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“That City’s atmosphere is dark and dense,
Although not many exiles wander there,
With many a potent evil influence,
Each adding poison to the poisoned air;
Infections of unutterable sadness,
Infections of incalculable madness,
Infections of incurable despair.”
— The City of Dreadful Night, James Thomson
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“Who can open the doors of his face?”
—Chapter 41, Book of Job
The scarecrow was twenty feet tall, seemed to loom even taller for having been erected atop the roof of the derelict factory. Its torso was a gutted hovercar, its arms and legs twisted rails, and its head a razored metal pinwheel—a fan blade from some factory machine which spiraled lazily or became a blur when the winds picked up. The monster windmill was spray-painted black with green streaks and patches that glowed in the dark, and around its wrists were lashed long red ribbons that snapped in the air. Zandra felt these were meant to look like streaming blood; perhaps the demon had slashed its wrists in bringing its spidery metal hands to its vortex of a face.
It was some god or devil of N’r’j folklore, but whether it was meant to overlook its erectors as a kind of guardian idol, or to ward/warn off outsiders from entering the factory grounds, Zandra didn’t know. She did not speak the N’r’j tongue, and though she wore a translator headset in her work, it was of little avail if the N’r’j did not talk to her. They were nearly silent as a people—even amongst themselves, from her experience thus far.
Even the infant before her didn’t squall as Aileen, Zandra’s more experienced partner, inoculated it. It already had the tangled, glossy black N’r’j hair down past its shoulders. Zandra found the N’r’j sexes indistinguishable from each other, and the children were merely smaller versions of the adults without (from her perspective at least) the “cute” factor which prompted everything from humans to dogs to feel affection for their young. That is, the infant’s eyes were no larger; they were the same crusty white slitted lids contrasted within black sockets like oil stains. Its skin was the same grayish brown color, with a look and texture like layers of mummifying bandages sealed with a glistening varnish, the nostrils black dots and the lips a scabby black, ever peeled back from gray teeth half the size of human teeth. The adults were very slender but a head taller than humans, like ghastly scarecrows themselves. Zandra was sure their appearance accounted for a lot of the negative feelings the adjacent neighborhoods felt for the beings. Even in a colony city like Paxton, teeming with transplanted life forms in a day-to-day Mardi Gras, they were considered repellent.
Aileen smiled up at the creature’s mother. “He’s a good patient…nice and quiet!” Zandra heard Aileen’s words turned to disjointed growls over her mike.
The mother said nothing into their headsets. She gathered her child in her arms, turned, and walked back toward the gaping loading dock caverns, her long hair and long black robe rippling in the chill breeze.
Aileen looked to her new partner. “They’re a proud people—but I know they appreciate our efforts.”
“How old do you think that mother is?” asked Zandra, squinting as the breeze picked up. Grit was blown in her eyes and she glanced up to see the giant’s rotor whizzing like a primitive propeller. She shivered.
“None of them here are past their teens. She was eighteen at the very oldest. I wish I could tell them apart more easily…they dress alike. If they were animals I might tag them!” she joked.
They moved on, stepping over strewn debris, moving between machines the N’r’j had dragged out of the factory shell so as to make more room for habitation; scorched ovens with shattered monitors piled on them. Between some of the larger ovens canopies had been draped to make tents, and N’r’j sat on chairs under them. Zandra smiled at some of these tent sitters as she passed, wondering what they were doing, if anything. If they had been talking they’d stopped. A boy, perhaps, already taller than a human man, traced a black metal rod in the dust. Its point had been sharpened to a silvery spike.
“Hey there,” Aileen said to a knot of small children, clustered in the old parking lot just beyond shipping/receiving. She extended a basket of foil-wrapped bars, nutritional but sweet. The children waited until she had come to them, then reached into the basket and grabbed like starving trick-or-treaters. “Just one, just one,” Aileen told them, “save enough for others.” The children scurried away, most vanishing into the factory through a broken window but several scampering up to the roofs.
The two women resumed their stroll of the old factory grounds. They were not as long-abandoned as they appeared; it had only been eight years since the Demakes Corporation had closed this plant and relocated. A fourth of its work force had been illegal beam skippers, teleportation stowaways seeking asylum in this melting pot colony. They had been a very inexpensive source of labor. But as the work had moved on, so had the N’r’j laborers, and Aileen estimated that half of their children had been left behind. As this area had been the only home they’d known (the N’r’j had dwelt in company barracks), the children had not strayed far. Except to beg in the surrounding neighborhoods.
Zandra saw a half-grown child kicking a can back and forth with two other children. He had but one arm. Aileen had informed her that the older children had severed limbs from some of the younger children so that they might illicit more sympathy when begging…but that this hadn’t availed them much and thankfully the practice seemed to have ended. In fact, she said, begging had almost ceased altogether, and she felt the intervention of herself and others of the Mission had done much to help these people in the six short months since their project there had begun.
The can skittered off, missed by the child with one arm. While he dashed to chase it, a blastula drifted out of the air and alighted on the back of one of the other children’s heads, where it pulsed like some external organ. Zandra made a small sound of alarm, started forward as if to move to the child’s aid, but he/she seemed to sense the small translucent creature at last and brushed at his/her head. The primitive animal, spherical with a fluttering gill-like ring at its base, rose up into the sky again, the late afternoon light showing through its dark purple membranes.
“They don’t seem to do any harm to people,” Aileen said. “That’s right…I haven’t shown you the Monster yet.”
“What do the N’r’j think of it?”
“They’ve never told me. But they keep away from it, so I think it scares them. They’re very superstitious, so I wouldn’t doubt they’d see it as a demon or god. I did see some kids try spray-painting it once but the paint went right through. Come on…”
A high wall of glossy black tile surrounded the grounds, broken only by the front gates. In the rear of the factory complex there was a narrow alley between the wall and the back of one of the buildings. The two volunteers entered it, but Zandra nearly pulled back at the sight of a dozen blastulas affixed to the facing walls, pulsing, like a crop of strange fruit. But Aileen pressed ahead, and the creatures did not swarm down on them as Zandra feared. She had seen a lot since moving to Punktown, as the city was nicknamed, but never before an extradimensional life-form.
“Don’t worry,” Aileen reassured her, “they’ve landed on me before, but I didn’t feel a thing. They don’t have the effect the Monster has.”
“Will we feel anything, getting close to it?” Zandra asked, finding herself whispering.
“You won’t suddenly step into a wall of depression. Working here, you might realize after a while that you’re depressed, extremely tired, fatigued. You might not even realize the source of it at first, until you remember the Monster is back here.” Aileen stopped short of the alley’s end and faced her younger companion. “I’m on a prescription for antidepressants, so I don’t have a problem. But unfortunately, half the people in the surrounding neighborhoods have to take drugs for the Monster’s effects, too. They aren’t happy about it. Until the authorities discovered it back here, from the air, it was thought to be residual waste from the factory. People were suffering lassitude, something like narcolepsy; there were even several comas. And three suicides. The Monster disturbs the electrochemical activity of the brain.”
“What about the kids?”
“The N’r’j don’t appear to be affected, themselves, but we haven’t been able to convince them to let us do a more comprehensive examination of them. Some have opened up enough to mention bad dreams to me, when I pressed them, but…” She shrugged.
“What is it the Monster’s doing that makes this happen?”
“Biologists have been out here to study it. A lot of people want to kill it, and I think the neighbors would have done it already if they could find a way how. They’re hoping, now, that the blastulas will kill it for them.” Aileen glanced over her shoulder nervously, but Zandra couldn’t tell at what. “The biologists think the electrochemical disturbance is a kind of telepathic cry of pain.”
“Pain?” Zandra breathed.
“Come on.” And Aileen stepped into an open area beyond.
It was an irregular courtyard of sorts made from the backs of several of the low factory structures. There were some drums, heaps of rubble, piles of autumn leaves with their color washed out of them, but no N’r’j. Whether the creature before them did affect the squatters, or just frightened them, or simply left them indifferent, the hidden courtyard was empty of life except for that from another dimension.
The Monster would be as large as a good-sized whale, Zandra estimated, were it to be seen in its entirety…and it was somewhat whale-like in its general form. But she could only see the forward half of the vast animal. It hovered in the air, translucent and a glowing ultraviolet color, like a cloud taking on life. The light seemed to pulsate subtly, and it was the creature’s bioluminescence which had given it away to investigators in the air. At the mid-point of the creature, it abruptly ended, as if neatly cut away.
Aileen circled the immense life form, keeping back a bit perhaps more out of reverence and awe than fear. Zandra followed, and saw the cut-off point from the rear. Hard as it was for her to believe she was looking at an extradimensional animal hovering just above her in the air, it was harder still to imagine its tail end extending back into an utterly alien dimension her kind could not even glimpse. Was it a creature of the seas, judging from its flipper-like unfinished limbs, which waved in the air in slow motion, as though paddling? In its own realm, was it just as ethereal, or solid as she was in her world?
Its blunt head held no eyes, no mouth, she noted as they circled around its other flank. At the front of its aerodynamic body there was only a kind of checkerboard, an area of alternating squares of raised and depressed flesh. A sensory organ, but of what nature? That was all. As she watched, the great head lifted very slowly, then lowered again.
“They think it was several months just to get this far through,” Aileen told her. “And it’s still coming, very slowly. But whether it will make it all the way through alive or not…” She trailed off.
The source of the Monster’s suffering was apparent. To its ghostly flesh were affixed dozens, if not a hundred, blastulas…mostly congregated around a humped bulge on its back, which might be some vital area, some extra tasty source of whatever it was the parasites fed upon. The Monster showed no wounds, but the leech-like smaller creatures were feasting nonetheless. They were also from its plane, but seemed to move and fare much better here than the Monster did.
“What does it want to come here for?” Zandra whispered. She realized she was hugging her own arms to her chest.
“Who knows? It may be trying to get away from something. The blastulas, I would think, chased it here. Whether it made the rift itself or if something about the factory is somehow responsible, the biologists haven’t figured out.”
“Poor thing,” Zandra muttered.
Aileen looked at her, and smiled. “Well, the blastulas have to live, too, right? Come on, we should really be leaving. It will be dark soon. It’s…not really a good idea to be here at night.”
Zandra met the other woman’s eyes. “Why? The blastulas…”
“The children. They know me…it’s just…they’ve been so mistrusted, so misunderstood. They’re nervous about outsiders, and I don’t blame them. They used to work the night shifts because they’re much more active at night, and I notice they get restless and the younger ones get…agitated, excited. That’s when they go out into the neighborhoods. But like I say, they’ve been so badly treated…especially with the killings, and the police not properly investigating. They’re still children, all of them, and children are wild. They get more daring at night, bolder. But they’re children…”
Zandra nodded at Aileen’s emphatic reassurance, but found herself shooting a look up at the dark roof tops around them, as if she expected to see lean silhouettes hunched there, with streamers of black hair flowing in the evening breeze.
Aileen began picking her way back to the alley opening. For a lingering few moments, Zandra took in the bisected, nameless creature. With every darkening moment it became more luminous. The head was lifting again. The blastulas, a more concentrated purple, looking like dark barnacles upon it but more like lampreys, throbbed as they sucked at its essence.
As Zandra turned at last to follow the older volunteer, she heard a stifled cry from the gloomy alleyway. It was something of a muffled gurgle, a terribly watery gurgle, as though someone were suffocating on vomit. Or choking on blood.
Then, three short sharp cracks, like dry sticks breaking. A gun, she realized, rooted in numbed terror.
“Aileen!” she whimpered, and a peripheral movement made her jerk her head to the right as a tall murky figure dropped from a low roof top a mere several yards from her.
It was a typical N’r’j, though not yet of adult height. The unruly black hair, parted in the center and stirring in the air. The lacquered mummified face—as impassive, utterly unreadable as the scarecrow’s whirling smudge of a face—the peeled grin, the eyes that never seemed to open, crusted shut. Dressed all in black, its coat long and lapels turned up. But in its fist, something she had never seen a N’r’j with before. A large, expensive pistol of obsidian black ceramic.
And then the dark being was rushing at her, seizing her arm, dragging her along. Zandra screamed.
The N’r’j stopped long enough to press the gun muzzle under her ribs and hiss, “Shut up. Come with me if you care for your life.”
The voice was not a translation over her headset; that had a different quality. The words had come in English from the being’s mouth.
She stumbled along more willingly, the N’r’j leading her to the far corner of the courtyard. There were several drums clustered there, and the N’r’j pushed her down behind them into a scratchy puddle of leaves.
“Please, don’t hurt me!” she pleaded. Tears blurred her vision, so that what she saw next took on an even greater unreality. Standing over her, gun in hand, the N’r’j reached up with its free hand and tugged at the skin of its neck. Then it was stripping off the flesh of its face, flaying itself before her.
But as the hideous face slithered away, she saw beneath it the face of a human man. His hair was short, dark, his features youngish and agreeable. She was too frightened by his gun, however, to be much reassured.
He crouched down behind the barrels with her, gun in one hand, mask in the other. “Just keep quiet,” he hissed. He shot a look over his shoulder. “Not that it matters, huh?” he added bitterly. “They know we’re back here.”
“Who?” managed Zandra.
“Who?” He glared at her. “The N’r’j. Who do you think?”
“What do you want from me?” She heard her last two words decay into sobs.
“Nothing. I’m not here for you. You’re just in the way, you and your friend.”
“What did you do to her?”
“What did I do? I didn’t kill her…your long-haired friends did her.”
“Killed? Aileen?”
“Yes. Aileen. Whoever. She’s dead. They got her. I shot one of them and the rest backed off. You two were fools to be here this late. Fools to be here at all. These things are devils. They don’t appreciate what you’re doing for them.”
“Who are you?”
The human regarded her for a moment, and them smiled darkly, amused and perhaps proud. “You’ve figured it out. You know someone’s been killing N’r’j that stray into the neighborhoods…”
“Oh my God,” Zandra said. “Oh…no…”
“Oh my God what? Listen…behind this back wall a block over is one of the oldest, nicest spots in Paxton, preserved from the Choom town that was here before Earth folk set down. Cobblestone streets. Quaint little shops. Beautiful stonework, iron balconies. Rents are high. It’s a tourist attraction. And at night, for eight years now, N’r’j delinquents have been venturing there more and more. Begging by day…scaring off tourists. Getting bolder. Robbing people, mugging them, at night. Even murdering people.” The human lifted his gun, read its ammo counter, switched off the luminous numbers. “So…concerned citizens who shall remain nameless sought out an individual who would deal with this matter.”
“Please don’t tell me,” Zandra begged, desperate. “I don’t want to know…please just let me leave…I won’t say anything, I swear to God!”
“You think I’m going to kill you, don’t you? Well, that’s not my job, sister. You are a nun, aren’t you?”
“No, just a volunteer,”
“How sweet. How naive.” He poked his head up to peer over the stained and dirt-caked barrels. “What’s your name?”
“Zandra.”
“Choom name?” She didn’t answer until he looked at her.
“It’s Greek. It means ‘friend or helper of mankind’.”
“How convenient. Or…is that not your real name?” He obviously recognized her hesitation. “It’s not. Well, friend of mankind, since I’ve been so generous with information, what’s your real name?”
Zandra hesitated once more, then: “Shlet.”
He pretended to wince at its ugliness, amusing himself. “No wonder. I can hear the comments from the kids in school now. Shit. Slut. Now…that is a Choom name, isn’t it?”
The Chooms were the native people of the world Oasis, one of the most human of races Earth colonists had encountered, leading to theories of humans seeded on other worlds by more advanced beings in Earth’s ancient past. If so, the Chooms had adapted since then. The greatest feature that differentiated them from Earthly humans was their wide mouths, extending ear to ear, and filled with multiple rows of strong molars. The Chooms had never become great hunters or even herdsmen, instead subsisting almost entirely on a vegetarian diet…until the colonists arrived. Perhaps because of this, they were a peaceful people, and there had been very little opposition to the colonization when it came; just isolated instances of violence from individual malcontents. Indeed, the Chooms had welcomed the Earth humans. They embraced the imported cultures. They learned the various imported tongues. They even became so self-conscious of their queer dolphin-like mouths, so envious of the Earthly countenance, that it was not unknown for Chooms to have themselves cosmetically altered so as to look more like the Earth people. Black skin was alien to them, thus particularly glamorous; they might dye their skin. And they might have great mouths made small and their jaws made less heavy with teeth…
“Isn’t it?” the assassin persisted. “You’re a Choom.”
“Yes,” Zandra admitted, sitting up straighter, propping her back against the building’s wall, and in so occupying herself, averting her eyes from the stranger’s intent gaze.
“What was wrong with being a Choom that you want to be one of us? Chooms are fine by me. They’re no worse than anybody. Not like these monsters here.”
“I…just like the way Earth girls look.”
“It’s more than that. Are you ashamed? You think you’ll get treated better? And the people you work for, they’re a church, right? So you even adopted one of our religions, and you’re spreading the good feeling to the poor and destitute with all that new convert’s zeal. You shouldn’t hate yourself like that, Shlet, you know? You seem like a nice girl…”
Zandra’s eyes flashed at him. “My nane is Zandra. Legally.”
“Shh. All right, whatever.” He stole another glimpse of the courtyard over the drums, then scanned the roof tops, gun gripped close by his face. “I’ve never actually come into their camp before tonight. I always concentrated on the ones that strayed outside. They knew about me before, I’m sure…and now they know I’m here in their territory. I hadn’t planned on getting pinned down like this…but I couldn’t leave you vulnerable after what they did to your friend.”
“Assassin with a heart of gold, huh?”
The killer grinned at her. “We’re getting a little braver now, huh? I’m not a monster, dearie. I don’t take every job I’m offered. I have beliefs, opinions, my own code of ethics. I feel for the people in this area. This isn’t rich against poor like you think. Tourists get mugged, and people from less expensive neighborhoods just come to shop, and they aren’t wealthy necessarily. The N’r’j are animals, plain and simple. They don’t give half a damn about you and what you’re doing…they probably laugh at you. Inside. They never laugh on the outside. They left their kids here. On their world, they do nothing but war and kill each other…they get along so poorly with their own, let alone anyone else, that they live in little clans and tribes of extended family more than real towns, and they don’t have any real countries or unified government. You want to make them like you? It will take more than a mouth job, Shlet. They’re evil.”
“No people are inherently evil. Evil is…subjective.”
“Oh, yeah. That is true. We should respect that one group may commit genocide on another, or cut off a woman’s clitoris so she can’t enjoy sex, or hack off a kid’s leg so she can be a more effective beggar. Just because it’s not the way we do things doesn’t mean we should pass judgment…”
“You’re so passionately concerned about terrible things, for a hired killer.”
“That’s the spirit, dearie. Insult a hired killer with a gun. Good. At first, there, I thought you were just a little jellyfish.” He checked the view again. “Speaking of which, that big beastie is amazing, huh? Beautiful, really. He lights up the whole courtyard.”
Zandra found herself staring at his pistol. Dare she try to seize it? When he twisted back around she flinched, as if he might catch her gaze upon the weapon.
“I feel kind of…dopey, watery. Do you feel that way, or is it just psychosomatic?”
Zandra wasn’t going to reply, but realized suddenly that, yes, she did feel weak, drained—even sleepy. They were so close to the apparition’s emanated aura. “I guess,” she admitted. “Look,” she said, then paused, then continued, “I know you killed Aileen. Why would they suddenly kill her, when she was helping them for months? Why suddenly tonight, coincidentally the first night you came over the wall?”
“Well I think they saw me. So I think they were excited and on edge, and got bloodthirsty, and came back here thinking they’d get me and found her instead. And would have got you, too, if I hadn’t stepped in.”
“But you were wearing a mask. You looked like them.”
“Yeah, true. And pretty convincing, isn’t it?” He held the face up by its long hair. “It should be; it’s real. A trophy from an earlier excursion.”
“Oh…Jesus!” Zandra turned her own pretty mask away as she heard the skinned face drop with a nauseating rustle. “You’re…sick…”
“They must’ve seen my gun. They may have thought I was one of them, betraying them, or maybe even my great disguise didn’t convince them. But I noticed they were starting to move around like they were alarmed… I would have aborted and gone back over the wall, really, if you and your friend hadn’t run into trouble first. But I didn’t kill your bleeding-heart friend, Zandra. I wouldn’t.”
“Not for free, anyway. And your heart must bleed, too. For rich shop owners. And for pretty girls…”
“Oh, modest, aren’t we? You think you’re pretty now that you look like an Earth girl, huh? Such sad vanity. I’m sure you were pretty even with that big old Chew-’em grin.”
“I don’t believe you didn’t kill Aileen.”
The assassin’s good humor was replaced by flashing dark menace. “I told you, I didn’t kill her! Why, then, haven’t I killed you? I may have got her killed indirectly…by agitating the N’r’j…and I’m sorry you got caught in the middle. But I don’t want to hear that again…”
“Or you’ll kill me?”
“You are brave,” he croaked, directing his hot glare elsewhere as if to divert his anger. “They’re smart, they’re hanging back. Waiting to ambush us. It’ll be a long night but I suggest we don’t move until light, when they get more sluggish. Then I’ll get you over the wall.”
“You’ll let me live? After I saw your face, and you told me everything?”
“It’s blown. So what? I’ve made good money on it; I’ll make money somewhere else. I don’t have roots here.”
“Do you feel so passionate about all your jobs?”
“No. But these parasites are easy to hate. You superimpose your good intentions on them. Look at them with naked eyes some time. And I don’t mean their ugly faces. That’s of no consequence. The real horror is inside.”
“It sure is. Because you’re pretty good-looking, on the outside.”
He swivelled around to smile at her, his good mood restored. “Why thank you.”
“It was really an insult.”
“I know. But I’m enjoying your company anyway.”
Zandra blinked hard several times in an effort to crack the heavy weights that seemed to be solidifying on her lids. Her body felt like a loose bag stuffed with stones. Though she couldn’t see the Monster from this position, she saw its violet illumination on the tiled wall and the buildings around them, and against the phosphorescent air the occasional dark bubble of a voracious blastula.
“You’re the vain one,” she murmured. “You couldn’t resist showing off to me what you do. Trying to impress me, and yourself.”
Apparently more confident that they would remain undisturbed so long as they did not compromise their position, the assassin moved from his crouch to sitting on the ground nearer to Zandra, his back against a drum. With his free hand he rubbed at his eyes. “You’re so cruel, after I saved you.”
“I don’t believe they’d hurt me!”
“They’re not you, dearie. Not everyone and everything is you. You can’t convert them, because they have no souls to save. Some beings are only shadows of life…if you weren’t some little Choom rube from some insulated hick town you’d have learned that already. You thought coming here and putting on a small mouth would make you fit into this place? You should have left your own soul back home, little girl.”
“You’re very superior for a murderer,” Zandra retorted, but she was disturbed by how easily he saw through her transfigured flesh, guessing even that Punktown was as new to her as extradimensional creatures were. She supposed that a lifetime in such a city would indeed heighten one’s perceptions. It would be a matter of animal survival. The drive for survival made people do ugly things, that much she would concede. She rested her forehead on her knees, which she wrapped her arms around against the late autumn cold. “You’re the parasite. You’re robbing the shopkeepers, too. You’re like those…things on the Monster.”
“I’m not the one who’s like those things,” she heard the stranger murmur. “Life is hard, little Choom. I’m just a sheep dog. And there are wolves out there.”
“Wolves aren’t evil,” Zandra mumbled.
The assassin did not reply. He had mellowed with the quiet of the night. All she heard now was the distant scraping whir of the scarecrow’s spinning metal face.
She looked up and the fan was spinning above her head, a swirling halo. She looked to one of her wrists, and then the other, and found they were lashed to the wrists of the scarecrow with red ribbons. She looked down, and a N’r’j standing below her thrust a spear up into her side…
There was a tugging at her sweater, and she thought the stranger was removing her clothes, having caught her asleep and dreaming. But no, he seemed to be lifting her up. Was it time to go over the wall? She was lifted higher…but she was so groggy she could only just slit her swollen eyes. Her feet dangled off the ground. Crucified, as in her dream? No…she was sliding up the wall, hooks at the end of chains snared in her sweater and belt.
With all her strength, she tilted her head back and saw hunched silhouettes against the sickly green glow of city sky. Long hair snapping like tattered banners.
She looked back down at the ground, and now made out her companion, still slumped against his drum. They had fallen under the Monster’s spell, she realized, and there it was still suspended in the air, caught between worlds like her, and covered in those pulsating organisms. It lifted its head, paddled helplessly in place.
“Thank you,” Zandra slurred to the N’r’j as they hauled her onto the edge of the roof. “Thank you. I thought he was going to kill—”
She sucked her breath back in a thorny little gasp as two of the grinning stick figures stepped to the lip of the roof, cocked back their arms, and flung sharpened black pikes downward. From the edge of the roof, Zandra could see the drugged stranger flinch hard as the first pike plunged into his shoulder, and then slump forward with the second through his crown and out his jaw.
Her gratitude turned to horror and, oddly, regret. But they had saved her. He was a killer. He couldn’t possibly have intended to let her live after what he’d confessed. He had been keeping her as a hostage; that might be why the N’r’j hadn’t advanced on them sooner, afraid he might hurt her. She was, after all, their new benefactor.
She mustn’t show her horror. She mustn’t let them think she didn’t appreciate her rescue. She staggered back from the roof edge, turned to face the creatures who were now her benefactors.
“Thank you,” she told them again.
Three N’r’j loomed before her. Their faces were empty. They were interchangeable, mass produced as if by the factory itself. But they seemed to be regarding her as the alien. And then one of them abruptly struck her across the head with the side of its unthrown spike and Zandra fell heavily to the flat roof at their feet.
“No! Please!” she cried, raising warding hands. “I’m not with him, I’m not!” The blow had dislodged her headset; could they comprehend her meaning? After another moment of regarding her, the N’r’j cocked back his metal rod for another blow. “I’m here to help you!” she wailed and the pike came down. Raised. Came down.
Zandra rolled onto her belly. She couldn’t see. Before the spike could pummel her a fourth time, she pulled herself off the edge of the roof in one desperate lurch. The drop wasn’t far, and there were leaves to carpet the fall, but she felt blood pool in her ear.
She dragged herself farther away from the building, so that their hooks wouldn’t reach. All the way to the slippery smooth tiles, she guessed by touching, of the black surrounding wall…hopefully out of the range of an accurate spike throw.
She rested there, alongside the wall. The Monster must be directly above her, she thought. Like a scarecrow, it would keep the demons at bay. Its nearness, which had frightened her only hours earlier, was now her greatest comfort. Her guardian angel.
The night had become still again. The rustle, only, of stirring dead leaves. The squeaky whir of a metal face. The sweet perfume of a luminous fog, creeping into her mind, soothing it, filling it with light to substitute for sight.
She welcomed its peace. This return to the comfort of blindness.
She was able to roll onto her back, so as to turn her unseeing face to the being’s soft radiance, so as to surrender herself to it. But as soon as she had done so, she realized she could see again. In part, could see again. She saw, strangely, only the glowing extradimensional creatures against a void of solid blackness. She saw a darkly glowing sphere alight on her unseen leg. Another floated onto where her belly must have been. The air was suddenly filled with swarms of the creatures, like soap bubbles drifting to earth. Drifting to her…
They smelled death, she thought. They smelled a soul soon to be liberated, and vulnerable…
She was too weak to do more than run one hand once over her belly. It seemed to pass through the jelly-like beings. More blanketed her.
But in congregating on her they were abandoning the Monster. In fact, its movements seemed to grow more animated, as if it meant to shake off the last few of the vampires.
“Go,” she whispered, smiling feebly. She could save one soul, if not her own. She spread her arms out like wings, to invite the feasting demons.
As Zandra watched through eyes dropping slowly shut, the Monster gave one final heave—throwing back its great faceless head, throwing off its yoke—and slipped backward into the rent it had originally come through. And then it was gone. And Zandra was left in darkness in its wake.
— | — | —
Cardiff owned two similar hate receptacles made by two different companies: his Whipping Boy at home, which he’d possessed for six months now, and this newly purchased Scapegoat, sitting before him on his desk at work. His cubicle with its padded partitions was mostly undecorated otherwise save for a calendar his daughter Lena, who was sixteen, had given him as a Christmas present. Each month presented a photograph of their family…either herself from infancy to the present, or their cat, likewise at various points of its life, or himself, looking embarrassed to be photographed (and he was embarrassed to display himself in such a way for a whole month at a time), or his wife, whom he was proud to display, as he often received compliments about how attractive she was.
His supervisor, Ruth, frowned on overly ornamented cubicles, and had told several of her crew to remove such things as movie posters and humorous printouts taken off the net. One day Cardiff had found that one of his few photos tacked to the cubicle’s gray padding had been removed and then pinned to face the wall. The objectionable photo, which he had only brought in because Halloween had been near, showed Lena as a baby blissfully gnawing on the stump of a fake rubber hand. He had hidden the offending photo away in his drawer.
But Ruth could not forbid him from keeping the Scapegoat on his desk, as such devices were recognized as a therapeutic rather than trivial personal possession. And so the hate machine watched Cardiff now as he worked, his headset on and his mind linked with his computer…speeding through tunnels and corridors lined with information files like limitless morgue drawers…storing boxes crammed with dusty numbers in one virtual attic or other…opening up and visiting virtual offices (he was not permitted to put any decorations whatsoever on those walls).
His hands, left behind as his mind labored, fiddled with a rubber band. He twisted it around and around his left thumb until the end of it glowed red, as if it might suddenly erupt bloodily.
But his eyes gravitated—inevitably—to the Scapegoat, because of its newness. It was a foot in height—a little smaller than the Whipping Boy—and a fake tarnished silvery color, whereas the other had a faux patina of pale green verdigris. The Scapegoat’s circular translucent face was subtly lit by a dim bulb behind it so that it glowed a dark orange-gold color, meant to look like either an anthropomorphic moon or sun…he couldn’t tell which. It had a broad smile, chubby cheeks, amused squinting eyes. Cardiff had never seen a more mocking, annoying face in his life…unless, of course, that was the smirking phosphorescent green jester face of his Whipping Boy.
Glaring at those smug, obnoxious features, Cardiff felt a temptation to turn the device around to face the wall, as Ruth had reversed his photo of the baby Lena, but he knew that would defeat the purpose. The hate machine was designed to inspire his contempt. More importantly, it was designed to intercept, to redirect his loathing. It had been linked to his mind, much in the way he linked with his computer, so that it could bend his anger, his frustration, away from other targets, valiantly bringing these dark feelings to stab its own tiny bosom.
In a little compartment hidden behind two folding doors which when shut formed a silvery rib-cage, there resided a small chunk of living matter, created specifically for use in such devices, more plant than animal but neither, really. It was like some yellowish gelatinous organ. It was at first, anyway. But after weeks and months of absorbing Cardiff’s mental poisons, this miniature organ would gradually darken, blacken, wither and die. He had killed six of these organs already in his Whipping Boy. (They were replaceable, of course.) It was a good feeling, killing one of those ghastly living blobs…torturing it a bit at a time. Besting it at last. He looked forward to killing the virgin heart of this monstrous little fucker that was leering at him even now.
A pen tapped him on the head. It startled him, and for a moment he nearly lashed out at the Scapegoat with his fist; he thought that it was responsible, somehow. But looking up, he saw Ruth standing there, glowering down at him. Hers was the craggy face of a hard drinker, her voice just as craggy. “Please don’t day-dream, Hugh…we’re a day behind, here.” She gestured with her pen at his screen, where swarming ant-like motions had dropped to an idle snail’s crawl. “Why do you still have so many pallets left to store, at this time of the afternoon?”
She seemed to sense, supernaturally, when one was lagging behind…whether it was their fault or not. One was constantly glancing over their shoulder, expecting to see her materialized there. He almost flinched sometimes, hearing that gravelly voice in the next aisle, drifting his way. Even when she didn’t browbeat him for an entire day, he lived in dread of her browbeating. That is, he had. Up until this week. It was all so much easier to deal with her, this week…
Whereas Cardiff would normally stammer, fight to keep tremors of fear and impotent rage out of his voice, to keep the blood from sloshing crazily in his heart, now he found himself merely smiling shyly up at his boss. “Sorry,” he told her pleasantly. “I’ll stay late tonight if I have to, to catch up.”
“Well you’d better.” Her eyes drifted to the Scapegoat contemptuously also, though it wasn’t attuned to her emotions. “Don’t be staring at that stupid thing all day. I don’t see why you don’t just take a pill, or something simple like that.”
“Some therapists believe it’s better not to eradicate any kind of emotion,” Cardiff explained helpfully, whereas in the past he had never felt inclined to chat with his boss. “They think it’s more natural and more beneficial to encourage anger, feelings like that…to let them all out. Just, to let them all out at a hate machine.”
“Well,” Ruth said, still gazing at that irritatingly whimsical visage, “I still think it’s stupid, and if I had my way they wouldn’t be allowed in here.” She switched her gaze to him, now. “I want that work cleaned up, Hugh.”
He smiled again and nodded, watched her walk away. Then he turned back to his monitor. Yes, Ruth was so much easier to take, now.
But from the corner of his eye, he saw that ridiculous face watching him. He could easily imagine what its chuckle would sound like. Laughing at him as if he were the ridiculous one. At that moment he desperately wanted to smash the little bastard’s face in…but the thing had cost good money, hadn’t it?
««—»»
He never would have volunteered to work two hours late before, but now here he was, driving home in the dark, with some nice overtime to show for his dedication. He was relieved, however, to get away from that nasty little sun-or-moon-faced mockery with its sarcastic, sadistic Cheshire grin. He hoped he had turned its yellow heart a nice shade of moldy gray with all the negative energies he had contentedly projected into it tonight.
The colony city of Punktown at night was like driving through a vast kaleidoscope. An immense holographic advertisement for a new children’s movie had hundreds of ghostly purple teddy bears parachuting endlessly from the pinkish underbelly of the black sky. An old shunt line passed along a tunnel straight through a building that looked like it was carved from one titanic block of translucent amber, while the dome-like structure next door had an exterior like wrinkled, mummified skin (which maybe it was). Mostly humans had settled here, but more exotic races were represented by buildings like that leathery dome, and vehicles like the fin-covered canary-yellow contraption which buzzed so low over Cardiff’s roof that he heard the shriek of brief, scraping contact.
“Son of a bitch!” he barked, slamming the heel of his palm on his console. He stabbed his horn, long and loud. He saw the yellow vehicle drop to his level just ahead of him. In the rear window, a passenger with a checkerboard face of alternating yellow and blue bubbles made a jerking gesture that could only be unfriendly. “Alien freak,” Cardiff hissed. He began to accelerate, as if to ram his hovercar straight into the back of theirs, but caught himself…and luckily the yellow machine lifted again and coasted on ahead to find another gap to drop into.
“Got to calm down,” he whispered to himself. “I’ll get myself shot one of these days.” He had once cursed out the window at a vehicle, only to have a pistol pointed at him out one of its windows, just as a warning.
He had bought a gun of his own, a few weeks ago. He hadn’t told Saundra, his wife. No one knew that he owned it…or that he had brought it to work last week, though he had left it in his briefcase. The next day after he brought it to work, and brought it back home, he had decided he should purchase the Scapegoat.
He made a note to himself to get a smaller version of the Scapegoat for his car, as soon as he could afford to do so.
««—»»
When he let himself into his apartment, Cardiff saw that Saundra sat on the sofa in the darkened living room, her friend Seth seated beside her. Seth hastily withdrew his hand from the low V of her clingy, violet sweater, and sat back from her with a jolt. Saundra, however, cocked her head back to gaze up at her husband blandly. Cardiff had quickly averted his eyes, as if he had been the one who’d been caught, and lingered there in the doorway with his coat and his briefcase.
“I thought you had gone to see your parents, when you didn’t come home,” Saundra said.
He still didn’t look at his attractive wife, embarrassed that he had compromised her privacy; instead, he stared at the VT, where a naked pair or trio of aliens (it was hard to differentiate them) copulated in slow motion (presumably, unless that was their normal rate of motion), with various ecstatic subtitles in several languages scrolling across the borders of the screen. “No,” he murmured, “I worked late.”
“Really? Good. You should work more overtime…we could use the money.”
“Hey, buddy-bob,” said Seth, awkwardly.
“H’lo, Seth.” Cardiff threw a glance at his wife’s guest, raising a palm in greeting. Seth was a co-worker she had befriended, who had been coming over here or inviting Saundra over his place for about two months now.
Saundra’s arm, Cardiff saw, was moving slightly like a pulsing worm along the back rest of the sofa. He realized she was kneading the back of Seth’s neck with her hand. “Lena went out with Marisol tonight.” She yawned. Like a cat stretching its long lithe body, she rose from the couch. “You can watch in here…Seth and I will watch in the other room.”
Seth didn’t rise at first; he shot a look from Saundra to Cardiff back to Saundra again. But she tipped her head toward the doorway and at last he stood to follow her from the room. “Okay, so, later on, buddy-bob,” he mumbled with something like amicable apology to Cardiff.
Cardiff nodded. When they had left the room he shut off the VT and went to eat a late supper in the kitchen, leaving Saundra and Seth to watch the smaller VT in the other room, which was his bedroom.
Before he left the living room for the kitchen, however, his eyes were attracted to a greenish glow in the corner. The Whipping Boy, on a little table, like some sardonic voyeur, its court jester’s face gleeful. Seeing it there, Cardiff was paralyzed with a fury so great he could have walked over to the thing and flung it out the window. Bloody wretched toy, gloating. That superior, cruel humor glinting in its mascaraed eyes. What sick freak had ever penned the original of that face? Cardiff thought that he’d like to stick a knife right into its forehead…and then, perhaps, into the forehead of the artist who had drawn it.
««—»»
When the vidphone rang, Cardiff awoke on the sofa with the VT running again, quietly. He had been watching a very old Earth movie (it was in black and white, even) called “Schindler’s List,” which was quite sad, and he supposed he should have felt scorn for those uniformed Germans but he was too continuously distracted instead by the disdain he felt for that peeping-tom jester in the corner. Yet he had dozed off at some point, and when he went to answer the phone now he wasn’t sure if Saundra and Seth were still in the bedroom.
On the vidplate was a stranger, a gaunt-faced Detective Bell from police precinct 15. He had bad news, he announced…and within minutes, Cardiff was on his way to Precinct House 15, without having rapped on his bedroom door to let Saundra know where he was going, or what had happened…
When the attendant pulled the drawer open, Cardiff stared down at a teenage girl with her mouth in a weird little smile and a greater smile grinning at her throat.
“That’s Marisol,” Cardiff whispered, almost in a faint. “Lena’s friend…”
“Idiot,” Detective Bell hissed, nudging past the bungling attendant to slide the drawer in, and slide a second one out.
“Oh God, oh no…my baby…my little girl,” Cardiff sobbed instantly, and Bell caught him as the attendant scrambled forward to glide the drawer away again. Cardiff saw his daughter’s long black hair, matted and glued with her own blood, vanish through a caul of tears.
“We have three boys in custody already,” Bell told him, still holding onto his arms. “We’re pretty sure they’re responsible. They were pumped up on buzzers when we brought them in, and one of them has a record of previous sexual assault…”
“Sexual assault,” Cardiff echoed, gasping for air. “Sexual assault…my baby…my little girl…”
“I know,” Bell told him. “I know.”
««—»»
Cardiff was given three days off from work. He made a vidrecording of the single mention of his daughter’s murder that he witnessed on VT. They might not have bothered at all had Lena and Marisol not been so pretty, so photogenic, even in death. They showed a vid of his daughter’s body splayed in some parking lot where she had been found, even showed a close-up of tiny red ants swarming on her bare belly around the navel that Cardiff had kissed to tease her as a toddler. Then, they showed the three young men brought into court for their arraignment. They were all three of them short, slender, crewcut, such a mix of ethnic groups they had become no ethnic group at all, like a distillation of the worst of every race and culture. One of them rubbed away tears in his eyes. After he made the recording, Cardiff played it back, and froze on the face of this crying boy. He was crying for himself, not the two girls he had slain. Not for Lena.
But worse than the crying boy was another who smiled. He even looked directly into the camera, and hence directly at Cardiff, and smiled. Cardiff froze on his face the longest. He studied the boy, waiting for something other than sadness to come. Something other than anguish. He waited, as if he couldn’t remember what else he might feel, as if he were trying to remind himself why he was even looking at this smirking stranger’s face.
At last, unfulfilled, he shut the VT off. And with its glow extinguished, a subtler luminosity caught his attention.
“You!” Cardiff bellowed, leaping instantly to his feet. He aimed his finger at the evil imp’s green circle of face. “You think this is funny, fucker? You think this is all a big joke? Huh? Huh?” He started toward the thing, his hands like an eagle’s talons.
Saundra and Seth came in from the other room, having heard his outburst. Saundra’s eyes were red and Seth had been comforting her.
Cardiff glanced over his shoulder at them and then turned instead to the door, leaving his apartment.
««—»»
When he returned to work after the funeral, Cardiff had bought a small hate machine for his car, and an even smaller one with a flip-open lid that revealed a red clown’s face, which he carried in his jacket pocket. He would need to have this one on him when he went to the trial.
He had been working for several hours when he remembered the photo of Lena he had hidden in his drawer. Drawer like a morgue drawer. He immediately fetched it out, gazed at it. His baby girl, chewing on the rubber hand. He smiled. Tears rose to his eyes. And he pinned the photo to the gray padded wall of his cubicle.
When he returned to work the next day, the photo was gone. Not turned to face the wall. Gone.
He found it soon enough in his drawer. That didn’t matter. It had been removed. He even thought he saw a new smudged thumbprint rudely on the gloss of the photo itself, like the fingerprints those three boys had left on his beloved child’s flesh.
He had begun carrying the handgun in his briefcase again, starting yesterday, his first day back since the murder. He did not know why. Only that he felt better carrying it around with him. And now, he placed his briefcase before him on his desk. The lock opened with a satisfying clack like a gun’s slide being worked back, a clip pushed into a handle. He lifted the weapon from inside, like a distorted pearl from inside an opened oyster, a pearl that had formed around an irritating grain of sand, a core of hatred. It felt so good in his fist, like a collapsed star of pure hate, a teaspoon of which would weigh many tons—a whole gun forged out of such metal.
He sat there holding it, ogling it, a long time. And as was her talent, Ruth came into his cubicle, sensing that he was not at work. Her deep voice was already rasping forth…but it caught on the gravel in her throat at the sight of the silvery gun.
Cardiff rose to his feet sharply. He pointed the gun at her face. At her widening eyes, just inches away from the muzzle…
But he hesitated, confused, as if he had suddenly forgotten who he was. And if he couldn’t remember who he was, he couldn’t remember why he wanted to kill this woman.
Why should he kill her? What had she done? No, she was not the real enemy. She was not the true source of his misery.
No. He turned, instead, to point his gun at the happy, evil sun/moon face of that hideous infernal machine on his desk.
Ruth darted away as Cardiff opened fire. He barely noticed her, and couldn’t have cared less. He fired shot after shot into the little machine of tarnished silver, shattering its orange face, its demonic grin.
He heard screams, running, an alarm for security. Tears streamed down his face. Tears of great, crushing sadness. But also tears of joy, of triumph…for Cardiff saw, fallen out of the decimated hate machine onto his desk, its tiny and utterly withered heart.
— | — | —
SWEATY BETTY, TERMITE QUEEN OF THE DANGED
No such thing as vampires, huh? Tell it to Junk Pharaoh, whose military surplus life scan told him there were about thirty-five of them in the old tenement on Warehouse Way, one of the least cozy hunks of Paxton—more popularly known as Punktown even to police, for whom Warehouse Way was scarcely more than a rumor. Let dog eat dog, so long as the mongrels didn’t stray into the pretty uptown gardens.
They looked after their own on Warehouse Way, which was why Junk and his crew had been called in from their camp over in the little brick factory by the old shuttle docks. All the factories and sprawling warehouses in this corner of town had been given over to the homeless, the desperate. Why not? Again, kept them here, and not at the newer warehouse clusters. At first, uptowners had even made an organized effort to transform some warehouses into housing units for the homeless, but too many volunteers had been lost—feeding some of the denizens in a way they hadn’t intended—and the project had pulled out.
Yeah, there had been a lot of too-hungry sharks down here at first, but that was where Junk came in. For the past five years, he and his crew had been pulling up the weeds. They were paid by the community in a great variety of ways. Collection plates scraped up a little coin door to door, but mostly it was work exchanged for work, talent for talent. Food was brought to the Brick House every day, representing the many ethnic and otherworldly types of the colony. And there was plenty of sex—a buffet as variegated as the food. All in all, it boiled down to system. Like it or not, system made life better for the majority…even amongst the outsiders and disenfranchised of Outhouse Way, as Junk called it. They took care of their own.
««—»»
“I seen that spidery little crack-bare kid all over the place the past few days, every time I turn around. No wonder. There’s lots of him!” said Raptores, crouched behind a crumbling plaster parapet trimming the flat roof of the old Tinberg Ceramics Mill. Across his thighs he cradled a squat little two-fisted gun capable of firing five different types of projectile, from solid to beam.
Beside him hunkered Junk, with the scan. “Thirty-five of the kid.” He turned the scan on its side, held it up to his eyes and peered through its magnification feature. “And they all look the same. According to the scan they all weigh the same…”
“Who’d wanna clone some scrawny little mutant-ass punk?”
“I don’t know. But they fit the description of the kid who attacked Tahnyah, Mrs. Alcove and old Nodick. And if Mr. Pulp and Jellyfish were still alive, I’m sure they’d describe these freaks, too.” All five victims had been viciously set upon, bitten and clawed, and their flowing blood licked off them by one of these skeletal albino youths. The latter two had been attacked with more ferocity and had succumbed to their wounds. “You know, maybe Mr. Pulp and Jellyfish got attacked by more than one…maybe a bunch of ’em…and that’s why they died.”
“The thought of a bunch of these nudie little gargoyle-butt bloodsuckers clambering all over me makes me wanna puke.”
“Mm,” agreed Junk, watching through the mag screen. Across the street was a row of narrow tenement houses at the very edge of Warehouse Way where it ended abruptly at the Sporcizia Brothers’ Waste Treatment Center with its towering, white, loudly humming zapper tanks looming above their repulsion barrier. Junk knew Porco and Ladro Sporcizia from school—when he’d been bored enough to attend—and knew they were now in with the syndy. A chem spill and two fires at the plant had gutted most of the tenements in the row, but the one he was focused on was ceramic block and had held up. A plastic house beside it was a wrinkled, sagging Dali painting of a house.
He had counted four of the creatures outside the four-story block house. One on the flat roof, squatting by a hooded vent fan, watching birds feed on stale bread he had tossed out for them. Two huddled on a metal fire escape, apparently grooming each other like baboons though they were utterly hairless even on their heads. Picking scabs and popping zits, Junk thought, but the scan had been dropped too many times for him to zoom that close without heavy grain. And one creature climbing down the side of the building from the roof. He climbed head-first, fingers and toes hooking in the seams between the grimy aqua blocks.
The one on the roof pounced at the birds. They fluttered up in a cloud and he scratched crazily at bare tile. The noise apparently startled the climbing one. He lost his grip, fell with a distant soft thump. He leapt to his feet and ran at a startling speed around the building, hugging his bony ribs and shaking and rolling his head at an equally maddened speed. After the third lap he darted through the open front door and slammed it shut after him.
“These things have gotta go,” Junk sighed.
««—»»
It was dusk. In the Brick House, Junk and Raptores suited up again in full combat regalia. Raptores had been a soldier and still had his sources outside the Way. With them, also suited up, were two others of the community’s police force, Jed and Paisley. The two remaining crew members would hold the fort.
While Junk deftly french-braided the long black hair that usually hung to either side of his fine-boned brown face, he told them just where the tenement was located. “The last house in the row, at the corner.”
Paisley’s face slackened. “Not aqua, with chrome trim.”
“That’s it—why?”
“Oh, man…Junk…”
“What?”
“You obviously don’t know.”
“Obviously.”
“That’s where Betty lives. At least, that was where she had holed up the last I heard.”
“Oh…man,” Junk breathed.
Betty. Sweaty Betty, they had always called her out on Forma Street. Ten years ago, one of the prettiest and most popular street geishas on that crayon-bright, playground-noisy boulevard. Junk had been a lot younger then. Young enough to fall in love with a street girl. Young enough to ask her to leave the street with him. She had laughed him off. Junk hadn’t liked being laughed off any more then than he did now; he left Forma Street. But five years later when he ventured that way again he searched her out, and found her.
She had been tortured by a band of fun-seeking adolescents, her face badly hacked up and badly fixed at an illegal clinic. The most they did for her was give her good strong drugs. She was still selling her body to buy those drugs when Junk found her, but aside from mutilation freaks—some of them rich businessmen on lunch break—she had to scrape up her living from mutants, the diseased, the lowest dregs of Forma Street.
This time Betty dazedly allowed Junk to take her away. He brought her to his new neighborhood on Warehouse Way. Set her up in a flat with some elderly mutants. Gave her weak drugs to help wean her.
Then he left her to her new life and hoped for the best. Was it her earlier rejection of him, he asked himself on those few occasions when he let himself think of her, or was it her face that made him avoid her? He wondered…and both possibilities filled him with guilt. He saw her sometimes. They smiled and said hello. Sometimes they both looked away instead.
She had never weaned herself, but settled for the sludge drugs she could afford with the coinage she earned from selling her body to the old men and the sorrier mutants of the community. Mostly, she made her own drugs the best she could.
“That house? You’re sure? When was this?”
“I don’t remember. I was poking around in those old houses for stuff I could make jewelry from, me and Liz Fuentes, and I went to explore the aqua house but Liz stopped me and said Betty was camped in there. Alone, she said. Nobody else wants to live there ’cause of the Brothers’ waste spill and the smell from the zappers.”
“Man…” Raptores said. “That’s it! See? Those ghoul-ass little vampire punks. She’s living in the scum slum, man! See? Sweaty’s giving birth to those things!”
“Get off it,” Junk rumbled.
“It makes sense,” Jed muttered. “They must be mutants. And they haven’t been here long, so she must be churning ’em out fast. It’s ’cause of those damn slime brothers, but we got to stop her, Junk. I’m sorry, man, but how many of these critters is she gonna put out?”
“All that mutant sperm in her didn’t help,” Raptores theorized. “Maybe she’s having one kid for every john she’s notched lately…”
“We gotta stop her, Junk,” Jed said.
“Shut it! I’m thinking…”
“What’s to think about, Boss, it’s our job,” Raptores argued. “Let’s go in there and give that girl some belated abortions…”
Raptores was then flying backwards, but his flight was brief and ended abruptly at a wall. With his left fist Junk pinned him. In his right was a pistol with its barrel jammed under Raptores’ jaw. The pistol was armed and humming. Junk hissed, “You know better, Rap. You know better.”
“I know better, man. Forgive.”
Junk pushed him away. “Let’s go,” he muttered, his slanted blue eyes hot but lowered. “We can’t let those things hurt the neighbors.”
««—»»
“They glow. See?” whispered Jed from the alley of the ceramics mill. “Like ghosts.”
“Like the danged themselves,” Raptores rasped in mock solemnity.
There were only two outside, both hunched on the roof edge like gargoyles as Raptores had called them, but not very vigilant gargoyles, as they were intensely grooming or picking at each other. Through his helmet’s night screen with its mag feature Junk could now see them closely. Picking scabs. Their faces were child-like and devoid of any life-like expression. Paisley had the scan.
“Three are away from the nest, not far. Should we get them first or after?”
“Mm. You and Jed go take ’em. Me and Rap will get a closer look. If we go in blazing first the strays might hear and hide or go deeper into the neighborhood. But when you find those three, make it quiet so the rest don’t hear.”
“Right-o.” Paisley nodded to Jed and they retreated back down the alley.
“Let’s go around back, see about a rear door,” Junk told Raptores.
They worked their way behind the aqua building easily and silently. There was a back door. Raptores braced his gun for action while Junk moved forward to test it.
He touched the OPEN tab. He heard the tongue click back. No lock code. They were in. He and Raptores exchanged nods, then Junk eased the door open.
The doorway was barricaded. No, blocked. It seemed to have been filled with a malleable glossy white material which was translucent in the lights from the looming zapper tanks behind him. An almost phosphorescent white. Junk prodded it gingerly with the multiple muzzles of his Inferno-7 Assault Engine. Soft but resilient. Paisley had left him the scan and he held it up for a reading. He had to work to coax a reading from the device while Raptores kept watch.
At last: “Christ-O-Mighty.”
“What?”
Junk gaped at the softly luminous matter. “It’s living flesh of some kind. And it goes back far.”
“How far?”
An incredulous double-check of the scan. “It entirely fills the four-story building except for half of one room on the top story.”
“Man!” Raptores hissed.
“Yeah,” Junk agreed.
“So where are the rest of the wee little ghastlies?”
“Inside. In the flesh. Moving through it…”
“What…”
“And one other life form in that top floor room. It didn’t show before. The reading’s crazy…”
“Is it her?”
“I think so. But whatever it is…it’s attached to all of this.” And again he poked the wall of flesh before him.
They waited for Paisley and Jed. Several minutes later Junk got a call on his head-set. It was Paisley. They had easily sniped all three of the stray creatures with fast-acting and powerful corrosive gel bullets to insure a certain kill, not knowing what these things could take. Head shots so they couldn’t cry out while their bodies melted. Jed was the crew’s best shot.
“Get back here quick, and get your masks ready. We’re going burrowing.”
“Say what?”
Junk cut her off, waited.
When Jed and Paisley found them behind the building, Junk swallowed a glob of saliva that had seemed to be poised on the rim of his throat, punched the projectile setting on his weapon, turned and let loose a burst of gel bullets into the wall of flesh.
It burned well, and quickly, the yawing wound sizzling and bubbling at the edges. There wasn’t much in the way of smoke but the smell was such that they all slapped their masks down. The smell was from the semi-fluid material which filled the immense sack of flesh, to their unpleasant surprise. It plopped out heavily at their feet in piles and folds rather than gushing out in a splash, but still Junk murmured, “We broke her water.”
“Are we going in?” Raptores grunted.
“Might as well.” And Junk waded into the slow wave of ooze, ducking his head. The others saw him push his way fully inside. They could still see him in the gelatinous depths, but blurred as through Vaseline. Raptores waded into the thick mass after him, also inclined to duck his head into his shoulders, a shiver passing through him. If any of the seams or zippers in his jumpsuit were compromised, and this possibly poisonous, possibly diseased matter leaked through…
Junk saw only translucent dark depths before him, but when he turned to one side he could discern a wall through the sluggishly undulating sap, and he could read the graffiti sprayed there. He faced forwards again, moved as though gripped in a heavy gravity. He consulted his scan for stairs. This elevator coming up was obviously no good. He could make out its black opening, curiously glanced in to see if the sac extended fully into the lift cabin.
One of the offspring swam rapidly out at him, its bony arms pin-wheeling faster than the ooze should allow. The pouty cherub’s lips were pulled back to show glistening needle-like teeth in combs of multiple rows.
The burst from his assault engine drove the thing back into the cabin, and by the time it hit the back wall it was already in separating pieces. Some sank, some floated lightly in the ooze. The ooze itself rocked and rolled at the disturbance, but soon settled. “Keep moving,” Junk phoned back to the others. Just ahead were the stairs.
It took a lot for Junk to keep going. He thought of the fresh, lovely body he had entered into ten years before…
But someone had to look out for the undesirables of Warehouse Way. Someone had to care for the unwanted, the outcasts, the broken of spirit and body. They had to look out for their own.
««—»»
On the second floor, no sooner had Junk hit the landing when a dozen of the offspring surged out at him from doors along the hall and from a crawlspace panel in the ceiling.
Raptores pressed up beside him and they swept back most of the creatures in one hammering arc. Limbs somersaulted languidly through the gelatin. Ray bolts streaked red from Raptores’ gun like bright fish, along with three other sorts of projectile. One of the things jumped piggy-back on Junk from behind; Paisley yanked it off by the arm, pressed it under her knee and blasted her pistol against its temple.
Jed was tackled by two which leaped and sailed at him. Together, the three tumbled backwards down the stairwell, the teeth of the things locked on his arms. He screamed in the headsets of his friends. Paisley plunged down after him first, from the top step to the bottom in one bound. Her shots spun the creatures off Jed. She helped him up, and he nervously chuckled a curse.
“Let’s just bomb the whole house, Boss,” Raptores said.
“No,” snapped Junk. “Move on.”
On the third floor, another wave came rushing down the hall to intercept them, their mouths open but issuing no sounds. How had they been alerted? Telepathically, or by the invasive rippling vibrations through the slowly draining fluid?
All of them were cut to ribbons, blasted to chunks and melted to sizzling spinning globoids by the four invaders firing in unison. The team pushed on through the setting flotsam.
At last, fourth floor landing. Junk pointed. “She’s in the last room down the hall, on the right.”
As he stalked down the hall he thought of the room she had had on the top floor of a Forma Street tenement hive. Neon and laser through the window had painted her flesh, an ever-changing canvas…
He glanced down at the scan, clipped to the side of his assault engine. “Coming!”
They poured from the doors, dropped from the ceiling. At the end of the hall was a window giving out onto the fire escape, and there the skin of the sac was puckered. The pucker opened briefly enough for the two from the roof to swing into the hall, gibbon-like, then closed after them.
Jed opened up on this pair, blew them back out the puckered orifice and melted that into a spreading wound. The viscous fluid began to pour out onto the fire escape and drool in thick columns down to the sidewalk.
Junk shattered one that got in his way and plunged through its debris to get his hand on the knob of the half-open last door. Beyond it he heard a muffled cry. Then he was hauling the door fully open with all his strength against the resistance of the fluid.
She was there, huddled in a corner. The great sac was connected to her body ultimately by a ridiculously narrow membrane, and the far half of the room was free of the sac before it bulged radically. It was indeed Betty, and she was naked. And for all the horrors that had distorted her through the years—the scars, the waste from drugs, and now this—he still recognized that body.
He hesitated in firing, his gun pointed at her. And her dazed eyes lifted to meet his. Tears were flowing from them.
“You’re killing my children!”
“I’m sorry,” Junk groaned.
“You said I’d be safe here, Junk…you said I’d be safe…”
“Betty..”
“Outcasts have outcasts, Junk?” She gave a smile that quivered like a dying thing. “Is that it?”
“Betty…”
Raptores appeared in the threshold behind Junk. “Move, Boss, come on!”
“No!” Junk growled, letting his gun slowly tumble from his hands, whirling to catch the barrels of the other man’s.
In jerking at the weapon, Junk caused one of the triggers to be struck by Raptores’ finger. One muzzle flashed. One gel bullet burst against Junk Pharaoh’s chest.
“Junk!” Raptores shouted, blasting the ears of his friends.
“Junk!” Betty moaned from her corner.
His eyes bulging in disbelief, Junk felt his upper body do a slow somersault forward and away from his lower. His arms spun weakly.
“Oh God!” Raptores howled.
“You trigger-happy piece of shit!” Paisley shrieked.
Junk’s eyes glazed as his head settled. It was all that was left of him by then, and it too sizzled and melted and was gone only seconds after that.
“You monstrous little mutant-spewing whore!” Raptores roared, and he let loose everything his gun possessed as he strode at Sweaty Betty. He burst through her sac, out of the skin into the open air of her corner. But the corner was so pounded, so devastated by his onslaught that this portion of the room—of the building—cracked and crumbled in one sudden avalanche, sliding away from the rest of the structure to crash and thunder four stories below into the alley. Raptores went screaming with the ruin, and was buried beneath it.
The fluid from the sac flowed in a dream-slow waterfall to further bury him and the fragments of Sweaty Betty.
Paisley and Jed stood dazed and staring out through the hole. They could see the zapper tanks of the waste treatment center, beyond their low barrier. Could hear their hum.
“He didn’t want her killed,” Paisley said. “We could have cut that thing off her and got her out of the Way to a doctor!”
“She was a monster, Paisley,” Jed told her in a trembling voice. “And her kids…you know? We couldn’t have them running around in the neighborhood. Those things didn’t belong here…”
Paisley faced Jed, tears flowing from her primary eyes while the two smaller, glassy blind eyes above those only stared at him dully. As a child, she had worn hats tugged low and combed her hair in bangs to hide them. “I’m a monster, too, Jed…y’know?”
“Hey,” he snapped, “we got our jobs! We got our community to protect! We got to look out for our own!” He whirled away from her, stepped back into the deflating sac to work his way downstairs. After a moment Paisley blinked the tears off her lashes and followed.
“She was our own,” she muttered to herself.
— | — | —
“On purple wings you take me high
Soaring free across the sky
But with your Cupid’s bow
You shoot me down and bring me low
I love you, I hate you
I love you, I hate you
You’re an angel and a witch
You beautiful fucking bitch.”
— 5Guyz
They were at the Blue Panda, sitting at their usual two tables butted together; Karlos and his girlfriend Aundrea, Sissy, rex, Keith and Josh. They all worked together at the Paxton branch of PetZone. More specifically, Karlos had worked there once but had been fired after an ugly dispute with his boss. He now worked the drive-through booth at BurgerZone. He hadn’t been fired yet but he had been reprimanded for throwing a shake into the hovercar of an insulting customer. BurgerZone prided itself on not using automated drive-through booths, he’d been lectured, but this was not what the company meant when they advertised their human touch.
The lights were low and the alcohol content high in their sugary drinks. rex sucked anodyne gas from a little metal globe via a hose with a tiny valve. Sissy teased him by grabbing the gas away and jetting a little of it into his eyes. He yelped in his Outback Colony accent, “Hey, cootie, what makes you think you’re such a cutie?” It was a quote from a song by Shawn O’Nasty. Or a misquote, as Aundrea laughingly pointed out.
She leaned across the table (nearly upending her single-person scorpion bowl) and yelled loudly over the karaoke music (a wretched country song sung by a drunken Tikkihotto, his ocular tendrils tangling), “Dolt, your rhymes are lacking, you should close up shop and get to packing.” That was a mocking lyric by Mister Maestro E, from a song in which he challenged the song-writing skills of singer P. Laureate. Aundrea then went on to correct rex’s gassed-up mangling of O’Nasty’s words: “What makes you think you’re such a cutie; you ain’t nothing but another crawling cootie.”
rex waved away her words, squirted some more gas while the others laughed too.
Their waitress returned and asked if they needed another round. Josh pointed to his nearly empty bottle of Zub. He did not verbally ask for one. Sissy, likewise, mutely tapped her finger on the rim of her beer bottle. Karlos shook his head. He was still nursing his soda. He was the only one of them who didn’t drink alcohol or do any drugs; it was a point of intense pride with him. It bothered him now that Aundrea was sucking away at that huge scorpion bowl (he would hate to see the two-person version) after already downing a Zub before that. He was biting his tongue tonight, though; they’d fought about her drinking many times before, and she wouldn’t stop these Friday night Blue Panda excursions no matter how passionately he opposed her. It was hard for him to argue his side of the issue, when more song lyrics celebrated partying than criticized it.
Josh hunkered over his fresh Zub, watching Aundrea as she perused the table monitor’s list of karaoke offerings, punching into the DJ’s queue the numbers of a song she wanted to perform, while Karlos voiced his disapproval of her overtly sexual selection by quoting Shale Sleet: “Girl, the words outta your mouth make you sound like a slut; I’d rather listen to a prosty gurgling with her throat cut.”
Karlos was too domineering, Josh thought, too negative, too critical. He was more like Aundrea’s father than a boyfriend, in his opinion. And he knew she was chafing under Karlos’s constant browbeating. He knew because Aundrea had been confiding in him about it. When not chatting at break, or in stolen vidphone conversations, they passed each other little notes at work.
Sissy was now sitting on Keith’s lap, alternately whispering in and licking his ear, since her boyfriend and his wife were not present. Josh didn’t know if they were screwing or not, but if they were it wasn’t fair; why should anyone have two lovers when he didn’t even have one? The last partner he’d had was Melanie (recently split from her boyfriend, she lived in the same condo complex he and his parents did), but she had broken it off, citing their age difference (she being ten years older than his nineteen). Lately he’d been writing flirty notes to Rain, another PetZone coworker, only five years older and in an unhappy marriage…that had looked like it might go somewhere. But since he and Aundrea had been growing closer, he had dropped his efforts with Rain. Aundrea was only three years older. And she was discontented with her current relationship. And in her last note to him, she had confessed that she found Josh “adorable” and that she fantasized about what it would be like to make love with him.
He sat toward the end of the two long tables, with all their friends between Aundrea and himself. Sat watching her, like a carrion bird, watching for that convulsing relationship to kick its last and die. He heard Karlos cry, “Close your hole, you sow, and stop your whine! I’ve put up with your dung for the very last time!” It was from a turgid, hyper-dramatic and hyper-misogynistic song from Enigman.
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