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Munchie Run
“Werewolves, vampires, zombies... what are you up against?”
There was a pause.
“Demons, I think... but I can't be sure. We've only had one brush so far, but all the signs seem to point in that direction.”
Carson leaned across the mini-mart counter, peering closely at the boy. He dropped his voice to a murmur. “Signs, eh? Like what?”
The kid leaned in too, giving the mini-mart a cautious, sideways glance. “The usual,” he muttered. “Strange noises, strange symbols, strange disappearances, the occasional whiff of sulfur... they're subtle, but when you've been around as long as we have, you learn to pick up on 'em.”
“What's your next move?”
The kid's face went hard. “We go in.”
“Guns blazing?”
“Damn straight. Hit 'em quick and hit 'em hard.”
Carson whistled softly. “Gutsy.”
“Messy, too. But somebody's gotta clean up the night. It ain't pretty, but it's the only way.”
A loud crash abruptly shattered the tension of the hushed exchange. Both heads snapped about, eyes hungry for the source of the interruption. It wasn't hard to find. A few feet away another boy stood by a toppled rack of magazines, arms burdened with chips, cookies, candy bars, snack cakes and an impressively unhealthy assortment of dips.
His mouth twitched into a sheepish smile. “Uh... sorry, dude. I'll pick that up...”
“Hey, no worries kid... I'm on it!” Carson ducked under the counter and hurried to the rescue of the Newsweeks and X-Men comics. “Looks like you got your hands full. Besides, I hear you guys have a game to get back to.”
“You got that right! We gotta... whoops!” A few packages slipped from the top of the boy's mountainous, teetering armload and smacked to the floor. “Aw, man, the Twinkies! A little help, Kel?”
The boy at the counter hurried to help. He was nearly a head taller, and with his superior armspan was able to rescue the remaining snacks from further disaster. Together they staggered to the counter and unloaded their booty.
Kelly rifled through the pile with a professional eye. “You got the cheese dip, Kit? I don't see cheese dip...”
Kit adjusted his glasses, then produced a yellow jar from his jacket pocket, cradling it tenderly. “I may forget the cookie dough, but never the cheese dip.”
Kelly grinned. “Rock on. Got the Dew, too?”
“Got it!” A third boy appeared, his wavy brown hair just visible above a load of sloshing two-liter bottles that would have made a seasoned stock mule shy nervously. He was the shortest of the three by a hair, sturdy, with a friendly smile and confident stride.
“AJ, you're my hero.”
The sodas joined the rest of the countertop pile with a sugary thump. The boys stood silently for a moment, surveying the landscape of their sweet desires.
AJ nodded slowly in appreciation. “Where guns and bullets fail...”
“...caffeine and sugar prevail!”
The boys exchanged a resounding series of high fives and knuckle bumps.
Carson slipped behind the counter, surveying the brightly-wrapped, preservative-enriched mountain with a certain measure of pride. “Gentlemen, I'm impressed - and I sell junk food for a living. Last time I saw this many goodies in one place I was unloading the 5 a.m. truck. What gives?”
“Munchie run. Got an all-nighter going on.” Kit began happily stuffing the goodies into plastic bags as Carson slid them over the scanner, a parade of colors, chemicals and additives that nearly dazzled the senses. The rapid, erratic beeping rang through the store in an eery and unheeded parody of a cardiac monitor.
Carson grinned. “Yeah, right... off to do battle with the forces of darkness once again, eh? I hear it's demons this time.”
“You got it! And if I know AJ, they'll be the worst of the worst. I swear, sometimes I think he tries to kill us...”
Kelly grunted his agreement, digging some bills out of his wallet as the mounting cost of their feast flashed across the cash register in insistent green. “Yeah - he puts us through Hell... literally.”
“So what's the game?”
“Summoner's Song,” AJ chimed in. He stood beside his friends, making no attempt either to deny their accusations about his sadism nor to conceal a sinister grin. “And tonight's no ordinary night. We're running an official playtest of Nether Regions, the upcoming supplement for Song. It's got new character types, new rules on midget demons, plus a totally revamped system for determining the effects of failed partial incarnations involving deviant spirits from the Fourth Realm of the Underlands.” He drew a new but obviously well-loved book out his rumpled army backpack and dropped it on the counter.
Carson flipped through its dog-eared and underlined pages as the other boys pooled their money. “Cool... 'rhyming vs. non-rhyming chants'... 'Satanic rashes'... 'the effects of demonic possession on daily job performance'... looks like they've got it all covered.”
“Yup...” AJ's grin broadened into a hungry smile that had nothing to do with junk food. “I can't wait to try it out...”
“Can't wait to turn us into demon kibble, you mean.” Kelly punched his friend on the arm with good-natured enthusiasm and just a little too much of what he was really feeling.
AJ winced, rubbing his shoulder. “Yeah. That's what I mean.”
Kelly laughed.
AJ didn't.
Kelly's grin faded and he flashed Kit an uneasy look.
“Great...” Kit's eyes rolled. “We'll be payin' for that one all night. Thanks. Thanks for that.”
Carson passed back the book and a handful of change and closed the till. “Well, have fun. Don't summon anything I wouldn't.”
“Hey, man...” through the reflection of the plastic bags on his glasses, Kit fixed the cashier with a steady gaze. “Let's get one thing straight - we don't mess with the Hot Place. Don't get us confused with the Hell Huggers.”
“'Hell Huggers?'”
“Yeah, you know... Satanists... cultists... robies, hood-heads, goat boys... call 'em what you like, they're the ones trying to stir up all the chaos. We're here to stop 'em.”
“You got that right.” Kelly piped in. “Bottom line is, you bring it into this world... we take it out.”
“Yeah... that's how we roll...” Another round of hearty high-fives and knuckle bumps followed.
As the others loaded up with bulging bags and continued their animated reverie of impending cultist-thwarting and demon-thrashing, AJ quietly stuffed the rulebook back in his bag. He paused. “Hey... you wanna play some time?”
Carson blinked. “Dude... sure! I'd love to try your... watchacallit again?”
“Roleplaying.”
“Yeah, roleplaying. Sweet! Like World of Warcraft.”
There was a sudden, intense, almost palpable silence, as if someone had sounded the rear advance on the moon trumpet during a crowded church service. Carson became aware that they were all staring at him.
“Ouch.”
“Oh, Carson...”
“If only you knew what you said...”
Carson became dimly aware that he had committed some kind of gamer faux pas and struggled to sort it out. “Okay, my bad. I'm getting a vibe here... you're telling me WOW is not really roleplaying...?”
“Only if Wii baseball is really baseball,” Kit rolled his eyes, sighing. “You have much to learn, my friend.”
“But no worries, you're in good hands.”
“Yeah, stick with us, we'll show you the ropes!”
“Cool beans, my little amigos. Gimme a shout some time and I'll definitely hook up with the group. I'm looking forward to branching out, actually. I'm a console man myself... FPS mostly... never really tried the roleplaying thing, electronic or otherwise. Not that there's anything wrong with that...”
“First person shooters,” Kelly nodded appreciatively. “Not a bad start, but there's nothing to put the fear of God into you like a good old fashioned RPG... especially with AJ at the wheel.”
“At the trigger you mean,” Kit winked. “Hey we better get going or he won't have time to properly murder us. And don't forget, X-Con is only a few months away and we gotta get this playtest turned in.”
“Hey, wait a sec...” On impulse, Carson yanked three large plastic cups off a nearby stack and pushed them across the counter. “Have yourselves a Freezie, compliments of the 24/7.”
The boys snatched up the cups with glee, dropping their bags and jostling for position at the Freezie machine.
“Wow, thanks, dude!”
“You're the best!”
“Free brain freeze... rock on!”
Carson watched with a smile as the thick icy mixture gushed from the spickets into their cups, curling and coiling in bright rings like a large snake getting ready to strike at their young, healthy teeth and digestive tracts. “Aw, hey, don't mention it! Things have been kinda slow lately, and you guys are gonna help keep me in the black - for tonight, at least. Not to mention the fact that you're defending an innocent, unknowing world from the forces of supernatural evil. You can't do that properly without being jammed full of sugar.”
The three lads hoisted their bulging goody bags again, balancing the ice-cold Freezies with difficulty and calling farewells as they wrestled their way out of the store. A faint, sickly chime sounded from the electronic eye on the front door, indicating that the device was in need of repair.
“We'll make you proud, dude!”
“Yeah, rest easy. You're safe as long as we're around!”
“Later, man!”
Carson gave a nod and a wave. “You guys be careful on the way home, too; it's dark out there. No short cuts! And frag a Hell Hugger for me, alright?!”
Behind them, the door bumped closed.
Carson's voice carried faintly through it and out into the warm night air as he continued calling encouragements. “Lock n' load! Fire in the hole! Semper fi!!”
The calls faded quickly behind them as the trio struck out into the city, laughing and joking and taking long pulls on their neon Freezie straws. Leaving the mini-mart behind, they made their way down a side street lined with modest residential housing and mom-and-pop stores. Overhead, street lights flickered and buzzed, spilling their dull yellow haze onto the cracked sidewalk and casting lazy shadows on picket fences, crowded bushes and darkened storefronts.
AJ chuckled. “Cool guy.”
“Yub!” Kit grinned and struggled to make words around a giant mouthful of ice-cold Freezie.
“Carsud is da best... tree bags of dude food, free Freedies and a whole nide of Subboner's Sog... whad cud be bedder?”
“A +3 Shotgun of Demon Slaying,” Kelly offered.
“Dood!” Kit choked down the rest of the mouthful with an eager swallow, wincing as it set fire to his brain. “Or a...”
His words were cut short as shadows shifted from behind a nearby dumpster and a withered hand shot out to clamp down on his neck. Kit screamed, and a splash of red showered the ground at his feet. There was a moment of chaos, of pandemonium and disorientation, when time seemed to freeze and the luminous globes of the street lights spun crazily. Muffled shouts, jostlings and overstuffed bags of junk food filled the air in a mad, thrashing tangle.
Seconds later a tall, pale scarecrow in a battered army jacket lurched back from the trio of kids, his face wearing a wild, startled look that exactly matched that of the three youths. He was old and gaunt, a mat of stringy gray hair stuffed under a battered ball cap, his grizzled face smattered with thin white stubble and underscored by a rolled and soiled red bandanna that clung loosely around his neck. Fingerless gloves and torn, filthy clothing completed the image of hobo modernis, made even more indelible by an almost palpable stink that seemed to cling to him as stubbornly as the grime under his fingernails. Now that the frantic motion had subsided, a cloud of black flies settled in around the old man, buzzing about in a comfortable, well-practiced flight pattern.
“Er... uh... hey there, little man...” his raspy voice came unsteadily. “Sorry I startled ya...”
Kit lowered his fists, breathing hard. “St... startled?! Try scared! Freaked! Flipped out!”
“Yeah. I gathered. Er... uh... looks like ya dropped yer deal-io...” the hobo gestured toward a broad splash of red beverage decorating the sidewalk.
“Awww, man! I spilled my Freezie!”
“That's not all you spilled, dude... check your shorts!” Kelly poked his friend in the ribs, chuckling. AJ stifled a nervous laugh.
“Yeah, yeah... sorry about that, real sorry,” Pete dabbed at Kit's shirt with the sleeve of his jacket, adding to a wide variety of unidentifiable stains. “My opener's usually a lot better - musta dozed off fer a sec, ya surprised me... shoulda said hullo first, I guess... real sorry kid...”
“No prob... “ Kit answered weakly. “It was free anyway...” He watched forlornly as the icy mess warmed, melted and seeped slowly into the cracks of the pavement.
Then the smell hit him.
Kit's look melted from chagrin to surprise, then was quickly chased by shock, horror, wonderment, nausea and finally revulsion in rapid succession. It was as if Pete were two people, the first a man of flesh and blood, the other an invisible and unavoidably powerful mountain of the very worst smells that could be generated by the human body. Kit took an involuntary step backwards.
“Watcha say, kid?”
“Nothing! I just... just a little Freezie comin' back up on me... that's all.” Kit discretely covered his nose and refocused on breathing through his mouth, which didn't seem to help much.
The old hobo nodded sagely. “Yeah, they'll do that.” He seemed completely unaware of his condition.
An awkward moment of silence passed, during which Kit noticed the streetlights and storefronts were starting to spin slowly. “So... uh... did you... did you need something...?”
“Oh! Sorry. Right... forgot my manners. Name's Pete. Just wonderin' if you boys could spare a little somethin' fer a starvin' human?”
“Uhhh... sure, no prob. Look, uh.... here. Have some Twinkies.” Kit fished a packet of yellow cakes out of his bag and handed them over, straining his arm to the full extent of its reach.
The dirty creases in Pete's face bent into a smile. “Thanks, kid! I love these things! Soft and sweet, just perfec' fer an elderly gent like myself. My teeth ain't what they used to be. Or where, fer that matter...” he grinned, showing the distressed landscape of his dental work. Under the yellow glow of the street lamps, it looked like the checkered floor of some ancient, long-neglected diner.
“Yeah, sure old-timer,” Kit's voice was slightly muffled by the hand that was valiantly protecting his nose, but he managed a smile around it. “Don't mention it.” The other boys, goaded by the increasingly pungent odor, made their own hasty donations. Pete thanked them profusely.
“You guys are swell Joe's, no mistake. Just swell! They say kids these days are no good, but this is one ol' geezer that's here to say no way!! Swell Joe's, alright... just swell...” Pete stashed his treasures carefully in the unsanitary confines of his jacket. Then, suddenly and quite unexpectedly, his brow knit and his face clouded. The old hobo cast a wary, bloodshot eye at the shadows about them. “Say, look... you guys be careful out there, okay? And head right home - no short cuts. There's somethin' weird in the air tonight. Somethin' real weird...”
“Yeah...”
“Sure, sure...”
“We'll be careful...”
Taking the warning as their exit cue, the boys hurried off down the street, casting assurances over their shoulders as they sought fresher air.
Once they'd rounded the corner, Kit sucked in deep breaths through his nose, relishing the freshness of the air. “Wow... harmless old toothless dude, but definitely on the creepy side.”
“Definitely on the stinky side, too,” AJ grinned, glancing back to make sure they were out of earshot.
Kit laughed, but the sound of it was still more nervous than genuine. “No kidding, I still smell him.”
“I think that's you, dude. I told you, you totally duked your shorts!” Kelly twisted his face into an exaggerated, straining grimace, prompting AJ to choke with laughter.
“Dude, he got me alright. I didn't know whether to freeze, flee, fight or faint.”
“I think you chose well. Freeze is the classic response, and I have to say you really sold it.”
Kit grinned. “Jerk.”
Navigating a few more blocks of residential streets, the trio crossed through a deserted strip mall, bypassed a gas station parking lot and paused between the dark, silent windows of a laundromat and a video store. The narrow maw of an alley gaped invitingly.
“Short cut?” AJ asked, jerking a thumb toward the valley of darkened bricks.
“Definitely.” Kit shifted grips on his load, flexing fingers to restore feeling. “I'm ready to eat these goodies, not just pack 'em around. Let's get where we're goin'!”
The alley swallowed them promptly.
Conversation turned to Summoner's Song, the rehashing of old adventures and the promise of new ones. The echoes of their animated chatter trailed them down the long, shadowy path as they moved further from the light and noise of the street. Occasionally, they kicked a discarded can or scuffed against an old crate in the darkness. Otherwise the alley was theirs.
Then the sound came.
Kelly heard it first. “Hey... you guys hear that?” he stopped abruptly, hand up.
All three boys fell silent, straining their ears as they stood side by side in the thick black. Most of the light from the street was choked off, and only a faint glow poked its way over the tops of the tall brooding buildings on either side.
“Hear what?”
Kelly tilted his head, listening hard. After a minute, his jaw relaxed. “Aw, nothin'. Just thought I heard... nothin'. Never mind. C'mon, let's motorvate.”
They set off, but hadn't gone more than a dozen steps when they were stopped again. This time it was AJ. “Hang on... I think I heard it. Sounds like... footsteps?”
“Yeah. Only I don't hear 'em now. You catch that, Kit?”
Kit nodded slowly. “I think so. Only they start when we start. And they're light... and... I dunno... sharp, kinda. Like... like...” his voice trailed off.
“High heels?” Kelly offered timidly, as if expecting the others to laugh. No one did.
Kit frowned. “Does that seem weird to anyone else?”
“Yeah, but that's not the weirdest thing,” AJ added. “The thing that stumps me is I don't think they're coming from the street. It sounds more like...” he tilted his head back and jabbed a finger into the darkness. “Up there.”
Three pairs of eyes stared, straining to make out the distant edge of the rooftop two stories above. Nothing moved. They stood for a moment in silence, as if time and quiet would somehow allow them to penetrate the black curtain of night.
Kit cleared his throat. “Well. Instead of a streetwalker, maybe we're gonna be propositioned by a roof-walker.” He grinned weakly. “Anybody got a quarter?”
Nervous chuckles.
“C'mon, let's roll.”
Again, they set off into the night. Again, after only a few steps, a sound brought them up short.
This time it was different.
“That was different.” Kit fiddled with his glasses nervously.
“I heard a whoosh,” AJ muttered.
“Yup. A whoosh. Definitely a whoosh.”
“There was a thump, too. Like...”
“...like something in high heels jumped off a two-story roof and landed in an alley in front of three dumb kids who took a shortcut even after two grown-ups told them they shouldn't.” Kelly finished.
AJ nodded fervently. “Yeah. A lot like that.”
“Dude, you said 'something.'”
“Sorry... someone.”
“Thanks, that's better.” Kit licked his lips. They were suddenly dry. “Maybe it's just that old hobo again.”
AJ frowned. “Dude, he could barely pull up his pants, much less climb on top of a two-story building and jump off into an alley. No way!”
“Maybe he fell?”
Kelly leaned forward and sniffed. He shook his head. “Nope. I don't have the desire to ram a red hot poker up my nose - it's definitely not Pete, jumping, falling or otherwise.”
“Maybe a friend of his, then? You know... word got out about the grub and all, someone else came looking for a handout...”
Kelly squinted at his friend in the darkness. “They're Twinkies, dude, not hundred dollar bills. I don't think the homeless are lining up for 'em.”
“Umm... okay, so... that's weird and all...” AJ cut in. “But now there's... fog...” They turned slowly, staring about at the trash-cluttered landscape and crusty brick walls, the faint details of which were rapidly being swallowed by a soupy gray mist. The ominous mass billowed and swirled about them, forming strange, ghostly shapes as it seeped, snakelike, from cracks and fissures and oozed up from the broken pavement. Eddies and swirls drifted across their feet, obscuring the ground, their shoes and the assortment of discarded tin cans, banana peels and other refuse that decorated the alley floor. Above them it drew closed like a hangman's noose, filtering the wan light from the distant streetlamps, strangling it until it was a mere ghostly luminescence somewhere deep within the mist.
Kelly stared up into the murky, impenetrable depths. “Have I just been playing too much Summoner's Song, or is this usually what happens just before someone gets ganked?”
“Definitely gonna have to go with the pre-ganking...”
“Oh, nuts...”
Suddenly, Kit stepped forward, calling out into the mist. “Hello! uh... hi... I mean... hey...”
AJ and Kelly made a grab for his shirt but he was already out of range. They whispered fiercely for him to return to the small clearing that remained in the mist, but he pressed on with a brisk step. After a moment, they had to squint their eyes to make out his shape, nearly swallowed by the hungry fog.
“Hey, uh... you hungry? How about a snack, eh? Twinkie, maybe?” Kit rummaged through his bag. “Crap... out of Twinkies... sorry, I gave my last one to some hobo dude named... uh... Pete! His name was Pete. Maybe he's a friend of yours, hunh? You know him? Nice guy, real... memorable.” Kit waited hopefully, ears straining. The damp of the mist was seeping into his shirt, making him shiver as its clammy fingers found the sensitive places on his skin.
“No? No problem... uhhh... let's see what else we got...” He dug deeper into his bag. The rustling sounded hollow and overly loud and scraped at the nerves of his watching friends as they looked on, tense and nervous. “Hey, here ya go! Little Debbies!” Kit drew out a cheerful box, splashed with happy colors and smiling children. “They're not as big but there's more in a box...” He thrust the container out into the mist.
Behind him, Kelly and AJ held their breath.
Seconds passed.
Silence.
Fog.
Nothing.
“Well...” Kit turned around, shoulders slumping in relief. “I guess that's...”
And then he was gone, yanked back into the mist so hard that the plastic grocery bag in his hand burst wide open, showering the alley with foil packages and cellophaned treats. A short plaintive cry was abruptly cut off, fading almost instantly into a sick gurgle. Kelly and AJ jumped back in surprise, then surged forward, shouting.
“Kit!”
“Dude!”
“Where are you?!”
“What's goin' on?!”
“You okay?!”
“Answer me, man!”
They plunged into the swirling white curtain and onward, pelting blindly down the alley, hearts hammering, breathing ragged, banging their shins and stumbling over piles of garbage and refuse half-seen on the alley floor, then rising and racing on.
The sudden, brutal sound of ringing metal brought them up short, and it wasn't for several moments until both boys realized they were lying flat on their backs on the cold, dirty pavement. Above them loomed the dim outline of a large, heavy, commercial dumpster, dragged sideways across the alley and blocking it neatly off. The hollow metallic echoes of their collision still hung in the air and rang even louder inside their aching skulls.
“Whoa...” AJ slurred. He rubbed his forehead, tenderly probing the knot that was already forming. “Didn't see that one coming...”
Beside him Kelly drew himself painfully to a sitting position, shaking his head to clear it and rubbing a bruised shoulder. “I'm betting the garbage guys didn't leave this here. I don't know about you, but I'm starting to feel picked on.”
They were still shaking their heads when something small and boxy whistled through the air, punched through the mist and slid to a neat stop a foot away.
They blinked.
“Is that what I think it is...?”
Kelly nodded, swallowing hard. “It is if you're thinking it's a box of Little Debbies snack cakes. Guess whoever's out there doesn't have a sweet tooth. We gotta find Kit...” he heaved himself to his feet, weaved a little and grabbed the edge of the dumpster to steady himself.
“Dude!” AJ cried. “Your hand!”
Something coarse and damp brushed Kelly's fingers and he yanked them back with a yelp. A rat sat perched on the metal rim where his hand had been, fat, black and full of contempt; its beady red eyes drilling fierce holes in him as he backpedaled
“Whoa...” Kelly wiped his hand unconsciously on his pants. “He came out of nowhere.”
“And brought friends...”
The boys turned slowly, watching with growing unease as more and more slick dark shapes crept to the edge of the ring of fog. In moments, they were surrounded by a floating horde of hot red eyes, unblinking, malicious and fixed hard upon them. The rodents were everywhere, perched on garbage cans, lurking under crates and crumpled cardboard boxes, skulking over rancid trash heaps, noses twitching and whiskers quivering in anticipation. The alley's only two human occupants bumped softly into one another, working themselves unconsciously back-to-back in the center of the furry black ring.
Kelly's mouth pulled down into a frown. “This can't be good.”
“It ain't natural... it just ain't natural!” AJ stared back at the red eyes, his voice tinged with awe. Their blatant scrutiny was making him feel exposed and vulnerable and he didn't like it. Not one bit. He shifted nervously. “What are they doin', man?”
“I dunno... but whatever it is, it's almost like they're trained or something. Look at 'em, just watching... waiting. It's like someone told 'em to do that. I mean, why else would they?!”
“What... like the rat whisperer?”
“Dude, how should I know?! I'm just spitballing here...” Kel lurched at the nearest rat, waving his arms. “Shoo!!”
The creature didn't so much as flinch a single hair, just hunched where it was on a derelict tomato crate, staring up at him with its dead gaze.
“But who could... why would... this ain't natural!”
“I'm sold on that.”
“They're rats, dude... they aren't supposed to spy!”
Kelly narrowed his eyes, staring back at the filthy creature he had tried to spook. On impulse he stepped forward and kicked, his heavy boot catching the thing square on and launching it out into the mist with a squeal of surprise. There was a satisfying clatter somewhere far down the alley.
“They aren't supposed to fly, either, but that one did a pretty fair job.”
“Rock on!” A hungry light lit AJ's eyes and he launched into a frenzy of kicking that sent rats flying like furry black footballs into the gray mist. He was joined immediately by his friend. In the face of this unexpected onslaught, the rat army retreated, slinking under dumpsters or perching out of reach on ledges or piles of stinking detritus.
The boys stopped, panting.
“Nice solution...” AJ muttered. “Very direct... I like it.” He took a quick step toward a rodent creeping out from under a broken recliner, but it scurried back to safety with a belligerent squeak. “Anyway, that's a start. Now what?”
Kelly eyed the fog warily and shook his head. “I'm fresh out of ideas and well and truly freaked. You?”
“Same.” AJ's brow creased. “Okay...” He drew a deep breath. “This is gonna sound strange, but... if this was in-game, what would you do?”
“Grab another Dew and turn on some lights.”
“That's not helping.”
“Sorry. I don't know if it's the scary living mist or the attack of the possessed ratlings from Hell, but I'm not thinking too clearly right now.”
“Yeah,” AJ swallowed. “All I can think of is that Kit's out there. Somewhere.”
“Right. Right...” There was fear in Kelly's eyes, but a steely resolve had dawned there as well. “And I say we get him back.”
“Get him back...? You mean... go out there?!”
Kelly gave a curt nod. “That's exactly what I mean. You with me?”
“Dude... I've spent my entire life in my mom's basement playing make-believe games and fantasizing about imaginary supernatural creatures - of course I'm ready. I'm not goin' unarmed, though...” AJ cast about a moment, then selected a short length of rusty pipe from a nearby pile of garbage. He gave it a few trial swings, feeling his courage build.
“Now you're talking!” Kelly dove for his own pile and came up with a length of broken two-by-four. “This one's even got nails in it! Okay, let's do this.”
When he turned back, AJ was gone.
“NOOOO!!!!”
Kelly lunged to the section of wall where his friend had been standing mere seconds ago. A noise snapped his head upward, where he thought he could just make out the soles of AJ's black tennis shoes as they disappeared into the swirl of murky gray above him. A faint, sickening gurgle and the mad clatter of feet against bricks told him the journey was no pleasure trip.
Swearing loudly, Kelly stepped back, desperately sweeping the alley, probing shadows, trying in vain to pierce the impenetrable mist. The rats were back in force, crowding in, intent, eager, fearless now and seeming to bristle with hungry anticipation. Kelly started as a cold wet nose touched his ankle; he lashed out and stepped back quickly into the center of the alley. He was turning constantly, eyes probing, heart racing, mind numb.
There was no one left. He was next.
And he knew it.
“Just one swing...” he muttered to himself, clutching his makeshift weapon so tightly that the wooden edges bit into his palms. A bead of cold sweat trickled down his cheek. “That's all I want... just one swing...”
As it turned out, when the end came seconds later, that's precisely what he got.
Hard Times in the 'Hood
“...missing for several days. The three teens were last seen in the Belfry district, which has been the site of several other unexplained disappearances in recent weeks...”
The radio was sandwiched into a shelf behind the counter, stashed between a few boxes of Pokemon cards and several stacks of jumbo-sized, limited edition Freezie cups emblazoned with propaganda for Hollywood's latest blockbuster. The battered device blared its message with blind importance, competing for the attention of an empty room, unaware that its only audience was a sleeping figure kicked back precariously on the counter stool, a rumpled newspaper draped over his face. The paper rose and fell gently with the rhythm of slow, steady breathing.
“...for any information leading to the recovery of the missing boys, as police have announced they have few leads. Sad story, eh Phil?”
“Indeed it is, Chuck. Indeed it is. And now, for the weather! It's another bea-u-tiful spring day here in Las Calamas, and you know what that means... that's right, get those bathing suits ready, folks, cuz the beach is callin'! In spite of the recent unseasonable showers and cloudy weather, meteorologists are predicting sun, sun and more sun right around the corner! We're looking for highs in the...”
The radio droned on, imparting its crackling wisdom to the silent magazines, snacks and household products that packed the tidy shelves of the mini-mart. Under his newspaper blanket the clerk twitched and shifted, the old stool creaking ever so slightly closer to a rude awakening. Oblivious, the clerk muttered something unintelligible, blissfully unaware of his impending engagement with the well polished floor.
Breathe in.
The paper fell.
Breathe out.
The paper rose.
A moment later the tranquil nighttime symphony of the mini-mart was joined by the electronic chime on the front door. Unlike the rest of the store, which was in good repair, the chime was not at its best and seemed in need of a tune-up, its tone sounding sick and warbly, like a record played at the wrong speed. As sad as it sounded, it brought a smile to the face of the young lady who stepped from the darkness outside into the washed-out fluorescent lighting. She was pretty, but looked like she either didn't know it or didn't want to be reminded of it - her long blond hair was stuffed under a red stocking cap and her fine, pale features undisguised by cosmetics. Her clothes were functional but equally unflattering - baggy khaki cargo pants tucked into well-worn work boots, with a white tanktop and brown canvas jacket thrown over her trim shoulders. She stopped at the counter, a smile playing over her thin lips. Clear, intelligent blue eyes swept the sleeping clerk, the empty store, back again. She studied him closely, listening to the steady, reassuring sound of his breathing.
After a moment she broke quietly away, made a few selections from the well-stocked shelves and returned to the counter, placing her items carefully on the cool glass.
The clerk made no move.
“Ahem...”
The paper rose and fell, its rhythm undisturbed.
“Ahem!”
The sleeper twitched and gave a soft snort, but did not awaken.
“Sorry, Carson...” she murmured. “It's either use the bell or starve to death...”
Reaching out a slender but calloused hand, the young lady rapped smartly on the counter bell, disturbing both its “Use Only In Case of Snack-Related Emergency” sign and the dozing clerk. Both wobbled precariously, but by some miracle of gravity failed to topple.
Fighting his way out from under the newspaper, the clerk righted his stool with an effort and blinked quickly to clear the sleep from his eyes. “Wha...? Who's a...?! Fifteen...? Batman!!” Slowly his eyes focused on the pretty face before him, now graced with a wide grin that made it even more pleasant to wake up to. “Oh... hey, Kiki.”
“Good evening sunshine. Or should I say 'good morning.'”
“Hmm?! Oh... uh... yeah... morning. Right. Good one.” Carson gave a weak smile, stretched and yawned.
“You've uh... er... you've got a little...”
“Oh, sorry...” Carson wiped at the thin sheen of drool that decorated his cheek. “Darned Z slugs. Thanks.”
He stifled another yawn, rubbed his face vigorously and addressed the small pile of sundries on the counter. “Alright! Groceries! I'm awake! Let's see what we got here...” He began ringing up Kiki's purchases, squinting at the packages as he struggled to focus his eyes.
“Ring me up a corndog too, wouldja?”
“Yeah... no prob...” Carson finished beeping the last of the items and turned to the warmer. Kiki watched him idly as he hunted for the largest and freshest of the batch.
Carson was in his early twenties, with casual brown hair that constantly schemed to creep onto his face, partly due to its style and partly because it was usually in need of a trim. The face it framed was clean-cut and ordinary, almost handsome but not quite, with the stub of a beard clinging to its chin and warm green eyes. He seemed tall, but Kiki was sure that was mostly due to her vantage point, which was much closer to the ground. When he moved, it was with the springy step and quick reflexes of youth, and he was lean and fit if not powerful. He wore a long-sleeved gray t-shirt under a short-sleeved green one that proudly bore the faded logo of last year's hottest first-person shooter, with a brown button-down, currently unbuttoned, over it all. A pair of loose fitting jeans with a hole in the knee completed the ensemble, along with a pair of comfortably worn sneakers that seemed more like old friends.
Carson passed her the deli bag, crisp, fresh and invitingly warmed by its contents. She noticed that he'd slipped an extra corndog inside and smiled ruefully, knowing that it wouldn't show up on the bill and wouldn't do any good to mention it. He would neither accept its return nor take money for it. Same old Carson.
He turned to bag the groceries, moving casually. Kiki's eyes followed him as she became momentarily absorbed with her friend, analyzing what made him him. Finding out what made things tick was a hobby of hers, had been since childhood, and it didn't matter whether it was machines or people. Carson was an especially interesting case. He was casual. Everything about him. She thought of other words to describe him, absently flicking through her mental dictionary, categorizing as she usually did: laid-back., friendly, open. Almost everything about him seemed non-threatening and amicable, from his disarming lopsided smile to the way he handled corn dogs. Even his trademark posture was invitingly average, hands in his pockets or slouching comfortably against the counter, the Freezie machine or anything else that happened to be nearby and nailed down. In fact, Kiki couldn't remember the last time she saw him standing fully upright under his own power. Even now, bagging the groceries, he had one foot propped on the rung of the stool and an elbow on the counter. He was the only person she'd ever known who could actually bag groceries with an elbow on the counter.
Still, he wasn't lazy, as one could easily see from the condition of the store - the floor was always clean and shiny and there were always paper towels and soap in the bathroom. The slouching was more casual than slothful... just another normal feature of a very normal person.
Normal. The word clicked in her brain and she smiled, satisfied with it. It was a good word for him, as good as “casual” and perhaps even better. Everything about him screamed Regular Joe, and Kiki liked that just fine. She liked it because it made her feel at ease, and because she had had quite enough that was not normal in her life already. Carson wasn't the kind of guy you'd put in charge of anything, but he was definitely someone you'd ask if you needed to use the bathroom or where to find the ketchup and know that he would give you a straight answer and some pleasant conversation to boot. After all she'd been through, those kinds of someone's were a welcome change.
“Here ya go, kiddo.” Carson handed over the groceries and punched the subtotal, stifling another yawn.
Kiki traded money for goods. “What's up with you? You're not usually the kind to sleep on the job.”
“I dunno. Sorry. I guess... heck, it's just there's nothin' to do! It's been so slow lately, like the whole 'hood is empty or something. This place is usually hopping - you know how it is - but the last couple of weeks business has been taking a long, slow slide into the toilet. Graveyard shift isn't what it used to be. It's... well, just like it sounds - it feels like I'm working in one.” Carson rang open the cash register, revealing a till that was empty except for Kiki's few lonely bills. “A few more weeks of this and I'll be killing time down at unemployment - if Jack doesn't toss me first for sleeping on the job. Man... this stinks.” Carson slouched dolefully against the Freezie machine and adopted a passionate frown.
“No customers, eh?” Kiki took a bite of her corn dog and chewed thoughtfully. “Maybe people are finally reading the ingredients on this junk.” She picked up a nearby snack cake and eyed its wrapper. “Most of these labels read like a page from my chemistry textbook.”
Carson snorted. “Hardly. If it doesn't have at least three kinds of sugar, yellow dye #5 and something ending in '-polysucraphosphate', most of my customers won't touch it. You're not down on the boardwalk, sweetheart - this is the Belfry District.”
“Fair enough. Maybe it's competition, then. Didn't I read there was a new mini-mart chain opening in town? S'posed to be run by some big Asian corporation or something.”
“Yeah, but they're not open yet. They had a little wrinkle with their marketing campaign.”
“Oh?”
“Translation issues. Apparently America isn't quite ready to shop at the 'Super Maxi-Pad.'”
Kiki smiled around another bite of corn dog. “Ouch.”
“Yeah. Their slogan is 'Here Comes the Flow of the Month.' Catchy, hunh?”
Kiki's silvery laugh broke the mood and, at last, brought a grin to Carson's face. “Well, that's a hundred grand they'll never see again.” She dabbed a spot of mustard from her lips with a paper napkin. “Okay, then, I give up. If it's not a health kick or competition, where'd all your happy little junk food addicts go?”
Carson shrugged helplessly. “Beats me!” He threw up his hands. “Maybe it's just a slump. Or maybe you're right, maybe there's someplace new where everyone's gettin' their grub on. You know the neighborhood... lots of little side streets, cul-de-sacs, nooks and crannies. Could be something opened up that I don't know about - new shops are always popping up these days, seems like. Like that little place across the street... “ Carson jerked a thumb toward the window, indicating a nondescript storefront hunkering in the shadows across the street. “That curio shop... what's it called?”
“The Curio Shop?”
“Yeah, that's it. One day it's not there, the next bang! there it is.”
“Hmm,” Kiki squinted at the little building, barely visible under the shroud of night. “Now that you mention it, it did sort of just... appear. How long has it been there?”
“Around three weeks. I remember, cuz it was about then business started drying up.”
A dutiful electronic ding announced the arrival of a customer at the gas pumps outside.
Carson perked up. “Ah, another victim of fossil fuel arrives... we have our second paying customer of the night. Perhaps all is not lost.” He casually stabbed a button on the gas console and watched as dollars and gallons flickered past.
“There you go, sport - cheer up. At least there's one customer who hasn't fallen prey to the Phantom Curio Shop... until it starts peddling regular unleaded along with monkey paws and shrunken heads.”
“Good point - I'll talk to Jack about bringing those items in. But just between you and me, I don't think that shop is giving us any competition.”
“No?”
“No. Seems to me you have to do business in order to steal business... and I don't think the Curio Shop is doing any business at all. In the last three weeks I haven't seen anyone come or go - not a single soul. And don't think they don't have any merchandise. That place is loaded.” He wandered absently to the window, eyes fixed on the shop. “Got bored last night and wandered over for a look-see. There's stuff inside, and lots of it. Shelves are full of all sorts of junk. Didn't see any shrunken heads, but definitely some odd bits.” He shrugged and turned back to the counter. “Oh well. Didn't think anyone could be doing worse than we are, but there you have it. I don't envy 'em. More mustard?”
Kiki nodded and Carson passed her a handful of yellow packets. He glanced at her hands, which looked pink from a fresh scrubbing but still sported grease under the nails. “Moonlighting again, eh?”
“Yup... changing out a transmission.” Mustard squished out onto the second corndog in a thick yellow coil.
“When are you gonna stop working on cars and buy one?”
“When they cost as much as your corndogs.” Kiki waved her meal wistfully and took another bite.
“Lucky Earl's Electronics Boutique ain't exactly paying the bills, eh?”
Kiki rolled her eyes. “Not exactly. Between school and rent there's hardly enough left for books. Might have to give up my weekly facial and massage.”
“That's a shame. What's up with that college, anyway? Don't they have scholarships for smart people like you?”
Kiki's face hardened, pulling itself tight like cellophane stretched across a package of Snow Balls. “I pay my own way.”
“Er... uh... right. Sure.” Carson was acutely aware that he'd touched a nerve and was quite eager to untouch it.
“Uhhh... so, how is Lucky Earl?” He busied himself straightening the Freezie cups and straws. There was an awkward silence, and for a moment he wasn't sure she would answer.
When she did, her voice still had an edge but the cellophane had relaxed a bit. “Not so lucky. He cut off the tip of his thumb again. Wire snips.”
Carson winced. “Ouch. Isn't that hard to do?”
“For most of us, yes. You don't know Lucky Earl.”
“I guess we should just be happy he owns an electronic shop and not a gun store.”
The sickly door chime warbled again and a pretty brunette entered, waving a hello and beaming a smile at Carson as she headed for the cooler. Carson was still in mid-wave when the chime sounded again and, following so closely on the heels of the brunette that she seemed like a panther stalking prey, another young lady entered. The newcomer was tall, whiplike and ghostly pale, clad from head to toe in skimpy full length black leather. She tossed her head impatiently, sending long, raven-black hair cascading over her shoulders. Pausing, she licked her lush ruby lips, casting quick, hungry eyes about the store.
“Hey, Vanessa.” Carson called a greeting and the gaunt figure swiveled her head in a sharp motion, eyes narrowing. Lips twitching into the faintest of smiles, she gave a cursory flick of her head to acknowledge him and then stalked off between two aisles with a barely audible creak of leather.
“Well, anyway,” Carson went on. “Expensive or not, I bet you're tearing things up at good ol' Las Calamas Community College. A tech whiz like you is probably flying through the... the... well, whatever it is you're flying through.”
“Entry level Information Technology courses, mostly: a little hardware, a little software, some basic programming. Flying is hardly the word for it, though. Pre-req's are a pain and they don't offer much weekends or evenings.” She shrugged. “But that's the way it is. You want the paper, you've got to jump through the hoops. I'll get through it. All it takes is time.”
Carson relaxed a fraction. Whatever ill wind had blown through Kiki's evening seemed to have passed now, and she was back to her old chipper and resilient self. “That's the spirit. You'll be making the big bucks in no time, doing... doing... well, doing whatever Information Technology people do. Maybe you can even fix that tweaked-out door chime for us. Heck, I bet I could get Jack to hire you to do it right now... Find everything okay?” Carson turned to face the pretty brunette, who set a bottle of flavored tea on the counter and began digging through her purse.
“Yes, thanks. And I've got pump 3.”
Carson took her credit card and punched up the total. “You got it. Anything else this evening? Snack? Magazine? Struggling mini-mart franchise?”
She laughed. “Business that bad?”
“If it was any worse... well, it couldn't be any worse.”
She laughed again, smiling as her green eyes scanned the 24/7's generous offerings. “Too bad you don't have espresso... if you did, you'd have a sale for sure.”
“Nope, no coffee indulgence... but behold!” Carson swept a Hershey bar from the candy rack and presented it with a flourish. “Chocolate - the next best thing!”
“Now you're talking. Ring me up. And throw in some Tic-Tacs.”
“Yes, ma'am!” Carson swiped her credit card. “Just need some ID... thanks, Ms. Herron. That'll do.” He bagged the goodies and handed them across the counter. “You made my night. Stay safe!”
The girl waved and left. Vanessa appeared suddenly at the counter, as if she had been there the whole time.
“Whoa... er... hey again, Vanessa. Just the breath mints? That'll be $1.80.”
Without a word Vanessa dropped a pair of crisp bills on the counter, eyes fixed hungrily on the front door.
Carson rang up the sale. “Super-spearmint... big date, hunh? Well, here's your...” he looked up. Vanessa was gone. “...change.” He shrugged and dropped the coins into the take-a-penny-leave-a-penny cup.
Kiki was staring at the door. “I didn't know the Rocky Horror Picture Show was in town.”
“What... Vanessa?” Carson chuckled. “Yeah, we get all kinds in here. But I'll settle for getting anyone at all... and she's one of the only steady customers I have left.” He let out a gusty sigh and sat down, resuming his precarious perch on the stool.
“So what am I, chopped liver?”
Carson glanced idly at her. She stood straight, one hand on her hip, the other resting on the counter beside her modest bag of groceries. Kiki was smiling, but Carson noticed suddenly that it didn't go very deep. Underneath it was weariness and stress. He had been so preoccupied with his own troubles that he hadn't really been paying attention to how she looked - which was not particularly good. Kiki was smart, independent, tough and knew how to take a joke, which made her a good friend in his book, and he suddenly felt guilty. As he thought back to the contents of her grocery bag and the infrequency of her purchases, he realized she would probably be living out of its contents for the next week or so.
“Far from it... in fact, right now, lady, you're the only thing keeping us afloat. Which entitles you to a complimentary Freezie, on the house.” He slid off the stool and reached for a cup.
At the mention of “on the house” she frowned, the tight lines from moments ago threatening to return. Then, with an effort, she softened. “Freezie. Okay. Like the night we met.” Kiki watched the icy mixture pile into the cup, the slurping, slithering hiss of it somehow comforting. “You must think I'm a cheap date.”
Carson was about to answer when the sickly chime on the front door announced the arrival of another customer. “Wow, it's a regular rush... five people in one hour. Hey Pete! What's the word on the street?”
The newcomer flinched, looking startled, then squinted about under the brightly buzzing fluorescent lights, his hands raised in an awkward defensive posture reminiscent of the Saturday night chop saki specials. After a moment his rheumy eyes focused on Carson and he relaxed, adjusting the battered ballcap that restrained his tangle of greasy gray locks. The logo emblazoned on it was as faded, unreadable and stained as the old man's face.
“S'quiet, soldier. Real quiet. Y'might say... too quiet.” He cast warily about the store, then sniffed the air. Apparently satisfied that the mini-mart was not under imminent danger of attack, he sauntered up to the counter, preceded by a wily scowl.
“Red Freezie and a cup o' hot water... and make sure it's to the top, boy.” His fingers toyed with the soiled red bandanna looped about his neck, eyes playing about the store like an old badger watching for hawks.
“Sure thing.” Carson reached for a cup. “You a paying customer tonight?” He asked idly.
The old-timer's eyes narrowed, pulling his crow's feet into forked lightning and his scowl a grim leather mask. Then the clouds broke and a grin shone through his scratchy gray stubble. From his pocket came the hearty jingle of coins.
“Whaddaya take me fer, some kinda freeloadin' carpet bagger?! 'S can day, soldier. I'm a rich man!”
“Can day. Nice. You're walkin' the talk, my friend.” Carson busied himself with the drinks.
Pete's grin spread, a jackal in hobo's clothing. “Damn Yuppies throwin' away a fortune in 'luminum. I'm only too happy to cash in. Too lazy to haul their crap to the re-cycle thing-a-ma-bob. But not me... no siree... I ain't too proud, not ol' Pete...”
“Sweet. Think green. You're really living in the now, my friend. The Earth thanks you.”
Pete's coins jingled again. “Roger that... green is good... veeeeeeery good...” The old gray head bobbed in satisfaction, as behind him Kiki discretely covered her nose and sidled away toward healthier environs. Carson, who seemed not to notice the general downturn in air quality, slid two brimming cups across the counter. He waited patiently as Pete first lifted their lids to verify that they met his expectation of “full”, then carefully counted out quarters, dimes and pennies.
“Good haul this week, eh?” Carson asked as he watched the meticulous procedure unfold.
“Negative. Lots of recon, not much payoff. Resources were scarce.”
Carson grunted. “I hear you there... people were scarce too.”
Pete paused over a grimy dime, snapping his bloodshot eyes to Carson's face. Something flickered in their hazy, unfocused depths. It hung there a moment, barely discernible yet unmistakable. Then it was gone and he was back to his work.
“Y'don't say.”
“Yup. Business has taken a porcelain detour, I don't mind saying. And I also don't mind saying,” he added on sudden impulse, “That it's starting to feel just a little weird.”
Pete looked up again, this time holding Carson's gaze for just a moment longer before returning to his decision between the more appropriate of two pennies. “Roger that. Y'got a good ken, boy. There's somethin' in the air indeed... somethin' not right.”
“You can say that again,” Kiki muttered from her vantage point a few aisles away.
If Pete heard her, he made no sign, but leaned in close to Carson, threatening to jostle his neatly stacked skyline of coins. The old hobo's eyes had a light in them now, and they loomed in Carson's face like a pair of grimy, red rimmed headlights shining out of a thick fog. The spark was back. “Look, kid... I'm gonna let you in on a little secret. I've seen... things lately. Bad things. There's an ill wind blowin' here in LC, I can tell ya that fer sure. Certain sure. There's more shadows here than there should be, an fewer people. Ain't felt this kinda bad hoodoo since back in 'Nam.”
Carson's own eyes narrowed. In spite of the nearly overwhelming odor of his unwashed confidant, he couldn't tear himself away. There was something earnest about Pete's statement, something so matter-of-fact and dead-on confident that it froze his hands to the counter.
He shivered involuntarily as the slightest thrill went up his spine. “You know something you're not telling me, Pete?”
Pete shifted slightly, sliding his eyes side to side under bushy gray brows. The badger was on full alert now. His breath blew across Carson's face, startling in the compost pungence of its scent, but seeming somehow only to underscore the intensity of his words. “All's I can tell ya fer now is... watch yer back. And keep yer eyes open.”
Then he was gone. The only sound in the mini-mart was the fading echo of the mortally wounded door chime. Seconds later, it was followed by a hacking, phlegmy cough from the parking area and a tremendous wet spit, muffled through the glass but still disturbingly audible.
After a moment, and still covering her nose, Kiki cautiously ventured from hiding. “What's 'hoodoo?'”
“Beats me.” Carson's eyes bored holes through the darkened front window, where the night had already swallowed the lean, shabby form of Stinky Pete. His pulse was beating fast, and a strange sensation was tickling across his skin, symptoms no doubt caused in part by exposure to Pete's aroma, but not entirely. He was feeling strangely charged by this encounter, as if he had, for the first time in his life, had a moment so real, so undeniably on, that it refused to pass. It was as if he had brushed up against a truth that others only guessed at or dismissed as a dream. He let his breath out slowly, not even realizing that he had been holding it.
“Whaddaya think?”
“I think he's nuts. Mixed, salted, shelled and served up on a taxicab floor. I don't trust him. And I don't like him. Don't trust him, don't like him. Not a bit. He's not right, Carson. Not right at all. 'Bad hoodoo.' What the heck is that?!” She shook her head. “People like that will do you dirty every time. Trust me. I know his kind.”
“Maybe...” Carson murmured, so caught up in this new sensation that he neither registered the heat of her diatribe nor paused to consider what lay behind it. “But maybe not. Maybe... just maybe... the old geezer is onto something. Maybe there is weirdness going on around here - bad hoodoo, bad mojo, bad karma, whatever you wanna call it.”
The hands on the clock started ticking again.
“And if there is...” Carson added on impulse. “I'm gonna get to the bottom of it.”
When Vampires Attack
“Actually, it was Han who fired first.”
“No kidding! I always thought Greedo got off the first shot.”
“Well, sure, that's the way it is now... or at least that's how it's been from the second revision on. Really, it all depends on which version you're watching. You see, in the original, Lucas had Solo getting the drop on Greedo and blowing him away. Vap! Just like that. It was awesome. Total Solo - the guy's a smuggler after all, a criminal, and here's this bounty hunter trying to collect on his life. What else is he gonna do? But anyway, some fans complained because they thought it made Han look too... sinister... too much like a bad guy. Go figure. So, Lucas flip-flopped. In the re-release he doctored the scene so that it looked like Greedo shot first.”
“Man.” Carson whistled softly. “Total sell out.”
“Yeah. Tell me about it. Solo was on the top of his game - no way he'd let one of Jabba's low level goons get the drop on him. Oh well... so much for integrity in filmmaking. Of course, that's not the end of the story. As it turns out, enough people complained about the revision so that he revised it again... in the latest release Greedo and Han basically shoot at the same time.”
“Double sell out?!”
“Yup. Sort of turns your stomach, doesn't it?”
Carson shook his head, looking somewhat awed, slightly jaded and a good deal wiser. “Wow. Star Wars lied to me. I don't know if I'll ever be the same.”
“Hey, it's no biggie. I've got the originals - and I mean the originals - on DVD. Feel free to borrow them any time and undo the damage.”
“Hey, thanks, Mr. Carey!” Carson brightened. “That would rock!”
“Don't mention it.” Carson's lone customer took a pull on the straw of his bucket of soda. “I'll drop them off next week.”
“Sweet. Anything else to watch for?” Carson leaned in, the gleam of impending geeky sci-fi rapture making his green eyes shine like fire.
Mr. Carey scratched his goatee thoughtfully, pursing his lips. The fluorescent lighting gleamed off his bald head, stoking his powers of concentration. “A lot less CG, thank goodness. For some reason Lucas tried to wedge in some gosh-awful extra bits here and there; I guess he was trying to flesh the film out, but mostly it just looks like a bantha threw up on it. If you ask me, Star Wars needed those extra scenes about as much as it needed Ewoks.”
“Yeah. Stormtrooper armor – not so good against blasters, even worse against rocks.”
Carey chuckled.
“Well, thanks for the inside scoop, Mr. C. Can't wait for those vids so I can commence my re-education.”
“My pleasure. Always happy to help the younger generation find the truth. Well, I'd better be getting home. It's comics day and I've got some catching up to do.”
“Gotcha. My chores are calling, anyway. Stay safe!”
The sickly echo of the front door chime heralded Mr. Carey's exit. The store was empty once again. Carson shook his head, still in awe. “Han shot first... I knew it!” He pondered this fresh revelation for another few moments, then lurched up from the duct-taped comfort of the stool and busied himself with his nightly duties.
A few days had passed since his ominous conversation with Stinky Pete. In spite of the lingering sensation that all as he knew it was about to suddenly and irrevocably change, nothing had. Business was no better than before - in fact, it was worse. Mr. Carey had been only his third customer since he clocked in over three hours ago. It was midnight already, and there was little hope on the dark horizon. Carson stared out into the blackness of the warm spring evening, pausing as he rotated the cheese-filled Polish sausages bathing and sweating under the glory of the heat lamp.
Nothing.
He sighed. Not a single hungry kid, passing swing-shifter, insomniac, late night cruiser or vagrant in sight. Headlights appeared, and for a moment Carson's hopes lifted. Then the vehicle whooshed past, scattering loose papers and spinning an empty Freezie cup on its way to places more lively and less like a big empty mini-mart.
Carson sighed again. “This sucks.”
With no further recourse, he settled into daydreaming, staring absent-mindedly out the window. Before long he realized that his gaze had settled once again on the dim outline of the Curio Shop, squatting mutely in the shadows across the street. He had taken to watching the shop more and more now, drawn to it by some nameless curiosity, catching himself staring at the unremarkable little building during idle moments when his mind would wander to thoughts of television or video games. Moments like this one. Lately it had become so familiar that at times, especially late at night, that it almost seemed the shop was watching him back.
Carson was hard pressed to explain his fascination with the place; for some strange reason he just felt himself drawn to it. The building was as empty and lifeless as when it had first appeared, giving no reason to have attracted his attention... or anyone else's for that matter. No one came. No one left. No lights. No life. No activity.
He snorted softly. “Just like over here,” he muttered. “We probably look the same way from their front window... except for the shrunken heads.”
With an effort, he tore himself away from the window and returned to his busywork, snagging a corn dog from the warmer to ease his pain. He made his way to the back of the store to put some distance between himself and his distraction, setting to work on the invigorating task of turning all the beverages in the cooler label-side out. Ten minutes later Carson was half-finished with both the top shelf and his corn dog when a noise caught his ear.
He paused, listening.
The noise came again, faint, muffled by the rear wall of the store, coming from somewhere outside. It had the complex, almost melodic ring of trash in motion, as if someone were moving garbage cans or climbing through a dumpster. Carson's brow furrowed, his hands full of bottles of strawberry milk and the corn dog clamped for safekeeping in his mouth. He cocked his head, straining to hear. The noise had stopped. Stowing the bottles, he stepped to the rear door of the mini-mart, letting the cooler door close behind him to shut out the generator hum.
For a moment, there was nothing. Then, through the thick industrial metal of the back door, the noise came again.
Tink. Clank. Rattle.
It ended with the sound of a rolling bottle and a tinny clatter. He concentrated - tin can, possibly aluminum. Still wearing a frown, Carson reached for the handle of the door. He paused with his hand on the cool metal.
Behind the 24/7, he knew, was an alley, the same basic kind you would find behind any self-respecting mini-mart in Las Calamas: stinky, dirty, cluttered with trash, garbage cans, cardboard boxes, food crates and a king-sized green dumpster. It wasn't unusual to hear noises out there, or to discover a stray cat or hobo browsing for dinner, and Carson was certain that one of the two was the cause of the disturbance. But for some reason, he hesitated. It might have been the haunting echo of Stinky Pete's foreboding reference to “bad hoodoo” that suddenly swam up from the inner recesses of his memory, or the mere fact that the neighborhood had been so ominously quiet lately; what it was, he couldn't say for sure. But whatever the cause, Carson felt, along with it, the slightest twinge of unease.
On a whim, he ducked back into the store, hurrying back to the front where he fetched an old friend from behind the counter. It was a baseball bat, well-used and well-loved but still sturdy; the faded “Louisville Slugger” emblem still visible in the tough hardwood, the hard won notches of countless homers and base hits proudly displayed in its battle worn exterior. Carson gripped the leather wrapped handle and felt an immediate surge of confidence. The bat had been with him since childhood, a family inheritance and a reminder of the carefree summers of his youth. The weight of it gave him reassurance, the familiarity of its grip a shot of courage. He noticed that his palms were slightly sweaty and he wiped them on his jeans, chastising himself for his nerves. The noise outside was probably nothing... but it never hurt to be prepared.
It was with a firmer step that Carson made his way back to the alley door, putting his ear close to the cool metal to reconnoiter.
Silence.
He was about to turn away when the noise came again. This time it was slightly louder and joined by what sounded like a soft moan. Carson threw the latch, hefted his bat and pulled open the door.
The air from the alley hit him, bearing the undesirable smells and odors of a thousand undesirable bits and blobs and underscoring the undesirable time and place that he now found himself in. The pale fluorescent light from the store spilled out into the alley, illuminating a narrow band of refuse, a bare patch of asphalt and a few mystery liquids gleaming on the pavement. Carson noted with displeasure that the store's alley lamp was burned out, leaving the rest of the narrow, cluttered space in deep shadow.
Undesirable shadow.
In the black, empty expanse, nothing moved. The noise had stopped. Again.
Carson drew a breath, intending to call out, but realized he was still clutching the half-eaten corn dog in his mouth. He pulled it out, glanced around for a place to stash it, considered stuffing it in his shirt pocket, discarded the idea and settled for holding the dog in one hand and the bat in the other.
He cleared his throat. “Hello?”
His voice sounded as empty and hollow as the darkened alley. Almost immediately there was a rustle and a clink from the depths of shadow directly across from him. He hadn't expected that. Bat and corn dog came up instinctively and he felt his heart jump, then settle into a loud pattern of drumming that he felt his feet should be making instead as they carried him back into the safety of the store. For some inexplicable reason, though, he held his ground. He stared hard into the murky shadows across the alley.
Something moved.
Carson jumped. His common sense hammered him to duck back into the safety of the store, but again he hesitated. Now that his eyes were growing more accustomed to the dark, he thought he could make out the faint outline of something... someone... on the far side of the alley... someone lying prone amongst the piles of trash and soggy cardboard boxes. Gripping his bat and corndog tighter, he edged into the alley. The shaft of pale light from the doorway threw his shadow in weird relief across the stained brickwork, illuminating faint wisps of gray fog which he hadn't noticed before. He flicked a glance at them, mildly curious, then locked his gaze back on the sprawled figure. There was no time to ponder atmospheric anomalies. Carson kept his attention focused on the shape wedged amongst the boxes and shuffled forward.
Had he spared a moment to look, he would doubtless have noticed the clinging patches of mist that now swirled and tugged at his sneakers, or seeped in ever-increasing billows from all sides of the narrow passage, surging up from the cracks and crannies with unnatural, almost supernatural, speed. He also would have noticed several pairs of tiny, beady red eyes boring into him from the empty depths of an industrial-sized nacho cheese can at the back of the alley, and deduced that they were rats. Big ones. But he saw none of it, his attention focused completely on the still form ahead.
“Hello...?” Carson called again. He was closer now, halfway across, and could clearly see the outline of a person. The figure - a man - was sprawled in an uncomfortable position, face down in the refuse and half piled over with cast-offs, as if he were an oversized rag doll that had been carelessly tossed out with the rest of the garbage.
There was no response. He edged closer. “Uh... hey, guy... you okay?”
Carson was close enough to touch the figure now. Although the mist was beginning to crawl over it and mask the supine form, he could see the awkward angle in which it was sprawled, noted the startling stillness of its limbs. While there was no comfortable position in which to lie face down in an alley, Carson couldn't help but note that this one looked particularly unpleasant. He paused, swallowing past the dry lump in his throat. It was too dark to make out any more details, but there was a nagging tug at the back of his mind. Something was familiar about this figure... about this man. Disturbingly familiar.
Carson steeled himself and reached out, fearing what he would find, heart hammering, palms sweating but unable to tear himself away. Around him the fog was thickening, swirling, pooling in great eddies and swells, but he was oblivious, every ounce of watchfulness locked by the motionless figure. Dozens of pairs of red eyes had joined the first few, looking on with fevered delight and breathless anticipation.
Gently, ever so gently, Carson shook the man by his shoulder. “Hey... uh... you want an aspirin or something?”
The body shifted and rolled, slipping from its perch atop a crumpled box and spilling fully into the narrow shaft of light. The pale fluorescent beam gleamed off a bald head, glassy staring eyes and a sticky red carpet of blood that soaked the figure's chest and ran in rivulets across the clutching cardboard. In that one horrifying instant, Carson new three things: the man was a customer, the man was a friend, and the man was definitely, definitely dead.
“Mr. Carey...!” His hoarse whisper echoed through the sudden, deadly stillness of the alley.
An instant later, that stillness was shattered by a sudden sound, an angry and purposeful crash from the rear of the alley as several loose garbage cans were hurled aside. Carson whirled, dropping the corndog and taking the bat in both hands, his body snapping into stance as if facing the heat of a star pitcher with two strikes and the bases loaded. There was a great deal of mist now, and although he hadn't noticed its stealthy approach, its presence was now a force to be reckoned with. It filled the entire alley, obscuring details and edging out light and warmth, concealing everything from the street or any window or door nearby that might have chanced to give a glimpse into the space. The mist must have been playing tricks with his eyes as well, Carson thought fleetingly, as for a split second he thought he detected a crouched human form, perched low and dangerous atop the dumpster from which the crashing sound had come. Crouched as if to spring.
Then, there was a low, beastly growl which built for a moment, then erupted suddenly into a savage, terrifying, ear-tearing roar that ripped the air like a curtain and drove him back on weak knees. The noise was followed an instant later by a huge hairy shape that hurtled at him through the fog, and he was swinging out of instinct and fear and with all of his strength.
The bat hit something, hard, and he heard a ferocious grunt. Then his foot slipped on something soft and round and he went down, the great hairy form sailing over him, jaws snapping closed where his throat had been. Carson landed hard and rolled, fighting his way through trash and panic to regain his feet. From across the alley, far too close for comfort, the sound of terrible claws scrabbling for footing on slick bricks added hustle to his efforts and pushed him to his feet in record time. In the second it took for Carson to be up and ready, back against cold bricks and graffiti, bat cocked and waiting, the thing was ready too. Carson could just make out its fearsome shape, crouched low and dangerous just inside the swirling curtain of mist, a feral, rumbling growl idling ominously in the back of its throat. The beast took a step forward, long heavy claws rasping on stone, almost as if it was dragging them on purpose. The Louisville Slugger's leather wraps were slick with sweat as Carson choked up his grip, tensing, judging distance, trying to ignore the hammering of blood in his ears.
Then it happened.
Through the murky gray shreds of mist, a light appeared - faint, luminous, red. For a moment, Carson's fevered, terror-wracked brain locked.
“Uh...”
Something was glowing. He fought to make sense of it. It was no flashlight, no glow stick, no lighter, not electric or natural in any way. The glow was unearthly and unreal, unlike anything he had ever seen. Mesmerizing. His whirling thoughts flashed unbidden to children's tales of Christmas fantasy, where magical reindeer saved the day with glowing noses, bringing goodwill and cheer to all.
But there was no cheer in this red glow - only malice, terror and a heaping helping of the supernatural. It was then he realized what the glow was.
Eyes.
The glow came from a pair of luminous red eyes, there was no mistaking it. Hot, hungry and blazing with an infernal lust that held him frozen in place and sent a chill of terror through the center of his being. And the worst part was, they weren't animal.
They were human.
And then they were gone.
Carson stood alone in the alley, unable to move, sweating and shaking as 110% of his daily supply of adrenaline slowly worked its way through his system, watching the swirling mist slowly fade away, and wishing fervently that he could simply fade away with it.
Bad Hoodoo
As it turned out, Carson's wish hadn't changed much by the next day. To his great dissatisfaction, neither had his physical location. It was late the next day and he stood in the doorway to the alley, slumped against the steel doorframe which should have been comforting in its strength but which was actually rather disconcerting due to its other qualities, namely that it was hard, chilly and unsympathetic. In that respect, it was exactly like the reality in which he currently found himself. He watched moodily, hands jammed in his jeans pockets, as the police photographer snapped a few more pictures. The scene in the alley hadn't changed much ether, except for the addition of fading spring sunlight, an impressive labyrinth of bright yellow police tape and the awkward chalk outline of a body crawling over some crumpled boxes. It was a crude parody of a human form and looked as if a child had drawn it. This was especially true after the boxes shifted during the removal of the body, further distorting the image. The head was now greatly enlarged and the limbs bent in ridiculous angles, making it look less like a vicious slaying and more like a hydrocephalic had collapsed during a pilates routine. The crime scene investigators had joked about it, ribbing the frustrated chalking officer with the good natured, down-to-earth humor that one expects to find at the scene of a brutal homicide. No matter how distorted its shape, however, Carson remembered vividly what had occupied the outline a few short hours ago. It had proven difficult to ignore, even when he closed his eyes.
Beside him stood a tall black man in a rumpled brown trenchcoat, reviewing hand scrawled notes in a small pad and occasionally jotting additions. In his tweed jacket and corduroy trousers, the man looked more like a college professor than a policeman, although the dull brass badge and sidearm on his belt marked him as something more. Lines of care etched in his long face showed that he took his job seriously, and the deep furrows in his brow showed that, on this particular day, things were more serious than usual. Looking up from his notes, he surveyed the alley for the hundredth time, scratched the close-shaved, graying sandpaper on his head and pursed his lips.
The camera flash went off again and Carson flinched. He found it particularly annoying, grating on his raw nerves almost as much as the cool detached efficiency of the photographer himself. To him, it was just a job. To Carson, it was like standing in the waiting room of a nightmare that refused to end.
He cleared his throat and shoved off from the doorframe, itching to put the scene behind him and ready to do something about it. “So, Detective... anything else I can do for you?”
The detective gazed into the alley a moment longer, glanced over at Carson, glanced down at his notes. He shifted his feet and tapped the pen on the cover of his notebook. The man had a steady, plodding, determined manner that, at other times, Carson would have found reassuring, but which, under the present circumstances, seemed irritating and contrived. He did a lot of tapping and a lot of thinking, both of which had begun to grate on Carson's nerves like a leaky faucet.
“Just one more question, Mr. Dudley.” The detective's tone was soft, friendly, thoughtful, but there was a hint of something else that was reflected in the deep brown pools of his eyes. Under that gaze, Carson felt uncomfortable and exposed as if he were back in Mrs. Munson's third grade class and had been called on to answer some horrid History question for which he hadn't studied and didn't know the answer.
Suspicion. That's what it was.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
“Was it a person or was it a dog?”
Carson struggled to remain calm, feeling his frustration boiling to the top. He brushed tousled brown hair back from a bandage on his forehead and drew a deep breath.
“Look, I already told you... I know it sounds crazy, but I'm not making this up. I've said it before, I'll say it again - it looked like a person at first, but then it was a wolf... a dog... something.”
The camera flashed again. The detective watched idly as his mind worked, re-cataloging the alley, scanning every detail once more, mentally reviewing it for what must have been the umpteenth time, and yet proceeding as methodically as if it had been the first. Carson drummed his legs with impatience, rolling his eyes. Inadvertently, they happened across the chalk outline with its grisly red necktie. He yanked them away again, fighting the urge to bang his head against the back door.
“Well, we did find evidence of an animal presence... scratches on the pavement, a few bits of hair that could belong to a canine... but the wounds on the body are just not consistent with animal attack.” The pen tapped.
Carson sighed, forcing his hands to unclench. “Look, detective, I don't know what else to say. I saw what I saw... maybe I didn't see what was really there, maybe it was just my mind playing tricks, but there you have it. That's all I know. Real or not, that's all I've got.”
The detective looked at him again, dragging his attention from the scene and registering Carson, as if for the first time, as a human being. He smiled, slowly, with warmth and compassion. And still a little suspicion. “Sure, Mr. Dudley. Sure thing. I appreciate your honesty and the terrible ordeal you've been through. Seeing something like this... it's never easy.” He gestured vaguely at the outline of the body. “But neither is catching the person who did it. And I need to ask the questions I do, the way that I do, in order to make that happen.”
Carson forced himself to look at the outline again. “Do you think there's any chance you will?”
“Well, I'm not going to put out an APB on Lassie,” a brown eye winked to show that he meant no harm by the joke. “But there's always hope. Besides, we think all this might be tied to another series of attacks in the Belfry District. You're the closest we've come to an eye witness. You never know when a perp will slip up and tip his hand.”
Carson frowned. Another series of attacks? Something inside squirmed uncomfortably and he perked up. “You mean... someone else... in this neighborhood?”
The detective gave a fractional nod, his eyes roving over the alley again.
“Were they similar? Did other people see an animal? How many have their been?”
“I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to say, young man. The details of the case are confidential. However, let's just say that both of them have similarly... unusual... circumstances.” The detective paused and a shadow crossed his brow, making him look old and tired. Then his smile returned and chased it away. Almost. “Well, if you think of anything else, please give me a call.” He held out a plain white business card that bore the words, “Patch Parsons – Homicide Division” along with the official emblem of the Las Calamas Police Department. “You'll do that; won't you Mr. Dudley?”
“Of course... yeah, sure.” Carson stuffed the card in his pocket and turned gratefully to follow the detective into the store, finally putting the scene of last night's carnage behind him. “So... are we done here? Is it okay if we open up?”
“Don't see any harm to it. Just keep clear of the alley. We'll let you know when forensics is finished. Shouldn't be long now.”
They reached the front door and Carson busied himself unlocking it and flipping the “Open” sign. Behind him Detective Parsons was staring back into the store, eyes haunted, transfixed by the alley door as if he were dying to get one last look at the crime scene. Carson noticed that the pen tapping had stopped.
“Remember, Mr. Dudley, if you think of anything - anything at all.”
“You bet, Detective. You'll be the first.”
Carson swung the door wide and without further comment the detective disappeared into the gathering gloom. Kiki appeared almost immediately in his place, eyes wide and lips tight.
“It's about time!” She exploded. “What's going on?! Are you alright?! What happened?! I've been standing out here for an hour...! Why are the cops here?!”
Carson ushered her inside to the dying strains of the dying door chime. He shook his head, feeling tired. Everything around him seemed to be dying. In spite of the hollow, aching feeling in his gut, he managed to summon enough energy to relate, once more, last night's encounter. Kiki listened intently, not saying a word or asking a single question. When he was finished, she stared silently out the front window, watching the setting sun as it spilled red and orange across the black oil stains in the parking lot.
“Wow,” she breathed. “I mean... wow!” She shook her head slowly, her features more pale and tired than usual. They stood out in stark contrast to the red of her stocking cap, making her look faded and wan, like an old photograph. “Right here at the 24/7. Right here in our neighborhood.”
“Yeah. That's pretty much how Jack took it.” Carson was seated on his stool behind the counter, twirling a naked corn dog stick absently.
“He was here already? He knows?”
Carson nodded curtly. “Yup. Poor guy. News hounds were mobbing him, cops were mobbing him, shop owners from next door were mobbing him... and you know how he hates the limelight. Boy, there's nothing like one of your customers getting torn apart by a wolf in the middle of the city to bring in the gawkers.”
“That'll pretty much ruin your day.”
“To top it all off, one of the day guys quit - got spooked and just didn't show. Guess he figured he might be next.”
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Carson tapped the corn dog stick moodily on the glass counter top, his eyes drifting to the alley door.
Kiki eyed him closely. “Are you... okay?” Her voice was cautious, quiet.
It took Carson a moment to answer. “I've never seen a dead guy before.”
Kiki reached out, still cautious, and gently touched his hand.
They stood that way for a moment. The corn dog stick had stopped tapping.
“I can't even imagine what it was like.”
“It was different.”
Again, silence. As the moments crawled past, the sounds of the mini-mart began to slowly register themselves on Carson's awareness - the soft hum of the Freezie machine, the clunk of hot dogs shifting in the warmer, the faint bubbling of the chili-cheese goop simmering in its sturdy, sanitary, stainless steel box.
Carson took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I am. Okay, that is. To answer your question.” He patted her hand and looked her square in the eyes, green locked with blue, like a magician showing his audience there was nothing up his sleeve. “It was weird at first... I was about as far into freaked as you can get and still come back. Took me five minutes to figure out how to call 9-1-1. But now... well, it's not as bad as I thought it would be, actually.” In a funny way, Carson realized, it wasn't. “Not that seeing a dude you know with his throat torn out is any picnic. I feel just plain sick for the guy. Mr. Carey... man! He was cool. I'm gonna miss him. And scared?! Hoo boy! You can still follow the yellow brick road if you know what I mean. But y'know... it just makes me more angry now than anything else. I mean, he's gone... and we don't even know who did it. Or why...” The corn dog stick was tapping again, faster.
“So is that... is that how he died? His throat...?” Kiki sounded hesitant, cautious.
“Well, he didn't die of exposure. I'm no doctor, but I'd guess that having a hole in your neck the size of Wisconsin is bound to have a profound effect on your health.”
“What do you think did it? That... um... animal you mentioned?”
Carson grunted. “Now we're headed for some weird places, that's for sure. Buckle up.” He squared his jaw. “It's like I told you... I would swear... I mean I would absolutely swear that the thing that jumped me out there – the thing that did this to Mr. Carey - was a wolf. A big, bad, drooling, shaggy, toothy, Little Red Riding Hood style wolf. I mean, it's not like I've got a lot of experience with wild animals, but I've seen enough Discovery channel to know one when I see one. But where it came from or what it was doing there, I have no idea. And then there's this mystery person - one minute he was there, hunkered down in the fog on top of the dumpster, and then BAM! it was fido. It was like some sort of Satanic Shaggy DA. I tell you, there was something weird about the whole thing.” Carson's thoughts drifted back to last night's terrifying series of events and fixated on the weirdest feature of the entire thing, the one detail that he had as yet not related to anyone - the eyes. The hungry, glowing red eyes that loomed larger than anything else every time he ran the instant replay. For a moment, Carson considered telling Kiki. Up to this point, he figured that the mention of luminous monster eyes wouldn't help much to strengthen his case. In fact, by now he wasn't even sure if he had seen them or simply imagined them. He hesitated, almost blurted it out, then at the last moment decided against it.
“Weird?!” Kiki was saying. “Yeah, I'd go with 'weird'. I'd even go with 'freakin' weird,' or maybe even 'Ow, I think my brain is melting' weird. Frankly, it's the strangest thing I've ever heard. Even when I was... well, I've heard a lot.”
“It pretty much tops the charts, don't it? You wanna hear something else crazy?” Carson plunged ahead despite the vehement shaking of her head. “That detective... Parsons... he shouldn't have believed me... I don't even know if I believe me... and he didn't act like he did, but at the same time he didn't act like he dis-believed me either. Like he didn't really want to believe me, but maybe he kind of sort of did anyway... a little bit. Y'know... like he should have tried a little harder to not believe me. Does that make sense?”
Kiki blinked. “Maybe you should go home... take a little time...”
“No way. No, thanks! No ma'am. If I was home it'd just be me and the houseplants, and that'd go nowhere real fast. Jack offered me time off, but I don't know... I can't do it. I need... I need... I need this.” He waved the corn dog stick to indicate the familiar surroundings of the 24/7. “This is home. It makes me feel safe, somehow.” And indeed it did, Carson suddenly realized. Despite the fact that the traumatizing events of the previous night had taken place not more than 30 feet from where he now sat, he couldn't imagine being anywhere else.
Kiki frowned. An undisguised look of worry decorated her face like a Mr. Yuck sticker slapped on an otherwise attractive bottle of drain cleaner. “Alright.” She said the word with some effort. It was apparent she was dropping the subject in spite of her reservations about Carson's mental well being, and that she was none too happy about it. “But would you at least put that thing down? You're making me nervous.”
Carson stopped tapping and cradled the gnawed corn dog stick protectively. “Hey - this corn dog saved my life. I am never letting this out of my sight, woman.” Carson had discovered the stick along with the remains of his half-eaten dog shortly after his heart had started beating the night before. It was the corn dog that had caused him to slip when the wolf - dog, beast, thing or whatever it was - had attacked, sparing him from the opportunity of knowing what its teeth felt like in his throat. It had been a lucky break, pure and simple, and the impact of it had not been lost on him. In the aftermath of the encounter, the stick somehow served to ground him to a reality that was a lot less stable than it had been a few hours earlier. “This is my good luck charm now. It's goin' nowhere.”
Kiki sighed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, then... fine. However, even though it sounds like you've got things well in hand with a crusty snack stick and the cryptic comments of an overworked homicide detective, there might be something little old Kiki can do to help, too. If you're interested.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.”
The stick stopped in mid tap. Carson sat up a little straighter. “Er... like what?”
“I take it you're interested?” She held his gaze, her blue eyes cool but loaded with mysterious intent.
“Interested in finding out what the heck unleashed all this crazy on the Belfair District? Yeah, I”m interested. Way interested.”
“Alright then. I'll see what I can find out.”
“But what...”
“Uh uh!” Kiki cut him off. “I'm not making promises, and you shouldn't ask any questions. We'll see what we see.”
“Okay, I just...”
She held up a finger. “Don't make me use this.”
Carson didn't. He let it drop, tipping back on his stool to signal defeat. “Whatever you say.”
Kiki pushed back from the counter, straightened her stocking cap. “Good. If I find anything, you owe me a Freezie.”
“Deal. I'll even throw in the limited edition color-changing straw.” Carson tapped a display of novelty straws suggestively. Kiki's grin was her only reply. She turned on her heel to go, then paused.
“You sure you're gonna be okay?”
“I'll be fine.”
“And this place... you still think it's safe?”
“Safe as sandwiches. Besides, Jack took steps. He hired some security service.” Carson rummaged in a stack of papers behind the counter, producing a crisp, professional business card that glinted gold. “Gold Shield Security. Dude starts first thing tomorrow.”
The news seemed to appease some of her worries. “Good. Hang in there. I'll see you soon.”
Leaving behind a brief wave and the ghost of a smile, she was gone. Carson watched as the night swallowed her trim figure, feeling a mixture of curiosity and concern. He wasn't sure exactly what was happening, but that feeling was becoming more and more common. He found he was almost getting used to it.
After Kiki's departure, the night dragged slowly on. Traffic was light, but not as abysmal as it had been, though Carson suspected most of his customers merely showed up to try and get a glimpse of the bloody alley or perhaps even a fresh corpse. Local news had run a story on the incident, and although the occasional dead body was no real shocker in Las Calamas, the allure of the macabre always proved strong enough to attract lookie-loos. By midnight, however, even the thin stream of thrill-seekers had dried up.
Finding solace in his duties, Carson busied himself with the myriad of tasks that kept the mini-mart humming. He found himself relaxing a little as time passed, although he still jumped at the door chime and discovered a newfound affinity for his baseball bat, which seemed to accompany him on most of his chores. Slowly, Carson slipped into the comfortable, numbing routine of numbing routine. It wasn't until hours later, in fact, with his hands full of bulging garbage bags and his feet taking him on the familiar path to the back alley dumpster, that he remembered it was still off limits. He was only too happy to redirect his steps and haul the bags out the front.
On his way out, he passed the smiling, cheerful photo of a teenage boy, whose face was plastered on a “MISSING” poster that someone had hung in the front window earlier that day. Carson recognized him as one of the gaming group boys, and he found it haunting. The flat, smiling, empty eyes stared through him like a ghost. He hurried past.
Outside, the night was cool and refreshing. Carson dragged the bags to the curbside cans and hefted them in. As the clinks and clatterings subsided, his gaze strayed across the darkened street, past the pale, flickering glow of streetlamps and over the shadowed shapes of parked cars. They lit on the Curio Shop, and Carson found himself once again drawn by the vacant windows and faded sign. Faded, he noted suddenly, even though the shop had only recently opened. Odd. Other than that it was, as usual, quiet. Quiet, dark and still. Nothing had changed. Nothing ever changed. He shook his head. He wished he could say the same about his own little shop.
Behind him, there was a noise.
Instantly a chill shot up his neck. It had been a stealthy sound, the kind that a person knew right away he hadn't been intended to hear and the fact that he did scared the bejabbers out of him. Carson's mind flashed to the Louisville Slugger and his empty hand clenched involuntarily, itching to feel the reassuring grip of the leather wraps but knowing it was stashed out of reach behind the counter. His hands had been too occupied with garbage to bring it. The small, detached part of his brain that wasn't busy weighing fight-or-flight options advised him to stick the thing down his jeans leg next time, no matter what statement that made. Forcing himself to calm down, he tried to isolate the direction of the noise, pick it out of the mix of nighttime sounds, sense its direction.
Then the smell hit him.
Carson relaxed. “Hey, Pete! Come on out, dude - I know it's you.”
A lone shadow separated from the dark mass of them huddled at the corner of the store and stepped into the light. The ragged army coat and battered ballcap identified the figure as that of Stinky Pete, although it was the eau de hobo that truly gave him away. He sidled up to Carson, glancing warily about the lot.
“You're a marked man, Dudley.” Pete's voice was rough, ominous and foreboding, grating like a handful of gravel tossed across the parking lot. There was a pause. “Got anythin' ta eat?”
Carson patted himself absently as his mind grappled with Pete's words. He located a Snickers bar in his breast pocket and handed it over.
Stinky Pete carefully peeled back the wrapper, his roving, bloodshot eyes keeping watch from under the relative seclusion of his ballcap. The usual squadron of black flies that accompanied the old vagrant buzzed in annoyance as he swatted at them, then zoomed back in to eagerly join the feast. After his first swipe, Pete seemed neither to notice nor care about their involvement, and tucked into the candybar with the air of a soldier addressing his rations. He chewed and swallowed with a detached, professional air, hardly seeming to taste the chocolate and continuing his surveillance the whole while, jaw working, eyes roving.
Carson didn't care what he smelled like or how he looked. He was glad to see the old man. These days, he was glad to see practically anybody. He smiled as he capped the garbage cans. “A marked man? You know something I don't, Pete?”
“Roger tha'.” Pete's voice was thick with chocolate and caramel. “You got eyes onya, soljer. Hostile eyes. But don' worry. Ol' Pete's got yer back. Ain't nothin' gonna get past me, bucko... don' you worry.”
Pete's roving gaze was sweeping the parking lot in a methodical pattern as if he expected something dark and terrifying to leap from the shadows at any moment. While the word “alert” hardly applied to Pete under any condition, Carson couldn't help but note that something was definitely different in the old man's demeanor. He also couldn't help giving the lot a going over of his own, and as he did so, he picked out what looked like the corner of a large cardboard box peeking out from the shadows from which Pete had emerged.
“Pete... are you sleeping here?”
“Affirmative.”
“Er...”
“Don't mention it. S'no problem. Been here a couple days now. Off an' on. Didn' set up th' bivouac 'til I heard th' news, though... tough break, kid. But don' worry. Ol' Pete's got yer back, yessir... the Sarge is in charge...” Bloodshot eyes were roving again, probing every shadow. Pete's behavior was starting to make Carson nervous.
“Uh... yeah... and boy, what a relief that is. Say... don't you think we'd be... umm... safer... inside?”
“Hmm? Whazzat?” Pete tore away from his dogged reconnaissance long enough to eyeball the clerk. The change in perspective seemed to disorient him and he tilted precariously before he could refocus. “Affirmative. Roger that. Inside, good recon from there. But only fer a sec, pal. I'm on duty. Ol' Pete don't let his friends down, that's fer sure. Yesiree... gotta stay frosty...” His voice trailed off into unintelligible muttering.
Carson led the way into the store, bewildered. He had known Pete for over a year, and had never seen his eccentricities hover quite so close to just plain nutty. He frowned. Something was wrong.
“Can I get you something to drink, Pete? Freezie, maybe? It's on the house.”
“Don't mind if I do, shooter. Freezie. Help me stay frosty. Freezie... frosty... cold as ice. That's her...”
More mumbling.
Carson watched the old man carefully as he filled the cup, hoping that the promise of refreshment and a change of scenery might relax him. There was, however, no immediate change. Pete was scouring the interior of the 24/7 as aggressively as he had the outside, probing every nook and cranny, squinting under the fluorescents. He listed slightly to one side, and for a moment, Carson thought he was going to tip over again. He was about to lunge for the old man when he suddenly righted himself and Carson realized he had been leaning for a better view around the chip display.
“Er... so... what's up, Pete? Clue me in here. Don't keep me in suspense. Can you let the Marked Man know who's got him marked?”
“You want the sit-rep, do ya?” Pete swung close to the counter, accepting the tall, frosty Freezie from his friend. He took a long pull on the straw, which squeaked quietly against the lid like a neon-blue bow pulled across a plastic violin. To Pete, it was a symphony. He closed his eyes and permitted a satisfied smile to slide across his cracked lips.
“S'good. 'S real good. Thanks, soljer.” Pete wiped his red lips with the back of his hand, adding to the multicolored decorations on his fingerless glove. Suddenly weary, he relaxed his vigil of the mini-mart, loosening the red bandanna about his throat like a salesman would his tie. He tipped back his ballcap and scratched his thinning, greasy hair. “I'll tell ya what I can, Dudley, but it ain't much. 'S need to know right now, and right now it wouldn't do you to know too much.” Bleary eyes focused momentarily on the alley door. “S'that where it happened?”
Carson nodded. “Yeah. That's it.”
The gray head shook, sadness pulling Pete's tired, worn features down into a frown. “Poor Joe. Prob'ly never knew what hit 'im. They never do.”
“Uh... yeah. Yeah, it sucked, that's for sure. Especially for Mr. Carey.” The by now all-too-familiar feeling that he didn't have a clue about what was going on was settling in once more like a cozy old bathrobe. Only this time, it felt like the bathrobe was being wrapped around his head and cinched into a tight knot, making it not so comfortable and in fact making it hard for him to breathe. “Uh...” Carson shook his head to clear the feeling. “Uh... so... so you heard about the attack, I guess. About the... wolf and all...”
Bloodshot eyes snapped to him like a gopher trap, pinning him to his stool and the moment. “That's what yer tellin' yerself, then? This 'wolf' yarn?” The raspy old voice had a clip to it, a sudden edge that hearkened back to a different time, a different man.
“Uh... well...” The bathrobe was back. “I mean... I saw... I saw what I saw...”
“Was there glowin'?”
Carson's heart stopped. His mouth was suddenly dry and the room seemed to be spinning slightly. He licked his lips. The vision of luminous, rage-filled eyes swam vividly through his recollection, chasing the mini-mart into slightly faster revolutions. “I don't...”
“Was... there... glowin'?” Each word was deliberate, flinty. The edge was still there, and Carson felt himself caught on it.
“Well...” He stammered, thoughts racing, mind struggling to sort and accept the things his eyes had reported but that his brain had as yet refused to entirely accept. He still wanted to believe that things could go back to the way they had been. He wanted it desperately. Then he looked into Pete's eyes. They were cool, strong, steady. The second hand ticked on the clock and he felt something inside him give, just a little. Suddenly he found that maybe, just maybe, he didn't wish that quite as much as he thought he did.
“Yeah... maybe... I guess. There might have been a little glowing...” Carson wondered in passing how Pete might know this, but his thoughts were racing too fast to stop and consider it, zooming on to things of greater interest and less sense.
“You didn't tell the cops 'bout it - how come?”
“Well... it's just plain crazy, Pete. Look, it already sounds crazy enough... I don't even know if I believe it myself.”
“That's a lie. A durn lie. You know what you saw, kid - you may not like it, but you know it. Tellin' yerself anythin' different is jes yer brain tryin' to make the best o' things. When life starts tuh get crazy... I mean really crazy... you've got to remember jus' one thing - the eye don't lie. Pictures'll fool ya, stories'll fool ya, other folks'll take ya fer a ride just as sure as look at ya. But this here's the real deal, soljer. One o' the best weapons them ghoulies have is the human noodle. We're skeptics at birth, you'n me... s'way the Good Lord cooked us up. We don't wanna believe, most of us, even if we see stuff firsthand, and we want to tell people even less, cuz they'll jus' think we're nutjobs. But the plain fact is, boyo, mos' of the time, these'll tell ya the truth...” Pete jammed a pair of forked fingers toward his own eyes, deeply set in a scowling mask of grizzle and whiskers. “...that is, if you're willin' ta listen.”
Carson stared, trying to pierce the red film that veiled the old vagrant's eyes, wanting desperately to see what shred of lucidity, if any, lay behind them. He was willing to concede that Pete was an authoritative expert on crazy, but felt he was not yet entirely grasping the man's point. There was something in the urgency and intensity of his voice. Something compelling. Something genuine.
Something real.
Then it hit him, sudden and startling in its simplicity. This wasn't Pete's first time. He'd been here before.
“Pete...” Carson asked breathlessly. “What have you seen... exactly?”
There was a flicker, the faintest stirring of recollection, and the battered red curtains that obscured the windows to the hobo's soul parted just a fraction, revealing the barest hint of something invaluable and incalculable:
Clarity.
The room was starting to spin again and Carson gripped the counter to keep from tipping in his stool. He forced his lungs to work.
Pete blinked slowly, deliberately, scowled up at the lights and gave the room another once over, brows furrowed in concentration. Memories danced and capered behind his watery red eyes, dark shapes gliding under dark waters, just out of sight but full of suggestion and a haunting, ominous intensity.
Carson knew the look. He'd seen the same one in the mirror ever since last night.
“I was three years in the bush.” Pete's voice was barely a whisper. “Seen a lot o' killin', thet's fer sure. But I never seen anyone... anythin'... better at killin' than it. Nuthin' even come close. Thet's a fact. Take a man right outta his bunk. Right outta his boots. Suck 'im out, suck 'im dry, leave the shell is all. They tol' me it was jus' imaginings... superstitions... jungle fever. But I seen it. Yessir, I seen it alright. And these don't lie, boy.” He stabbed forked fingers at his eyes again. “They don't lie. Like a ghost it was... nuthin' ta stop it, nuthin' ta show it, nuthin'... nuthin' at all. 'Cept those eyes. Those gol-durned, red, glowin' eyes...”
Carson simply stared. He had no words.
Pete's rheumy gaze snapped back from the jungle and locked onto Carson's face, merciless and fierce in their honesty. “And now it's here, kid. Right here. I feel it. Been usin' yer store... huntin'... plenty o' warm bodies, plenty o' cover. It's a real keen one, too, this here one is. Smart. Careful. But it never reckoned on Ol' Pete. That's fer certain sure. I know its little game, yessir... yesiree... dirty bloodsucker... its time is a-comin'...”
Pete seemed suddenly to rediscover the Freezie that chilled his gnarled hand. He shook himself from his musings, took another long pull. The straw squeaked and sang its mournful song. Pete wiped his mouth and set the empty cup rattling on the counter. With a purposeful hand he cinched his red neckerchief snugly about his neck, jerked the brim of his cap down to its familiar position. Long shadows returned to his weathered features and crow's feet.
From their hunkering depths, his bloodshot eyes once more took up their roaming vigil. “Talked long enough. Better get back to the bivouac, kid. Jus' don't forget... the eye don't lie.” Pete took a few shuffling steps, then paused at the door. He stared out into the dark, oily shadows in the dark, oily lot. “Bad hoodoo,” he muttered softly and to no one in particular. “That's fer certain sure.”
Then he was gone.
This time, not even the door gave its chime.
Bringing In the Guns
From the moment Kiki entered the store, it was clear that things had changed, and not for the better. It had been several days since her conversation with Carson and she was bursting to tell him of her discoveries, but it was instantly apparent that he had other things on his mind. He was behind the counter polishing the Freezie machine, and it was obvious from his scowling countenance and vigorous motions that he was angry. Furious, rather, she decided – fuming, seething and ready to blow. She could see it in his rigid posture, read it etched into the taught lines of his face reflecting from the already spotless surface of the machine which he seemed intent on wearing a hole through with his fierce rubbing.
A pleasant greeting died in Kiki's throat, just as quickly as the door chime behind her. She was bursting with news and dying to tell it, but something about her friend's demeanor told her she needed to approach the situation carefully. She checked herself from triumphantly brandishing the white paper envelope as she had rehearsed a dozen times, thrusting it instead into a back pocket.
“Hey.” Instead of her ebullient greeting, she settled on a half-smile and what she hoped was a non-threatening wave, giving the store a cursory glance in an attempt to identify the source of his animosity.
“Oh... hey.” Carson flashed an unconvincing mini-smile of his own, not pausing an iota in his work. Kiki eyed the worn rag in his hand, imagining that if he carried on polishing with his current vehemence it would quite likely burst into flame. There was smoldering of a different kind that she could read easily in his eyes.
“Glad you're okay...” he muttered. “I was beginning to worry.” He paused a moment and looked her up and down. “You are okay, aren't you?”
“Uh, yeah... yeah, sure, okay. Very okay.”
Carson returned to his rubbing. Silence.
“Er... how about you? Everything... okay?”
Carson grunted. The noise was unintelligible and non-committal, but spoke volumes.
Kiki continued to cast about for possible irritants, but found nothing. She was reluctant to share her news until Carson was in a more receptive state of mind. “I see they took the cop tape down from the alley. Must be good to be able to use the dumpster again.”
Another grunt.
“That Freezie machine sure looks... clean. Lookin' very good. Very... hygienic.”
This time, there wasn't even a grunt. She changed tactics. “I uh... I saw the Gold Shield car parked out front. New security must be here.”
Pay dirt.
At the mention of the security guard, she could see Carson's shoulders tighten and his hand clenched on the rag. His green eyes stabbed out through the windows into the darkness of the parking lot. Now she was getting somewhere.
“How's that workin' out?” She asked, in what she hoped was a casual, I'm-really-not-digging-into-your-personal-business kind of tone.
“Super,” Carson spat the word. “Business is way up.”
Kiki arched a brow. “It is? All because of this security guy?”
“Oh yeah, it's all because of him alright - but not the way you think. Oh, super... here he comes again... the Great Appetite himself!”
A shadow loomed for a moment outside the glass of the front door - a very big shadow. Then the chime was warbling and an imposing figure swung through into the light. The man was large, larger than most, in fact, but more in the sense of a gorilla than a star athlete, the buttons of his crisp blue shirt straining dangerously against the girth of his stout belly and his thick arms showing little definition but plenty of power. Pinned to his barrel chest was a cheap-looking gold badge declaring the sovereignty of the Gold Shield Security company. Below the badge was pinned a nametag that read “Officer Dexter Jackson,” but it looked like the pin had come loose from the strain and that it might spring off at any moment, fly across the room and strike someone in the eye. The guard was dark-skinned, with a heavy face, large brown eyes and a mop of shaggy dreadlocks atop his head that seemed jarringly out of place with the rest of his ensemble. A thick black belt encircled his waist, straining desperately along with his uniform to keep their contents where they should be. Although this was enough of a challenge by itself, the belt was almost cruelly loaded with tools of the trade, including two sets of handcuffs, pepper spray, taser, multi-tool, flashlight, several spare clips, radio, steel baton and a handgun that looked like the firearm counterpart of its owner - bigger than it needed to be, fully loaded and looking to prove something. Officer Jackson had a swagger when he walked, a purposeful, almost rhythmic stride, his thick boots planting firmly with each step but still hinting at a grace that belied his impressive size. He was middle-aged, and in spite of the extra pounds he carried, the faint lines and creases on his face showed that his life had not always been an easy one.
Carson bristled visibly and the tension in the air ratcheted up several notches. “Good evening, sir,” he grated, voice dripping with sarcasm. “May I help you? No, let me guess... the Hostess aisle, I believe...” Carson swept his arm in an exaggerated gesture, draping his dirty rag over it like the maitre d' of a swanky four star restaurant. “Yes sir, it's right over there, can't miss it - the glaringly empty shelves right in front of the giant boot-shaped impressions that look like they were made by an overpaid security guard.”
Officer Jackson scowled. “Very funny. I'm on break.” The timbre of his voice was as thick and powerful as his arms, and it was also not very happy. Kiki could sense immediately that the hostility in the room was completely mutual, and that it had had several days in which to ripen and mature. By now it was bordering on open warfare.
“Oh, 'break.' Right... that's what you said last time. Y'know, when your office said you worked 5-on, 5-off, I thought they meant days.”
Officer Jackson made his way to the snack shelf, ignoring the comment. He rifled through the collection of Ho-Ho's and cupcakes, making multiple selections. His scowl, however, had collected some new grooves and an impressive depth of expression when he turned back, making it look downright mean. It made Kiki feel uncomfortable.
“Listen, &@!$#... you do your job, I'll do mine.”
“Oh, profanity again, that's great,” Carson rolled his eyes and waved his rag in the air with an exasperated snort. “That's very professional. Very cutting edge. They teach you those delicate social skills in the rent-a-cop academy, or is it more of an instinct thing?”
The big man stomped up to the counter, dropping his snack cakes onto the glass with an ominous thud and directing the gathering stormclouds of his countenance toward Carson. He leaned across the counter and looked down - a loooong way down, Kiki noted - to stare him directly in the face.
“I'm - on - break,” Officer Jackson gritted in a voice like distant thunder. “I been standin' out in your *&%$!@ parking lot all &^*(@! night and there ain't been so much as a *&*$#@! jaywalker cross the lot. I didn't ask for this &%$#@! assignment, and I didn't want it! And I don't want anymore of your 'tude, either. It's quiet. I'm hungry. I'm on break. So ring me up... or don't. Either way, I'm gettin' fed.”
Carson swept the treats one by one across the scanner, tossing them into a plastic bag with a flagrant disregard for their spongelike softness and creamy centers. Officer Jackson winced with each abuse.
“Your genuine concern for the financial well being of the 24/7 is duly noted,” Carson growled. “But you're supposed to protect my customers, not become one!”
“I don't see any customers, smart guy.”
“Oh duh! Thanks! Now you're finally starting to catch on! Look, here's the deal, and I'll keep this simple because it looks like that collar might be cutting off the blood flow to your brain: you take a lot of breaks. You take too many breaks. When you take breaks, you don't do your job. If you don't do your job, I won't have one! And that, genius, means you won't have one either!”
Officer Jackson's next words came out through clenched teeth, careful and precise. “I - am - doing - my job! My job is to solve problems, which I can't do if there ain't any problems. Look around you... you see any problems?! Hell no! Why not? Cuz there ain't any! That's none. Zero. Zilch. Nada. If there's a problem, yo... I'll solve it.”
“Thank you, Vanilla Ice.”
“Hey!” A finger the size of a hot dog stabbed at Carson's face. “Watch it! Those are fightin' words.”
“You?! Fight?! Yeah, that'll happen... when both of us are going for the last package of Ding Dongs! And here's a newsflash, gigantor - in order to fight you'll have to move those boots, which, based on your job performance up to this point, I'm not sure is possible!”
“If you ain't careful they'll be movin' alright... someplace you don't want 'em!”
Officer Jackson scooped up his treats in one ham-sized fist, scowling in a way that made Kiki want to duck behind something large. “You don't like my work, counter monkey, you pick up that phone and call your boss. I got better places to babysit than some whacked out loony bin where giant scary wolves eat up all the customers.” Carson stiffened and Officer Jackson knew he'd hit a nerve. He grinned evilly. “That's right - I do my homework. I've heard the bull you been shovelin'. I might just bug out at that... let ol' wolfy make a meal outta you and take away this pain in my *&$!@.”
Carson snorted, struggling to recover his composure. “You? Leave? I don't think so. First of all, my luck has been way too crappy lately for that to happen, and second of all, we still have some chocolate cupcakes left.”
It was the guard's turn to stiffen. “So I got a sweet tooth... so I like my cakes...”
“Like 'em?! If you visit that shelf one more time, it'll constitute common law marriage!”
“There's that mouth again! Listen, cracka... you don't watch it, some day that &%$@! pie hole is gonna get you in trouble - deep!”
“Oh, great, more swearing. Super. Apparently the only four-letter word you don't know is 'work.'”
“Yeah... and I got plenty more I'm dyin' to share with you.”
“I'll keep a pencil handy, Dex.”
“Keep a first aid kit handy, Dud...” Officer Jackson paused suddenly, baring his white teeth in a malicious grin. “Yeah... Dud. I like that. Like a wimpy little firecracker that's all fizzle and no pop.”
“Are you sure you don't mean &*^#! Dud? That's a little more colorful.”
“We'll just try plain ol' 'Dud' for starters. I can always add color later if I need to dress it up. Oops, lookie there,” Officer Jackson glanced exaggeratedly at the watch he wasn't wearing. “Break's over. Gotta get back out there and scare off the Big Bad Wolf!” With a smug grin, the big man turned on his heel.
“Ha! The only way he'd be afraid of you is if he was dressed like a Twinkie!!”
And then he was gone.
Carson gave vent to a wordless noise of pure frustration and punched the air violently. Then his shoulders slumped and he buried his face in his hands with an exasperated groan. “A dozen rent-a-cop shops in town and Jack had to pick this one...”
Kiki stepped out from behind cover, clearing her throat hesitantly. “Whoa. Intense.”
“Hmm...?” Carson started, suddenly remembering he wasn't alone. “Oh... sorry. Yeah, just... guy stuff...” His face flushed and he smiled sheepishly. “Too much testosterone in one place, I guess.”
“Yeah, I get it. Kinda like male bonding except without all the bonding and a lot more offering to kill each other.”
“Pretty rough, hunh?”
“I feared for your life. And mine.”
“Sorry, kid. Sorry you had to see that. I just... I mean... man!” He punched the air again. “That dude seriously gets under my skin! He's like a giant walking attitude in blue polyester pants! Came in here the first day, grumpy as a grandpa and spoiling for a fight... a total sourpuss. Always moping around, stuffing his face with sweets - which is good for the bottom line, mind you; I can see the value in it, but that's totally beside the point - and in general trying to make everyone as completely miserable as he is. I don't know who took a tinkle in his Corn Flakes, but they spent some time at it, that's for sure. Maybe it's a chemical imbalance, I don't know... but the dude has serious issues.”
Carson slumped and his forehead hit the counter with a thud. Kiki gave him a moment, then gently touched his shoulder.
“You okay?”
She had never seen him this way. Carson always had good rapport with the customers, most of whom he was on a first name basis with. She had even seen him waving goodbye and trading gaming tips with a shoplifter once as the young man was hauled off by police.
“Yeah... yeah, I guess...” His voice was muffled. He took a deep breath and let it out, lifting his head.
“I dunno... maybe there's more to it than good ol' Officer Sunshine. Probably just all the stress catching up, I suppose. First no customers, then a dead customer, and now the Security Guard From Hell who's my only customer. Cripes! I tell you, that dude knows how to push my buttons. You know, yesterday he stopped the Hostess guy in the parking lot - he tried to buy a case of Twinkies right off the truck!”
“No kidding.”
“Scout's honor. That guy, I tell you, he's a regular...” Carson bit off his words and threw up his hands, giving up in exasperation. “Never mind. Don't get me started.”
“You did more than get started already. You sure it's a good idea to ride him that way? You were making with the wisecracks like it was your job.”
“I know, I know... but I can't help it. You know me - I get nervous, I joke. I get mad, I joke. It's just how I deal with stuff, I guess.”
“That may be true, but I'd watch it with this guy. He's got 'loose cannon' written all over him.”
“You're right, I know... I'll watch it. It's probably not worth the effort, anyway - you can bet nothing's getting through. It's like shooting paintballs at a tank. A really big, annoying tank that eats all your Ho-Ho's and has a mouth like a sailor...” Carson stopped himself again, sighed and dropped back onto his stool. “I know, I know, there I go again. Alright, I'm done. I'm not letting it get to me anymore.” He smiled and Kiki thought he looked a little more relaxed. Now might be the time.
“Good.” She smiled back, slipped the envelope out of her back pocket and tapped it nonchalantly on the counter. “That's a healthy attitude, in more ways than one.” Carson's eyes caught the plain, unassuming slip of white paper, watching it like a cat might a string.
“So... whatcha got there?”
Bullseye.
“Well... remember I said I was going to do some poking around?”
“Yeah?”
“I poked.”
The envelope stopped tapping. It lay flat on the counter, now not so plain, not so unassuming. Now it was suggestive, compelling and packed with the promise of dangerous knowledge.
Carson blinked. A second passed. Then he reached for it eagerly, as if it were parked under the Christmas tree. “You rock...”
Kiki grinned. “A girl tries.”
A moment later Carson had the envelope open and was leafing through its contents. “Whoa... these are police reports. That's Patch Parkinson's signature, I recognize it from my statement... and for that matter, there's my statement! Where'd you get these?!”
“Let's just say I've got friends. And let's say these friends are some very tech savvy people with very little supervision and a real distaste for paying parking tickets and leave it at that.”
“Fair enough. What happens in Las Calamas stays in Las Calamas.” Carson was only too happy to drop his questions and for the next several minutes he poured over the official-looking documents, flipping back and forth between their official-looking pages. Occasionally, a soft whistle or muttered “Dude!” was heard, but otherwise all was silence as he hungrily devoured their contents. Finally, he slumped back in his stool, drumming his fingers on the thin stack of papers and studying the ceiling with a furrowed brow.
“Well?” Kiki's keen mind was itching for dialog.
Carson looked at her. “You read 'em?”
She rolled her eyes. “Whaddaya think, I'm waiting for the movie?! Heck yeah, I read 'em! So?! What... do... you... think?!”
Carson rose from his seat and started pacing. He seemed restless, anxious, like the counter was a cage. “I think...”
“Yes?!”
“I think things are starting to get...”
“Yes?!”
“...interesting.”
“You got that right!” Kiki exploded. She snatched the packet, spun it to face her and pored over its grainy, faxed-once-too-often pages, sharp blue eyes flicking over details and skimming text like a master Scrabble player working the board for a triple word score. “Multiple disappearances, mysterious circumstances, inconclusive evidence, no suspects or motives... look at this: 'mutilations and ritualistic tendencies!' It's all right here in the reports... all right here in the Belfry District! I mean, 'mysterious circumstances...' c'mon, how often have you heard the cops use a term like that in an official document? They're stumped!”
“And trying to keep it quiet, too, by the look of it...” Carson plucked the by now omnipresent corn dog stick from his shirt pocket and started twirling it, his face a mask of concentration. “But who can blame 'em. What a mess. I had no idea this was going on for so long. Judging by that report, the victims who have made the news are just a handful... which explains a lot about the dive our foot traffic has taken. I mean, just look at that...” He paused and stabbed his lucky corndog stick toward the front window, which by now was mostly obscured by “MISSING!” flyers and “Have You Seen This Person?” posters in various colors and levels of urgency. “They've been cropping up here and there over the past week, one or two a day... now they nearly block the view. It's like some crazy neighborhood family album.” Carson tapped one of the newest, a cute young brunette with a round face and laughing green eyes. “I just sold tic-tacs to this lady. Tic-tacs! And now... she's a blurry photocopy on my window and a line in a police report.”
Kiki was still absorbed in the reports, skimming pages, reviewing data, analyzing and categorizing as always, struggling to put the pieces together. “Well, if they're stumped,” she mused absently. “That makes two of us. Nothing in here makes any sense... there's no common thread, no links, just a series of random attacks. Even the condition of the victims... look, this one has bite marks on the throat, this one on the wrist and ankle... here's one that 'suggests animal attack...' Some took place on the street, some in private residences... this one says the victim was found on a roof of all places.”
“Yeah, well, I'll tell ya what is starting to make sense...” Carson's voice was soft.
“What's that?”
“Pete.”
Kiki flipped a page, still absorbed. “Pete?”
“Yeah Pete... Stinky Pete. Y'know...” Carson gave a few sniffs and made an exaggerated fainting motion.
“Oh, right.” Kiki made a face. “Bad hoodoo guy.” She was obviously displeased with the direction the conversation had taken. “What makes you say that?”
“Well...” Carson faltered. Kiki's eyes were burrowing into him from the shelter of her red stocking cap, pulled low over her brow. It made her look angry, which Carson found fitting since she clearly was, although he was at a loss to explain why.
“'Yes?'” She clipped. “Well what? Tell me he's got something besides 'bad hoodoo' this time. Something besides booze delusions or... or... post-traumatic Vietnam flashbacks about his 'time in the bush' or something.”
“Er...”
Kiki's eyes were like blue spotlights. He could tell this wasn't going to go well.
“What have you got against Pete?” He asked nonchalantly, in what he knew immediately was a vain attempt to hedge. “Besides the obvious, I mean.”
“Nothing... much. Like I said, I know his type. Just tell me what's up.”
Carson could tell by the look on her face that it was definitely not “nothing” and more like a very big “something,” but he could also tell that he wasn't likely to get out of her what that something was. He let it lie.
Still, regardless of the baggage she was carrying she had him pinned. Quickly he considered, then discarded, the total brush off. It was no use. He had stuck his neck out now and there was no clean exit. Besides, the strangeness of it all had been building maddeningly inside of him and if he didn't tell someone, anyone, no matter how hostile, he could see gaskets bursting.
Carson took a breath. The corn dog stick tapped faster. “Well... it's like this. Pete's got this theory...”
“Theory? Why do I have the feeling I'm not going to like this?”
Carson's palms were sweaty and his mind started spinning again as the details of his midnight conversation with Stinky Pete swam through his recollection. “He said he's seen things like this before. Weird stuff. Bad stuff. In the... well, in the bush, actually, funny you should mention that... people in bunks... something about boots... and eyes... definitely something about eyes... I didn't understand that part so well, but it was really intense and I'm sure it was important. In fact, it was all important. And it was crazy, too! But not... you know... like him crazy, more just general crazy, like... y'know, psycho, spooky, out there crazy. Too crazy to be just plain crazy. Just crazy enough to be... I don't know...” he paused. “...true.”
“Carson... what are you talking about?”
The stick stopped. He gave up and dove headfirst into the pool. “He thinks it's a vampire.”
Carson braced himself for her rebuttal. Nothing came.
Kiki was silent.
A moment passed.
“You're not saying I'm nuts.”
“I'm thinking it.”
“Well, that's a start. Look, I don't even know if I believe it myself.”
“Now that's a start...”
Carson wagged his head, vexed and anxious, tugging at his short beard as if he could pull hard enough to yank something down out of his brain that made sense. “He just sounded so... sincere. And all the pieces fit... what I saw in the alley, Pete's story, and now that report from the cops...” For the millionth time, the haunting red eyes resurfaced, glaring hungrily at him from the foggy recesses of his memory, hateful and fierce and full of hellfire.
Kiki was watching him strangely. It was as if the kid sitting beside her on the bus had just picked his nose and eaten it and she wasn't sure whether she should change seats or just sit it out. “Look... you've been through a lot, I know, and there's more than the standard amount of what-the-hell operating here... but a vampire?”
“Bloodsucker, actually,” Carson muttered. The corn dog stick was twirling again.
“Excuse me?”
“He didn't actually say 'vampire,' he said 'bloodsucker'. That's my paraphrase.”
Kiki rolled her eyes. “Whatever. He might as well have said 'Boogie Man'. Carson, let me spell it out for you... he's nuts! This guy has too much wine and not enough sense; he's off the deep end! And what's worse, he's taking you with him! The only bloodsuckers Stinky Pete has ever seen are the one's who poke the needle in his arm when he's donating his pint down at the clinic. It's sad, yes, tragic even, but that's the way it is!”
“Look, I know it sounds whack...” Carson paused momentarily, realizing that, even though this was the first time he had spoken his theories out loud, they didn't sound as “whack” as he thought they would. “...but the least you can do is talk to Pete! Just hear him out! Listen to what...”
The front door chimed and Officer Jackson lumbered through, forced to turn his broad shoulders slightly to avoid scraping the frame. Carson's urgent plea faltered and he switched gears instantly from begging to brooding. Already frustrated by Kiki's lack of enthusiasm, the reappearance of Officer Jackson was like fresh salt in a fresh wound. He could feel his insides bubbling.
Kiki noted the transition with awe. Carson reminded her of a small cocker spaniel she had once owned that had been quite friendly to her but had developed an intense animosity for the mailman and had finally bitten him severely on the thigh. He had exactly the same look in his eye.
“Has it been five minutes already?” Carson wasn't wasting any time. His voice was dripping with sarcasm. “My, how time flies.”
“I'm hungry... Dud.” Officer Jackson was once more showing off every one of his strong white teeth in a smug and self-inflating smile. “I believe I'm in the mood for donuts. You got any donuts?”
Carson turned to Kiki with flaring nostrils, gesturing mutely and emphatically at the guard as if he were a prosecuting attorney resting his case and there was no greater evidence he could present.
“Donuts, Dud.” Jackson's grin was threatening to do permanent damage to his face.
Carson glared at the guard, then gestured violently toward the far side of the room. Judging by his expression, Kiki figured words would have been ill-advised. Officer Jackson lumbered off casually in the direction of the sweets, humming tunelessly.
“What's he so happy about?” Carson muttered angrily, his eyes boring holes in the big man's back. Without waiting for an answer, he seized his rag and resumed his therapeutic polishing of the Freezie machine, its mirror surface reflecting back his darkened brow and angry eyes. Kiki let the threads of their broken conversation dangle, sensing that rational discussion would have to wait for cooler heads.
A moment later, Officer Jackson swaggered back to the counter, keys, cuffs and radio jingling merrily on his belt, providing accompaniment to his humming. He dropped a package of jelly-filled donettes onto the counter along with a five dollar bill. Carson ignored him, pretending to work at an imaginary stain on the Freezie machine.
Jackson shrugged, caught up the donettes and tore into the package. He sank his grin into the yellow dough with a puff of powder and a gush of thick jelly that squirted down his chin. “Whoops...” He smiled cheerfully around the mouthful of goo, snatching a handful of napkins out of the dispenser. “Better be careful! All that red mess runnin' down my face... wouldn't want you to think I'm a bloodsucker... or I guess you prefer the term 'vampire'.”
All polishing stopped. Carson stared hard at the security guard. “So that's it. You were listening in... spying!”
Officer Jackson stared at his donut, his face blissful, relishing both the pastry and the moment. “Hey, no thanks necessary. That's what I'm here for, me and my big ol' immovable boots. Plant ourselves where we can be useful, keep an eye on things, watch what's goin' on... and yeah, listen in from time to time. That's what you wanted, ain't it? What's your beef, bro? First I'm lazy cuz I wasn't doin' my job, now I'm nosy cuz I am? Make up your mind.”
“This is different! This is... this is... well, I don't know exactly what it is, but it's not polite, thank you very much! And just for the record,” he added defensively. “I didn't say it was a vampire - I was just sharing a theory.”
Jackson snorted. A thin line of powder from the donette decorated his upper lip, robbing him of some of his dignity but still leaving him plenty in control. “That's some theory. Now allow me share mine. First of all, I don't believe in all that supernatural crap... you want to talk vampires or the Boogie Man, get yourself a comic book or go to the movies. Someone's out there killin' people... not some-thing, some-one. He's a whack-job, I'll give you that, but he's as human as you or me. Well... maybe me.” The guard popped a pair of donettes into his mouth, chewing slowly and with great delight. The squelching, squishing sound of jelly was so loud that Carson felt like he was in there with it. He watched the spectacle with disgust. “Well, if the Gold Shield's finest says it's just a man, then who am I to argue? Your finely tuned rent-a-cop sense probably had this whole thing figured from the beginning, right? Of course, it's easier to just take a flying guess than to do any real work, isn't it?! Say what you want, believe what you want, laugh at me all you want... but I know what I saw. The eye don't lie.”
“You saw saw a corpse, man... woop-de-doo!” Officer Jackson's retort rumbled around the pulpy mass of donette. “Some poor slob got his throat torn out, that ruined his day, you got an eyeful and it ruined yours. He's takin' the big sleep, you got one less customer and that's that, tough break for everyone. But it's over, and that's that! Move on, man... you're pathetic!”
“Hey... show a little respect!” Carson dropped his rag and stepped to the counter, drawing himself up to his full height and staring Officer Jackson squarely in his badge. “A dude is dead here... a dude who happened to be a friend of mine!”
“So some guy got ganked, big deal. It ain't the first time someone died in this city...” A shadow passed over Jackson's face, briefly but leaving an obvious ripple. Carson paused, momentarily caught off guard. As quick as it came, however, the shadow fled and Officer Jackson was bullying on, his volume on the rise and his nostrils starting to flare. “It's just like they say - *&$@ happens. Then you die. But it's people doin' the killin', not zombies or mutants or Bigfoot or even vampires! There ain't no such thing as monsters, and anyone who says different is just smokin' the crank!” Officer Jackson yanked another donette from the package, which was by now quite distressed from the unconscious working of his enormous hands, and jammed it into his mouth. A puff of white added emphasis to his words.
“Well for your information, I'm not the only one who's smokin' the crank... this particular theory also happens to be shared by Stinky Pete!” The red was starting to crawl up Carson's neck and his volume was on the rise as well.
“Well, excuse me!!” Officer Jackson jerked his tree-trunk arms into the sky, as if enlightened by sudden revelation. “Why didn't you tell me?! If Stinky Pete says it's a vampire, then it's gotta be true!!”
“Say what you want, jumbo, but I happen to believe him! Sure, he stinks like low tide, and that's unfortunate, but he's been around a long time! He knows stuff... he's seen stuff... a heckuva lot more stuff than you!”
“Yeah, he's seen things alright... pink bunnies, space aliens and the damn Tooth Fairy...”
“Oh, right, good, that's rational - and what have you seen... besides the bottom of too many donut boxes?!”
They were both bellowing by this time, locked nose to nose across the glass counter. The package of donettes lay between them, now a sad, shapeless wreck. Despite his obvious rage and the intensity of the exchange, Officer Jackson was still fishing them out and popping them into his mouth. “There you go again about my eatin' habits! I'm warnin' you, cracka...!”
“Well, warn away! The only thing that has a reason to be scared of you around here are those donettes!”
Jackson stopped, mouth open, another morsel just inches from going down the hatch. He hesitated, but his appetite got the better of him and he jammed the defenseless pastry ruthlessly into his mouth. When he spoke, his voice was thick with jelly and rage and bits of yellow cake flew into Carson's hair. He didn't flinch.
“I am sick of this place!! I am sick of this job, sick of this life, and most of all, brother, I am sick of you! It's you that's been keepin' me stuck at this dead-end op guardin' your sorry *&*% in the middle of the night, and the whole *&*!#% time all you been doin' is ridin' me, sayin' I'm doin' nuthin', sayin' I'm lazy, sayin' there's somethin' goin' on out there... but all you got is some crap story about 'bloodsuckers' and whatever, all cuz some guy called Stinky Pete had some bad hobo trip. You got more crazy in you than my ex! Did somethin' happen to you as a kid to make you this way?!”
“Yeah... it's called 'school,' you should try it!”
At the front of the store, almost completely drowned out by the intensity of the argument, the front door made its weak, sickly chime. Kiki was the only one who heard it.
“Uh, guys...” She coughed softly. The shouting continued unabated.
“There's that mouth again!” Jackson thundered.
“Correct! It is my mouth! Well done, big fella, that's progress! Now... what are these?” Carson stabbed fingers at his ears. “Once you can identify them, maybe you'll start using them!”
Jackson's fists clenched into great ham-sized balls of flesh and knuckle, the unmistakable glint of murder shining brightly in his eyes. The lone survivor of his onslaught against the donettes lay still in the box, forgotten at last as his rage finally overpowered his appetite. “I told you someday I'd bring the thunder, counter monkey!! Know that I ain't lyin' when I say that day is fast approachin'...!” Jackson banged the counter with enough force to topple several stacks of Freezie cups.
“Oooh, scary!” Carson threw up his hands in mock terror. “Careful... if you kill me, you may never find out what aisle the ice cream sandwiches are on!”
Kiki cleared her throat and tried again, louder. “Uh... guys?! There's a....” Again her words were hopelessly trampled.
“I wouldn't buy more sweets from you if my life depended on it, Dud!”
“I've seen the way you eat... your life does depend on it, Dexter!!”
The guard fumed, at a loss for any more clever insults. “Punk!” He bellowed.
“Jerk!”
“Loser!”
“Rent-a-cop!”
“Pantywaist!”
“Potty mouth!”
“*&%@$!”
“HEY!!!” Kiki had finally had enough. Her shout cut the air like a knife, and just for good measure she banged the counter bell so hard that the clap broke off the ringer.
Both men stopped as if slapped, yanked at last from their private war, breathing hard, fists and teeth clenched, bridling with anger. They stared at Kiki, then followed her finger to the figure standing in the doorway.
“Oh... hey Vanessa...” Carson's furious expression melted, reddening even more as he realized she'd been listening. “Uh... sorry... just... uh... a little labor dispute...”
Officer Jackson, however, had a much different take as his eyes registered black form-fitting leather, curvaceous lines and porcelain beauty. The argument, as heated as it was, was instantly forgotten. One second he was puffed up like a pit bull, bristling and ready for action, the next he was leaning on the counter in a suave, come-hither stance.
“Damn... maybe there's some perks to this gig after all.” Still oblivious of his powdered-donut mustache, he hiked up his belt and lifted his chin in greeting. “'Sup, mama?”
Carson rolled his eyes, flabbergasted and slightly nauseous. “Don't mind him, Vanessa... he was just leaving. We'll finish this little chat later, Officer Jackson.” Carson speared the guard with his eyes and nodded emphatically toward the door. Jackson, however, was oblivious. His eyes were fixed on Vanessa, who was striking a decidedly feminine pose near the impulse buy racks. It was apparent that she was creating all manner of impulses already.
“He's on duty, after all, plenty of work to do...” Carson flashed a plastic smile and jabbed the big man in the arm. Officer Jackson didn't budge. On his face was the same look as when he had opened the box of donettes.
A look of amusement danced across Vanessa's cold, delicate features. “Really?”
This single word was like a lightning rod. Carson blinked. He realized, dimly, that it was the first time he had ever heard Vanessa talk. Her voice was soft, sultry and packed with feminine allure, penetrating the mini-mart and snatching everyone's attention as if they had been slapped in the face by a velvet glove with a brick stuffed inside of it.
“Zat is unfortunate...” she continued. “I vas hoping he vould stay for a moment. I vas very much interested in your... discussion.” Adding to its innately hypnotic qualities, her voice was thickly flavored with some obscure Eastern European dialect, making her sound like an escapee from an old Bela Lugosi film. Carson was momentarily torn between fascination at the sound and frustration at the suggestion that Officer Jackson's presence could be anything more than wholly unpleasant.
“Damn... I love an accent.” Jackson's toothy grin was back, spreading slowly across his face.
“You, uh... you were?” Carson struggled to adapt to the sudden change in atmosphere, eager to find a way to dislodge his sparring partner from the store but intrigued by Vanessa's appearance. There was something about her that Carson couldn't put his finger on, something engaging, almost entrancing. Maybe it was her voice. Or maybe it was the tight leather peek-a-boo lap-dancer outfit. Carson couldn't be sure, but he did know that whatever it was, when she talked, he wanted to listen.
“I vas,” she was saying, the words dripping like melted chocolate from her lips. “I vas indeed.” To the ambrosia of her tone, Vanessa introduced a broad, scintillating smile, showcasing perfect, dazzlingly white teeth and luscious, ruby red lips. The lips were sensuous and agile, quirking in subtle punctuation to her moods and words and startlingly vivid in hue, an inviting splash of color in the delicate doll-like beauty of her face. She took a single, languorous step into the room, one stiletto heel clicking softly on the tile floor, the shift of her hips subtle but as unmistakably feminine as a lingerie commercial. “I apologize for... how do you say... 'eavesdropping' But it vas difficult not to overhear. Your vords vere quite heated.”
Both men began speaking at once, clamoring to explain their behavior.
“He started it...”
“It wasn't as bad as...”
“Please, you misunderstand...” Vanessa lifted a slim, supple hand and instantly all talking stopped. “I found it quite intriguing, especially your comments concerning the supernatural elements. I must say, my dear, sweet Carson-boy, that you make some very interesting observations.”
“It was? I mean, I do? Er... I mean...”
“Indeed. And, unlike your large friend suggests, I do not find you unbalanced. In fact, quite the opposite. I think you might be... how do you say... 'on to something.'” She took another couple of steps, hips swaying like a runway model. The soft creak of leather was an invitation to look.
Carson blinked. “You... you think... I'm sorry, what now?”
“I think you may be correct.”
“You do?!”
“I do.”
“Yes! See?!” Carson shifted his attention pointedly to Officer Jackson.
“Great.” The guard rolled his eyes. “Why do the sexy mama's always gotta be crazy?!” he muttered.
Carson ignored him. “Well, thank you, Vanessa! Thank you very much.” He folded his arms defiantly across his chest. “I appreciate your open mindedness. I must say, it's a breath of fresh air around here. Very welcome change. Please, do continue.”
“Certainly, my delicious, virile young friend. Vould it surprise you if I said I know a little something about such things? Vhere I come from, tales of such happenings are not so strange, not so foreign.” She was halfway to the counter, her words, lithe, swaying figure and pouting lips an anchor for attention. In spite of his rebuff, even Officer Jackson found himself riveted.
“Ha!” Carson crowed. “Not so strange after all!”
“In fact, you might say that 'bloodsuckers,' as you call zem, are a part of the local culture vhere I come from. A prominent part at that.”
“Ha! Local culture! Prominent!”
“In fact, many from my country believe zey are not merely creatures of folklore... but that zey are real.”
“Ha! Real!”
“I believe zem.”
“Ha! She believes zem! Er... them.”
“And as it turns out, my succulent young friend, you are indeed correct - zere is a vampire in your town.”
“Ha! There is a vampire in my town!”
“I know this because... it is me.”
“Ha...! What...?”
Vanessa stood before them now, close enough to touch. Her arms hung loosely at her sides, head cast back, night black tresses spilling across the firm, supple muscles of her shoulders and upper back. At this range the cool, alabaster landscape of her features was knifelike in its beauty - clean, sharp and wounding. She stood like a goddess in black leather, hips cocked, lips curved in a half-smile like a scythe, long dark lashes lowered over half-lidded eyes that were lit with a haunting mixture of towering superiority and amusement.
Carson blinked. “Uh... you... okay, now that's not helping anyone...” Carson shot a sidelong glance at Officer Jackson, checking his reaction. There was none - his face was a mask.
“Shall I tell you vhat has happened to your missing ones?” Vanessa gave the slightest toss of her head to indicate the wall of “Have-You-Seen-This-Person?” flyers. “Zey are not, as these parchments say, missing.”
“Not missin'?” Officer Jackson found his voice. It sounded slightly husky, as if he had just woken up. “Then where the hell are they at?”
“Zey are dead.”
The comment fell as if she had dropped the bodies right on the floor in front of them. There was something in her voice that brooked no argument and they knew, suddenly and undeniably, that she had spoken the truth. The store was quiet. Deathly quiet. Even the hum from the Freezie machine seemed to be gone.
Kiki's voice broke the silence, a whisper from somewhere near Officer Jackson's elbow. “How do you know?”
“Zat is simple, my fragile little kitten-girl. I killed zem.”
It was here, Carson realized, that he should do something - shout, weep, swing, fall down, run around in circles screaming, anything - but none of his limbs seemed to be interested in joining the effort. He was experiencing a strange sense of detachment, as if the carpet of reality had suddenly been yanked out from under his feet, and he was stalled, suspended in mid air, waiting for his body to hit the ground before deciding whether or not it was worth it to get up again. He noted, absently, that he could smell Vanessa now. She had a rich, earthy scent with a hint of Wintergreen breath mints and the faintest waft of something almost unidentifiable but too close to the smell of undercooked hamburger to be comforting.
“I drank zeir blood.” Vanessa leaned casually, languidly across the counter, well within his bubble and looking like she was planning on getting a lot closer. Carson, able to make out every perfect pore in her stark, porcelain features, stared into the bottomless depths of her black soulless eyes. “And now... I vill do the same to you.”
A heartbeat passed.
No one breathed.
Then, every life in the 24/7 suddenly changed forever.
Vanessa's face burst into a nightmare mask of horror, fangs and darkness. Black hair billowed in a wild tangle as her head snapped back and her arms flew wide. Three inch claws sprouted from her fingertips and a hideous, animal scream tore through silence and soul alike, shredding both like a tornado through a mobile home park. Carson gave a great, unintelligible shout and promptly fell over backward, tripping on his stool and crashing to the floor. Kiki stood rooted in the shadow of Officer Jackson, her face a frozen mask that mirrored perfectly the shock and mind-numbing horror that locked brain and body in place, holding her immobile and helpless against the threat of imminent vampiric destruction.
Only the security guard managed to produce a meaningful action, yanking his heavy pistol clear and jerking the trigger three times in rapid succession. Unfortunately, the reaction was more out of reflex than intent. His face wore the look of a man whose brain had suddenly turned to cabbage, and it was immediately apparent that the cabbage had not informed any of the other body parts that the weapon's safety was still engaged. His finger worked in obedient futility against the properly secured and completely unresponsive trigger, as some small, still-functional part of his brain screamed at the rest of his body that something was terribly, terribly wrong and struggled to comprehend exactly what that might be and rectify it.
Vanessa's hot eyes ate up the scene for a split second, relishing the mental devastation. Then, almost casually, she slapped the weapon away with a force that broke a finger and sent the pistol flying across the room, where it embedded itself in the side of the nacho cheese warmer. In the same movement, almost faster than the eye could follow, she seized the big man by collar and belt and heaved him across the room like a massive, cabbage-brained rag doll. Jackson's heavy frame crashed down on the business end of ten feet away, completely demolishing a large section of metal shelving that, ironically, would have done much more to cushion his fall had it not been recently emptied of snack cakes. He hadn't even had a chance to curse before Vanessa was on him.
Launching herself into the air with a frighteningly effortless leap, she rebounded from another shelf and lit by his side with a hiss and a vicious kick that caught him square in the chest. It was the second time her shapely leg had caught his attention this day, and this time it made an even bigger impression, lifting him three feet off the floor and cracking several ribs. Jackson came down on his side with a hearty woof!, slid to a stop against the hard, cool metal of the standalone freezer chest and was promptly kicked in the back of the head. His large skull rebounded first from the boot-tip and then from the side of the chest with a distinctive ping that rang through the mini-mart like a bone dinner gong. Stricken, disarmed and now enjoying the fruits of a moderately severe concussion, the guard was, at least for the moment, finished. Vanessa, however, was just getting started.
Hoisting his body from the floor like one might hoist a bag of dog chow, the vampiress dumped him effortlessly across the cool glass lid of the freezer lid, slamming his face into the glass. She held it pinned, sliding up onto his back, hissing and gnashing like a bobcat, demon light dancing in her red eyes, tongue lashing across the bared tips of her uncomfortably prominent canines. She postured for a moment, exulting in unbridled power and fearsome magnificence. In triumph, she cut loose with another straight-from-the-bowels-of-Hell-hear-this-and-never-sleep-again banshee shriek that set off car alarms several blocks away. Then, quite unnecessarily and in a way so wrong it seemed cruel, she licked him. Her tongue - too long, too red and too much - drew a languorous slimy trail through the quivering beads of sweat on the guard's exposed throat. Officer Jackson kicked feebly and gurgled, helpless as a kitten, cheek and lips mashed almost comically against the thick glass.
Then it started all over.
With an effortless grace that would have been charming if it wasn't currently being used to destroy a human being, Vanessa dismounted and dropped to the floor, yanking her victim to his feet and whipping him about. Fearsome claws lashed out, slashing the front of Jackson's blue polyester shirt to shreds and carving deep, jagged furrows through his chest. Jackson fell back, barely able to stand but at last able to curse. Though most of it was unintelligible and clearly not his best work, he made up for it with volume. Vanessa leapt and slashed again, carving another set of furrows, then followed up with a casual backhand that snapped the guard's head back like a rubber band and split his lower lip clean through. Staggering with the force of the blow, he lurched past Kiki who still stood frozen, slack-jawed and wide-eyed, and came up hard when the front counter rammed into the small of his back.
Like a panicked Jack-in-the-box, Carson popped up from behind the counter an instant after he hit, baseball bat in hand, eyes wild, looking for a target and a reason to swing but not looking like he was going to wait for either before cutting loose.
Jackson met his wild eyes, shielding himself instinctively as Carson barely managed to check a frantic swing. “A baseball bat?!” Jackson bellowed, sucking air and at last managing to find his voice. One arm was clamped across his cracked ribs, the other clutching at the counter to keep him from collapsing. “What're you gonna do, hit a home run?! Get my gun, whitey... we got a situation here!!”
Before Carson could force his traumatized brain to produce a reply, they were rudely interrupted by a giant, burly mass of wiry gray hair and gnashing fangs that lit on the counter amidst a defining thunderstorm of ear-splitting roars and savage barks. Vanessa had changed. Claws scrabbled and tore at the counter, sending Carson ducking away under a shower of hot saliva. Officer Jackson leapt back as if he'd already been bitten, a fresh chorus of profanity painting the air behind him where powerful jaws now snapped and clicked, a split-second and a fraction of an inch from tasting flesh.
Letting him go, the Vanessa-wolf whipped about, glowing eyes hungrily searching for Carson. They lit instead on the heels of his tennis-shoes as they disappeared around the far end of the counter, where he was well on his way to safer environs and a world's record for speed crawling. Frustrated, she bunched her powerful hindlegs, found a tenuous purchase on the slick countertop and launched herself after the stumbling, staggering figure of Officer Jackson instead. Her body morphing back to human form in mid-air, she turned a neat somersault and landed with both feet on his heaving chest.
In spite of the vehemence of the blow, Officer Jackson kept his feet, although this was largely due to the fact that he had slammed with full force into the door of the walk-in freezer. Inside, several items could be heard to leap from their shelves and burst upon the floor, mimicking the sickening feeling of Officer Jackson's own insides.
As the big man stood slumped, stunned and shaking against the door, Vanessa suddenly slowed, trading her crouching panther's charge for a sauntering, sultry, almost idle pace, letting her hips do the talking. She paused every few steps to run her long red tongue over her inch-long incisors in a meaningful suggestion of things to come. Officer Jackson got the message. Despite the general discomfort in every square inch of his body and the powerful desire to lay down and pass out, Jackson moved - not far and not fast, but an impressive effort in its own right. A few shaky steps bought him just enough time to fumble for the handle of his steel baton and yank it from his belt.
“You want some more o' this, honey?!” He bellowed, though his words were badly slurred due to his head injuries and came out sounding more like “You want your oatmeal runny?!”
On Vanessa's next step, somehow, he swung.
The blow, which would have neatly split a two-by-four and should have done the same to Vanessa's skull, stopped cold with a meaty smack! as she reached out lazily and caught it with her bare hand. Vanessa yanked the weapon away as if taking a rattle from a disgruntled 400 pound baby, bent it into a “U” and cast it aside.
Officer Jackson stumbled back and groped in his belt for another weapon, groping as well for some suitably crushing battlefield rhetoric but falling short. “Oooooh! Mutha...! You a bad...! Less go! ...in yo face, baby!!”
A frantic moment later he was armed and firing. This time it was pepper spray. Vanessa walked through the burning mist as if it were a summer breeze. She snatched the can, crushed it with her teeth and continued the advance.
Keenly aware that he was running out of options, Jackson's face showed it as he backed against a wall and stopped - hard. Clawing one last weapon - a taser - from its holster, he jammed it desperately against Vanessa's chest and squeezed the trigger. Overwhelmed by physical abuse and terror, his brain fired away simultaneously with a single, roaring epithet:
“STINKER!!!”
A mad, frenetic clicking filled the air as thousands of volts of electricity coursed through Vanessa's body. Her back arched, blue arcs lacing the reds of her eyes, dancing off bared teeth, raising her hair in a sparking, staticky cloud as the charge built up in her body... and then fading slowly, as the light and the charge died away, leaving the weapon as cold and dead as she was. Her body relaxed.
She smiled.
A second later Officer Jackson hit the ground, sent there by a powerful backhand. His head bounced smartly off what seemed to be developing into a neverending sequence of hard surfaces, and this time he blacked out.
He was not out for long, however. Desperately the guard fought against numbing waves of darkness that had washed the mini-mart away. Somewhere deep inside he was aware that his life depended on the simple act of waking up, and it was this single thought that he clung to as he dragged himself back toward consciousness a few seconds later. When he came to, it was not to good news.
The first thing Officer Jackson could feel was Vanessa - he was flat on his back on the floor and she was pressed tightly against him, slick and hard like a leather-clad cinderblock, pinning him down and trapping his arms at his sides. She grasped a handful of dreadlocks in one clawed hand and yanked his head sideways, exposing the pulsing artery in the side of his neck and sending fresh fireworks through his brain. He could hear the blood hammering in his ears and saw Vanessa's eyes fixed upon the vessel, mesmerized, tongue lashing in rhythm with the coursing blood. He tried to wriggle, twist, anything, but could not. Claws dug into his flesh and the earthy, meaty smell of her washed over him in full force, her eyes blazing feverishly above a cruel, twisted smile as she dipped her head. A hiss spilled from the back of her throat, unconscious and sinister, like a serpent's warning before the strike.
“You have shown me yours...” she whispered in a tone that in any other setting would have been seductive, but at this particular moment only made Officer Jackson want to wet his paints. “Now I vill show you mine!” Her head flew back and her jaws flew wide - impossibly wide - baring needlepointed fangs which glistened like pearl stilettos in the fluorescent light.
Then she struck.
At that precise moment, the unmistakable smack! of hardwood on skull snapped the vampiress' head to her shoulder, lifted her bodily and sent her flying into the beverage cooler, where the dramatic introduction of her head created a neat starburst in the glass. In the space she had just vacated stood Carson Dudley, eyes wild and bat in hand.
“You don't have to be playin' baseball to hit a home run...” he muttered savagely, and to no one in particular.
Officer Jackson did a quick double-take, blinking furiously in an attempt to re-engage his brain. He seized Carson's outstretched arm, blinked some more and struggled to get his legs working as the clerk hauled him upward. “Yeah... yeah... nice hit! Baseball bat. Yeah... gotta get me one of them...”
“You okay?!” Carson stared into the vacant brown depths of Jackson's eyes as the guard lurched unsteadily to his feet, searching for some indication that the big man was in charge of his faculties and not seeing much to convince him.
“Yeah... yeah... jus' a sec... gimme a... there's a... ...rung my bell... What? Yeah... jus' a sec...” Jackson shook his head weakly, sending his dreadlocks dancing and scattering bits of plaster and glass this way and that. His eyes were badly unfocused and dilated and he seemed about to fall. “'S jus' my head... ribs... back... arm... these two fingers... I'm jus' gonna get my legs... rung my bell... then I'm gonna find me that bloodsucka... open up a can of...”
“Forget it! We're grabbing Kiki and gettin' outta here!” Carson whirled to go. Another slurred, vacant comment by Officer Jackson brought him up short.
“”S funny... we break a pipe?”
“What?!”
“We got... steam...”
Sure enough, a thick cloud of mist was rising from the floor all about them, swirling over packages of goodies and spilling up from under shelves and overturned displays.
“Uh-oh.”
“Whazzat...? Why you... what's uh-oh?!”
“Oh, man... that's not good. Not good at all...” Carson licked his lips and choked up on the bat, staring into the rapidly thickening mist that was now hedging in on all sides. “It's not steam, dude... it's mist. Her mist. 'Uh-oh' means it's one of her little tricks, and it means we're in big trouble. Stay frosty!”
“Got it... got your back, bro... stinker!” Officer Jackson shifted, putting his back to Carson's and his clenched fists toward the roiling fog. The move caused him to wobble threateningly, but he caught himself on a magazine rack and steadied his balance. “The witch... still got some game, hunh?”
Carson nodded tersely.
“So much... for your home run, man.” Jackson's voice sounded a little steadier.
“Let's call it a base hit - practice swing. I'm ready for her this time!” He hefted his bat. “C'mon, you dirty bloodsucker...” he shouted into the mist. “Batter up!”
“You said it, bro! Bring it on! I know her... I know her moves now... I know her style. I got her down! And this time, freaky mama... this time papa is gonna mess you up! You hear that?! I'm gonna mess you up! I'm gonna... wait a sec...” His voice dropped. “Wait a sec... I think I see somethin'...”
“What is it?! Is it her?!”
Silence.
“Talk to me, dude! What's...” Carson's question died as he chanced a quick glance over his shoulder.
Officer Jackson was gone. He was alone.
“Oh, snap...”
For the second time that week, Carson stood in the middle of a thick cloud of swirling gray that chilled like ice but felt more like a large frying pan. As he struggled against both an overwhelming sense of deja vu and a rising panic, he came to a single, powerful revelation - he didn't like it. Not at all.
“Vell... here ve are again, my savory little flesh biscuit.”
Carson started, snapped his head about.
Vanessa's voice floated out of the impenetrable expanse of mist, as vaporous and intangible as the thick tendrils of gray that swirled and eddied about him. It seemed to come from everywhere, echoing throughout the once-familiar but now terrifyingly surreal landscape of his beloved 24/7. Ears straining, he desperately tried to pinpoint the direction of the haunting, dusky tones, which he was finding increasingly less seductive as the evening progressed.
“It has not been so long since our last encounter... and yet so much has changed.”
Carson thought he detected a faint shadowy movement from the corner of his eye and shifted quickly, bat at the ready. The mist swirled, contorting into imaginary faces, curling around shelves and fixtures until everything looked alive and moving.
His eyes shifted, shoulders dropping as he forced himself to relax.
Nothing.
Or something?
Carson licked his lips, suddenly dry.
“How different your little vorld must seem now, my sweet, scrumptious, pudding drop... my tender, pink, beloved dumpling... how strange, how frightening, how... perilous!” The last word was a whisper in his right ear, so close that the hairs on his neck jumped up and prickled like a startled porcupine. Carson whirled reflexively and lashed out with all his might. Fueled by the rivers of adrenaline coursing through his system, the bat whiffed through the air and crashed solidly into a nearby display, neatly obliterating several cans of hairspray and an assortment of toothpaste.
“Ooooh...” the disembodied voice purred. It had moved again, this time off to his left, but still close. “Such hostility... such aggression. You are a fine hunt, my plump, tantalizing meat snack. Exciting! Vigorous! I have so much enjoyed our time together.”
“Great - why not just call it even, then? I had fun, you had fun, we both have some fun stories to tell... how about we just go our separate ways?” Carson tried to force some bravado into his voice but it came out sounding as weak and fearful as his insides felt.
She tsk'ed him from the fog. The words that followed were pouty. “Now, Carson... zat vould never do! You know and I know zat ve cannot leave our business unfinished. Ve are joined, you and I, inexorably connected, predator and prey, hunter and hunted. The table is set, the invitations delivered... the meal must be served. You vould not vant to deny my... hunger!”
Again her seductive whisper tickled his ear, this time from the left, and again he jerked a swing. Several packages of tampons and a quart of motor oil went flying into the mist as this blow, too, missed its mark.
The fading echoes of the crash mingled with a sinister, musical laugh. “Ahhh, Carson, my dear, delicious, succulent morsel... zat is vat I vill miss the most about you. Your zeal! Your spice! Your energy! Even vhen all is hopeless, all is lost... you still vill not give up, like so many of your patrons have done before you. Veak, they vere, pathetic and miserable, groveling for their vorthless lives. Not so you! Not my Carson... but alas, your efforts are doomed. Do you think you are the first to face me? I have done zis before, for hundreds of years, in dozens of cities. Men have tried to hunt me - hunt me, the huntress! - but alvays it has availed zem not. Sadly, you vill end up just like zem... cold, lifeless and dead, food for the vorms. After, of course you are food for me. Zat is the vay of things, darling. You must not blame me and you cannot stop me. No one can stop me.”
He felt the slightest caress on the back of his neck, like a trace of fire, and whether it was ruby lips or scarlet fingertips, Carson didn't know for he was already whirling and swinging, his nerves taught and explosive. A dim shape loomed out of the shadows and mist, and he connected violently, sending a very threatening loaf of white bread and most of a rack of hot dug buns flying off across the store where they would never bother anyone again.
Maddeningly, agonizingly, the sinister, throaty laugh floated from somewhere out of the mist, grating on the taught, frayed wiring of his nerves. This time, it came also with a warning. “Tut tut, my savory, mewling chop of lamb... you had best be careful vith your svings. Othervise, you might hit something... breakable.”
There was a whimper.
“Kiki!” Carson took an impulsive step, even though he realized as he did so that he had no idea what direction the noise had came from.
“Aha...” Vanessa purred. “At last our delicate little flesh kitten has contributed something useful to this altercation.”
“Let her go, Vanessa! Let her go, or... or...!” Carson's voice faltered. Given his present situation, he couldn't think of anything terrible to visit on the vampiress that would be meaningful, much less convincing. He knew only anger, frustration and helplessness. More importantly, he knew Vanessa had him right where she wanted him.
“Mmmmm...” Vanessa's tone had shifted now, taking on a hungry note. Carson could tell she was savoring the moment, anticipating it, toying with it, like the first bite of a sausage hot pocket fresh out of the warmer. He didn't know if vampires drooled, but he imagined it thick in her mouth, pooling around the base of needle-pointed incisors. The image didn't help. Unbidden, his imagination rushed to fill in additional details, adding the hot, blood-red glow of her eyes, as he fought back against a fresh tide of fear. Kiki whimpered again.
“At last,” Vanessa gloated. “You realize the futility of your situation. You poor, poor, sveet, delicious, succulent man-morsel. So alone... so afraid... so vulnerable... so soft... so tender...” There was a faint click of stiletto heels, and he knew without a doubt that Vanessa was close. His nerves jangled and his muscles itched to swing, but this time, he held himself in check. A laugh of sheer delight, at once triumphant and bloodcurdling, bubbled up from the black depths of Vanessa's throat and rippled across the room like a funeral shroud dancing in the wind. “I do not vish this moment to end so soon. Beg me, my darling, precocious, sveet meat... beg me for your life and those of your friends! It vill not, I confess, alter the outcome of the evening, but it vill at least delay it and provide dear Vanessa some entertainment. And I do so enjoy the music of it! Come... beg me!”
It sounded good to Carson. “Umm... okay. Try this: 'Please, please, O great and beautiful Queen of the Night... let us go and spare our lives.' There. How was that? A little rough, I know, but if you give me a minute I can work up to something a little more genuine. I mean, I'm really motivated here, but you're totally freaking me out and it's making it hard to concentrate. Hey - you like tears?! I mean, heck, I'm pretty close right now, I bet I can even whip some up for you...!”
He paused, listening.
The laughter had stopped.
“Vanessa?”
“You mock me.” Vanessa's voice had taken on the cold, hard edge of a granite coffin lid.
“What?! No way! You said 'beg', I begged!”
“I have changed my mind.”
“Hey, it was your idea!”
“Enough!! I tire of you now, you foolish, ripe, inviting boy-bite. The end has come for you, save for a final act: now zat friends and pride are gone, there is but one thing left to take from you.” With a faint rush and a swirl of mist, a black shape ghosted before him, snatched the bat from his hands and vanished before he could so much as blink. The weapon was gone. His one source of hope in the entire sickening decline of the evening - gone. Carson's mouth worked, but no sound came out.
“And now,” Vanessa's haunting tones surrounded him, penetrating his brain, paralyzing him, deceptively smooth yet decidedly deadly. “I have stripped you of all I can, save that vich I desire the most. Let the end begin...”
The black blur ghosted in again and Carson caught an iron bar to the mouth, rocking his head back and throwing him through the air. He hit tile, sliding a few feet, and came to a stop, ears ringing, face numb. He had seen the same happen to Officer Jackson, but now it was his turn. It hurt a lot more, Carson decided, in first person.
He shook his head and scrambled awkwardly to his feet, putting a hand to his mouth. It came away bloody. He swallowed hard, brain racing but foggy with pain and panic. Begging hadn't worked. He switched tactics, turning frantically as he tried to pick Vanessa's shape out of the crowding gray fog. “You're taking a big chance here! Someone could come in... they could see you!”
Again her triumphant, bloodcurdling laughter pealed, but by now it was mostly bloodcurdling and just a little bit triumphant. It sent Carson's stomach into his sneakers.
“Who?!” She crowed. “Who vill come, foolish, dancing blood-filled dumpling? Your patrons have become my victims! All who have come seeking sustenance have instead become sustenance! There are none left to help!”
“Ha! So it was you!”
Vanessa spluttered. “Vhat?! Of course it was me... I have confessed that already to you!” Again, the black shape lashed out of the mist, this time with a little more anger and a little less flair. Carson took a shuddering impact on his chest and felt himself flying backward, collided with a wire-frame display rack and added himself to the debris littering the floor. It hurt.
“Foolish pink man! You are ready to believe so much, yet are unable to see it even vhen it is right... under... your... nose!”
“Yeah?” Carson coughed weakly, struggling to draw breath into his throbbing chest and willing himself to roll to his knees. “One... more day... I'd have figured... it out. Breath mints... that was the key...”
“Unlikely, little mouthful. I have been using your establishment as a hunting ground for veeks now, and you vere oblivious the entire time! Although, I must say, you have been an excellent host and it has been the perfect environ: plentiful victims, late hours, no questions, a suitable lair nearby... the perfect habitat for a hungry - how do you say - 'bloodsucker?' Your district vas ideal... and, may I say, delicious.”
“Uh-huh... thanks...” Carson staggered to his feet and stood reeling. “Delicious. Terrific. Something we agree on! That's a starting point - maybe we can still talk this through.” He cast about for an exit, a weapon, anything that might help. Before he could take a step a hand lashed out of the darkness and seized the short hairs of his chin.
He yelped. “Ow! Not the beard!”
Callously, cruelly, the vampiress jerked his head side to side and his body followed frantically, propelled first into one display rack, then another. Finally, she cast him free and he slipped and fell again...hard...taking his wind.
“Talk... alas, no,” she purred. “For the time of talking has passed. It is time for the hunter to find a new hunting ground, and to put to rest the last of her prey. Pity. I so much vanted this to last.” She giggled suddenly, wickedly, like a guilty school girl. “But then, who else is left?”
Carson struggled to his knees and, for the first time since the mist appeared, his blurry eyes focused fully on Vanessa. She appeared impetuously, imperially before him in a parting of the fog, which clung to her shoulders like some ghostly majestic raiment. One hand rested seductively on a fulsome hip, while with the other she clutched Kiki by a clawful of hair. Kiki's stocking cap was gone, blond hair disheveled, face deathly pale. She was half-slumped in a faint. Casually, Vanessa cast her aside. She fell to the floor, face first, with a sickening, defenseless thud that made Carson want to throw up, then lay motionless. Vanessa stepped over the body without a second glance, closing on him and giving him, at last, the answer to whether vampires drooled.
In his head, the small part of Carson's brain that hadn't turned to pudding was screaming at him in deafening stereophonic sound: “Run! Move! Crawl! Fight! Do something... anything!” But it was too small a part to have an effect on the rest of his mind, which had just tipped off the end of ,“this is too much, thanks, I'll be checking out now”, and had apparently taken the rest of his body with it. His numb, aching limbs refused to cooperate, and he felt himself stop moving. He opened his mouth to scream, but not even that worked. All that came out was a sluggish unintelligible groan.
“Guuuuwwuuuuhhhhrrrrr...”
Vanessa's grin split her face nearly ear to ear in a blood-red gash of lush lips and peekaboo fangs. “It vas a vampire you vanted, succulent man-meal...” she drawled. “And a vampire you shall have. Now let me show you vhy they call us 'bloodsuckers'...”
Vanessa gathered herself to leap, legs bent like a pair of coiled steel springs, breath hissing softly from the back of her throat, claws grasping reflexively. Her jaws gaped wide... then wider... then impossibly, inhumanely wide, making a soft, sick pop as they unhinged, pulling the clean, white porcelain of her face into monstrous lines, bulging her blood-pooled eyes and thrusting her fangs into a shark-like grimace. It seemed to Carson, from his excellent vantage point, helpless on the floor at her feet, like he could see all the way down into the dark, inky, irrevocably lost depths of her soul. He watched with sick fascination, as part of his temporarily unhinged brain reached the conclusion that it would be nice to have one more corn dog before he died.
And then a strange thing happened.
The savage hissing in Vanessa's throat faltered, faded and died. The feverish red glow in her eyes dimmed, flickered, then went out, as if the hellfires that cast it had suddenly been doused by a bucket of ice water. Her body seemed to soften, draining of tension and color, becoming even more ashen and pale than before. Carson stared, watching with wonder and detached interest but still unable to move or think. Then, just below the plunging v-neck of her top, slightly to the left of the milky crease of ample cleavage, his dumb gaze detected a slight bulge in the tough leather, an insistent presence that pressured the suit from within, like a child trying to force its arm through a shirtsleeve but missing the hole. Carson's eyes fixed on it, mesmerized, watching as it stubbornly worked against the stiff leather.
Something was inside her, trying to get out.
Then a face, grizzled, lined and badly in need of a wash and a shave, leaned around hers from behind. “And let me show you why they call these 'stakes'!”
It was Stinky Pete.
“Sorry, sister... nobody here wants what you're sellin'!” He twisted his wrist sharply and the tip of what was now properly identified as a wooden stake gave a wiggle under the tough leather covering her breast. Vanessa's body writhed and a faint, almost inaudible groan forced itself from her throat.
“How d'ya like that, eh?” The old hobo cackled, his red bandanna bobbing with the up-and-down motion of his Adam's Apple. “Howzat taste?! Y'know what that is, dontcha, ya dirty l'il minx... that there's good ol' fashioned American pine, sharped up and stuck where it counts. But then you know that by now, I reckon! No? Lemme jog yer thinkin'...” Pete twisted the stake again, grinning at the moan it elicited. “Yeh, thet's right... I'll show ya how we dealt with yer kind in the bush...” His rheumy eyes, now lit with a fierce self-satisfaction, lifted to focus - although with some difficulty - on Carson. “Sorry, soldier. Had to wait 'til her guard was down to make muh move. Heh heh... knew she'd start yakkin'. Durn bloodsuckers love to yak it up. 'I'm so bad, I'm so evil, I'm gonna tear this out, I'm gonna tear that out, I'm gonna bite off yer...”
But that was as far as he got. A hand of porcelain steel shot up to seize his throat, cutting off his words in mid-gloat. Carson caught the faintest flicker of red light in the depths of Vanessa's eyes, previously unnoticed in the wake of Pete's dramatic arrival but definitely there. And definitely furious. Her movement was stiff and forced, but it was movement, and that in itself was not a good sign. Especially for Pete.
Vanessa's other hand darted back and clamped over the gnarled fist that gripped the stake. Pete staggered, gasping for air, eyes bulging and body struggling feebly against the fearsome strength of the vampiress. With a sudden yank and a horrible, wet, sloppy rasp, Vanessa jerked the stake free.
There followed a fierce blur of movement, and an instant later Vanessa clutched Pete from behind, one arm pinned painfully behind him, bent almost to breaking, her other hooked around his neck.
“Hunh,” he gasped, and his face wore a bemused look under its rapidly purpling hue. “Guess I missed...”
“Vell, vell, my scrumptious blood sausage... it seems I vas wrong. There is someone else left to kill...” In her eyes, there was nothing but the cold, dead, angry rage of death. The ghost of a smile twitched at the corners of her ruby lips.
Then she struck, her fangs punching straight through the soiled red bandanna and burying themselves deep in the leathery old neck. A shower of blood sprayed the room and Pete's body jerked in stiff, awkward spasms as Vanessa set to work.
Carson felt like he had been pierced as well.
“NOOOOOOO!” His ragged cry echoed through the room, but his body, still numb and broken, refused to function. He could only watch as Vanessa drank her fill, her back arching with the fury and passion of her efforts, sucking at the wound with all the wild abandon and animal instinct of a baby tigress at the teat.
It took less than a minute.
Vanessa let the ashen body drop with a sick thud. She stepped back, swayed a little, eyes close in ecstasy, tongue tracing a line of sticky red that had strayed across her cheek.
When she opened her eyes a moment later, they were bright and hot, full once more of devilish malice and inhuman hunger.
They lit on Carson.
“Not bad... considering.” Her voice was thick and slurred with the intoxicating effects of her meal. “Now, beautiful, delicious, virile, nutritive rich boy... I shall see vat you taste like...” She took an unsteady step forward, wavering a bit, though from her injuries or the feeding Carson couldn't tell. Whatever the case, he knew, it wasn't enough to stop her.
Nothing was.
“Stop!” A shrill shout tore through the tension and jerked the eyes of both hunter and hunted. Kiki, pale and shaking, had appeared at the edge of the mist. She looked every bit as unsteady as the vampiress, but her blue eyes were lit with a similar intensity. In her hand, she held something, but from his position, sprawled and helpless on the cold tile, Carson couldn't see what it was.
“Vell...” Vanessa slurred. “This night is full of surprises. Or should I say delights?”
“Say whatever you want - just leave him alone!”
Vanessa shifted into stalking mode, dropping again into her dangerous half crouch and starting to circle the new development. Kiki angled her body to match, keeping the vampiress in front of her. As they closed, Kiki seemed to remember the item she held in her hand. With a quick jerk she thrust it out before her, clutching it desperately like a loaded gun.
Only it wasn't a gun.
It was a bag of chips.
Carson's heart sank, and once again, he wanted very much to throw up. Vanessa, however, merely laughed in her cold, wicked way. “I admit I do not eat a balanced diet... but even such delicacies as this could hardly dissuade me from supping on the precious life flow inside of you, succulent juiceful girl.” She gave a flick of her hair and a disdainful sniff. Kiki was visibly shaking, face tight with fear and lips pale and quivering. But she held her ground.
Vanessa took another gliding step forward, dropped a fraction lower. Carson could see the muscles in her legs and back bunching, straining against her tight black leather like coiled snakes. He knew the signs by now. She was ready to spring.
“Kiki...” he croaked. “Watch her...!”
“So, as kind as you are to offer, I am afraid I must decline, for I fear I vould find your tribute not to my liking.” Vanessa's commentary ended abruptly and her jaw stretched, gory fangs exposed and strike imminent.
“Actually, I'm counting on that.”
Kiki stepped directly to Vanessa and slammed her hands together on the bag, exploding its contents directly into her face. A handful of chips went straight into her gaping mouth and down the windpipe, the rest painting her face with greasy crumbs. Vanessa stood in shock for a split second, stunned. Then her eyes flew wide and she burst into sudden spasms and wracking, choking gasps. Kiki stood stock still, breathing hard and clutching at the empty bag like it was the last life preserver on the Titanic. Carson could now see the label clearly:
Uncle Arthur's Frontier-Style Potato Chips
And in smaller print beneath that:
NEW! Garlic Flavor!
Vanessa staggered about, clawing at her throat and smashing over shelves. A river of reddish tears streamed over her once pristine features, which had erupted into a swollen mass of angry red blotches. She hissed and spit with pain and rage, more animal than ever, her body wracked by frightening, ragged, wheezing coughs.
Above the hideous noise Kiki called out, her voice pitched high and trembling but full of grim intent. “Now get out! I don't know what rock you're hiding under, but you'd better get back to it... quick! Or you'll add a pretty nasty little sunburn to your list of hurts, and I'm guessing that'll be worse!” Kiki gestured toward the front of the store with a jerk of her head, where a warm, orange glow lit the mist-shrouded glass. Vanessa whipped into a crouch, hissing and wiping savagely at her blood-smeared eyes, her face a mask of rage. The quick motion was too much for her and she tilted sideways and crashed into a rack of candy.
“Very vell...” she wheezed, and through the horrifying mess of her face Carson detected the faint gleam of a hungry smile returning, although she was staring off in the opposite direction. “But our game is not yet finished!” She shrilled at no one in particular, waving threateningly at the nacho cheese tub. “You have novhere to run and novhere to hide. I vill return to you this evening, my darling fleshy blood kebobs, and you shall know vhat it is to stoke my wrath. And you my dear...” Vanessa jabbed a blood-red nail at the soda dispenser. “Shall be last!”
With a parting hiss she turned on her heel and leapt for the door, the mist sweeping after her in a rush and collecting about her body like a great billowing gray cloak, shielding her from view and jerking the interior of the mini-mart back into view as if a curtain had suddenly been snatched away. Missing the door by a wide mark she instead flew headfirst through the side window, taking a nasty fall and cutting short a final sinister laugh of wild abandon. To the accompaniment of tinkling glass and a fit of violent hacking coughs, she disappeared into the night.
Kiki collapsed in a heap right were she stood, shuddering and shaking and gasping for breath. It took Carson a moment longer to realize he was still alive, and not about to be permanently destroyed. And when he did, his mind focused on a single thought: Pete. A crushing sense of helplessness and loss washed over him and he was crawling madly forward, catching up Stinky Pete's limp and broken form in his arms. Remarkably, the rheumy old eyes flickered open, gazing up into Carson's twisted, grief-stricken face. Pete drew a shuddering, gurgling breath.
“He's alive!” Carson shouted hoarsely. “He's still alive... call...!!” The cry faded as he gently peeled back a corner of the blood-soaked bandanna, exposing the ghastly wound beneath. It didn't take a 911 call to know that the old hobo was dying.
Pete read the look on his face. He twisted his pale, blood-spattered lips into a faint smile. “Boy... sure could use a Freezie 'bout now. Don' worry, I'm good fer it... found a buck on the sidewalk this mornin'...” He gave a weak laugh, which faded into a wet cough.
“Don't talk, Pete. Just lie still... look, we'll call an ambulance... 911... we'll... we'll...”
Pete shook his head, the gesture feeble and barely discernible. His eyes fluttered closed. When he spoke, his voice was soft, faint, almost peaceful. “Naw... don' bother. I'm a goner, that's fer certain sure. She got me. Got me good. Ain't as quick as I useta be...” His eyes flickered open again and he stared at Carson, reading the pain and guilt. “Ahhh... don' sweat it kid... it weren't yer fault. Ya did good. An' this ain't over yet... jes remember what I taught ya... the eye don't lie. Ol' Pete told ya that, didn't he?” He paused, another wet cough shaking his body, but weaker this time. “Remember that, boy,” he managed when the spasm had passed. “An' I'm sorry I let ya down. Told ya it was bad hoodoo, didn' I? Jes promise me one thing, kid... promise me you'll give her the stick fer me, alrighty? Lotta good folk gonna depend on you now soljer. Promise Ol' Pete that you'll see this through... promise me, now...” The rheumy old eyes locked with Carson's.
“I promise.” Carson's voice was thick with emotion, but his answer came fast. Underneath, there was a hint of iron.
Pete smiled again, although it was just a ghost by this time. His eyes slid closed. Weakly he patted Carson's arm, gnarled fingers poking through fingerless gloves like the curled talons of an aged buzzard, clutching, then relaxing, then clutching as his breathing faltered. Carson could hear someone crying softly nearby. Kiki.
The old hobo coughed once more, and his grip relaxed. He gave a deep sigh, shuddered, and lay still.
He was gone.
Carson bowed his head and wept.
A short time later the sound of heavy, uncertain footsteps announced the arrival of Officer Jackson, who staggered into view wielding an empty magazine rack and looking like he meant to use it. He was clearly dazed and still bleeding freely from several deep gashes in his head. “Wha'd I miss?! Where is the *&%$!? She gone?!” Bleary eyes swept the scene, took in the limp, lifeless figure of Stinky Pete, still cradled in Carson's arms. Kiki had crawled over to join him and sat with a hand on his shoulder, head bowed. “Oh...”
The rack fell with a clatter and the guard followed it, slumping heavily to the floor in a heap beside the rest of the human wreckage.
They stayed that way for a long time, the three of them, silent and still in the midst of the destruction. Emotions washed over them in overwhelming waves, and they let them, too weak and sick and hurt and tired to do anything else.
It was Officer Jackson who finally broke the silence. His voice was distant and rummy, and his eyes had a glassy look, blinking through dried blood and matted dreadlocks. “I'm guessin'... we lost.”
Carson lifted his head, sniffed and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Worse. We got powned.”
Beside him Kiki shifted, staring about helplessly at the carnage. “Carson...” Her words were almost too soft to hear. “What are we going to do?”
Carson looked down at the still, gray mask of Pete's face. He sniffed again. “Whatever it is, we're gonna need help. Pete's dead, he's the only one who had a clue. Vanessa is coming back tonight...” Officer Jackson swore, indicating he was at least alert enough to figure out what that implied. “You can bet on it. And this time it won't be to play games. So what are we gonna do?” He paused. “I don't have the faintest idea.”
Officer Jackson swore again, louder and with more feeling. “I hate accents,” he mumbled. “Hate 'em. Never again. Not as long as I live. Not ever... I don't care if she's got...” His rambling commentary faded into more swearing and grumbling, then stopped entirely.
Silence again enveloped them.
But only for a moment.
Carson's face suddenly lifted. There was purpose in it - grim and desperate, but purpose nonetheless. Gently, he lowered the body of his friend to the cold tile floor. Pete was at rest now; there was nothing else to be done. It was time to face the future, as grim as it may be. With some effort, Carson stood up and picked his way across the wreckage toward the phone, limping and wincing but determined.
“Carson... what is it? Where are you going.” Kiki stared after him through puffy eyes.
“I know what to do. I know who to call.”
“Who?”
Carson stopped and looked back, the phone in his hand and conviction in his voice. “My grandma.”
Bringing in the Nuns
“Garlic chips... that was just plain awesome.”
Carson peered out through the window blinds of the 24/7, squinting against the afternoon sun. Beside him, the doors were locked tight, a hastily scrawled “Closed” sign barring the way from outside. Constructed from the torn cardboard of a burrito box, the sign looked shabby and makeshift, but sparkled in comparison to the store and its occupants. They had cleared some debris and washed the blood from their faces, but in general everything and everyone inside the place gave the impression that they had recently been involved with a tornado.
Kiki smiled wanly. “Thanks. It was just dumb luck, really. I remembered seeing them on the shelf earlier and thinking how good they looked. Funny. When Vanessa dropped me, I landed right beside them. I didn't even know if it would work.”
“Luck nothing - it was quick thinking, and it saved our lives. That and your little 'sunrise' trick. Man... using the heat lamp from the wiener warmer to make her think the sun was coming up... that's thinking outside the box, woman. Ol' Vanessa was probably halfway back to the coffin before she realized it was still the middle of the night.”
Kiki's weak smile blossomed into a self-indulgent smirk. “Yeah. That's the part I really like. She might be a supernatural steamroller, but she can be just as dumb and gullible as the rest of us. Arrogant witch.”
Carson grunted his agreement, fingering a fresh scar in the business end of his bat. It hadn't left his side since the altercation. “I hear you there. Next to giving her a smack on the noodle, my favorite part was watching her squirm after she huffed that garlic. It's good to know that, if your gonna be stalked by a bloodsucking temptress of the night, at least she's got a weakness. Man, did you see her face? I bet they don't make a cream for that.” Carson grinned wickedly, but there was little pleasure in it.
“Yeah. I just...” her voice trailed off to silence. There followed a very large, very empty, very significant pause.
Carson glanced back from his vigil. “What's eating you?”
“Besides your choice of words?”
“Oh... er... sorry...”
“Don't sweat it. As for what's wrong, nothing. Or maybe... well, it's just that... I just wish I would have thought of it earlier. I wish I would have done something... anything. I was just so... I mean... I was just Jell-o, Carson... I couldn't...” she clenched her fists and frowned, her pretty face tight. “If I hadn't frozen, then maybe Pete...”
“Hey...” Carson scolded gently. “You stop that, girl. I think 'I just found out that vampires are real' falls under the list of acceptable excuses for freezing.”
“Yeah. Maybe.”
“You can't blame yourself for what happened to Pete. You didn't kill him.” Carson turned back to his vigil, an ugly scowl scudding across his features. “She did.”
There was another very large, very empty, very significant pause.
Kiki rose and started to pace. “So have you wondered what kept her from doing the same to us? Why didn't she come back to finish us off? After she figured out the sun wasn't really coming up, she still had plenty of time before dawn.”
Carson shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe good ol' Uncle Arthur's chips were too much for her. Maybe she got too far before she realized she'd been punk'd. Or maybe she just wants us to squirm.”
“If that's the case, it's working.” Kiki stopped her nervous pacing, drawing up behind him and staring over his shoulder out the window. “Any sign of your friend?”
“Nope, nothing yet. But don't worry, she'll show. Granny said she'd call her just as soon as we hung up the phone.”
“I hope she hurries. We're burning daylight.” Kiki chewed her lower lip, watched the empty street for a few moments, then returned to her pacing. “What's her name again?”
“Bischoff. Becky Bischoff.”
“That would be Sister Becky Bischoff, wouldn't it? She's what... a nun, right?”
Carson nodded, not taking his eyes off the parking lot. “Yup. According to Granny, she's the real deal, too. Card-carrying, habit-forming member of the local nun house.”
“What... exactly did you tell your Granny about... about last night?”
“Not much. Just that I had some spiritual issues going on and needed some advice. ASAP.”
“Well, there's a loose interpretation of current events. That's all it took, eh? She popped right up with this Sister Becky character?”
“Uh-huh. Said she'd call her and ask her to stop by. Apparently they go way back. Granny's known her for years, by the sound of it.”
“From where?”
“Beats me. Granny's not Catholic - darn churchy, if you remember, just not that way. Said Becky's a good gal, though, and seemed real confident... though she did say she's a little... eccentric.”
Kiki nodded. “Good. She'll need to be more than a little eccentric. Once she hears what we've got to say, she'll probably bolt for the door.... and I might join her. By the way, what have we got to say?”
“Heck if I know. This is all a little new to me.” He tugged his beard, pondering. “Been thinking about it though. I figure I'll sound her out a little first... you know, get an idea of where she's coming from, sniff around about the supernatural stuff, find out if she's open to it. If things feel okay, I might hint around at what we've seen... careful like, of course, subtle. Then after that, just sort of... see what develops.”
Kiki pursed her lips, cool blue eyes trying to read her friend's enigmatic expression. “Subtle or not... are you sure this a good idea?”
“Nope. Not at all. But what do we have to lose? What I know about vampires I learned from the movies, and if movies screwed up bloodsuckers as bad as Pirates of the Carribean did pirates, then we're in a world of hurt. I mean, I'm in the dark here, I'm grasping at straws. The garlic worked, so that much of the lore is true - maybe the God thing is too, who knows? Anyway, the way I figure it, we're either suffering from collective insanity or we're about to get ganked by a she-vampire. Whichever way you slice it, it can't hurt to have some back up from Upstairs.”
“Still don't see why we need her,” Officer Jackson rumbled from across the room. “Waste of time, if you ask me.” He was stationed at the front counter, the disassembled pieces of his sidearm spread out on a towel before him and undergoing a rigorous cleaning. He had pried his beefy automatic from the nacho cheese tub with the aid of a borrowed crowbar and a great deal of cursing. The weapon proved still serviceable but was in dire need of maintenance, a task which the guard had set to immediately. Jackson withdrew the cleaning rod from its barrel, yanked a cheese-smeared patch from the tip and reached for a fresh one. His progress was somewhat hampered by splinted fingers and an array of other hasty bandages, but he worked without complaint.
Carson shot him a pointed look. “Officer Jackson... did you fight a vampire last night?”
“Yeah, but...”
“Then we need her. We've gotta assume that guns aren't enough. We've been through this.”
Jackson kept his eyes on his work, his expression surly and uninviting. He mumbled something unintelligible under his breath, which, although Carson was certain was neither flattering nor appropriate in mixed company, was still input and he considered that progress. The guard had not said more than a dozen words since the events of last night, and all of these had been the four letter variety. While the three of them had cleaned up, tended their wounds and rested, he had remained dangerously quiet, avoiding all attempts at conversation. He had accepted the offer to stay at the mini-mart until they could devise a plan, but that was about his only concession. Carson had hoped that a little time and space would help. It hadn't. He and Kiki had been walking on eggshells all day.
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