beneath the surface. Standing as if it were a
rocky island was the building knowmn to Logan as the Luxor, an old dance
hal | where his nother used to jive her teens away. Logan's stepfather
had rowed about the
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mess Logan had once made when he spilled mlk on a new rug. Accidentally



on purpose, right? Logan hated his stepfather. And Stepdad yelled on

demand just like he always did. "Krista, |ook what the little bastard

did. Jesus Christ, look at the ness. He's spilled ... uh, the bastard
wait until | get ny hands on him”

Logan had been hiding in the crawl space under the house but he heard
every word Stepdad raged from his big nouth.

“I'Il kill the little pig.”

H s nmother drawl ed, sleepy fromher trip to the bar. "He didn't mean no
harm He's just a kid.”

"Just a kid? Yeah, and | know where you got yourself fucked up with the
little bastard.”

" oh, Dwaa-ayne ...”"

"You got yourself fucked up in the parking Iot at the freaking Luxor
that's where you conceived pig boy!”

Now, years later, Logan sat here in his Chevy in the parking | ot where
hi s bl ood daddy's sperm had gone gushing to his nomm's waiting egg that
woul d becorme Logan. Full circle. Logan grinned. Just |ike conming hone,
huh?

"What's funny?”Joe asked fromthe passenger seat.

"I"mmaki ng ny owmn entertainnent, that's what.”Logan rolled the w ndow
down, tossed out the cigarette stub. ”"Pass me another beer”

"W going to sit out here all night?”

"If it takes.”

"Logan, it's one o'clock in the nmorning. My butt aches.”

"What ya want me to do about it?”

"Nut hin'.”

"Well, keep your butt to yourself, man.”Logan took a nout hful of beer
"Are you sure the Ellery kid's in that dunmp?”

"He'll be there.”Logan patted the subnmachi ne gun
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that nestled in his lap like a puppy dog. "Wen he steps out of that
pl ace he'll never know what hit him”

There was silence for a while. Both drank beer as they gazed through the
wi ndshield. At |ast Joe grunted.

"What you nake of all then®”
"All them what ?”

"Can't you see 'enP”Joe pointed vaguely with the beer bottle. "All those



birds on the roof.”He squinted through the gloom ”"Crows. There's
fucki ng hundreds of them?”

Thr ee

I"'mtoo wired to sleep. That was the gist of what Noel had told Benedict
before they returned to the apartnment together. By two in the norning
Noel said he was going to return the gun to his bedside table. A nonent

| ater Robyn had gone through into the bedroomto check on himwhen he
didn't return. She wal ked back into the living room and whi spered that
Noel had | ain down on the bed and fallen into a deep sl eep. That

expl osion of rage and, not to put too fine a point on it, bloodlust had
exhausted him She'd al so taken the opportunity to change into jeans and
T-shirt.

Now, there's just we three, Benedict nused. That alters the dynam c of
our little group. Ellery's |less edgy w thout Noel's presence. The
stamer drops away a little; he speaks with nore confidence. Still way
waaay short of chatty, but he articul ates nore. Robyn always tends to
gl ance at Noel when she's talking to others. She and Noel had only just
upgraded their relationship to |live-together partners. For now, she
tends to reassure herself that Noel approves of her point of view And
it's clear to any outsider that they' re both deeply in love with each
ot her.

"More coffee?”she asked

Ell ery shook his head. "N-no, thank you.”
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"I'mfine, "Benedict told her

Robyn sighed. "I just wi sh we could have found the Muth Man.” Her

shoul ders gave a little hop. "It's a silly name, but we can't keep

calling it It, can we?”

"I"mnot fine,"Benedict said, his voice tight with enotion. He saw Robyn

react with puzzlenment, but she reached for the cup as if he' d accepted

her offer of nore coffee. "I'"mnot fine,"he repeated. "And we don't have

to call the thing we saw '"It."”

Robyn | ooked stunned. ”You nean you know what it is?”

"Yes ... no. | don't know ... I'msorry, |'mexpressing myself terribly
i nconmpetently ... shoot.”He glanced at the two people. Their eyes

were trusting; they cared about him

"Benedi ct ?” There was synpathy in Robyn's voice as she coaxed himto say
nor e.

Here goes, he thought. "Robyn. Ellery | have a confession. | did find
the creature that Noel shot.”

"Where is it?”

"Downstairs in the ticket booth. But |I'mafraid she m ght be dead by
now. ’



Ellery blinked. ”She?”

Benedi ct took two goes to swallow the lunp in this throat. "Not it. Not
he ... yeah, she-"

He saw Robyn and Ellery | ook at each other. Flashes of understanding
seened to leap fromone to the other, then back again. |nstead of being
near strangers, they appeared as close as brother and sister.

Robyn stood up. "1'll wake Noel .”
"No, please don't... Noel's a good man, but he's desperate for hard
evi dence to show the police. | think he'd use that gun of his before we

coul d persuade hi m ot herw se.”

"I's ... is sh-she badly hurt?”Ellery | ooked troubl ed.

"Yes. Noel knew where to place the shot to do the npst damage. \Wen |
saw her, she was dying.”
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Robyn asked, "Benedict, who is she?”

"The girl 1've spent the last ten years searching for. Mariah Lee.”

"Ellery bring the flashlights.”

El l ery nodded, but Benedict held his hands up. ”"Woa, what are you
doi ng?”

Robyn sounded in gear. "If that is Mariah down there we're not going to
sit here while she bleeds to death. We're going to help her.”

"Pl ease don't wake Noel. The npod he was in-"
"Don't worry It'll just be the three of us.”
"You're not going to tell hin®”

"Only when the tine's right. Best bring candles, too. W' Il need as nuch

light as we can get. Right, I'mgoing to my room |'ve got bandages
there.”

Benedi ct thought: There. 1've done it. |I've told them He picked up a
carton of candles. | only hope |I've done the right thing.

Chapter Twenty-seven

e

She's gone. The words bl ossoned with dark despair inside Benedict as he
| ooked through the doorway into the ticket booth. There was bl ood
pooling on the carpet, nore bloody snears on the paneling. Shadows
danced fromthe light of the candl e he held.

"She's gone.”This time he spoke the words al oud.

Robyn stepped forward, shining the flashlight into the glass-walled



cubicle. "No ... Benedict, see? She's hiding under the desk.”

Benedi ct stooped to | ook. There she was, Mariah Lee. Earlier, the only
thing he'd recogni zed had been her
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voi ce. Even though the words were spoken by that ful gent nass of

overl apping lips, the voice had been instantly recogni zabl e. Now her
breat hi ng was shall ow, the skin grayer than ever. The bul gi ng gl ass- bal
eyes had dulled. Still she clutched the bloody rag to the wound in her
chest.

"Mari ah. ”Benedi ct spoke gently "Mariah. This is Robyn and Ellery. They
are friends of mne. They won't hurt you. They're here to help.”

"We'| | need to bring her out of the booth so we can dress the
wound, " Robyn sai d, businesslike. "WIIl she conme if you ask her?”

"I don't know. I'Ill try.”He |ooked at the circular eyes that gazed dinly
back at him ”"Mariah? Mariah, can you hear ne?”

A tiny nod. The nouth pul sed fromgray to pink. Color was leaving it,
bl ood | oss taking a lethal toll.

"Let me help you.”He | eaned forward into the booth, reaching out his
hands. But to willingly touch those cold gray tentacles that served as
arms? He didn't know if he could.

"Here, let me,"Ellery said. The appearance didn't faze him Gently he
took one of the tapering |inmbs and hel ped her to her feet. She wal ked
unsteadily, while still pushing the rag against the bullet wound, trying
to stemthe cruel outflow of bl ood.

Mari ah's knees buckled and all three caught her to prevent her from
falling. They laid her on her back. Benedict searched her face again,

| ooking for some residue of a famliar nose or jaw ine of the wonan he'd
| oved. But nothing. Her entire body had been reconfigured, reshaped,
renol ded into this thing he saw now with the m sshapen head and

petal -1ike eruption of a mouth. Even the flesh had been transforned from
snoot h skin that once shone with youth and health to this sickening
covering of gray menbrane, speckled by deep black pores that oozed
nmucous. \Wat's nore,
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there was no human warnth. She felt cold to the touch. To make physica
contact with her evoked menories of handling raw fish fromthe refrigerator

What sick, evil force has done this to Mariah, he asked hi nsel f. How has
she becone nonsteri zed?

It was an ugly word that you'd never find in any dictionary, but it

applied only too well to the wonan he'd once shared a bed with. She had been
nmonsteri zed. She had been wought into the shape of a monster. But had that
force reshaped her m nd?

"Gve me as nuch light as you can,”Robyn told them "Ellery, pass the



bandage pack. Thanks.”

By flashlight Robyn worked to save Mariah. She wadded the wound, so the

raw puncture in the strangely flat chest was plugged. Then she hel ped Mari ah
to sit, so she could wap the bandage around her torso to hold the wadding in
pl ace. The image of a part-w apped nmunmry figure was oddly apt with the
Egypti an tonb paintings covering the walls.

Then Robyn said sonething that Benedict had wanted to suggest, only had
evaded because it nmight test her loyalties. But Robyn knew what they had to
do. "We've got to look for sonewhere to hide Mariah. Noel can't find

her, or even know she's here. Not yet.”

Ell ery nodded. "Th-the stage.”

"There's a hiding place near there.”

"Beneath ... there-there's ... uhm” The words were janmm ng tight again.
"Sherrr... show you.”
Benedi ct gl anced at the door to the stairwell. Noel night burst through

any mnute with the gun in his itchy fingers. Benedict knew the man would fire
t he nmonent he saw what he believed to be the nonster that nol ested Robyn. Love
can be savage beyond belief.
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Wth the wound bound, and Robyn and Ell ery hel pi ng Mari ah, they made
good progress. Benedict lit the way as they crossed the dance fl oor

Robyn gl anced at Benedict. The man's face bl ed pain and shock. Wat nust

it be like to search for the person you loved, only to find themtransfornmed
into the nost repellant thing you' ve ever seen in your life? The pul sating
mout h that stood out fromthe creature's face was as | arge

as an apple. It flushed red then bl eached to gray, no doubt being

colored by tiny capillaries that carried its now dim ni shed bl ood

supply. The rhythm of the col or change nust nmatch the beat of its

heart... her heart, Robyn corrected. O ose up, the nouth remnm nded her of
stomach- churni ng noments of TV-it | ooked |like a beating heart exposed
during surgery, yet it resenbled nollusks in the depths of the sea:
pul si ng, undul ati ng, expandi ng, contracting, aspirating. And it evoked a
nel ee of inmages of fast-notion photography of a bud bl ossoming into a
rose, with pink Iip after lip unfolding, peeling back before the whole
process flipped into reverse to contract down to that fruit-sized |unp.

"\Where now, Ellery?”Benedi ct asked.
"Stage ... n-no. Not up. Down ... |lower.”

Robyn | ooked at where Ellery pointed with his free hand as he supported
Mari ah. Benedict played the light on the vertical tinber panels that
formed the front el evation of the stage. They reached little nore than
wai st high before they nmet the boards that forned the horizontal plane
of the stage itself. Then he saw what Ellery pointed at. Recessed in the
timber was a D-ring. Benedict pulled it and a | ow hatch opened on hinges
to forma dwarfish doorway into the underside of the stage.



Robyn gl anced back at the | obby to make sure Noe
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hadn't woken and foll owed them down here, then she turned to regard the
bul gi ng eyes of what had once been a human being. The eyes were dul I,

t he breathing shall ow, breathl ess-sounding. Mariah was very weak. Wat's
nore, the bullet was still inside her chest. It would require surgery to
renove it. Already Robyn's mind spun possibilities of what to do next.
Call nine-one-one? O find a veterinary surgeon? She hated the seeningly
flippant thought. But perhaps nedical help should cone from sonmeone
versed in non-human anatomni es?

"Here. Careful,”Ellery whispered. "There are s-steps down.”

Robyn expected the void beneath the stage to be only around four feet

hi gh. But the ground had been excavated when the Luxor was built. Stage
boards forned a roof above a |arge vault sone seven feet high that ran
the breadth and length of the stage. Over the years it had becone a dunp
for scenery flats, cables, redundant (or broken) spotlights,

m scel | aneous tables, chairs. Even an electric guitar with a broken neck
haunted this dusty, forgotten place.

Forgotten, that is, with the exception of Ellery. "Bed ... we can m nake
her...”He nodded at pieces of furniture that included a mattress and

pl ush velvet drapes fol ded on a shelf. Robyn saw the drapes would serve
as bl ankets to cover the cold-as-fish Mariah. But was this her natura
body tenperature?

"We can't keep her here for long,”Benedict said with distaste at the
surroundi ngs. "She'll need expert care.”

"l agree. But we've got to figure out who to call.”

"After all,”Ellery told themw th sudden clarity. "Mariah is just |ike
us. She's here for a purpose.”
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When the cl ock on the dash pul sed 3:30 a.m, Logan decided they'd waited
| ong enough for that stutter nonkey Eh-Eh-Ellery to | eave the Luxor of
his own accord. Even though Logan had convinced hinself that Ellery was
in the place, there was a powerful suggestion that soneone else was in
there, too, bearing in mnd the car parked nearby. Maybe both were
naked, making out onstage with a ooohoooh-ah! Logan |aughed. The i mage
was even funni er because to kill the boredomhe'd just shared a spliff
or three with Joe

"What's so funny?”Joe asked, chuckling.

"I"mjust figuring | could nail the pair of |ovebirds with one shot
right through the ass.”



” u]?ﬂ
"It doesn't matter. Cone on.”
"\Where we goi ng?”

"Looks as if Stutter Boy ain't coming out. We'd best go find himbefore
it gets light.”

"You really gonna do this thing, Logan?”

"Sure.”

"Ya gonna kill hin®”

"That guy's going to be so dead he'll w sh he'd never been born.”

Both crunbled into spluttering laughter. Joe wafted dope snoke fromhis
face as he rocked backward and forward in the car

"And if there's anyone else in that crap heap ...”Logan gestured
drunkenly at the Luxor. "They're gonna get thenselves so dead they'l
wi sh they'd never been born either!”

Snoki ng dope made the joke even funnier the second tinme around. Roaring
with laughter, they rocked the car and sl apped the dashboard.

"Come on ol d buddy, bang-bang time.”Rather than Joe, Logan addressed

this to the machine gun. "Tine to
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sing for your supper.”He hauled hinmself out of the car. Above him stars
painted blurry trails of silver in the sky. Ww, that was good snoke. He
was still feeling that spiffy-spliffy cosm c buzz.

"Shit, man. |'m stoned.”Joe nmade it out of the car, then fell to his
knees. "Absol ooot-tilly stoned.”

"CGet up on your fucking feet, man. Wrk to be done, you know?”
"Il be all right.”

"Ya'll be all right, or my boot's gonna connect with your asshole ... ya
asshol e.”

Bot h | aughed agai n. Then Logan pulled a snub-nosed revol ver fromthe
pocket of his conbat jacket. "You take this.”

"I don't know about any guns, man.”
"You take this.”

"Aw shit.” Chuckling, Joe took the revolver fromLogan. He eyed the
submachi ne gun in Logan's other hand. "Hey, yours is bigger than mne.”

"Yeah. 'Cause |'mthe boss nan.”

"Lead on, boss man.”



"Wait... wait. Flashlights.”Logan pulled a couple of flashlights from
the trunk. "Here. You take the smaller one.”

"Aw, size matters, man.”

They wal ked across the nighttine parking lot. There was no traffic
nearby. A silence settled on the place as deep as that you'd find in a
tomb full of stiffs. Even though hundreds of crows forned a | unpy bl ack
thatch on the roof, they didn't nove. It |ooked as if the suckers were
wai ting for sonething to happen

Weaving a little across the blacktop, they made it to the Luxor. They
had to wal k around the building tw ce before they found the entrance

t hrough the | oose panel on the stage door. The beer and dope had started
to wear off now The stars refocused into tight little points of |ight

i nstead of those sneary trails. Walking in a straight
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i ne becane easier. A though they both grinned at each other, then
grinned goofily at the guns in their hands.

Logan slipped the panel aside. His flashlight revealed the hole in the
door and the maw of the Luxor's interior beyond.

"After you, ny dear Joe.”

Joe chuckl ed his tipsy laugh. "No, after you, nmy dear Logan.”
"No, after you, ny dear Joe.”

"After you, dear boy”

"No, after you, good sir'’

The imtation of drunken English |ords being overly polite tickled their
funny bones agai n.

Then sobriety kicked in hard
"After you, ny dear Logan.”

"No. " Logan pushed the gun nuzzle onto the tip of Joe's nose. "After you,
old buddy. | insist.”

The fuzzy warnmth vanished in an instant. Joe's eyes sharpened into an
expressi on of fear.

"I don't want you yellering out on nme, Joe. W're gonna go in there and
bl ow t hose not herfuckers away D 'ya hear?”

Joe heard good. Scared, he nodded, then ducked through the broken door
into the Luxor. Logan followed. Man, this is what Logan'd waited for
Bang- bang ti ne.

Four

At the same tinme as Logan followed Joe into the Luxor through the hole



in the stage door, hefting the submachi ne gun pregnant with thirty
rounds of 9mm amuni tion, Robyn, Ellery and Benedi ct worked beneath the
stage. Frombits of furniture, mattress and a dustsheet they rigged a
bed for Mariah. Benedict watched as Ellery and Robyn carefully covered
the gray formwth
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vel vet drapes. It was hard to tell if Mariah was in pain. There was no
human expression on that face. The mouth still pulsed fromred to white,

the Iips curled then uncurled with that alien rhythm At |east now she
appeared to be resting nore easily. The breathing didn't seem so

| abored. Only a troubling question haunted Benedict: Wy didn't Mariah
speak agai n? She'd spoken one sentence when she'd asked himfor help.
What stopped her from speaki ng now? The gunshot wound? O had her nind
been nonsterized as nmuch as her body? Apart fromthat nmonent of lucidity
when she could articul ate her need for assistance, perhaps she'd
abandoned human speech?

"We' || have to | eave her now, "Robyn told them ”"I1f Noel wakes up he's
going to come | ooking for us.”

Benedi ct said: "First thing in the norning |I'mgoing to bring back
hel p.”

"Who?”

He gave a grimsnile. "That, | haven't figured out yet.”He glanced at
Ellery. Ellery had told themthat Mariah was here for a purpose. Maybe
he was figuring that whatever they planned didn't matter a hoot anyway.
O her forces were at work, dark and powerful forces with plans of their
own.

"Don't wworry,”Ellery said to Benedict. "She will be safe here.”

Benedi ct nodded silently; however, he was reluctant to | eave her al one
in this cobweb sneared void beneath the stage. He crouched down besi de
Mariah as she lay on the mattress.

"Rest here. Don't worry, Mariah. I'Il come back. Then I'mgoing to help
you.”

She gazed up into his eyes. He | ooked into the twin glistening eyeballs
that seemed to float in the gl oomabove a nmouth that pulsated like a
di senmbodi ed heart. Had she under st ood?
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"We'l|l leave a flashlight,”he told her. "I"Il put it down here beside
you.”

But can a nonsterized woman with tentacles instead of arnms operate a
flashlight? Look at her, dressed in rags. She can't even change her
cl ot hes.

Robyn crouched down to reassure her, too, telling her they'd nmake sure



she got well soon, and not to be afraid.

Smoot hly, yet with the speed of a cobra striking at its prey, Mariah

| ashed a tentacle out at Robyn. Benedict's blood froze, expecting that
glistening linmb to coil around Robyn's neck with crushing force.
Instead, with sinuous grace the pointed tip of the tentacle touched
Robyn's stonmach with a controlled gentleness. For a nonent the tentacle
rested just bel ow Robyn's navel area, then quickly w thdrew.

Benedi ct, Robyn and Ellery traded gl ances, sharing, he guessed, the sane
thought. It was Ellery who put that thought into words, with barely a
st ammer .

"Mariah knows you are having a child.”Then he repeated what he'd said
earlier. "She is here for a purpose.”

Chapter Twenty- ei ght
e
Noel was waiting for them

No he's not, Robyn corrected herself, he's seeing for the first tinme
what Benedict and | have seen

They energed fromthe void beneath the stage through the dwarf door
Ellery eased it shut so as not to disturb Mariah resting on the bed.
Noel didn't see. Noel didn't hear. Noel sat in the arnchair and stared
in the direction of the stage, but not at it. Fromthe expression of
wonder on his face, he was seeing marvel ous things.
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This was the same expression Thomas wore when the risen Christ invited
himto touch the wound in H s side made by the centurion's spear. Noel's
face bl azed, transformed by the expression of a man who gazed on a

m racl e.

”

He breathed: "It's happening.

Robyn wal ked forward with Benedict and Ellery flanking her. Her eyes
followed Noel's line of sight. Ellery shone his torch to reveal a
pearl-white area of light five feet wide and al nost ei ght high. Hangi ng
like a cotton bedsheet froma line on a windless day, it rose vertically
fromthe floor. Mst spilled fromthe front of it. And a nonment |ater
Robyn shivered as she noved fromthe warmdry atnosphere of the Luxor
into an envel ope of chill noist air that snelled of autummal woodl and. A
river of cooler air was spilling fromthe white shape that manifested
itself on the Luxor dance floor. Noel stared at it-into it-seeing

wonder ful t hings.

"I't's happeni ng agai n, "Benedi ct said, hushed. ”"The doorway has
reopened.”

"It-it won't stay open long, "Ellery told them

They wal ked to stand beside Noel as he sat in the chair, gazing with
rapt attention. The revolver rested on the armof the chair, tenporarily
forgotten. He'd obviously woken and cone | ooking for them but sonething
far nore potent had attracted his attention



Robyn's heart rammed agai nst her breastbone. It was |ike | ooking through
a partially m sted wi ndowpane. But here and there through the fogged

pat ches she coul d see huge trees reaching up toward a bone-white sky.
Branches and trunks presented a mass of contorted gray |inbs that
erupted froma nass of fallen | eaves. Above the tree Iine she could see
distant hills that formed a wall of black between the trees and sky. And
on one hillside perched a town. The town glowed as if it had been

fashi oned fromthe sanme stuff as a shining full nmoon. It burned with its
own light, as if every stone and
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done and tower radiated a silver glow Above it, even though they were
so far away as to be at the limts of visibility, birds circled in the
sky above the citadel. Robyn had the inpression of huge creatures that
could soar for days on outstretched w ngs.

The scene began to be overlaid by a dappling of denser fog patches.

"I't's going.”Noel sounded di sappointed. "I can't see the city on the
hill.”

"I ncredi bl e, ”Benedi ct whi spered. "Incredible. It's more than a w ndow
into another world. It's a doorway. Can you feel the air flow ng

t hrough? You can snell fallen | eaves and the plants. It has an odor of
mushr oom and herbs.”

Robyn noved forward with Benedict. It was nore than curiosity. They were
being drawn to that misty divide between this world and The Pl ace, as
Ellery had dubbed it. Benedict set down the light. He wanted to | ook

cl oser before it vani shed. He needed this opportunity to peer into

anot her worl d; naybe he feared he'd never get another chance. Benedi ct
was just a pace in front of Robyn. Ellery remni ned beside Noel, who
still sat in the seat, gazing as if hypnoti zed.

"It's closing fast,”Benedict told them The gray light filtering through
the vertical oblong of m st had di med. The fogging effect had all but
obscured the view of the forest. "You know, this doorway doesn't have
physical formor color. The misting effect is sinply the warmair of the
Luxor hitting the cold air of the forest. Water vapor is condensing into
mst. See? It's even wetting the dance floor all around it.”He gl anced
back at Robyn with a delighted grin. "Amazing. It's making it rain

i nside the Luxor.”He turned back to | ook through the opaque wall of

whi te vapor.

That was the nmoment a figure lunged through. Robyn had the inpression of
a gargoyle face, of an open nouth filled with thick brown teeth. Above
that, two red eyes blazed. A pair of muscular arms thrust out-

W*
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ward fromthe vapor, seized Benedict and dragged hi mback into the nist,
where he vanished in a rippling swirl of whites and grays.



Robyn heard no shouts. Nothing. Then ... she was next.
Two

Robyn recoiled fromthe boiling mass of white. For within three seconds
of Benedi ct West being dragged bodily into the m st, men burst out of
it-Only not men. Creatures. One stood eight feet tall, spindly linbed as
a giraffe, its thin neck topped by a small head that was al nost
nmonkeyl i ke. Behind that cane a shorter figure with thick powerful arnmns.
It possessed an elongated face that was flat as a mule's and set with a
pair of eyes that couldn't have been nuch |larger than a rat's. Another
figure lunbered through with the bulk of a pro westler. The naked body
was a bluish white, patterned with a crosshatching of black |ines that
gave the skin the appearance of being tattooed with a net design. Robyn
turned away to try to escape them They snarled with fury and lust. The
eager hands of the creature with the net-pattern flesh grabbed her
ripping the neck of her T-shirt so it all but tore the garnent off one
shoul der. Her feet slid under and she fell onto the floor. Noel tried to
ri se, grabbing the gun as he did so, but the spindle-linbed beast |ashed
out a bony armand sent himrolling back over the arnthair, knocking
Ellery to the floor at the same tine.

Robyn | ooked up at the creature that pushed her savagely down to the
boards of the dance floor. Its arms were so long it barely needed to
stoop. Through the net pattern of its face it glared down at her. Even
fromhere she could feel the force of the creature's breath bl asting
into hers. God, it stank of rotting things. Wth one thick fingered hand
pushi ng down agai nst her chest so firmy
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she m ght have been nailed to the dance floor, the second hand noved to
her bare shoul der. There between thunb and forefinger it pinched the
skin. What it saw through its red eyes pleased it. It gave a satisfied
snort. Then the fingers hooked inside the T-shirt and ripped it free of
her body.

Thr ee

Logan believed he was free of the dope he'd snoked with Joe. Only that
couldn't be, because his senses were fucked. Wen he reached the stage,
toting the big notherfucker submachi ne gun, |oaded with head-bustin'
hol | ow- nosed slugs, its black body matching the feathery sheen of the
not her fucki ng crows that swarned |like a disease all over the fucking
roof, he thought: 1'Il be fucked.

The fuck word was going to keep treadi ng through his head for a whole
while longer, too. In the light cast by a nedley of flashlights, he saw
the freakiest dance in the world sans nusic. Three nonster guys | eapt
all over three regular dudes who lay on the floor... withing on the
floor... trying to avoid the nonster guys.

"Fuck, "Logan sai d.

" Fuck, " Joe echoed.

A naked nonster guy was busily ripping the clothes off a | ong-I|egged



worman, who lay flat on her back as it held her down with one hand, while
a dude with arms and | egs thin as banboo canes beat up on two guys on
the ground (fuck, it had to be the dope still nobnkeying around with the
beer he'd drunk to create this wacky eyeball distortion).

One thing Logan's eyes didn't |lie about was the 1D of one of the regul ar
guys, the guy who'd punched himdown in front of his buddies. Now that
was total humiliation. Just seeing the stutter nmonkey Ellery Hann
gyrating with Graffe Boy sent his blood scal ding through him

r-
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"Fuck! "he yell ed, pulled back the submachi ne gun bolt, ainmed ..

knock out the big guys first, cane the voice of comobn sense. The
bi g guys mi ght be nean dudes with guns. Wth them knocked out, then you
can take your time making Eh-Eh-Ellery squeal for a while before you

shut the fucking stutter for good.

Squi nting through the sight, he brought the bead onto the face of the
bl ue-white net boy nerrily ripping away the girl's cl ot hes.

Just a little squeeze, Logan. Don't enpty the nagazi ne.

The machi ne gun made its own kind of stutter. Three rounds flew fromthe

barrel like shooting stars, flying with an accuracy that even surprised
Logan. They gracefully entered the blue-white nman's face, bursting his
head in a glorious sunburst of red. It slunped over the girl, |egs
twitching, butt jerking, like it was doing a post-nortem kind of fuck

thing to the hal f-naked wonan.

"Fuck! " Logan shouted. "Joe! You going to |leave ne doing all the
shoot i ng?”

Joe | oosed off a couple of boozy rounds fromhis revolver. The bullets
knocked white marks in the wall by the doors but were as wide as a
country mle fromhitting any of the guys on the dance fl oor

"Fuck! " Logan snapped at Joe's crappol a performance. Logan ai med agai n at
the guy with the cane | egs and arns and grapefruit-sized head.

Squeeze the trigger. Nice and easy does it.

The weapon ki cked back in his hands. He'd intended to hose everyone down
with what anmo was left in the 'zine. Only it shot off two rounds before
jamm ng. "FUCK!'”

Even so, it was enough to topple the tall stick man. He broke off trying
to flail at Ellery with his whippy arnms, turned back to the stage,
noticing the gunmen for the first time, then | ooked down at his bony
chest. Two borehol es sunk by the 9-mm sl ugs punped a
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gusher of blood. The thin man stared at Logan in surprise, then dropped
down onto the floor, its mouth naking like a goldfish as it chewed on



air, trying to drawit down into its ruined |ungs.

"Here.”Logan thrust the janmed submachi ne gun out for Joe to take. "G ve
me yours.”He held out his hand for Joe's pistol

Logan hadn't finished with Ellery Hann yet.
Chapter Twenty-nine
e

Robyn saved them She didn't realize at the tine. It was only later that
it cane hone to her. After she'd struggled fromunder the corpse of the
bl ue-white creature, its head now sickeningly deflated after being
hol | owed out by the machi ne gun rounds, she'd grabbed a flashlight to
see who was doing the shooting (her first thought had been: Cops!). By
chance she grabbed the heavy-duty flashlight with the pistol grip. She'd
aimed at the stage, thunbed the trigger button. Its dazzling white Iight
had bl asted the stage and the two guys who'd come to the rescue. Only
they didn't look like rescuers. They wore torn denins, one a conbat
jacket; their hair hadn't encountered shanpoo in weeks. From the way
they stood groggily off bal ance, she guessed they were a little bit
stoned, too.

One hel d a submachi ne gun; the other was aimng with a handgun ..
aimng at Ellery. The powerful wash of |ight dazzled the tw guys. Both
used their free hands to shield their eyes.

"Robyn.”El l ery tugged her by the elbow. ”They... thowe ... those nen.
They' Il kill!”

Ellery's statenent got all the reinforcing it needed
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when the guy with the revol ver peeled off a round. Blinded by the light,
he'd fired a wild shot; the bullet parted the air five feet above their
heads to smack into the wall

” Roban ”

She didn't need a repeat warning. She was already running. Ellery
stooped to grab a flashlight and ran, too. Picking up on her cue, he
shone the light back at the two men to keep that glare in their eyes and
spoil their aim She glanced to see Noel slithering on all fours through
the bl ood of the two fallen nonstrosities.

"Noel, cone on! Leave it!”

But Noel wasn't leaving it. He found his gun beneath one of the bl eeding
creatures before running with a slip-sliding notion across the spilled
bl ood. Even though he struggled to maintain his balance, he half turned
at the waist and fired back at the two nmen. The bullet went nowhere
near, but it was enough to nmake the two guys scatter in a crouching | ope
to the cover of backstage.

By this time Robyn was renmenbering to try to cover her naked top hal f
with the remains of the T-shirt as she ran. Five seconds later all three
burst through the doors into the | obby. Noel notioned themtoward the
door that led to the apartnent stairwell. Robyn nodded. The foyer with



its Egyptian tonmb paintings swirled past themin a blur. Above them the
Egypti an eye of their sun god painted on the ceiling gazed inpassively
down. It had wi tnessed drama and tragedy many tinmes before at the Luxor
It would witness nore before the next twenty-four hours were done.

Two

Safety is a relative state of affairs at the best of tines, Robyn
reflected as they |l ocked the two sets of doors behind them And this is
as safe as we're going to get.
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Panting, Noel flopped down in the hallway with his back to the door
saying, "They're going to have to get past me and M. Colt here.”He held
up the gun. "Holy Mary. | sure could nmake use of a soda.”

"And cl eaning.”Ell ery nodded at their bl oodstained state. Only it wasn't
their lifeblood but the crimson grue punped fromthe wounded nonsters.
And apart froma few scuffs and bruises, the things had seriously hurt
no one.

Robyn told them she woul dn't be a minute. Quickly she cleaned hersel f up
in the bathroom (alt hough a shower would be lovely, it would have to
wait) then she changed into sweatpants and a | ong-sl eeved sweater. It
was warm enough for a T-shirt but after the | ast encounter, she felt the
need to cover up as nmuch skin as possible. The creature's cold, danp
touch still clung to her where it had pawed her naked shoulder. Ellery
went to the bathroomnext. This tine she did hear the shower run, even
if only for a monent or two. Robyn handed hi mone of her T-shirts to
repl ace his, which now carried blood smears and gobs of nonster brain.
Thankful , he bundled his soiled garment into the trash, then slipped the
fresh one over his slender torso.

Taki ng grateful swallows fromthe soda, Noel still sat in the hallway
wi th the handgun resting on the floor close by. "They' re going to have
to get past ne first,”he said again. "If they have the guts to try.”

Robyn renenbered the painfully | oud crack-crackcrack! of the submachine
gun and | ooked at Noel's pistol. Suddenly, it |ooked feeble in
conparison. Al so, she remenbered clearly enough that three nonstrosities
had energed fromthe wall of mst. Only two had been shot. That neant
one reruai ned at large in the building.

1" m keepi ng you conpany.”Robyn sat down on the floor beside Noel. Wen
Ellery left the bathroom his hair danmp fromthe shower, he joined them
so all three
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formed a line against the wall. For a nonment they sat gathering their
scattered wits.
At | ast Noel said, "Those two guys are really out to get you, Elery?”

"Ah ... th-th ... uh!”The words refused to cone. Instead, he gave a nod
of his head. That was el oquent enough



Yup. They're out to get ne.

Three

"Fuck. " Logan was furi ous.

"They got out through the front doors, ”Joe said.

"No, they didn't. Them doors are nailed tight. They're hiding through
there.” From around the corner of the wall that fornmed the bottom of the
prosceni um arch, Logan shone his flashlight onto the dance floor. Two
corpses of... what exactly, he didn't know ... lay flat out. There'd
been a third one with a weird flat face and ratty eyes, only the third
had vani shed into the shadows when the shooting started. He didn't think
he'd hit it. And he was pretty certain he hadn't managed to put a slug
into Ellery or his two cronies because they'd been down on the floor
beneath the plane of flying bullets. But he'd get them Al so, he'd
started to consider the long | egged woman he'd seen. The one who'd had
her T-shirt torn off to expose her breasts. Well... he'd started to

thi nk about her a lot. But first things first, he told hinself.

"Joe, shine the light on the gun. No, here on the firing chanber.”He
worked the firing bolt, jiggled it until he | oosened the fuck round that
had jamred the gun. "Bingo.”He eased the round fromthe spent case
ejector. "Bent cartridge. Sone dumb fuck rmust have stood on it.”He
tossed the round aside, where it went tunbling across the stage with a
pit-pat sound. After that, he fed
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nore rounds from his pockets into the magazine clip. Wth a spare 'zine
jamred into the belt of his pants, he had sixty rounds of happy shooting
ahead of him "Now you reload,”he told Joe.

"You really going after these peopl e?”

"You bet. You saw what we did to their ugly buddi es? You think they're
not going to tell the cops?”Wen Joe had finished slotting fresh rounds
into the revolver's anmo cylinder, he handed hi mone of the two
flashlights. "Time we finished this chore, bud.”

Logan crossed the stage, then dropped down the four feet to the dance

floor. In the center lay the mess of two corpses and toppl ed arnthair.

He only gave them a scant glance now Tine to finish Ellery Hann, the

stuttermonkey. Also he couldn't get the long-1legged girl out of his head

now. Shit, she's sonething. Soon they were through the door into the

| obby. Logan swept the |ight around, checking out the glass ticket booth
all the shadowed corners where Stutter Mnkey and pal s m ght hide

It took nmere seconds to confirmthere was no one here.

"They did cone through here, didn't they?”Joe sounded doubtful. ”I
couldn't see shit 'cause of the light in nmy eyes. They m ght have got
behi nd the bar at the back.”

"It's got shutters up.”



"There m ght have been a way under the bar flap. They might slip out the
back while we're friggin' around here.”

Logan considered. "OK. You go stand in the doorway back there. You can
wat ch the bar and keep an eye on here in case they come out one of those
doors. One of the creeps has a gun. CGot that?”

"CGot it, boss.”

Logan wat ched Joe wal k back to the dance floor door, push it open, then
hold it open with his back. He had his left foot in the dance floor and
his right in the |obby. Straddling the doorway like that, he could check
out both areas.
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Logan exam ned the ticket office nore closely in case anyone was
squatting under the desk. No one there, but he saw the brown slick on
the floor. Someone had done a tub full of bleeding in there. He grinned.
Shit, there'd be plenty nore to cone, too. He shone the light around the
wal I s. There were paintings on themthat he recognized as ancient tonbs
and pharaoh stuff. Real "Curse of the Mumy”shit.

Five doors led off fromthe foyer. Some had signs |ike manager's office
and private, no adnmittance. Al were | ocked. So any one of them could be
barring his way to Ellery Hann and the other two (his imagination neatly
supplied the image of the long-legged girl with the gl eam ng naked top
hal f)- Five doors. He could punch a heavy-duty 9-mm round through each
door, until he heard a squeal frominside. That would | eave him
twenty-plus rounds to finish Ellery Hann and his buddi es. Mre than
enough ...

He stood back. Sized up the first door that bore the manager's office
sign. Then he raised the stock of the weapon to his shoul der, his finger
eager for the trigger.

Bef ore the gun barked he heard a shout... no, nore than a shout. A yell
A scream Turning, he shone the |ight

back at the | obby door; it swung shut. Another cry echoed, only this one
rose higher, as if sone poor fuck was having his balls crushed. You
coul d hear pain-pure, unalloyed pain-transformthe voice into a
guavering note sustai ned beyond what seened humanly possi bl e.

"Joe?” Logan ran for the door, holding the machine gun straight out in
front of himlike it was a pistol. "Joe!”] The screech of agony cut off
to a silence that seened

bi g enough to crush his ears. "Joe!”

Logan shoved open the door, then sprayed the dance

floor with light. His finger tightened on the trigger, ready

to bl ast whoever was hurting his buddy. Only there was

enptiness as well as silence now The two corpses had

vani shed.
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"Joe?” Silence stole away the word into nothingness, then the quiet
returned to press down on himw th a weight that was near physi cal
Logan shone the light at the floor. A snmear of liquid painted a line
toward the stage. Logan guessed what it was. Wen he touched it and
shone the light onto the strawberry-col ored smudge on his finger
identification came instantly

Joe's bl ood. The revolver lay on the floor where his buddy had dropped
it wwthout firing a shot. Logan picked up the gun and shoved it into his
belt. Even as he did this his eyes followed the trail of blood. Joe had
been hurt, then dragged. Easy to figure that one. He'd follow the trail
then knock a few holes into Joes assailant. Bingo. Logan followed the
thin line of blood until he was ten yards fromthe stage. There it ended
as suddenly as if sone phantom had fl own Joe away fromthe face of the
earth. Logan even shone the light up at the featurel ess ceiling,
expecting to see Joe floating up anongst the shadows. The nonent he did
so he felt a breath of cold, wet wind, as if just for a nonent a door
had been opened on anot her worl d.

Four

Benedi ct West saw bad things ... the worse things. He woke to find

hi nsel f staring up at branches without |eaves. Wen he raised his head,
which still throbbed fromthe blow, he saw a gray forest surrounded him

He tried to nmove but found he'd been tied with strips of filthy rag.
Trussed, he lay on wet |eaves, snelling their spiky aroma. Inches from
hi s head, bone-white toadstools pushed through the Ioamlike the pale
fingertips of the dead breaking through to the living world. Only this
wasn't the bad thing ... the worse thing.

Wal ki ng through the wood with a sl ow nmeasured step cane a creature with
a flat face and tiny rodent eyes. Its
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mul e face grinaced as it wal ked, due to the effort of dragging the man
it held-one ankle in each neaty paw. The man lay on his back with his
arnms strai ght above his head, trailing linply across the fallen | eaves.
He was unconscious; his head rolled fromside to side with every step of
the creature. Benedict thought: It nust be Noel or Ellery. Fromwhere he
lay on the ground, Benedict tried to lift his head higher so he could
see.

No. The man was a stranger. He had unkenpt hair and wore scruffy denins.
Al t hough he couldn't have been out of his teens yet, he wore the ol der
chewed-up face of soneone who'd di scovered the delights of hard Iiquor
and hard-hitting drugs early in life. Benedict blinked, still groggy
fromthe slamon his skull that had knocked himcold. By this time the
creature had al nost reached where Benedict |lay. There was a brutal
muscul ar power in its conpact body, but it wasn't matched by any
symmetry of |inbs. Balance and a harnonious structure of the body were
conpletely absent. It |looked as if a careless god had nol ded t he



creature in a hurry Then it had been tossed down here into the gray
forest where it had been left to fend the best it could. Its head was

m sshapen. It linped because one | eg was a couple of inches |onger than
the other. One armwas jointed in at |east three places between shoul der
and wist, whereas the other only boasted one joint. One nostri

appeared to be a narrow slit, the other a circular hole that glistened
silver snot. The split of a nouth | ooked |ike an afterthought, too.

The unconsci ous man groaned as he was dragged. Benedict guessed he was
recoveri ng consciousness. A bloody cleft above an eye told himthe nman
had taken a harder blow than Benedict. Ten feet from Benedict, the
creature stopped dragging the man, dropped his |legs, then grunted. For a
nmonent Benedi ct wondered if he'd been the one grunted at. Only when he
followed the creature's line of vision fromits tiny eyes, he realized
it watched sonething el se-behi nd Benedi ct.
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Benedi ct rolled back to | ook, his heart beating hard. Standing there in
a line of eight were nore nisshapen figures. Tall, short. Shovel - shaped
nmout hs, spindle-thin arms, bulging arns, inverted triangle eyes, slit
eyes, bul gi ng pear-shaped eyes, skins of a different hue-the creatures
were all unique in their own tortured style.

Dear God, Benedict thought. The sight of so much nonstrous flesh w nded
him Every nerve of his body |longed to crawl away fromthe repul sive
creatures. That's when the worst so far in his |ife happened, when he
saw sonet hing that would stay burned into his mind for as Iong as he
lived.

He watched the creatures bound toward the man as he sat up, waking
properly. They noved in, chins jutting forward, staring at him as
eagerly as a pack of hungry dogs rushing to their first meal in days. In
terror, the man held up a hand as if he really believed he could push
them all back. The pani cked npbans he started maki ng segued snoothly into
a scream as they dug their fingernails into his face.

Benedi ct couldn't | ook away no matter how hard he tried, even though he
knew t hat those creatures were peeling the skin froma living, breathing
human bei ng.

Fi ve

When t he intruders-human or nonhuman-never cane, Robyn, Noel and Ellery
nmoved into the living room The first thin glow of dawn had started to
seep over the parking lot to touch the Luxor. Minents later, a red stain
li ke a show of bl ood appeared on the horizon prior to the sun's arrival.
Al t hough the black gave way to deep blue, two stars clung on to shine

with all the brilliance of new nail heads gleaming in a casket lid. One
by one, the three were drawn to the wi ndows to
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wat ch the night steal away, not beaten back by the sun, but w thdraw ng
to rest and regroup before returning when the sun sank into the west
once nmore at the end of the day. As they watched the sol etn changeover
fromdarkness to light, they heard a sudden clanoring on the roof of the
Luxor. A furious scratching sounded through the ceiling. Scraps of
feathery black fell Iike devil snowflakes beyond the gl ass.



"I'ts the crows.” Robyn knew the statenment was unnecessary even as she
spoke it, because they could see the birds taking off in hundreds from
the roof and fromthe trees behind the buildings. They whirled up into
t he sky, wi ngs beating. She could hear their excited calls, which ran
fromthe deep caw sound to a piercing cry. Wen she spoke again, she

t hought of Benedict West.

"Someone' s di ed here tonight.”

She remenbered what Benedict had told them that the crows gathered at

t he place where a doonmed nan or woman would live out their |ast mnutes
on earth. And that when they did breathe their |last breath the crows
woul d pursue the departing soul as it rose upward. Furiously they'd hunt
it-whirling, darting, soaring. This is what she wi tnessed now. The

ni ght -dark creatures spun and twi sted as they flew in pursuit of sone

ai rborne thing she could not see. They noved w th savage bursts of
speed, keen to catch their prey-turning in tight circles, beaks snapping
open and shut. In her mind s eye, she saw the soul struggling to nmake a
desperate dash to evade the claws, the beaks. Robyn hel d her breath,
monentarily sharing its fear and its panic.

Hundr eds of crows clouded the sky. A whirling vortex of the creatures
turned above the Luxor as the grimchase reached its end.

After five minutes at nost, the birds returned one by one, to sit on the
roof or settle into the trees. Alnost i mediately they squatted there

li ke strange feathery
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fruit. They no | onger noved. They no | onger nade a sound. Wthin ten
m nutes the sky was free of the sinister creatures.

"What was that Benedict said?”she nurnmured. "If the crows continue to
fly around the building and call out, that means they've captured the
soul and are celebrating. But if they return to their roosts and keep
silent...” She trailed off, thinking of Benedict.

In a whisper Ellery said, "Woever it was, they're free now.”
Chapter Thirty
e

Logan knew. The facts were bright and hard and i mmovable in his mnd
When he'd sized up the | ocked door in the | obby as a prelude to blasting
a slug through it, someone had grabbed Joe and haul ed hi m away. That
someone had to be one of Ellery Hann's buddi es. Maybe one of the big
ugly guys they'd been cavorting with on the dance floor in sone kind of
horror orgy. Hell, yes. Logan still had clear recollection of the ugly
guys; they seened real. Even so, he suspected the cocktail of |iquor
dope and residual traces of cocaine, E and assorted narcotics stil
haunting his veins nmight have reworked what he actually did see into
what he thought he saw. But that shit didn't matter. \What mattered was
that Eh-Eh-Ellery, the stutter nmonkey, had gone and nade a fool of Logan
agai n. Wen his back was turned, Joe had vani shed. Vani shed to where he
didn't know, but Joe, the poor bastard, would probably be floating butt
up in the river before long. So what does that spell out? RE-V-E-N-GE



That ' s what
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it spells. I won't have weirdo Ellery maki ng a nonkey out of ne.

Logan settled down in the backstage area, resting his back to the wall.
He lusted for a beer and a smoke right now, but he was going to dam
well sit here with a view through the curtain to the dance fl oor and

| obby entrance. The two flashlights rested cl ose by where he could grab
them t he nonment he heard Stutter Mnkey's feet (or those of Hann's

wei rdnonger buddies). Pow He'd hit the flashlight button, then spray
his God-given eneny with bullets. Wat's nore, he'd even use Joe's
revol ver if the machi ne gun jamred agai n. Thoughts of Stutter Monkey
doi ng the death dance with hot ammo ri pping up his body nmade Logan
smle. Hell, he'd enjoy some | ong-distance dissection. He stroked the
weapon. All except the long | egged girl, though. He had sweet, sweet

pl ans for her.

Two

The sun broke over the horizon. Downtown Chicago glinted in the dawn
light. Arnms fol ded, preoccupied w th thoughts of what had happened j ust
a couple of hours ago, and a naggi ng worry of what mi ght have befallen
Benedi ct West, who'd been dragged through that pearl-white doorway to
who knows where, Robyn Vincent stared without really seeing the world
out si de. Noel dozed on the couch. Ellery had gone to check that no one
had tampered with the apartnent doors.

When he returned to the living room he whispered to her, ”Nothing.”

She took that to nean the door was untouched, and that there was no sign
of Benedict, the creatures, or the two hoodl uns who'd sprayed the dance
hall with bullets.

Ellery's cal mpresence reassured her. Once nore the thought occurred to
her: | know him 1|'ve met himsonewhere before. ... The bruise on his
forehead from
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the tussle earlier had faded a little, while the graze on her own back
had subsided from soreness to a tingle. They'd been lucky to escape

| argel y unscat hed. But what now? She knew they shoul d check on Mariah
Lee in the under-stage void, only the idea of venturing beyond the

| ocked door to the | obby was a real no-no. For God's sake, what on earth
| urked down there? O waited in the shadows of the dance floor? She
renenbered the creature that had torn the T-shirt from her body only too
well, the way its eyes burned with-

"Robyn.”El |l ery broke into her thoughts. ”"The crows have returned to the
roof and the trees.”Again when he spoke to her, the stamer vani shed.
"They have not dispersed ... this neans soneone else will die, soon.”

Thr ee



Benedi ct West coul dn't have known that the crows had only monents before
(on a different physical plane) pursued the fleeing soul of the guy who
had been dragged here by his ankl es.

Al'l Benedict could see of the man who had once possessed the shrivel ed
face of a heavy-duty drug user were separate mounds of wet neat and
internal organs that still steamed in the cold air of this gray forest.
Benedi ct |lay on the ground. Bonds of dirty rags still secured his arns
and | egs. He would run nowhere fast in a while, he knew that for sure.
Col d nunbed hi m now. Danp | eeched fromleaf nold into his skin. Above
hi mthe branches stirred with a whisper as a chill breeze bl ew through
them In the distance he heard the harsh cry of a bird. He'd swear no
human ear was fanmiliar with that alien song. Wen he closed his eyes to
avoi d gazing at those piles of human nmeat and bone, not to nmention the
pool of blood that soaked into the earth, |eaving a nmuddy brown residue,
Benedict still recalled
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with sickening clarity the creatures tearing the man's skin fromhis
body. They'd peeled himalive, renoving his face and scalp of ratty hair
in one piece. Then they'd rolled the skin fromhis arns as if easing off
| ong over-the-el bow gl oves. The skin of his torso they split (using
their fingernails) along a line just bel ow the navel, then up the center
of his chest before following a course around his collarbone. This piece
they peeled off as if it were a tight-fitting vest. The rest of the skin
cane off in glistening red scraps. Surprisingly the man had survived a
long way into the ordeal, screaming with ear-splitting power for whole
m nutes after they'd removed his face. Death had only cone quickly when
they tore open the belly area. The man's guts and skel eton didn't
interest themand they left themjust feet away from Benedict.

Benedict lay there, trying not to inhale the organic snell oozing richly
fromthe human spoil heap. A spicy undertone suggested the dead guy's

| ast supper m ght have involved teriyaki sauce in the nmix. Benedict's
throat tw tched convul sively

Don't vomt, he told hinmself. Not while you're lying here. You'll choke
on it. Numb with cold, he tried to nove a little to ease the pressure of
wet earth against his side and maybe encourage his circulation to nove
faster. Al he succeeded in doing was rolling onto his back. Once nore
he coul d see the creatures that had skinned the young man. Although they
stood with their backs to Benedict, he could see arnms noving as they
worked at a task he couldn't quite see.

Then one nust have sensed it was being watched. It paused before turning
to | ook back at Benedict.

Benedi ct stared. He was |ooking into the face of the guy who'd just been
skin-stripped. Cold pooled in his belly as he understood what he was
seeing. One of the creatures wore the dead guy's face as a mask. Red
nmonster eyes glared through the eye sockets. The ratty scalp
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of hair rested on the creature's head; now caked with drying bl ood, the



hair stuck up in crispy points.

One by one the nonsters turned to watch Benedict. Then that pool of ice
grew outward through his body. They weren't nerely gl anci ng back at him
They were sizing himup. Wen the others turned, he saw each one wore
scraps of the man's bl oodstai ned skin. Sone pieces had been stretched
too tightly over nuscul ar shoul ders so they split. Qthers had been
roughly tugged on like a young child would pull on a sweater, winkling
it, leaving a collar or a sleeve runpled. After |ooking himover they
took a step forward.

And that's when Benedict West thought: Nowit's mny turn.
Four

They came in their scrappy pieces of skin, wearing themlike ill-fitting
clothes. A creature with a strip of silver hair down its spine wore the
man's peeled face as a mask. Bl ood had dried in tiger stripes across it,
while the mouth forned a misshapen grin because the skin had been pulled
over tight across its jaw. A nonster wore armskin like a sleeve.

Anot her wore torso flesh Iike a ripped vest. Another had tied a bl oody
strip that Benedict didn't even want to identify around its head,
bandanna fashi on. Bound as he was with strips of rag, Benedict could
barely nove; even so, he did his best to squirmaway fromthemthrough
the mat of rotting |l eaves, his nobility reduced to nothing faster than
worm All the tine he kept his eyes on the advancing creatures in the

br eat hl ess hope that he coul d sonehow stare them down.

There was no staring these nonsters into retreat. He realized that as
they reached him They bent down, extending their hands, and Benedi ct
saw that the thickened
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fingernails were sharp as bl ades. H s heart pounded; he breathed so hard
his vision blurred as he bordered on hyperventilating. Above the nonster
heads he saw gray branches form ng vein patterns agai nst a bone-white
sky. He clanped his teeth together, anticipating that first sharp nai

to saw t hrough hi s skin.

A shout of frustration as much as fear began to build in his throat, but
the cry he heard when it came didn't erupt fromhim It was an
aggressive yell. The kind of noise you m ght nake at a strange dog that
had prow ed up, snarling. Suddenly the figures around Benedict were
nmovi ng fast, only they weren't attacking him They blundered away with
their arms raised to protect thenselves froma | ong object that sw shed
violently through the air. And that object didn't nmerely part cold
forest air, but nmade contact with a shoul der or arm accomnpani ed by the
sound of a batter striking a home run. Squealing a braying hurting
squeal , the creatures scattered.

Benedict rolled on his side. Atall guy with an astonishingly handsone
face plunged into the gang of nurderers. He wi el ded a branch that mnust
have been ei ght feet |ong. C ubbing, slashing, jabbing, he drove the
pack away

Benedi ct stared. The man was naked apart froma pair of faded bl ue
jeans. Hi s skin shone a hard bl uish-white, rem ndi ng Benedict of
polished marble... no, nore than nmere marble, but marble sculpted into
the formof a warrior hero. Aliving statue? Benedict shook his head,



trying to collect his breath as well as his scattered senses.

When the man bent down and effortl essly snapped the rags that bound
Benedi ct, he saw his rescuer had human hair that surrounded a human face
into which were set two very human eyes that reveal ed both intelligence
and concern.

"We'| | have to nove fast,”his rescuer said. "Those are sloww tted but
they're smart enough to reach the conclusion that there are two of us
and eight of them?”
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"They' Il come back?”

"Certainly. They want your skin.”

After being tied for a couple of hours at |east, Benedict's |inbs were
nunb, alien things that didn't belong to him He stunbled repeatedly
(even falling on all fours, worryingly close to the steam ng nound of

i nternal organs that had once been sheathed within the dead guy's hide).
The stranger helped himto his feet. Together they noved across the
forest floor. Benedict glanced ahead, then left and right. No sign of

t he psycho-skinners yet. They wouldn't be far away. Regrouping. Pl anning
somet hi ng deeply pai nful

Where now? WAs his rescuer |eading himdeeper into the forest? Maybe his
rescuer wasn't the benevol ent kind but a human hyena that stole the prey
of other predators? Maybe here in The Place, man-skin was a comodity to
be fought over?

"\Where are we goi ng?”
" Ah. " The man stopped suddenly, then continued, but |inping painfully

"What ' s happened?” Benedi ct asked as the man tried to carry his weight on
his left foot.

"Il be all right. W nust get away fromhere ... uh!”

Wthout a shadow of a doubt, he wasn't all right. Pain hardened his
face. Benedict | ooked down at the man's feet, which were part hidden by
fallen | eaves. He was barefoot... no ... Benedict saw that wasn't
exactly true. The man didn't have any feet at all. H's legs ended in a
pai r of hands, not feet. They were pal mdown, fingers pointing forward
as toes, yet splayed out wi de. By now, Benedict had | earned not to be
surprised by what anatom cal oddities presented thenmselves in The Pl ace.
Hands instead of feet? Go figure. One of the hands didn't make contact
with the ground; obviously the man found it too painful to put his body
weight on it.

"Hurry We can't wait here,”the man urged.
PP
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"You' re not noving anywhere fast like that. Let me check



your..."Benedict nearly said "foot.”Instead he crouched down with a
curt, "Raise your leg.”

The man bent his knee, raising his calf and uncanny foot-hand behi nd
him |mredi ately Benedict saw the probl em

"A thorn,”he said. "Dirty great big one. This is going to sting.”

The man nmerely nodded his head-as good as a go on, get it over wth.
Benedi ct gripped the thorn-a nonster thorn; what el se would you expect
inthis weird, nonsterized forest? The size of his little finger, the
thorn had buried itself nearly up to its hilt in the Iined palm

"Hurry,”the man said. "They've gotten around to decidi ng they outnunber
us.”

Benedi ct gl anced back through the trees. A hundred yards away striding
around the tree trunks, cane the skinners. They | ooked determ ned. Their
eyes were | ocked on Benedict. One still wore the drug guy mask, neck
skin flapping in the breeze.

"OK. " Benedi ct gripped the thorn hard as he could between finger and
thunb, then pulled. It slipped smoothly out, followed by an upswell of
bl ood fromthe wound. "Wait... it's bleeding.”

"It'"ll be fine,"the man insisted. "Mve as fast as you can.”

Benedi ct raced after the man. He-it?-nmoved swiftly, with no trace of a
[inp now that the thorn was out. Benedict found hinmself gazing at himin
wonder as they ran. Not because that blue-white man possessed the
magni fi cent physique of a warrior hero, but because of what Benedict had
just seen when he'd extracted the thorn. There had been a distinctive
pattern on the huge thunb that hel ped the man bal ance with consunmat e
agility. The words of old Benjam n Lockram cane back to himfromthe

vi deo recordi ng. Lockram had sat in the
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spotlight, speaking about his kidnapped son. “On the thunb of
Nat haniel's left hand is a brown birthmark that resenbles the Man in the
Moon.”

Despite everything, Benedict felt a shiver tingle his spine as he told
hinself, if not the lingering ghost of the fornmer owner of the Luxor
"M. Lockram |'ve just gone and found your only son.”

Chapter Thirty-one
e

Benedi ct West ran hard. The man who had rescued hi mwas none other than
Nat hani el Lockram the son of old Benjam n Lockram Here, running
effortlessly on big nuscul ar hands instead of feet, was the adult of the
baby who'd been abducted all those years ago.

Benedi ct perspired. Hs throat narrowed fromthe exertion of the chase.
Breat hi ng grew harder and harder. Hi s heart pounded. Wat's nore,
runni ng through the gray forest wasn't easy. The rug of fallen | eaves



was slippery. Knots of roots erupted fromthe ground to form sudden
obstacles that he had to | eap over. Here, branches hung so | ow that he
had to stoop double to run beneath them And then there were the

Ski nners. Yes, the Skinners. The nicknane came easily enough when he

t hought how they'd peel ed the guy alive. The Skinners followed at a
full-bl ooded run, easily weaving around tree trunks, their eyes

gl eam ng, no doubt lusting after Benedict's epidernc covering.

"I... I.. "1 can't run nuch farther were the words he was aimng to pant
out to Nathaniel, only exhaustion robbed the air fromhis |ungs.

The big guy didn't appear to notice the broken start
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of Benedict's sentence. Instead he pointed to a screen of undergrowt h.
"Go through there. Keep running forward. Don't stop for anything. Don't
| ook back. Don't fall.”

Jesus Christ. That's a tall order. It's all | can do to keep ny footing
on this slippery mnush

On gl anci ng back now, he saw that the Skinners were only fifty yards
behi nd. And, boy, were they com ng on strong. They'd got the hunter's
fire in their hearts now. They would not stop until they had their
fingers under his face, ripping ... peeling.

Benedi ct put his head down to charge through bushes into a clearing.
Before he could even interpret what he saw, a block of mst standing in
the clearing engulfed him Cold and warmair currents noved the air in
turbulent twists. Drizzly rain wet his face. There was a sense of the
ground bei ng dropped away beneath his feet, so |like one of those cartoon
characters sprinting over a cliff edge, suddenly his feet paddled air,
not solid ground. Imrediately his balance was shot. He felt hinself
stunbling. What's nore, he could see nothing but pearl-white m st
pouring against his face. Then his feet slanmed agai nst a surface. Not
spongy, not uneven, but still slippery as hell. Arnms flailing as he
tried to regain his bal ance, he spun, fell butt first, then | ooked
around. Absolute dark. He saw nothing. Heard nothing. And yet, he knew
i medi ately where he was. The warmdry air bearing a snmell of dust gave
it away. The Luxor.

"G ve me your hand.”Nathaniel's voice was evenly bal anced. No sign of
exertion.

Benedi ct held up his hand and felt another close around his.
"Stand. 1'll lead you.”
As well as freaky feet, the guy had perfect night vision, too.

"\Where are we goi ng?”
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"The apartnent. | know your friends are there.”

"How do you know t hat ?”



"\W' ve been wat ching.”

Benedi ct all owed hinself to be |led through absol ute darkness that
pressed with vel vet softness against his eyes. "I know sonet hi ng,
t oo, "he said.

” O,]?H

"Your name is Nathaniel Lockram Your father once owned this place.”

"You're right,”Nathaniel agreed. "I have plenty to tell you, too.
Careful of the door. We're nmoving into the | obby There, do you see?”

Benedi ct saw. The security boards didn't quite cover the gl ass panels
over the front entrance. Here and there, norning sunlight fornmed rods of
gol d that shone through cracks to illum nate areas of carpet or
fragnments of tomb paintings on walls. Benedict saw Nat hani el pause to

| ook at the reproduction munmy painting, then raise his head to gaze at
the eye of the sun god on the ceiling.

"\What about those things follow ng us?”Benedi ct regai ned his breath.
"They' |l catch up soon enough.”

"No. | closed the doorway as soon as we passed through. They'll still be
running in circles in the clearing and scream ng at each ot her

wonderi ng where we went.”He shrugged, then added, "Like | say, they're
not very bright.”

"But very dangerous?”

” Yes X ”

"What if they reopen the doorway?”

That they can't do.”

"I"lIl see if | can raise ny friends.”Benedict wal ked to the door that
led to the apartnent. He knocked.

"Before | share information with you, perhaps there is something you can
tell me ... ?”

"Benedi ct.”
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"Benedict. |I'mconcerned for nmy friend. | haven't seen her in a while.”
" Ch?”

"You m ght have encountered her here.”

The bl ood drained from Benedict's face as he realized what the man woul d
say next.

"Benedict. |I'mlooking for a woman called Mariah Lee.”



Two

Logan had considered blasting the two nen into the hereafter as they
crossed the dance floor. Only when he fired next, he was keen that
Ell ery Hann woul d be the nunero uno in his sights.

The first he knew about the arrivals was a scuffling sound, as if one
had fallen. He chose not to use the flashlight; instead he relied on a
dimlight that cane froma source he couldn't identify Strangely though
there | ooked to be a mist on the dance floor that just for a second
glowed with its own radiance. Then it had gone, returning the building
to darkness. Logan couldn't see anynore, but he'd glinpsed enough. One
big guy built like a pro westler along with his smaller am go. Logan
had recogni zed neither. Unless they were arned he didn't see that they
posed a threat. And at that nmoment Logan had no fear of themusing a
cell phone to contact the cops. They were up to sonething freaky. No way
were they going to bring the forces of | aw and order here.

Soon those two, along with Eh-Eh-Ellery's buddies, would know the fee
of red hot nmetal boring holes through their bodies. Logan kissed the
barrel of the submachine gun, then settled down to wait sone nore.
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Opening the door to a man with bl ue-white skin, the same snooth shining
texture of marble, and who stood cl ose to seven foot and wei ghed perhaps
in excess of two-fifty pounds, came as no surprise to Ellery. He'd seen
hi m before. He'd even seen that his rmuscular legs, clad in denim ended
not in feet but hands. Ellery had believed he'd watched the man during
an excursion into inmagination, only now he knew di fferently. The man and
the gray forest he, Ellery, called The Place, and the shining city on
the hill were as real as the skyscrapers of Chicago.

Benedi ct spoke softly, "Don't worry Ellery. He's with nme.”
Ellery stood back to allow the giant to enter through the doorway

"Are-are you all right?”Ellery asked Benedict, seeing his clothes and
face sneared with dirt and fragnents of dead | eaf.

"Fi ne. Nathaniel here got ne away from sonme guys who were really bad
guys. "Benedi ct nodded upstairs to the apartnment. "Are Robyn and Noe
here?”

El | ery nodded.

Benedi ct rubbed his jaw, thinking hard. "Nathaniel here is going to tel
us sonething we need to know. | put the enphasis on need. He's al so here
to find Mariah. But before he goes upstairs, | have to reassure Noel

and nake sure he stows the gun. The last thing we need is any nore
shooti ng.”

For no reason that Ellery could determ ne, he shivered with that

goose-t hat - wal ked- over - ny-grave sensation. The last thing we need is any
nore shooting. Crows gathered on the roof. Foreboding cast | ong shadows
inside his mnd. Death stal ked through the Luxor's dark heart. At that



nmonent Ellery Hann sensed there would be nore shooting. And dangers
wor se than they coul d possibly imagine.
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Robyn had seen enough visitors from The Place not to be fazed by

Nat haniel . Wth the exception of hands for feet, he could have m ngl ed
easily in any gathering of gol d-medal -wi nning athletes, while his face
framed by soft curls of hair could be described as handsone by anyone's
standards. Perhaps the only giveaway of his otherworldly origins would
be the bluish tan of his skin.

| have a monster in my kitchen, she thought. There is a nonster sitting
at nmy table.

The thought didn't send her giggling insanely or gasping with shock
After tending to the injured girl with the red bl ossom mouth and bei ng
attacked by three creatures that had burst fromthe supernatura
netherworld, this was ... well, this appeared nmld in conparison. Even
Noel accepted the facts as they were. After being reassured by Benedi ct
t hat Nat hani el was one of the good guys, Noel l|eft the handgun in the
bedroom and pulled up a chair to the table as if the big blue-white man
was sinply anot her houseguest.

So here we are, she thought matter-of-factly. Sitting around the table
with cake on the plates and coffee in the cups. First of all they

i ntroduced thensel ves, then they exchanged recent experiences: Robyn,
Ellery and Noel being attacked on the dance floor by creatures that they
now referred to as Skinners, after hearing of Benedict's encounter

Wth their surreal visitor accepting a glass of water, but politely
declining food, they reached a point of 314
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psychol ogi cal acceptance of the situation they found thensel ves pl unged
i nto.

Robyn found hersel f aski ng Nathaniel the question that she guessed the
other three had been thinking: "In the last few hours so nmuch has
happened to us. On Sunday | learned | was pregnant, even though ...” She
felt a blush heat her cheeks. "Even though Noel and | were careful and

t ook precautions. The fetus inside me can't be nmuch nore than a
fertilized egg, and yet over the |last couple of days | felt something
fluttering and nmoving inside of me. That happens nonths into pregnancy,
not within a few hours of conception.”Nathani el had been | ooking her in
the eye, but he slipped his gaze away as she spoke, as if he couldn't
bring hinself to nmake eye contact. He knows sonething is going to happen
to nme, sonething connected with this weird pregnancy. Even though the
revel ation sent a flood of ice through her veins, she didn't allow
herself to falter as she spoke. "On discovering | was pregnant, | was
forced, due to fam ly circunmstances, to find a new home. By instinct |
was drawn to the Luxor with Noel. W wound up neeting Ellery who
suggested we stay in this apartment. Poor Noel nust have figured | was
off ny head. Only for me it seened the nost natural thing in the world
to make nmy home here in this sixties throwback apartnent, in a redundant
dance floor, in the nmiddle of nowhere. But of course | didn't know then



that there were other forces here at work, did |?”Pausing only to note
Nat hani el ' s nodded agreenent, she surged on. "W know from what Benedi ct
told us after watching your father's video that the Luxor has exerted a
conpel l'ing influence on men and wonen before. That on the dance fl oor
there is a doorway to another world filled with m” She stopped herself
finishing the word. "Filled wi th individuals who have been physically
rewor ked by forces we don't understand.
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That may be those sane forces conpel us to come to the Luxor?

"And sone of those individuals believe that their real home lies through
t hat doorway? Benedi ct added. "Beyond the gray forest.”

Robyn continued, ”"So, what is happening here? Wat is this place-this
city on a hill-sonme people think is their real home? Wiy is there

somet hing nmoving in ny wonb when it should only be a pinhead of cells?
What happened to Mariah Lee to change her anatony? Wiy do Ellery and

feel as if we can't leave this building? Wat's so special about it? How
can Ellery's injuries heal so fast in the other place? Wy are creatures
| eapi ng out fromthe supernatural doorway to attack us? Wy Nat hani el
why?” She finished the questions in a rush, her heart beating hard.

Cal My Nat hani el considered the outpouring of questions for a noment,
t hen: "Robyn. The answer to all those questions, and nmore, is ..."He
poi nted a massive finger at her

” ,w?”
"You. "He nodded.

Noel stirred, angry, wondering perhaps if Nathaniel planned sone stunt.
Robyn noti ced Benedict |eaned forward, listening hard, while Ellery
nodded, too, as if that was the answer he'd expected. Qutside, the
nor ni ng sun shone bright, while nore crows glided in to join their

bl ack- as-m dni ght conr ades.

Me? 1'm the answer. Robyn took a deep swallow of coffee. The fluttering
started in her stomach again, as if butterflies beat their w ngs against
the walls of her wonb. There was a sense of tightness, too. Sonething in
there was | arger than before. A sonething that grew fast.
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"Me?” Robyn Vincent held the coffee cup tightly. Her hand shook a little,
rai sing concentric rings in the dark liquid. "Me? How am | the answer to

t he questions | asked you?”

Nat hani el brought his large soul ful eyes to rest on hers. They were an
i ntense electric bl ue.

There are secrets there that involve nme, she told herself. He's finding
it difficult to broach them He doesn't want to frighten me. But, dear
CGod, what truth can be that frightening?



"There are worlds that run parallel to this one,”Nathaniel told them
"In the past, different cultures had different names for them Elysium
Val hal | a, The Happy Hunting G ound, Hades, heaven, hell.”He spoke gently
m ngling the manner of a priest and schoolteacher. "Christians believed
t hat between heaven and hell there was a third place called purgatory.
This is where the souls of the dead could be cl eansed by suffering. That
istosay if they suffered enough tornent and pain, their sins would be
erased. Then they would be free to continue to heaven.”

Robyn made the link. "You're saying the gray forest through the doorway
i s purgatory?”

Nat hani el shrugged a muscul ar shoulder. "1 don't have the wi sdomto nake
t hat pronouncenent. But it is a kind of holding ground for people who
are emotionally damaged in some way. They are prevented from passing to
the city on the hill.”

"Surely, you're not telling us the route to heaven is through a dance
fl oor?”

"No ... I'mnot, definitely not. And |I'm not saying that we, the people
who i nhabit the gray forest, are sinners. That we've been condemed to
rot there. No.

mm }: ~-
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I ndividuals there are enotionally damaged. They have suffered so nuch in
their lives, for whatever reason- financial crisis, upbringing,
bereavenent, illness-that their instincts are faulty. Inmagine a
mgratory bird that's suffered a brain injury as a chick; then we can
concei ve that instead of flying south as wi nter approaches, it m ght

| eave the flock and fly north or west or east. Or it mght not feel that
built-in urge to mgrate at all. These people-my conpatriots-are the
same. W understand we should nove on to the place we know of as hone,
but we can't. W're stuck. W' re bogged down enotionally. W don't know
how to continue the journey.”

"Wait a minute here. Wait just one minute.”Noel's slow burn anger had
started to flane. "You're telling us that through the doorway is a kind
of afterlife. But everyone we know who's gone through into that forest
have been alive. Wiat's nore, Ellery Benedict and Robyn- and you,

Nat hani el - have returned. You're not ghosts, so don't give me that heaven
and hell stuff.”

"No. It's nore conplex than that.”Nathaniel still maintained the calm
voi ce, concerned that they understand him

"I figured it would be.”Noel scow ed.

"l used those references to other planes of existence because they were

ternms of reference we are fanmliar with. For years now, physicists have

been tal ki ng about ot her di nensi ons beyond our three dinmensions. Before

t he universe was forned, science tells us that there were many nore

di mensi ons. Astrononers tal k about black holes, where time and space are
di storted by huge gravitational tides. If anything, science is only now

begi nning to explain, in technical terms, what men and women for twenty

t housand years have known intuitively



"That there are invisible worlds running parallel to this one.”Benedict
nodded. ”"You'd be hard-pushed to find an
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ancient culture that didn't have nyths and | egends relating to sone
ot herworl dly paradi se or dark nether regi on where the damed suffered
for all eternity.”

"And, furthernore, ”Nathani el added, "these alternative realns were often
hone to gods, angels or a whole zoo of supernatural creatures-dragons,
ghosts, goblins, denons, genii, giants, chimera-"

"Ckay. Ckay.”Noel rubbed his jaw. ”"Supposing there are these other
wor | ds-"

"There are an infinite nunber,”Nathaniel held up a finger. "The dance
floor is a route to just one.”

"Ckay, the gray forest is part of another world. The Luxor dance fl oor
hol ds sone here-today-gone-tonorrow doorway. |'lIl go along with

that.” Noel clenched his fist on the table. "But why are sone people
lured here thinking this is the way home? And why do perfectly regul ar
peopl e, who find thensel ves stranded there, becone ... well, changed?
Reconfi gur ed?”

Nat hani el rested his fingertips together. "I could sit here for the next
six months and explain. But still | wouldn't have explained it all. It

i s conpl ex. Thousands of years ago, our ancestors mated with visitors
fromthese alternate worlds who either by accident or design entered the
worl d we know as earth. You might have inherited their genetic material
Thi s has been passed down from parent to child for hundreds of
generations. And this genetic material does not degrade or corrupt. You
Noel , have dark hair with a kink at the crown. | daresay your father has
t he sane kink and so does your grandfather. The genes you carry have
programred that kink in your hair. If you could travel back ten thousand
years you'd probably find your ancestor had that sane identical kink
Robyn, here, has al nond-shaped eyes that hint at Asian ancestry.

However, she might trace her famly history back to Ireland, say, or
Italy for hundreds of years, but what she doesn't know is that her

anci ent ancestors night have migrated fromthe Indian subcontinent

ABf «*«:
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to Europe five thousand years ago. And yet the al nond-shape trait
remains.”

"And how does this tie in with ny Cro-Magnon great, great, zillion
gr eat - grandmammy nmaki ng whoopee with one of these worl d-next-door guys?”

"Because it neans you would still contain a certain amount of genetic
material in your body from your otherworld ancestor. And just as that
genetic material dictates hair color, or the shape of your nose, or even
if you're predisposed to premature deafness, nale pattern bal dness, or
some other condition that develops later in life, then it also inplants



into you certain instinctive behavior.”

Robyn began to understand. "So if you carry this otherworld gene, it
m ght give you this overriding inpulse to return to the world you were
born in?”

Nat haniel's eyes Iit up with delight at getting his point through
"Exactly. Just |like salnon are genetically programmed to return to mate
in the river where they were spawned. And just |ike how Canadi an geese
have the instructions to migrate etched in their very cells, so certain
men and wonen who carry the otherworld gene find their desire to return
to the world of their ancestors is triggered at times of stress or
during serious illness. It's an instinct for self-preservation. If
you're threatened in some way, the inperative surfaces to return hone.
You foll ow?”

They nodded. Even Noel added, "And this is a mysterious process? Like
sal non know how to navi gate across thousands of mles of ocean to reach
one particular river, so these people who get the buzz to return hone
know, sonehow, to cone to the Luxor.”

" Absol utely. Zool ogi sts believe sal non can navigate using the earth's
magnetic field. Sonething simlar nust happen to the individuals whose
i nstinct guides themhere.”

"But you still haven't pulled all the strands together'' Robyn said.
"Ckay we now know some carry The Pl ace
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gene, for want of a better description ... that they cone here, go

t hrough the portal on the dance floor, and home in on that city on the
hill. And we know that certain individuals are enotionally damaged,

their inner guidance systemfails, so they are stranded in the forest.

"\Where they become nonsterized, if you will excuse the ugly
phrase, "Benedi ct interjected.

Robyn continued, barely missing a beat. "And they are reshaped by
power ful forces. But why-oh-why, Nathaniel, am| here? Tell me, how do
fit into this?”

" A nunber of people are natural-born heal ers.”Nathaniel found it hard to
make eye contact with her again. ”"Just like the people who instinctively
need to | ead others, or aspire to beconme artists, there are others who
are drawn to heal the sick or care for the di sadvantaged.”He took a deep
breath. "In the forest there is a powerful energy that flows through the
fabric of the world there. It nourishes all forns of life. People Iike
me don't need to eat. Only there's a malignant quality to the energy. It
scranbl es the genes that govern anatomical growh. While it neans that
injuries heal fast there, mraculously fast, it also reconfigures the
men and wonen who are stranded in the forest. They won't go hungry, they
won't get sick, they won't die of old age. But they exchange human
frailty for a nmonstrous robustness.”

"That's evil,”Noel breathed. "The poor devils.”



"Al nost |ike purgatory.”Benedict gave a grimsmnile. "And those
nonsterized men and wonen are like souls in purgatory being spiritually
cl eansed t hrough suffering.”

Nat hani el all owed the conparison with a nod. "There is suffering and
tornment beyond conprehension. Those individuals you called the Skinners,
Benedi ct, have been driven insane by decades of pain resulting froma
mut ant redevel opnent that dissolves bone nmass before fornm ng new

skel etal structure and abnornmal tissue growth.”He shrugged. "It hurts.
And t he Skinners have
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reached the schizoid conclusion that if they wear the skin of soneone
fromthis world, it will heal them”

Benedi ct said, "So if an individual who is a genetic healer enters the
gray forest, then there's a chance they can actually renedy the physica
danage.”

"A healer is far nore powerful than that. He or she can heal the

enoti onal wounds that stranded those nmen and wonen in the first place.
The instinctual guidance systemw || be repaired and they can continue
on to the land of their genetic ancestors.”

Robyn saw the four people at the table turn to | ook at her

"So."She forced a weak smile. "This is the reason why |'m here.
possess the healing gene.”

"You do carry the gene.”Nathaniel's voice softened. "But no, you're not
t he heal er, Robyn. The child you now carry is the healer.”

"I"msorry,”she said. "Then you have a long wait.”

He gave a snmall shake of his head. "That is why | had to cross over to
your world. I'mhere to tell you, Robyn, that your child will be born
toni ght.”

Chapter Thirty-three

e

Robyn Vincent recoiled fromthe words as if they' d been stones hurled
into her face. |"'mhere to tell you, Robyn, that your child will be born

toni ght. Standing, she backed away fromthe creature that owned a
bl ue-white skin and hands for feet. Wth a savagery that blazed through

every nerve, the words reverberated in her head. I'"'mhere to tell you,
Robyn, that your child will be born tonight.
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"No. | don't believe you.”She | ooked from Nathaniel to Ellery, Benedict,
Noel. "It's not true, is it?"she appealed. "That's not possible.”

The expressions of the three nmen were as conpassionate, yet as hel pl ess,
as a famly gathering around the bed of a terminally ill relative.



"Benedict, you know it's inpossible for a woman to go full-termin
days. ” She pressed her hands agai nst her stomach. "This baby won't be
born until the end of the year. It takes nine nonths,”she insisted.
"Ni ne mont hs. The baby was conceived just a few days ago. Isn't that
right, Noel ?”

He | ooked up, feeling for her, but hel pless.

Ellery said, "Please sit down, Robyn. If Nathaniel says it will happen

She stared at Ellery in horror. ”You believe hinP”She turned to the man
she | oved. " Noel ?”

Noel doubted everything that Nathaniel had told them He woul dn't
swal  ow that, surely. Not the ridiculous notion that a wonan could fal
pregnant one week, then give birth the next. Noel would never ever
accept that in a hundred years ... only she saw the expression on his
face: horror struck through with fascination. "Noel, you believe it,

too, don't you?” She pressed her hands harder to her stomach, her fingers
splayed, as if they'd become the bars of a cage, keeping in what desired
with all its otherworldly heart to break out.

Benedi ct said, "We'll |ook after you, don't worry”

"Don't worry? Don't worry!”She | ooked fromface to face. They blurred as
her eyes skated from one anxi ous expression to another. "Don't worry. O
course I'mdam well worried. I'mterrified. 1'"'mso scared | could kil
nmysel f!”She | ooked down at her stonmach as a surge of fluttery novenents
erupted. "Ch nmy God. What have | got inside of nyself? Nathaniel. It's
not human, is it?”

Nat hani el | ooked at her with those wi se eyes that could have been a

t housand years old. He'd seen so nuch. He knew too rmuch. At |east nore
than he found
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easy to live with. Then he told her sonething that rocked her backward.
She knew she'd renenber the words for as long as she was given life on
this earth.

Gently, he said: "The child you carry was not conceived in the nornal
way. Your body responded to the needs of all those damaged people in ny
worl d. Something inside of you willed the fertilization of the egg.”

Robyn funbl ed back to the chair, sat down with her arms on the table
taki ng her weight before she fell down. Heart beating, short of breath,
mouth dry; the roomtilted as vertigo threatened to overwhel m her

"You carry that otherworld gene,”Nathaniel told her. "Those that do can
sense it in others. If you nmeet someone with the same gene, you feel a
ki nship with them even though they might be strangers. You wonder if
you' ve known them before in the past.”

Robyn managed to raise her head to neet Ellery's eye. Yes, that's why
she'd felt that lightning flash of recognition when she first met
Ellery. Fromhis expression he knewit, too.

Nat hani el continued, "That otherworld gene also permts your body the



ability to function in a different way fromthose who don't carry it.’
"Such as spont aneous conception?”she said, her voice strained.

Nat hani el nodded. "But believe this, Robyn. W will take care of you.
Just as Mariah was sent here to guard you.”

Benedi ct frowned. "I could swear that Mariah was attacki ng Robyn the
first time | saw her.”

"Mariah was saving her from being attacked by those unfortunates in the
wood. Most have been driven to insanity, they' re so desperate to be rid

of their pain. They will have sensed that Robyn here was carrying a
child who will heal them 1In their desperation ...”"He shrugged,
gri maci ng.

"You mean they would have torn her apart to get at
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t he unborn chil d?” A | ook of absolute horror took possession of Noel's
face.

Nat hani el gave a regretful shrug. "As | say, their desperation for a
savi or has shattered their |ogic. They have the capacity to do terrible
things. But it isn't their fault.”

Noel stood. "We've got to get out of here.”

"That's not possible.”

"For one, we need to take Robyn to a hospital.”

"I repeat: not possible”Nathaniel told him ”She nmust have the baby
here.”

"No, way, buddy. Robyn and | are |eaving.”

Nat hani el didn't nmove. His solid presence even nore statue-like. ”"Noel
Robyn will die if you try to renove her fromthe building.”

"That's true”she said as certainty gripped her. ”"The sane force that
drove me here won't let me leave. Not until it's over.”

Ell ery nodded; he felt it, too.

" Ckay, "Benedi ct said, "that may be. What we nust do is bring in
speci al i st help.”

Noel shrugged, bew | dered. ”"Hel p? What kind of hel p?”
"A doctor, and whatever medi cal supplies Robyn will need.”

"Shoot, how the hell are you going to convince a doctor to cone out
here?”



"I"ve got plenty of cash in ny checking account. That's a powerful
per suader. Anyone have a cell phone? I'lIl start naking calls.”

Ell ery shook his head. Robyn exchanged gl ances with Noel. "W have
phones but no electricity to recharge the batteries.”

"That's not a probl em "Benedi ct sounded busi nesslike. "I've got the car
['"lIl drive home and make the calls fromthere. 1'll also get the cash.”

Robyn found it hard to speak. "Thank you ... | don't know ... we haven't
got any cash to repay you. Unless there's a way we can owe-"
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"No, don't mention it.”Benedict shot her a reassuring smle. "l've been
hoarding for the day | found Mariah. Now that |'ve found her, well...
let's say priorities change.”

That was it. Plans were made. Benedict would bring a doctor. And just
for a noment, the prospect of accel erating through nine nonths of
pregnancy in maybe a dozen hours didn't seemso horrific. Then it al
changed. A furious knocki ng sounded on the door downstairs. A cold hand
gri pped her heart. That poundi ng signal ed the death of Benedict's plans.

Two

The sound puzzled Logan. It jiggled his curiosity enough to want to grab
the flashlight and see what was happening on the dance floor. Only to do
that woul d give away the fact that he sat here behind the stage curtain
wi th a subrmachi ne gun on his lap. A funny sound though ... funny weird

funny peculiar... funny sinister. Like people who wal ked strangely
were shuffling across the floor, dragging their feet. He could even hear
the snorting way they breathed. Shit, did they have |ung conplaints or
what ? You had to suffer sonething bad to nake that kind of noise.
Sucking and blowing with a wet bronchial crackle. Now, who woul dn't want
to turn on the flashlight and have a gander at that crowd? But he needed
that el ement of surprise.

So lay off the light, buddy, he told hinself. You only want to flick the
swi tch when you know Eh-Eh-Ellery Hann is standing there. That's when
you can hose himdown with these nine-mllineter slugs.

The funky footsteps weren't headed Logan's way. That was good. Instead
they retreated through the darkened interior of the dance floor. That
was puzzling. Where were they headed? Through the dark came the sound of
the big doors to the | obby opening. A glimer of day-
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[ ight beyond reveal ed a bunch of silhouettes bobbing through. That was
reveal i ng. Now he knew nore than ever that Ellery and his buddi es were
hol ed up behi nd one of those | ocked doors through there. Sone cash
office or liquor store or sonething. The suspicion was confirnmed when he
heard a fist pounding on a cl osed door

Let us in, let us in, old friends.



That m ght have been the neaning, but it was a mighty powerful knock
These newconers coul d have been aimng to smash the door rather than
making a rappity-rap to attract attention to their arrival

Ckay he thought, running a hand down the barrel of the gun. Let's see
what shakes down next.

Thr ee

Have you ever thought what death would sound like if he ever cane
knocki ng at your door? During many a sl eepless night after Mariah's
di sappearance, Benedict had imagi ned how it would sound. And it woul d
sound just like that. A nmeasured pounding that was so deep and so
powerful, it would shake the very walls of the building.

"They' ve foll owed us. They know t hat Robyn is here.”

"The Skinners? You said they were too stupid to open up the
doorway. "Benedict rose to his feet as the poundi ng grew | ouder

"No. Not Skinners. These are the others. They can open the doorway if
they want to badly enough. They sense that the birth is imrnent.”

"They want ny baby?”

Benedi ct saw the girl's eyes open wide with fright.

Nat hani el nodded. "They crave rel ease fromtheir agony. He clenched his
fists, angry. "They're so desperate they'll ruin everything. They al ways

do.”
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"I't's happened before?”As Benedi ct asked the question he saw the | ook of
dread seep into Nathaniel's once-cal meyes.

"Yes. ” Nat hani el touched his chest. "I might have hel ped them | had the
gene.”

"That's why you were abducted as a baby?”

"But there was sone defect in ny body, too. | never grew into the healer
t hey needed so desperately. He stood up, taking his weight on those
massi ve, splayed foot-hands. "I grew into something el se instead. Now,

damm them they're going to wind up destroying the very thing that can
save them”

"Dear CGod ..."Robyn swayed. She wasn't far fromcollapse. The shocks of
the last few hours had been |ike hanmer bl ows. Benedict doubted she
could take any nore. If they broke in, she knew that they woul d-

Crash. This time the blow had a splintering afternoi se, wood rendi ng.

Noel bounded through the doorway. "I'mnot letting the bastards touch
her!”

Benedi ct followed with Nathaniel joining them @ ancing back, he saw
that Ellery had crouched beside Robyn to put a protective arm around
her. Instead of heading for the stairs, Noel detoured to the bed-' room



then returned with the gun. The man's eyes bl azed fury.

Downstairs, the door shivered on its hinges. Pressure followed bl ow.
Those things were trying to push the door open. Either they were strong
or there were many. The door curved i nward beneath the force of the
push. Beyond the narrow slats of frosted glass in the top of the door
Benedi ct glinpsed m sshapen heads bobbing as they clustered there. Beans
of light shining through the boards on the main Luxor doors caught a

gl eam ng eye or a domed skull

Noel paused just for a second. The door creaked, groaned. The frane
cracked as wood fibers vyiel ded.
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Screw heads noved | oosely in the holes. The pressure was inmense. Those
creatures woul d soon burst through to snatch Robyn ... or at |east
snatch the thing they craved in her wonb. Noel raised the revolver,
ainmed, then fired two shots. One smacked into heavy tinber. The second
passed through a narrow slat of glass to smash into the blurred face of
one of the creatures that shoved at the door. Benedict heard a bark of
pai n.

"Good shot, "Benedi ct breathed. "Got any nore guns?”

"No. And | only have twenty rounds left.”

"Dam. It's not going to be a cinch popping out for nore.”

"Shooting themisn't the answer,”Nathaniel told them

"No shit,”Noel countered. "It felt good to ne.”

"You' ve di ssuaded them for the noment,”Benedict said. "Wat we need to
do is barricade the door. If we plug the stairwell with furniture, that

shoul d stop them”

"Hey,' Noel turned, startled by the suggestion. "I thought you said we'd
bring medi cal hel p for Robyn?”

"As | said, popping out is no |longer a cinch.”
"Benedict's right.”Nat hani el nodded.
"You mean we're under siege?”

"But we can stop themfromgetting in.”Benedict clinbed the stairs.
"We' || stuff so much furniture behind the door they'll never push it
open.”

Wth the formidable strength of Nathaniel, it didn't take much nore than
ten mnutes to carry cabinets fromthe bedroons down to the door that
was now taking a tentative shove or two. They wedged the bul ky (and
meatily robust) cabinets up against the door with the ends wedged
against the stair risers. After that they created a heavy plug of nore
of that ol d-fashioned furniture-bed frames, chairs, a table, a chest of
drawers. This filled the stairwell. If the creatures ever got through

t he door (presumably having to bite it out piece by piece) then they



woul d be faced with close to eight
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hundred pounds of well-carpented tinber and uphol stery, interl ocked and
j amred.

Benedi ct was wondering if words like "There, a job well done”woul dn't
sound too trivial at atine like this, when all three stopped dead and

| ooked at each other. They heard a sound that chilled their blood. From
the direction of the kitchen came Robyn Vincent's piercing scream

Chapter Thirty-four
e

Noel was first back to the kitchen where Robyn stood at the sink
doubl ed up in pain and pressing both hands agai nst her stomach. Ellery
was at her side, worried yet helpless to stop the hurt.

"I't's changing, "she said through gritted teeth. "It's growing. | can
feel it. Ah ... it's hurting now' Pain nmade her too restless to sit.

I nst ead, she paced the kitchen until the spasm passed. A few nonents

| ater she sighed. "It's feeling better now ... |I'm okay.”She returned to
the chair. "Ww, Junior's going to put nme through it, huh?”The snile
tuggi ng her mouth was a fal se one. Her eyes brimred with horror. A thunp
sounded from downstairs as nutant fists punched the door. Even the brave
attenpt at a smile died. Fear tightened her face, pulling back her Iips
to expose her teeth.

"Robyn, trust me: you're safe.”

" Saf e? How can anyone be safe with those things breaking down the door?”
Benedi ct saw the way her eyes darted toward the hallway as crunches of
br eaki ng wood cane in jagged waves fromthe door. The girl was
frightened. And not
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just frightened of thembut frightened of what grew inside her body

"Robyn, "Benedi ct said. "We've packed the stairwell with furniture. Even
if they get through the door they're going to find their way bl ocked.”

Noel reloaded the pistol. "And |I've made sure | left a gap big enough so
| can keep punping shots through. That's going to reduce their
ent husi asm for breaking in.”

Nat hani el reacted to Noel's own enthusiasmfor killing with a w nce.
"When all's said and done, those are ny own kind down there.”

"They're the bad guys, Nathaniel.”He clicked the magazi ne drum back in
pl ace. "They'd hurt Robyn if they got the chance.”

"They' re desperate guys, Noel.”Nathaniel's eyes filled with sadness.



"They don't know what they're doing.”

Noel stood up. "Until they get their heads back together and stop trying
to bust in here, they're still bad guys in nmy book.”Noel went into the
hal Ilway to stand guard at the top of the stairs.

Nat hani el ' s expression of concern intensified. "I wish | could see
Mari ah.”
"I"msure she'll be safe where she is,”Benedict told him "The entrance

to the void under the stage is conceal ed. No one should find her”

"If she's hurt then she should be taken back to my world. She wll heal
qui ckly.”
Benedict's heart went out to the giant. "Don't worry. W'Ill go to her as

soon as we can.”

Benedi ct wondered, \Wat's Nathaniel's story in relation to Mariah?

Nat hani el 's concern was both touching and revealing. Twel ve years ago
Benedi ct had realized he | oved Mariah nore deeply than anyone else in
his life. Ten years ago she'd vani shed. Obsessively he'd searched for
her, even put his life on hold while he sifted meager evidence fromthe
Luxor, or sat in the parking |ot hoping that somehow, imnpossibly she'd
cone ski ppi ng
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out through the doors as if nothing had happened. Now he did know what
had happened to her. A decade ago she'd passed through that portal to
The Pl ace. There she'd been stranded. Over the years she'd becone
nonsteri zed-that word again, that ugly damm word. Mbonsterized.
Monstrification. Mutation. \Watever freak nanme you gave to the process,
she' d undergone profound anatom cal changes. Over the |ast few hours
he'd pictured her lonely and terrified, surviving in the forest, as she
mutated into a tall sexless creature, with gray skin and bonel ess arns
that resenbl ed tentacles. What could it have felt Iike knowi ng that her
mouth was growing ... even blossoming ... into a multilipped horror on
her face? Only now as he watched concern grow in Nathaniel's eyes
Benedi ct coul d rel ate anot her possible version of events: Had Mariah
really been so alone? M ght she have found happi ness?

Benedi ct junped, startled, when Robyn grunted. "Please,”she hissed.
"WI1l you get nme a glass of water?”

Two

Robyn t hought: There are crows on the roof, soothsaying one of us is
going to die soon. There are nonsters trying to break down the door
There are strangers in the Luxor with guns. And there is sonething

i nside of me that wants ...

"Pl ease, another glass.”

Ellery refilled the glass fromthe faucet. Robyn knew she stared at the
shining jet of water with greedy eyes. Water. She had to have that water



now Wy was he taking so |l ong? "Please, hurry,” she panted as thirst
withered her throat.

But, dear God, why do | crave water all of a sudden?

As if in answer, her stomach tw tched. |nside her wonb a solid nmss
turned, then stretched.
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Unh! That hurt... that hurt so bad her eyes blurred. And where's the damm
wat er ?

"Here ... careful .”Ellery spoke gently. "Shall | hold the glass for
you?”

"No.” She all but snatched the water from his hand, spilling precious

glistening drops onto her skin. She drained the glass, then licked the
beads of fluid fromthe back of her hand. "Mre, please.”Taking a

st eadyi ng breath, she added. "I'msorry. | don't nean to be rude but al
| can think about is water... drinking water, lots of it. Jeez, | know
what a crack addict feels |like now”

" Mor e?”

"Pl ease.”Once nore she realized she didn't just | ook at the glass as he
filled it with the crystal clear liquid, she lusted for it. An
expression of sheer greed nust have transforned her face. Ellery handed
her the glass. She gulped at the cold water. It tasted the sweetest

t hi ng.

"It's part of the process,”Nathaniel said. ”"Your body needs water.”

"It's grow ng, "she whi spered. A statenment of fact, incontrovertible
fact. "1 feel it. It's stretching, enlarging.”She rubbed her stomach,
trying to ease the tight nuscles as the fetus devel oped with
supernatural speed. "Junior's going to need plenty of fluid. Al that
extra body mass ... ever see speeded-up film of plants grow ng?” She
realized her speech was slipping free of logic now The faces of Ellery,
Benedi ct and Nat hani el proved that. They worried about her.

At that nonment a gunshot cracked, making her junp.

"Don't worry,”Noel called fromthe hallway. "I'mletting those guys know
that they can't just stroll in here.”

Robyn sat at the table with her fist clenched on the checker-pattern

cloth. She focused on that for a monment, willing herself to stop gul ping
down gl ass after glass of water
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Failed ..

"Anot her glass, Ellery. Thanks. WII you fill me a pitcher

too?"Draining the glass in one thirsty swallow, she relished the
liquid s cool flow down through the core of her body, a body that burned
as arid as any desert. "Pitcher's in the wall cupboard.”She spoke



breat hl essly. ”Another gl ass please, Benedict. |I'msorry.”

As Ellery found the pitcher Benedict refilled the glass at the sink
"Don't apol ogi ze, Robyn. W're here for you. Anything you want, we get,
okay? Do you want to eat?”

"No. Drink's fine ... just keep it com ng.”

That was the noment she stepped over the threshold into her own persona
hell. Qutside the m dday sun shone. Downtown Chi cago sparkled on the
hori zon. More crows glided in fromfaraway fields to settle on the roof
of the Luxor. Inside the dance hall she could hear creatures tearing

down the door. Inside her she knew another |ife was growi ng... and
growing at a hell of a rate, too. And all she could do (even though she
|l onged to scream and tear out her hair) ... all she could do was sit

here drinking glass after glass of water. What's nmore, she had an

audi ence of three. One: Benedict, an amateur detective who'd | earned
that his long lost girlfriend had been transfornmed into sonet hi ng

hi deous. Two: Ellery, a guy whose cruel stammer had forged the
expression of a martyred saint. Three: Nathaniel, a giant with

bl ue-white skin that resenbled cemetery narble, whose legs ternminated in
| arge spl ayed hands.

More water. She could, as the saying went, drink a river dry. The water
didn't fill her stomach. Instead, it was channeled directly to the thing
growi ng i nside of her. Thing? Could she be nurturing a nonster in her
womb? She gl anced at Nat hani el and shudder ed.
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Thr ee

Logan sat and listened to the crazy music of fists ceasel essly pounding
wood, with a chorus of breaking glass and splintering panels. Shit, what
was goi ng on over there? He nursed the submachine gun on his |ap
Tenpting to check the | oony-tunes out, he told hinself. But he'd | ose
the el ement of surprise.

But what surprise? Ellery hadn't shown his stutternonkey face. And here
Logan waited for what seenmed |like ever and a day. His butt was nunb as
corpse neat because he'd sat on this stage for so long. Christ on a
motorcycle. If Ellery and his clan didn't give their ugly faces an
airing soon he'd have to do sonething that woul d make them cone out.
Logan reached out in the darkness to what he knew hung there. H's
fingers brushed the fabric of the back stage drape that covered an
entire wall. He snelled dust and dryness. Logan began to consi der
possibilities.

Chapter Thirty-five
e
"\What ' s happeni ng?”

Robyn gl anced up at Noel in the doorway Thirsty. She drai ned anot her
gl ass. "Wiat's happeni ng out there?”



"They're still trying to get in through the doorway, but there's so much
furniture and junk behind it they can't open it nore than a couple of
i nches.”

Nat haniel said, "I'll pile nore furniture into the stairwell.”
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"Thanks. "

Over the rimof the glass as she drank, she could see Noel's puzzled
expression. "Robyn? Shoul d you be drinking so rmuch water?”

Seeing that she was reluctant to halt her liquid intake, Benedi ct
answered on her behalf. ”"The child inside of her requires fluid to grow
it'll need protein, vitamns and mnerals, too. But | guess its

drawi ng those from Robyn's body

"I wish you hadn't said that.”Robyn panted with the effort of drinking
so fast. "Makes Junior sound |like a cannibal.”

"You should |ie down, "Noel told her

"I'"m staying here near the water.”Ckay, so the statenent wore an edge of
craziness. But that's exactly what | do need, she thought. | need to
keep drinking. | know I'lIl die if | don't keep the water going down

i nsi de of ne.

The fetus demanded nore water than she could supply through drinking
al one. Her eyes had become dry. The noment she took the glass from her
nmout h, her tongue becanme as arid as a rock in a desert. Her fingers

| ooked smaller. Even her skin becane tightly dry so that she felt it
pul | as she noved her |inbs.

The thing inside is sucking all the juice out of ne. Forget canni bal
Read vanpire

The notion shook her. Fear sent shivers through her bones. Crows cawed.
Echoes of her death cry to come? She closed her eyes, struggling to
break the norbid cycle of thought. But even as she diverted thought away
fromwhatever grew inside of her, her imagination fired i mages into her
brain of those creatures breaking into the apartnent. Wat then? She

pi ctured them hol di ng her down on the table and ripping open her stomach
to insanely drag the unborn child from her wonb.

Dri nk. The comand canme again fromwithin. Drink.
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Drink. Ellery filled the glass. Trenbling, she raised it to her lips to
pour nore water down her throat to nourish the creature inside her.

Two

After three hours of drinking glass after glass of water (how nmany, she



didn't know), her stomach had becone swollen. To her fingertips it was
hard, as if a boulder lay behind the skin. This wasn't water filling her
belly, it was solid tissue. Her unborn baby had grown to the point when
she coul d have passed for six nonths pregnant. Stomach nuscles
stretched. The internal pressure became enornous. Al nost expl osive. Her
body nust be close to bursting wide open ... at least, that's how it
felt. Disconfort evolved into full-blooded pain. Every so often the
stretching sensation drove her to wal k around the kitchen, only now her
| egs had weakened. The baby robbed her own body of nourishnment. The
extra wei ght, too, weighed her down. After a circuit of the kitchen
(whi ch gave her a view of the sinister crows sitting in the trees) she
had to sit down again before she fell down.

By now Ellery and Benedict didn't speak. Their eyes said it all, anyway.
Nevert hel ess, they continued to refill the pitcher and gl asses wi thout
bei ng asked. Qut in the hallway Noel and the giant guarded the stairs.

Robyn pressed her lips together to prevent herself from groani ng out

| oud. The baby kicked hard inside her. It noved constantly, stretching,
turning, flexing newly formed |inbs. She clutched her belly as pain
stabbed into her. What woul d the baby | ook |ike? What would it resenbl e?
The face ... what about the face?

Wuld it even have a face?

A human face, that is. Nathaniel told her it would be a
337

heal er of his people, even those breaking down the door. But right now
she felt as if the unborn baby would be the death of her

Three
An hour |ater the pressure inside her body nade Robyn want to scream

"You should |lie down,”Benedict told her gently. "It's maki ng denands on
your body that must be hard to bear.”

"I'"m staying here.”But, God, oh God, was he right about the unborn
infant's demands. It sucked the noisture fromher flesh, even from her

bl ood. Now it squel ched t hrough her veins with the thickening

consi stency of nud. Her eyes were gritty. Arns and | egs had gotten stick
thin. Her body was shrinking in on itself inits effort to feed the
baby. Only her stomach had grown. Now it had become gross, engorged by
the baby (the creature?) it contained. Her T-shirt and sweat pants had
stretched with her belly. Everything seemed at bursting point. Stinging
pai ns darted across overstretched skin.

Go on: SPLIT! | dare you! SPLIT

She stared at her belly expecting at any second to see the skin part
with a ripping sound. Then two hands woul d appear, two bl oody hands t hat
woul d push aside her gory entrails as the nonster escaped from her wonb

Vertigo spun her senses. |Images of the nonster baby breaking out of its
dungeon of flesh boiled inside her mind. Even her brain must be shrunken
wi t h dehydration now. Thought becane harder. Only the irrational nind
novi es became nore frequent and increasingly vivid. She barely noved
now. All she did was drink, rock slightly on the chair, stare at her



stomach. Fl esh quivered, stretched, pulsed as some entity swam through
its
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prenatal ocean. The view of her own body mngled fascination with

absolute horror. Meanwhile, a voice in the back of her head sai d: Not
| ong now.

Four
This was hell. Logan was nunmb in the rear end. H's back ached. He was
sick of waiting here in the dark, listening to the lunatics beat on wood

beyond the doors. Logan couldn't wait any |longer. They'd already killed
hi s buddy. What did he want to wait for? To invite the jerks out for
dinner? Wth the surge of inpatience that ran in scalding rivers through
his body came the recollection: He needed the el ement of surprise.

More of themthan nme, he reasoned. O course, he could give thema hel
of a surprise. He thought about that four hundred square feet of stage
curtain. Then he visualized the cigarette lighter in his pocket.

Fi ve

At six in the evening it cane, a savage pain that plunged all the way
from Robyn's heart right down to the bottom of her stomach. Lightning
bolts of pain forked; one ran down her left leg, the other seared her

right thigh. A squeal burst fromher lips.

Anxious, Ellery offered her another glass of water.

Robyn shook her head. "No. | don't need any nore ... | don't
need- ah! ”She bit her |ip as muscle spasns detonated nerve endings. "It's
starting... the baby's com ng. ”

Her eyes blurred with those cruel surges of pain; she could barely see.
She heard Benedict, though. Wth a tautness in his voice that did
nothing to put her at ease
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he told Ellery to bring Noel to the kitchen, adding, "You' d better warn
Noel . He's going to see things that are going to be difficult to

handl e.”

Christ. Spasns tore at her. Gunting, she clenched her fists and ground
her teeth.

"Time to lie down, Robyn.”

"No. | don't want to lie down.”



” RObyn- ”

"No! Lying down will make ne feel vulnerable. | don't want to fee

vul nerable. This is my child. This is ne giving birth. 1'mgoing to be
in control!”She stood up, grunting with pain at the downward pressure
exerted between her legs. Shit... felt as if she was going to extrude a
two ton granite boulder fromthat little private place

Gimacing, she nade it to a bare expanse of kitchen wall, then stood

| eani ng back on it, so it took her weight. She shuffled her feet apart.
Meanwhi | e her heart thundered in her chest; her respiration cane in
rapi d tugs. And just when she thought there was no noisture left in her
body to perspire, all of a sudden the sweat did cone, pricking through
the glands in her skin to raise beads of nbisture on her face. She cried
out. "Ch! It's going to cone fast.” A scream sounded in her ears. For a
second she didn't even realize that yell blasted fromher own |ips.

"Robyn ...”

She gl anced up through blurring eyes to see Noel hurry toward her, his
arnms outstretched, ready to hold her until it was over. "Noel... you're
not seeing this.”

"Robyn, 1'mgoing to stay with you.”

"No, you're not.”She panted. "I love you. | want us to be together for
years and years and ... uh.”That pain kicked in hard. "I don't want you
renmenbering this every time you | ook at ne.” G oggy, she |ooked to her
right. "Benedict. Ellery WII you help nme?”

Thr ough her own grunts of pain she heard them prom se they woul d. She
nodded. "Noel, |eave the kitchen.”
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"Robyn, | love you. I want to-""Nathaniel. Drag himout if you have to.
OK?” Thr ough sneared vi si on, she managed to make out Nathaniel's nod.
Noel didn't have to be forced, however; reluctantly, he returned to the
hal | way. She prayed he understood. Nathaniel placed his hand on Noel's
shoul der, a gesture of both affection and conpassi on. The door cl osed.

"Ri ght,”she panted. "First things first. Help nme out of these clothes.”
Si x

No food, no water, no light, no cigarettes. Nothing soft for an aching
butt. Blood sugar levels falling. Irritation clinbing. Anger taking
flight to screamng red skies. Shit, Logan had had nore than he coul d
stomach of this. Wen his body had squeezed what fuel it could fromhis
nmuscle tissue, it extracted residues of all the narcotics he'd devoured
over the last couple of weeks. Fromhis liver, kidneys, spleen, even
fromthe body fluids held in reserve in his scrotum the chenicals al
but flew through his arteries to his brain. Wen those babies hit, al
trace of logic and rational thought withered, to be replaced by a
cranky, bad-tenpered nmindset to get this job finished.

Wred, Logan noved fast. Jerking the lighter fromhis pocket, he rotated
the mlled wheel. Wth a pop, the blue flanme appeared to dance on the



wick. Ch, man ... he could even snell the funky lighter fuel snell. A
sexy liquor perfune that warned his bl ood.

"Party's over, Eh-Eh-Ellery.”

Seeing clearly now in that beautiful blue glow he touched the stage
curtain with the flane.

Boyoh- boy-was he right, or was he right about that dry materi al
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Seven

Benedi ct barely had tine to drop Robyn's sweatpants in the corner, where
they'd be out of her way Then Robyn's baby cane.

Wth the face of an athlete racing toward the finish line, eyes staring
strai ght ahead, nouth open, panting, she concentrated on nothing but
pushi ng the baby along the birth canal. Perspiration dripped down her
face. Still with her back to the kitchen wall, she slid into a crouching
position. Ellery stood by her side, unable to help in real terms, but
attentive.

"It's com ng,”she panted. "Ch, God, it's here. ...”

Benedi ct noved to be close to her but instinct had kicked in. The wonan
delivered her own baby, taking it in her hands, as it slipped snoothly,
wetly from her body. Her abdonmen convul sed with powerful nuscle trenors
as she expelled the child conpletely. Benedict noted there was no

unmbi lical cord. Then this was no ordinary pregnancy. The child woul d be
different, too, perhaps in ways he could not even imagine.

Ellery noved as if he'd had years of experience of assisting at births.
He picked up the big, soft bath towel he'd | eft across the back of the
chair for this purpose, and with Robyn's hel p, w apped the baby. Wen he
pl aced the bundl e, cocooned in fluffed cotton, in her arns, she |ooked
down at the newborn child.

"Ellery,”she said softly, "would you nove the towel down a little?
want to see ny baby's face.”

Ellery did so, delicately teasing the towel down so Robyn had a cl ear
Vi ew.

Benedi ct West found hinself holding his breath in anticipation of what
t he new not her woul d see when, for the first time, she closely examn ned
what she had just given birth to.
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Ei ght

The nonents went spinning out as if everyone in the kitchen at the Luxor
dance hall had been cut free fromtine and space. Here was the nost
natural thing in the world, a mother with her newborn baby. Only forces
beyond Benedict's understanding had interfered with the processes of
conception, gestation and birth. This was no ordinary situation repeated



endl essly in maternity wards. This might happen only once every thousand
years.

Benedi ct could barely breathe as he wat ched Robyn exami ne the child as
only a nother could. H's heart beat with hamerlike fury against his
ribs. He found hinself anxious as to how he would react if she | ooked up
at himin horror and screaned out that the child possessed sone
nmonstrous feature or alien |inbs. Those nonents went spinning out and
out as if forever. He waited for her to utter the results of her
scrutiny. He felt the itch of a fear sweat on his back. Surely, she'd
have to speak soon. Maybe she was afraid to express what she'd found in
words. As for Benedict, he couldn't bear to | ook at mother and child.

I nstead he focused on the kitchen table, not daring to even gl ance

t hrough the wi ndow i n case he saw sonet hing hi deous reflected in the

gl ass

A hand touched his forearm He |ooked down to see Robyn as she sat there
on the floor, back to the wall, the baby bundled in the towel.

"Benedi ct.” She breathed out the words. "He's perfect.”

Ellery flashed Benedict a sudden grin that lit up his face. "A boy!”

Benedi ct crouched down, too. "And he's ..
"Fine. Perfect. A beautiful baby boy.”

Benedi ct glinpsed a tiny face with plunp cheeks. A wet cowick of hair
stuck to a forehead. Bl oodstains stil
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snudged the cl enched hands that poked over the edge of the towel. One
hand gave a little twitch; briefly, small fingers extended. Four
fingers. One thunb. Each with a delicately formed fingernail.

Benedi ct sighed with relief. "1'll go tell Dad.”But he'd only wal ked
hal fway across the kitchen floor when he paused. "Wait... does anyone
snel | burni ng?”

Chapter Thirty-six
e

Benedi ct went to the end of the hallway to see what he could see down
the furniture-choked stairwell. Behind himin the kitchen, Noel and

Nat hani el had gone to see the baby for thensel ves. Benedict coul d hear
Robyn (now dressed once nore) reassuring an anxi ous Noel that the baby
was perfectly healthy and perfectly normal. Benedict guessed Nat hani el
was anxi ous, too. |If the baby was this nmuch-needed heal er, then he
needed to know t he newborn was in good shape, too. There was al so the
guestion: how would this healing process in that gray borderl and between
the two worlds work?

Al t hough that nystery would have to wait. Those nonsters at the other
side of the barricade were still hamering at the door (and ripping away
chunks by the sound of it). Another powerful question needed an answer,
too. Wiere the hell was that smoke com ng fronf?
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Shit... this wasn't the best decision he'd ever made. In fact, his whole
strategy had gone butt-side-up. Logan backed across the stage, watching
the sheet of flame spread up the nassive stage curtain. Heat stung his
face. By the light of the fire he'd started, he could see snoke pouring
across the dance hall ceiling nore than twenty feet above his head.

Al ready the lighting gantry had vani shed into a blue fog. Gobs of
burning material fell fromthe curtain to the stage. The heat scorched
hi s exposed skin.

Shit no, not your best decision, old buddy. But | couldn't wait forever.
| needed to get this show on the road.

Only now his enemies would probably scatter fromthe inferno before he
could extract retribution with the gun

Whoever was poundi ng on wood hadn't let the fire disturb them Maybe
they didn't even know that this dry-aspaper place had caught alight? The
i dea of a bunch of goofballs sitting around Ellery Hann playing a big
mar chi ng drum or whatever the hell the source of the noise was sent
balls of flam ng anger surging through Logan's veins.

["lI'l show him he thought. I'lIl show the weird little stutter nonkey.

Wth his fury as nuch alight as the Luxor now, Logan junped down from
the stage. Illum nated by the fire that engulfed the entire curtain, he
raced across the dance floor toward the | obby. As he ran he dragged back
the bolt of the submachine gun, his finger snaked sensuously around the
trigger. Wth a yell of exultation he burst through the door

Shit. ..
What the hell were they doing? What the hell were they?

Anywher e between a dozen and twenty men and wonen cl ustered around the
far side of the | obby. Men
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and worren! Freaking hell, they weren't people, they were nonsters. They
were m sshapen things with weird manes of hair, bul ging eyes, axe-slash
nouths ... some didn't even have arns, but linbs that coiled |like

serpents. And they weren't beating a party drum but wecking a door
clearly aining to break into what nust be a | ocked room

They didn't pay attention to Logan when he stood there aimng the
submachi ne gun at them All their attention was nailed tight to that
door they were assiduously tearing to pieces. Boy there nust be sone
treasure and a half beyond it.

Logan called out to them ”Hey”

They carried on working at the door, tossing aside chunks of tinber
behi nd t hem



” |_by ! ”
Still they worked without even gl anci ng back
"Hey | said |look at ne!”

Enraged by being ignored, Logan |let the notherfuckers have it. The whol e
clip. The entire thirty rounds. A yard of fire spurted fromthe nuzzle.
Its clatter snapped at his eardruns. In the gloomof the |obby he even
saw t he 9-mm sl ugs speed toward their nonster targets. Fiery neteors,
shooti ng awaaa-aaay ... Keeping his finger tight on the trigger, he
raked the crowd. Seconds later the amo clip enptied. Silence rushed
back. Gunsnoke hazed the air blue. In front of himthe entire pack of
creatures had fallen

Awed by the killing power of the weapon, Logan took two paces toward the
dead and dying creatures that lay in a growing | ake of their own bl ood.
Hell... he'd downed the lot. Not one |left standing.

But where's Ellery Hann ?

A crash sounded fromthe dance floor; Logan gl anced back. Dirty rivers
of snoke poured through the | obby doors. The whol e pl ace was goi ng up
Wth the front entrance boarded shut, there was only one way
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out. Logan decided to retreat to a safe distance and watch Ellery Hann
energe when the heat got too much for the stutter nonkey Then: Bi ngo!

Thr ee

Benedi ct had advanced down the stairwell as far as the tangled plug of
assorted furniture that formed the barricade to keep the creatures at
bay when he heard nmachi ne-gun fire. Instantly it put a stop to the sound
of the door being smashed. The downside was that after the clatter of
the gun died away the snmell of burning grew stronger. Mngled with acrid
gunsnoke was the aromatic scent of burni ng wood.

Dam, he thought. The Luxor's on fire.

Sitting in the apartnent waiting for everything to get better by itself
wasn't an option. A second realization hit him Mariah Lee's still under
t he st age.

Benedi ct ran back to the kitchen where Robyn and Noel sat side by side
on the floor with their backs to the wall. Both gazed in wonder at the
bundle in the towel. Ellery and Nathaniel sat on the chairs at a
respectful distance, watching the baby's armwave in the air.

Noel said, "We need to get Robyn and the baby to a hospital. They've got
to be checked over.”

"No.”This cane with a steely firmess from Nat hani el
Benedi ct noticed Noel glance at the revolver he'd put down beside him

The king and queen of all argunents was on its way, but Benedict had
nore pressing news. "We've got to get out of here.”



"There wwas gunfire,"Ellery said, cocking his head to one side, perhaps
realizing that the hamrering on the door had stopped.

"There was, "Benedi ct agreed, his words coming out in a hurry ”"But don't

ask ne who was shooting. Listen: The Luxor's on fire. I'msure of it.”
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"On fire?”

"\Where, | don't know. But the only way out is through the stage door at
the back of the building. If we don't nove now, we'll be trapped.”

Noel | ooked stunned. "But what about those things downstairs? They're
not going to |l et Robyn stroll out here with the baby”

"We' || have to fight our way through if need be. It's either that or
stay here and fry.”Benedict saw Ellery's eyes stray to the w ndow.
"Don't even think about exiting that way. It's a thirty-foot drop to
hardt op. Jumping twenty feet to the ground's lethal in nost cases. That
ki nd of distance is the same as a bullet in the brain.”

Noel checked the gun. "Fully | oaded. Robyn, can you wal k?”
"Yes, but help nme up.”

Benedict turned to Nathaniel and Ellery. "See if you can find weapons. A
kni fe or hammer”

Nat hani el spoke doggedly, ”"Robyn nust not |eave here with the baby. The
baby is a healer. He is needed by ny people.”He nodded with conviction
"The baby stays here.”

"The baby's going to die if he stays here. Cone on.”

Nei t her Nat haniel nor Ellery chose a weapon. Benedict chose a carving
knife fromthe drawer. New and wi ckedly sharp. As Ellery took the baby
Noel hel ped Robyn stand. Meanwhil e, Nathani el pounded through to the
stairwel |, where he began dragging out the furniture. The giant noved
wi th speed and controll ed power. Benedict stood back to allow himto
dismantl e their barricade so they could descend the stairs and confront
what ever waited in the | obby
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Four

Noel insisted on going first. He noved down the stairwell holding the
handgun in front of him He paused at the shattered door, then gl anced
out into the foyer, his head turning in rapid twi sts as he shone the
flashlight. Then he | ooked back up at themas they waited at the top of
the stairs.

"Come on down,"he told them ”"It's not pretty, but it's safe.”

As soon as they reached the foyer Benedi ct saw what Noel neant. There'd
been a sl aughter here. That machine-gun fire had killed the creatures



where they stood. Benedict judged there to be fifteen or so corpses
lying clustered about the doorway. G ngerly, he stepped over the gory
bodi es, feet squel ching into bl ood-soaked car pet.

"The snmoke snells stronger down here, ”Noel said.
"My guess is that soneone's set fire to the building to drive us out.”
"Those?" El | ery asked, nodding at the dead creatures.

"Coul d be. Or whoever killed them”

"A mman called Logan,"Ellery said. "He... he's promsed to kill nme.

"Looks as if the guy's gone on a whole killing spree.”Noel hel ped Robyn
t hrough the swanp of crimson grue. She held the baby tight in its towel
shawl . Renmarkably, her expression was calm She knew her priorities.
Thi s bl oodshed wasn't going to faze her. Her son cane first now.

"W have to exit through the stage area,”Benedict said. "I'Il bring
Mariah out.”

"I"1l come with you.”Nathaniel's eyes blazed with a cold fire of their
own.

There was sonething unreadable in the giant's expression. There's a
secret hidden behind that blue-white face,
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Benedict told hinself. The man is planni ng sonet hi ng

Noel 's opening the doors released a wall of dirty black snoke into the
| obby. "We're going to have to nove fast,”he shouted. ”"The whol e pl ace
is going up!”

Mariah ... Benedict thought of her trapped beneath the bl azing stage.
Smoke ... heat ... she can't survive this.

In seconds they were through the doors onto the dance floor. They no

| onger needed the flashlights. The inferno filled the roomw th white
light. The entire wall that backed the stage appeared to be bl azing.
More pools of fire forned on the tinber stage itself. The heat was
not hi ng I ess than a physical presence scorching their skin, stinging
their eyes. Snoke rolled |like a weird black sea across the ceiling,
sendi ng waves of poi sonous fumes from one side of the roomto the other
Acrid gases irritated the backs of their throats. Coughing, they nade
for the side of the stage, where the flames were snaller

"You're not going to make it that way, ”Nathaniel runmbled. "You' |l burn.

"It's the only way out,”Benedict told him "W have to cross the stage,
then head through the corridors to the stage door.”

"You won't make it.”

Benedi ct turned to Noel. "Lead Robyn and Ellery through there ..
there's a break in the fire. Get out of the building.”

"You'll need a hand.”



"No, take Robyn and the baby out of here. Nathaniel will help nme get
Mariah out.”1f she's alive, was the unspoken thought he tagged onto the
sent ence.

There was no other exit. They psyched thenselves to enter the firestorm
that raged in front of them
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Fi ve

The burn on his left cheek hurt Logan, It made hi mangrier than ever.
He'd just gotten through the burning stage area in time before the

ti mber stage itself caught light. Even so, a hunk of stage curtain had
fallen like a blazing neteor to brush the side of his head. As well as
the burn on his cheek, his ear had been seared, too, and a chunk of his
hai r had gone in one singeing flash

Man, was he pissed.

Now Logan crouched in the corridor that ran back fromthe stage toward

t he back doors. Conmon sense told himto wait outside where it was safe.
But fuck conmon sense. He wanted to see Eh-Eh-Ellery burn, or go down
with a couple of hot slugs busting his gut. The heat fromthe fire was

i ntense, but he could bear it here. What's nore, he could watch the
dance floor in the brilliant Iight cast by the inferno. If they cane
this way, he'd see all right.

Three mnutes |later, Logan grinned. Man, oh nan, good call. He'd been
proven right. 'Cause here comes the stutter nonkey and posse.
Conprising: one girl with a baby, two regular guys and one giant... the

gi ant seened to have weird feet, but with the fog of funes Logan
couldn't figure it out. He grinned. Not that it mattered: in another
sixty seconds he'd have Eh-Eh-Ellery in his sights, then he'd start
shoe- shoe- shoot i ng.

Si x

The sheet of flame that was the stage curtain covered the entire wall
behi nd the stage. Benedict heard coughs from Robyn and the rest devel op
i nto hacking rasps. The heat had becone nothing | ess than a physica
barrier that they had to push against, their faces stinging.
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Benedi ct feared for the baby in Robyn's arnms. Robyn, too, was exhausted.
Ni ne nmont hs pregnancy crushed down into a matter of hours. Gving birth.

Now t his. How nuch nore could she take before she col |l apsed?

They were hal fway across the dance floor when Nat hani el stopped them
"You're not going to nake it through the fire.”



Noel's face blazed with fury at their way being bl ocked by the
firestorm "That's the only way out!”

"There's another route.”

Nat hani el had barely spoken the words when Benedict felt a sudden wash
of cooling air that was fresh as woodland msts in the fall.

"No. We're not going through there.”Noel shook his head.
"\What choi ce do you have? Thi nk about your woman and your child.”

A hol e had appeared in the smoke. Ringed by mist, it contained a coo
gray light inits center. Nathaniel nust have opened the portal by
what ever mnysterious process he enpl oyed.

For a second it seened the firestormfought back agai nst the cool er
currents of air fromthat other place. Snoke rolled over themin waves.
The heat intensified. Sparks drifted down onto their heads fromthe

bl azi ng stage curtain.

Robyn gl anced at Noel. "W don't have a choice.”Not waiting for himto
reply, she hunched herself over the child in a stoop to protect himfrom
the falling sparks. Then she ran at the ten-foot hal o of fog that
hovered just an inch above the dance floor. Wthout a flicker of self
doubt on his face, Ellery followed, too.

Nat hani el gri pped Noel by the el bow. "Take care of them”

For a nonent Benedict wondered if Noel would turn the gun on the giant.
H s eyes burned with fury. He figured that sonehow Nat hani el had pl anned
all this, so
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they'd be forced into that other gray world, where men who were nonsters
waited for the comng of the healer. Half the blazing curtain fell with
a soft whunp sound. It covered the stage in a carpet of fire. Sparks
flew, ferociously stinging any exposed skin they found. Noel jerked his
el bow free of Nathaniel's massive hand. A nonent |ater he vanished,

foll ow ng Robyn and Ellery into that other realm

Benedict turned to the fiery stage, then shot a glance at Nathaniel. "I
don't know if she will have survived.”

"I'"'m bringing her out.”

Benedi ct di sagreed. "W're bringing her out.”

Running to the front elevation of the stage, where the dwarf door was

| ocat ed, Benedict saw smoke curl out where the door nmet the janmb, and he
dreaded what he'd find in there.

Chapter Thirty-seven

e



Logan blinked against the inferno's glare. He'd seen Ellery Hann and the
others start running. Then they di sappeared into the snoke, never to
cone out. The big weird guy and his buddy raced at the stage as if they
were going to take their chance hoppi ng over the flames, only they
ducked down beneath the edge of the stage and vani shed, too. \Wat crazy
shit were they aining to pull? Wen no one appeared, Logan deci ded he'd
have to go to them Cearly they weren't going to come running to him
waiting here ready and rarin' to go with his fully-loaded SMs

I nconsi der at e bast ar ds.
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Robyn didn't know how she did it, but she did it. She kept her footing
as the hard, flat dance floor dissolved under her feet to be replaced by
uneven ground, covered with a slippery mat of rotting | eaves. Instantly
t he snmoke vani shed. Cool, danp air washed across her hot face. She
ventilated her lungs, expelling the toxic fumes fromthe burning Luxor

After blinking away the tears caused by the smoke, she saw that she
wal ked through a small clearing in the gray forest. Al she saw were
tree trunks, branches wi thout |eaves and a bone-white sky above her
head. There were none of those nmenacing figures that she'd encountered
before. Carefully, she eased the flap of towel away from her newborn
son's face. He was unscathed by the inferno. Sl eeping untroubled, his
lips were a healthy pink, while his hands, bunched up near his face,
twitched a little as he dreant of... of what? This world? H's
prophesi zed destiny? Healer of its nonsterized inhabitants?

Wth her legs weak and trenbly now, she nmade it to a fallen | og and sat
down. Seconds |l ater she watched as Ellery lightly stepped through the
twist of fog in the clearing. He was foll owed by Noel, who slipped and
dropped to one knee before pulling hinself to his feet. Noel's face was
dark. The man was troubl ed and perplexed by this strange world of gray
dripping trees. On the other hand, Ellery appeared calm relaxed even,
as if he'd stepped into a reassuringly famliar environment.

Noel came up fast, his eyes radiating concern. "Robyn. You okay? The
baby ...”

"We're both fine.”

Ellery glanced around. "W're al one. W haven't been seen yet.”

A tingle of astonishment ran through her exhausted body. Ellery spoke
wi t hout hesitation, or even a suggestion
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of a stammer. His words possessed a silvery clarity that she'd not heard
fromhimbefore. "This is where you want to be, isn't it, Ellery?”

"This is the way that leads to it.”He snmled. "Beyond the wood there's a
town on a hill.”

"Hone?” she asked



H s smle broadened. "Hone, "he agreed. Once nore secret understandi ng
seened to pass between them as they | ooked at each ot her

Noel sounded prickly. "W can't stay here long. For one, we need to get
you to a hospital. You should get checked out by a doctor”

"l feel fine.”

"You' ve just given birth, Robyn. You need a medi cal exam nation. And
then there's the baby. He will need feeding.”

Ell ery shook his head. "Not here. | don't know how it works, but all the
nouri shnent we need is in the air... in the fabric of the world. It wll
feed us.”

"It heals, too,” Robyn said. She repositioned the baby in her armso she
could rub her stomach with her free hand. "I can feel it... it's
repairing the danage caused by the birth ... one hell of a fast
birth,”she added with feeling.

"What now?” Noel asked.
"Wait for Benedict and Nathaniel.”

"But wait with caution,”Ellery said, glancing about him ”They m ght
al ready know we're here.”

Ellery didn't need to specify "they, Robyn didn't doubt that the
occupants of this gray world would not delay in finding them

Thr ee

Logan | eapt over clunmps of fire on the boards. By this tine the stage
tinmbers were alight. Fires snapped and popped all around him The snoke
was bl indi ng. Hol di ng
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t he submachi ne gun in both hands, he dropped fromthe stage onto the
dance floor. Colden sparks fell Iike burning snowfl akes. Logan ran

t hrough swat hes of snoke, hunting down Hann and his cronies, only the

pl ace was deserted. Maybe another door exited to the parking lot? If so,
where the hell was it?

H s eyes smarted as he scanned the walls, searching for an open door
that would nmock his failure to catch Hann. No door. No wi ndow. So how
could they escape the Luxor? He doubl ed back through blinding funes
toward the stage. He couldn't stay here; the atnosphere was choking.

C unps of bl ack snoke haunted the dance floor |ike ghosts. He tried to
avoid their toxic presence by dodgi ng between them And when he found

hi nsel f confronted by a patch of gray vapor, he figured it would be |ess
poi sonous than its dark siblings, so he chanced dashi ng straight through
the heart of it, determned to reach the backstage area that was, for
present, free of fire.

The worl d pul sed around him Fiery atnmosphere vani shed, to be repl aced
by a cool wash of backwoods air. Beneath his running feet the floor
softened into nush. He skidded, regained his balance, and ran into a
worl d very different fromthe one he'd known before.



Four

Robyn blinked as the scruffy guy in a conbat jacket tunbled forward

t hrough the halo of nmist. He recovered his bal ance. That's when she saw
t he submachi ne gun in his hand.

Ellery breathed in sharply, shocked by the nman's sudden appearance.

The gun, the thuggi sh appearance, the angry light in his eye-none of it
reassured Robyn either. Beside her Noel noved smoothly to his feet and
ai med the gun.
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But the guy was fast. Recovering fromthe transition to this world of
gray trees beneath a bone-white sky, he jerked the ruzzle up, pointing

it at the three of them

"Throw it away, buddy,”the man warned. "This punps out ten rounds in the
time it takes you to sneeze.”

Noel hesit ated.

The guy continued, "It won't just be you, your wife and kid' |l get
bl asted, too.”

Noel foresaw the outcone of a Shootout all too vividly. He dropped the
gun onto the ground, where it fell with a soft thud.

"Kick it over here, buddy”

Noel obeyed. The thug-guy picked up the revolver, shoved it into his
belt. He nodded at Ellery.

"Eh- Eh-El l ery How ya doin'?”

Robyn saw Ellery wince at the man's cruel mimcry of the stanmer

"Yo, Stutter Monkey. Aren't you going to introduce me to your am gos?”
Ellery said, "These are ny friends, Robyn and Noel. This is their son.”
"CGot a baby here in funland? Wat's his nanme?”

"He doesn't have a nane yet.”Robyn spoke forcefully annoyed at being
hel d at gunpoint by this no-mark jerk.

"The baby with no nane,”the guy mused. "Hey, Ellery. Aren't you going to
i ntroduce ne to your friends? You ignorant or sonething?”

"This is Logan,"Ellery said. "W went to the sane school. Logan nade it
his duty to bully nme whenever he could.”

"Bully? Me? Shit! | was teaching you life | essons, bud.”Then sonething
occurred to the man. "Hey, Ellery? What happened to the stutter?”

Ellery didn't answer. Instead: "Let ny friends go. They've got no
argunent with you.”



"Hey listen. | tell you who | do or don't have arguments with. Got that,
Stutter Mnkey?”

Robyn noticed that the vastness of the silent forest
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di stracted Logan fromgetting angry with Ellery-at |east for the noment.
He kept the gun leveled at them but his head turned this way then the
other, taking in the sight of all those dripping trees. He frowned.

"\What happened, peopl e?”he asked. "How did we get here?”

"Through the Luxor. There's a route into this world.”El |l ery nodded at
the hal o of mist hovering just above the |eaf rug. "That's the doorway”

"No, kidding. Yeah ..."Logan grinned. This pleased him ”"It's cool. What
a freakin' dance floor. You can dance fromworld to world!”The snile
vani shed as his eyes widened in surprise. "Hey Ellery |I know this

pl ace!” He shook his head, trying to work it out. "I don't know why I
know it, but |I do. Like |I've been here before, you know?”

Robyn whi spered, "He's got the gene, too.
"CGene? Hey! What the fuck gene?”

"You were born with a gene in your body that contains, anmong other
attributes, an instinctive recognition of this place.”

"Attributes? Recognition? No shit.”He sounded pl eased as he | ooked
around, nodding. ”"Yeah, | do know this place.”H s face brightened even
nore when he made the nmental link. "So this is where the freaks craw

out of ? The ones that me and ny buddy here, M. Tomry Gun, dealt

wi th.”He | aughed. A | augh splashed with a hint or two of neurosis, Robyn
t hought .

Noel spoke: "Have you seen anything like this before?”

"After the shit |I've punped into ny veins? Hell, yes. Mre far out than
this... and nore colors, too. Bright, bright colors. This veers toward
gray too nmuch, huh? Too monochrome for ne.”He changed tack. "Say,
Ellery? Wasn't | just about to bl ow your fucking head off?”

Ellery stood facing him not breaking eye contact with the thug. He
wasn't backing away. He wasn't going to beg for his life either
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Logan pul |l ed back the bolt of the machine gun. "Hell, | won't even set

it to auto fire. One bullet's nmore than enough for a weak-kneed girl -boy
like you.”

"Logan. | knocked you down, remenber?”

Logan renenbered, grimacing. "Sure you did.”Wth that he strode forward

and beat Ellery down with the butt of the gun. Bl ood oozed over Ellery's
cheek as he lay on the ground. "For that reason, Hann, |I'm going to take



my tine with you. You' re going to suffer. You foll ow?”

The swi sh of feet on | eaves drew Logan's attention. Robyn followed his
line of sight. Emerging fromthe halo of pearl-white m st wal ked
Benedi ct. Followi ng him Nathaniel. The giant nan carried a figure in
hi s armns.

Chapter Thirty-eight
e

This is sweet! Logan had Ell ery Hann's buddi es at gunpoint. "Wl conme to
funland. ... Come and stand here near Ellery. I want you bunched ti ght
where | can keep an eye on you.”

Logan gestured with the gun, shepherding themtogether by the fallen
log. If need be, he wanted to kill the entire bunch with a single burst
fromthe submachi ne gun. He noticed the big guy hang back, with his
fists bunched. Big guy's planning sonething clever. ”"You too, nonster
man. |'mwatching you. | know you're figuring to junp me. But no dice,
nmonster man. See this?”Logan jabbed the gun barrel toward his face.
"This is a gun, nonster man. It go boom boom It blow big holes in your
freaking face. Got that?”
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"I know what a firearmis,”the big guy responded. ”"And there's no need
to speak pidgin English at me. | understand you perfectly”

" Pi dgi n what ?”

"He neans, there's no need to make fun of him”Robyn hugged her baby
close. "We all understand what you're saying.”

"Hey, Ellery hows the face? Did | pop any teeth?”

Ellery didn't reply. The cut on his cheek caused by the SMs5 butt had
congeal ed. Shit, it didn't even |l ook as bad as it did a few m nutes ago.
No bl eeding. No bruising. Then Logan recalled seeing Ellery soon after
hi s beatings. Wat shoul d have been a brui sed nmusheroo had heal ed
uncannily fast. Maybe there was nore about this oozing woodl and t han net
t he eye.

Noddi ng, getting a buzz from his deductions, he stood back to exani ne
his captives. ”"Yo. What a pretty bunch you are. Shane | ain't got a
canera; a photo of all you beauties would | ook good on ny bedroomwall.”
A barking laugh erupted fromhis nouth. "Hey, who's the gorgeous babe?”
"Mariah Lee.”

"Ww, what a mouth! Bet she could kiss for gold with that one.”

Logan peered at the wonman (worman? Ha!) who now sat on the ground with

her back to the fallen log. Her head ... and, sheesh, what an overl arge
uneven head ... lolled as if she was only hal f-conscious. "Wat's wong
with her?”

"She's been hurt.”



" How?”
" Shot . ”

"Not by nme?”
"No. "

"Who t hen?”

” |\b6| . ”
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"Who' s Noel ?”

" NB,

"Eh, college boy, huh?”

The one cal |l ed Noel nodded.

"You shot her? Hey, way to go, man. |'mi npressed.”
"I didn't realize that-"

"CGot her nice and square in the chest.”

Logan found it hard to tear his eyes fromthe wonman's nouth. A bul bous
red thing, it pulsated. Wat |ooked like a mllion Iips forned
concentric circles, like sonme weird, exotic blossom Ww ... how nuch
woul d a news channel pay for an exclusive like that? |nmages of

[ i nousi nes and houses with pools came to mind. Not to mention an endl ess
coke trail, for yours truly. The opportunities were as nesnerizing as
the nonster girl's big-BlG-glassy eyes and nultilipped nmouth. Mney.
Fame. Respect. Al those good things beckoned Logan. Then cane a bonus;
he noticed that instead of arns she had snake things com ng out of her
shoul ders. Jesus H Christ. And the big blue guy sprouted hands fromhis
ankl es where feet should be. Hell and damm ... those two al one are cash
cows. All he need do was blast the regul ar people, then get nonster man
and nonster girl out of here.

Dream |y now, thinking of his rich future, Logan allowed his eyes to
drift away fromthe group to rest on a line of bushes that bordered the
edge of the clearing. A fanmiliar face | ooked back at himthrough the
twi gs.

” J Oe?”

The face stared like it didn't recognize his old drug buddy

"Joe, what the hell are you doing here?”

The face noved forward through the bushes, the body still obscured by a
cluster of tw gs.

"What's wrong, Joe?”
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Then Logan saw what was wong. This wasn't Joe. Not exactly Joe, that
is. It was one of those nisshapen creatures, only it wore Joe's face.

Whoopi ng, shaking their arms above their heads, a bunch of God-ugly
creatures burst through the bushes.

Ellery's group reacted with shock. The bl ue-white guy picked up a forked
branch and held it Iike a club. One of the other guys shouted a warning:
" Ski nners!”

Two

Benedi ct had call ed out the warning, ”"Skinners!”The creatures that he'd
seen peel a guy alive came at a run. One wore their butchered victims
face as a mask. It had been in good enough shape to fool Logan, who

t hought it had been his friend. Now a dozen of the man-shaped nonsters
cane bounding toward them grunting, their eyes blazing with blood I ust.
Each wore parts of the man's anatony like clothes. One wore the skin of
their victims torso like a vest. Ohers wore armskin like tattered

sl eeves, or hand skin like fingerless gloves. Dried bl ood dappled their
bodi es.

Benedi ct shouted, "Keep together. Don't |let themget hold of you!”
Logan stared in amazenment. "Hot damm ... what the hell are they?”

"I don't know, "Benedict replied. "But they'll skin you alive if they get
the chance.”

"That what happened to Joe?”
Benedi ct nodded, then braced hinmself for the nonstrous onsl aught.

Logan barked out that | augh again. To Benedict's ears, there was an
i nsane quality to it. What's nore, the man's face shone with excitenent.

"Yeee-ha! Here comes your nedicine ... in nine-mllimeter caplets!”
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Logan ained, then pulled the trigger. The soft earth swallowed the
reports, dwi ndling the sound to snaps. Cordite snoke billowed, msting
the air blue. Logan had set the SMcto fire single shots. And, boy he
knew how to use that firearm Skinners dropped one by one. Logan bl asted
the one wearing Joe's face in the center of the head. It fell like a

| og, bl ood bursting fromthe back of its skull

"There's too many of them ”"Benedict warned.

Nat hani el used the hefty branch to sw pe one of the Skinners to the
ground. It clawed at the branch as Nat haniel used the end of it to push
the thing against the earth.

Noel called to Logan, "G ve ne back ny gun.”

"No way, am go.”



"There's too many!”
"Yahoo! |'mkeepin' all the fun stuff to nyself.”

Logan fired two fast shots into the gut of a tall spindlelinbed creature
that collapsed with its sticklike fingers clutching gory wounds.

” LOgan- ”

"Shut your nouth, college boy ... damm.

The machi ne gun was out of ammp. Logan detached the clip and slung it
casually away, pulled a fresh anmo clip fromhis pocket, fiddled around
with the thing, trying to locate it into the bullet-feed aperture.

One of the Skinners darted in, trying to snatch the baby. Noel and
Benedi ct grabbed the nonster and swung it away

In horror Benedict thought: These creatures are strong. W can't fight
themall with our bare hands.

More pounded barefoot across the | eaf nush toward them

"Dam t hi ngs,”Logan nuttered, referring to the SMa ”"You'd think they'd
design them so they were easy to reload.”
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"Logan! " Noel bell owed. "G ve ne back ny gun!”

Logan gl anced up, assessing the situation as ten nore Skinners raced
toward them while the blue-white giant kept another pinned to the earth
by a branch. "Okay okay. But it's a loaner, right? You give nme the

not her fucker back as soon as we're done.”

"Al'l right!”

Logan casually pulled the revolver fromhis belt and | obbed it underhand
to Noel. Wth seconds to spare, Noel cocked the revol ver, ained. Again
that oddly flattened crack as the cartridge detonated, discharging the
bullet to drop a nmule-faced creature in its tracks.

"I'"'m cookin' on gas again, people,”Logan sang out. Then he used the SMG
on its single shot setting to pick off the Skinners as they charged.

Benedi ct saw that together Logan and Noel made short work of their
attackers. Those that weren't killed gave up the assault when they saw
how t heir nunbers had dwi ndled. Wth bellows of frustration, they
scanpered away into the undergrowt h.

Logan grinned. "Al'l done.” Then he noticed the creature Nathaniel held
down with the point of the branch. It still clawed, trying to reach the
big man. Logan stepped forward to fire point-blank at the Skinner's
head. "All done now,” he confirned.

Noel wiped his face, panting, the gun still gripped in his hand.

"Time to hand me the piece back, bro.”Logan thunbed a switch at the side
of the SMG "It's only a |oaner, renmenber?”



Noel paused just one nonent too |ong.

"Don't dick ne around, college boy.”Wth that, Logan fired a short burst
into Noel's feet. Wth a cry of pain, Noel fell. He withed in the dirt,
clutching an injured foot, as Logan picked up the gun. "Warned you,
didn't I, bro?”
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Ell ery hel ped Benedict pull Noel to the log, until he sat with his back
to it, alongside Mariah. Bl ood punped fromtw savage wounds-one in
Noel's shin, the other in the top of his foot. Pain tw sted the man's
face.

"There was no need for that,”Robyn shouted. Even though she held her
newborn son to her chest she had enough anger boiling in her veins to
attack the thug.

"Hey who's in charge here?”Logan sneered. "I don't see any of you bozos
with a weapon.”

Ellery noticed Nathaniel step forward as if to make a run at the guy
"\Whoa, big boy. Get back in line.”

Ellery watched Logan's face as he ordered themto stay still, to shut
up, not to look at him... just like old tinmes at school when Logan and
hi s buddi es woul d swagger around the halls shoving kids around, or
bul I yi ng those that didn't obey. The hatred burned in Logan's face just
the sane. It had al ways been there, right from ki ndergarten, a malignant
cancer of a hatred that had never gone into remi ssion. It had gotten
wor se down the years, poisoning lives. There was a guy in school he'd
bullied for nonth after nonth, burning his face with cigarettes,
stealing his noney, tripping himin the lunch hall. The guy had hanged
hi nsel f when he was sixteen. The coroner called it suicide, but Ellery
knew it was rmurder all right. Logan was the nmurderer, or as good as.
He'd driven the kid to take his own life. And here he was again, in
another world with different victins, but the routine was the sane.
Order them Threaten them Hurt them when they didn't conply fast
enough. Noel had weakened from bl ood | oss. He could barely raise his
head. Even though Mariah had little strength left in her body, she
reached out one of her 365
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delicately tapered linbs and stroked Noel's arm Wth that gesture she
did what she could to confort him

Al the time Logan ranted at Benedict, Robyn, Nathaniel and even Noel
sometines reinforcing his offensive coments with a kick at Noel's
injured foot. Ellery knew the gane plan. Logan was working hinself up
into sel f-righteous anger. Then when anger broke the seal of
self-restraint, he'd start killing.



For years Logan had intimdated Ellery. The thug had repeated the act so
often that he didn't even harangue Ellery now. He ignored him In
Logan's mnd, Ellery was no | onger a threat. There was no need to break
Ellery's spirit because it was already smashed to pieces. For Logan,

Ell ery had gone beyond being one of his victims by that point. He'd
becone invisible. Just sone nminor detail to be dealt with in his own
good ti me.

As Logan told Benedict to kneel down on the ground with his back to him
and his hands in the air, Ellery stepped forward. No reaction from
Logan. Then another step. Logan didn't notice. Another two steps
forward. Logan was too busy aimng the submachi ne gun at the back of
Benedi ct's head to bother about nobodies |ike Ellery Hann.

El | ery pounced.
Four

Rel yi ng on body mass, Ellery charged the thug, knocking him sideward,
t hough not down.

"Hann, you little shit... you're next. You're next!”Logan noved so he
could bring the muzzle to point at Ellery but Ellery gripped the gun
barrel, managing to push it away. Now they were so cl ose they were

eyeball to eyeball. Ellery could even snell the saliva in Logan's nouth.
From the corner of his eye he saw Nat hani el and
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Benedi ct coming at him Three on one would end this westling bout.

When Logan couldn't break Ellery's grip on the gun, a glint of cunning
sneaked into the thug's eye. Pushing Ellery back hard, Logan then let go
of the gun so Ellery went tunbling backward to fall flat on his back
with the gun still gripped tight in his hands.

Ellery was fast to his feet.

Leering, the man nocked him "Eh-Eh-Ellery You know, there aren't any
bullets in that gur-gur-gun.”The | eer broadened. "I used the |ast ones
on college boy. I was only jerking the other guy around ... w nding him
up, you know?”

Ellery glanced down at the gun in his hands. How did you tell if an SMG
was out of ammo? Its shells were conpletely encased in the nagazi ne
clip.

Logan used the distraction to pull Noel's handgun fromhis belt. He also
dug deep into his conbat jacket pocket and tugged out a second pi stol
"Whoa ... got you under control again, haven't 1?” He pointed one pisto
at Ellery and the second at Robyn. Quickly, he glanced fromEl lery then
back to the bunch by the | og again, checking that no one was noving.
"Better throw the machine gun down, Ellery; it's no good to a stutter
nmonkey |i ke you.”

Ellery noved his hands across the gun, keeping it pointed at Logan
while finding the trigger with his finger.



"Win't do you any good, Stutter Monkey. Don't you listen? | told you,
the gun's out of ammo. It won't fire, stupid.”

Logan's stubbl ed face seened to norph in front of Ellery Hann: swtching
bet ween the juvenile who tormented himso nuch he could hardly speak
then flipping over to the thug who faced hi m now, who threatened not
only himbut his friends, too.

"\What you gonna do, Eh-Ellery? You going to try to shoot a gun with no
bul I ets, bud?’Logan eased back the pistol hamer with his thunb. ”What
you gonna do, EhEh-Eh-Eh-Eh-"This tinme Logan chanted the stanmer
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Eh- Eh sound, minmicking Ellery, goading him H's voice oozing with scorn
" Eh- Eh- Eh- Eh- Eh-"

The baby gave a sudden cry. Logan didn't stop the cruel mmcry.
"Eh-Eh-Eh-Eh ...”But his eyes flicked to the infant wapped in the
towel . " Eh- Eh- Eh-"

Ell ery snapped his finger against the trigger. Logan had lied. The
submachi ne gun clattered out bullets in a jet of fire. They struck Logan
in the center of the chest, knocking himbackward with a force that
l[ifted both feet in the air.

Slowy Ellery |lowered the snmoking gun. Hs tornmentor of the last fifteen
years lay flat on the dirt of the gray forest. Both arns were flung
outward, the pistols still gripped in his hands. Gunting, panting,
Logan's entire body jerked as nuscles spasnmed, then with a jolt that
lifted the upper part of his body clear off the ground, he flopped back
to stare at the bone-white sky

Ellery couldn't nove. He stood and stared at the corpse.
Whol e minutes | ater he heard Nat hani el speak. "They're here.”

Wal ki ng through the trees were nen and wonen. Hundreds of them Ellery
told himself. In a few nonments he would find out he was m staken. There
were thousands. And they were heading this way.

Chapter Thirty-nine
e

Benedi ct watched as the figures noved through the forest toward where he
was standing with Ellery and the others in the clearing. On the ground,
Logan's body still
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steaned as hot blood | eaked into cold air (proving that even though you
m ght never die of old age here, if you' re shot dead you stay dead).
Benedi ct's gaze was held by the spectacle of the creatures as they
approached. They were nonsterized human beings, too. Like Mariah and the
others, they'd lost their way in the woods as they tried to nake their



way to the shining city on the hill that instinct told themwas their
real hone. Nathani el had spoken of people who were danmaged in sone way,
whose i nner guidance systemcouldn't direct themsafely through this
gray | andscape. So here they'd stayed. The power that oozed from

Nat haniel's world-a world that lay at right angles to our own-had not
only nourished them it had reshaped their bodies into hi deous nonsters.
He saw men with nmule-like faces. Wnen with arns that had nelted and
refornmed into tentacles. Sone had bul ging eyes. Others were weirdly
deep-set, formng twin pits sunk into their heads. Ohers, |ike Mariah
possessed huge multilipped nouths that pul sed crimnmson. There were
creatures that were eight feet tall and thin as banboo cane. Then there
were squat creatures with tiny eyes that disturbed Benedict enough to
thi nk of hogs. He also recalled the desperate creatures who'd |laid siege
to the apartnent. They knew their heal er was close by. M ndlessly they
had tried to break in to seize him Now here came nore of the nonster
men and wonen in their thousands, seeping through the forest like an

i ncoming tide. Benedict stooped down by Logan and tugged one of the
revol vers froma dead hand. Nathani el stopped himfromraising the gun

"Don't, Benedict,”he said. "These aren't dangerous people.”
"But those at the Luxor, they were-"

"They had been driven to insanity by their pain. These peopl e have borne
their torture with nore fortitude.”
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At the edge of the clearing the figures stopped. Benedict stepped back
feeling the weight of so nmany eyes staring at them A light touch on his
forearm made himturn back. He saw Mari ah standing there. Her nouth had
grown full and red once nmore. The wounds on her chest were now
heal ed- over scars. That power had heal ed her as she | ay against the
fallen tree. A glimer of the old Mariah appeared in her eyes. She
wanted himto be calm

"You' re safe,”she whi spered

Nat hani el said, "They know about the birth. They're here to see for
t hensel ves.”

Robyn held up the baby for Ellery to take. He did so, and Benedi ct
noticed the child appeared to have grown in the few mnutes they'd been
in this place. He held his head up unassisted. His large and very human
eyes were bright, intelligent, absorbing what he saw of his
surroundi ngs. There was no fear in the child. He was in a place he'd
known from before birth.

Robyn clinbed to her feet. Color had returned to her cheeks. She had the
air of soneone who was healthy and well rested. Ellery held out the baby
to her.

She shook her head. "He doesn't belong with ne.” A sad sm |l e touched her
lips. "He's needed here.”

Nat hani el stared. "You're prepared to give up your child?”

"He's a child of this world. He wouldn't belong in mne and Noel's.”



Noel nodded. "Robyn's right. He's no nore a citizen of our world than
Ellery here.”

Benedi ct saw the inplications sink into Ellery's nind

As they did so, a snile spread over Ellery's face. "I'mgoing to ny
hone. 1'Il take your son with me.”H s voice becane serious. "Don't
worry, I'Il look after him”

Nat hani el put his arm around Mariah's shoulders. "He'll have all the

hel p he needs, too.”

if
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Robyn heard a gulp of enotion in her voice as she tried to joke, "Good
baby-sitters are hard to come by. A tear slid down her cheek. Quickly
she ki ssed the baby. "Take care,”she whispered into the tiny ear. "Wen
you can, cone back and see ne one day”

She turned away. Benedict knew if she stayed close to the baby any
| onger, she wouldn't want to | eave him

"Name him ”Nathaniel told her. "It's your right.”

Wthout so nuch as a gl ance back, she said, "David.”That was all. Yet
she spoke the nanme with enough force to suggest to Benedict that there
had been someone of that name in her life before. The nane was inportant
to her.

Nat hani el said, "Wait here until the fires have burned down in the
Luxor, then it'll be safe to return.”

Carrying the baby carefully in his arnms, Ellery nodded a farewell to
them then joined the figures at the edge of the clearing. Nathaniel
paused, waiting for Mariah. Then understanding hit Benedict with a force
that al most wi nded him Mariah was |eaving. This would be the last tine
he saw her. And she was going in the conpany of the man she | oved.
Benedi ct gl anced at Nathaniel, then back at Mariah

The i ps noved around her mouth, a subtle ripple effect. "Thank you for
waiting for me, Benedict. But it's time for both of us to nove on.” Her
voi ce was a conpassi onate whi sper. "Take care of yourself... and find
someone you can | ove.”

Benedi ct wat ched her wal k away with Nathaniel, the giants arm around her
shoul ders. Just as Benedict anticipated he woul d experience the
bitterest emotion of his life, he found he was smling. For the first
time in years, he knew he could let Mariah go. He'd found cl osure. She'd
found | ove. He could nove on.

He gl anced at Robyn. She stood | ooking away fromthe mass of people as
they left with her baby. Noel tested his feet; he'd realized the force
t hat wought such changes in the bodies of those people had begun to



heal his
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wounds. G ngerly he used the log for support as he pulled hinmself to his
feet, then linped across to Robyn and put his arm around her. She rested
her head agai nst his chest.

Two

Benedict knew the truth: This is a world where tinme is as nulleable as
the bodies of its inhabitants. A week m ght seemlike a day. Ten seconds
here m ght pass as quickly as a year in downtown Chicago. He coul dn't

j udge what span of tine passed as he foll owed Nathaniel, Mrian and
Ellery who carried David, through the forest. Al he knew was his
instincts told themthat they'd covered a vast distance. Presently the
forest ended as the ground sl oped upward. There, Benedict paused to

wat ch the five-thousand-strong crowmd formitself into a long, w nding
procession with Ellery at its head, carrying the baby. They were perhaps
half a mle fromBenedict; he could barely nake out individual figures
in the mass of creatures. And yet he saw clearly enough their
destination. In the distance, shining with a light all its own on the
nmount ai nside, was a city. A wonderful city bristling with exotic towers
and buil dings of surreal splendor It may have been straining to see into
the distance, it may have been the breeze touchi ng Benedicts eyes that
made them water, distorting what he saw, and yet fromhere it seenmed to
himthat the figures were nonsters no | onger. M sshapen heads regai ned
their symetry, linbs softened, nelted-reforned into human arnms and

| egs. Nat hani el now wal ked on feet, not hands. Mariah was, once nore,

t he beautiful woman who'd shared his life for a few short years.

He watched the procession wind its way up the hill toward the shining
city. He kept watching, not wanting to even blink, lest he'd see the
peopl e as those otherworld creatures again. But to the last they
remai ned
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beautifully human. Perhaps the healer they'd waited for so | ong had cast
his spell after all. Benedict remained there, watching them grow nore

di stant, as they journeyed toward that far-off city... until, at last,
he realized he could see them no nore.

Thr ee

Benedi ct stepped through the mst-ringed portal into what was |eft of

t he Luxor. Robyn and Noel followed. The now | ong-dead fire had taken the
roof, so the old dance hall lay open to blue skies. They wal ked across a
carpet of black ash to where the entrance doors had been reduced to
charcoal . Wthout speaking, the three stepped outside into the warm
afternoon air.

As they wal ked away, Robyn gl anced back. She saw that all the crows had
returned to their cornfields. And the Luxor stood only as an enpty
shell, a charred skull on a desert of blacktop. Many years ago it had
heard its |l ast song, witnessed its | ast dance. Now it would be | ost



forever to the sands of time. Wen Robyn Vincent continued wal ki ng, she
never | ooked back.



