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INTRODUCTION
This novel is actually a golden oldie.
Why? Because I'm ancient enough to remember plastic 45-rpm records, the first drive-through hamburger stands, and the launch of Sputnik. I grew up on horror comics that served up serious morality tales, and super-hero fiction about men who wore masks and tights without exposing themselves to public ridicule. I devoured the dark pulp fiction of Mickey Spillane and John D. MacDonald. Also those old Gold Medal Books, Matt Helm spy tomes written by some guy named Donald Hamilton, and especially -- oh, God how I loved them -- those cheesy, two-sided Ace Books containing TWO FOR ONE original science fiction and horror novels by Andre Norton, A.E. Van Vogt and several other pioneers. You'd finish one tale, then flip that sucker over and start reading the other book from the back. Damn, I ate 'em up like popcorn.
To be honest, "Night of the Beast" is something of a tribute to those halcyon days and those wickedly entertaining little books. Additionally, it salutes the huge paperback explosion that followed the pioneering work of geniuses like Richard Matheson, Robert Bloch, William F. Nolan, Rod Serling and culminated in the arrival of guys like Stephen King, Robert McCammon, Joe R. Lansdale and Dean Koontz. It's omniscient, relentless, rapid-fire, messy, loud and hopefully more fun that having your dick nailed to a burning building (sorry, but that's my favorite Joe R. Lansdale line of all time). It's a put on of sorts, just plain fun.
The bottom line is, high literature it ain't.
Also, you should know that this manuscript arrives in your hands after a long and very arduous journey that began one drunken summer evening around forty years ago. For reasons I cannot explain (other than a vague and irritating urge to write) I grabbed my battered old Royal portable typewriter and banged out several macabre pages. I remember that they concerned an alcoholic sheriff in a tiny desert town who was trying to deliver two corpses to the mortuary on a dark and stormy night. That scene, nearly word for word, appears late in this version of the novel. I managed to scare myself, but unfortunately I didn't have the slightest idea what to do next. The pages went into a drawer.
Over the next few years I typed other scenarios, more or less as they occurred to me. All were intended to take place in the same Nevada town on the same stormy evening. I was unconsciously working backwards from the climax, in a hopelessly disorganized way, but I also knew that something intriguing was beginning to take shape. Meanwhile, I was writing songs with some success, making money, getting married, buying houses and sharpening an absolutely top notch drug and alcohol problem.
In the early eighties, my marriage and career began to fail and my chemical dependency problem reached its zenith. The horror boom was on, thanks primarily to Mr. King, and unfortunately I got it into my head to quit my job, live on credit cards and finish my Great American (Spooky) Novel.
Not too sharp a move, you know?
Yet somehow I found a New York literary agent of some reputation, completed a version of the manuscript and came very close to a hard cover sale on more than one occasion.
Then the horror boom popped, and so did my illusions of invulnerability.
A couple of years later, abruptly bankrupt and divorced but finally clean and sober, I went back into the entertainment industry. I worked in films while concurrently pursuing an MA in Psychology. I eventually settled into a nice, peaceful career as a therapist, re-married and had a baby. When the bug hit me again, I started writing the short horror and noir stories that were eventually assembled into the collection, "Bad Seed." I got a new agent, then spent more than a year on a mystery novel intended to be the first in a genre series.
But one night in 2001, for reasons unknown, I elected to search my cat-hair infested, malodorous, extremely cluttered garage and found the yellowing, rubber-band-encircled manuscript that had nearly kicked my butt in the mid-eighties. I took it down from the shelf and started to read it.
And hey, it wasn't chopped liver!
Actually, it read pretty damned well, despite being overly complex and a tad obese. Now I could see several of the flaws I hadn't perceived all those years before. I had a sense of what needed to change. And even better, to my utter delight, reading it brought back memories of my beloved "airplane books." You know the ones I mean, right? The gory, aggressive kind I'd buy in the shop at LAX for a business trip, and by the time I reached London I'd have read three of them suckers.
The problem was that the one telephone book-sized manuscript was all I had to work with. I had lost the word-processing disc (from the typist I'd employed) and didn't even have another copy of the book. Since I'm a moron about such things, I asked around horror circles. Eventually, I managed to find a guy back east who scanned that one precious copy for me, page-by-page, back into a Word file.
He mailed me a disc, and I set to work again. I cut an awful lot, which will seem hard to believe once you get into the book. I also added the "wrap-around" and the legend of Orunde before finally showing the finished novel
Like I said, it's been a long, strange trip.
To summarize, "Night of the Beast" (original title "Jason's Eye," then also briefly known as "The Talent") just turned thirty this year. It has sections written drunk on my ass, or wired out of my mind on cocaine in the 1980s (a lifestyle I do NOT recommend for creative or any other reasons) and other scenes carefully composed over a cup of coffee with my toddler daughter tugging at my jeans. It's homage, farce and an affectionate rememberence.
Yes...This novel is a tribute to every damned comic, movie, paperback book and campfire horror story I have ever read, heard, seen or told; also to Richard Matheson, Robert McCammon, Joe "Mojo" Lansdale, Richard Matheson, Roger Corman and especially early Stephen King and..and...you get the idea. Those who have scared the crap out of me for years.
Folks, whatever else "Night of the Beast" may be, it is a labor of love. And because of that, I'm absolutely thrilled to see it finally between two covers and in your warm, hopefully friendly hands.
I sincerely hope you enjoy reading it.
Harry Shannon
Los Angeles, California
May, 2002/March 2010
PS. By the way, this novel is dedicated to Dennis Kelly, my English teacher at John Marshall Jr. High School in Pomona, California, 1963…Wherever he may be.
Preface
Oh, it has many, many names.
It has always been and always will be…
The Native Americans who first roamed this forsaken, barren land called themselves the Horse Humans. They were wise about the Nevada wilderness. They knew hunting and fishing, could create shelter from the chest-deep winter snow, learned where to find water and how to deal with scorching days and bitterly cold nights. And so the Horse Humans flourished and multiplied.
One summer the tribe noticed that the weak and the sick began to vanish, for no apparent reason. They found no track, spoor, or unusual scent to explain these disappearances, just the eviscerated bodies. When some of the very young and helpless were taken, nothing was found but their bones, picked clean of marrow. The wise elders met to share smoke and discuss the situation. They realized that something unknown and unseen now fed upon them.
The Horse Humans called the thing Orunde. They came to believe that Orunde lived deep in the ground, near the root of the tallest cactus, where the lone Two Trees grew; and that its dark hungers were as numerous as the blistering grains of sand. Orunde scattered skeletons about the desert, created thunderstorms to drown men and drought to parch their lips. It haunted the nightmares of their children, and left the Medicine Ones wailing from terrible visions. The people sacrificed to Orunde, so that it would not punish them. They tortured their enemies to death, and then made totems made of arm bones and fingers, wrapped in the hair from a horse. These things they offered unto Orunde, and they stayed on the land.
The legend had it that one blinding, hot summer Orunde was bored and hungry and wanted something to play with. It decided to twist the minds of all of the Horse Humans at one time, to see what would happen. The things that took place that night were beyond description. Bare skin was burned with forbidden symbols from a civilization long dust, and then flayed from screaming victims to be read aloud as they lay dying. Things were said, things were read and unspeakable things were done while Orunde fed upon the horror, smiled and fed again. It was a Night of Nights that seemed to last forever.
Come the morning, there were no Horse Humans left in the valley. Only a handful lived to tell the tale, and the tribe then ceased to be. Orunde saw this, and was pleased. Its hunger had been satiated. It went to sleep for a long, long time to digest what it had eaten.
Hearing of the disaster, the other desert tribes avoided the lands of the Horse Humans, calling it the Valley of the Bones. It was treated as burial ground. They marked and rode around it.
Generations passed.
Some white soldiers in blue coats arrived, but when told the legend of Orunde they did not stay. A band of hunters rode in searching for buffalo, but hearing the eerie night wind they broke camp and fled. Three decades later, settlers on the way to California rode wagon trains through the valley without ever pausing to rest.
Even the wild animals learned to avoid the Valley of the Bones, this place of the damned. In time the sands rolled over it and took its shape away.
Many years passed before anyone dared return. But then some ranchers saw the Two Trees and the grove of giant cactus. They dug a well to put down roots and a town was born.
By then, the legend had long been forgotten…
PART ONE
"THE INTERFACE"
"I have the direct experience
that in my essence
I am something apart
from the mental habits
that spin out my personality
and the current soap opera
of my life."
-- Ken Keyes, Jr.
"the hundredth monkey"
"Appearances are evil, but they
are everything."
-- Nietzsche
"Six hundred years of pain…The devil's reign."
--Peter Rourke, "Sour Candy"
"What color is the card I'm thinking of?"
"I don't know."
"Guess then."
"Green?"
"Try harder. Use the talent. Stop fucking around."
"I'm sorry. I am trying, honest."
"What number?"
"Twelve."
"Right, very good. Now the color."
"Red?"
"Wrong."
"Blue?"
"Shit. Pay attention, will you?"
"Brown. I see it now. It's like a reddish brown."
"Yes. Perfect."
"Can we stop for dinner?"
"Three numbers."
"I don't hear them."
"Then see them."
"I can't."
"No dinner until you try."
"But when it doesn't, it just doesn't, you know?"
"No, I don't know. Three numbers."
"I get colors better."
"That's why I'm leaning on numbers, stupid."
"I know! One, two, three."
"Yeah. Now, is that simple enough for you?"
"I looked in the wrong places."
"Then don't. I'm going to play some music. Tell me something about who composed it."
"That's not fair."
"I don't have to be fair. I'm your father."
1.
ROURKE
Peter Rourke eyed the musicians packed into the tiny recording studio like a prisoner peering out at a lynch mob.
"This sucks," he moaned.
"Maybe the song sucks," Bryan Friedheim replied. He straightened his beret and flicked
some imaginary lint from his puffed sleeves. Then, observing the genuine anguish in Peter's eyes, the gay engineer campily waved one wrist in the air. "But then again, so do I."
Rourke smiled wanly and said: "Turn it down, Bryan."
Friedheim's hands danced over the computer keyboard and then the master faders on the console, and the seething band members beyond the thick pane of glass became a pantomime act. Peter spun in his padded swivel chair and rubbed weary, work-reddened eyes. Rourke was a big man, with auburn hair and a penchant for guitars, torn jeans and cowboy boots. He hummed the lead riff to himself and frowned.
"What's wrong?" Friedheim asked.
"Woodley can't quite cop the hammer-off feel, damn it," Rourke said. "He sounds like
he's faking it."
"He is. Look, why don't you go in and play it yourself?"
"No way," Rourke said. "Woodley's the guitarist, not me. I realized the week I hit L.A.
that my best shot was writing and producing songs, not playing and singing them. There's more talent per square inch in this town than anywhere else in the world."
"Ah, humility."
"Brains."
Friedheim shrugged. "At least go in there with the group for a while. Help Billy Joe get
a handle on it."
"You been smoking your jogging socks again? Come on, Bryan. That would humiliate
the guy."
A musical racket ensued. The natives were growing restless. Peter held up two fingers,
signaling that he wouldn't be long. Someone took charge, and Sour Candy used the spare moments to run through a troublesome modulation leading into the final chorus. The section still felt lethargic.
The engineer dusted the impressive-looking new mother board. "One of these days, I'll
talk you into digital," Freidheim said. Rourke shook his head. "I doubt it. Music sounds better dirty than clean."
"Your public seems to agree with you."
"I'm burned," Rourke said. "Got anything?"
Friedheim raised an eyebrow. "Does the Pope shit in the woods? Is a bear Catholic? But
you should sleep, man. You've been up since the millenium celebration."
"I can't spare the time. Lend me some rainbow."
A frown. "I know you're shot, Pete," Friedheim said. "But shit, you've put half of Aspen
up your nose since noon."
"I didn't mean coke."
The engineer sighed. "I don't have to tell you that the rainbow takes you down as well as up, do I?"
Rourke, too exhausted to control himself, snapped back: "You got a better answer, Tinkerbell? I can't think straight anymore, and Sour Candy needs a hit. Like yesterday."
A long silence between old friends. The little engineer scratched his chin, then came out with it. "Look, this song just isn't a 'Devil's Reign,' Pete. Give them a rest. Hell, give yourself a rest. It's not a hit tune if you ask me."
"I didn't ask you," Rourke said. "Now, what about some help?"
"Try No-Doz."
Peter sighed. "I have. Not only are they a bitch to cut, but the chunks stick in the straw."
Friedheim collapsed with laughter. He reached into the pocket of his tight jeans and pulled out a tiny vial. "Just call me the toot fairy," he grinned. "But there's Oxycontin in here, and meth, and coke, and a fuck of a lot of other colors in the rainbow, so take it easy, dude. Okay?"
"Okay."
Rourke gratefully snorted some chemical assistance, rubbed his nostrils and leaned back to enjoy the effect. His eyes rolled back in his head and he twitched spasmodically for a moment. The engineer was busy snorting his own line, and failed to notice. But then Rourke stopped breathing.
[…he watches the doorknob carefully. it is brass, and the head reflects the compressed image of a table lamp. the reflection is moving, the knob turning, the closet door opening; it whispers along the nappy surface of a little throw rug, all spotted with freshly spilled blood...]
"I thought jocks from Nevada didn't do that kind of shit."
Rourke shuddered and breathed again. Bryan hadn't noticed anything amiss. Rourke sat up, sweating. Thought: Where the fuck did I just go? His mind cleared, and he winked to cover his fear.
"As my Uncle Jeremy always said, jocks from Nevada shouldn't run over budget on album projects."
B.J. Woodley, Sour Candy's hyper guitarist, was staring into the booth. He seemed desperate for approval. B.J. had chosen to wear flaming yellow sweats to the session, and the studio's sound-proofing was blood red. Rourke thought Woodley looked like a pudgy canary in the cat's mouth.
Peter tapped the talk-back button and heard his voice echo through the other room. "Good one, guys," he lied. "But I'd like another take, just to be on the safe side."
Groans in harmony. Lime Pauley, the drummer, started clacking his sticks together to set the tempo. He raised his voice over the din: re-tuning, whining and squeaky butts shifting on padded stools. The down side of recording live.
"Jeez dude," Lime sputtered, "I thought that was pretty good. Besides, Dee's gonna be here soon. If she gets in there with you, we'll end up fucking around all night."
John Hubbard, piano: "You got that wrong, Lime. Rourke's gonna end up fucking around all night."
Good-natured laughter.
Peter, his head still pirouetting from somewhere over the rainbow, was tempted to join in until Gordie Easton crossed his mind. Music Work's owner, and Rourke's boss, had a bad case for Dee Jennings. He viewed their sometime affair as a meaningful relationship instead of a career-driven hook-up, but Sour Candy's sultry lead singer obviously had a mind of her own. In short, Gordie would not have been amused.
Peter Rourke liked his job. Sure, the work wore him down; nudged him towards drugs and strained his nerves. It was also starting to make him rich in his twenties. Wealthy enough to put a redneck past behind. He thought it a fair enough trade.
"Knock off the bullshit," he barked. "Let's get on it. If you clowns would play the changes right, we could all go home early for once."
"Fuck you."
Thank God dirty looks don't kill, he thought with a grimace. That was out of line. The guys are trying. It's just not jelling, goddamn it, and that's more my fault than theirs.
"One," Lime counted. "Two. You know what to do..."
Before Peter could apologize, a pissed-off Sour Candy had launched into another take. Ironically, their resentment translated into fire and ice.
The song began to work.
Hubbard instinctively held back a little, then altered one synthesizer's voicing to a low growl at the top of the chorus. That prompted Joe Shane to start popping his bass, rap style. B.J. Woodley reacted in kind, stomping down on the volume pedal and crashing into his solo section like a tank springing from ambush. Real, on the spot musical feedback. They were zinging, driving, locking into it. Lime Pauley found something extra, too; by the end of the take he was whacking out an impossibly hip extra back-beat on the floor tom. Live music at it's unpolished best, rock as it once was.
Bryan Friedheim shook his head. He pursed his thin lips and reached for the rainbow vial again. "Well, I'll be fucked."
Rourke glanced over at the huge, rolling reels of the 24-track recorder. What was old was new again. He had always resisted going digital, and time had finally proven him right, but tape had risks attached. "You will definitely be fucked if we run out of tape."
"Promises, promises," Bryan lisped. He checked the computer's counter. "No sweat, Pete. According to my reliable little buddy here, we'll just make it."
And make it they did. Four seconds of absolute silence, with everyone holding his breath with the last note, in anticipation of Rourke's reaction. Then the tape rolled flap/flap/flap off the reel. Nail biting: Another one of the hazards of working the old-fashioned way.
Peter grinned and flashed a thumbs-up through the glass. Cheers erupted. He tapped the talk-back button.
"Fucking awesome!" he called. "Nice going. You're all released under your own recognizance, pending trial."
"Hell you say," Hubbard barked. "We know our rights, and we want to hear this one."
Bryan adjusted the equalization slightly, then rolled back to the start of the tune, as the musicians gathered in the booth. Peter told him to play the take at killer level, max honk. Hell, they'd earned it. This was probably one of the best cuts Sour Candy had ever laid down. It was bad, it was sixties, it was as snarling and as sprightly as something by the early Beatles.
Listening, Rourke felt confident that they had their follow-up to "Devil's Reign." He knew he was lucky. This time a hit would be due more to the band's playing than to his own songwriting.
Lime palmed Friedheim's vial and they all shared some rainbow to celebrate. The drug was catching on fast. It was a mind-ripping mixture of several different uppers and downers in powdered form. B.J. Woodley almost sneezed three hundred dollars worth into the console when Johnny Hubbard stepped out into the hall and called: "Red alert! This is not a drill."
Gordie. Christ. Peter began to straighten his clothing and tried to clear his bleary mind. The musicians ran for cover, suddenly got busy as hell. They started packing up while Friedheim rubbed his nose vigorously to remove any trace of the precious multi-colored powder.
Gordie Easton, the dictatorial owner of Music Works, had two serious problems when it came to relating to modern rock: He didn't understand the music worth a shit, and he disapproved of drugs. Still, he fully expected his staff to keep impossibly long hours in order to complete a project on schedule.
The door creaked open and Easton strode in. Gordie was nearly as tall as Peter, easily six feet; bald as a cue ball and cultivating a long, drooping moustache. He loved Hawaiian print shirts. Peter Rourke was the only employee able to look him square in the eye without laughing.
"Gordie, you surprised me. Funny, I should have heard your clothes coming."
"You got it, cowboy?" Easton barked.
Rourke nodded. "Think so. As a matter of fact, I'd probably bet my ass it's a hit."
"You just did," Easton said. He showed his wide teeth in a thinly veiled snarl. Rourke wondered if Gordie already knew about his hooking up with Dee Jennings. If he could have, Gordie Easton would have written "screwing no one but the owner" into Dee's recording contract.
"Kiss my ass."
"What did you say?"
"I was right about 'Devil's Reign,'" Rourke said defiantly. "Close to double platinum now, aren't we?"
Gordie didn't answer. He does know, Peter thought. But for the moment pride has to take a back seat to profit. Jesus, what a strange business.
"Wanna hear it, Gordie?" Friedheim chirped, figuring it was worth a shot. Easton shook his head, then turned and left without closing the door.
Bryan reached over with one graceful hand and sealed the booth. "Charm school grad," he explained to an unseen audience. "Went to school to study manners. Pretty smooth, huh?"
"He's a prick."
Friedheim shrugged. "There's that, too. Hey Pete, answer me something. You've got a monster hit, right? Your contract's almost up. Why you still gonna work for him?"
"Because he pays me so fucking much money."
Bryan considered. "Not a bad reason."
They stared at one another. Don't say it aloud. I need the girl, Bryan. I don't understand it myself, but I do. Nothing personal, but just let it be.
"When's Dee due in for her vocals?" Friedheim asked, casually. He fiddled with a pencil and eyed the clock. His face betrayed nothing.
Rourke glanced at his platinum Rolex. "Right about now. Why don't you go set up? Then maybe we'll have time for a break."
"Sure."
"Leave me another."
Disapproval? Bryan slipped Peter the rainbow, then split to adjust the mikes for Dee Jennings. Alone, Rourke took another long hit up each nostril, closed the vial and leaned back. Rainbow always made him feel dizzy.
He felt tired, so very tired. It had been a long project, and the stress of carrying on an affair right under Gordie's nose was draining as well. Rourke wondered what Gordon might have up his sleeve to retaliate. [... he was a little girl taking a long, scary walk home through the desert carrying a basket full of eggs; something was circling in the darkness, snuffling and drooling and edging closer…] Damn it, what's wrong with me tonight?
Peter gasped as a hand clutched his shoulder. He sat up in the chair and spun around. Dee Jennings kissed him and laughed. "Wow, you're jumpy. How much you been doing, cowboy? Long lines?"
"Yards," Rourke said. This is just the rainbow, he thought desperately. It can't be coming back, not after all this time. This has to be the drug. I've got to stop, get back to normal.
The drug could be triggering something dangerous. I don't want to be like I was before; open that way.
But then he lost himself in Dee. Quick peek down the hall; a tug on the door handle, the sound-proofing popping his ears. He kissed her long and deep, massaged her full breasts. Dee rubbed his crotch. "I think Bryan's watching us," she whispered with a shameless leer.
"Let him," Peter said. "He's gay."
"So?"
"We're probably boring as hell."
"Fat chance."
Footsteps. Gordie?
They pulled apart, Dee smoothing down her Sour Candy sweatshirt. It was the kind sold during the band's most recent tour; ash grey, with a mushroom cloud design and "The Devil's Reign" spelled in blood-red letters across the front. The title seemed to shimmer and gnaw at Peter's subconscious. People were taking the band, and the tune, so seriously. He'd only been screwing around when he wrote it. They weren't Satanists for Chrissakes. Harmless fun, right?
His skin began to hump and writhe. He looked away, swallowing bile. It's the rainbow. Friedheim is right, I'm doing way too much of this shit.
[please, god, don't let it come back]
When Gordie Easton returned to the booth, Dee Jennings embraced him. Rourke, flushed with helpless jealousy, managed to remain calm. His career was at stake. Besides, Dee had made no promises. Gordie left, and Rourke ran Dee through her lead vocals. The short brunette was her usual professional self. Four or five warm-ups, six great takes; enough for Friedheim and Rourke to finish the record over the weekend.
By that time the entire complex was empty. Music Works was located in a large, twenty-story office building that towered over a dark and foreboding parking center. Friedheim was uncomfortable walking out to his car alone, so Rourke left Dee waiting in his office and rode down in the elevator with his engineer.
Bryan unlocked the door to his garish pink 2003 VW. He gave Peter a quick hug. "Nice job, man," he said. His reedy voice echoed through the deserted underground garage like a jazz clarinet. "You done good."
"You too."
Bryan started his car: Thunder in Carlsbad Caverns. He rolled down the window, just as Peter began to walk away, and whistled sharply.
"Pete?"
"Yo?"
"You got to stop it, man."
Rourke tried to keep things nice and light. He spread his hands innocently. Grinned. "Stop which?"
"Both, sweetie," Bryan said. "She'll bust your nuts, sure as the dope. You know that. And Gordie Easton is not generally considered to be a tolerant man."
"Yeah. I hear you."
Bryan sighed. "Then you may as well hear this, too. You don't fit here, Peter."
"Why is that?"
"Really want to know? You're too nice a guy to be doing this shit. This business will eat you alive if you don't have a pretty healthy ego and some emotional walls to keep the bullshit out. Go home, man. You've made good money. Go home and get your shit together and start another life."
"I'll think about it. Honest."
"Good."
"Good night, Bryan." A pause. "Thanks."
The little engineer drove away. Peter started back toward the glass doors encompassing the elevators. His reflection was distorted; elongated and shimmering. That eerie feeling of disorientation began to return, and the paranoia with it. Reality took a hike, and Rourke found his imagination running wild.
He fancied that someone was following him. He could almost hear an extra set of footsteps bouncing off the walls. As if they remained only a fraction of a second behind, nearly matched him step for step. Then there would be breathing, too; harsh and ragged. Hunhhh. Hunhhh. It could be some demented fan, maybe; some maniac stalking Dee Jennings.
Or perhaps he was "remembering" some future time and place.
Rourke walked faster, his heart thudding in his chest. Okay, life is good. Look, nothing is out there. This is just me. Too much partying. Got to cool it. It is not the talent returning. That's never going to happen. Never. I don't have to go home to know that, do I? No, but I want to go home. I really do.
He was relieved when the doors closed safely. The elevator rose with a whoosh and took him to the seventh floor.
When he got back to his office, Dee Jennings was spread like a nude centerfold across the papers on his desk. Soft jazz whispered from the stereo, and the lights were turned down low. She was stroking herself with two fingers.
"Gordie?" he asked, slipping out of his shirt.
"He went home," Dee purred. "I said we'd be working late. He believed me. Gordie always believes me."
Rourke skulled something (warning) from very far away. A glimmer of his old gift, twitching. But Dee was right there, warm and inviting. The sinister voice disappeared the moment he was inside her. They rolled like the ocean, and after an impossibly long time exploded into a nova. Rourke passed out.
He woke up alone, in blinding sunlight, sprawled on the plaid couch in his office. The hangover was bone-crunching. Two enormous, yellowing potted plants seemed to be leaning down as if to claw at his face. This is suicide, he thought. I'm killing myself. He made a pot of strong coffee, booted up his laptop and checked his huge stack of emails for anything of real importance. It took a while.
Tinkling harmonies, discordant whines. The band was already in the studio, preparing for the next recording session. I've got to get back to work, Rourke thought. Feel jagged, strung out. Shit. He washed up in the rest room, patted his muscular frame with paper toweling and dressed in the same old clothes. I need to get some real sleep. I need to see the sunshine.
A little grass took the edge off, and Friedheim had brought a fresh supply of rainbow, so the day went pretty well. Much like the day before, and all the days before that. Except for this droning, persistent voice. Peter Rourke couldn't seem to drown it out; no matter how loud the music, how strong the dope.
You're dying, it whispered, dying and you don't care. You can't control yourself. Why is that?Do you even know what you're running from any more? Maybe Bryan is right. Maybe it's time to go home.
2.
JASON
When Jake Lewis noticed the ugly little man in the faded jeans, he was sitting on his battered brown suitcase, staring at the remains of a dead dog. How he'd ended up here in Two Trees, Nevada was anybody's guess.
Jake wouldn't have paid him no mind, but strangers were rare as hens' teeth these days, what with the new highway and all. Besides, the man was on foot. Must have hitched his way to the turnpike, then walked a tad under six miles through the scorching heat. Had to be half blind from the sun and thirsty as hell, and yet he was just parked there, only a few hundred yards from Jake's battered old gas station, studying that stinking pile of bleached bones and stretched skin like some kind of Pygmy witch doctor.
Takes all kinds, Jake thought. He'll come beg a drink when he's ready. And with that, he went back to work.
Meanwhile, the ugly little stranger fiddled with the twine that held his suitcase together and stared down at the desiccated animal. His name was Jason Smith, and he was remembering; travelling back in time to recall the dog who had brought him Karen. The scruffy little brown mongrel, who had brightened his miserable days at Saint Augustine and connected him to another human being for the first and only time in his life. Dog had limped past the gates of the orphanage, whining, while Jason was hiding from some bullies near a stack of rusty garbage cans.
A little girl crossed the playground, and both spotted the mutt at the same moment. Jason had seen Karen around, but he'd never found the courage to talk to her. After all, he knew he was unattractive and small; the mirror reminded him every morning. His long, ragged red birthmark taunted him far more effectively than the bigger kids ever could.
"He's hungry," Karen said softly. "Hello, boy."
Dog lowered drooping jowls to his bleeding front paws and managed a feeble bark. The children giggled. When Karen faced him with a frank stare, Jason felt his stomach tie itself in knots. But she didn't flinch at his disfigurement. In fact, she smiled.
"He looks a lot like you," she said.
Jason surprised himself. "Heck, he's a lot prettier."
Laughter. Karen flashed a clean, slanted grin that dimpled her chin and wrinkled her freckles. Jason Smith thought: She don't care I'm ugly. He went all warm inside. Adults were full of crap. Kids could fall in love, just like anybody else.
Jason fumbled through the garbage cans and found a bone with a few shreds of meat still attached. He tossed the offering through the gate. The mangy puppy fell on it with a ravenous growl. Karen moved closer to take his hand, and Jason's heart skipped and twirled.
"We oughta keep him," she whispered.
"Can't. Sister Jane don't allow no pets."
"We could sneak him in, maybe hide him somewhere. Oh, come on Jason. Chicken?"
He puffed up his little chest. "I ain't chicken."A blink."Hey, you know my name!"
Karen looked shy and scuffed her heel in the gravel. "I've kinda noticed you places. My name is..."
"Karen," he finished. "I seen you too."
It was love. Had to be.
The adventure that ensued lasted nearly a week. The children hid Dog everywhere; in closets and cardboard boxes, behind dumpsters and under beds. There were chases down the long, booming corridors and through crowded schoolrooms. The other kids seemed amused, but they were impressed enough by the pair's daring to cooperate and keep silent.
Near misses: Sister Jane peeking out through tall, foggy windows with gnarled brass handles and icy panes of thick glass; knowing something was up, but not what. Doors opening, slamming shut. Much laughter in the night.
And then it all ended...
Dog squealing in a pet carrier, saliva running down his matted muzzle. Wet brown eyes filled with terror, hopelessness and longing saying: Keep me! Please, keep me!
Whaaaaaaaack.
"Oww!"
Karen crying, her pretty face all distorted, desperately trying to pull her hand away. The ruler coming down on her reddened knuckles, again and again. Jason, hatred scalding his rolling guts, helpless to intervene.
Whaaaaaaack.
"Sister Jane," Jason shrieked. "It was all my fault, not hers. Don't hit Karen!"
"You'll get yours too, mister." Whaaack! "Don't think I don't know the devil in a boy when I see him!" Whaaack! And Karen, just crying and crying.
Later, forced to pray silently in the chapel, he and Karen had rubbed their bloody fingers together in an oath. They'd sworn to be the best of friends, forever and forever. Never before, or since, had Jason Smith felt such warmth…
The heat, the sunshine, the thirst: He was back in Two Trees, Nevada.
Dog wasn't dead, Jason Smith thought with a grin. They believed they'd killed him when they sent him off to the pound to be destroyed, but they were wrong.
The desert sun was hammering down now, nearly blinding him.
Jason wiped his filthy brow and idly kicked at the white stack of bones. Oh, no, you're alive, Dog, he whispered in his mind. You can still bite, and so can I. We're together, forever and ever.
So hot.
"Jason Smith, you settle down!" Chaos: Jason snarling and spitting and tripping over furniture in Sister Jane's Spartan office, while snow gathered on the frosty windowpanes and his blood ran wicked.
"No! They can't take Karen away from me!"
His birthmark was dark as spoiled strawberries, pulsating like an over-ripe blister. He could feel his entire forehead throbbing. Sister Jane caught up to him. She twisted his ear viciously and bent low, hissing like an alley cat.
"Now you hush, boy. I'm going to talk to the Nelsons."
None of it was fair. Bassad grown-ups. But Jason was curious, and in pain. He nodded.
Sister Jane left the room, a rustling black gown and the smell of lavender soap. Jason tiptoed over to the door to eavesdrop on the conversation.
"You think I'm crazy?" the man called Mister Nelson said. "I heard the ruckus, that kid's a caution. He's some kind of damaged nut case who just mumbles to himself all day. Besides, he's ugly as sin."
Jason clenched his fists in frustration and bit his lower lip to keep from screaming. Karen, I love you!
"They've been together for months now," Sister Jane was saying. Pleading. "They're like brother and sister. He's just upset at the idea of being separated from her, that's all. Please consider taking both children, Mr. Nelson." Another angle. "Mrs. Nelson? Surely you, as a woman, can see the logic in what I'm saying."
Mrs. Nelson made a chirping sound, but the man's voice interrupted.
"I wear the pants in this family, lady. Only the little girl. I'm sorry, but we just don't have the room for them both."
I'll kill you, Jason thought. You can't do this to us. It's not fair. Can't!
Ah, but they did. They surely did.
So hot…
Back in Two Trees, Jake Lewis was busy fucking around with his tractor, thinking about an ice-cold beer, when he heard an eerie voice wheezing right behind him. He turned off the engine.
"Where am I?"
It was that dude who'd been sitting up the way, staring at them bones. Where am I? What a dumb question for a guy in the middle of nowhere. Jesus, Jake thought. I almost pissed my pants. "Two Trees, Nevada." He stuck out a grimy hand. "Name's Jake. Thirsty?"
The shake was brief, limp. Gave Jake the willies. "Jason," the tiny man said. "I would appreciate some water, yes."
The odd stranger followed Jake up onto the creaking wooden porch. He accepted one tall jelly glass full, then two. Held the glass out for more.
"Easy," Jake said. "You'll toss it up again."
The little man nodded. He wiped the dirt from his brow and Jake noticed an ugly, wine-stained scar. Poor fella, Jake thought. He looked away quickly, inadvertantly telegraphing his disgust. Jason smirked.
"Could I find some food, a place to stay?"
"Further in," Jake managed. "Don't know why you'd want to stay here, though. This place is dying faster than my rhubarb patch."
"Thanks," the man said."But I rather like it here." Jake watched him go, bewildered. Come out of nowhere, goin' nowhere, for no good reason at all.
He started to return to work, then caught the wide, checked flash of Candace Stone's pretty red and white dress from the corner of his eye. She was walking some kids home from that makeshift school she ran, out near the edge of town.
"Howdy, Jake," Candace called. Jake smiled and tipped his stained hat. He'd had a crush on Candace for nigh on forty years. One of these days, he'd do something about it, too.
Color, motion, children's voices. Jason Smith, halfway down the dusty main street, turned to watch the plump hen and her noisy brood pass by. His pulse thumped at the sight of one little girl with long blond hair and a quick, easy smile. A smile very much like Karen's.
The woman said: "Elizabeth Reiss, you keep up now!"
They had lied to Karen, Jason thought, when she was that young and innocent. They told her she was only going away for a while. They didn't even let me kiss her goodbye. First they tried to kill Dog, and then they stole Karen. Fuckers. He sat down in the dirt. His eyes rolled back in his head. He drifted away again, into a fugue state…
Childhood: Well after midnight, he had slipped from his bunk, past the other kids, and crept down the hall towards the chapel. The lovely little church was hushed, dark and still; all murky stained glass and plaster saints, painted up like Japanese whores. He knelt, weeping, and whispered the first honest prayer of his life.
"Please, I'll do anything, but gimme Karen and say I ain't crazy. I love her. You angels know that, you're supposta know. Answer me. Am I okay? Can I get Karen back?"
God was silent. Anger flared in his belly.
All right, damn it. Then fuck God.
"I know somebody's gotta be listening. Look, I'll give you anything, okay? But gimme back Karen."
Jason thought for a moment, cringed and then spat out the rest in a rush. "Even if it's you, the freakin' Devil. You can have me when I'm dead. I want Karen."
Or what?
"Or I wanna get even."
huhahuhahuh...
A chuckling sound. Just the breeze, squealing past on rusty hinges? Still, perhaps it was a sign of some kind. Better than nothing. Or I really am crazy…Again: "I meant every word, cross my heart and hope to die. Give her back, or lemme get even."
The world…changed, somehow. Another gust of wind caused a claw of emaciated branches to lean down and rap the ornate window above his bowed head. Am I going nuts? Is this really happening, or am I really crazy like they say I am?Does it even matter, in the long run? From somewhere far up and away, soft raindrops fell and whispered vile promises. Dark corners wriggled, then came alive with something…hot. A being both amused and terribly hungry. Or was this just another hallucination?
If it is, then I would rather be insane, Jason thought. Besides, it seems real enough right now. And what is real anyway?
"I meant what I said. That's it for you, God," the boy said. He turned his back to the altar and farted in scorn. "Up yours."
Huhahuhahuha, again.
When Jason noticed the nearby bowl of holy water, he pissed in it. That made him feel better. He thought he heard something. This: What are you willing to do, boy? Are you willing to die?
…Heat and thirst: Nevada.
Back in Two Trees, while town hobo Spats Rafferty and old Doc Tyler were trading dirty jokes in the shade outside Urich's Drug Store, some odd-looking new guy walked right up to them, calm as you please, and asked for a job.
Spats was pretty drunk, nearly as drunk as Doc. He pointed one shaky finger at the band of children Candace Stone was herding down a dusty sidestreet. A racking cough. "Well," Spats said, "Maybe ol' Candace would pay you to watch over her kids. Some of them girls is old enough to bleed, and that's ripe enough for me!"
Spats broke himself up. Doc Tyler didn't find him funny, and neither did the stranger. They were looking at each other like long-lost relatives. Tyler seemed to be trying to tear his eyes away from the smaller man's ugly face. He couldn't.
Doc finally spoke, his voice mushy and slurred from the vodka. "What kind of work you done before?"
"All kinds."
The man has a funny way about him, Spats thought. Can barely hear him, but you can't help tuning in.
Spats: "Look, Doc, I don't think..."
The little man interupted him. "Until recently, I was employed at the City Morgue in Paris, Texas."
Doc's mouth gaped. He had a cowboy with a broken neck all laid out on the table, ready for gutting. Ranch owner wanted him buried proper. And he was too drunk to do the job himself, now. Doc considered, drank and wiped his eyes. "I can use you," he decided. "Startin' today, matter of fact. I reckon kind of part-time, though. Few bucks a week. Only fair to tell you, I may be leavin' town soon."
"That's fine. But why leave?"
"Hell, boy, undertaking's a living. Problem is, there's not enough folks around here to do the dyin'."
Spats folded. Even the stranger smiled at that one.
"I don't mind," he said. "My name's Jason Smith."
Doc and Spats introduced themselves. Doc allowed as how he was Two Trees' only physician, as well as its mortician. Spats described himself as a man of leisure. After asking where he might find lodging, the disfigured little man strolled away. It was if the air had been sucked out of that area of the street. Doc blew out his breath like a horse rode hard and put up all wet. He looked terrible, of a sudden.
"Strange little fucker," Spats said, shaking his head. "How come you hired him? Shit, you got no business left as it is."
"I don't know," Doc replied, honestly. He shook his head. "Now pass me some of that, you greedy sumbitch." And they went back to drinking and swapping lies, just like that.
Jason Smith shaded his striking grey eyes against the glare and located the Polson Hotel, an old adobe structure a bit farther down the street. He shifted his suitcase full of books to the other hand and continued on. A dust devil followed in his wake, as if on cue…
He's missed Karen, but he'd lived. He had learned to conceal his rage, and his visions, from the medical consultants. After a while his birthmark had begun to improve, then almost come and go. Some days were worse than others, but overall it seemed to be receding. No one else noticed, and Jason took this as a sign. For weeks, he continued to steal into the chapel at night to pee in the holy water or smear excrement in hidden places. These acts gave him great pleasure.
Father Thomas lectured all the boys on what to do if they ever got hard down below, but Jason already knew. He did not rush off to take cold showers and pray for guidance. He'd discovered how good it felt to play with his thing; stroke and rub it and watch it get bigger. Masturbation became his second favorite nocturnal activity and this, too, always took place in the church. Sometimes, just at climax, he thought he heard Dog barking outside. Calling; straining to get in, to be with him.
Singing: What are you willing to do, boy? Are you willing to die?
…Jason entered the old Two Trees hotel. Sultry shade.
"I need a room," he said.
"For how long?"
"A night or two, most likely. Then I'll find something else."
"Sure thing."
Folks were nosey out here in Nevada. Balding, pot-bellied Hi Polson smiled as best he could, then flipped the register around for the new guest to sign. Hi had gotten pretty good at reading upside down.
Jason Smith. Probably a bullshit name. Made sense a man might come here if he needed somewhere to hide, though. Who'd come looking?
"Hotel's not exactly crammed," Polson joked. "I think we can find you something."
"You have six floors?"
"That's right, Mr. Smith."
"Jason. Could I perhaps have a room on the highest? I enjoy the desert sky, especially at sunset."
Polson shrugged and reached into the drawer. "How about sixty-five?"
"Is that the very last one in the row?"
Polson went back to the drawer. Jason held his breath. It seemed to take an eternity, but then the magic key was in his hand. Maybe he was being superstitious, but maybe this was actually…the right one.
"Room sixty-six," Polson said. "Sixth floor. Elevator's not working, but the stairs are right over there. You want a hand with that bag?"
"No, thank you," Jason said softly, a wry smile creeping across his twisted features. "I can manage. Right now I just need a long, hot bath."
"I know the feeling. Tub is right down the hall."
In the staircase, Jason released a deep sigh of satisfaction and leaned back against the peeling green wallpaper. So far so good, Dog. Perhaps my long journey is over. Make me mad, kill me again, I don't care. Just use me up, set me free, and tell me truth.
Was it here that the battle would take place?
3.
ROURKE
"Where do I look?"
"The camera is right here, beside me."
Peter sighed with a mixture of apprehension and irritability. It seemed silly to have interrupted his busy work schedule to be interviewed, especially by a bald horror movie junkie who dressed all in black and had shirt buttons shaped like little silver skulls. It seemed to make even less sense now that he realized there was no camera crew, no makeup or lighting personnel, and that the whole thing was live over the internet. He stared at the small, phallic piece of blue plastic and sighed.
"That's it?"
John Emory Turi smiled and nodded. Turi had a back-alley, "hey meester, you want to see some dirty pictures?" kind of smile. It seemed appropriate considering his profession. He was the host of a weekly shock-rock talk show called "Grisley Gab." Rourke's young, orange-haired publicist swore the show was very trendy and just exploding in popularity. Peter made a mental note to fire the publicist.
"Well, let's get started," Rourke said. "I have a lot on my plate today."
"Believe me, I understand," Turi said. "And I do appreciate your taking five minutes out of recording the next Sour Candy CD to be with us today." Rourke realized the man was already broadcasting live, and he'd started off on the wrong foot. He forced a smile.
"Excuse me for being abrupt," Peter said. "I'm under a lot of pressure."
"Can you tell us a little about the new CD, Peter?"
Rourke filled him in on some of the technical aspects; why he was choosing to record on old 24-track machines, using out-dated analog technology in an attempt to recapture what was once fresh and exciting about rock and roll. He suffered through the usual questions about his redneck background, his love of the high desert country, and how he had first discovered rock. But Turi seemed impatient, so he kept the explanation brief and waited for another question.
"Can you give us a little hint as to the theme of this CD?"
Theme? Rourke cringed inside. Suddenly the skull buttons made sense. Turi was expecting some kind of macabre, well-orchestrated lyrical structure, as had been the case with "Devil's Reign."
Peter tap-danced around the query as best he could.
"Well, let me just say that we'll be breaking new ground this time," he said. "There will be some stuff for our old fans, certainly, but I've been experimenting with some new directions as well. I'd rather not say more than that, at least at this point."
"Are you personally aware of the impact your lyrics have had on an entire subculture in America, Peter?"
"What?"
Turi leaned forward. His breath was terrible; it reeked of sushi. "Your work not only sold a great many records, making it an unqualified financial success, but it also inspired an enormous underground following, Mr. Rourke. Practitioners of the occult, the dark arts, death rock fans, Goths, you name it. Everyone with an interest in horror seems to have been drawn to this record like moths to a flame." Turi snickered at his own, lame anology. "Why, I've heard of Goth's getting married to 'Devil's Reign' in San Francisco."
Rourke blinked and sat back. "I'm not quite sure what to say to that." He had been promised the interview would only last five minutes. He checked the clock on the office wall. One minute to go.
Turi adjusted the small desk camera. He raised an eyebrow, clearly puzzled. He, too, had obviously made note of the time. He wanted to get something dramatic or die trying.
"You were honestly not aware of this, Peter? Your intent, was clear enough, but you have succeeded beyond your wildest dreams as to how far and wide you have spread your message."
"Message?"
Turi smiled again. Rourke suddenly thought of a barracuda. "The message of the End Times," Turi said, as if stating the fact of gravity. "You were trying to get the word out."
"Fuck off," Rourke said, rising to his feet.
Turi's grin slipped a bit. "I beg your pardon?"
"Trying to get what word out? Don't try to pin that bullshit on me. What I was trying to do was make a buck."
"But, I…."
"Your five minutes are up," Rourke said. He stormed out of the office and slammed the door behind him. He went back into the studio.
4.
VARGAS
"The Devil's Reign
Reign
Reign…
The bartender got all kinds. His video saloon on Selma Avenue in Hollywood drew skinny punks with body piercing, bizarre hair and thousand-yard stares; con men, pimps and gum-chewing young hookers. He got your bikers, faggots and undercover cops. All kinds. But there was something different about this dude. And it was something really fucking scary.
"Storm clouds gather
In a bleak, grey sky
And mushrooms blossom
In a demon's eye..."
Dipshit. Kept playing that same freaky rock video, like he'd gotten married to it and his wife had just split. Sexy stuff, but pretty sick, with black magic symbols popping out of a girl's tits and some asshole carving her up with a knife. T&A with a little blood thrown in.
The bartender wiped some watermarks off the bar with a smelly orange rag. The handsome stranger listened to the music and soaked up the video. It had been like this for nearly an hour, now. Two men in different universes. The guy was so bizarre, when someone else wandered in they'd sit through a rotation or two and then leave again rather than ask him to knock it off, play something else for a change.
Weird taste, the burly bartender decided. Loves end-of-the-world songs.
A really good-looking Latino dude, though; movie star looks. He seemed totally hung up on that Sour Candy thing. The bartender found it depressing, himself. Pissed him off whenever his kids played the sucker at home. Nothing but noise. Junk food for the ears.
The dark man sipped some whiskey, his piercing brown eyes glued to those flickering neon tubes above the jukebox. He began to smile. Wickedly. The bartender flinched, reached below the bar and fingered the sawed-off baseball bat he kept handy for emergencies.
"6-6-6 hundred years of shame
First the thunder and the lightnin'
Then the Devil's Reign..."
There she was again, that spooky broad with the big tits, Dee Jennings: The bartender had seen her on the other music videos his kids watched all the time. He had to admit she sang her ass off, and what an ass it was, too. The band was easier to watch than most, but Tip still hated this fucking tune. Now more than ever.
"The Devil's Reign
Reign
Reign..."
He wished somebody else would come in, another customer. The bartender was not a cowardly man. He'd whipped some drugged-up, drunken ass in his time. But this character was starting to get under his skin in a very big way.
Hey, Ricky Martin, he thought miserably, welcome to tinsel town. You're in L freaking A, man. Go take the Universal Tour. Check out how they make movies. Maybe spend some money on a blow-job down the street. Just beat feet the fuck out of here. Okay?
"If Mid-east meets West
There'll be nowhere to hide
When mushrooms blossom
In a demon's eye..."
A nasty grin spread across the stranger's sculptured features. It looked like the snarl of a barracuda. The bartender felt perspiration dripping, forming icy saucers under his hairy armpits. Get lost, goddamn you. What is this, Halloween?
"6-6-6 hundred years of pain
First the thunder and the lightnin'
Then the Devil's Reign..."
Almost over, thank God. The bartender quietly emptied the change from the cash drawer into one pocket of his stained apron. Decided: Sonofabitch asks for more change, he ain't gonna get it. Fingered the weapon and waited.
"The Devil's Reign
Devil's Reign
Devil's Reign..."
The handsome stranger stared at the credits as if memorizing the name of the producer, Peter Rourke, and the publishing and record companies who owned the master recording. He nodded to the empty air, but as if to someone sitting nearby. He went over to the pay phone and ripped through the telephone book. He looked something up and snickered. He searched his pockets for more coins, but came up empty.
Scraatch/hiss/click.
The video monitor shut down, and the sudden silence was deafening. For one long beat the graceful stranger sat by the telephone, perfectly still, then slowly and silently he slowly rose to his feet, like a puppet on strings. He seemed to glide across the floor without moving his feet. The room grew cold. The bartender had a strange flash from childhood. He was small and helpless again, hiding in the closet while Daddy played monster: Grrrr -- Gonna getcha -- Grrrrr.
The slim, dark man left in a hurry, as if he'd just remembered an important appointment. He left the door open and he didn't leave enough money to pay for his drinks.
The bartender didn't give a shit. He closed up shop and went home.
5.
JASON
Less than six months after Karen's adoption, little Jason Smith was called into Sister Jane's austere office for a conversation with George and Betty Nelson. They had grim faces and red-rimmed eyes. A lump formed in his throat as he intuitively realized Karen was dead. Betty Nelson ah-hemmed and stuttered past her grief to form some words. "We'd like to take you home with us after all, Jason. To be our little boy. She asked us to."
"Betty…"
"But first, I'm afraid we have some bad news..."
"You killed her," Jason spat.
George Nelson, his puffy skin ashen, recoiled like a garden snake. The scar on the kid's forehead had turned beet purple all of a sudden. It hadn't looked that bad when he'd first walked into the room. "Now, you listen here."
Sister Jane, soothing. "That's not true, son. Karen was sick. It's nobody's fault. She had a very bad disease."
Jason, eyes brittle and flaring with suppressed rage, remained silent. His skull was throbbing. "Look at the boy," George Nelson mumbled to his wife. "The shrinks are right, he's fucking crazy."
"Did you touch her?" Jason snarled. "Did you?" Nelson cringed.
"She talked about you all the time." Mrs. Nelson was close to tears. "George and I, we thought maybe --"
"You killed Karen," the boy shrieked. "Well, now you'll die!"
Sister Jane slapped him. Jason flew backwards and reeled into a huge potted fern. He fell, head ringing, onto the glossy hardwood floor. His voice dropped to a low, throaty growl that terrified everyone in the room. He growled like an animal and got up on all fours. He sat up and barked like rabid dog. The adults were petrified. Suddenly Jason Smith laughed and got to his feet.
"You'll both die. That's a promise," he said, and then he tried to attack George Nelson. It took a number of people to subdue him.
His time in the hospital was a blur: Blood tests, MRI, EKG, tapping and thumping and head shrinkers galore. "Paranoid Schizophrenic," they said. "Amazingly young to be this severe, isn't he?" One called him a manic depressive instead, and prescribed a number of medications. Jason lost weeks to a pharmacological haze. Once released from care, he refused to take his meds and wound up at a state facility in a white canvas jacket. Finally he stabilized and returned to St. Augustine.
Sneaking out of bed. Listening at the door: "He seems to have what Otto Kernberg called a malignant narcissism," one fat shrink said. "He may be dangerous, even sociopathically violent someday. His grandiose personal visions are more appealing to him than the real world; his fanatasy relationships more signifigant than his connections to other humans." Fantasy? Real? What did those words mean? Karen was dead. If that is reality, then fuck it. And fuck them.
Jason voiced the challenge: "You'll both die. That's a promise."
Even now, almost twenty years later, Jason Smith still relished the pallid, fearful look Sister Jane had given him when she heard about the accident. A head-on collision with a gasoline truck, only a few miles from Saint Augustine, had incinerated the Nelsons. No one had been able to reach them in the blazing wreckage. The shrinks said: "Obviously some kind of macabre cooincidence, but unfortunately it has now deepened the boy's delusions of granduer."
But word spread quickly, and as of that moment the local bullies left Jason alone. In fact everyone avoided him, even the staff. Cupped palms, glazed eyes, whispers of evil in the flesh.
In the chapel, late at night: Jason, overjoyed, slipped out of his pajamas and stood naked in the dark. He used a box of stolen matches to light two of the towering church candles. Flickering light, shadows dancing, ears ringing from far-away peals of laughter. Jason was not aware that he was humming and rocking…
"Thanks," the boy said softly. "Now I belong to you. Whatever you are. I guess that's okay, but when do I get to see you?"
You have, said a deep bass voice. It was in his mind. It said: You know me, Jason.
"I do?"
I am in the mirror, on your forehead. I am written on your skin, but you cannot yet ken my sign. I was also near the gate, by those cans of rotting garbage. You have seen me.
"I have?"
What are you willing to do, boy? Are you willing to die?
"I…I guess so."
What are you willing to do?
"Anything. Have I really seen you?"
Yes. And now you shall again.
Gooseflesh: The floor began to vibrate, the sky boomed thunder. It seemed impossible for everyone else at Saint Augustine to go right on sleeping, but they did. Am I really insane? The noise was earthshaking. Violent. But no one else heard. And Jason began to bleed, in an obscene parody of religious stigmata; first from the ears and then from his nose and mouth. Crimson droplets splattered the boy's trembling hands and bony knees.
He was very much afraid. What are you willing to do, boy? Are you willing to die? And he wanted to change his mind, but knew instinctively it was far too late for that…
"H-h-help me," Jason cried. His feeble whine was muffled by a low rumble as the building began to dance along its foundations. And yet he was still alone. No one had awakened. No one else had come to investigate.
Look at me!
Jason realized that his eyes were squeezed shut. He urinated and shook his head fiercely. He was too terrified.
Obey, the creature demanded.
No. Please.
Look at me, puppy. Looook at me!
He looked.
It was huge. Long, yellow canines drooled strange milky fluids. A giant tongue lolled and lapped at him, unrolling like a red carpet from its cavernous mouth. Jason saw thick grey fur, mangy and ripped away in places, revealing scarred patches of rotting flesh. The eyes were flaring coals above a long, black snout and the wide, wet nostrils bubbled with foul-smelling mucus.
The evil being barked. I am your saviour, it said.
"Dog," Jason whispered, shaking like a leaf. "Geez, but you're dead!"
I never die. And neither will you, if you serve me well. Do you understand, puppy?
The boy nodded. The truth was he didn't understand, but he wasn't about to risk saying no. How could Dog still be alive, much less so big? But the proof was right in front of him. Barking. How could so much be happening without anyone else hearing a sound? Yet it was, and he was witness to it.
What are you willing to do?
Jason turned away from those hypnotic eyes, his stomach churning with acid. He was now bleeding from every orifice. Amazingly, there was still no pain. Only the fear, terrible and paralyzing. He had made a terrible mistake. Dog reached for him. His massive paw seemed to stretch and get smaller at the same time; turn from a furry pipe into a hairy garden hose. Claws lightly raked the boy's face, smearing fresh blood across his hated disfigurement.
Jason got an erection.
You wear my mark, Dog said. The booming voice turned gentle. Jason's bleeding slowed, then stopped. But so did his heart. The red muscle ceased to beat in his chest and clenched like a fist. Panicked, the boy desperately tried to breathe; he pounded his own ribs as he dropped to his knees. He fell over, and the world began to slip away. What are you willing to do?
Die. He was willing to die. And he did.
Moments passed, perhaps hours.
Blessed silence, except for the giggling whispers…
A long, deep gasp of air. His heart kicked. Dog said: You are mine. Jason fought back and got to his knees. He stared at the vision. He was now certain that he had indeed gone completely insane, but he did not mind. The spectre began to dissolve and twist into smoke. Jason continued to stare, his mouth hanging open.
Leave this place, Dog's fading voice instructed him. Wander in the desert and seek me.
"The desert? Which desert?"
The North American deserts. Wander. Wait until I appear to you again. Have faith, for the time is coming. You will then repay me one-thousand-fold for my charity. Seek me and remember.
"How am I gonna find you?"
I will find you, Dog said. In the desert.
"Hey wait!" But he was gone. So was the past.
So in the present, in the dying town known as Two Trees, Nevada, Jason Smith thought grimly: He is gone, and here I am still searching in yet another place. He checked the hotel closet for anything he might have forgotten. No, his books were packed; so were his notes, extra shirts and jeans. He stepped out into the hall and closed the door to room sixty-six behind him.
Hi Polson waited at the front desk, his normally cherubic face lined and haggard. Hi had not been sleeping well. His crippled wife Louise was acting more like a shrew than a former evangelist. Hiram was glad this little stranger was checking out. The man seemed to sneeze trouble, and the Polsons kept catching the flu.
Sheriff Glen Bates suddenly filled the doorway. Hi Polson breathed a sigh of relief. Bates always made him feel safe. Hell, when the man walked you could hear his balls clank. He was a decorated veteran and a career peace officer. The town was lucky to have him, especially with so many folks packing to leave.
Including, Polson thought with a shake of his head, Doc Tyler. Now, ain't that a bitch?
"Mornin', Hiram," Bates said curtly. "Gladys Pierson called. She told me Doc left during the night. You know anything about that?"
Hiram shrugged. "We was drinkin' a bit, Glenn. He gave me and Jake his usual speech about finding a place where there were more people to kick the bucket. I guess this time he meant it."
"Why?"
"Beats the hell out of me."
Bates blew on his badge, polished it. He was so weathered he almost squeaked like a holster when he moved. The sheriff looked around. "Where's the little guy?"
The elevator doors slid open and Bates turned. Jason Smith stood quietly, suitcase in hand, staring at him. With that fading scar half in shadow he looked oriental, almost VC. Bates shook the thought away, his skin crawling. That's all behind you now. Discipline.
He nodded. "Jase."
"Sheriff," Jason said. "You've heard the news, I suppose. Would you like to see the note Doc left me?"
Bates accepted the folded piece of paper. It didn't say much. Tyler'd had himself a belly-full of working in a dying town. He declared Jason Smith qualified to take over as mortician, then closed with a cheerful goodbye to his drinking buddies Jake, Hiram and Spats.
Glenn returned the note to Smith. For some damned reason he couldn't look the little fart in the eye. He needed a drink.
"Guess you got yourself a job," Bates said. He scratched his head. "I reckon it's for the city, since Two Trees owns the mortuary. Pay won't be much. How you figure to eat?"
"Between jobs, you mean?" Smith was joking, of course. "Don't worry, I've got a little something put away."
The sheriff, uncomfortable as hell, turned to go. "You'll be moving into Doc's quarters, back of the parlor?"
"That's correct."
"Fine."
Bates stepped out into the blistering sunlight, glad to be back on his rounds. Jason paid his bill and followed, lugging his battered brown suitcase. Polson wondered: What's he got in there that's so damned heavy?
"Hiram?"
Louise. Upstairs, rolling around in her wheelchair. Hi Polson sighed. "Yes, dear," he called. "What is it this time?"
"Why don't you wheel me into the kitchen, sweetie? I'll fix us a nice lunch. It's such a beautiful day."
Well, I'll be damned, Hiram thought. Sounds like she's in a pretty good mood, all of a sudden.
"I'll be up in a few minutes, honey."
He began dusting and straightening up the lobby. Within minutes, he found himself whistling. Louise was absolutely right. It was a beautiful day.
Out on the cracked sidewalk, Jason Smith literally bumped into young Beth Reiss. Her pert, pointed breasts nudged the front of his shirt. She excited him. Jason had seen Beth dozens of times, and she still reminded him of Karen. He badly wanted to fuck her while she lay dying.
"Excuse me," he said quietly.
Beth was off-balance and supporting her blind father, so Jason stole a few extra seconds before stepping out of the way. Meanwhile, Elmo Reiss adjusted his thick sunglasses. He tapped the cement with his cane.
"Who's there?" Elmo asked pleasantly. "Did I slip or something? You'd think I would have memorized every pothole and pebble in this whole blasted town by now."
Beth Reiss was thirteen years old, sharp as a tack. She shot Jason a dirty look. Just another creepo, trying to cop a feel. Yuck.
To her blind father, in a normal tone of voice: "Not your fault, Dad. It's Jason Smith, Doc Tyler's guy." A sneer. "He tripped."
As a child she was as tender as Karen, Jason thought. She saw no mark. Yet now that I barely have one, she scorns me. She is bleeding. She's nothing but a student whore. But Dog, she is beautiful.
Elmo's white cane rapped the pavement like a gavel. "Good day to you, Mr. Smith," Reiss said. "And how is Doc?"
"He left last night," Jason explained. "I shall be taking his place." He felt his eyes begin to drift towards Beth Reiss and her lush breasts, then tore them away as if Elmo could see. Perhaps, in a way, he did. The social climate grew decidedly chilly.
Mr. Reiss snorted. "Well, that crotchety old bastard always said he'd up and do it. Congratulations, I guess."
"Thank you."
As Jason turned to leave, Beth startled him by waving and calling out. "Bobby, we're over here!"
Robert Reiss. The sight of the young seminary student struck Jason like a physical blow. Something deep inside him snarled and tried to back away. He generally found it intolerable to be within more than a few feet of the man.
"Hey, Dad. Beth."
Robert began jogging through the dust. Jason's forehead darkened. His birthmark started to throb. He ducked his shoulder and tried to leave, but Robert arrived just in time to grab his free hand.
"Hey, Jason," Robert said. The warm simplicity dancing in his clear blue eyes infuriated the smaller man. "What's happening? How you doin'?"
"Fine," Jason mumbled. His fingers were twitching. "I take it you are on leave from school?"
"Nearly finished," Robert said proudly.
The handsome young minister was always graceful, and his face betrayed none of his revulsion. Poor twisted little man, Robert thought. His scar seems to be getting worse again. The Lord certainly gave him a cross to bear. Robert tried to pull his hand back, satisfied he'd delivered a friendly Christian greeting. He couldn't break contact.
For one elongated second, it felt as if he and Jason Smith had each palmed magnets of opposing polarity. Something crackled in the dry desert air and passed between them. To Robert, the sensation was like sticking his fingers into a tall anthill; hundreds of tiny stings rolled up and down his flesh in painful waves. He grimaced.
Jason pulled away, his palm now as red as that hideous birthmark. He managed to nod politely, then excused himself and darted off towards the mortuary.
"Odd fellow," Elmo Reiss said. He was perceptive, even in his world of darkness. "Can't say I care for him."
Robert just stared after Jason, shaking his numb hand. What a strange experience. Finally, he shrugged the uncomfortable tension from his memory and shared a hug with his sister. "Let's get something to eat."
Jason's mind was racing. It was happening. There was a White force on the way. A storm was brewing; perhaps the final battle was upon them at last. He could sense it, smell it on the wind: the stench of fallen soldiers, decaying in putrid heaps. What are you willing to do? But in order to find his proper place in the scheme of things, he had to summon Dog. He would need advice and counsel. But would Dog come again, at long last?
What was he doing wrong? He who had been abandoned, yet had kept the faith; taken great risks, studied and given his all?
Why hast thou forsaken me?
Safe behind the wooden doors of the funeral parlor, Jason Smith managed to slow his pounding heart and concentrate. He had done what was asked, died and been resurrected. He knew he was close, look what he'd already accomplished.
So easy -- everyone had believed him. Even the killing had been simple; pulling slowly on the strand of barbed wire while the old man thrashed and kicked and whimpered. Doc had been too drunk to resist. At the last, his bowels had emptied. Jason had mopped the floor and then dragged the corpse, with its ghastly frozen expression, into the embalming room. He had use for it.
He had read the books carefully, one final time. He had drawn the pentagram last night, immediately after the murder. Now Doc Tyler lay sprawled across it as an offering. His flesh had already begun to decompose in the sweltering desert heat. Some dim part of Jason's brain wondered: Did I need to do any of this? Maybe I'm just fucking psychotic and this is all in my mind. What difference does it make, either way?
Jason unpacked his books. No, in truth, it did not matter what was true or false, not anymore. He would worship regardless. He would believe. Dog would listen in, come to him. Perhaps he would not. It had been so very long.
Jason knelt, naked, in the center of the inverted Pentagram. He faced the Seal of Belial, drawn backwards in Doc Tyler's blood upon the dusty wooden floor.
"Besticitium consolatio veni ad me," he cried. "Adonay, appear instanter! Eloim, Ariel, Aqua, Tagila, Varios!"
Had the ground shook, or only his legs?
Again:"Besticitium consolatio veni ad me!"
The foul smell of Doc Tyler's body seemed to grow worse, although it could have been Jason's imagination. I am mad, I am truly mad. Did the room now reek of sulfur, as well as moldering meat?
Nothing happened. Dog had refused him yet again.
Jason continued, but sensed he had already failed. Only the usual phenomenon manifested; sudden blasts of what felt like steaming vapor, tiny insects that grouped in Doc's blood. Arcane signs, but not the puppy's master. Not the Beloved one, The Beast.
Am I mistaken to believe?
Jason's birthmark flared and burst into flame. He screamed as it bored into his forehead like a cattle brand. The pain seemed very, very real.
I am your savior. Jason, seek me. The time is nearly right.
The pain vanished. Jason knew he had come closer than ever before. The answer was near. He would call on Great Abaddon, leader of the Angels of The Bottomless Pit, for protection. He blew out the sacred candles; rose up, his knees weak. Perhaps Dog would never return. Perhaps, which was even more frightening a prospect, he had never existed.
But no, Dog was real and he was coming soon. Jason could feel it in his bones.
Hold fast to your faith. There is much more to do here.
Jason dressed himself with weakened fingers. Should he leave Doc's meat where it lay, to bless the room for his next attempt? No, it was useless, now. He would feed it to the animals.
I am so weary, so empty from waiting. What must I do, Master? Tell me. And then it came to him, all in a rush. Jason Smith grinned in the gloom. Of course. More offerings…
6.
ROURKE
The new Sour Candy album was almost finished. Peter Rourke had spent all of the previous night and morning doing what he hated most: sequencing the songs, mastering and then suffering through gut-wrenching second-thoughts about each of his decisions. Back home, he opened his laptop, checked his email and found it backed up to Cleveland.
"Fuck this," he sighed. He deleted everything and then crashed like a 747 around three in the afternoon. It was a dreamless, exhausted sleep. When the alarm went off just after sunset, he almost cried. It's nine PM, Rourke, let's get up and at 'em. Jesus H. Christ, what a way to make a living.
I exist in the dark, he thought suddenly; work in it, wake up to it. I don't see the daylight anymore, never feel the heat of the sun on my skin. I miss the desert, the mountains. I need to go home. None of this is what I thought it would be when I ran away from Two Trees. Careful what you pray for, as someone once said. You just might get it.
Oh, bullshit, Uncle Jeremy said in his mind. It's your own damn fault. You've become what you always hated.
Peter fumbled his way to the bathroom without turning on the lights. He stepped under the lukewarm shower. Everything hurt, each muscle and tendon and nerve ending chanted its own litany of complaint.
He felt his body with shaky fingers. Excess fat was beginning to appear. His slightly arthritic ribs were still sensitive from old football injuries, and one badly damaged knee stiffened up on him every week or so. He'd been warned an ulcer was fast approaching. He was probably an addict. I'm only thirty-two years old, he thought suddenly. Why am I doing this? Because I love music, writing songs? This isn't music, it's suicide.
Hey, I didn't invent the business, I just work in it. Give a guy a break.
Rourke jerked the shower handle all the way to the right. He screeched as an assault of icy needles riddled his flesh. Oh, shit, so cold. He hopped from one foot to the other, forcing himself to endure the torment. A few moments later, he looked in the mirror with the lights on. Cruel pockets had begun to sag and darken under his blood-shot eyes.
Suicide. Can't hack this much longer. Screw the money.
Peter opened the medicine cabinet with trembling hands, looking for a little chemical assistance. He had to get himself up for one last vocal session. And then there's Dee, he thought as he searched around behind the bottles of aftershave for some drugs. That's got to stop, too.
No more rainbow?
His heart kicked. Rourke swallowed and tried to calm himself. There had to be some of the shit hidden somewhere around the apartment. He always kept a small stash for emergencies, and tonight's session definitely qualified. He had two battles to win: First track the final tune with Dee, and then find a nice way to cool things down between them, before it was too late.
He glanced around his expensive condo, suddenly feeling foolish and artificial. Fake plants, bland furniture, pastel colors. Plastic, Peter thought. I live in the dark and the fucking world's made of plastic.
The phone rang. Rourke rubbed his eyes and stumbled over to the nightstand. He noticed the little folded packet of waxed paper lying next to the clock radio. Of course. He'd saved half a gram of Rainbow from the day before, just in case. Praise the Lord. He answered the phone with one hand and groped for a shortened straw with the other. Which drawer, damn it?
"Yeah?"
"This is your wake-up call," Friedheim said. "Would you like me to send up our continental breakfast?"
"Huh?"
"It's two gay Frenchmen who are very well read."
"Not funny, Bryan."
"That's not meant to be funny. It's what I was dreaming about just a minute ago."
"Hope you had fun. What time is it?"
Bryan waited a beat. "Nine-fifteen in the evening, Mr. Producer. And we're almost finished."
"From your mouth to God's ears."
"See you there what, around eleven?"
"Yeah," Rourke said. "That will give Dee and I some extra time to run over the song."
Transparent as a sandwich bag. Still, Friedheim was tactful. "Okay, boss. I'll meet you at the front."
Rourke hung up. He found a short straw and inhaled two scoops, then two more. When the phone rang again, he was giving serious thought to the idea of doing the entire stash.
"Maker of stars. Whatcha want, Tinkerbell?"
"Rourke," Gordie Easton said, "shut up and listen." His voice sounded slurred. Peter could hear nightclub noises in the background: shrill feminine laughter, the pounding pulse of a live band. Here it comes, he thought. I'm fired.
"All right, Gordie. You have my full attention."
"And I've got your contract," Easton said. "You wanna go cut a garage band out of Omaha?"
Rourke winced. "You're drunk, Gordie."
"And you're fucked up on the latest thing. I figure that makes us even."
"Fair enough. Why don't you just tell me what's on your mind?"
Gordie lowered his voice. Peter was shocked at the real agony hiding behind the words: "Call it off. I want you to stop seeing Dee."
"Gordie, I…"
"You think I don't know, Rourke? Shit, I've always known. You're not the first, and you won't be the last. Look, she's young and pretty, so I let her have a fling now and then. Why? Because I'm not young, and I've never been pretty. But I love her, so it's over between you. You got that, Pete? Am I getting through?"
"I care about her too, Gordie."
"Well, I fucking care more," Easton said. He's bluffing, Rourke realized. My God, he's almost begging. "You hear me? I care more."
Maybe you do.
Rourke sighed. "For what it's worth," he said, "you don't have to try and blackmail me. I can't handle her anymore. You're safe, Gordie. She'll never choose a songwriter over the head of a label. Dee's too smart for that. To tell you the truth, I don't think she loves either one of us."
"I know that too," Gordie Easton said. Then his voice broke, and so did a bit of Peter's heart. "But I need her. Do we understand each other?"
"We do," Rourke said.
"Do I have your word?"
"You do.
"End of subject."
"Goodnight, Gordie."
Dial tone.
Peter Rourke sat on the edge of the bed for a while and thought about his life. It did not make him feel any happier. He flushed the rest of the drugs down the toilet and went out to brew some strong, hairy coffee in his plastic L.A. kitchen.
At a quarter to ten, Rourke was on the Hollywood Freeway approaching the Vine Street exit. He was thinking about going home. Not back to his furnished apartment, but to Nevada; to Two Trees. He hated the city more with each passing hour. An empty throb of mourning made his leased black Mercedes feel like a hearse.
Peter wanted to stop somewhere, trade the huge hog in on a jeep Ranger and just head North and East. Maybe drive straight through until there were no more tall, skeletal buildings cocooned in smog; only awesome blue mountains and open stretches of yellow-brown sand. He recalled the tangy smell of fresh sage, and the fantasy brought tears to his eyes.
The parking garage was deserted, but packed with expensive cars left by some patrons of the musical theater located just around the corner. Concrete shimmered with reflected neon. Peter shut off the engine, grabbed his briefcase and stepped out into the darkness.
Which chuckled and fell on him.
Shadowy corners cracked gnarled knuckles and whispered (..am I skulling?…) He walked faster, ordering his imagination to shut down. It had to be that damned rainbow again, bringing on little flashes of paranoia. The talent wasn't coming back. It couldn't be coming back. But it's happening way too often now to be an accident, he thought. That can't be. Oh sweet Jesus, is it all happening again? No, that's ridiculous. It's the dope, that's all. You just have to try and kick for good.
Wise saying: Drugs are nature's way of telling you you're making too much money. Okay, and death is nature's way of telling you to slow down? Funny, Rourke. You know what you need? You need to go home, back to the high desert and the mountains. You need to start your life over again…and do things right this time.
Footsteps. Someone else? No. Just his own sounds, careening off the concrete walls. His vision blurred from looking down at the grinning row of chrome fenders and blank windshields of tinted glass. As the well-lit lobby area swam closer, Rourke fought to suppress his panic. That tears it, he decided. I'm signing up for rehab. I'm off that shit for good.
He stepped inside the waiting area and pressed the elevator button. A feeling of disorientation struck him while he waited for the car to arrive, a creeping sense of madness. For a long moment, it was as if he'd slipped into another man's skin -- someone violent and cruel. His stomach churned.
The elevator slid open. Rourke jumped for the safety of the metal coffin before his knees could buckle. He pressed 7. Only after the doors closed, locking him in, did he begin to relax.
Home to Two Trees. It would be good to feel the desert sun. Easier to stay off the dope, too. There was usually some Mexican laughing tobacco around, and always lots of booze, but not the varied, seductive powders that passed for currency here in Hollywood. He could think things over, dry out, get rid of this insanity once and for all. The idea was comforting.
Ping. Seventh floor.
The hallway was dark, and once again Peter sensed the trace of some twisted presence. He shivered and flicked on the lights.
When he entered the lobby of Music Works, the track he and Dee Jennings were working on was playing. The music was coming from somewhere in the back of the complex, probably his own office. Dee was already waiting for him. That knowledge, plus the loud sound of aggressive rock and roll, helped to reassure him. He was becoming sexually excited, despite himself.
"Dee?"
No answer, but then the amps were cranked to the max. Peter could feel his speaker cabinets vibrating against the walls. Dee liked to listen that way. What rocker didn't? She was probably singing along, bouncing around, laughing.
God, she's going to be hard to give up, Rourke thought. Half of her seemed worth any two other women. But Gordie was right, and Peter knew it. Dee belonged to Easton and her all-important career. There was no way. Besides, he couldn't accept being a diversion, not any longer. It had become too painful.
"Dee?"
Peter dropped his briefcase on a secretary's desk, now sure what she was up to; both loving and hating it. A little quickie before the record date, huh? He felt himself harden in anticipation, but didn't enjoy the feeling. After his sad talk with Gordie Easton the sexual excitement made him feel guilty. It crossed his mind to say no, but just for a moment.
He opened the door. Dee was lying across his desk, naked and waiting for him with her legs spread wide. But her stomach had been sliced open, her mouth was frozen in a silent scream and she was very, very dead.
Rourke gagged. The music pounded like angry fists.
Gore was splattered everywhere. Dee's eyes were glazed over, locked forever in a gut-wrenching expression that shrieked out the pain and terror of her final moments. She had been tortured; tiny burn holes freckled her lovely skin, and the office stank of scorched flesh. Peter recoiled. He tried to cover his eyes before he saw the words, the words he suddenly knew would be there, but it was too late. They were on the far wall, printed in his woman's dried blood:
FIRST THE ThundEr & LigHTNing
thEn THE DEVILS RAIN!
Rourke stared and stared at his own lyrics in crimson smears. He mumbled, shook his
head and fell back against the wall. He dropped away into nothingness.
[...images ripple and dart through his mind like piranhas in a pool, snapping and ripping away: dog, someone calls quietly, dog? see his friend robert reiss crucified and wearing a crown of thorns, while below on golgotha a little man with twisted features steals down the side streets of an ancient city of antediluvian gables, thatched roofs and smoldering ruins, hears the wails of victims and the joyous cry of a crowd /burn/witch/burn/ in another place, some unspeakably awful place, something immense, coiled like a pile of reeking intestines, rears its fanged snout and rushes for him...]
"Oh, my God!"
Bryan Friedheim. But he was not on the same plane, he was elsewhere; touching Rourke's body, looking as Robert Reiss had. Were there tears in his eyes? How strange to see tears there. Rourke twisted around on the carpet and knew he was dying.
"Forgive me," Peter whispered. "Please."
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