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LET THEM TRY
by Reno MacLeod & Jaye Valentine
"When I found out what they meant to the rank and file, I said, 'Bring them back.'"
-Edward T. Norris, Baltimore Police Commissioner, March 2000
Chapter One
Gripping the worn leather strap, Rick twirled an intricate pattern at his side with the attached wooden baton.
Sixteen years ago and already a ten-year veteran of the force, Rick's familiar weapon had been stripped from his hand by a police commissioner transplanted from California who didn't remotely understand this city. Six years later, Baltimore's new top cop—a tough, no nonsense NYPD veteran—restored Rick's faith in the chain of command.
The Glock 22, snug in the holster hugging Rick's right hip, provided comfort and moral support. But the antiquated wooden baton—with the ornately carved handle and soft leather strap—had become his signature. The wooden espantoon, as the weapon was called in these parts, signified security to the law-abiding and the threat of a serious ass whipping to those who weren't.
Rick made a left onto 34th Street off Keswick Road, admiring the bright autumn foliage and ignoring the hulking, deserted shell of the old Northern District precinct. The new stationhouse, an aluminum monstrosity on Coldspring Lane, seemed sterile and lifeless compared to the grand old, brick Victorian. The new building had no personality, just like the brand new, cookie-cutter houses springing up in the area. He missed the old girl.
A familiar, croupy cough snagged Rick's attention. He looked up the long flight of narrow cement stairs belonging to the rowhouse on his left. He let the espantoon fall to his side and raised his other hand to tip his dark-blue hat. "Front yard's looking nice, Mr. Griffith."
The old man—stick-thin, wearing an oversized, cranberry-colored sweat suit—shrugged and spat on his small, hilly lawn. "Can't get the goddamn kids to stay off my grass. Everything I plant gets trampled in no time. Goddamn kids."
Rick smiled, putting one foot casually on Mr. Griffith's bottom step. "My granddad told me you were one of those 'goddamn kids' back in the day. A bit of a troublemaker in your youth, huh?"
Mr. Griffith scowled. "We used to throw eggs at cars in need of washing, and we wrote dirty words on sidewalks with chalk. There's a big difference between that sort of idle mischief and these punks. Robbing graves and smashing headstones to smithereens—we would've never thought of desecrating the dead like that, Officer Baker."
"Tell you what." Rick yanked on the strap and gave his baton an around-the-world twirl for show. "I catch these boys who are tearing up the cemetery, and you plant me some daffodils and tulips next spring."
"People might talk, you asking for flowers." Mr. Griffith grinned and straightened the neckline of his sweatshirt against his throat. "Careful what you share with folks around here."
"I know." Rick planted both feet back on the straight-and-narrow sidewalk in front of the old man's tidy house. He tipped his hat and smiled. "Nice talking to you, Mr. Griffith."
Mr. Griffith nodded. "Watch your back, boy. There's evil afoot in this neighborhood, and it's got nothing to do with the likes of you and me."
Chapter Two
One week later . . .
Autumn leaves crunched under the feet of six shadows as they moved across the browning lawn of St. Mary's Cemetery. They walked through the darkness with haste between alternately tall and squat tombstones protruding from the earth like jagged teeth. Experienced, they knew not to use flashlights or cell phones, and instead they allowed the witching hour moon to light their way. The group of boys had been at this for close to five months, and they took pride in their ever-increasing accomplishments. Folks would pay plenty for supernatural servants, once he and his cohorts perfected their craft.
Jonathan called out instructions in an excited stage whisper. "You, set out the candles in a pentagram at the foot of the grave and light them. You, make a circle with the salt around the whole grave, and make sure the candles are on the inside. Then all of you form a ring and block the candlelight with your bodies. Move it—we're running out of time!"
The boys hurried about their assigned tasks with proficiency, wary as thirsty gazelles at a crocodile-infested watering hole. Baltimore's finest had broken in on the ritual several times in recent weeks, but to no ill effect. This time, though, the ceremony couldn't be interrupted. Tonight, the demon would be strong enough to crawl out of the earth, strong enough to serve a new master in the land of the living. If they couldn't perform the final ritual tonight, they'd have to start all over from scratch. Raising a demon wasn't a one-shot deal, contrary to popular belief. Months of preparation were involved to open a gate to hell, and then the final window only lasted a few days. Timing was crucial.
With everything in place, Jonathan recited the invocation.
The moon crept out from behind the clouds and cast a soft light over the chosen grave. Six joined hands. Six whispered the words. Six cut their palms, youthful blood dripping on recently turned soil. Wind stirred from the south, and the breeze seemed to sweep all the dead leaves from the grave with intelligent purpose. One by one, the candles in the circle extinguished in sequence.
Jonathan held his breath. His heart raced, waiting for even the smallest sign of their cumulative efforts paying off.
A hushed but insistent whisper came from Daniel, Jonathan's best friend. "Jonathan, look! Someone's coming! Shit!"
As Jonathan squinted toward the Roland Avenue side of the cemetery, he saw the bouncing glow of an approaching flashlight. "Damn it! We'll have to come back tomorrow night and start again! Split up!"
He grabbed as many of their supplies as he could, shoving the items into his backpack. One of the other boys tripped and fell, knocking askew the headstone inside the salt circle. Climbing to his feet in a panic, Jonathan didn't notice where his friends ran, too concerned with his own escape to care.
* * * * *
The teenagers scattered like rats in all directions, and despite Rick being in damn good shape for a man on the cusp of fifty, he felt winded by the time he reached the spot from which they'd taken off. He gripped the edge of a tall headstone for support, leaning slightly forward to catch his breath. The scant light of the moon began to filter through parting clouds, and his eyes adjusted better to the night. Nearby movement beyond that of skittering leaves yanked his attention downward.
He unsnapped his holster and put his hand on the grip of his gun. At his feet lay a young man, naked as a jaybird and curled up in a fetal position on fresh, loose dirt in front of a tipped-over headstone. Rick took his flashlight in his left hand and shined the beam downward, his brain automatically entering identification mode.
Slender, toned build. Very dark hair, collar-length in the back. Skin the color of cinnamon—Hispanic, perhaps. No bodily marks, like big scars or tattoos, were visible on the exposed areas of skin. Rick couldn't tell if the man breathed or not, but with no immediate backup available, he wasn't taking any chances.
He pulled his sidearm from the holster and trained the muzzle on the man. "Don't move. If you can respond, say something now."
The young man opened his eyes, the irises dark as the night sky. He uncurled his body as if all the time in the world belonged to him, and in a strange, smooth motion adopted a crouching position. "Are you Jonathan?"
His youthful voice sounded soft, sweet, and lyrical. Innocent.
Rick kept the Glock pointed at him. "Officer Richard Baker, Baltimore Police. Are you injured?"
"No." The man glanced in the direction the kids had fled, and then back to Rick. "They left me?"
"Okay, sir—on your feet, hands on top of your head." Rick stowed his gun but left the holster unsnapped. "What's your name?"
The man stood, the rise to his feet fluid and flawlessly graceful. He looked around, brown doe eyes examining the site with hawkish attention. "Diego. My name is Diego." He placed his hands, palms down, one atop the other on his head. "Jonathan brought me here. Where is he?"
"Don't move a muscle." Rick moved behind Diego, unclipping the set of handcuffs from his utility belt then slapping them onto Diego in short order. "This Jonathan character and his buddies—friends of yours?"
Diego sighed and shrugged, looking around with an exasperated, childlike attitude. Rick began to wonder if the guy was on drugs or simply a few sandwiches short of a picnic.
"Jonathan needs me." Diego kicked at the dirt with one foot. "And I wanted to go with him to try and convert the others."
Convert? Rick felt a burning rush of adrenaline surge through his body. He moved to face Diego, pulling the Miranda card from the inside pocket of his lightweight uniform jacket. With no real need to look at the card after so many years, he recited the litany of rights to Diego from memory, rattling the words off in the customary monotone.
After completing the required task, he stuffed the card back into his pocket. "Do you understand each of these rights?"
Diego nodded.
"Having these rights in mind, do you wish to talk to me now?"
Again, Diego nodded.
Rick removed his jacket and draped it around Diego's shoulders. He gestured toward the road. "Start moving, sir. You want to explain to me what you were doing out here in the middle of the night, stark naked with a pack of teenagers? You're a little old to be hanging out with high school kids."
"I can't move." Diego remained rooted in place and looked at the ground. "You have to break the circle."
"Break the what?" Rick followed Diego's downward gaze. Sure enough, they stood next to several snuffed-out votive candles in the center of what looked like a circle of salt.
What the hell were those kids doing?
"Let's go. I've had enough of this crap—you can explain yourself at the station." Rick grabbed Diego by the shoulders and spun him around, giving him a shove in the direction of the street.
Diego lurched forward and stumbled.
Rick gave him another push.
Diego stopped dead and Rick heard a thud, as if the man had run into a solid wall.
Fear rose in tiny pinpricks on the back of Rick's neck and his throat went instantly dry. He lowered his right hand to grip his holstered gun, walking around the outside of the circle to face Diego. "Walk toward me."
Diego took one step, setting his toes at the very inside edge of the salt. "I'm bound within the circle until you break the line. Only then will I be free."
Rick swallowed and wiped the sweaty palm of his left hand on the leg of his pants. He met Diego's dark eyes. A shiver ran through him. Despite a valiant effort, he couldn't force the tremor out of his voice. "What the hell are you?"
"I'm the answer to your prayers. Why are you so afraid?"
"I . . . I don't know." Sweat trickled down Rick's temples, and his hand felt shaky on his gun. He harbored a terrible, visceral gut feeling that his weapon wouldn't be much help, so to prevent a potentially dangerous, trembling aim, he let go of his sidearm and snapped the holster closed. Feeling more scared than he'd ever been and also somehow foolish, he raised his hands slightly in front, fingers up and palms forward. "No more gun. I'm not going to hurt you, and I'd appreciate the same from you."
With his heart pounding like a parade drum in his throat, Rick stuck out one foot and broke the salt circle with the toe of his regulation shoe.
Diego's entire body perked up like a wilted vine watered and placed in the sun. He stepped outside the circle without hesitation and rubbed his lithe, nude body against Rick's torso as if he were a long-lost pet. "I don't think they will come back. They have abandoned me, so now I belong to you."
Could this be any more messed up?
Rick wasn't crazy. He had documented 20/20 eyesight, and he sure as shit didn't believe in spooks. He'd seen the kid walk smack into an invisible wall, and he'd seen enough movies and TV shows to know what a pentagram and salt meant. Either the teenagers had been getting high with Diego while role-playing some stupid horror fantasy or—
No. No fucking way.
He refused to believe Diego represented anything more than a fucked-up kid possessing a vivid imagination and some rudimentary acting skills.
Rick grabbed Diego by one arm and started hauling him out of the cemetery with long, irritated strides. "You can explain this crap to the booking sergeant at the station."
"I can take you to them." Diego's feet seemed to skim over the grass. "I know where Jonathan and the others hang out to party."
"Shut up and walk." Rick tugged Diego all the way to Roland Avenue in silence. After reaching his patrol car, he opened the rear passenger-side door. "Watch your head. If I can find your pals, I'll put in a good word for you for cooperating." Snorting a laugh, he added, "Maybe we'll find your clothes there, too."
"I don't think so." Diego looked around with obvious curiosity, tilting his head this way and that. Finding himself under arrest and handcuffed in the back of a police car seemed to concern him no more than a pleasant outing for ice cream. "Does my nudity offend you? I sensed your approach and reached out for your thoughts. I assumed this body would please you."
"Please me? I don't think so." Rick dismissed the comment with a sarcastic chuckle, ignoring the rush of heat rising from his neckline to his face. He shut the door on Diego, admitting to himself that under different circumstances . . . .
Yeah, Diego zoomed right up the middle of Rick's alley, no fucking question. Rick cleared his throat and tried to shake off a vivid mental image of Diego bent over the hood of the car.
He climbed into the driver's seat and closed the door. Glancing at the security mirror to catch Diego's reflection, he experienced a silly wave of relief over Diego indeed having a reflection. "Start talking."
"Head toward Roosevelt Park." Diego pressed his face against the clear partition segregating the driver's compartment, his breath fogging the Plexiglas. "I knew it—you are gay. You have a boner right now."
Rick slammed on the brakes, which in turn slammed Diego into the partition.
"Look," Rick said, turning around, barely able to contain his anger. "You tell me where to turn and when to stop, but otherwise don't say another fucking word. Got it? Good."
He turned back to the wheel, took a deep breath, and proceeded down Roland to 36th Street. He hung a right, and a few blocks later they crossed Falls Road. Roosevelt Park loomed on the left. Several street lamps lit the sidewalk, but otherwise the park—with multiple baseball diamonds, a huge public pool, playgrounds and walkways—remained mostly dark. The park closed from dusk to dawn, and there wasn't a living soul in sight. Rick stopped the car, gentler this time, at the curb in front of the fence near the first set of bleachers.
"Drive across the grass toward the back of the baseball diamond near the big pool. You know, where the kids hang out to drink alcohol and smoke marijuana?" Diego sounded amused. "Cut your engine by the pool house."
In the security mirror, Rick could see Diego's face still pressed to the partition, long, black eyelashes fluttering against Plexiglas. A mischievous little twitch tweaked the corner of Diego's mouth. Rick drove on as directed, taking the uneven ground faster than necessary for the sole purpose of jostling the handcuffed brat around uncomfortably in the back seat.
He cruised the car to a controlled stop in front of the pool house. Rick flicked his gaze to the mirror, expecting to see Diego glaring back at him. All he saw was his own aging image: dull blue eyes, tufts of reddish-blond hair in need of a trim peeking out from beneath his hat, and far, far too many crow's feet. He rolled his eyes. "All right, we're here. Sit the hell up and start talking."
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