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Corruption’s Device

 By
Mike Phillips

 


Enchantment lay thick upon the old woman as
she sat behind the cash register, totaling the day’s lunch
receipts. Unhappy with the results even upon the third attempt, she
set about the counting once again.

All but one of the customers at Syl’s Café
had finished lunch, polishing off an old fashioned blended
milkshake or a piece of strawberry rhubarb pie, and had gone back
to work. The singular woman in a floral print dress and cardigan
sweater drank the last of her tea, collected her things, and went
to see what the trouble was about.

“Goodness me,” the old woman said, about to
throw up her hands in frustration, full of receipts as they were,
“I just don’t know what I did with it. Where did it go?”

“Whatever is the matter?” the last customer,
Lynn Weigenmeister, asked with concern, taking her wallet from her
purse.

“I’m so befuddled today I don’t know up from
down,” the old woman exclaimed, trying to rub the pain from her
forehead. “I’ve used the same system for thirty-eight years to keep
it all straight and now look at it, useless.”

“It doesn’t add up?”

“No, and you can imagine what my husband will
say.”

“It’s not that bad, is it?” Miss
Weigenmeister asked in a kindly voice.

The old woman rolled her eyes and held a
tight smile. “Forty years in marriage, thirty-eight in business. He
managed the kitchen and I managed the books.”

Nodding with understanding, Miss
Weigenmeister handed over her check and a ten dollar bill. “Well,
here is mine at least. Perhaps if you counted the receipts out in
front of me, I might see where you’re making your mistake. Though
I’m not much good with numbers myself, I might be able to help you
figure the figures.”

“You’d do that?”

“Does Syl make the best rutabaga pasties in
town?”

The old woman smiled and blushed. “Well,
thank you. You are a sweet girl.”

As the old woman set down the slips of green
and white paper, indecipherable scrawls of blue ink upon each, Miss
Weigenmeister perceived again the working of a spell. When the
fifteenth bill was laid it was promptly overlooked.

“There it is again, not a bit of help,” the
old woman said in resignation. “Not that I’m blaming you,
dear.”

“No, not at all, but I think that I’ve found
the trouble. Why don’t you read them backwards and see if I can’t
catch it for certain this time?”

The old woman again counted, this time from
back to front. The same receipt, the ninth this time, was left out.
Miss Weigenmeister snatched the slip of paper off the counter and
held it up for a closer look. Upon it, if she was making out the
script correctly, was a roast beef sandwich with gravy, an order of
fries, a milkshake, and three pieces of pie. It was a hefty bill
for one person and an odd order that left little to go on.

“No,” the old woman protested in a distant
voice, allowing little time for Miss Weigenmeister to make her
examination, “not that one. You can’t count that one.”

Surmising what had happened, Miss
Weigenmeister laid the check onto the counter with a loud smack.
The old woman woke from her haze with a start. “What?” she asked.
“What was that?”

“The missing check,” Miss Weigenmeister
explained, working her own bit of magic. “It had fallen on this
side of the counter.”

The old woman took the slip in her hand and
marveled. “Yes. Yes, that was the one. Thank you. Oh, thank you so
much. I knew I lost it somewhere.”

“Of course.” Miss Weigenmeister wondered if
the cash drawer wouldn’t be short the exact amount when the till
was totaled at the end of the day.

“Oh, my, that reminds me. One of the old
county buildings has been sold and when they cleaned out the vault,
those nice young men gave the historical society some documents
dating back to the incorporation, maybe even before.”

“Really? That would be a wonderful addition
to our archives. Perhaps someday we’ll have a suitable
exhibit.”

“I know how you like to hang up all those old
photographs. I gathered as many as I could and Syl helped me put
them into frames. Do you mind if I bring them over to you at the
library later? No, better make it tomorrow. I don’t feel up to it
all of a sudden.”

“That’s most generous. Tomorrow will be fine.
Thank you.”

“And thank you.”

 


*****

 


Outside it was a shining fall day. The trees
were hot with color, fired in orange, yellow and red. The air was
crisp but mild. The week before had been gloomy, which had made
Miss Weigenmeister claustrophobic and in some way sparked this rare
foray into town. Her next stop was the hardware store.

Apples were plentiful this year, and she had
decided to put up extra applesauce. In fact, it had been a
bountiful year for all her garden. She had canned more green beans,
pickles, and tomatoes than she had in all the years she could
remember. The only trouble was she had run out of jars.

The door of the hardware store struck a bell
as she pushed it open and she caught the smell old pipe smoke and
ashes in the wood stove yet to be cleared from the previous winter.
The Ball and Kerr, she knew, were with all the other canning
supplies, in the row next to the kitchen appliances.

The wood floor bespoke many days of hard
boots and heavy boxes with the passing of her feet. As she walked
the aisle, she listened and enjoyed the sound of the creaking
boards. Then it struck her for the second time, the working of a
spell.

“Gayle, did you see where that radio went?” a
gruff voice called from behind tall shelves stocked with
merchandise. “We didn’t sell it, did we?”

“The radio?” Gayle answered from the
counter.

“Yes, you know, the big one on the
shelf.”

“I don’t remember ever having a radio,”
replied Gayle. “This is a hardware store for goodness sake, not
some fancy electronics’ boutique.”

Miss Weigenmeister had to suppress a laugh
despite her concern for the enchantment. She moved along quietly so
as not to disturb the conversation.

“I know this is a hardware store. Bless me,
my grandfather started this hardware store over a hundred years
ago, but I say we had a radio and now it’s gone.”

“Maybe someone bought it.”

“Well, I didn’t sell it.”

“Neither did I.”

“It was here this morning. You’ve been at the
counter all morning.”

“So have you. Maybe it’s out back sleeping in
the stockroom, pretending to go get nails.”

“No need to get snippy if you forgot to write
it down.”

“Snippy? Me?” Gayle retorted. “Maybe I’m not
the one who forgot to write it down.”

“A lot of things haven’t been written down
lately. Maybe now I know why.”

Miss Weigenmeister believed that she knew
why. Thinking it time to announce herself, she coughed and said,
“Excuse me, where are the canning supplies?”

A bald head belonging to an old man poked out
from around the aisle. He wore a leather apron with wide pockets, a
button down shirt and dress slacks that were flawlessly pressed.
“Oh, Miss Weigenmeister, where did you come from?” the man, Thomas,
asked in a pleasant voice.

“From outside,” Gayle shouted.

Ignoring his wife, Thomas said, “What can I
do for you today?”

“I came in for canning supplies, but it
sounds like you’ve been having a bit of trouble.”

“Honestly, all this rain has me in a daze.
Here, let me help you with the jars.”

The sale was made with little more evidence
of the spell. Thomas seemed brighter as he carried the heavy box
full of glass jars outside and strapped it to the front of Miss
Weigenmeister’s bicycle. But if he had remembered where the radio
had gotten to, he didn’t say.

“Well, it seems today is a proper day for me
to be out after all,” Miss Weigenmeister said to herself, wheeling
her bicycle down the sidewalk. “There’s a puzzle that needs
solving. I imagine the trail will set itself before me soon enough.
People certainly are acting strangely.”

Focusing, she bent her will upon the problem,
searching for guidance. Divination was a particular talent of hers.
Divination of this type, in pursuit of evil, almost seemed to come
to her as if gifted by some unseen force.

“The direction defies detection,” she
announced aloud with a sigh, getting nothing. “This isn’t going to
be as easy as I thought, but then again things seldom are. I’ll
have to come back tomorrow and do some more investigating. A trail
like this won’t grow cold in haste.”

Making the decision final, she again
addressed herself, “I need a gallon of milk and the gas station is
nearby, best price in town, so I might as well get it there and
then start home.”

Enjoying the sun, trying to soak in as much
light and heat as she could before the cold winds of winter blew,
Miss Weigenmeister made her way to the corner gas station. When she
arrived an old Chevy was idling near the door. As she walked in, an
unremarkable young man dressed in jeans and a dirty denim jacket
stood before the counter. Kent Rubley, she knew him. He was buying
cigarettes.

“He’s too young to be buying cigarettes and
he shouldn’t even be driving,” Miss Weigenmeister thought. But then
it hit her. The enchantment stank on him like the spring manure
pile at a hog barn.

The young man eyed her, then glanced to the
security camera mounted on the wall behind the clerk. “Oh, it’s
you, the librarian,” Kent said, taking his hand from his coat
pocket. He opened his hand and showed her some strange looking
piece of jewelry. She could not see it so as to be able to describe
what it looked like, but the pretty thing certainly glinted in a
way that caught the eye. A fog rolled over her mind. Recognizing
the enchantment, she turned her will and it went away.

“Well, look at you,” Kent said with a smirk.
“The pretty librarian here, with me, totally under my control. What
I would do to you if this camera wasn’t watchin’.”

Miss Weigenmeister didn’t respond. She let
her features go blank.

“Yeah, I’d love to take a turn at that,” he
said, his eyes appraising her. “Sorry babe, but I got to go. The
camera’s watchin’, you know. I’ll take you up on your offer next
time.” He stepped abruptly away, flinging the door open in front of
him.

As the door slammed shut, the clerk came back
as if from a pleasant dream. He blinked, shook his head, and then
looked up. By that time, Kent had dropped his car, a thunderously
loud machine, into gear and pulled away.

“When did you get here?” the clerk asked,
confused.

“I’ve lived here all my life,” Miss
Weigenmeister said, leaving no room for questions or answers. “I
have a few things I need to take care of, but I’ll be back for my
bicycle later.”

Now she worked a bit of an enchantment of her
own. If she were going to follow the young man, she would have to
be after him quickly. Kent was growing bold, more confident in his
abilities. How he behaved toward her indicated a more threatening
intent, a malice that was beginning to fester.

“Do you mind if I leave it out back?” Miss
Weigenmeister said.

“Feel free, but be careful,” the clerk
replied. “A lot of stuff has come up missing around town and none’s
to blame.”

“Thanks for the warning but it’s probably
just some misunderstood youth. These things have a way of working
themselves out in time.”

“I hope so.”

She wove a new direction into her spell. This
one was built more solidly, more subtly than the first. “Would it
be acceptable for me to lock my things into the restroom?”

“No problem,” the clerk said, retrieving
something from under the counter. “Here’s the key.”

“Thank you very much.”

 


*****

 


Taking one last careful look around before
entering the restroom, Miss Weigenmeister brought her bike inside
and set it against the wall, locking the door behind her. She took
off her clothes and folded them neatly upon the basin. Then,
feeling an anxious but familiar turn of the stomach, she began.

She looked at her hand and forearm, thinking
about the fine bones within, how very much like the bones of a
bird’s wing they were. That was how the change began.

The hairs stood upon her arm, broadened and
grew dark, becoming feathers. Her legs diminished and her feet
became clawed. Her nose lengthened to a point and her eyes moved to
the sides of her head. Even before the change had completely worked
upon her, Miss Weigenmeister flew out the open window in
pursuit.

In the guise of a crow, Miss Weigenmeister
rose high in the sky, soaring, gliding, searching for the car. The
spore of the old Chevy’s passing was unmistakable. A plume of
exhaust rose like a skunk’s tail, black and fetid. Along the road
the young Kent now traveled there were but a few houses and nowhere
else to go. He was headed home.

The wings of a crow aren’t made for traveling
distance and neither are the arms of librarians. By the time Miss
Weigenmeister had found the place she was looking for, she had
grown tired.

Kent’s was a nice house with a well kept
lawn, trim bushes and a little garden out back. The soil looked
appreciated and well tended. As late in the season as it was,
flowers bloomed. The remnants of thick vines in a compost pile
revealed a bounty of tomatoes that may have rivaled even her
own.

Miss Weigenmeister kept her guise, first
hopping then flying more in the way of a crow in the wild,
searching for some way inside the house. No doors were ajar. The
windows were far beyond the ability of a crow to open. She
considered making the change but there were no clothes on the line
to be had.

“Am I the only one who doesn’t use a dryer
nowadays?” she asked herself, spying an exhaust vent from the
basement choked with lint.

A window opened, and from it came a white
puff and the sharp smell of burning tobacco. “Perhaps your power
over your parents isn’t complete,” the crow said in a low voice,
watching the boy draw deeply through the cigarette and then expel a
white cloud into the outside air. “If you have to hide your smoking
from your parents, may I assume then that the power you have is
temporary or perhaps focused on a single object?”

The crow waited until the boy had finished
his first cigarette and then lighted upon the windowsill, stepping
cautiously inside. “Well good day, Mister Rubley. Haven’t you been
busy?”

“What? A talking bird?” the young man said in
surprise, coughing out smoke.

“Yes, or perhaps someone has mesmerized
you.”

He turned pale. “How do you know about
that?”

“You might as well ask how a crow can speak.
I won’t tell you that either, Kent Rubley, now that I know what
mischief you have been up to.” She added scornfully, “Shame on
you.”

The pretty thing was still in his pocket. He
took it out and flashed it at her.

“That won’t work on me. You’ve had your
chance and failed. Give it to me.”

“No, It’s mine,” Kent said, growing angry,
though he was still unable to decide whether or not he should
attack so strange a messenger.

“I bet it isn’t yours. I bet you stole it
from that nice old man you do lawn work for. Wasn’t he a magician
of some kind before he retired? They say he was very good, even
worked Vegas for a time. Shame on you. Shame on you for stealing
from an old man and using his tricks for evil purposes.” She hopped
nearer, saying, “Now give it to me. These are not things for you to
meddle with. Give it to me and return all that you stole. And don’t
forget to pay for that lunch.”

“What? How did you know?”

“I know everything. And if you don’t want
everyone else to know too, you’ll make this right. If you force my
hand I’ll have the police come. There’s enough in the bedroom here
to send you to the juvenile home. How would you like that?”

Kent moved to attack, but his response had
been anticipated. Without sound or gesture the crow loosed her
spell and the young man froze. “We can do this all day if you’d
like,” the crow said smugly, but she released him a moment
later.

“But what are you going to do with it?” Kent
asked as he held out his hand.

Taking the medallion in a claw, Miss
Weigenmeister said, “Its previous owner used it for good. He made
lots of children happy without much reward for himself, but that
part of his life is over. I’m sure Mister Mercer would be happy to
have it pass on to someone deserving, someone who would use it as
wisely as he did.”

She gave Kent a sidelong glance and said, “If
you make amends, if you prove to me that you have learned
responsibility and are capable of an equal good, maybe someday this
great gift will return to you. I’ll be watching.”

With that, she flapped her wings and was
away.

 


 


 


An Offering for Sister Rachael

 A Family Business Contract

By D. L. Chance

 


Theo noted how much cleaner the sidewalk out
front of the Cherry Creek Outreach to Lost Souls and the Wretched
looked this warm late spring morning than it was on either side of
the narrow former business address-turned-storefront church and
charity kitchen for the dejected and destitute. It was downright
spotless, he thought, pulling his sturdy new ‘23 Buick coupe to a
stop behind the two older police vehicles parked at the curb.
Someone around here must have to work for their meals.

That wouldn’t surprise him.

Sister Rachael Martin was the fiery but
caring lay preacher who ran the small rescue mission as a sanctuary
from the often harsh realities of life among the bleak conditions
on the seedy Cherry Creek side of downtown Denver. She had never
been known as an easy touch, even though she devoted her entire
existence to the duty of giving to others. A longtime friend of
Theo’s grandfather, John Breckenridge Hartfield, Theo had—at the
elder Hartfield’s unavoidable insistence, at first—spent many
Thanksgiving and Christmas days as a child, then as a young man, at
the mission helping to feed hungry skid row dwellers the only hot
meal they’d had in what was for most of them a long, long time.

Like Theo, many of the miserable,
life-ravaged regulars were combat veterans of the recent Great War,
and some of the older men had seen service back in the Spanish
American War. And no one worked harder at providing and serving
those meals than Sister Rachael.

But now, Sister Rachael Martin was dead from
a skillet blow to the left side of the head. And on the day the
Denver high-hats were set to gather for a special evening
fundraising ball at the Brown Palace to benefit her mission.

Sighing deeply, Theo glanced around him. He
didn’t see anyone watching, but as he climbed from his automobile
his war-honed senses were still so finely tuned that he could
almost feel dozens of eyes on him from dingy second and third floor
windows all along the rundown street.

A policeman stationed just inside the mission
door recognized Theo and wordlessly nodded for him to pass. Theo
could hear voices through the open door to the kitchen, so he made
his way toward it. Pausing beside the haggard old upright piano
Sister Rachael always insisted he play whenever he was helping out
around the place, he couldn’t help smiling slightly.

“Now Theodore Roosevelt Hartfield,” she would
say, a big wooden spoon projecting from one of the fists she rested
on her broad hips, “you know you weren’t given your talent just to
waste it on you.”

He had always wanted to ask her just who else
it was he was supposed to waste his talent on, but he knew what she
would do with the spoon if he ever did. So he allowed her to hug
him instead when he’d sit down to play a few old hymns for the
down-and-outers.

Theo laid a gentle hand on the piano, and
pulled it away when the beat-up old instrument rocked slightly on
its three wheels. He didn’t want to make it tip over.

In the kitchen, just beyond the combined
meeting and dining room, Theo recognized the two uniformed officers
and Sgt. Pete Davis, the Denver PD detective who’d called the
office earlier and asked if Theo could come by. The back door hung
open to the alley beyond, and a small reddish spot on the otherwise
immaculate floor—and the discolored cast iron frying pan
nearby—caused a lump in Theo’s throat. He drew a deep breath,
nodded at the uniforms, then he turned and met the detective’s
intense stare.

“Anything new?” he asked, his voice as level
as he could make it.

“Thanks for coming, Theo.” Detective Davis
blinked and looked down to study the dried bloodstain at his feet.
“I know this is hard for you, but I thought we could use your
help.”

“I guess it’s hard for all of us, Pete.” Theo
gazed at the stain and tried to lay his personal feelings about the
murder victim aside. “She was a good one. What else do you know so
far?”

The policeman studied Theo’s face for a long
moment before drawing a deep breath and letting it out slowly.

“We have an arrest,” he said. “Got him right
after I called you. The morning bartender over at Beeman’s noticed
that a derelict who usually hangs around in the alley out back of
the place paid for a drink from an envelope that had Sister
Rachel’s name written on it. The barman stepped out front to call
the beat officer, and there was almost fifty dollars inside when
the bum was collared. He said he found it out back here in the
alley.”

Theo couldn’t help frowning into the
distance, the way his grandfather used to do when something didn’t
seem quite right and needed further pondering.

“Theo?”

“Hmmm?”

“Theo, did you hear me? We arrested the
killer.”

“I heard. Which bartender was it?”

“At Beemans?”

“Yeah.”

“It was Henderson,” Davis said. “The big
guy.”

“Hobnail Henderson?”

“That’s the one.” Davis nodded. “He usually
works the night shift, when there might be more trouble. But Beeman
has him working mornings now since he kicked the hell out of a mine
speculator and put him in the hospital a couple weeks back.”

“I’ve seen him here at the mission, before
Beeman gave him the job,” Theo said, turning to gaze through the
kitchen door at the neat row of chairs set up in the meeting room.
“Those heavy boots he wears are on a hair trigger sometimes.”

“He don’t just use his feet,” Davis said.
“The way his hand was swollen and bandaged when I talked to him
awhile ago, he must’ve busted a few knuckles breaking something up
in the past couple of days, too.”

“Speakeasys can be like that, I guess,” Theo
opined. “This killer of yours, you said he’s a derelict? Did he
confess?”

“Not yet, but he was a known supper regular
over here, too,” the detective said. “That’s why the bartender
thought it was odd that he had so much money on him. I figure he
came in from the alley here, and...you know. He left the door open
on his way out.”

“Makes sense. Who found her?”

The officer looked uncomfortable. He didn’t
answer.

“Pete? Who discovered the body?”

“I’m not sure I can tell you that, Theo.” The
man turned away and started toward the alley door. “He’s
overwrought as hell, and I’m not absolutely positive I can let you
talk to him on my authority alone. But I can tell you he found her
by peering through that opening in the front curtains yonder, and
noticing the back door was open. Then he saw Rachael laying on the
floor. We found a drunk across the street who saw…the man who found
her this morning, and confirmed his story.”

“Okay. Can I talk to this derelict?”

“Oh sure.” The detective stuck his head out
the door and looked both ways down the filthy alley. Turning back
to Theo, he pushed the door shut and slid both of its heavy bolts
home. “We’re gonna let him sit awhile, getting thirstier and
thirstier for that whiskey he meant to spend all Sister Rachael’s
money on, and I guess he’ll confess the first time we offer him
something stronger than water.”

“What are you going to do about
Beeman’s?”

The officer shrugged. “Nothing. As long as
the mayor and most of the capitol crowd hangs out there, and Beeman
keeps the place quiet, the chief is content to let it stay open.”
The detective nodded in the direction of the speakeasy a couple
blocks away toward the center of the city. “And besides, the
drunkards who hang out around the alley door would just be off
somewhere committing real crimes and causing real problems if we
shut it down.”

“Well, I guess it’s not my worry, then.” Theo
looked back at the bloodstain, then at the now closed door to the
alley before meeting the police officer’s eye. “He didn’t do it,
Pete. The killer came in the front door. This derelict of yours
didn’t kill Sister Rachael, or rob her.”

“He was caught with her money.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Theo said. “There’s
lots of ways he could have ended up with money in an envelope that
had her name on it, including finding it in the alley. And, yes,
stealing it could also have been one of those reasons. But not this
time.”

“Now how can you know that?” A soft tension
crept into the police detective’s voice. “You don’t even know who
the derelict is!”

“No. But I know that Sister Rachael was
supposed to have a lot more than fifty dollars, because my family
alone gave her five hundred just last week to help out with the
expenses on the big fundraiser she was supposed to hold tonight. If
this derelict only had fifty or thereabouts on him, someone gave it
to him for one reason. That reason was—“

“For us to find it. I understand what you’re
saying, Theo.” The detective motioned with his forehead for the
uniformed officer to leave the kitchen. When he was gone, the
detective lowered his voice. “I gave her ten dollars for that big
fund drive she was having, myself. It might not be much to your
family, but on my pay that’s a lot of money. Still—“ he held out a
hand to stop Theo from interrupting “—everyone around here knew she
always kept any money she had in an envelope like that, and that
she kept it squirreled away somewhere on the premises.”

“Where was that?” Theo asked casually. “Where
do you think she kept it?”

“Apparently, she kept it somewhere in the
kitchen here, where the killer found it,” detective said. “And I’m
sure we’ll get that part of the story out of him before long. It
makes sense that Rachael would have heard the noise and came
downstairs in time to catch him red-handed, or even on his way out
the alley door.”

“How was she dressed?”

“In her regular work clothes.” The officer
indicated his hip. “She had a couple of buttons open on the side of
her dress, like she was just going to bed.”

“Or like she was just getting up this
morning?”

“Maybe, but not as likely.” Davis sighed
deeply, and his voice was softer when he went on. “The rest of her
clothes didn’t look all that fresh, either. Theo, the evidence says
he killed her when she tried to stop him, and he done it by hitting
her with that big skillet. And as for your idea about the doors,
the front door was locked from the inside, so he had to come in the
alley door.” The detective held up a hand to silence Theo for
another moment. “He might not have meant to kill her. But he did it
just the same, which is why I think he was in such a hurry to get
as drunk as he could as soon as he could when Beeman’s opened this
morning.”

Theo drew a deep breath and nodded distantly.
“That’s the simplest set of events, all right,” he said. “And it
makes the most sense. But—” he held up his own hand when the
detective started to say something “—it doesn’t explain what
happened with all the other money Rachael had available.”

“She must have put it in the bank, like
anyone else would have,” the officer said. “Maybe she realized how
crazy it’d be to keep cash money stashed anywhere close in this
pesthole neighborhood.”

Theo shook his head. “I once heard her tell
my grandfather that her family lost everything when her father’s
bank was gutted during Sherman’s occupation of Atlanta, back in
‘64. She never trusted banks after that, and preferred to keep her
money hid close to her.” He walked slowly back to the meeting room
out front and stood next to the piano. “Who found her, Pete?” he
asked again.

“Now, Theo, I already told you I can’t
say—”

“Have you learned anything new, Sergeant
Davis?” Theo looked over to see a dapper-dressed gentleman he
recognized stepping slowly through the front door and into the
mission’s main dining hall and makeshift sanctuary. “I’ve been so
upset this morning that I can’t concentrate on my work. I had to
come by and see if anything had changed.”

“Nothing yet, Mr. Baines.” The detective
motioned at Theo. “We caught the killer, but you already know about
that. Um, have you met Theodore Hartfield? Theo, this is Milton
Baines, of the Baines and Murdock Mining Company.”

“Oh yes.” Milton Baines removed an expensive
pearl gray kid glove that matched his topcoat, narrow-brim hat and
spats. “I believe I have seen Mr. Hartfield at various functions
around Denver,” he said, holding out the hand for shaking. “It’s a
pleasure to finally meet you, sir. I’m just sorry we had to meet on
such a sad occasion.”

Theo grasped the man’s hand for a quick
polite shake. “The pleasure is all mine,” he said. “Did you know
Sister Rachael well?”

“I—” Baines glanced quickly at the police
officer before going on. “I feel as if I did,” he said hesitantly,
carefully pulling his glove back on. “As you no doubt know, she was
one of those rare people one feels as if he’s known all his life
within mere moments of meeting her for the first time. It’s been my
pleasure to meet with her here at the mission quite a few times
over the past few weeks, and I was so looking forward to tonight’s
gathering in her honor. Why do you ask?”

“Mr. Hartfield was a good friend of the
deceased—”

“The victim,” Theo said. “She didn’t just
die, she was murdered.”

“The victim,” Davis repeated through nearly
clenched teeth, stepping past Theo and gesturing for Baines to
precede him to the front door where the other officers waited
outside on the walk. “And I thought he might could add some new
angles to this case that we hadn’t considered. But now that we have
the killer in custody, it looks as if…Theo, are you coming? I have
to seal this place up to preserve the evidence in yonder.”

“I’ll be right there. I just want to take a
last few seconds here where Sister Rachael preached to…you know,
say my goodbyes.”

“I understand.” A sad expression came over
the policeman’s face. “We’ll be right outside.”

Alone for the moment, Theo shook the piano a
couple more times. He’d always known it was missing its front right
wheel, and how Sister Rachael always propped it up with a broken,
fist-sized chunk of smooth rose quartz someone had taken out of
Cherry Creek and given to her as a gift. The rock was flat on one
side and round on the other, and it fit tight enough to keep the
piano wedged firmly up against the wall. But it was so well hidden
under the corner of the instrument that if someone didn’t
specifically know it was there, they would never suspect its
presence.

Studying the front curtains, he saw that
there was indeed a slight parting of the panels, and the view to
the back door did line up nicely with it. But he’d never known the
curtains to be open at all before. Sister Rachael always insisted
that those who sought her out deserved their dignity, and privacy
from any prying eyes out on the sidewalk.

“Theo? You finished?”

“Yeah,” Theo said, turning toward the door.
“I guess I’ll be on my way if you don’t need anything else.”

“With the arrest, the case is closed as far
as I’m concerned,” Davis said. “Thank you for coming.”

“Yes, Mr. Hartfield,” Baines said. “My
thanks, too.”

Theo nodded parting glances with the others
and, as Davis left firm orders with a policeman stationed at the
door about keeping everyone out of the mission, climbed into his
Buick. He pulled carefully around Baines’ fancy Packard Roadster
and drove off, and turned right at the first intersection to make
his way back toward downtown.

Instead of continuing toward the Family’s
offices, located on a quiet upscale residential street a few blocks
from the capitol complex, Theo pulled up in front of the Rocky
Mountain News. Inside, he met with Porter Lane, a reporter for the
paper and a friend from childhood, and was directed to the paper’s
morgue.

He thought he found part of what he was
looking for when his friend joined him at lunch time. From the date
on the paper, he’d been out of town working a Contract when the
story came out, so it was no wonder he’d missed it.

“How’s it coming?” Lane asked, noting the
stack of papers. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”

“Yeah. Who covered Rachel Martin’s killing
this morning?”

Taken back slightly by the abrupt question,
the journalist blinked and thought a moment.

“That would have been Edwin Brock. He’s the
lead reporter on murders in Denver proper. Why?”

“I was wondering who found
Sister Martin’s body. Do you think Edwin would tell me?”

Lane smiled. “Not if he wants to go on
working here,” he said. “But I think he would tell me. How ‘bout I
go ask him before he gets away for lunch, and then tell you all
about it over our lunch at…say, the Brown Palace?”

“I guess I’m buying?”

“Why, no!” Lane looked shocked. “No such
thing. I’ll be paying for my own lunch by supplying a name you
need, thank you very much.”

A short time later, Theo watched the shapely
waitress walk toward the kitchen with his and Lane’s lunch orders
for steak with baked potatoes, then he turned to his friend.

“Okay, who found her?”

Lane looked noticeably uncomfortable.

“I’m trusting you to keep it to yourself,
Theo,” he said softly. “I mean it. If the right someone finds out
that I—”

“It was Milton Baines,” Theo said, enjoying
the surprised look on Lane’s face. “I already suspected it. You
just confirmed it.”

“How did you know?”

“He came in when I was there this morning,”
Theo said. “And from what he and Pete Davis said, I could tell that
wasn’t the first time he’d been there since sunup.” He lowered his
voice. “Lane, do you know anything about the big donation Baines
made to Sister Martin’s mission?”

The reporter shrugged. “Only that he made
it,” he said. “It’s not my beat, but it’s pretty hard to miss when
someone just ups and gives ten thousand dollars to a skid row
church like that. Hell, I’d have to work fifteen or twenty years to
make that kind of money, but Baines is so rich he can just hand it
over.”

“Did he?”

“Did he what?”

“Did he hand it over?”

“We ran a photo of him giving her the check
right after the donation was announced.”

“I saw it. But when was the donation
announced?”

“Let me think.” Lane frowned in thought.
“About four weeks ago.”

“Mm-hmm.” Theo nodded slightly. He missed
that story among the others at the newspaper office, but it seemed
like something a man such as Baines would have insisted on. “Have
you heard anything about the benefit ball being cancelled
tonight?”

“No.” Lane shook his head. “As a matter of
fact, we’re running a special story in the evening paper about it
going on despite Rev. Martin’s death. Milton Baines called the
paper this morning and set up an interview at his home, and I heard
he’s taking charge personally of making sure it goes off as
scheduled as a kind of memorial to her.”

Both stopped talking when their food arrived.
Theo thanked the waitress while Lane got busy with his steak and
potato. They ate in silence for a few minutes before Theo washed
down a bite of steak with a gulp of beer, and set his fork on the
plate.

“What do you know about Murdock?” he
asked.

“Jesse Murdock? Baines’ partner?”

“Yeah.”

Lane dabbed at his mouth with his linen
napkin. “Not much,” he said, pushing bits of steak around his plate
with his fork. “Just that he’s a mining engineer and he handles the
on-site chores while Baines handles the book business here in
town.”

“How successful are they?”

“I couldn’t say,” Lane said, choosing a
nicely fried chunk of meat and eyeing it closely. “Mighty tasty
beef today, though. I don’t cover the mining industry for the
paper, but I have noticed where Baines and Murdock have operations
in all the big districts and a few of the smaller diggings. They
don’t specialize in any one mineral, but they have made some big
noise lately about how gold in the Cripple Creek district looks
like it could make a comeback because of some fancy new extraction
technique they’ve come up with.”

“Does it work?”

Lane shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. From what I
gather, it’s based on the idea that gold melts at a lower
temperature than the quartz it’s often found in around old
volcanoes like Pikes Peak. So if they can heat up a mess of crushed
ore, and get it hot enough, the gold is supposed to flow out of it
like water.”

“But that’s what all smelters do,” Theo
pointed out. “There’s nothing new about it.”

“No, there isn’t.” Lane shrugged. “But their
process involves a new way to heat the ore, then cool it afterwards
so that all the heat isn’t lost up the chimney, the way it is now.
They say it’ll extract more gold, and save a fortune in coal
costs.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Theo allowed. “Do
they have a working model of their system?”

“If they do, I haven’t seen it.” Lane
finished a last bite before taking a drink and going on. “But then,
I’m mostly covering the capitol these days, and that’s enough to
keep me plenty busy.”

“I suppose. Did Rachel ever cash that
check?”

“Of course she ca…” The reporter sat his fork
aside and thought about it a minute. “No. I won’t say that. I
honestly don’t know if she cashed it or not. I can only speculate
that she must have because the money from it is about the only
thing she had that someone might kill her for.”

“You’d think so,” Theo said. Finished with
his meal, he pushed his plate away. “Who’s covering the benefit
tonight? Edwin Brock?”

“Naw.” Lane pushed his own empty plate away
and fished a toothpick from his vest pocket. “The benefit is a
social function, and he only covers crimes. I’m not sure who’s on
for tonight.”

Theo reached into his inside coat pocket for
his wallet and removed a small bill, which he dropped on the table.
“If you’re interested in a big story,” he said, coming to his feet,
“stop by the fundraiser tonight.”

Lane stood and eyed his old friend
closely.

“Theo?”

“I’ve just got a hunch something important is
going to happen.”

The reporter waited for clarification, but
when it didn’t come he shrugged and nodded at the door. “If you
won’t say, I guess you won’t say.” He returned his toothpick to his
vest pocket. “But I’m going to take your word for it and be
there.”

“Be sure to bring your notebook.”

After dropping Lane off at the paper, Theo
drove to the police station where, sitting on the edge of the
accused bum’s bunk, he spoke with the man charged in Sister
Rachael’s murder. The vagrant peered at Theo through gummy eyes,
then explained that he’d spent the night in a doorway a few yards
down the alley from Rachael’s kitchen door. Theo pictured the scene
in his mind, and recalled the doorway the derelict must be talking
about, and nodded.

“Go on,” he said.

Sometime during the wee hours, the
gamy-smelling wretch murmured, though he wasn’t sure of the exact
time he heard what sounded like two people arguing in the alleyway
and trying to be quiet, but he otherwise ignored it. When he woke
later, he found the envelope with Rachael’s name in the alley dirt.
He noticed her door was open. When he peeked in and saw her lying
on the floor, dead, he picked up the envelope, noticed it had money
inside, and headed straight to Beeman’s for something to clear away
what must be just part of the nightmares he had been having ever
since he could remember. It wasn’t until he was arrested that he
realized he actually saw what his blurry mind told him he could not
have seen in the mission kitchen.

“And, honest mister, I didn’t kill Sister
Rachael, like they’re saying I done.” The man wiped a tear from his
eye. “She’s been mighty good to me. Now, with her gone, I ‘magine
it’s gonna get a lot tougher for a lot of us.”

“It might,” Theo said. “Did you actually see
anyone arguing in the alley?”

“Naw. But I learned in the war not to stick
my nose into other folks’s quarrels. They might decide it’s better
to shoot me than it is to keep fighting amongst themselves.”

Having had his own similar experiences in the
war, Theo figured the drunk knew what he was talking about.

“What did they do?” Theo stared intently into
the other man’s rheumy eyes. “When they stopped arguing, what did
they do?”

“Beats me. All I know is that they were
gone.”

“Okay.” Theo came to his feet. “Look, get
yourself a couple more meals here,” he said, making sure he had the
bum’s full attention. “And get yourself cleaned up while you’re at
it. I expect you’ll be turned loose sometime tonight or in the
morning.”

“You believe me, then?” The man’s voice took
on a cautiously expectant tone. “You believe when I say I didn’t
kill Sister Rachael nor rob her?”

“Do you remember anything else about last
night and this morning that I need to know?” Theo pressed.
“Anything at all?

“Only what she looked like laying there with
her head caved in.” The bum wiped his nose with the back of his
dirty hand. “She was mighty good to me. Mighty good to a lot of
us.”

“I’m sure she was.” Theo motioned at the
jailer down the hallway, at his post visible through the bars. “If
you remember anything else, tell the guard to write it down for you
right away.”

“I will. Say, mister, since you know I didn’t
do it, and I won’t have to hang for it now, do you think you could
tell them something that’ll make ‘em keep me in here a few more
days? Maybe a week?” The derelict rose on unsteady legs. “It can
still get mighty cold out yonder at night.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks.”

Neither stuck out a hand for shaking.

Ten minutes later, Theo pulled up in front of
the Mining Exchange Building, where the city directory claimed
Baines and Murdock had their offices.

Neither Baines nor Murdock was in. A
harried-looking receptionist explained that Baines was at the Brown
Palace overseeing the last minute work of getting the benefit gala
ready for the evening. Murdock, she said, left just after noon to
make sure a truckload of machinery bound for one of the company’s
mines near Golden was packed just right. But, somewhat wistfully,
the receptionist said she thought both would be at the
fundraiser.

“Not going yourself?”

“No.” She sighed. “And from what I hear,
everyone who is anyone in Denver is going to be there.”

“Aw, I bet there’s lots of gents around who’d
like to escort you to the ball,” Theo said, noting that the woman,
somewhere in her early thirties, wasn’t wearing any marriage
jewelry. “Pretty young thing like you.”

The woman dimpled. “You flatter me, sir,” she
said, on the verge of a giggle. Her smile soon faded, though. “But
the real reason is because I just can’t afford a ticket. Mr. Baines
has paid me with stock certificates for the past two weeks while he
and Mr. Murdock put every possible penny they can get into the
company. See, they have a new gold extraction process, and they’re
trying to interest investors. But so far they haven’t had much
luck.”

“They haven’t?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” she said,
looking around and lowering her voice, “but I was speaking with a
secretary at one of the other mining companies in the building at
lunch the other day, and she said her boss thinks this new process
won’t work so he didn’t invest. But he’ll be sorry when we’re all
rich because of it.”

“Oh?” Theo smiled at her. “In that case, I
might just invest some money in it myself.”

“You won’t regret it,” she said. “Um, what
did you say your name is?”

“Brock,” Theo said smoothly, starting to turn
toward the door. “Edwin Brock. And please pass along my regrets to
Mr. Baines and Mr. Murdock.”

“I will.” The receptionist smiled again. “Are
you going to be attending the gala tonight? It’s such a shame about
that poor minister lady’s passing. She was in here just yesterday,
and she seemed such a sweet soul.”

Theo turned back to study the receptionist’s
face.

“She was here yesterday?”

“She was, poor thing.” The woman sighed
deeply. “Mr. Baines and Mr. Murdock told me that if she showed up I
was to tell her that they were out of the office because they were
so busy writing up contracts for the new equipment it takes to
build their gold extraction machinery, and they couldn’t be
bothered at the time or they might make a costly mistake.” The
receptionist flushed pink for a moment. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t
have mentioned that,” she said. “And please don’t tell Mr. Baines
and Mr. Murdock that I did, because it’s private company business.
But since Rev. Martin has passed on, I don’t see the harm in
telling you, Mister…what did you say your name is, again?”

“Edwin Brock,” Theo said. “And thank you so
much for your time.”

“My pleasure. Mr. Brock.”

Next, Theo stopped at Beeman’s. Even in the
middle of the afternoon the speakeasy was doing a lively business.
Henderson wasn’t in sight, and the bartender on duty offered the
speculation that the morning man might be found at Sister Rachael’s
church, since he and the lady preacher had been so close for the
past few weeks. If he wasn’t there, Henderson might be at the
railroad station, the barman opined, where he often picked up tips
in the afternoons by helping passengers with their luggage and
freight.

Theo made his way back to the mission, where
he passed pleasantries with the policeman on duty at the front
door. But Henderson hadn’t been by, the cop said.

While he was talking with the officer, Theo
noticed that, as Baines told Detective Davis, he could see clear
through to the back door from the narrow opening in the front
window curtains. Saying his goodbyes to the beat copper and firing
up the Buick, he drove around the corner to the mouth of the alley.
Setting the brake and taking his keys, he walked up the alley to
Rachael’s kitchen door. There, he studied the heavily littered dirt
roadway.

With his back to the mission kitchen door, he
saw that the street to his left, where his automobile was visible
just past where the alley opened to the street, was slightly
farther away than the street to his right. He turned right and
started walking, and hadn’t gone more than ten feet until he found
what he was looking for.

Satisfied, he returned to his Buick and drove
home. There, he made a few phone calls before getting ready for the
benefit banquet.

“Did they get him?” Theo shook a smiling
Detective Davis’ hand in the hallway at the Brown Palace two hours
later. “Which direction?”

“Got ‘em, and Cheyenne. We’re sending someone
for him tomorrow. Thanks for the tip.” The officer moved his hat
back on his head and jerked his eyebrows at the ballroom. “But are
you sure? I mean, it makes sense, especially seeing as how you were
right about the killer. But…well, are you absolutely positive
that…”

“I am.” Theo peeked into the ballroom and
noticed that Milton Baines was about to speak. “But we have to let
him do it first.”

“Okay. But are you—”

“I’m sure, Pete,” Theo said. “Just give him a
few minutes.”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Baines said from the
podium, raising his voice over the clinking glasses and silverware.
When the room was quiet, he went on. “We all know why we’re here.
Reverend Rachael Martin, rest her soul, was a saint to so many
wretches here in Denver. She might be gone, called home, but her
noble work must go on. That’s why I’m calling for the establishment
of a foundation that will keep her mission open and honor her life.
To that end, I am personally pledging another ten thousand dollars,
even though my previous donation of that amount was stolen during
her dastardly murder. And I challenge everyone of means here to
donate similar amounts.”

He sipped at a glass of water while the crowd
applauded.

“But,” he said when it was quiet again, “for
such an endeavor to be legal, somebody, someone among us, must be
willing to administer that foundation, the Sister Rachael Martin
Charitable Trust, and oversee the management and disbursement of
funds.”

“Why don’t you do it, Baines?” someone in the
crowd shouted. “You appear to know more about it than anyone else
here.”

“Yeah,” another man said, coming to his feet.
“You’re the most qualified among us, you being her best friend and
biggest donor.”

Baines held out his hands, his palms facing
the audience. “Like most of you, I have my own business to run,” he
said. “There are only so many hours in the day, and—“

“Folks!” Another gentleman stood and turned
to face the crowd. “I read in the evening’s paper about how deep
Mr. Baines cared for Sister Rachael and her work. If it’s just a
matter of money, I’m sure we can raise enough tonight, right now,
to make sure her work goes on without it being a burden on anyone
in particular, especially Mr. Baines. So how ‘bout it? I’m going to
start with five thousand dollars now, and another five if that mine
I’ve got in Creede comes through. Who’ll match me?”

Several others stood up with similar offers,
and Baines looked like he was about to cry.

“Not yet,” Theo whispered to the detective.
“Just another minute or two.”

While they were waiting, an officer
approached and whispered to Davis, then took up a position nearby.
The detective turned to Theo and smiled.

“They got Murdock in Golden, and they’re
bringing him in tonight.”

Theo nodded, satisfied. “He’ll come in
handy,” he said.

When the promised donations seemed to be
slacking off, Baines pulled a handkerchief from his breast pocket
and wiped his eyes.

“With so much support, and so much
encouragement,” he said, a slight tremor in his voice, “how can I
refuse. I appreciate your vote of confidence, and I accept the
responsibility you good people of Denver have placed on me.
Tomorrow morning, I will begin the legal proceedings it takes to
set up the Sister Rachael Martin Charitable Trust, and I hope
several of you prominent gentlemen will accept positions as
trustees.”

“Go get him,” Theo said.

Detective Davis pushed the door open and,
with Theo and two uniformed police officers approached the head
table.

Baines seemed puzzled, but then his eyes
widened and he looked like he wanted to run away.

“Hold it right there, Baines,” Davis shouted,
while the crowd sat in stunned silence. “You’re under arrest.”

“Wh-what?”

“Arrest.” The detective pointed at the two
officers. “You. You’re being arrested, Mr. Baines.”

“This is an outrage,” Baines spat. “I’ll have
your job for this, Davis!”

“If you can get it, you’re welcome to it,”
the policeman said tightly. “Now stand there and be quiet for a
minute.”

“Why are you arresting Mr. Baines,” someone
in the crowd suddenly shouted.

Davis looked at Theo and nodded.

“Most of you know me or my family,” Theo
said, raising his voice. “Many of you have contracted for our
services.”

“What’s going on, Theo?” the same voice
asked. “Why can’t the policeman speak for himself?”

“Detective Davis can’t say
anything about this case, but I can as a private citizen,” Theo
said. “Milton Baines is being arrested on bunko charges. He’s a con
man, and he was about to steal thousands of dollars from you
all.”

“Nonsense!” Baines snapped. “I was just—”

“How can that be?” another in the crowd
shouted. “He just pledged another ten thousand dollars
himself.”

“He might have pledged it. But, like with his
previous big donation, I doubt he had intentions of honoring that
pledge.” Theo waited for the outburst that followed to settle down
some before going on. “See, he didn’t give any ten thousand dollars
to Sister Rachael before. He just said he did, and made a big show
of it so that people like you would think he’s trustworthy enough
for you to invest your money in his company. But he never actually
turned over the money. He didn’t have the money to give in the
first place. So none of it was stolen in that robbery this
morning.”

Theo let that sink in before going on.

“I’m going to sue you, Hartfield,” Baines
snarled. “You and—”

“Shut up,” Davis barked.

“Now, Indian giving isn’t illegal, but Sister
Rachael could have made him look very bad in Denver because of it,”
Theo continued. “That’s why he went ahead and staged this benefit
ball, after Sister Rachael’s death this morning. He figured his
phony donation would have gotten lost in the accounting, and he
could quietly use some of the money raised tonight on his gold
extraction process. Only it won’t make him rich because it doesn’t
really work like he said. Right, Baines?”

Baines clamped his jaw shut and stared hate
at Theo.

“Did Baines kill Sister Rachael, too?”
someone asked quietly. “To cover it up?”

“No.” Theo looked at Davis, who nodded
slightly. “Hobnail Henderson, the bartender at Beeman’s speakeasy,
killed her,” Theo said. “They were…let’s just say they had a
relationship that Sister Rachael wanted to keep private. Baines
said he’s been to the church quite a lot lately, most likely
pestering Sister Rachael and trying to talk her out of telling the
world that his check was worthless. I figure Hobnail Henderson just
got jealous about it. If I’m not badly mistaken, Henderson is the
one who killed and robbed her. It was likely in a jealous rage. But
he didn’t get away with Baines’ donation, because there never was
any.”

“That’s all you better say,” Davis muttered,
signaling the uniformed cop to get Baines out of the room. “We
don’t want to prejudice potential jurists before his trial.”

Theo nodded and turned back to the crowd.

“I’m sorry it had to happen this way,” he
said. “But if a few of you would like to chip in on an offering for
Sister Rachel to have a nice headstone, I’ll start the donations
with fifty dollars.”

He followed Davis out, while the audience
organized a group to pick out and buy a memorial stone for the
slain lady preacher.

While the uniforms were getting Baines
settled into the paddy wagon, Davis turned to Theo. “You knew
Henderson was the killer this morning,” he said. “How?”

“I suspected it was him when you told me his
hand was bandaged,” Theo said. “But I didn’t know for sure until I
saw his footprints in the alley. Those hobnail boots of his leave a
pretty distinctive track. And when I found out he spends his
afternoons at the train depot, it wasn’t hard to figure he’d make a
getaway while he could. I just didn’t know which direction he’d
take, and I had nothing to base a guess on, which is why—“

“Why you suggested having local police look
out for him a half-day’s train ride in all four directions. Okay, I
can see all that.” Davis frowned, then shrugged. “But why would his
hand being bandaged be a giveaway?” he asked. “I mean, his work
includes bouncing rowdy drunks, so he’d naturally have banged-up
knuckles sometimes.”

“Maybe.” Theo smiled crookedly.
“But not this time. Henderson broke his hand trying to get at
Sister Rachael’s money,” he said. “She kept all her cash on a small
shelf I once helped her install under the piano. When Henderson
moved the piano to get at the money, he dislodged a small piece of
river quartz she kept under there to take the place of a missing
wheel. That caused the piano to rock forward and crush his hand. I
can see him beating the secret of where she kept the money out of
her, but I’d guess she deliberately didn’t tell him about the rock
because she knew what would happen when he went after it. That’s
probably why he hit her with the frying pan.”

“That would explain why it was the left side
of her head smashed in,” Davis said. “I take it you’ll testify for
the prosecution?”

Theo nodded. “Just give me a call,” he said.
“And you’ll have to figure out Murdock’s involvement, if any, on
your own. So far, the only thing I see wrong with him is that he’s
trying to reinvent the wheel, and wasting other people’s money
doing it.”

“That happens,” Davis said, sticking out his
hand. “Thanks, Theo.”

“Believe me, if there was any pleasure in it,
it would be all mine,” Theo said softly. “But if you want to return
the favor, you might come up with some small charge to keep that
derelict you locked up this morning a little longer. It still gets
pretty cold out here at night, and he’s a veteran like us.”

“Three hots and a cot on the taxpayer’s
nickel?”

Theo pulled a couple dollars from his pocket
and handed them over.

“And buy him some shoes, too. Tell him
they’re a last gift from Sister Rachael.”

“I will.”

 


 


Come On, Night!

By Alexander Zelenyj

 


It stormed briefly but memorably at midnight
on October 25, 1932. Bobby Erwin, who never had been a good
sleeper, happened to be outdoors doing one of the things he was
very good at: night-fighting. Not fighting another boxer or fighter
during the night—he was finally finished with all of that, after a
good and long and hard-fought run—but fighting, as ever, with the
night.

He crouched low, edging gracefully from side
to side like a cobra while eyeing the shadows encroaching onto his
front yard from the dark fields beyond, and then struck upwards
with a quick and vicious uppercut. He grunted with the force of the
punch. He spat into the dust in wrath, for his opponent had parried
yet again. He squinted, seeking the elusive form with whom he
fought but, as ever, found it difficult to follow in its fleet
movements, feeling only the heat of its mocking breath along his
neck. He moved his feet again, seeking the chink in the night’s
armour which he might exploit—he knew this chink existed, for all
mortal combatants had theirs—breathing through a snarl of clenched
teeth and a reddening vision of the world as the bloodlust in him
grew and grew.

“Hold still, damn you…”

His girl—before she’d left him—and his
mother—before she’d been taken away from him by Death—and his
father—whom he’d never known but for the lone picture of him that
he owned and which he as a child spoke to before bed every
night—these were the only people with whom he shared the nature of
his ongoing battle.

Nobody else believed him, of course, and he
understood why, had understood this even as a much younger man. His
mother had always smiled patiently and patted his head (even as an
adult she’d done this) and remarked about his vivid imagination;
his girl at first laughed at his strangeness and eventually grew
distant from him and his weird and unsettling notions; his father
listened but, well, he was merely a photograph that Bobby Erwin
realized early on could neither listen nor care about his struggles
(though he never ceased describing them to it, dog-earring its
corners from countless sleepless nights spent whispering his woeful
tales to the faded taciturn black-and-white face).

So, on this chilly Autumn midnight, Bobby
Erwin fought his customary fight, dancing in the gravel and
conjuring a pale dust cloud like a phantom hanging about him as he
whirled one way and then another, ducking low and letting loose
relentless flurries of left and right hooks like a machine.

And, as it happened to pass on that night, a
storm befell him while in the midst of his feinting low in the
gravel and punching hard at the air.

It rained, hard, and it rained a rain of
human eyes.

Seeing the nature of this precipitation,
Bobby Erwin was naturally overcome with revulsion and terror. He
shook his head violently to scatter the dream-vision, if such it
was, but the mad nature of the spectacle remained. Seized by the
primitive superstition of the barbarian (with whom he’d always felt
a powerful connection), he floundered beneath the horrific
rainfall. Eyeballs collided with his head and face and arms raised
ineffectually seeking to protect himself, a monstrous spongy touch
the likes of which he’d never imagined could be bestowed by the
sky.

Despite his terror he was seized by an
instinctual urge to preserve something of the spectacle, and so he
scrambled madly to gather what he could of the slimy, slippery,
spongy orbs—a double armful cupped to his massive chest—and dashed
into the garage, guts churning and skin crawling and thoughts
travelling back—against his will—to another night of darkness he
remembered all too well.

Once within the dry, musty safety of the
garage he laid down his uncanny cargo onto the bare concrete floor.
He watched the eyeballs slowly dissolve into a mass of milky grey
and pink mucus that both mesmerized and appalled him.

He thought of past deeds returning as ghosts
to hound his mortal life. Again, he felt the saltiness of tears
rising to smear his vision and struggled to hold them at bay.

He fought the punching bag for a long tough
hour. Removing his sodden t-shirt he stepped to the battered rubber
bag suspended from the ceiling. He fought bare-handed, reddening
and purpling his scarred knuckles. His old leather gloves, hanging
from a rusty nail on the garage wall, seemed to watch hungrily. As
he fought, as always, he was brought back to the days of his
youth.

 


*****



He was the Basher and he bashed his opponents
severely every match he ever fought. He didn’t always win, but made
certain that the pugilists whom he met would remember the fight for
the rest of their lives.

He began and ended his career in secrecy and
obscurity. Warehouse fights no one knew about but for the other
fighters and the handful of teenagers who were willing to spend
their nickels and dimes to behold the blood of the spectacle;
bare-knuckled brawls in the cold-aired arena of the ice trucks’
cargo holds where the vehicles were parked behind the old skating
rink. Earning a name and reputation, luring growing numbers of fans
of his fisticuffs until management came calling. Graduating then to
local cards held in gymnasiums and rented halls, and some tours
throughout surrounding towns, too, wherein belts were won and lost,
and teeth lost and blood spilled. He’d killed an opponent once,
though accidentally: a big Texan who fought dirty and had caught
him with a knee to the crotch during first round, nearly setting
him up for a knockout until, early second round, the Basher had
caught him off guard and landed a heavy one to the man’s temple,
sending him to the mat for good and for good.

Full-circle then, a slow descent from the
squared circle to fist-fights in garbage-teeming alleys and
abandoned factory yards. He had white hair by then, and was thinner
than he’d ever been—even when, chestnut-haired and wiry, he’d begun
his long career—but still he never let a fight go easy. There was
always more of their blood spattering the walls, and more of their
teeth scattered on the floor than his. There was no reason to give
up the perpetual fight entirely, despite time wearing on his bones
and muscles, devouring his former cat-like speed and preternatural
endurance: it was all he’d ever known.

Then: a sparring practice with the old
punching bag after midnight in preparation for a big oil rigger who
was new in town and looking for easy money and a reputation among
the roughnecks (he’d seen him fight that very night and, though he
knew he could beat him, knew too from the senseless state of his
opponent that the man could bludgeon a skull good). So Bobby Erwin
had bloodied his knuckles with the bag and felt no sting of pain
either, so enraptured was he with the forthcoming fight and the bag
he punished with such tenacious fury, as if it sought to best him
in the same way men sought to steal his pride and reputation and
dignity.

And the clamor of thunder erupted outside as
the first rainfall of Autumn began to touch the earth in a million
smacking pelts. The chance flickering of the single bare bulb
lighting the garage space wanly; the chance striking of a crooked
finger of lightning into an electrical tower somewhere in the
county and subsequently extinguishing its light altogether,
plunging the room into the purest blackness of deepest night; and
the chance arrival, in that very instant—as if fated by a cruel
deity overseeing the moment—of a person into the garage. Unheard by
him amid the thunder outside and the thunder deafening him from the
inside, the old bloodlust that awakened whenever a man called him
out and the contest loomed like a challenge of the man he sought to
be. And, sensing this human presence upon him he’d wheeled
instinctively and reached out viciously into the darkness with a
fist like a sledgehammer.

The blow, he learned a moment—a mere
moment!—afterwards in the awful clarity offered by the return of
light in the garage, had caught her directly in her left eye. He’d
knelt to her side, cupping her small head in his immense bloody
hands. The bird-like frailty of her, such a diminutive woman,
struck him. He thought for a moment that he’d killed her there and
then, but then felt her breath on his fingers, erratic but warm. He
watched in terror as her eye socket, with its surrounding shattered
and misshapen orbital bone, emptied itself of the blue jewel it had
held, a viscous white syrup running down her cheek and into his
trembling palm.

He’d accidentally blinded the only woman he’d
truly loved, and who’d loved him back just as profoundly: his
mother.

“Oh momma, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,
momma.”

Her lingering fortitude would prove a
deception, and she died two nights later, upon her bed, after
drifting in and out of consciousness for hours on end, the trauma
of the injury she’d suffered too severe from which to recover.



It was the only time in his life that Bobby
Erwin wept.

 


*****



He woke as if from the deepest of slumbers
and the most bottomless of dreams. He sat up, found that he was
laying on the cold concrete floor of the garage. He looked
habitually to the place where the punching bag hung and found that
it was gone—only the simple brass fixture in which it had been
fitted remained attached in the ceiling. He found the bag several
feet away from him, battered across the floor by the fury of his
fists minutes or hours before.

He shook his head. He rubbed at his eyes. He
felt strange. The taste of iron filled his mouth, as if he’d taken
a good one square in the teeth. He spit. Crimson muddied the
saliva. He shook his head. He remembered: the darkness again, and a
deluge he would never forget. Fury seized him.

He sprang to his feet and plunged from the
musty room and into the night. He knew not the time, but saw that
the moon had traveled a good ways across the sky.

His words were a new thunder in the
night.

“Hey, Night! Hey, you rotten bastard! Come on
down here and let’s be fair about this! Come on down here and gimme
one more fight! I been waiting how many years now! You owe me! I
owe you! Come on, Night! Show yourself! Come on!”

In the distance, a deep murmuring among the
clouds, as if giants wrestled in the mountains of the north. It
grew, this great clamour. It seemed to make words, to call Bobby
Erwin’s name like an answer to his challenge. Thunder, a colossal
din rumbling inside the earth as it fell from the sky, too.

Then, inclement weather erupted once again.
Teeth, of all shapes and sizes and discolorations, fell from the
sky. They pelted his bare arms, struck the crown of his head and
stung his cheeks and bit his broad shoulders. A heavier blow
crashed against his shoulder and, turning, he caught a glimpse of
the human skull—split with a chasm-like crack from temple to
crown—roll into the shadows.

He remained standing in the gravel, bearing
the onslaught of bones. He eyed the darkness on all sides. He
roared to that darkness. “Come on! Where are you, bastard?! Where
are you, Night?! I feel you! Come on out! It’s you and me, one last
time! I loved her, you bastard! I was her guardian, you Devil! Come
on out and show yourself to me!”

He snorted, bull-like and savage, smelling
the air for sweat and blood. He cocked a cauliflowered ear. A
crunching from behind him. Footsteps approaching along the narrow
gravel path leading in from the miles and miles and miles of dark
fields.

Bobby Erwin squinted into the dense
shadows.

The Basher grinned the gap-toothed grin that
had sunk the hopes of his opponents in his golden days owning rings
and ice trucks and back alleys and other arenas everywhere.

“There you are. Finally, after all the years,
you got the guts to answer me.”

And he curled his fingers into hard fists of
granite.

And he thought: This battle’s for you,
momma.

The Basher set his feet wide apart in the
gravel. He raised his square block-fists before him. He bared his
teeth and felt his heart—the old notched hammer that was yet to let
him down—crashing inside him at this, his final chance to right
what he could of the wrongful world.

 


 


 


Espacio: Space

By Mark
Brandon Allen

 


I.

El Pasello: The parade.

 


It was a the first of April. Annie Kline
bought ninety more lottery tickets.

Looking at the pieces of film that she had
purchased with nearly half of her monthly salary almost took her
breath away. April fool she thought to herself. Annie entered the
newly acquired numbers from the tickets into her cellipod’s memory,
slipping the flimsies one by one into her oversize purse. She moved
away from a lottery ticket selector toward the store exit, behind a
brawny young laborer in a muscle shirt and in front of an elderly
gentleman wearing a bush hat.

In her mind’s eye Annie visualized herself
alone on a vacant beach, away from the teaming crowds of Sidney;
away from the crush of humanity that was festering on Earth,
sipping a tall, cool drink. All alone, she dreamed. “Ah,” Annie
sighed to herself. “Space.”

“Glad to see that you’re out of the complex,”
Mick called out when he saw her. “You don’t need another day in
that stuffy room.”

Tall, craggy faced with thinning, curly blond
hair, Mick Edwards was Annie’s managing editor at the Australian
version of the World Star. Twenty-four years her senior, Mick was,
from time to time, her love interest. To make sure that Annie’s
life was less of a hassle than other staffers who wrote for the
daily tabloid, Mick took it upon himself to keep an eye on her. It
was that concern which led him to Annie’s condominium; then to the
corner convenient store to look for her. Mick knew she wouldn’t be
in a neighborhood eatery because of the overwhelming crowds of
people during the lunch hour. He was even mildly surprised that he
found her exiting an eclectic group of Hispanics, Eurasians, and
native Australians locked in a body to body, front to back, cue at
the Lotería Cosmico El Gordo self-serve selectors.

“Yes, it’s pretty stuffy in here,” Annie
affirmed, nodding her head.

She had misunderstood Mick’s comment through
the sound of the crowd working the automatic lottery machines
behind her. She waved. To reach her side Mick moved through the
bustling group of lottery players and past two, who looked to him
like a Middle Eastern version of Laurel and Hardy, watching Annie
close her purse.

“No silly,” Mick reworked his greeting, “I
said it’s great to see you out and about. What the hell are you
doing here?”

Annie gestured at the other lottery players.
“Trying to act like a native,” she replied.

Mick looked at her expressing the question
again with a bit of a mordant twist to his face.”I mean doing
what?” he asked

“All right then, buying,” she volunteered.
Tossing her purse strap over her shoulder, Annie took Mick’s hand
moving with him toward the convenient store’s exit.

As they left the convenient, Mick pointed to
the World Star tabloids in the autovend. “You shouldn’t have to
wait in line, Annie… You’re a celebrity,” he teased.

“Some celebrity,” Annie snickered. “And what
are you doing here?”

“Well,” Mick said, “to get you out of here.
Someplace a little less crowded.”

“Uh, huh,” she replied.

“Lunch.”

“Now just where do you expect to get seated
for lunch at this hour?”

“This way,” Mick directed. He headed Annie
out into the street.

“And… Just where are we off to?” Annie
asked.

Mick avoided an immediate answer. “Now don’t
waste time signing autographs,” he joked, “just follow along, my
dear.” Mick shoved through the street people making just enough
room for him and Annie to pass. “Can’t have anyone say that I left
my protégé starving at midday.”

They merged into the noonday throng. On the
street in the push of the crowd, people would often wrinkle their
brows trying to put a name to the petite, five foot-two, freckle
faced redhead, passing by. “Say, aren’t you...um…” they would often
say to her expecting a response. These awkward recognitions were
due, in part, to full color holoprints at the top of the Star’s
travel section each week. Smiling, red hair unfurled, inundated
with travel brochures, Annie was always pictured there in a playful
pose. The smile on her face betrayed the absurd irony of the
portrayal. It was satire. The Federation regulated all
international movement; no one holidayed anymore. For the masses
travel was vicarious. Travel meant watching celebrity jaunts on
holovision or looking at animated holoprint excursions on the pages
of the Star.

Annie had joined World Star Corporate in New
York as a junior staffer right out of college. By the time she was
twenty-three she managed to pull herself up to section editor. The
past nine years, Annie had been the travel editor of the Sidney
edition of the Star.

Perhaps it was Annie’s sheer determination
that drew Mick to her. He knew she had fought to get the assignment
in Australia because it was still the one place on Earth with a bit
of breathing room. With close to four hundred billion people
worldwide struggling to manage on barely a hundred million square
kilometers of land, Australia had become a new home to much of the
excess population. This was mostly by default, in direct proportion
to the melting ice caps and rising seas, when other world states
were overrun by sheer numbers.

Mick escorted her several blocks, down the
teaming sidewalk, across the congested street to a somewhat
unoccupied alley. Glancing back to make sure that the two Muslims,
who had been ogling Annie’s purse at the convenient store, were not
following them he led her down the narrow alleyway.

Annie found herself facing a dreary looking
storefront entryway. The walk-in’s window glass covered over with
layers of archaic, weather-worn bullfight posters and grubby, turn
of the century tauromachy handbills.

“Okay boss man, you saved me from the street
crowd… Where are we?” she asked.

“Bull.”

“Bull? You’re kidding!”

Mick laughed and Annie smiled back at him. If
Annie had one singular look about her it was her captivating smile.
She had employed it successfully, on the Star’s corporate
management team in New York, to make her pitch for the position in
Sidney. And with it, Annie forced herself into outgoing activities,
even though she had a mild case of enochlophobia. Though her phobia
made her appear timid, she was strong willed, quick to anger and
equally as impatient.

“Let’s go inside and find out.” Mick said. He
continued to chuckle as he opened the gated door of the Bull for
her.

“Welcome back, Mr. Mick.” A Hispanic looking
maitre’d materialized out of the shadowy background to greet them.
“Your usual table sir?”

“Yes, thank you, Rojos,” Mick responded.

Within the dimly lit estaminet soft guitar
music played above the murmur of the habitués seated about a
heptagonal room. It took a moment for Annie’s eyes to adjust to the
dim light. She could see a dozen marble topped tables in the Bull
and the outline of an ornate bar in the opaque background. The room
held the sparsest lunch gathering she had seen since her arrival in
Australia. All but four of the tables were empty and only five of
the high backed stools at the bar were occupied. A Jericho
guitarist sat on a small stage near one corner of the heptagon. The
other six corners held statuary set on ornate pedestals,
illuminated subtly from below, depicting the six stages of a
bullfight, from the beginning El Pasello, the grand prade to the La
Estocada finally , the moment of truth.

“We’ve known each other for almost ten years,
Mick, and we’ve never been to this place. It looks almost
deserted,” Annie whispered. “How does he know you?”

Mick imitated Annie’s hushed church voice.
“I’m a member,” he said softly.

“Oh!”Annie said, resuming her normal
voice.

“Bull has a limited number of members,” Mick
explained. “It’s my court of last resort, a thinking place outside
the office, my, uh… private sanctum, where I bring folks who are
having problems. Today we’re here to talk about your….”

“No need, Mick,” Annie interrupted before he
could go on. “I’m taking care of that myself.”

“With fifty credit a bump lottery
tickets?”

“Yes!”

With a flourish, Rojos seated them at the
table. “Jeanneta will be your serveoid today,” he announced as he
placed a flashing menuegram in the center of the table. The
maitre’d left them to study the Bull’s holographic luncheon
exhibits. Jeanneta, the serveoid, arrived promptly tableside and
posed ready to take an order.

Annie and Mick were studying the dinner
selections when the maitre’d reappeared, with a cocktail list, to
suggest an aperitif and to advise Mick that the Lotería Cosmico El
Gordo draw was about to begin.

“The El Gordo quarterly will be out at 2430
Federation time,” Rojos announced. “Would you like a view?”

“Well,” Mick grumbled, “There doesn’t seem to
be a way we can avoid it is there, Annie? Sure, bring us a
holo.”

Maybe they could just enjoy lunch together
Annie thought to herself. If Mick was entertained he might not
start in about her personal life again. Annie offered Mick her best
smile. In response to Rojos beverage solicitation she gave Mick her
drink choice, just loud enough so that the waiting serveoid would
hear. “I’ll have a Bramble, Mick,” she said.

Mick turned to place the order with Jeanneta.
“A Bramble for the lady and the usual for me,” he said, “with blue
cheese olives.”

The serveoid retreated out of sight, in the
direction of the Bull service bar.

Mick turned back to face Annie, putting on
his serious face, with a hint of a smile. “Now lady, let’s discuss
your pons asinorum,” he said.

“Nothing,” she responded.

“Now cut the crap, that’s not what I hear,”
Mick countered. “Where did I find you today?”

“Out.”

“Damn it Annie, I mean, doing what?” Mick
asked. He stopped smiling. “You’re almost a week behind on you
layouts. I haven’t seen you on a cellipod for two days. The gossip
around the comcubes is that you’re tossing all your plascash
credits at the El Gordo. Then, when I find you, you’re in the
middle of a frenzied crowd. Doing what?”

“Buying!” Annie answered. “You mean to tell
me that you don’t buy your share?” She was beginning to show traces
of irritation on her freckled face. “You know fucking well, Mick!
Almost everyone buys… Almost everyone wants to leave these damn
crowds… Almost everyone wants their own damn space.” She glared at
him.

Mick had to agree, Annie’s argument was
credible. When landmass shrank, the Federation reached beyond the
solar system to find habitable space. Deltoro B, orbiting the
double star Gyles in the constellation Taurus was the fruitful
result of the search and a colony was established. A new world of
unoccupied space opened up.

“Annie, Annie…One or two tickets are fine,
but not all your plascash,” Mick responded trying to soothe Annie’s
temper. “There are only four interstellars capable of making the
six month jump to Deltoro B and each trip out can only take seven
non crew…Can’t you see that the Federation mollifies the general
populace by offering those seven spots through their carefully
controlled lottery. Hell, the Lotería Cosmico El Gordo odds are
over four hundred billion to one.”

Mick finished scolding just as Rojos returned
with a holo portal, leading Jeanneta back to the table. The
serveoid moved carefully, balancing two drinks on its serve tray.
Rojos set the portal to Mick’s left, on the end of the table,.

“Is the doctor in today,” Mick asked.

“Yes, Mr. Mick, he is at the bar,” the
maitre’d replied.

“Would you ask him to join us?”

“Oh, no, you don’t, Mick!” Annie protested.
Her rising voice signaled anger. “I don’t need any bullshit
professional help from anyone.”

Rojos moved off quickly, into the shadow of
the bar area, to fetch the Doctor. Mick nonchalantly changed the
holo’s tab from orange to blue while the serveoid placed their
drinks on the table in front of them. The holo’s portal began to
flux.

“Doctor Rodriguez is the owner of the Bull, a
friend,” Mick reassured her, “a combat sciences professor at the
university, not a shrink.”

Annie glowered back at Mick in response. She
could see a tall outline over Mick’s shoulder moving toward the
table, when she picked up her Bramble. She watched silently as the
outer edges began to fill in with slicked-back salt and pepper hair
and a matching goatee. The figure wore large horn rimmed glasses.
It was clothed in a throwback white dinner jacket over a pleated
white shirt and topped off with a black bow tie.

“Samaz,” Mick greeted, as the doctor reached
the table. “Samaz, Miss Annie Kline,” he said. “Annie, Doctor Samaz
Rodriguez,”

“My pleasure Miss Kline,” Samaz responded,
“Mick has spoken of you often.”

Annie set her drink aside, to offer Samaz her
hand. “I’m afraid that you have the advantage then doctor,” she
observed.

“Ah, and you are more beautiful than Mick has
described.” Samaz bowed releasing her hand.

Annie motioned for the doctor to sit. He took
the chair opposite the flickering holo portal and smiled when he
noticed the serveoid waiting tableside for instructions.

“Have you ordered?” Samaz asked. He directed
his question at Mick. “Montenegro is manning the kitchen today and
he has specially prepared Aroz Amarillo con Langosta for lunch.
Allow me to order for you and the lady.” Without waiting for an
answer, he commanded, “Jeanneta, the special for two.” “There are
so few lobster left on Australian shores,” the Doctor sighed. “You
will enjoy!”

The serveoid scurried away, headed directly
for the kitchen.

 


II.

Toreo de Capa: The assistants.

 


The rainbow colored flickers of the holo
portal merged to form the Lotería Cosmico El Gordo studio set atop
the marble table. Annie, Mick and Samaz watched while a holocam
panned across the studio audience. The El Gordo’s mariachi theme
rose to a triumphant crescendo as the opening title, Lotería
Cosmico El Gordo, flowed across the portals display in a marquee of
twinkling stroboscope lights.

“Welcome to the quarterly
Lotería Cosmico El Gordo, the cosmic fat one,” an offstage
voiceover announced. “Here’s today’s El Gordo host, Jeremy Allllll
Enaba!”

Annie moved her chair back and slightly to
the right to gain a better view of the visual and to make room on
her lap for her oversized purse. She sipped sparingly at her drink
while she watched.

Mick and Samaz conversed soto voiced, trying
not to disturb Annie’s concentration.

Arm in arm, with a bevy of seven shapely
models, scantily clad in near see-through red swimwear, Jeremy Al
Enaba, the master of ceremonies, moved into view across the marble
table top. The unseen studio audience applauded as each model
changed positions to take a place on one of the seven steps of an
ascending, circular staircase. Each step held a clear horizontal
tube, showing seven marked slots. The tube connected to a revolving
transparent cylinder containing fifty prismatic crystals. The
floating crystals pulsed bright red random numbers, from one to
five hundred, inside the rotating cylinders.

“Thank you, thank you all.” Al Enaba waved to
quiet the studio audience and to involve his unseen holonet
viewers. “Today the lovely El Gordo girls will be drawing seven
winning numbers,” he declared. “Each lucky winner will receive an
all expense paid trip to Deltoro B. And….the lucky winners of this
first quarter El Gordo draw will embark on their voyage to Deltoro
B’s wide open spaces on May fifteenth.” The holocam moved, in
close-up, from one buxom model to the next. “We’ll be right back
after these messages.”

“At this rate we’ll be smothered in fucking
bodies for the next hundred years,” Mick observed.

“Right!” the Doctor chuckled. He smiled at
Annie who smiled back.

Mick turned away from the holo to whisper an
aside to Samaz, loud enough for Annie to hear. “To compound the
problem of overcrowding, the Vatican wire service just announced
that the Pope is granting special dispensations,” he gossiped,
“mostly aimed at Hispanic Catholics, to promote larger families, in
order to offset the growing Muslim population.”

Samaz roared with laughter. “I’ll be dammed,”
Samaz snorted, “In that case I’m truly saved.”

Annie’s puzzled look was answered by Mick.
“The good Doctor and his wife alone have increased the world
population by six,” he explained.

Samaz was still laughing. “Just a small dent
in the sixty-two percent the followers of The Prophet account for,”
he said, “two boys and four girls.”

Annie acknowledged the inside joke with a nod
of her head and a smile as she watched the last figments of a Taco
Bell commercial fade away.

The portal shifted from sales mode back to
the El Gordo set. “And now, today’s drawing for the winners of the
Lotería Cosmico El Gordo,” Al Enaba resumed. Overhead klieg lights
flooded the cylinders. The mariachi music swelled. “Have your
lottery tickets ready,” he coached. “Ladies, let’s pick our
winners!”

Synchronized to the beat of the mariachi, the
models removed clear glass dividers from their respective
cylinders, locking in the flashing numbers, and releasing the flow
of glowing crystals into the chambers of the waiting tubes. The
holocam tracked the rush of crystals into one tube after another.
Grinning from ear to ear, Al Enaba moved into the close-up shots to
announce the completed numerical sequence delivered to the marked
slots.

“Ready? Here are today’s winners” he
proclaimed. “Gina has our first winner, 23, 436, 05, 212, 87, 88,
and 303.” The first winning numbers danced across the perimeter of
the portal display then settle as a throbbing visual overlay, stage
left, ready for the next number set to appear. After polite studio
applause, Jeremy Al Enaba continued, “Let’s see Judean, 11, 87, 95,
111, 487, 34, 17. Easer holds, 142, 63, 401, 22, 69, 332, and 43.”
Studio audience ovations followed each progression’s reveal as Al
Enaba continued. “Malinda with 222, 63, 434, 74 17, 162, 183. Your
numbers Faiza, 77, 229, 374,115, 116, 32, 366. Ursula yours, ah,
54, 333, 217, 02, 73, 138 and 14. And our final Lotería Cosmico El
Gordo winning number for Tuesday, April first, from Katelyn, 303,
07, 259, 44, 464, 45, 164.”

Between sips from her bramble, with one eye
on the visual, Annie quietly tapped each of the winning El Gordo
numbers into her cellipod’s memory. Then she hit scan to search for
a match from her three month inventory of film receipts. Both Mick
and Samaz were too busy, watching the parade of international
beauty within the hologram’s view to notice Annie’s furtive
activity until her cellipod began to chirp.

Jeremy Al Enaba was into his closing remarks
for the day’s El Gordo performance as Mick reached across the table
to flick the halo’s tab to the off position. “If you have one of
today’s winning numbers, you have twenty four hours to register
with….” The now disembodied voice trailed off as the
materialization vanished from the marble top table.

Mick looked at Samaz; Samaz looked back at
Mick. The two of them looked at Annie who was frantically rummaging
through her briefcase size purse, spilling most of its contents out
across the table and down onto the floor.

The serveoid returned table side, with two
covered platters and coordinated seafood condiments on its serve
tray, determined to place the food in front of the Bull’s two
luncheon guests even if it meant setting the Aroz Amarillo con
Langosta on top of Annie’s scattered El Gordo flimsies.

 


III.

El Tarkio de Vargas: The picadors.

 


Abu Karin Liana Ali Sulime and Saujaud Din
Ibn Kaduna rejoiced at their good fortune.

“Faiza!” Saujaud shouted, “Faiza! A lovely
name! A winner! Faiza!” In his excitement, Saujuad Din Ibn Kaduna
danced around the tiny, one window room. Perspiration glistened on
his forehead and the folds of his thick waist rolled with each
step. Saujaud kept time with meaty finger snaps to the mariachi
music while he moved between computer stands and an old hide-a-bed.
His dark piercing eyes watched the throbbing numbers, 77, 229,
374,115, 116, 32, 366 stage left, on a wall mounted holo’s display
hanging in midair.

All Abu could manage was “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
from his laid-back position on the hide-a-bed. He kept repeating
“Yes” as though metering out the background music while he watched
the older Muslim’s dance performance.

After five years of patient surveillance,
their diligence finally scored a hit on the Lotería Cosmico El
Gordo. The many weeks of covert observation, recording every film
ticket purchase and purchaser at the corner convenience store,
owned by their good friend Abd ar-Rahman, might indeed make them
rich. Their cellipod capture of the hundreds of thousands of
tickets that passed through the stores automatic selectors, from
January to April had yielded a match. 77, 229, 374,115, 116, 32,
366.

“Fortune is ours my friend!” Saujaud
exclaimed. Panting from his impromptu dance he leaned against the
only chair in the room, sweat trickled down his face into his
mustache. “Once we acquire the winning ticket it is just a matter
of time.”

“Allah be praised!” rejoined Abu. He bowed
his head and tapped two fingers on his upper lip. Taller by seven
inches than Ibn Kaduna, half his weight and clean shaven, Abu Karin
Liana Ali Sulime was the skilled technician of the pair. Saujaud
had enlisted the younger Muslim as his partner when he had learned
of Abu’s electronic skills and phenomenal dexterity.

“It is then true that the great Khan is
wealthy beyond all means from his family’s vast oil holdings?” Abu
asked Saujaud.

“Ah yes, yes. The Kahn will pay well, Abu,”
Saujaud replied.

“Yes! Yes! Yes! The great and worthy one,”
Abu interjected. He tapped at his lip again with one hand while
scratching at his close cropped hair with the other. “He will pay
well!” Abu echoed in jubilation.

Saujaud Din Ibn Kaduna smiled as he wiped at
his mustache. “That is so,” he continued. “Yaaseen Gulibar Kahn
finances watchers like us who’s one and only mission is to relieve
El Gordo winning ticket holders of their flimsies.”

Abu laughed, “He conducts his own Jihad?”

“So some say my friend,” Saujaud replied,
“the Kahn is fanatically determined that Deltoro B should become a
Holy Islamic World. Since the first lottery winners landed on
Deltoro B, his mujihad alliance has managed to replace six out of
every seven winners aboard the Federation’s interstellar voyages
with true believers.”

 


*****



Before the El Gordo holocast faded from the
wall mount portal, in Ali Sulime’s cramped living space, the two
Muslims were hard at work. With practiced precision Saujaud
uploaded the catch of cellipod photo captures to Abu’s nanite
computer. The computer matched the surveillance time lines to the
winning ticket numbers, held by Fazia during the El Gordo drawing.
Then it reduced them to the closest possible purchaser and produced
holoprints of three probable winners. The three prints settled into
the units finishing tray. Watching the shallow tray as the three
prints arrived, Saujaud knew that had he and Abu worked more
carefully there would be no need to profile three different
suspects.

“Here, Abu, run the native born and
naturalization registration files against theses three.” Saujaud
suggested.

Saujaud retrieved the holoprints from the
tray and handed them to Abu. Abu moved from his slouched position
on the hide-a-bed to place the three prints into the scanner of an
ancient hard drive recognition processor. He had acquired the old,
special use main frame, with its government access codes for just
such a purpose when he became involved with Saujaud in their holy
neocolonialist mission. The bulky processor hummed through several
cycles to produce two identity matches.

“John Shearer and Jimenez Balthazar, an
Australian national and a Mexican immigrant, both local, within the
area,” Abu declared.

“The third?” Saujaud inquired.

“No, no return on the white female.” Abu
replied. He tapped his fingers nervously on his upper lip. “She
could be a government employee with a protected identity.”

“Not in this area of Sidney. More likely she
is an alien non-registered... special work permit.”

“Yes, yes, on a special sort term work
permit,” Abu repeated Saujaud’s reasoning.

Abu handed the picture of the freckle faced
redhead to Saujaud. Scratching at his mustache, Saujaud Din Ibn
Kaduna studied the holoprint for several minutes. He looked at the
print from several angles. “This face is familiar,” he said aloud
to Abu. But he could not quite remember where he had seen or met
the woman before. “Hum, red hair,” he mumbled.

“Perhaps she won’t be the kuffar holding,”
Abu suggested. “One of the men surly has the El Gordo receipt. And
if not…then we can concentrate on discovering who she is
later.”

Saujaud nodded his head approvingly. “It’s
settled then. We will work the two males first,” he agreed, “but
yes, Abu, with three we will need to move quickly.”

“Should we not call the great Kahn with our
news?” asked Abu.

“Not until we have the ticket in our hands,”
Saujaud replied.

 


IV.

El Tercio de Vanderillas: The darts.



Inside the gym of the old brick and mortar
building near Sidney’s Randwick Square Jimenez Balthazar finished
his last dead lift set for the night. While he showered he
remembered the pretty red haired lady had let into line at the
convenient store earlier that day. In return she had wished him
luck. “It hadn’t helped,” he reflected. “The winners of today’s El
Gordo were probably continents away.”

Balthazar was a light-heavyweight in lifting
circles He had the definition of a Mister Universe candidate. His
broad shoulders and strong latissimus dorsi development gave him
almost perfect form. Dark complexioned with straight black hair, he
was a formidable looking young man. He held nightly workouts at the
old Southdown Fight Club gym. Though satisfying to the young
lifter, it was an expensive avocation for a part time gandy dancer
who worked for Australia’s only remaining rail line. Jimenez
Balthazar splurged fifty credits on the Lotería Cosmico El Gordo
once each week.

 


*****

 


Ibn Kaduna and Ali Sulime had begun their
busy afternoon with a visit to the rail yard’s field office thirty
miles outside of Sidney where, according to the dossier, Jimenez
Balthazar held a job. After discovering their targets locker at his
workplace empty, the two made their way back into Sidney to
Balthazar’s lodging address. The unoccupied basement rental’s alarm
was easily bypassed by the talented Abu. Once inside, a thorough
search of the small room yielded dozens of El Gordo flimsies
stuffed carefully into a cabinet drawer. After finding that none of
the scraps held the winning lottery combination, they hurried on
through the late night street traffic to the Southdown Fight Club.
Their only option left, confront Balthazar.

Saujaud was exhausted. His armpits were damp
and beads of sweat dotted his forehead. He fingered the computer
holoprint nervously and shuffled the papers of the Latino’s
profile, looking at the picture and re-reading the printout for the
twelfth time. “Taking cellipod captures is easy; matching time line
purchases to winning numbers is easy; gathering information is
easy,” Ibn Kaduna ruminated aloud to Abu, “but relieving a lottery
winner of a flimsy is hard work.”

“Yes, yes, yes,’ Abu agreed.

“What time now?” Saujaud asked Abu.

Glancing at his wristwatch Abu answered,
“Nearly ten thirty.” Out of habit, Abu tapped his fingers on his
upper lip. “He must still be here.”

“Should he not be out by eleven, we have no
choice than to face him inside, Abu.” Saujaud warned, “We are using
up our valuable time on this one.”

Abu tapped at his upper lip nervously. “No!
No! No!” he said. “We cannot have witnesses. Outside… we must do it
outside.”

“Look, it is he!” hissed Saujaud.

The unmistakable figure coming toward them
from the doorway of the gym was Jimenez Balthazar. Abu nervously
checked the control of his taser. It was an old device that he had
upgraded to deliver twice the original amps and voltage. He was not
sure if it would just stun or if it would kill.

“Are you ready?” Saujaud asked Abu, “He
comes, be ready!”

“What if he does not have the film on his
person?”

“Bismillah! Not now, Abu, get ready.”

With no one on the walkway in front of the
gym, Ali Sulime and Ibd Kaduna moved boldly toward the approaching
weight lifter. At ten feet, Abu raised the taser and fired. With
barely a cry from his lips, the stunned Jimenez dropped from the
sting of the darts when they hit his chest. He was no match for
ninety thousand volts at close to two milliamps.

“Quickly, his pockets, search his pockets”
Saujaud ordered.

Trembling from the sight of his gurgling
prey, all Abu could do was watch Saujaud’s heavy hands maul at the
pockets of the body sprawled across the sidewalk. Squatting and
panting beside the man, Saujaud looked like a bull goring a fallen
matador. He emptied all of the contents out of the Mexican’s
pockets and onto the ground.

“Is he dead? Is he dead?” Abu asked. “Is he
dead?”

“By the name of the Holy One, it is not
here,” Saujaud Din Ibn Kaduna cursed, “we must move on to the old
man.

Balthazar’s legs and arms twitched as his
nervous system and paralyzed muscles worked to regain their
equilibrium.

 


*****

 


When he returned from his night at the local
pub, John Shearer thought he saw a figure silhouetted against the
lighted window of his single room on the second floor of the
housing unit. Theft was not uncommon in the crowded city and he was
not taken aback. Maybe just a little, he humored himself, like
exchanging pleasantries with the beautiful young redheaded
newspaper woman in line at the corner convenient store today. A
cracksman was a different matter altogether.

Nothing really surprised John anymore. He has
seen the rising water and the overwhelming immigration. He had seen
the first space vehicle land on Mars, and the first disastrous
interstellar loss outside the solar system. The rangy, six foot one
Australian native, with gray hair and pock marked face was a former
Special Air Services sergeant. A dying breed, John was prone to
drink all he could afford. Driven into the city from the outback by
age, he believed that he had seen it all. In his mind, at seventy
six he felt that he was still in the prime of middle age. “Fair
dinkum,” he thought. “I can still hold my own with any heavy.”

“Hurry, it is late,” warned Saujaud. “He may
come at any moment.”

Once Abu had found it hidden under the bed,
he had little trouble opening the portable safe. After rifling
through the contents, Abu pushed the safe across the bed cover
towards his rotund cohort. “Here Saujaud, take it.”

Ibn Kaduna studied the collection of papers,
jewelry, old coins and military paraphernalia in the safe. “Hah!”
he exclaimed, “There is nothing here. The old one must have it on
him. Now we will have to wait for him.”

“In here?’ Abu worried. “Wouldn’t it be
better to take him outside where no one would hear? We might be
seen.”

“Depend on your weapon, Abu!” Saujaud
snapped. “Believe in its efficiency, look what it did to the
Mexican, hardly a sound.”

Intent on catching the intruder he had
glimpsed unaware, John moved silently through the half closed door
of his sleeping room to see a tall thin youth sitting on his bed
beside a short, round, balding man. One more body than he had
anticipated. “No matter what may come,” John reasoned to himself,
“I have to face the two now!” At that crucial moment John decided
to handle the fat one first who sat on his bed rifling through his
safe looking at his most personal belongings.

“Got yer, yer bastards!” he yelled as he
rushed at the older of the two trespassers.

Ibd Kaduna tried to stand, only to be hit
broadside, when John launched himself across the foot of the bed.
Shoving at Saujaud, as if in a rugby scrum, the old man pinned the
heavy intruder against the room’s back wall. Then using this
advantage he punched and kicked viciously at the Muslim.

“Theivung bastards!” John shouted.

Occupied with administering a beating to the
one, whom he perceived to be the leader of the two interlopers,
John did not see Abu fire the taser. The needle points penetrated
John’s left thigh and brought him to his knees. Momentarily warding
off the stunning effect, the tough old Australian turned toward
Abu. “Fight like a man,” he grunted, through clenched teeth. John
reached for Abu, all the while trying to tear the stinging darts
from his upper leg. In mortal fear, Abu Karin Liana Ali Sulime
backed away.

Bleeding through nose and mouth from the
punches he had received, Saujaud managed to grab the nearly
unconscious Australian from behind. “Again, Abu…Again,” screamed
Saujaud.

Abu triggered the taser a second time. John
Shearer stopped struggling. This time Abu, wide eyed and trembling,
managed to search through the downed man’s pockets. He pulled a
plascash debit card, a pocket knife, a wad of tissues, a ring of
keys, and a billfold holding family holoprints, identity cards and
six lottery receipts out onto the floor.

Cursing with deep sobbing breaths, Saujaud
Din Ibn Kaduna grabbed for the flimsies and read them carefully. He
tossed all six of them aside. “Beddua! Nothing, nothing,” he
wheezed, dropping the billfold. “It is the woman then.”

Aroused by the noise on the second floor,
lights went on throughout the block of units. Curious neighbors
found John on the floor shaking uncontrollably, struggling to pull
a taser dart from his leg. He had managed to break one insulated
wire away from the weapon.

 


V.

El Tercio de Muleta: The ballet.

 


Saujaud sat on the chair; his heavy body
swayed back and forth. It was now morning and he still moaned. Over
and over between his moans, Saujuad Din Ibn Kaduna heaped curse
after curse upon the old Australian who had done him damage.

Abu had done his best to repair Saujaud’s
puffy, swollen face, blackened eye and bruised shins. He was ill
equipped to repair the injuries that John Shearer had caused. Ice
bags, cotton swabs, band aids and medicated vitamin E ointment were
the only tools he had to work with from the medicine cabinet in his
undersized apartment.

“Be still, Saujaud,” Abu admonished. “The
swelling will go down soon, hold the ice to your face.”

“Noooo, we cannot rest, we must find the red
haired one.” Saujaud grimaced as he spoke through loose front
teeth. “She may already have contacted an El Gordo guarantee office
and filed her claim.”

“But we have yet to locate her, “Abu
protested. “We know nothing more about her now than we did
yesterday.”

Saujaud moved the bag of ice from one side of
his face to the other; he spat blood from a cut inside his lower
lip that was still hemorrhaging. “Go to the convenient store,
Abu….”

“Yes, yes, yes! Abd ar-Rahman, he is the one
to ask.” Abu tapped at his upper lip signaling his
understanding.

“Nnnooo, Abu,” Saujaud spat blood again. “Abd
ar-Rahman does not appear at the store until noon. Then it will be
too late.”

“But… how?”

“Ask…ask…someone there may have seen her.
Take the print with you,” instructed Saujaud. “Show it to morning
customers. Ask. Surely someone will know of her.” He held out the
holoprint to Abu with his free hand. “Go!”

“Is it not time to ask the great Kahn for
assistance?” questioned Abu.

“No.”

“But….”

“Go!” Saujaud ordered, “To succeed we need to
find her before she files her claim.”

“But...”

“Now!” Saujaud demanded.

Resigned, Abu gave up. “Yes, Yes, Yes,” he
said. Grimly taking the holoprint from Saujaud, Abu left the plump
Muslim to his miseries and headed for Abd ar-Rahman’s corner
convenient store.

 


*****

 


The night seemed like a bad dream when
Jimenez awoke in the morning. His memory of the incident on the
sidewalk in front of the gym was limited. He distinctly recalled
two figures, one tall the other short, moving toward him out of the
dark of the night. He wasn’t sure what they hit him with.
“Maldicion! It hurt,” he remembered. It had taken him over an hour
to recover. All he had found on his chest were two small, bloody,
needle-like pricks with tender horizontal burn marks radiating from
them. One thing for sure, he realized when he arrived at his
residence, the two had been stalking him. His basement room had
been trashed, security bypassed. They even scattered his collection
of old El Gordo film receipts across the floor.

“No need to think about it now,” Jimenez
decided. He yawned and stretched. This was a workday. He needed a
hot, steaming cup of coffee from the nearby covenant’s coffee bar
to get him going.

 


*****

 


Annie was up early too, going through a Tai
Chi ritual to calm her nerves. She hadn’t slept well. Yesterday’s
celebration at the Bull had not completely worn off. The flimsy,
with the winning El Gordo numbers that came in the last batch of
lottery tickets she had purchased lay on the edge of her night
stand. She remembered the excitement of yesterday’s lunch. When
Samaz realized that Annie held a winning lottery ticket, he whooped
for joy at her good fortune. He ordered champagne for all the
patrons of the Bull in celebration, sending Jeanneta rushing from
one table to another across the heptagon delivering brimming
glasses of bubbly.

Mick was somewhat more practical in his
comprehension. His face had shown his seriousness and concern.
“Lots of fucking baddies out there would want what you have,
Annie,” he said, “There are known cases of assaults on lottery
winners…and some unproven stories that El Gordo winners and their
flimsies went missing.”

Samaz nodded his head in agreement. “That is
true. It’s best to plan for tomorrow now. We don’t want anything
like that to happen to you.”

“Annie, my dear,” Mick continued, “We’ll have
to get you to a Lotería Cosmico El Gordo registration office as
soon as we can in the morning.

Sheepishly, Annie had joined the
conversation. “I don’t need any assistance on this, Mick,” she
said, “I’m a big girl…..I can take care of myself.”

“Damn it Annie… No way,” Mick decided for
her. “If I’m going to lose you to another world, then I’m damn well
going to make sure you get there in one piece. Moving by car
through crowds of daytime pedestrians and bumper to bumper traffic
won’t be easy…”

“But, it will be safer than walking,” the
Doctor finished Mick’s train of thought. “We can take my Daihatsu
electric. It has room for three.”

Together they settled on an early morning
drive to Haymarket, the nearest El Gordo registration office to
Annie’s condo.

“I’ll be at your place at eight,” Mick
said.

“And I,” Samaz agreed as he sent Jeanneta
scurrying for more champagne.

Coffee. Yes, a Farmer’s Union Ice she
decided. That would help her shake off the morning after cobwebs
and sooth her nerves. Mick and Samaz were not due for another two
hours. The corner convenient store might not be too crowded the day
after an El Gordo draw, at least not this early in the morning. A
cup of iced would really taste good, right now.

 


*****

 


When John finally opened his eyes he was
greeted by one of his neighbors. “Would you like something to
drink?” she asked. She had stayed the night in his room, to make
sure he would not have another seizure.

John had a bitter taste in his mouth; his
left leg ached. The blood had dried on his skinned knuckles. “Ta,
heaps, “I’m fine,” he said to her. “Just need a shower…Tidy up a
bit. Then I’ll move on down to the convenient for a short black to
clear my head.” He shooed the woman from his room, again thanking
her for her trouble. Looking at the marks burned through his left
pant leg, John wondered, “What did those damn, bloody bastards
want? Those two wogs played it rough all right, but they didn’t
take a shitting thing. Why the hell not?”

 


*****

 


No one at the convenient was interested in
talking to the tall, thin, crew cut Muslim. Of the thirty or more
morning customers Abu pushed the holoprint at, only four even made
an attempt to look at it. He became more frantic in his questioning
as six o’clock approached.

“Have you seen this woman?” he asked. “Do you
know who she is?” Abu pleaded with one store patron after
another.

None of the regulars, with a folded copy of
the Star tucked under their arm and a morning drink in their hand,
paid any attention to his appeals. Abu had almost decided to give
up his quest for the red headed woman’s identity when he saw her
enter the store. To avoid being seen, he pulled a tattered copy of
the Star from the store’s reading rack for cover. When he opened
the tabloid he was thunderstruck by the holoprint of Annie staring
out at him from the cover page of the frayed travel section. Abu
held his breath and digested the information he had come upon.
Turning and carefully, peering around the edge of the paper, he
watched as Annie moved toward the coffee service counter. It was
then that he recognized two of the other faces moving in the same
direction.

Abu tried to remain calm as he called Saujaud
on his cellipod. In a whisper, when Saujaud answered, he uttered,
“I have found the one. She is here! She is in the Star, it is her….
They are here!”

“What? What are you talking about, Abu? What
are you saying?”

“The others…here too.”

What others?”

 


*****

 


Annie joined the line at the covenant’s
coffee bar, to find herself sandwiched between the same two nodding
acquaintances with whom she had shared the El Gordo cue the day
before. Just as she had done yesterday, Annie pressed through her
phobia to initiate a polite conversation. Tapping the elderly
Australian on the shoulder she said “Mr. Shearer, John, isn’t
it?”

“Damn! It’s you,” John exclaimed, “I had a
thought of you last night!”

Annie grinned at his surprise. “Good morning,
John,” she said.

“G’day to ya…. Owya, missy?” he inquired when
he turned to face Annie.

“Fine…Just fine, John,” she replied.
“John….You remember Jimenez?” Annie motioned with her head, “from
yesterday? He’s right behind me.”

“I’ll be dammed!” John repeated his favorite
expletive.

Annie moved to face the body builder who was
wearing a worn, long sleeve, chambray work shirt in place of the
muscle shirt of the day before. Annie smiled a good morning smile
at the Mexican. “Good morning, Jimenez,” she said.

“Buenos dias. I see you here,” Jimenez
admitted, “but I do not think you would….um, remember.”

Annie giggled. “Oh, I most certainly would
remember anyone who let me jump the line at the automatic El Gordo
selectors,” she answered adding, “especially a handsome young man
like you.”

Jimenez blushed, thinking of what to say in
return. “Your wish, it did not work for me,” he finally blurted
out, “I was not El Gordo’s afortunado….um, lucky ones.”

“Ha! Neither was I.” John joined in with a
laugh.

“Um… maybe Espacio…that was not for what you
wish for me?” Jimenez continued, “I am… um, lucky, estar… um, to be
here.” He went on to describe to Annie and John his difficult to
explain encounter, outside of the Southdown Fight Club Gym, with
the two strangers and the non theft associated with the break-in of
his rental unit.

“Wait a sec,” John said, “I had almost the
same damn thing happen to me, including a hit from a bloody stun
gun from the taller of the two… And, I seen ‘em up close.” He
shifted his hot coffee from one hand to the other to show Annie and
Jimenez his skinned knuckles. Splashing coffee with his animation,
John gave them the full details of his stand-up fight with the
overweight Muslim, the taser’s debilitating effect and his emptied
pockets, missing nothing.

“A stun gun, eso era él!” Jimenez mumbled
under his breath, once he realized what had knocked him down.

“What about your Gordo tickets, Jimenez?”
John asked, “You said…”

“Extraño,” Jimenez responded. “I keep
ocultado…. uh, hidden all my old lotería boletos….They were all
alrededor….um, around mi apartmento.”

“Say, maybe there’s something we’re missing
here,” John speculated. “It’s like we’re connected.”

Annie smiled again at John and then at
Jimenez. “The two of you together,” she laughed, “might make just
one detective.”

“I think we should see you safely to your
door missy,” John said, “no need to chance those two will show
around here.”

 


VI.

La Estocada: The moment of truth.

 


With Abu’s information and a copy of the
World Star in hand, Saujaud decided to act aggressively. He now
knew now where he had seen the red haired woman before. Saujaud Din
Ibn Kaduna made his call to Yaaseen Gulibar Khan for assistance and
was rewarded with the condominium address and apartment number
associated with Annie Kline. The only thing left to do for he and
Abu to do was to follow their quarry until there came a chance to
waylay and search her.

“Have you repaired the taser?” Saujaud
asked.

“Yes, yes, yes.” Abu answered. He patted his
pocket to reassure himself that the taser was ready for use with
one hand and tapped at his lips with the other.

“We must hurry, there is little time
left.”

 


*****

 


Mick was waiting at the door of Annie’s condo
when she returned. It was nearing seven-twenty when she arrived
with John and Jimenez in tow. The three were chattering noisily
between sips from their morning coffee when they stepped off of the
elevator to walk past the offset stairwell foyer and on into the
hallway near her corner condo unit.

It was not like Annie to become drawn in by
strangers and Mick was bothered a bit by her conviviality. He sized
up the husky Latino wearing the faded work shirt and the tall
elderly gentleman in the bush hat walking beside her. He was not
sure what to make of them and tensed up, ready for anything.

“Annie,” Mick called. “And who might these
two be?”

“Two neighborhood friends, Mick,” Annie said
introducing her two companions. “Fellow El Gordo players, John
Shearer and Jimenez Balthazar. Kind enough to walk me from the
convenient,” she continued. “Don’t you remember seeing them with me
yesterday?”

“Uh huh, sure, sure,” Mick stammered.
Relieved, he searched his memory. He vaguely remembered the two El
Gordo players that he had seen moving away from the self serve
lottery selectors with Annie the day before, so he gave them the
benefit of his doubt. “Yah, I …uh recognize them.”

“G’day,” John offered.

Jimenez just grinned and finished his
coffee.

“They’ve got quite some tales to tell. As
well as the El Gordo, they shared almost the same, out of the
ordinary, experiences late last night,” Annie related. She motioned
the small gathering together in the hallway and then she detailed
Mick on the association by taser that John and Jimenez had had the
last evening. Annie covered the apparent matching assailants
involved in the two incidents, plus the connection the two had
discovered from their scattered lottery films. “What do you make of
all that, Mick?” she asked.

“Sounds like the tall guy and fat guy are
hunting up El Gordo players,” Mick answered back. “You, my dear
Annie, might be in big trouble. Who knows how often those scenarios
were repeated last night? We’d better be damn careful around
here.”

“Right he is, missy,” John said.

Jimenez, who had been silent, offered his
support. “If you... um, need for me,” he said, “I can
estancia...um, stay.”

“No, that’s not necessary….
We’re okay,” Mick answered, “I’ve a friend, who will be here soon.
We’ll be fine.”

“You will look after, for her?” Jimenez asked
Mick.

“Absolutely!” Mick assured him, “Annie’s safe
with me.” He shook the Mexican’s hand when Jimenez offered it to
seal the pledge.

“Then take good care of her, cobber,” John
said. Giving Mick a playful clout on the shoulder he turned and
headed down the hallway toward the elevator, draining the last
swallow of coffee from his cup.

Jimenez smiled at Annie and followed after
the old man. He waved good-by as he and John disappeared into the
elevator. “Adios…. um, careful,” Jimenez called.

“Ooroo!” John added as the elevator doors
closed.

 


*****

 


Annie keyed in her door code, opened the door
and then stepped across the threshold into the single room
apartment. With a whistling snap the taser unloaded toward Mick
before he could walk fully through the open door. The two darts hit
him square across the top of his back. He stumbled, falling face
forward, arms outstretched, into the apartment behind Annie. Mick
didn’t make a sound until he hit the floor near her nightstand.
Startled by Mick’s abrupt tumbling movement Annie turned to face
the two intruders. She screamed!

Still puffy faced and limping badly, Saujaud
Din Ibn Kaduna charged into the room past Mick’s shuddering body.
He managed to reach Annie before she could scream again. Putting
one plump hand across her mouth, Saujaud grasped her with his
other. The dregs of her iced coffee flew from her hand, and all
Annie could manage was to kick at her attacker. He winced from the
blow to his sore shins and pushed her further into the apartment,
brushing passed the nightstand. The lottery film, disturbed by the
draft from the movement of Saujaud’s struggle to handle Annie,
floated to the floor landing behind the table’s front leg.

“Search…search,” Saujaud yelled at Abu. “They
might have heard. Hurry!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Abu responded. In a flurry
of action, all the while retaining his hold on the taser, Abu moved
about the room in his search. Using his free hand he opened
drawers, dumping the contents into piles. Then he hastily picked
through the strewn items searching for lottery receipts.

“Her purse, Abu, find her purse…. It must be
in her purse…. Look for it!”

“Yes, yes, yes.”

“Hurry… Hurry!”

Sweating profusely and rumbling in his
throat, from Annie’s continued kicks to his sore shins, Saujaud
moved her toward the closet at the center of the apartment. He
pushed nervously at the lever of the door handle with one elbow,
while keeping Annie under his control and a hand across her
mouth.

“Where is it, kelbeh,” he snarled at her,
“where is it!”

In response Annie continued to kick at
Saujaud.

Neither of the two Muslims saw nor heard the
tall bespectacled man enter. With one well placed blow to the side
of the neck, Samaz felled Abu. Saujaud blinked in shocked disbelief
as he turned to be met by the Doctors fist. His face erupted back
into the pain it remembered from the punishment it had taken the
night before. Saujaud whined from the hit. When he released Annie,
to defend himself, Samaz landed a second strike. After the third,
Saujaud Din Ibn Kaduna dropped heavily to the floor,
unconscious.

Breathless from their run up the condominium
stairs, Jimenez and John arrived in time to see Samaz move away
from the sprawled bulk of the rotund Muslim. The plump mound of his
body looked like a fallen bull.

“We heard ya, missy.” John breathed heavily.
He cast a sour look at the two Muslims. “Arright!” he said, “Damn
bloody wogs!” The old Australian moved across the room to stand
guard over Saujuad, making sure that he remained down. At the same
time Jimenez seized the dazed Abu Karin Liana Ali Sulime, who had
managed to stagger back to his feet. Jimenez held the disorientated
Abu tightly in an arm lock.

Looking slowly around the room at the two new
arrivals, Samaz adjusted his glasses and smoothed back his hair. He
gave his approval to John and Jimenez with a smile and a nod. Then
he bent down and pulled the two taser barbs from Mick’s back.

Released from the taser’s pulsing current,
when Samaz knocked Abu down, Mick’s motor skills were beginning to
return and he was attempting to sit up. Already beside him, Annie
knelt on the floor helping Mick move into an elbow on knees sitting
position. She smiled up at Samaz. “Thank you, Doctor,” she said,
“You, too, John and you, Jimenez.” Annie let out a deep breath.
“Well, Mick,” she admitted, “you were right about fucking
baddies.”

While she spoke she tapped 000, the
Federation universal emergency call number, into her cellipod.
“Yes,” she said to the dispatch operator, “Police—yes. Annie
Kline.” She waited until the operator checked her cellipod’s GPS.
“Can you send someone to the Randwick, unit number
two-thirty-seven? Yes. Two-thirty-seven. I’ve had a break in. Uh
huh, a taser. Two.” Annie pointed the celepod’s lens toward the two
Muslims and clicked the send button. “They’re still here. No
they’re not going anywhere. Fine. Yes, that’s me. Yes I’m fine.
Okay. Thank you.”

“The local Blue Heelers will be here soon, to
take them away,” she said to the group.

Mick nodded. From his vantage point, seated
on the floor, Mick could see a flimsy curled behind the left front
leg of the nightstand. He picked up the Lotería Cosmico El Gordo
ticket, looked at it, and then handed it to Annie. “Your passport,
lady” he said.

Annie kissed him gently. “Thanks, boss man,”
she whispered into Mick’s ear.

 


*****

 


Most journeys are imagined. Many are never
made, but every once in a while a dreamer finds the answer to a
dream. On October nineteenth, the belly panels of a Federation
interstellar opened. Annie Kline walked down the gangway to a bare
empty escarpment on Deltoro B. Annie Kline was alone, truly alone,
for the first time in her thirty two years. “Ah,” she sighed.
“Space!”

 


 


Easy
Money

By Lance Young

 


No one was supposed to die. It should’ve been
a simple hold up. Surprise the escort, grab the money, then head
for the hills before anyone was the wiser. Simple, thought Stokes,
but that damn guard at the rear of the column surprised him. He’d
had a second piece hidden on him. Stokes had only taken his eyes
off him for a second: he’d looked back to see a pistol pointing at
him. He just froze. When he heard the shot, Stokes expected to see
a bullet hole in his chest. Instead it was the guard who was lying
on the dirt, blood seeping from the hole in his head.

Stokes had stood there stunned, staring at
the lifeless body until McQueen, smoke still coming off the barrel
of his pistol, grabbed him. “Quitting time, lad. He’s not going to
trouble us anymore.”

Stokes had hurriedly scrambled back on his
horse and followed the others into the safety of the ranges. Stokes
wasn’t the squeamish sort. In the slums of his old hometown back in
England he had regularly taken part in fights and brawls. Back
there, you grew up tough or you didn’t grow up at all.

But while he had dished out his fair share of
shiners, he had never seen anyone killed. Getting away from that
life had been the reason he came to New Zealand in the first place.
A fresh start in a new land, but Stokes hadn’t been here long when
he discovered that work in New Zealand was the same as work in
England - hard. He soon drifted back to his old habits, stealing a
little here, a little there. Nothing big, just enough to keep
himself comfortable with a minimum of effort.

Stokes had been living like that for several
months, when he came to the attention of McQueen and his fellow
reprobates. They needed a fourth man for a big job they were
planning, a bit risky, but with a big pay day at the end. Stokes
had needed time to consider it; he considered himself more of an
opportunist thief. McQueen and his men were true professionals,
planning things down to the last second. It seemed an uneasy mix.
But with funds running low, and encouraged by McQueen’s easy-going
demeanour, Stokes had decided to go for it.

It was only a day before the robbery that
McQueen gave him all the details. “This is our target—the Hunt
Valley Mining Company. Once a month they bring in the payroll for
the entire mine. They try to keep it quiet, eight riders with the
money in their saddle bags.”

Stokes had said, “Eight against four doesn’t
sound like good odds.”

McQueen pulled out a pistol. “That’s why
we’ll be carrying these.”

“I didn’t agree to kill
anyone,” Stokes replied.

McQueen grinned, “Think of them as props.
Wave them about, shoot a few bullets in the air and they’ll do
whatever we ask.”

Unfortunately it hadn’t turned out like that
and now a man was dead. McQueen was eager to put as much distance
between the gang and the scene of the robbery as possible. So he
kept them going until it was almost completely black. “This will do
for now lads. Lets' get a fire going and rest up.”

Although they professed to be equals, the
grizzled McQueen was the group’s unofficial leader. He was built
like a brick shithouse, with a thick mane of black hair and cold
blue eyes that could stop you in your tracks. But right now he was
all smiles as he examined the contents of his saddlebag. “Looks
like we scored big this time, lads. There’s at least enough for
twenty-five pounds each.”

Donovan, a red headed Irishman, grinned,
“That’ll keep me in whiskey and women for a while.”

The amount prompted the gang’s fourth member,
the normally taciturn native, Hone, to comment, “Not too bad.”

McQueen eyed Stokes. “You’re quiet, lad. Your
first job with us, and you score big. You should at least be
cracking a smile.”

“No one was supposed to die,”
replied Stokes.

McQueen shrugged. “Then you should’ve done a
better job of watching him. Someone points a gun at a man, they
should expect to get one pointed right back.”

“I wasn’t expecting it. Did you
have to kill him?”

McQueen laughed harshly. “If it’s a choice
between my life and theirs, guess who wins. Death's a part of the
business, you’d best get used to it.”

Hone sneered, “I bet he’s afraid the
Bushman’s going to come after him and steal his soul.”

“I am not!” said Stokes. “I’ve
never even heard of this Bushman.”

“Tell him the story, McQueen,”
said Donovan between sips from his bottle. “At least that will stop
him blubbering till I’m too drunk to care.”

With a gleam in his eye McQueen said, “You
got the stomach for it?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” replied
Stokes tetchily. “Tell me the damn story. Who’s this Bushman who
has all your knickers in a twist?”

McQueen paused to stoke the fire. “Some say
he’s just a legend. A ghost story crims tell each other on dark
nights like this. Me, I know people who’ve seen him. He’s real all
right. Over six feet tall, hair red as the devil’s, with arms thick
as tree trunks, and cold blue eyes that look into your soul, and
see every foul deed you’ve done or ever will do. They say he guts
his victims with an enchanted blade given to him by a Maori witch
doctor. Anyone killed with that blade goes straight to hell.”

“That’s some story,” replied
Stokes suppressing a laugh. “Where’d this Bushman come
from?”

“Some say he was a farmer,”
said McQueen.

“I heard soldier,” replied Hone.

“You’re both mad,” scoffed Donovan. “He was
an ex convict.”

“Whatever!” snapped McQueen. “What they all
agree on is that he hated people. Saw them as corrupt, greedy,
weak. So he found an isolated block of land and he took his old
lady, son and daughters to start a new life. He carved the road
through the forest himself and when he finally reached his land, he
cleared one painstaking foot after another. When he wasn’t farming,
he would go off into the surrounding hills to hunt and explore. It
was on one of these trips that the Bushman was born. While he was
gone another group of hunters stumbled upon his property. There
were half a dozen of them. A motley collection of escaped convicts,
half-breeds, natives and Irishmen led by a six-foot giant named
Blackheart.

“Old Blackheart he lived up to his name,
there wasn’t an ounce of mercy in him. At sixteen he killed his
family in a drunken rage without shedding a tear. He fled England
and left a trail of bodies behind him. See, what made Blackheart so
dangerous is that he didn’t care about consequences. If he saw
something he wanted he took it. And after being on the run in the
bush for a couple of weeks, he wanted that farmhouse and everyone
inside. The son died first, the rest of the family he took apart
slowly before finally putting them out of their misery. Freshly
supplied, his men set fire to the farmhouse and departed.

“The Bushman was on his way home when he
spotted the smoke. He sprinted home just in time to see the
farmhouse collapse into flames. Then that he saw the body of his
son, shot, stabbed and mutilated. He let out a scream that some say
was heard all the way to the nearest settlement. Some thought it
meant a storm was coming and for Blackheart and his men it was. At
his son’s side the Bushman made a vow. Some say to God, others the
Devil that he would get revenge on the gents responsible. He
gathered up what weapons and tools were to be had and went hunting
once again. Now the Bushman, see, he’s an expert tracker. He can
track a Butterfly just by the leaves it’s landed on. Sure it was
six against one, but the Bushman knew these woods like the back of
his hand, and that was all he needed.

“While they struggled to get their horses
through the winding forest tracks, he bypassed them and picked the
perfect spot for an ambush, the remnants of the road built by the
Bushman. Blackheart and his men had finally stumbled upon it and
were eager to pick up steam after struggling for so long. They
galloped full bore down the track. One of the men, Leary was his
name, pushed his way to the front, eager to show off to his mates.
It’s fair to say they never forget what they saw. One second he’s
fine, the next his heads been torn from his neck and was bouncing
along the track. At the speed he was going and in the dim light,
Leary never saw the line the Bushman had strung across the
tracks.

“It took all of Blackheart’s skill to pull up
short and stop himself from sharing Leary’s fate. The gang came to
a halt, shocked at the sudden death of their mate. A piercing
scream from the rear changed that. They swerved around just in time
to see the rear rider being jerked upwards, his head in a noose.
Blackheart didn’t hesitate; he drew his gun and started firing. The
others needed little encouragement; they let loose with everything
they had. The rider dropped back to the ground, his corpse riddled
with their bullets.

“No one made a fool of Blackheart. He ordered
a search for the culprit, leaving a man to guard the horses. They
were out of their depth the moment they left the track. The
undergrowth was thick and they couldn’t see more than a few feet in
front of them and they quickly got separated. Exasperated at his
lack of success, Blackheart was about to call them back, when a
shrill scream echoed through the trees before being abruptly cut
short. Blackheart and the other remaining searcher, a native called
Rangi, converged on the missing man at the same time.

“He had stumbled into one of the Bushman’s
traps, his leg getting caught in a noose. The Bushman had calmly
walked up and slit his throat leaving a corpse for them to
find.

“Blackheart fired into the forest in
frustration. He was used to being the one who scared people out of
their wits and he didn’t like being on the receiving end.

“The survivors hightailed it out of there,
they stumbled back to the track to find the horses gone and the man
they had left guarding them missing except for a small pool of
blood. That was the last straw for Blackheart and Rangi. They just
started running, never daring to stop or even look back. They kept
going till their legs could go no further.

“Dog-tired they stopped for the night, but
they were twitchy. Every little sound made them flinch. Every so
often Blackheart would snap and fire into the night hoping he might
get lucky and hit something, anything. Finally, Blackheart ordered
Rangi to take first watch while he tried to rest.

“It was a bad sleep plagued by nightmares.
After a particularly bad one he woke with a start and noticed Rangi
with his head down, asleep. Furious, Blackheart grabbed Rangi to
wake him, only to have Rangi’s head topple from his shoulders.
Blackheart snapped and fled deeper and deeper into the forest. It
was a hellish journey. Thunder echoed overheard, rain dripped down
his face and turned the ground into mud, while flashes of lightning
far from helping him see the way forward, played tricks with his
mind. Everywhere he looked, he saw the man hunting him.

“In his panic Blackheart tripped over a tree
stump and went tumbling down a hillside. Dazed, he looked around in
time to see a figure illuminated by the lightning standing before
him. It took him a moment to realize that this figure was real.
Immediately he went for his gun, only to find he had lost it in his
fall. He reeled backwards begging for mercy.

“The Bushman snorted with contempt, ‘You who
are without mercy now beg for it. Get up.’ Blackheart slowly got to
his feet, looking for a chance to escape. The Bushman looked him
over with his cold eyes, before tossing his weapons to the ground.
‘Beat me in a fair fight and I’ll let you go.’

“Fair, ha! Blackheart didn’t know the meaning
of the word; but he knew an opening when he saw it. He rushed
forward, grabbed a hold of the Bushman’s knife and started slicing
the air. For a big man, Blackheart was fast, but the Bushman was
just that bit faster. Blackheart got in a few grazes but that’s all
he got. The Bushman knocked him down with a thundering right hook
that laid Blackheart flat on his back and broke his nose to
boot.

“While Blackheart writhed in pain holding his
nose, the Bushman calmly picked up his weapons and said, ‘You
lose.’

“Blackheart yelled back, ‘Kill me, then. Get
it over with, you bastard!’

“‘Who said I was going to kill
you?’ says the Bushman.

“Confused, Blackheart replies, ‘Then what do
you want from me?’

“‘To deliver a message, that’s
the price for your life.’

“By now, Blackheart was prepared to agree to
anything to get this nightmare over with, even if he never intended
to keep his side of it. So he says, ‘Sure, mate anything you want,
what’s the message?’

“The Bushman steps forward, a blade in his
hand, and a smile on his face and says, ‘A warning.’

“A day later, a group of laborers are working
in the fields outside the nearest town, when Blackheart comes
stumbling out of the bush covered in blood looking like a man who’d
taken on the Devil and lost. They went to help him and he
immediately started babbling about the Bushman. They rushed him to
the town doctor and informed the local constabulary, who recognized
the notorious Blackheart right away. Eager to stop the rumors
spreading, they bundled him off before anyone could ask any more
awkward questions about their new arrival.”

“What was the price?” asked Stokes.

Donovan shuddered. “The Bushman made sure
Blackheart wouldn’t be bothering any more ladies.

“From that day on,” said McQueen. “The
Bushman’s roamed these lands dealing out death to lawbreakers.”

After a moments silence, Stokes let out a big
laugh. “That’s the biggest load of bollocks I’ve ever heard.”

McQueen put his hand solemnly on his chest.
“God’s honest truth.”

“Oh come on,” replied Stokes. “I’ve never
heard this. If some madman was taking out criminals it’d be in the
newspapers.”

“You think the Government’s going to let out
that there’s a lunatic roaming the country topping people. They
hushed it up. The last thing they want is to frighten off new
settlers. It was easy to make Blackheart disappear. It’s not like
anyone was going to miss him.”

“And how’d you learn all this?” said
Stokes.

“Can’t stop people talking, lad.” McQueen
smiled. “It’s human nature.”

Stokes continued. “Do you actually know
anyone taken by him?”

“Not directly,” replied McQueen with a grin.
“But I know of associates of associates who have disappeared, in
what could be described as mysterious circumstances.”

“Yeah, right. It’ll take more than some ghost
story to scare this rookie,” replied Stokes boldly; suddenly he
leapt to his feet with a squeal as something touched his shoulder,
prompting laughter from the others.

Stokes twisted around to see Hone standing
there grinning. “Whatever you say, I’m going to take a piss.”

Stokes watched furiously as Hone disappeared
into the bush. When McQueen finally stopped laughing, he said,
“Don’t worry, lad. A few more years at this game will harden you
up, and if it doesn’t you’ll be past caring.”

“And why’s that?” muttered Stokes.

“Because you’ll probably be dead,” laughed
McQueen. He was still grinning when Hone came stumbling out of the
bush, his hand at his throat.

McQueen muttered. “What’s your problem?”

Hone answered by tumbling to the ground,
blood spurting from his neck.

Donovan screeched. “Holy shit, it’s the
Bushman!” Those were the last words he ever said. McQueen and
Stokes spun around just in time to see a dark figure plunge a blade
into Donovan’s neck.

McQueen went for his gun, but the figure was
too fast. He tossed Donovan’s body aside and raised a shotgun.
McQueen toppled backwards from the blast. Stokes belatedly tried to
draw his gun, but he felt the stranger’s blade slam into his
shoulder. Screaming, he fell to his knees. He tried to raise his
pistol, but the stranger kicked it from his hand. A petrified
Stokes finally got a good look as his assailant.

He was at least six feet tall, his head
covered by a black wide brimmed hat, red hair poking out from
beneath the rim, a black scarf obscured his face, but Stokes could
see his cold blue eyes and he felt them judging him. The stranger
walked slowly towards him. Stokes began sobbing uncontrollably.

The stranger stopped and said in a gruff
voice “Don’t move.” Stokes cried out as the blade was painfully
wrenched from his shoulder. As the stranger wiped it clean, Stokes
noticed the Maori engravings on the hilt.

A tiny movement caught his eye; McQueen was
still alive. His eyes were dark with rage, and he was very slowly
getting to his feet, pistol in hand, trying hard not to draw
attention as he got into position for a shot. Satisfied that he
couldn’t miss, McQueen smiled, just in time to see the stranger
spin around, pull his gun and hit him dead center between the eyes.
The smile still plastered on his face, McQueen dropped to the
ground with a thud. The stranger put away his gun and began warming
his hands by the fire.

Stokes finally worked up the courage to ask,
“Are you the Bushman?”

The figure slowly looked him over. “Some call
me that.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

The Bushman turned back to the fire. “There a
reason I shouldn’t?”

“Please, sir. I’m sorry about
the robbery, about the guard. I don’t want to die.
Please...”

The Bushman raised his hand, cutting off
Stokes. “People come here to get a new start, to escape the
failures of back home. Yet at every turn, they’re confronted by
people like you who seem determined to bring all the old problems
over here.”

“I’m a changed man,” spluttered Stokes. “I’ll
do anything you say, pay any price.”

Stokes felt himself flinch under the
Bushman’s gaze. After a long pause the Bushman said, “Your friends
had been in the game too long. There was no redeeming them. But
you’re still young. There’s a chance this’ll set you on the
straight and narrow. So I’ll let you live.”

A torrent of words poured out of a relieved
Stokes. “Thank you, sir, thank you. You won’t regret this.”

The Bushman raised his hand and Stokes shut
up. “There’s a price for such mercy. It will not be easy for you to
stop returning to old habits. You need a reminder, something more
prominent then a scar on your shoulder. Something you can’t ignore.
Turn around.”

Meekly Stokes complied; he was far too
frightened to put up any resistance. He just wanted this over with.
He screamed and clutched the side of his head as he felt the cold
metal of the Bushman’s blade slice through his left ear.

The Bushman grabbed Stokes by the hair and
shoved the ear in his face. “Break the law again and I’ll come back
for the rest of you, understand?”

Stokes nodded frantically. The Bushman shoved
him to the ground and swung the saddlebags of money over his
shoulder. “I’ll be returning the money, you have any
objections?”

“Take it,” murmured Stokes.

“I’d advise you to start binding those
wounds. You don’t want to die out here.”

With that he was gone, leaving Stokes with
the grotesque corpses of his associates. Nursing his ear, Stokes
looked at the body of McQueen and whispered, “Sorry, I guess you
were telling the truth.”

 


 


 Sounds Like a Plan

By James Valvis

 


Arthur Riddle came around standing, felt the
back of his shirt released, heard a door click shut to his left and
the familiar turning of the key, and sensed a searing pain in his
neck. Something inside him, from the deepest part of his
unconscious mind, told him not to step forward. The exact words
were: if you take that step, you’re deader than a dill pickle.

So instead of stepping forward like he
wanted, Riddle tried to step back and away. And found he couldn’t.
He tried to raise his hands to the agony in his neck. And found he
couldn’t do that, either. Last he tried to bend down, but a choking
sound stopped him.

Coming from him?

Yes.

And now more pain, starting in his throat and
rising into his temples, like two knives racing up the sides of his
head. He gagged once and straightened out his legs, which seemed to
ease the pressure in his neck. If he didn’t know any better he’d
swear he was being—

Hanged!

Riddle’s eyes shot open. Right away, out of
the corner of his right eye, he saw the rope. Seeing it, he
panicked and almost jerked himself forward. He caught himself in
time and took in a deep breath and closed his eyes again. When he
reopened his eyes, slowly this time, he peeked down. It was not an
easy thing to do at all. His hands were bound together and tied to
his ankles. He tried to move his arms and found they could go down,
but his hands would go no higher than his waist. He saw his feet
were standing on a desk—his cherry wood desk—four feet off the new
white carpet he’d just had had installed last winter. His toes were
at the very edge of the table and his body was leaning at about an
85 degree angle. A wave of vertigo caused him to feel dizzy and
sick. He stopped looking down and stared straight ahead. Across the
cabin, he could see his reflection in the very edge of a large
mirror he’d installed over his bed for purposes that had nothing to
do with shaving. The rope, a full two inches in diameter, was tied
to a ceiling stud and it was very nearly taut. Maybe there were two
or three inches of slack. That’s it.

He was trapped and he was trapped well. When
he fell—goddamnit, he wouldn’t—but if he fell, he’d never touch
bottom alive.

“Help,” he said hoarsely. But he knew no help
would come. He was alone in his summer cabin and almost no one knew
he was here. Just Jack and maybe Greyson. And the people at the New
York office, too, though they had no clue about the cabin’s
location. And it was a Friday—or Saturday morning. He couldn’t tell
because he couldn’t see his clock. He wouldn’t be missed until
Monday when he didn’t show for work. Or maybe Tuesday. Riddle was
known to skip some days, to come and go as he pleased, and why not?
It was his literary agency. Even then, Monday or Tuesday, they’d
have to go through a bunch of nonsense just to find him. He made it
this way purposely. He used his summer cabin to get work done and
to escape from it. Visitors—or intruders, as he sometimes called
them—kept him from doing both.
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