
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Praise for Skull Full of Kisses

 


“A dark, diverse and delicious page-turner of
a collection not to be missed!”

~Fran Friel, Bram Stoker Nominated Author of
Mama’s Boy and Other Dark Tales

 


“(Michael West) gave me nightmares!”

~Anne Boedeker, E! -Entertainment
Television

 


“This is damned serious stuff, and it’s
scary, suspenseful, and sweat-inducing; but more importantly –
perhaps most importantly – it’s all disturbing as hell, and cannot
be easily forgotten.”

~Gary A. Braunbeck, author of Coffin
Countyand Mr. Hands (on Dark Harvest)

 


“(Michael West is) definitely one to keep an
eye on.”

~Maurice Broaddus, co-author of Orgy of
Souls

 


“Michael West draws the reader in with a
director’s touch. With a deft hand, West creates wonderful
characters who live and breathe on the page.”

~Bob Freeman, author of Cairnwood Manor (on
The Wide Game)

 


“Michael West proves himself to be a
masterful storyteller, flawless in building momentum, and his
skills in characterization match or even often surpass some of the
most successful writers in the business.”

~Nicholas Grabowsky, author of Halloween 4:
the Return of Michael Myers, and The Everborn

(on The Wide Game)

 


“You could feel the fear!”

~Horror Web (on The Wide Game)



“Just remember the name Michael West because
he has a future in the horror genre.”

~Brian Yount, Wicked Karnival Magazine
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Disappearing Act

An Introduction by Gary A. Braunbeck

 


 


Near the end of “Dogs of War” (one of my
personal favorites in this collection), there is a passage that
reads:

 


“The creature rose suddenly on muscular legs,
limp coils of rope sliding down its scaly torso. Before Ray had
time to ponder how it had managed to loosen the knots, a claw
blurred out, sharp talons carving bloody trails as they skated
across his cheek. He fell backward, his forehead striking the edge
of the kitchen table. Pain rang through his skull and the murk of
the cabin was lit by sparks.”

 


Don’t worry, I’m not letting any cats out of
the bag by revealing that there’s a particularly nasty
demon/monster in the tale (you find this out in the first
sentence), but I wanted to quote that particular passage because of
its clarity, its momentum, its imagery, and, most of all, its
confidence; at this point, the story kicks into high gear for the
type of final confrontation that, in the horror field, separates
the writers from the self-deluded hobbyists – the kind of creative
typist who thinks that all you need is blood and violence and a
good shock or two before the final gross-out and – viola! – you’ve
got a horror story.

The flip side of that coin is even worse: the
horror writer who is embarrassed to be a horror writer because
he/she believes that her/his particular gift for language and
worldview of the human condition is really better suited to a more
respectable genre than the one in which they currently toil, so
they hide behind self-consciously “important” themes with buckets
of Sturm und Drang thrown in for good measure in the hopes it will
prevent anyone – including themselves – from realizing that their
talents (if indeed they possess any) will never reach a more than
journeyman level so long as they believe they’re better than the
genre they’re writing for.

In both these cases (presented, admittedly,
as extremes here) the one thing that makes their writing stand out
is the all-too obvious need for it to be recognized as their
writing, something unique to them, something that a reader can
immediately recognize as a So-and-So’s story within the first few
lines. This need is often so intense that one gets the impression
while reading said writer’s work that he or she might have actually
hurt themselves getting words down onto the page.

You’re not going to find any of that
here.

Michael West’s prose never pulls a muscle
trying to draw attention to itself, never once degenerates into the
kind of “Look, Ma, ain’t I writing good?” school of prose that is
too often affected by apologists who claim they’re trying to
“transcend” genre – because, of course, the best way to transcend
any genre is to simply not write in it.

Michael West loves being a horror writer, is
in fact proud to call himself one, and that love of the genre, and
his feeling such pride in being a part of it, is evident in each
story in this splendid (and sometimes quirky – in the best sense of
the word) collection.

Now this is traditionally the part of the
Introduction where comparisons will be made between the author of
the collection and a handful of better-known writers: “…reminiscent
of Stephen King,” “…the next Brian Keene,” “…cut from the same mold
as Robert McCammon,” “…the new Peter Straub,” “…once arrested with
John Skipp and Jack Ketchum,” that sort of thing. I’ve always found
such comparisons to be tricky at best; on the one hand, it’s always
flattering to some degree to have one’s own work favorably compared
with that of another writer whose work one has admired; on the
other hand, such comparisons risk trivializing the work of the
writer who has just been compared to one of the Big Names; it’s
almost as if you’re saying (without actually saying it) that this
particular writer’s work doesn’t possess anything to make it stand
out on its own merits, so why bother killing brain cells when you
can go the obvious, lazy, (and now-clichéd) route of the
comparison?

But I’m going to make a comparison,
nonetheless.

Michael West may very well be the Stephen
Root of the next generation of horror writers.

Even from where I sit, here in Ohio, I can
hear your unspoken Huh? Who?

Stephen Root is not – repeat, not – a writer.
He is an actor. Specifically, he is an extraordinary actor (look up
his resume on IMDB) who has appeared in numerous television series
(News Radio, Pushy Daisies, True Blood), mini-series (Stephen
King’s Golden Years), voiced characters on several animated series
(King of the Hill and Tripping the Rift, to name but two), and been
in a staggering amount of motion pictures such as No Country for
Old Men and – perhaps the only role people would recognize him from
– Office Space, where he spent most of the film in pursuit of his
stapler.

Stephen Root is the type of actor who is
classified in Hollywood as a “character actor” – meaning that his
looks do not encompass the traditional leading-man attractiveness,
so he’s given much more interesting and varied roles, the kind of
roles that enable an actor to call upon all of his gifts and make
the audience forget they’re watching an actor perform a part. His
is a face you’ve seen dozens, maybe even hundreds of times, but
whose name you don’t know; he’s one of those “Oh, yeah – that guy!”
actors who will be dazzling and entertaining audiences decades
after the latest twenty-something hunk from the recent genre
franchise of films is appearing only as a mug shot on The Smoking
Gun after his latest arrest for DUI. And Root will prevail for one
simple reason: he has that rare ability to completely disappear
into his roles so, as I said, you forget you’re watching someone
act; there is an authenticity to his work that makes it look easy,
if indeed you stop to consider its difficulty at all. It’s Root’s
ability to effortlessly pull this kind of disappearing act time and
again that guarantees the longevity of his career.

Go back to that passage from “Dogs of War”
that I quoted at the beginning and give it a good, long look. Looks
easy, doesn’t it? To present something that deftly, that concisely,
that clearly, must be a breeze. It isn’t – trust me, I’ve been
doing this for over twenty-mumble-mumble years and I can say from
experience that not only is it not easy, it never gets any
easier.

Yet because Michael West, like Root, can so
effortlessly pull off that disappearing act time and again, it
looks easy. But Michael West has far too much love for the horror
genre to value anything above the story, even a desire to have a
“voice” that is instantly recognizable be at the forefront. No, for
him, the story is all, and if he has to disappear into the
narrative in order to make the reader forget that they’re reading a
story that a specific writer has written, he’s got no problems with
that. And the result?

The result is the compact and terrific
collection you now hold in your hands, filled with delightful,
scary, sometimes funny, and always entertaining stories into which
their creator has disappeared in order to give that love for and
pride in the horror genre the authenticity it sometimes leaves by
the wayside.

This is the Good Stuff, folks. Traditions and
tropes appear throughout, yes … but never in quite the way you
think they will. It will be simple for you to not pay attention to
the man behind the curtain, because these stories will make certain
you never once think about who wrote them. For my money, that’s as
good as you can ask for.

—Gary A. Braunbeck

Lost in Ohio

July 30, 2009

 


 


 


 


For Sara Larson, my harshest critic and
greatest fan

Thank you for making me a better writer.

And for my wife, Stephanie

Thank you for making me a better man.
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“In the dead of night, when the moon is high,
and the ill winds blow, and the banshees cry, and the moonlight
casts an unearthly glow...arise my love, with tales of woe!”

 


—Opening incantation used to summon
Indianapolis horror host Sammy Terry, 1962-1989
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Jiki

 


 


 


When Koji Ogawa saw the creature staring at
him from across the room, he nearly dropped his end of the body.
Its eyes were red, its pupils elliptical...a dragon’s eyes.

“What the hell is that?”

“It’s a Jikininki,” Takashi told him, the
cigarette he had pinched between his lips bobbing up and down as he
spoke. “Come on, brother, this fucker’s heavy.”

Takashi and Koji shared no blood. The Yakuza
was one big family.

They moved deeper into the basement, Boss
Yamamoto’s dead weight filling the black dufflebag between them,
and Koji found that he could not take his eyes off the thing. It
sat cross-legged in the center of the floor, and at first glance,
had the appearance of a nude woman—golden skin; full, supple
breasts; the face of a pop idol from a magazine cover—but leathery
wings folded against its back, and a trio of twisted horns sprouted
from its long, raven hair. Koji was tempted to believe that these
monstrous aspects were just bits of costume, until he saw those
wings stretch and flap.

“This is far enough.” Takashi let go and the
bag fell to the concrete with a soft thud. When he took the
cigarette from his lips, a coughing fit took hold of him. He bent
over, putting his hands on his knees until it subsided.

“You okay?” Koji asked, his fingers still
clutching the canvas, keeping the back end aloft.

Takashi nodded. After a moment, he spat on
the floor, then managed to stand erect, wiping the sweat from his
brow with his tattooed forearm. He was ten years older than Koji,
and dragging this body around had evidently been more exertion than
he was accustomed to.

Satisfied, Koji’s eyes returned to the
creature, his disbelieving gaze shifting from its face to its wings
and then back again. “What did you say this thing was?”

“It’s a demon,” Takashi told him, his tone
oddly matter-of-fact for such a declaration. “We’ve been calling it
Jiki.” He rubbed his lower back, his lips curling into a humorless
grin. “Creepy, isn’t it?”

Koji shrugged, not wanting his friend to know
just how unnerved he was. The demon had not blinked once since they
entered the room, nor had it paid any attention to Takashi or the
bag they had been carrying. And the way it stared at him...It was
as if it had seen him before and was trying to remember where. The
thought made Koji shiver a little. “What’s it doing here?”

“An old priest caught it up in the Rokko
Mountains.” Takashi took another drag from his cigarette, his
nostrils venting a long cloud of smoke toward the light bulb that
hung from the ceiling. “He gave it to Boss Sokaiya, wanted to thank
him for his generosity, his earthquake relief efforts.”

Koji nodded. The Sokaiya-gumi was well
organized. In the aftermath of last year’s devastating quake, it
moved more quickly than the Japanese government, providing much
needed services for this ravaged community. As a result, many
considered the protection monies paid and gifts given to the Yakuza
well earned.

“After a funeral,” Takashi went on, “the
priest was standing watch over his temple when this thing came to
eat the bodies.”

Koji gave him his full attention. “Eat
them?”

“That’s what they do, they eat the dead.”
Takashi put his cigarette back between his lips and knelt down to
unzip the dufflebag. Boss Yamamoto’s elderly corpse slid out onto
the concrete. There was a neat round bullet hole in his aged
forehead, and his wrinkled face was streaked with the rust of
drying blood.

The creature stood, allowing Koji to view the
thicket of sable curls between its legs. He had not seen a woman
naked in over a year, not since his lover Emiko...

He forced himself to look away, and his gaze
fell on the sharp, black talons of its scaly feet, reminding him
that this was not really a woman at all. This was a monster. He saw
the thing make a move toward them and instinctively retreated a
step, his eyes snapping back up to meet its face.

It was drooling.

Koji reached inside his trenchcoat for a
weapon, but Takashi held up his hand.

“Don’t,” his friend ordered, then calmly
added, “If you have a pulse, you’ve nothing to fear from Jiki.”

While Koji was not entirely convinced there
was no danger, he took his hand from his coat and returned his
attention to the demon, greatly relieved to find its focus had
shifted to the corpse on the floor.

“You could have sat down with Boss Sokaiya,”
Takashi told Yamamoto’s deaf ears. “Could have shared some sake and
done the right thing. Now look at you.” He stood up and kicked the
body in its lifeless ribs.

Koji grabbed his friend by the shoulder.
“Show some respect.”

“He hasn’t earned it, brother.” Takashi
flicked his cigarette onto the floor, snuffed its flame beneath the
toe of his boot, then motioned to the creature. “He’s earned
this.”

The demon growled—a low, rolling rumble of
hunger. Its mouth opened wide, as if its jaw had suddenly come
unhinged, becoming a gaping maw lined with glistening fangs. With
great enthusiasm, it cupped Yamamoto’s head in its claws and bit
into his scalp. Koji heard the crunch of splintering bone as the
dead man’s skull was forced open, followed by a horrid wet smacking
sound.

Takashi laughed, but there was no joy in it.
“Jiki loves brains,” he said.

Koji stood in frozen silence, his mind trying
to deny what he was seeing. His stomach rolled, but his unblinking
eyes refused his silent plea to block out this desecration.

When the creature lifted its head, clumps of
crimson-gray tissue slid off its chin. It spit something in Koji’s
direction. The object bounced off the far wall, rolled across the
floor, and came to rest just centimeters from his feet.

“What the fuck was that?” Takashi wanted to
know.

“The bullet,” Koji told him, and then he
vomited all over it.

 


 


***

 


 


“You’ll go to prison for this,” Emiko warned
him. She was trembling, her pink scarf and jet-black hair blowing
like streamers in the breeze.

“I can’t marry you without a ring.” Koji
kissed her, then climbed in through the jewelry store’s broken
window, avoiding its crystalline teeth. He found the front of the
shop was three feet higher than the rear, but not by design. The
quake had cracked the building in two, the rising earth lifting
half the foundation on its rocky shoulders. Valuable cases lay
smashed all around him, the priceless gems they once displayed now
buried beneath drifts of splintered glass. He turned back to Emiko.
“Give me your hand.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she did as he
said, allowing him to help her through the opening. The hem of her
skirt snagged on a jagged shard of glass, but Koji reached out and
carefully freed the fabric before it ripped.

“Come on.” He pulled her into the darkened
showroom. “The bridal sets are this way.”

She yanked his hand back. “We shouldn’t be in
here, Koji.”

“What’s wrong with you?” he wondered aloud.
“I’ve seen you pocket candy and CDs more than once. How is this any
different?”

“A pack of gum or a disc isn’t worth enough
yen for anyone to care, but if you steal—” She glanced back across
her shoulder, as if to make certain there were no witnesses
standing there, then lowered her voice. “If you steal diamonds,
they will hunt you down.”

“Emiko, take a good look at this place. In a
week, or a month, it’ll be torn down and the owners will start
fresh. Sure, they may try to cut their losses, recover some of the
jewels from this rubble, but many have fallen right into the earth.
They won’t find them, and they won’t expect to. Insurance will just
write them off and everyone will move on. Nothing we take from here
is going to be missed.” He tugged on her fingers. “Now, let’s
go.”

She bowed her head, looking at the baggy
white socks she had pushed down to her ankles. “Why not wait until
we can afford—”

“Do you know how many floors I would need to
mop to save up for a proper diamond? It would take years, if ever!”
His tone was harsher than he had intended, and Emiko cringed from
it. He looked up at the split ceiling, drew in a deep breath, and
said, “I’m a janitor, Emiko. I have nothing, except you. Please,
just this once...let me give you something, something as precious
to you as you are to me.”

She sighed, and for a moment, he thought she
would let go of his hand to crawl back outside. Instead, she
allowed him to guide her deeper into the ruined store.

Koji brought her to the first case on the
right. He pulled his hand into the sleeve of his denim jacket,
using it as a mitt to sweep away jigsaw bits of glass, revealing
the diamond rings beneath. One immediately caught Koji’s eye. It
was bright yellow gold with a huge, heart-shaped stone. He lifted
it from the debris and held it up for Emiko’s inspection.

“What do you think?”

“Koji...”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s beautiful.”

He slid it over the knuckle of her ring
finger. “It’s yours.”

She held up her hand, watching the gem
sparkle in the fading daylight from the window, and he moved away
from her to look in another case.

“We should go now,” Emiko urged.

Koji pulled several strands of milky pearls
from a pile of glass. “What do you think of these?”

She said nothing and he assumed she liked
them. He stuck them in his pocket and moved on.

“That’s enough,” Emiko called after him. “We
should...Do you hear that?”

And he did hear it: a faint but building
rumble. An aftershock. Before he could speak a word of warning, the
floor shifted beneath their feet and the fractured ceiling fell
inward.

 


 


***

Koji splashed cold water onto his face, as if
to wash the vision from his eyes. Emiko died that day, but her
memory was alive and well. Much of the time, it hid in the deep,
unlit recesses of his mind, yet it was not shy and would climb
unbidden into the light whenever it pleased.

He regarded his reflection in the bathroom
mirror, not liking what he saw. Getting sick in front of Takashi
had been the last thing Koji wanted to do tonight. It had been a
sign of weakness on this job designed by Boss Sokaiya to test his
resolve.

And now these thoughts of Emiko were
scratching at his brain again, like a neglected pet demanding his
attention.

While it seemed disrespectful to compare his
lover to that demon in the cellar, Koji had seen the similarities
in their figures. They were both thin, both petite, with comparable
bosoms and matching hair. Take away those bizarre features—the
claws, wings, and horns—and it could easily have been the exquisite
body he still dreamed of saving whenever he closed his eyes.

Koji dried his face, ran his fingers through
his spiky black hair, then opened the door and stepped back onto
the floor of the restaurant. It was a Friday evening and the lounge
was full of well-dressed businessmen who were busily chatting and
throwing back drinks. In the corner, a guy stood singing Karaoke,
his necktie wrapped around his head like a ceremonial bandana. Both
his voice and his English were horrible, but his friends cheered
him on just the same.

On his way to the kitchen, Koji passed
several patrons eating their dinners. He wondered how much appetite
they would have if they knew what was going on in the room beneath
their feet.

When the head chef saw him, he bowed deeply.
Boss Sokaiya owned the place, and all of his men were treated with
great respect by the entire staff. It was one of the things that
helped lure Koji into the life.

“Ogawa-san,” the chef said to him, “I have
your favorite dinner ready for you.”

Koji offered a slight bow in reply, allowing
the chef to stand upright again. “Thanks, Hirata, but I’m not very
hungry tonight. How about some Udon instead?”

“Certainly.” Chef Hirata gave several quick
bows, as if to apologize for not anticipating the request, and
turned to a member of his staff. “Udon, hurry!”

Koji wanted to tell them that he was in no
rush to return to the basement, to the thing that waited there, but
he said nothing. He kept hearing the crunching and snapping of
bones; the wet ripping sounds as it ate.

Hirata thrust a carton and a pair of
chopsticks at Koji. “Here you go, Ogawa-san.”



They once more exchanged polite bows, and
then Koji opened the basement door, slowly descending the steps
into the room below. Takashi was waiting for him there, sitting at
a small wooden table against the far wall, smoking another
cigarette and thumbing through a stack of smuggled American porn
magazines.

Above his friend’s head, Koji noticed a
circular design had been drawn upon the cinderblock. Inside the
hoop, he could make out the characters for “heaven” and “earth,”
and around the outside, someone had etched a continuous stream of
symbols that were alien to him. Small, lit candles were mounted on
either side of the circle, and from each candleholder hung a
horse’s tail of black hair.

“What’s that shit?” Koji asked.

Takashi took his eyes off his porn and nodded
at the symbol. “That ‘shit’ is what keeps Jiki here. Old
magic.”

“If that keeps it trapped, why do I have to
stay?”

“Because...” Takashi stabbed his cigarette
into a nearby ashtray and tossed the magazine back onto the stack.
“...Boss Sokaiya asked you to.”

“He doesn’t believe in the magic?”

“He doesn’t like to take any chances.”
Takashi stood and gave Koji a pat on the shoulder. “You did a good
job tonight, brother.”

“Thanks.”

“Why don’t I take you to Tokyo tomorrow? We
can go to a bathhouse and celebrate. There are some nice girls I
can introduce you to.”

The memory of Emiko threatened to rise again,
to bully him into declining, but he forced it back down into the
darkness. She was dead. It was time he stopped acting as if he died
along with her, no matter how desperately he may have wished it.
“Sure, I’d like that.”

Takashi flashed a genuine smile, then made
his way out, closing the door behind him, sealing the room.

Koji turned to look at the demon. After its
meal, it had returned to sitting cross-legged in the center of the
room, its scaly hands firmly on its knees. Its mouth was now
closed, restoring the appearance of femininity.

It stared at him.

“So...you don’t like the taste of bullets?”
Koji tried to make his voice sound as threatening as possible. He
pulled a Beretta 9mm pistol from under his trenchcoat and held it
up. “Behave.”

The thing gave no reply.

Koji snorted and sat down. He smacked his gun
on the table next to the magazines. The one Takashi had been eyeing
slid from the top of the stack, opening to a photo of a blonde girl
with a razor standing over a brunette with a crotch full of shaving
cream. Koji glanced back at the creature, wondering what his
brothers did down here all day and all night with a stack of porn
on the desk and a naked demon-woman on the floor.

He winced, then flipped the magazine to the
safety of the Joe Camel ad on the back cover.

I’d give anything to be somewhere else right
now.

 


 


***

 


 


Takashi motioned for Koji to have a seat at
his table. “That’s a most generous offer.”

“It’s not an offer. It’s a promise.” Koji sat
down. “I’ll do whatever the Sokaiya-gumi asks of me.”

“I’m sure you will.” Takashi slid a cigarette
between his lips and held the pack out to Koji.

He didn’t smoke, but he took one anyway and
held it between his fingers. “Your recommendation to Boss Sokaiya
means a lot.”

“You’re a good kid.” Takashi took a silver
lighter from his pocket and produced a tall flame. He lit his own
cigarette, and then Koji’s. “You’re just down on your luck. You
need a chance, a way to grow. You’re a janitor. Your father was a
janitor. To the rest of society, that’s all you’re good for,
cleaning up their shit.”

Anger met embarrassment on Koji’s reddening
face.

Takashi exhaled smoke, then continued, “To
the Yakuza, however, you are what you make of yourself. You have a
chance to advance, to improve your situation.”

Koji gave a slight nod. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Make me proud to call you
‘brother.’”

“I would like you to have these.” Koji
reached into the pocket of his jacket and brought out a handful of
necklaces. He slid them across the table.

Takashi closed his fist around the pearls,
and Koji tried not to show his great relief to be rid of them.
“What are these?”

“I told you, I’ve become quite a skilled
thief, an asset to the Sokaiya-gumi. This is a show of my skill and
my appreciation.”

“Sake!” Takashi called out.

A nearby waitress bowed and ran off to get
the drink. The sharing of hot sake was the sealing of a deal in the
Yakuza world. It meant a pledge of loyalty. It meant Koji was now
part of the family.

Takashi offered him a warm, welcoming grin.
“Now, brother, how about something to eat?”
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Koji opened his box of Udon noodles. He
pinched some between his chopsticks, brought them to his lips, and
slurped them up.

“Why?” The tone was soft and feminine.

He turned around, expecting to see one of the
waitresses from upstairs. Instead, he found the door to this
basement room closed, the demon still sitting cross-legged on the
floor a meter away, still staring at him, its wings folded tightly
against its slender back.

The creature’s lips parted and it said, “Why
did you shoot him?”

He dropped his noodles and reached across the
table for his handgun.

“You speak,” he said.

Its red eyes focused intently upon his face.
“Why did you kill Boss Yamamoto, Koji?”

His mouth went dry and his heart raced. He
had fired the bullet this creature spat back at him. “How do
you...how do you know my name?”

Jiki smiled. On a real woman, it might have
been alluring. “I once asked the same question of you.”

“What?”

“You don’t remember?” It shook its head, but
its smile never faltered. “You were walking behind me on the way to
school, and you called out my name. You were a year my senior, and
I wondered how you could know me. When I asked you, you said you’d
been walking behind me for many months and had asked around school
to find out who I was. When you learned my name...you waited
several more weeks before calling it out.”

It was how Koji first met Emiko. He stood and
gestured with his gun. “Shut your mouth!”

Jiki looked disappointed. “Why does such a
happy memory upset you?”

He took two steps toward the creature, the
barrel of his gun a wagging finger. “You’re a liar!”

It stared back at him, frowning. “I am what I
am.”

“You’re a fucking monster!”

“Have you heard the story of the Jikininki,
Koji?”

He continued to keep the thing in his
sights.

“They were human men and women who were
greedy in life. When they died, they were reborn as demons, damned
to roam the earth with a hunger for carcasses.”

“Emiko wasn’t greedy,” Koji roared.

“I followed you into that jewelry store,
didn’t I?” The creature’s tone was still quiet, sweet, and calm. “I
said I didn’t want to be there, that I didn’t want anything, but
that wasn’t true. I wanted it all.”

He felt his stomach drop.

Jiki held up its left talon, its rosy eyes
focused on the ring finger. “When you gave me that huge diamond
heart, I felt like an empress. And those pearls...oh...I wanted
them so badly! I wanted everything. And then, I was struck down for
my sin.”

Koji’s hand was shaking, and the gun with
it.

“You know,” it went on, “the soul does not
leave the body immediately. It lingers. As my body lay there,
smashed beneath the debris, I could still see you.”

His eyes grew wide.

“I saw you cry, heard your screams, watched
you dig in the rubble to free me, even though there was no hope.”
Its grin suddenly withered. “And then your face was bathed in the
glow of flashlights, and you ran.”

A hot tear grew heavy in the corner of Koji’s
eye.

“You left me there...all alone,” Jiki
continued in its hushed voice. “If you had confessed the crime, had
told them why we were there, I might not have been punished. But
instead, you just ran away.”

“Emiko?” Koji lowered the gun. “Is it really
you?”

She nodded.

Koji fell to his knees on the hard cement
floor, his lip quivering. He leaned forward, held his face in his
hands, and sobbed.

“And now you’re much more than a thief,
aren’t you?” Jiki reached out, running her talons through the short
blades of his hair. “You’ve become a killer...a murderer.”

He lifted his head, tears racing down his
cheeks. “How did you find out about that?”

“Takashi told me,” she said. “While you were
upstairs he spoke to me the way a man speaks to a dog.”

“I’m so sorry, Emiko.” Koji rose up and took
her in his arms, holding her close to him, feeling the softness of
her body against his. He ran his hands up her naked back and, when
he touched her wings, his sobs became desolate wails. “Forgive me,
please!”

“Shhhhh.” Her scaly hands stroked his back.
Her breath was hot in his ear, “I’ll forgive you, Koji. It’s not
too late. You can still make this right.”

“Just tell me what to do,” he begged.

 


 


***

 


 


“Shoot the bastard.” It was Takashi’s voice,
but the order was Boss Sokaiya’s.

Koji glanced at him, then returned his eyes
to the elderly man behind the black lacquered desk. Boss Yamamoto.
Koji’s 9mm aimed at his receding hairline.

“You don’t want to do this,” Yamamoto
pleaded.

“Sure he does.” Takashi holstered his own gun
and made himself comfortable in one of the office’s high-backed
leather chairs. The glass table in front of him displayed an
elephant tusk carved into a detailed sculpture of bonsai trees and
pagodas. Takashi put his shoes up on the glass, kicking the ivory
to the carpet. “Unlike you, he respects the Sokaiya-gumi’s
wishes.”

Yamamoto, this man who controlled so much,
could not control his own tears. “I have a wife, a daughter. My
daughter, she’s...she’s pregnant. In three weeks, I’ll be a
grandfather for the first time.”

Takashi rolled his eyes. “Please, Koji,
shut...him... up!”

Koji started to squeeze the trigger, sweat
beading on his forehead. He had to do this. Botching such an
important task would mean facing Boss Sokaiya, would mean cutting
off his own little finger to atone for his failure. And that was if
Sokaiya was feeling merciful.

“Please,” Yamamoto cried, looking past the
barrel of the pistol, looking right at Koji. “You’re not like your
friend here. You’ve never killed anyone before.”

Koji saw Emiko disappear beneath the jewelry
store’s collapsing roof, saw her blood carving rivers in the dust,
and a tear stung his eye. “Yes, I have.”

He pulled the trigger.

Yamamoto’s death was different than Koji had
envisioned it. The man’s head did not come apart and bloom into a
flower of blood. It simply jerked back, and then snapped forward
again. His lifeless body fell across the desk, leaking a scarlet
pool that spread outward from the epicenter of his wound, greedily
consumed the papers it found there.

Takashi put his hands together in a slow
clap, then reached down to unzip the dufflebag. “Let’s go to
work.”

 


 


***

 


 


Koji ripped the black tassels from the
candleholders and held them in the flames. They instantly ignited.
He dropped the strands in the ashtray, watching them burn, smelling
the musty stench of their smoke.

“It was my hair.” Jiki touched the top of her
head, a small bald spot at the root of her center horn. “That
horrible priest ripped it out.”

Koji took off his over-sized trenchcoat and
wrapped it around her body, hiding both her wings and her
nakedness. He then grabbed her by the hand and led her toward the
door. “There’s a car parked in the alley behind the restaurant. We
walk up the stairs, out the back door, get in, and drive off to the
mount—”

“What the hell are you doing?”

At the sound of Takashi’s voice, Koji drew
his 9mm and pushed Emiko behind him.

His friend drew two pistols of his own,
holding one out in each hand as he stepped into the room. “I asked
you a question, brother.”

“I’m taking her out of here.”

“You’re taking her out.” There was concern in
Takashi’s voice, but his guns remained steady. Both were aimed at
Koji’s chest. “That’s not a woman, brother. It’s a monster, a
demon.”

Koji nodded. “And I had a part in that. Now,
put your guns down.”

Takashi shook his head, his eyes shifted to
the symbol on the wall for a moment, to the hairless candleholders,
then snapped back. “You’re about to make a horrible mistake, and I
can’t let you make it.”

“There’s no mistake,” Koji assured him,
keeping his aim steady. “I know her. You treat her like a pet.”

“I don’t know what spell that thing has you
under, what promises it made you, but it lies, brother. It says
what it thinks you want to hear, whatever it takes to get you to
free it.”

Jiki squeezed Koji’s hand, whispering softly
in his ear. “It’s true. I’ve lied to your brothers, promised them
things I never intended to give, anything for my freedom. Would you
have done any less if you’d been captured?—held against your
will?”

Koji tightened his grip on the gun. “Takashi,
you are my brother, but I will shoot you through the head if you
don’t get out of our way.”

“It belongs to Boss Sokaiya, and I can’t let
it leave this room.”

“Then you force me to kill you.”

“Why the fuck are you doing this?”

Koji shrugged. “I love her.”

“You...?” Takashi’s eyebrows rose. “That
thing eats corpses!”

“Then don’t.”

Spittle flew from Takashi’s lips. “Drop your
fucking gun!”

They fired at the exact same time.

Koji’s bullet struck Takashi between the eyes
and the back of his head erupted onto the doorframe. He collapsed
like a marionette whose strings have been cut, his legs shaking in
a death spasm.

Takashi’s shells tore through Koji’s chest
and abdomen. He fell back into Jiki’s waiting arms, his insides
burning. When he held his hand up to his wounds, he felt a hot gush
against his palm. He looked down at his red fingers and cried
out.

Jiki lowered him to the concrete floor.
“Koji?”

“I’m sorry...Emiko.” He drew in breath with
harsh, wet rasps, feeling razorblades in his chest. “It doesn’t
look like I can help you anymore.”

She turned away from him, looking across the
room to Takashi’s body. Koji saw her nostrils flare, and then she
slicked her lips with her tongue.

“Emiko...no!” He reached out with bloody
fingers and grabbed for her hair. “Not brother!”

But she wasn’t listening. Instinct had taken
over. When she pulled away, Koji found that he was too weak to hold
her back. She crawled across the floor, grabbed Takashi by the
head, and pulled him toward her mouth. Koji saw his friend’s glazed
eyes staring back at him, saw them disappear beneath rows of
glistening fangs, saw blood flow, then could watch no more.

After she had finished him, Jiki returned,
lifting Koji off the cold, hard floor. “You gave him the
pearls.”

“The...?”

She nodded. Her chin was red and shimmering.
“The ones you stole. You gave them to Takashi.”

“They were...a reminder of your death, of my
sin.” He tried to draw in breath, but his lungs were full of fluid.
He coughed some up, then touched her cheek. “Please,” he gargled,
“Emiko...forgive me.”

She sniffed his fingers, and the corner of
her mouth curled into a sly grin. “He gave them to a whore in
Tokyo. She wrapped them around his cock during fellatio.”

“He...?” Koji withdrew his shaking hand from
her face. “How...how could you know that?”

“Takashi knew,” she explained. “And when I
consumed him, I knew it too. Just as I knew you pulled the trigger,
because I saw it through Boss Yamamoto’s eyes when I swallowed his
brain. His daughter wasn’t really pregnant, you know. He made it
up. He really didn’t think you would shoot him. But you proved him
wrong, didn’t you? You proved both of them wrong.”

Koji felt suddenly cold.

“You...stole their memories?” he asked, and
then her words from earlier replayed in his groggy mind: The soul
does not leave the body immediately. It lingers.

Jiki said nothing. It just sat there,
watching the blood drain from his wounds, waiting.

 


 


 


The Bridge

 


 


 


Kim Saunders chewed her lower lip, trying not
to let this little field trip bother her. She sat in the
passenger’s seat, dressed as Little Red Riding Hood with a small
wicker basket resting in her lap. Angela Peter’s party had been
totally lame. Bobbing for apples? Did she think they were all still
in the fifth grade? Carter Donovan, her boyfriend, drove—his face
painted like Brandon Lee’s The Crow. He was a wide receiver on the
football team, two years her senior, and incredibly gorgeous even
in ghoul make-up. She would’ve gone anywhere he asked her to. And
it wasn’t like they were going alone. There were Tony and Tina,
Mark and Ellen...three couples crammed into an old station wagon on
a dark country road. Safety in numbers, right? There was nothing to
be nervous about. Nothing. After all, there were no such things as
ghosts... even on Halloween.

As Edna Collings Bridge drew nearer, she
found her heart thudding louder in her ears. “Old” places bothered
her. It wasn’t that she found them creepy, although she did. If she
spent enough time in some buildings, she got physically
ill—headaches, nausea, chills. There were even older portions of
the school that made her head spin. The doctor chalked it up to a
simple mold allergy or mild asthma.

These breathing problems had made her mother
overprotective to the point of smothering. The woman would go crazy
whenever Kim got a simple bruise or scrape. More recently, they
nearly came to blows over the issue of Kim’s driver’s license. Her
Driver’s Ed instructor granted her a waiver, but dear old Mom said
she needed more practice. At last her father—

The voice of reason!

—stepped in to say she’d earned the right to
take the test.

“Amy, just because she has a license doesn’t
mean she can take off whenever she wants,” he reminded her, “We
still hold the car keys.”

Her mother gave him that scolding glare of
hers—the one that said, “You always give in to her”—but she finally
agreed to let Kim take the test.

Which I passed, thank you very much!

And what would Mom think of this late night
ride to the middle of nowhere?

She wouldn’t like it at all, Kim thought with
a smile. Which is all the more reason to do it.

The car entered the gaping maw of the elderly
covered bridge. Faint light from the dashboard was all that stood
between them and total darkness. Carter drove to the middle of the
overpass and stopped.

“Turn off the motor,” Mark called from the
back seat, his voice filtered through the hockey mask he wore. “You
gotta turn off the motor.”

Carter nodded and pulled back on the key. The
engine coughed several times, then died. After a moment of uneasy
silence, he gave Kim a wink and she smiled in spite of her fears.
Slowly, he turned to face the back seat. His letterman jacket made
an odd creaking sound. “Has everyone heard the story?” he
asked.

Tony pulled off his ninja hood and grabbed
Tina by the shoulders. “She hasn’t.”

The Hershey’s flag from Tina’s silver kiss
costume slapped him across his face. “It’s bullshit, whatever it
is.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Carter grinned—a
gothic clown with a campfire story for the kiddies. “Back in the
20’s there was this family who would come here for picnics along
the stream that runs right under this bridge. They would eat and
lounge around, the father would fish, and the little girl would
swim in the stream. When it started to get dark, the parents would
drive into this covered bridge, turn off their motor, and honk
three times. That was the signal for the little girl that it was
time to go home.

One day, when they honked their horn, the
girl didn’t come. They looked everywhere for her and, finally, they
found her body. She’d drowned.” He paused for effect, his eyes
spanning each of their faces before continuing. “They say that if
you drive into this bridge at night, turn off your motor, and honk
your horn three times—”

Mark cut him off, “I thought it was five
times?”

“That’s Candyman,” Ellen corrected with a
nervous giggle. Kim couldn’t believe her mother let her walk out of
the house in that dominatrix outfit.

Carter went on. “You honk your horn three
times, just like her parents did. If you do that...the ghost of
that drowned little girl will come get in the car, ready to go home
with you.”

There was another brief silence, broken by
Mark’s mock moaning. Ellen elbowed him and Tony laughed.

“Shut-up everyone.” Carter placed his hand
above the steering wheel, ready to smack the horn. “You guys
ready?”

They nodded.

He hit the horn...once...twice...three
times.

Kim looked around nervously. She felt
something brush her leg and stiffened in her seat. Thankfully, she
didn’t shriek. When she looked down, she could barely make out
Carter’s hand in the darkness—stroking her thigh.

“How long is it supposed to take?” Tina
asked.

Tony put a finger to her mouth. “Shhh! You’ll
scare away the ghost.”

There was something coming toward them—a dark
shadow blotting out the square of moonlit road on the opposite end
of the bridge. Whatever it was, it had wings. Before Kim could say
a word, the form collided with the windshield.

The girls screamed at the loud thud.

“What the hell was that?” Tony wanted to
know.

“It was a bird,” Carter told them, his hand
left Kim’s thigh—feeling the glass where the animal impacted. “Damn
thing smacked right into us.”

“It wasn’t a bird,” Kim told him, clutching
the handle of her basket. “It was a bat.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. This place is old and in
the woods.”

“And haunted,” Mark added with a nervous
giggle, puffs of breath rising like smoke signals from his
lips.

“Don’t bats have radar or something?” Ellen
asked, then shuddered. “Start the motor again, I’m freezing.”

“We can’t,” Tony huffed. “The ghost won’t
show if the car’s running.”

“The ghost isn’t gonna show anyway,” Tina
assured him, “because there’s no ghost.”

Behind Kim’s head, the passenger window
shattered. An ice storm of glass blew inward, stinging the bare
skin of her right arm and leg. Her hair broke free of her hood,
blowing across her face like a tattered shroud. Between the strands
she saw a figure step from the shadows. It moved closer to her
door—a little girl with a blue, wrinkled face, sunken eyes, and
green hair matted with sediment.

“I’m ready to go,” the dead thing said, its
voice no louder than a whisper. “Ready to go home.”

It reached into the car and grabbed Kim by
the arm. Its flesh was soft and horribly spongy. She screamed until
she thought her throat would rupture, until the sound began to
unravel into a hoarse whining. Carter turned on the engine and
slammed his foot on the gas. As the car lurched forward, the little
girl’s wet grip slipped from Kim’s wrist.

When they cleared the bridge, Kim slid across
the seat, stray slivers of grass carving into her legs. She was
still trying to scream as she climbed into Carter’s lap. The car
stopped quickly, a cloud of dust rising from the road, and he tried
to find out if she was okay. For what seemed like an eternity, she
couldn’t speak. Finally, she told him, “It touched me! It touched
my arm!”

Carter Donovan had not seen the dead girl.
None of them had. They thought another bat had flown at the station
wagon, thought it had brushed against Kim before retreating into
the dark. She never told them what really happened. Insurance paid
for new glass, Band-Aids covered the cuts she received from the
broken shards, but nothing could fix her shattered sense of
reality, and nothing could cure her newfound fear of the dark.

 


 


 


Dogs of War

 


 


 


This time Raymond Speck had captured one of
them alive. It now sat in his kitchen, struggling against the old
rope that bound it to the chair. Rivers of shadows flowed across
its ashen skin as a hard rain pelted the lone window of the cabin.
A fall of matted, raven hair spilled around its horns and stuck to
its face—caught in the excretions that slimed its scaly flesh. The
creature peered into the dimness, assessing its situation with
soulless, predatory eyes. After a moment, it stopped squirming and
looked Ray squarely in the face.

“Please...” the demon moaned across withered
lips. Its teeth were rows of sewing needles. “Please let me go. I
won’t tell them where you are. I won’t say anything.”

Ray turned away, afraid it might hypnotize
him. Afraid it might make him free it, or worse...make him hurt
himself the same way another of its kind had made Denny hurt
himself. That had been fourteen years ago. Had he really been on
the run for fourteen years?

He wondered for a moment what would happen if
the books he had been reading were just made-up bullshit, and his
stomach sank. He saw the knife on the counter, saw his own nervous
eyes stare back at him from its shimmering blade. It was too
dangerous to keep this thing alive. He should kill it now, pack his
things, and move again. But Ray had grown so tired of running. He
wanted this nightmare to be over, and for that he needed some
answers.

He upended the Morton Salt canister, creating
a snow shower that closed the white circle he had made on the
floor. When he shut his eyes and began to pray, the sound of the
rain was loud in his ears. It had been raining that night too, the
night this all began. Cats and dogs, his mother used to say. Yes,
it had been raining cats and dogs when Denny Freeman ran into the
bar...

 


 


***

“You’ve got to let me stay with you tonight.”
Denny had said, his lips quivering like he was about to cry. Ray
had never seen a black man that pale. “He...he knows where I live,
where I work. I saw him outside just now. He followed me here.”

If this wild-eyed man had sat down next to
anybody else in O’Shay’s Tavern, they probably would have gotten up
and left right then, but Ray had served with Denny in the Gulf.
Before that, they’d both been weekend warriors—collecting their
beer money from Uncle Sam, thoughts of fighting a real war never
cropping up. Then their National Guard unit got the call and they
kissed their lives good-bye for a cot and sand as far as the eye
could see. When you dodge bullets with someone, you get to know who
they really are, and Ray trusted Denny with his life. “What’d you
see?”

Denny nodded, then looked at the mug of Bud
Light on the coaster in front of Ray. “How many you had?”

“This is my first.” He paused a moment, then
asked the question that had been gnawing at his lips since his
friend ran in from the storm, “How many you had?”

“I ain’t touched a drop.” Denny’s words
carried no defensiveness. They were hollow, like his cheeks. “It
started about a week ago, when I left here. I went down onto the
subway platform and I saw something moving in the shadows. At
first, I thought it was the rats. I could hear ‘em back there,
squeakin’ and shit. The train was runnin’ late and I just kept
lookin’ over there into the dark. After a while, I could see
something else—something big.

“I don’t know why I walked over there, but I
did. I walked over to the edge of the station—where it disappears
into the big tunnel—and I see him. He looked kinda like a man at
first, but then I could see his fingers were too long and his
nails...his nails were like claws. And his face was...he had
horns.”

Ray wondered what kind of horns. Why, he
didn’t know. What difference did it make, right? But Denny said
they were long and black. He said the ends were white, like they’d
been stuck in a pencil sharpener.

“That’s how I knew it was the devil,” Denny
went on to say. “He was just sitting there, watching me. I was
about to run away when he actually spoke.”

“What did he say?” It was all Ray could think
to ask.

Denny’s eyes did not belong in his weathered,
ebony face. They were eyes that should have been bulging from a
six-year-old boy, alone in the dark and afraid of his open closet.
“It said, ‘I know you.’”

“Anyway, the train came and I ran like hell.
I thought maybe I’d just had too much to drink, maybe I dreamed the
whole thing, but I saw him again on my way to work. He tried to
hide in an alley next to the bank, but I could still see him. You
ever seen pictures of those old carnivals? The dog-faced boy?
That’s what this thing was. His skin was whiter than yours and his
eyes...at first; I didn’t think he had any eyes. They were there,
though, like two black marbles shoved into his face. When I went
outside at lunch, he was still there. He’s been there every day
this week, watching me. I think he’s waiting for me to be
alone.

“Tonight, I walked into my building and saw
him hiding under the stairs. This cockroach ran across the floor
and he reached out and grabbed it. He grabbed it and ate it. I just
turned and ran. I think I ran all the way here. I’m just about to
open the door when I hear this bottle rolling on the concrete and I
looked up. I couldn’t help it. Reflexes, y’know? Wanna guess what I
saw? “

There was something moving in Ray’s gut and
he drowned it with the rest of my beer.

“I saw him coming at me,” Denny said. “His
mouth was open and I could look right down his fuckin’ throat, and
the smell...smelled like...smelled like death itself.”

“So why you?” Ray had to ask.

“I’ve been thinking ‘bout that,” he said with
hesitation. “And don’t ask me why, but I keep thinking it’s got
something to do with the war. My grandfather used to tell me
stories about marching in Alabama. He said they had these dogs
trained to just maul the black folks. Couldn’t have you white
sons-o’-bitches getting torn apart with all those television
cameras. Saddam... maybe he’s got this thing trained too. Hell,
with all those weapons labs out there, maybe he had some mad
scientist make it. All I know is this thing wasn’t after me before
we went to war.” Denny actually snickered a bit and added, “Or
maybe it really is the Devil. Maybe it’s the Rapture and we’re all
goin’ to Hell.”

The bartender brought another drink and Ray
began nursing it. Part of him was waiting on Denny to add more to
the tale, another part wanted him to say it was April Fools or
Candid Camera or something, but he didn’t. He just sat there. Maybe
he was waiting for Ray to tell him he was crazy in the head. They’d
both heard the stories. Guys came back from the desert with all
kinds of weird symptoms. Some were going blind. Some couldn’t even
get out of bed in the morning. Some had rare cancers and kids
born... wrong. “Gulf War Syndrome” they were calling it, but no one
knew what it was. They blew up those weapons dumps, all those labs,
sent shit billowing up into the air, and no one knew what it would
do to them. Nobody knew what they’d all been exposed to over
there—what they’d brought back with them.
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