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A Short Introduction by David T. Wilbanks
One day not long ago, I asked several of my best friends, who all happen to be published horror fiction writers, if they’d like to write a story using the name of one of their favorite hard rock or metal bands as the title and that band’s musical vibe as the wild and loose inspiration. Not surprisingly—since all these guys are major music fans, just like me—they said yes. And the result is what you’re now gripping in your paws: a kick-ass (in my biased opinion) anthology of six stories: some short, some longer, with content ranging from dark fantasy to extreme horror. A little something for everyone.
It was interesting and fun to see what the guys came up with, and I daresay you’ll enjoy yourself even if the artist that inspired a certain story isn’t your personal favorite—after all, the mighty, musical muse has been filtered through some of the most twisted and talented minds in the horror fiction biz, with the result being some sort of mutant metal hybrid concocted to please horror and heavy rock fans alike; we all know that horror and rock go together like beer and pretzels. Just ask Stephen King.
Kudos to my co-editor and good buddy Craig Clarke for helping the whole operation run like a well-oiled machine. We couldn’t have done it without his keen eye and perseverance.
So, without further ado, it’s time to strap yourself in, crank it up, and have yourself a rockin’ good read.
\m/
David T. Wilbanks
Somewhere in the Northlands
by
Randy Chandler
How you gonna roll if you can’t bleed the rock?
—Cutthroat Quartz’s liner-notes quote on Dead Devils album
Get this straight. I am not a faggy fanger. I’m the fucking wolfman. Dig?
—Caleb Dogberry, interviewed in Ripping Rock Magazine
Me on the Greatest Metal Songslinger-slash-Mystery Man of all time? How could it miss?
—Dakota Joe Cadillac, Antibiography of the Cock ’Em Sock ’Em Rogue of Rock Journalism
****
I AM SHORN.
The bald-headed nymph shaves my head while her long-haired twin trains her dainty pistol on my balls. I would’ve thought such a circumstance might focus the mind.
No dice.
My mind wanders like a homeless stumble-bum gimp while the straight-razor babe scrapes my pate.
Wanders away from these bizarre Wraith sisters, tramps my life-till-now’s dismal landscapes of drudgery and dissipation and finally slips down into a cesspit of seething rage and murderous intent—or, to make a rambling sentence short:
It is at this precise moment I decide to kill Caleb Dogberry.
You want that Sacrifice For Your Art crapola, you’ve got the wrong guy. That ain’t me, dude. If a sacrifice is required, then Dogberry’s pseudo-mysterious life and bullshit legend are forfeit.
Not mine. And if giving up my Samson-like locks is what it costs me, so what?
My hair will grow back, but Dogberry won’t be coming back from the dead. Not in this fucking life.
Why would I want to kill a man I’ve never met? A man about which very little is known? A man whose face has never been fully revealed in public? (Moreover, how would I know I was killing the right dude when his hour came round?) Above all, why would I wish to murder The Twenty-first Century’s Answer to Bob Dylan?
Well, first of all, Dylan never needed answering. Any questions Dylan’s songs raised have already been answered by his shot-to-shit voice (which got mellower the more shot-to-shit it got) and his angelically screeching mouth-harp toots. Besides, Dogberry doesn’t sing unless you count the hauntingly off-key background vocal he laid down on Rick Shakespeare’s definitive version of the quintessential Dogberry masterpiece “My Backspace” or his devilish duet with Cutty Quartz on “Penis Uranus” from the Cutty Does Dogberry bootleg debacle.
Secondly, I must admit that it is maddeningly erotic having your head shaved by a bald nymph with big breasts inches from your snout, and that those stirred passions, when mixed with anger caused by Dogberry’s unreasonable demand that my head in fact be shaved before I am to be allowed an audience with him, blows up a dangerous and unpredictable thunderhead of impulses. What’s it to be? Bestial blue balls or go berserker on somebody’s unsuspecting ass? That somebody being Dogberry, natch.
My lawyer, were he here and not pickling his liver on the Riviera, would advise me to say I want to murder Dogberry only on paper. Only. And it’s true: I burn mightily to do journalistic violence to the stealthy son of a bitch. But if I kill him for real, anything else would be overkill.
The wraith with the razor speaks. “That your real name, Dakota Joe Cadillac?”
“Realer than your tits, I’m guessing,” I answer with a toothy leer.
“They’re real, all right. All natural, Mother Nature’s bounty. But your family can’t be named after a car.”
“It’s French, ma chère fille. The car was named for a Frenchman. I come from a long line of Frog Cadillacs. Certainly not an assembly line, I might add.”
She wrinkles her nose and does a funny version of a Frenchman’s laugh: “Honw, honw, honw…”
Her pistol-packing twin doesn’t appear amused. Stone-faced, she sits with one long leg draped over the other and keeps the gun on me while fingering rosary beads with her unarmed hand.
“Tell me about yourself,” I say to the razor lady. “I need a bit of backstory. How did you hook your little wagon to the illustrious Dogberry star?”
She pauses. Holds the razor in front of my eyes as if she’s deciding whether she should go ahead and cut my throat to spare the literary world another Cock ’Em Sock ’Em assault. Then: “You really wanna know?”
“Ab-fucking-solutely.”
Narrowing her eyes, she nods.
I hit my little handheld’s Record button.
****
THE BALD WRAITH’S TESTIMONY.
The night I met him, all my dolls sat up and opened their eyes. All hundred of them. I mean I wasn’t much into Metal but I knew who he was, heard the same stories everybody did. How he went down to the crossroads to do his deal with the devil and how the devil never showed but a stealthy shapeshifter did.
Say what you want about the guy, he put the wolf at Metal’s door and then proceeded to blow it down, you know? That’s why I shave my head. Because our dyed-in-the-wool wolf dude sometimes likes bald chicks. Why he wants you bald, I have no clue.
Collie there, she doesn’t care much for Caleb, but she respects his genius. She’s deathly afraid of dogs, so the wolfman? You can imagine. And after what he did to her? I gotta respect that. She’s the oldest. She came out three minutes before me. That’s why she gets to hold the gun and I get stuck with the blade. Ha ha! No, she’s not named for the dog breed. Collie is short for Columbine, the flower, not that high school. We’re both flowers. I’m Zinnia but you can call me Z. Or Zin. Didn’t they tear down that whole school after what happened?
The thing to ask Caleb Dogberry is what happens when a werewolf loses his religion and finds God. That’s where you’ll find the real meat. Like he said, “The truth and the light or the tooth and the night: it’s gotta be one or the other, brother.” That says it all, ya know?
But you asked about little old me. Well, Collie and I are a couple of wayward Cat-licks, and maybe it’s true what they say about Catholic girls and blow jobs cuz we were really, really good at it. Being twins, we liked to do things together, so it was probably written in the stars that we were destined to become Heavy Metal Cocksuckers of The First Order. In other words, groupies. Why get your cock sucked by one chick when you can have two slobbering over your rod?
Metal cuz we dug the hair, the leather skin-tights, the hard-rock, hard-cock vibe and the danger those Bad Boys oozed like the clear tears of joy a cock cries just before it shoots creamy wads of spunk. We started out blowing the opening acts for the big-name bands. Unknown groups like Hard Rock Toffee. Dude, that was an all-night toffee pull! Talk about your pulled pork! Word got around fast and soon we were doing hard-rock royalty.
There’s not enough time to tell you how we put the hooks in Wolfie or how he put his in us, but I will tell you this: you don’t become a werewolf—or a shapeshifter of any stripe—by being bitten by the beast or by any sort of silly ritual, like stripping naked in a graveyard under a full moon and pissing a ring round your clothes, or by wearing wolf skins or slathering magical unguents or ointments on yourself. It’s something that’s done by sheer force of spiritual will. If you don’t have it, you never will, and you’ll never howl at the moon.
What you need—okay?—is someone to show you the secret. First you have to have the desire. You have to want it. And that’s not always enough. Just ask Collie. She wanted it so bad…show him, sibling. Show him what Dogberry did to you. After he did that to her, I didn’t want in Wolfie’s secret club. Decided then and there to be his cocksucking disciple and nothing more. Go on, take it off and show him.
****
THE WOLF AND THE LAMB
Columbine sets the pistol and rosary down, hikes up the skirt of her long dress and removes the prosthetic limb from the stump of her left thigh. She stands the false leg up on the floor and then lifts her pale stump, giving me a glimpse of either pitch-black panties or pubic hair. She quotes a Bible verse:
“‘The wolf shall dwell with the lamb and the leopard shall lie down with the kid.’ But the lamb loses a leg. That’s what they don’t tell you. It’s always the unspoken kicker that gets you.”
I stare at the stand-alone leg and realize I’ve seen it before—or one a lot like it. It reminds me of that lamp shaped like a hootchie–cootchie chick’s leg in the Christmas flick, the one where Ralphie’s fricking-fracking dad gives him a BB gun despite his mom’s fear that he’ll shoot his eye out.
“No, he didn’t bite it off, rip it off, wrench it off, or claw it off,” Collie says. “It was a spiritual accident. He was trying to teach me how to be a shapeshifter, but I was not a good student, and I lost my leg in that place where great songs come from. It was as much my fault as his, I guess. But still…”
“Don’t let her fool you,” Z warns. “She’s no lamb. You could say that it was her own inner violence that mutilated her leg.”
“Ow, hey!” I say.
“Sorry,” says Z as a drop of blood slides down my forehead and crosses the bridge of my nose. She shrugs and says, “Shave a prick, nick a prick.” She wipes the blood away with a fingertip, then sticks the finger in her mouth and smacks her lips like she’s just had some tasty pudding.
“But still,” Collie goes on, then stops and shrugs slim shoulders and scratches her stump with the gun’s muzzle.
“Careful you don’t plug yourself,” I tell her.
With a lascivious laugh, she cocks her knee and strokes her muff with the muzzle. “I get off on danger, don’t you?”
“Guess I wouldn’t be here if it didn’t hold some attraction for me,” I allow.
“Goddamn flea!” Columbine suddenly shouts. “I swear, I’m gonna make the son of a bitch wear a flea collar.”
Z wipes my hairless head with a damp towel, then adds wood to the potbellied stove, making the mountain cabin a little cozier. I lean my head close to the stove to take the chill off.
****
A DARK STUDY
Forsaking her prosthesis, Columbine hops to the window and parts the curtain. “Snowing hard now,” she says. “He’ll be coming soon with the snow covering his tracks.”
“Still plenty of time to get your cock sucked,” Z advises. “So when you write about us you’ll get it right and know whereof you speak.”
“With all due respect,” I say, “I think not. I have a pretty clear picture of where your mouths have been and I don’t want to hobnob, so to speak, with those blowhard chappies and glamour-shot halfwits.”
“For a famous writer, you’re not very curious. Or, you know, adventurous.”
I have to laugh. “Please. A double-barrel blow job is not my idea of an adventure.”
“I don’t mean just that,” Z says with turned-down lips. “You haven’t even asked why Caleb said you had to have your head shaved if you wanted to meet him.”
“Oh, I know why he came up with that inane requirement. He wants to humble me in advance, in case he can’t do it during the actual interview. What he doesn’t know about me is that I won’t be humbled. Not by anyone, other than myself, of course, which is very bloody unlikely ever to happen. What do I care if I’m bald? I mean, how could I look bad? What say you, do I have a Hunter S. Thompson gonzo vibe going on? Perhaps I should take up smoking with one of his trademark cigarette-holders. You think?”
I lightly smack my head with my palm, just hard enough to make a sound like lovers’ bellies slapping. “I rather like it,” I add.
“Need some sun on it,” opines Collie as she straps on her prosthetic leg, “so you lose that Night of the Living Dead look.”
“Yes, well, you see, I already know a lot about your, uh, blow job messiah, Caleb Dogberry. I know, for example, that your self-professed wolfman is barking mad. And I know this because—as has been said of me and to me—I myself am a dark study. And it takes one to know another. The man has a genius for labyrinthine lyrics, but he is mad as a fucking hatter in a room of ass-hats.”
A sudden sound chills my blood and erects hairs in places I didn’t know I had hairs. It comes from outside in the blowing snowstorm, an eerie howling that may be human or animal or something else entirely.
“He’s here, Mister Dark Study,” Z tells me. “But you’re looking lily-white to me.”
“Spooky Tooth returns,” Columbine says with a smile.
A laugh slips out of me—the laugh girlish and me giddy with fear—at the mention of the rock band from the ’60s and ’70s, a band remembered in this century by only a handful of geezers and navel-gazing music historians with a touch of senile dementia or an aching nostalgia for that old peace and love delusion. The realization that, yes, I am afraid of Caleb Dogberry hits me like a spike full of smack even as the band’s soulful “Tobacco Road” rumbles through my head like a 1930 jalopy careening through a tobacco field, steel chords banging with crashing bass-bombs and drum-shots: BAHM-BAHM! Da-dit-da. BAHM-BAHM! And if you can’t see the cheesy paperback cover of Erskine Caldwell’s novel with the half-naked ingénue at the feet of the redneck farmer (unless I’m mixing up covers with GOD’S LITTLE ACRE), you’re too young to know shit from Shinola anyway or to appreciate the band’s hard-redneck-rock nuance, but for me that cover comes alive with dreadful animation, and the only thing that saves me from seeing what the dirty son of a bitch is about to do to the innocent clueless girl is the cabin door banging open and Dogberry bursting in amid swirling snow and frigid wind, his long black cowboy duster flecked with snowflakes and his slouch hat cocked up in front by the wooden mask on his face.
****
WOLVES FOR THE BLUE SOLDIERS
The mask is a whiskered cat’s face, apparently an authentic artifact of tribal art, carved long ago by some noble savage with a good eye and a steady hand. It looks like it might’ve come off an ancient totem pole.
“Leave us,” Caleb Dogberry growls at the women.
They leave the room, Collie’s parting shot: “Whistle when you want us.”
Dogberry doffs his hat. “So you’re the Fuck ’Em Suck ’Em Stud of Rock Journalism.”
“Actually, it’s the Cock ’Em Sock ’Em Rogue of Rock Journalism,” I say, somewhat foolishly.
“Actually, is it? Well, la-de-da, Mr. Dakota Joe Cadillac. Whatever the case, welcome to my growlery.”
“How Dickensian of you,” I shoot back, letting him know I, too, am familiar with Bleak House.
“So you are literate. But if you only saw the PBS version, that makes you a half-lit.” He chuckles behind the mask.
“So what’s with the masquerade? Why’s a big bad wolf wearing a cat mask?”
“My totem animal. Mountain lion.”
“Shouldn’t that make you a werecat? Or werelion?”
He sheds his duster and tosses it over the back of a ladder-back chair. “My great-great-great-great granddaddy was one of the Wolves for the Blue Soldiers. He was an Indian scout for General Crook’s soldiers, whose job it was to put the Indians in their place, on the res, or kill them where they stood. That’s what they called them. Wolves. Not altogether flattering but I always thought it was pretty damn cool, given my mix of Apache and Irish blood. So when I transform, I usually choose the form of the wolf. I could become a cat, but that’s just not my personality, you know? I’m not the finicky type.”
My fear begins to subside, supplanted by heartwarming murderous rage.
Dogberry babbles on: “You know why I agreed to this interview? Because you’re half-crazy with a half-ass talent for putting words together in a way that appeals to offbeat brains addled by too much hip-hop, refried rebop and mindless metal mayhem. In short, because I knew from the jump that I could dominate you, bend you to my will, and bugger you up the arse if I wanted—which by the way, I don’t—and because you can be relied upon to find the diamond of hard truth in a stinking heap of dogshit. Don’t take that as too much of a compliment. It just means you have a nose for nuzzling through shit. What jewels or nuggets you find depends on where you stick your nose and how much shit you suck up, right?”
I snort and show him teeth in my best vicious grin.
****
STEPPENWOLF, BOTTLE TREE
“The secret of my songwriting is that you can enter the song anywhere and move forward or backward, up or down, and it won’t matter. Spin the dial, tune in, zap out, you’ll still get the go-for-broke gist of the thing. You can’t help it. It slides right in and takes over for the few seconds it needs, and then I own your stupid ass. It’s a merciless mugging. You wanna know the greatest rock ’n’ roll song ever recorded? “Born to Be Wild” by Steppenwolf. It’s got it all. John Kay’s take-no-prisoners world-weary voice, the hard-driving beat, the chrome-and-steel guitar/organ riffs, and the blow-it-out-your-ass devil-may-care blowing-down-the-highway attitude. That line about heavy metal thunder? It presaged heavy metal music in a thin thin thin top-40 nutshell. Talk about silly millimeters! Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” is a great song, but “Born to Be Wild” beats it by a country mile. Country blues eight miles high. Up there with the Byrds, tweet tweet?”
I click on my mini-recorder, better late than fucking never, and signal him to continue his rambling manic rap.
“Did you see the bottle tree on your way in? Ghost trappers. Can’t have wayward souls dropping in uninvited. No fucking way. Nine times out of ten, they’ve already ejaculated their ectoplasm or spent themselves wrestling with angels or getting sodomized by ambitious demons, and so they aren’t much of a threat to the harmony of us breathers and breeders. All the same, I won’t go near a house unless there’s a bottle tree nearby. But you didn’t come here to hear about that. You came to ask me what all you scribblers want to ask me. So go ahead. Ask already.”
“Coupla things,” I say. “First off, why are you wearing that fucking mask?”
****
BAGHEAD TOON
He laughs. “Would you believe because it adds to my mystique? Like that Pynchon guy, the reclusive writer who was on The Simpsons with a paper bag over his head?”
“Um, that was a cartoon,” I observe.
“Toons are real, dude. A different reality but real just the same. If nobody’s seen Pynchon except as he’s portrayed in that cartoon, then he is that toon, dig? I’m talking about in the cultural consciousness, which is where we live and breathe, where songs snake out of the crackling airways and into your sniveling brain, where my lyrics resonate before they reach down into your soul and give you a holy little reach-around. O God! O God! There it is and don’t look back. But to answer your question, I don’t want to make my face a target. If they don’t know me, they can’t assassinate me. What else you want to know?”
I pop it easy: “In a musical genre whose lyrical themes are sex, violence, and the occult, what made you choose heavy metal as the vehicle for your poetic—some would say esoterically sensitive—lyrics?”
****
ROGUE’S GALLERY
“That’s exactly the reason, don’t you see? I did it to fill a lack, plug a hole, play hide the sausage. In a rogue’s gallery of such acts as Priest, Ratt, Crüe, Vitus, Crowbar, Slipknot, Killswitch, yada-yada-yada, an injection of poetic intellect was needed to balance all that big-balled machismo. Not that my balls are small. I can get in there and bang with the best of the long-haired bastards, all night long, till the rooster crows for the break of clucking day. The void was there, and I spewed my spunky poetry into those empty places. And if you ask me where I get my ideas for songs, I might have to kill you.”
I have to grin at that. “If I don’t kill you first.”
Dogberry laughs behind his mask. It sounds like wind howling up a hollow tree. Having warmed up from the blizzard outside, he sheds his denim jacket and tosses it over a chair-back with the duster, turning sideways to me as he does so, and I glimpse what is either a bushy beard or werewolf’s fur on his face. He’s still wearing black leather gloves so I can’t scope out his hands.
“I think you might be serious,” he says with the first note of uncertainty I’ve heard in his gruff voice. Then he waves me off as if I couldn’t possibly be a physical threat to him. “I’ll tell you this. Something I’ve never publicly admitted. I hate the lot of them. The gallery of strutting adolescence-regressive rogues, some of them pushing middle-age and wearing girdles to cinch in their potbellies. Insufferable louts, the lot of them. The requisite sock stuffed in the crotch to make up for their shortcomings. Dickless wonders all.”
****
SECRET DECK, HIDDEN STORY
“I’m going to tell you anyway,” he says with melodramatic overtones, as if he’s just decided to impart something momentous. “Yeah, I think it’s time to let the cat out of the bag.” He crimps his hand into a cat’s paw and makes a little leonine roar that gives me goosebumps.
Dogberry walks toward me, looks down at me and says, “Where I get my ideas. Where the lyrics come from. You ready for this?”
“Yeah, sure.” Straining my neck to look up.
“Vinyls. Album covers of those old 33-⅓ RPMs. There’s a whole hidden history in those record album covers. You’ve heard of the Bible Code? Well, I’m talking an album-cover code. Put any three of them together and you get an artful little story, or a good line of lyric. Put a whole string of them together, like forty or fifty, and you get an epic piece of cultural commentary. Put an entire roomful of them together and then, my friend, you get something like the Torah of rock ’n’ roll. Or more like the Dead Sea Scrolls. Then you get into deep metaphysics of music, and the spiritual universe begins to open up for you. You just have to know how to read them. And I have the key.” He taps a black-leather finger against his temple. “And I have it right here.”
“You’re serious.”
“Hell, yes. You can’t put, say, the Beatles’ banned butchered babies cover next to Pink Floyd’s marching Commie hammers cover art and ELP’s Brain Salad Surgery cover together and not get a heavy message out of it. That was H. R. Giger, by the way, that did the Emerson, Lake & Palmer. The dude who designed the alien? Great shit, that. Or try Black Sabbath’s Sabbath Bloody Sabbath with any one of those great Savoy Brown cartoony covers and Styx’s Douchewads Were Here, then throw in Miles’s Bitches Brew and Led Zep’s Physical Graffiti and then, no, no, wait, then stick the Beatles’ The White Album right in the middle. Bim! Bam! Boo! Dig that shit?” That would get you going all night long, baby. Set your feet on the right road, you little white toad. Granted, not all covers have something to say. Once you get the knack, you can recognize the ones that fit the canon. See, it’s all about synchronicity. The zeitgeist. The real covers—those babies pregnant with meaning—captured the times, came out of the times, as surely as if the hand of God were designing those album covers. You know them when you see them.”
I cringe every time this asshole says “dig” or any fucking form of “dig it.” Anybody peppers his conversation with that shit needs to die, dig?
“Here’s the thing, Mister Fuck ’em Suck ’em. I’m gonna leave you alone with a big box of choice album covers and you’re going to ask the oracle your burning question, as they used to say on those pathetic IQ-lowering entertainment TV shows. You will meditate on the covers until they speak to you. You can arrange them any way you like; it won’t matter. The message, when it comes, will jump out loud and clear, so there can be no doubt what the take-away is. You have one hour. Then we’ll know how our little drama may play out, eh?”
I jump up, catch a glimpse of my reflection in a small mirror on the wall by the bookcase. With my head shaved I resemble a Holocaust survivor, living out a twisted legacy of having been herded like livestock into a stinking cattle car and miraculously granted a last-minute reprieve in front of the shower doors. How long have I been so gaunt, with these sickly sunken eyes and horribly wrinkled lips? God! And now this insufferable prick is giving me one hour.
“Whoa,” I protest. “I didn’t come here to play your idiot games.”
“Didn’t you?” His eyes flash red from the eyeholes of his mask. “Didn’t you come here to unmask me? To pin me down with your acute powers of observation and skewer me with your trademark style? Possibly to murder me, figuratively if not literally? Sure you did.”
“Now that you mention it,” I mutter with a half-smile. “And the more you mention it, the greater the chances that I’ll kill you.” I can’t help myself.
Dogberry rubs his gloved hands together with exaggerated glee. “Hot damn! A death match. I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me.” He slips into a redneck accent for this irritating outburst.
He opens a closet door and pulls out two big topless boxes of vinyl record albums in their cardboard slipcases. (This cabin seems roomier than it was when I first got here. Is it growing? Surreptitiously spreading inward into impossible dimensions? Nah, it’s my mind that’s doing that. Hoo-boy.)
“Have at it, dude. And remember, there could be a lot riding on your ability to read the covers. Think of them as cards in a Tarot deck, each full of hidden symbolism and iconic images. The context for any query can be found in the interplay of the album art. Every picture tells a story. Put the right ones together and they give you a novel, an epic poem. Or a finely crafted song. The whole being a hell of a lot greater than the sum of the parts. The art parts, dig?”
And I think: I’ll dig your grave, you fuck. But what I say is: “And this is how you write all your songs?”
“You got it, iota.” Smirk, smirk. “Or more accurately, it’s how I divine my songs. I’m the medium with the message. Ahh? Ahh? If I’d had any kind of singing voice I coulda been king of the whole fucking world.”
“The king of schlock, for sure. With a voice, the right funky moves and a crotch suitable for grabbing and aggrandizing, you coulda buried Jacko and danced on his grave.”
“You know what? I’m almost beginning to like you, Herr Fuck ’em Suck ’em. Who would’ve thunk that shit? Monkey-wrench, works…Bam! Clang! Banged-up bum!”
No doubt about it: Dogberry has to die.
“A note of caution. And I mean this in all seriousness. In the course of your apocryphal divination, you may begin to believe that you’ve found God. You haven’t. But you’d better hope God doesn’t find you spanking your spiritual monkey because he tends to frown on this kind of shit. You don’t wanna piss the Big Guy off. He insists on being the Big Cheese with all the rabbits in his hat. Bring your own magic hat to the party and who knows what He might do? A word to the wise, dig?”
“Like a bone, wolfman.”
“If I—God forbid—were you, I’d start off with a prayer. You know, to grease the holy palm. Whether you believe or not. There really are no atheists in foxholes, and make no mistake, you are about to jump into one with both fucking feet. And believe me when I tell you, you’ll need a road map to find your way around in this big hulking hole. And that’s precisely what the album art is. A road map. Not exactly Jesus’ journey to the cross, but close enough for horseshoes and hand grenades, if you catch my continental drift. Keep to the illuminated path, avoid the fault lines, and pray the Big One doesn’t hit while you’re down in the hole, where you gotta keep the Devil.”
“Please,” I snarl, “you’re just riffing now. Throwing in all the used blues and the lame thrift-shop discards you didn’t use in your last masterpiece. Just beat it, dig? Let me get this shit over with. I’ve got a deadline, and I won’t have that gay little pissant editor at Ripping Rock up my ass. Not on your fucking dime, capiche?”
He touches his mask, and for just a second I think he is about to take it off, but he only shrugs and says, “That moron Cutthroat Quartz said one smart thing before he wrapped his car around that tree. He said, ‘Three kinds of people write about rock. Assholes who wanna be rock stars, scribbling idol-worshipers, and heathens who wanna find God in the music. Good luck being a rock star.’ Meditate on that bit of Cutty wisdom, grasshopper. I’ll see you in an hour.”
Who in the business has not heard the Quartz quote? The morbidly obese rocker produced one half-decent album with Dead Devils, and he made one thought-provoking argument-inducing remark that I had discussed over more than one bottle of booze and bowl of dope. That he died with a groupie’s lips wrapped around his cock and his Lamborghini wrapped around a tree doesn’t detract from his one immortal quotation.
But before I can tell Dogberry that I’m not about to play grasshopper to his wolfish highness and psychic arts guru, he is out of the room, much to the squealing delight of the Wraith sisters.
So I click off the recorder and get on with my insane assignment. I randomly spread album covers over the floor like illuminating tiles.
Then I stare into the psychotic array of album-cover art and wait for some sort of enlightenment to hammer my soul. Or failing that, to gently tap me on the shoulder. To be honest, I already know where any path through the art will lead. To the same place all paths lead: to death. But don’t get the idea I’m sentimental about it, or that I live in abject fear of the Reaper. I’m ready at any moment to meet my unmaker, if that’s what’s in the cards. Or in this case the covers.
****
THE TRUTH AND THE LIGHT
From the jump I hit a wall. Pink Floyd’s The Wall, the white cover with faint outlines of colorless bricks (which I have always thought was a copycat of The White Album—homage or rip-off: who can say for sure?), a wall welcoming you to break on through to any other side, smash your strawberry alarm clock, suck on a Moby grape, sign on the line with Big Brother and his holding company, lick your twisted sister’s psychedelic lollipop, because no matter which way you cut it, the dead ain’t grateful and you can’t Blue Cheer your sins away unless you’ve felt the wrath of In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida, baby, you fucking know what I mean, and then from there my eyes drift on over to the Stones’ Sticky Fingers, and I feel the sudden urge to unzip and whack off all over the wolf man’s outsized Tarot deck, but instead I mentally unzip the album-cover jeans (That’s right, kids, it’s an actual working zipper attached to the cardboard! Mick’s prick not included) when I realize it might be a secret portal to the next bend in the path or brick in the wall, who the fuck knows? cuz this trip is going over like a led zep and I can hear a Wraith sister in the next room suck like an Electrolux, a noise not exactly conducive to penetrating meditation, but with the snowstorm howling at the window and murder in my heart for the judge, I tune out extraneous sounds and go looking for some ersatz tambourine man to lead me through this madman’s labyrinth of rock landmarks, each one a stepping-stone a half-step removed from music, each one an angry blister ready to pop and spew shadow songs and steel-string echoes so faint the wind can’t carry them, hidden messages my ass, but who’s to say there aren’t epistles secreted on my ass? How could I know without a mirror and a magic decoder? You gotta be shitting me. That’s how it hits me. So I just say, WHAT THE FUCK? Dogberry might be calling the tune, but I don’t dance for any asshole-hat. Not where I’m at. Ratchet that sprocket in your pocket and see what comes out!
I throw open the window and sail the encased vinyl artifacts one at a time into the snow-blowing night until they’re all gone. Casting my fate to the wind? Think again.
Dogberry be damned.
Dogberry be dead.
Soon enough. Soon enough.
Oracle my ass.
Hear me Dingleberry? Don’t worry, you will.
You ain’t playing with a full deck cuz your cards are in the wind.
Get your ass back here, and we’ll play this out to the end.
Peel back the skin, and read your sin.
What you need is a bit of truth and light.
Word of God or the Devil to show you what’s right for this night.
I slam the window shut behind the last record album, and I shiver so hard I almost piss my pants. Last time I shivered this hard I was delirious with fever in Juarez, and the whores were trying to cut out my eyes, and armed revolutionaries were offering a blindfold and a smoke.
(What have they done to me now? Slipped me a Mick Finn?)
If Islam hides in I slam the window, what else might I have hidden from myself?
Oracle my ass, please.
You were right, Caleb old pal. That is, just maybe.
So get your hairy ass back here, baby.
We’ve got to nail down this deal before we bleed.
****
THE TOOTH AND THE NIGHT
Verily I say unto you: Dogberry spelled backward is yrrebgod. Ye minor gods take note and weepeth. You know: I buried Paul? No? Fuck ye then. I’ve a tale to tell and it goes like this:
Three things happened all at once.
1) A Wraith screamed in either ecstasy or agony
2) Dogberry, unmasked and butt-naked, hairy loins and limbs glistening in the dim light, leapt through the doorway, came down howling on his haunches.
3) I pissed myself.
(If you need to supply your own death metal background dirge, this would be the place to cue the music.)
It was true, by the balls of bearded Odin, the son of a bitch was a werewolf! How else to explain his fine brown fur covering his entire body, except for his cock and balls. His ball sack was blue, his penis purple and dangling just above the floor like a rotten plantain.
(Dear Reader, you’ve no doubt noticed that I have abandoned the presumptuously prissy present tense and have reverted to the hellfire-and-brimstone past-is-prologue tense. Indeed, this part of the tale is prologue to all the ungodly shit that is bound to follow. And I mean it will follow you, too, Dear Reader. You can’t escape your guilty fate. You’ve come this far with me and for that you must pay the Devil his due. Too late to get out of paying the freight. You’re already damned.)
Dogberry loped toward me, but I stood my ground. He sniffed my armpits, my hair, my pissy crotch, and then he moved behind me and began to whisper into my right ear in a language unknown to me, but I was almost certain that it was the secret language of a long dead race, a language used in secret sacred ceremonies. At the same time he whispered in my left ear in a guttural Native American tongue full of clicks and grunts. How he could simultaneously speak two languages as if with two mouths inches from my two ears, I could not fathom.
It occurred to me then that this was the way the Wraith sister lost her leg: that Dogberry was trying to turn me into a shapeshifter too. After all, a wolf likes the company of a pack. What good is an alpha wolf with no weaker wolves to bully or hump?
I had no intention of letting the hairy fucker accidentally mutilate me with a shapeshifter clusterfuck. I would strangle him where he stood or die trying.
Trouble was, I could not move. Not a fucking muscle. The split-mind whispering had somehow divorced my mind from my body and paralyzed me. I was in Dogberry’s thrall. Couldn’t act on my will.
Collie and Zin slinked into the room and fell at my feet. My pants dropped to my ankles, and they went at me with their mouths like a couple of mewling kittens hungry for milk. Dogberry kept up his two-channel chants, finest hi-fi stereo, me droogs, while the sexy couple of clockwork tomatoes worked me over, all tongues lips and teeth. Dogberry nipped my earlobe and drew blood.
Then he started reciting lyrics to one of his biggest hits, the angry ditty called “Lickspittle Prick and the Defrocked Priest.” The one with the line about “the tooth and the night,” made famous by Rick Shakespeare and the Royal Queensmen, the reigning fags of Brit-bitch metal and as funky a bunch of pretty little queens as you’d ever want to see or hear. Sure, it was a great song, but not what I’d choose as my death song—which was what I thought it was going to be.
Then the singing and chanting suddenly stopped, and Caleb Dogberry said, “You have to die before you can change. It only hurts a moment or two. You have to die like Jesus, and then come back changed. The Gospel says Jesus came back from the dead in a physical body that could pass through walls. Remember? Not as a ghost or spiritual entity. A solid body able to do miraculous things. That’s what you have to do here. Make your physical body pass through a spiritual hoop or two and change as you will it to. Only then will you be like me.”
I found my voice, hoarse and weak though it was. “I don’t wanna be like you.”
“You do.”
I shook my head, relieved that some control of my body had returned.
“Now when the girls make you come, I want you to leap out of your old body and into your true animal form. At the exact same time as you ejaculate. Picture your human body dying as you assume the shape of a wolf. That’s key. See yourself making that leap. Leap for your life. Because your life will depend on making it. No turning back now. Do or die, dig? Do or fucking die like the piece of sorry shit you are. Make the leap, and be redeemed. Your choice, Mister Fuck ’em Suck ’em. Run with the wolves, or die with the dogs.”
He gave me a manly slap on the ass and said, “Okay, girls, take him out.”
They did. They did me hard and fast, gave me the world’s greatest double-barrel blow job, and fearing for my life, I did as Dogberry had instructed. At the moment of wrenching climax I took the leap.
It was a powerful leap across the void and into deepest darkness. A spinning leap that put me back at the jump-off, and I latched onto Dogberry’s throat with my teeth and dug in with my expensive dental-work. His blood had the wild taste of medium-rare venison, yet coppery and sweet at the same time. He tried to fight back, but I had him by the throat and wouldn’t let go. After a chaotic moment of struggle, we both went to the floor, and I worked my jaws and teeth until Dogberry was no longer moving. When I finally pulled back, his throat was a shredded ruin, and I could see his spine through the blood, sinew and meat.
The Wraith sisters were shrieking in horror. They drew away from me, cringing so intently I thought they might actually disappear into nothingness.
“It was him or me,” I said, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “I killed the fucking wolfman, that’s all. I did the world a favor. So shut up that noise, how about?”
“He’s not a wolfman, you idiot,” Columbine said, sobbing breathlessly. “It’s a medical condition. Hypertrichosis. That hair growth is genetic. He was just punking you.”
I glanced at my reflection in the mirror by the bookcase and saw that I had none of a werewolf’s features. My bloody aspect didn’t bother me in the least. I said, “Well, it looks like he was the one got punked.”
“Bastard,” snarled Zinnia.
“Hey, whatever he was, he needed to die. You heard him. It was fate. And from that there is no escape.”
“Besides,” I added, “he’s not really dead. He lives on in his songs. As long as metal survives, Dogberry will too. And metal is too mean to roll over and fucking die. You can quote me on that, me lovely droogs. Metal is me, and I’m all about the tooth and the night.”

by
Matthew Fryer
Wapping docks, London.
Friday, 8th February, 1980.
09.50 p.m.
Dom pulled open the weathered oak door of the Crooked Capstan, and a grin immediately spread across his face.
The fog had thickened while he’d been inside, immersing the street lamps and badly parked motorbikes outside with dense swathes of ashen grey. He inhaled deeply, the cold vapour filling his throat like milk fresh from the fridge. It tasted clean, unlike the usual mouldering smell that drifted up from the river, and although the Thames ran just the other side of the cobbled street, visibility was little more than a few feet.
Dom zipped his black leather jacket up tight around his neck. He loved the brooding atmosphere of fog and hadn’t seen one as heavy as this for years.
“Dom…”
He stepped outside and saw the Scott brothers standing just to his left. The two bikers leaned against the wall of the pub, smoking Marlboros and clutching pints of dark ale against their beer bellies. They spoke quietly—no doubt up to something, skulking out here in the gloom—and they certainly hadn’t called him over. Maybe he’d imagined it.
Dom decided to get out of sight before lighting his joint. Those two would only make him share it.
“Hey, Dom-boy,” one of them said as Dom attempted to slink away to the right. He paused, trying not to bristle, then turned back to face them. That nickname made him sound like one of the Waltons, and he knew they only used it to wind him up.
“Evening, lads. Here for the gig?”
“Depends,” the larger of the two brothers said. “You gonna play ‘The Hanging Judge’ tonight? Good song, that.”
Both men were tattooed and unshaven, dressed in oil-stained denim and scuffed leathers. One was huge, the other enormous, the latter’s forbidding appearance accentuated by an ugly scar that bisected his face diagonally from forehead to jaw. Dom didn’t know their first names; the Scotts functioned as a single, aggressive unit and only ever referred to each other as bruv.
“Buy me a pint, and I’ll think about it,” Dom said.
“I’ve got a better idea.” Scarface ground his cigarette beneath his boot, the action managing to convey as much threat as if he’d slammed a fist into his palm. “You play it, and we won’t bottle you off during the encore. Whadda you reckon, bruv?” The two men sniggered, a low and nasty sound, and Dom saw relish in their amphetamine-pooled eyes at the mere suggestion of violence.
“I’ll mention it to the others.”
“You do that, kid.”
Kid? Dom felt the weight of his flick knife in his jeans pocket and fought the urge to whip it out. He had a gig to play and didn’t have time for this crap.
He turned and walked away and fortunately, the Scotts left it at that. They thought the song they loved was some anarchic anthem about turning the tables on the law, but the hanging judge of the title wasn’t the victim of the piece. It actually referred to George Jeffries, a powerful baron in seventeenth-century London who’d sentenced hundreds of men to their deaths along this very stretch of the river. He would’ve strung up that pair of dickheads in a blink.
Dom shivered, listening to the quiet slap of his Reebok high-tops on the cracked pavement. Normally this riverside road offered a fantastic view: Tower Bridge to the west and beyond, Big Ben standing proud on the curve of the river. Across the water, the skyline of Southwark and Lewisham sprawled, an urban miasma of Victorian stone and modern glass. But tonight, rather than a toothy horizon of smokestacks, steeples and cranes, all Dom could see was the sodium lamps of the street and the vehicles clustered near the pub, rising monolithic from the rolling fog.
“Homo,” one of the bikers muttered, deliberately loud enough for Dom to hear. Anger reared in his chest, but he bit down and kept walking. His position in the band was precarious enough: a couple of their recent gigs had been abandoned because he’d started throwing punches.
The biting cold nuzzled through his jeans as he walked along Wapping high street. Despite its name, there were no shops or restaurants along this road. Other than the Crooked Capstan and the occasional derelict warehouse, it was home to nothing but abandoned wharves and weed-choked plots walled by corrugated iron, patterned with graffiti and rust.
Dom stopped, took the limp joint from his pocket, and lit up. He inhaled deeply and expelled a plume of herbal smoke, sighing as the calm flowed through his veins.
The Plague Mandrills were due on in ten minutes, and this was his pre-gig ritual. It settled his brain, focused him towards the intricacies of the music, and also calmed him down; with several pints down his neck, he was prone to picking fights with less than appreciative members of the audience.
He could hear the muted noise of the pub behind him and out on the Thames, the horn of some passing vessel thundered across the abyss.
“Dom…”
He glanced towards the invisible wharf, not sure if he’d actually heard anything at all. It was little more than a whisper, maybe just something in the water brushing against the side of a dock, or even a trace of the pot that massaged his brain; this stuff was imported from Thailand and much stronger than the shitty sawdust he usually managed to score.
“Dom.”
No, there it was again, real as the chipped flagstones beneath his feet.
“Hello?” he called.
“Helloooo?” one of the Scott brothers mocked from the fog behind him. “What’s up Dom-boy, your smoke given you the fear? Get over here, and we’ll finish it off for you!”
Dom sighed as the hilarious Scott double-act began.
“Maybe he’s looking for a prossie?”
“Nah, he’s down the docks doing dirty favours for sailors. Hey, Dom-boy! How much do you charge?”
“He don’t charge nothing, he gives his arse away for free.”
“Like your mom!” Dom shouted.
There was a loaded pause, then: “You’re gonna regret that.”
Dom chuckled. He had no fear of violence, and his low brow, thick mop of hair, and wide jaw gave him a dangerous, simian appearance that was often enough to stop fights before they even started. That wouldn’t deter the Scotts, however, and while he wouldn’t stand a chance against them two-on-one, he should be able to skulk in the fog until Olaf, their big Norwegian drummer, came outside looking for him.
Dom took a deep hit on his joint and leaned against a street lamp, enjoying the view, or indeed the lack of one.
Wapping had a history rich with seafaring and international trade. This area would’ve once been crammed with bustling crewmen, traders and ships heavy with freight: all the machinations of maritime industry. But like much of London, Wapping had been heavily bombed by the Luftwaffe during the Blitz and never recovered, a final death blow coming from the closure of the London docks in 1969. Many of the remaining warehouses had since been torn down, and those that remained were littered with broken glass and infested with rats, wharves sinking slowly into the water, loading cranes frozen with rust.
The Crooked Capstan had closed in the early 1970s as the deluge of river traffic and money dwindled to nothing, but was saved from demolition a couple of years ago when an old rocker called Vince Black bought the dusty building and made it a sanctuary for those who liked their beer strong and their music loud. In this rough part of town, the Metropolitan Police took little interest in the occasional brawl and soft drug use, and there were no neighbours to complain about the noise.
“Dom!”
This time, the voice was crystal clear and sharp. It sounded female, perfused with a lyrical quality that danced through Dom’s chest like birdsong. He walked across the cobbles to the other side of the narrow street. Maybe it was one of the girls from the pub or a prostitute who’d wandered down from Brewhouse Lane, knowing it would be a busy night in the Crooked Capstan and hoping to snare a few beered-up punters. Several of them knew Dom by name. He sometimes visited them after gigs when too wasted or lazy to hit on a girl and get his end away for free.
He stepped onto the damp boards of the wharf and immediately gasped, almost dropping his joint as something vast materialised through the fog.
The galleon loomed above him, idling on the languid current of the Thames. Mist curled around the quadruple masts and complex webs of rigging that towered into the night, salt-crusted timber creaking against the dock. Two tiers of snub-nosed cannons jutted from the ship’s gunwales, and towards the bow where he stood, he could see the ship’s name lettered in jagged crimson.
Iron Maiden.
What the hell was this? The ship didn’t seem like some kind of tourist-trap reconstruction; the Iron Maiden was clearly hundreds of years old. Dom could smell her above the musty putrefaction of the wharf, the tang of brine and old wood cut thickly for war. She conjured images of pirates and explorers, the kind of ship that hunted myths, hoarded treasure and plundered new countries.
“Dom…”
He walked alongside the gently swaying ship in the direction of the voice. It had definitely come from somewhere on board, possibly the elaborate cabins at the stern, leaning out over the water like a miniature castle. Weak light drifted from the windows, and he thought he glimpsed a spindly figure watching from the clouded glass of the Captain’s cabin, but it vanished before he could be sure.
Dom realised he was almost tiptoeing along the wharf and sneered at himself, taking a defiant tug on his joint. It was just an old galleon, for God’s sake. Maybe they were going to use the docks for some kind of maritime festival? If so, this forbidding ship had an aura that perfectly suited Wapping’s gruesome past. Dom liked his history with a sense of the lurid macabre and enjoyed the campfire tales of smugglers and cut-throats that had blighted this borough hundreds of years ago. Execution Dock was only a few hundred yards from here, the place where pirates had been hung to die from slow asphyxiation, the corpses consumed and regurgitated by the filthy tide. Swaddled in iron gibbets, they were left to decay as though the law was anxious to prove it could match the brutality of its enemies.
Dom reckoned the Iron Maiden would have some stories to tell. He saw movement up on the deck, traces of ghostly figures that appeared briefly through the fog. His gaze was drawn high to the crow’s nest, and although he couldn’t actually see anybody up in the milky darkness, he felt eyes upon him.
“Dom… please…”
The voice definitely belonged to a woman, soft as eiderdown. This had to be a joke, somebody trying to freak him out; both the band and half the pub’s regulars knew he smoked pot before taking the stage. Maybe it was Lily, their guitarist. She was a prankster, but being such a perfectionist, she’d most likely be busy tuning her Strat for the sixteenth time tonight. All Dom had to do was plug in his bass, crank it up to eleven, and he was ready to rumble. Sound-checks were for pussies.
“Hello?” Dom paused, peering towards the dimly lit windows at the stern. “Quit screwing around!”
He jumped as something struck the wharf just behind him. Whirling round, he saw that a gangway had been lowered from the deck.
Dom tossed the spit-damp remnants of his joint. Alone in the enveloping fog, this was the creepiest thing he’d ever seen in his life, but despite a tickling paranoia, curiosity had him by the throat.
The gangway groaned beneath his weight as he stepped upon it and carefully ascended, holding his breath as he passed over the jet-black void between the dock and the ship. The weed had softened his balance, and he wobbled above the icy water, finally exhaling as he reached the top, stepped through the ornate bulwark and onto the deck. There was no sign of the figures he’d glimpsed, just rusting capstans, barrels, and fat coils of rope. Salt prickled Dom’s sinuses; the whole ship seemed soaked with the essence of the ocean as though it was a wreck that had been raised from the seabed.
A cool finger of fear traced down his nape. This was an unfamiliar sensation, and Dom clenched his fists, confused by the lack of a specific target for his unease. He reached into his pocket and took out his flick knife as he began towards the stern.
A door opened beneath the castellated poop deck. A man stood there, silhouetted by the glow of an oil lamp, long grey hair straggling his fiercely wizened face and reddish-black eyes. Torn clothes hung from his scrawny frame like rags flung over a twisted tree, and his fingernails were long and splintered. Dom stared, heart knocking against his sternum, clutching his knife tight. He would rather take on both the Scott brothers at once than this freak; his poise bled the aura of an asylum lunatic.
“Hey man, you made me jump. Is this your ship?”
“I am the Captain,” he said in a scratchy, detached voice. “Welcome aboard.” The man smiled, reminding Dom of the creature from Alien.
“Dom… come to me…”
It sounded as though she was below deck, the voice stroking through Dom’s abdomen and down into his groin.
“She calls your name,” the Captain said. “Go to her.”
“What the fuck is going on?”
“Please…”
The desperately whispered word made Dom’s chest pound, his head spin with lust. Suddenly he envisaged the speaker—a gorgeous Asian woman with big brown eyes and fishnets taut across her dusky thighs—as clear as though she were actual memory. Dom had slept with countless women. Drunken rock chicks, prostitutes from the corners of Hackney where he rented a flat: even the Plague Mandrills had a handful of groupies willing to give it up for the band’s big bruiser of a bassist. But up here on the deck of the Iron Maiden, something held him back.
“Who is she?” Dom said.
“Everything you want her to be. And so much more.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
The Captain didn’t reply. Dom suddenly glimpsed a figure to his right, but when he looked, it had already dissipated into the fog. Another shimmied in his peripheral vision to the left only to do the same. He was suddenly surrounded by them, phantom flickers that frustrated in their avoidance of direct scrutiny. Perhaps it was a combination of the briny stench, the Thai smoke, and his fertile imagination, but Dom’s brain suddenly conjured thoughts of long dead mariners, of terrible wraiths rising up from the depths of the sea. He hoped a bad trip wasn’t raising its ugly head; he’d demolished that joint pretty quick. But if so, why was he still so horny?
Dom closed his eyes as the woman began to sing a tune that sighed like silk across hot skin, settling over his brain. Although he didn’t understand the foreign words, her voice evoked images of naked women dancing in the desert, of dark skin gleaming in the light of a campfire.
He turned and walked towards the doorway that led below deck, the elusive ghosts drifting out of his way.
As he disappeared down the wooden steps, the Captain grinned wide, a hideous snapshot of long, yellow teeth that, if he’d seen it, would’ve sent Dom bolting for the gangway and back to the safety of the pub like a cat with a wolf on its tail.
****
“Sorted,” Lily said. With her gear checked and a third sound-check in the bag, she leaned her Strat against a Marshall amp and sat down. “Where’s Dom? We’re due on in a few minutes.”
Olaf, the Plague Mandrills’ drummer, was tinkering with his kit, tightening the cymbals and wiping the battle-scarred skin of his snare. “He is probably still getting stoned.”
Lily glanced around the smoke-layered interior of the Crooked Capstan. The bar was three deep, bullet-belts grinding against stone-washed denim as the punters hustled for the bar staff’s attention. Music thundered from the DJ in the corner, sawing through an atmospheric broth of stale sweat and beer.
“I hope he’s not fighting again,” she said.
“We should perhaps have him muzzled.”
“He’d only gnaw his way through it.”
“He has been gone fifteen minutes. If he is getting laid by Execution Dock again, I will kick his arse.” Olaf’s Norwegian accent and unclipped pronunciation made his British slang sound rather comical, but only a fool would ignore the big Viking.
Lily shrugged. “He usually manages to wait until after the gig.”
“Usually is not good enough. No more. I am getting quite bored of his trouble. He gets another gig cancelled, he is out of the band.”
“Fair enough.”
Olaf had long blond hair, a handlebar moustache, and was built like a wrestler. He was the only member of the band hard enough to actually stand up to their troublesome bassist, and Lily was glad of it. She liked Dom and his rock-star swagger, the way he didn’t let a lack of fame, good looks, or money prevent him from living the dream, but he could be a liability and was barred from more pubs than she could remember. They’d had a monthly slot in the Ruskin Arms until last week when Dom had got drunk and head-butted the glass collector.
Olaf nodded towards the door. “Maybe your girly boyfriend knows where he is.”
Aaron’s appearance always made Lily smile, and this time was no exception. He strolled nonchalantly towards the stage, microphone case in one hand. By far the most handsome member of the band, their vocalist looked like an English version of James Dean, but that didn’t stop Olaf from taking the piss out of the much smaller man.
“Have you been to fetch your lipstick?”
“I borrowed some off your sister,” Aaron said. “She’s working the corner of Brewhouse Lane tonight.”
Olaf frowned. “My sister lives in Oslo.”
Aaron caught Lily’s eye, and they shared a smirk. Olaf did his best to engage in the banter, often starting it, but the jokes tended to sail above his head.
“Is Dom outside?” Lily asked.
“I didn’t see him when I went back to the van, but the fog’s thick as a whale’s cock. I suppose he could’ve been around.” Aaron helped himself to a swig of her lager. “Have you been out there?”
“No, why?”
“Doesn’t matter. I thought I heard someone shouting me.”
“My sister is not a prostitute,” Olaf said, finally catching on to Aaron’s earlier insult. “Ingeborg is a tough girl. You say such a thing to her face, she would cut off your little-boy balls.”
“Is that what happened to yours?” Aaron retorted.
“Mine are intact, which is an achievement for a man who lived with her for so many years.” Olaf picked up his pint of London Pride bitter and downed a third of the glass in one impressive gulp. “She is much stronger than me.”
Lily tried to envisage this sister, a woman even more powerful than the muscular Norseman himself, but all her imagination could come up with was Olaf in a dress. “Sorry to change the subject, boys, but we need to find Dom.”
Aaron frowned. “Come to think of it, I saw the Scott brothers hanging about outside. They looked like they were up to something.”
“Jøss!” Olaf cursed.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Lily said.
“I am not so sure. Last Friday they threw a man in the river.” The Viking smacked his pint down on the table and began shouldering through the crowd. He suddenly stopped and looked back at Lily.
She waited a few seconds as he stared at her, his bushy, yellow eyebrows raised in question.
“What?” she demanded.
Olaf blinked. “You just shouted my name.”
“No I didn’t.”
Olaf glanced accusatorily at the people standing nearby, shrugged, and disappeared into the throng.
“Do you really think there’s trouble?” Lily said, turning to Aaron.
“Nah. I just knew mentioning the Scotts would stop Olaf fondling his precious bloody drums and go and do something useful.”
“Heh. Good move.”
“Dom’s probably just dawdling on purpose, hoping one of us mugs will set up his bass for him.” Aaron opened Dom’s case and carefully lifted out the Fender Precision as though handling somebody else’s baby.
Despite his fond complaint, Lily knew Aaron looked up to Dom, almost like an older brother. Dom caused fights, his ear for music was mediocre, and the insults relentless, but he was infuriatingly charismatic and had saved Aaron’s bacon in more than a couple of pub brawls.
“I think there’s a boat just down the wharf,” Aaron said. “Haven’t seen one docked here before.”
“It’s not plod is it? Dom’s having a spliff. If he’s gone and got himself arrested again, Olaf’ll kill him.”
“No. It sounded big and old, a proper ship. I couldn’t see a thing, but I could hear it creaking.”
“Maybe it’s Olaf’s longboat.”
Aaron chuckled, busying himself with Dom’s amp.
Lily noticed Vince waving to her from behind the bar. A tall, thin man with a silver ponytail, he was likeable enough but a stickler for punctuality and ran the Crooked Capstan with an iron fist.
“Five minutes,” he shouted, and Lily nodded in reply. She sipped her lager, twirling her ink-black hair. Something gnawed at her, a malcontent she couldn’t quite nail. Dom being AWOL wasn’t unusual, and if there was an old ship at the dock he’d be checking it out for sure; for a tough guy, he liked his history books. But there was something wrong about tonight, an edge of lurking threat.
“We’re on in five,” she said to Aaron, suddenly desperate to use the toilet. She always had slight pre-gig nerves, but her bladder hadn’t shrunk like this since the first time they played. “Back in a minute.”
Aaron nodded, then blinked and glanced inquisitively towards the outside door.
****
“Dom… hurry… please…”
Flick knife in hand, Dom staggered along a dank passageway that stretched the length of the Iron Maiden’s hull from bow to stern like a hollow, wooden spine. On either side was a row of dungeons with heavy doors and small barred windows. They were pitch dark inside, and Dom heard faint whispers and girlish giggles as he passed them by, but they scarcely interested him.
“Dom… I need you…”
His dungeon was the last one on the right. The door yawned wide, and red light glowed inside, that familiar colour he’d seen so many times before in the bedrooms of girls back in Hackney, the brothels of Amsterdam. He loved that colour. It was anger, heat and lust. It was a base, lurid colour, hypnotising him like a devilish will o’ the wisp and promising nothing but pure, uncomplicated pleasure. Dom almost tripped as he hurried along the narrow passageway. The smell of the sea was cloying down here, the glutinous rot of bilge and cold-blooded marine life in his sinuses—a smell he’d always despised—but right now he barely noticed it.
He reached the end and stopped in the doorway.
The light that bathed the dungeon seemed to come from nowhere, trickling through the air as though the scene were a sepia photograph stained with blood. Against the wall was a straw mattress, and upon it, a woman writhed, blinking up at Dom with dark, feline eyes. She had black hair, pointed breasts, and an exotic, coffee-coloured complexion. He couldn’t have created a more perfect woman in his head. She was even dressed in his favourite lingerie: a sluttish basque, stockings, and stilettos with heels as long as a carving knife.
Dom knew something was deeply wrong about this. His rational mind tried to tell him it was some kind of trap. It had to be; this kind of thing simply didn’t happen outside wet dreams and porno films. He also noticed that the bitter scent of the ocean was even stronger in here, apparently coming from the woman on the mattress. She smelled like a fishmonger’s sink, a cold and slithery stink.
“Abuse me,” she breathed, rolling over onto her front and presenting the most perfect ass he’d ever seen. The warnings were drowned in an instant beneath the roar of his desire, so loud that it felt like Dom’s eyes were rolling in his skull.
Folding away his knife, he strode inside.
****
When Lily returned to the makeshift stage, Olaf and Dom were still nowhere to be seen.
She noticed the pub was much emptier, and the atmosphere had pulled taut. A group of women—rockers with peroxide hair and neon lipstick—had begun to heckle, their voices raised with vodka and confidence.
“Oi!”
Lily turned to see Vince glaring at her from behind the bar. He scowled and tapped his watch.
“Sorry, Vince, I’ll round ‘em up now!” she called above the pounding music and spotted Aaron talking to a couple of teenage girls by the fire exit. Smoothing down her short, black dress, Lily made her way across. The girls watched her boyfriend intently, and she couldn’t help but smile. The Plague Mandrills’ vocalist was a natural, and with his smouldering looks, these two kids were lambs to the slaughter.
Lily caught him in the middle of a brazenly false anecdote involving himself, a bottle of Jack, and a police chase in a stolen limousine.
She interrupted his yarn with glee. “Don’t believe a word, girls. It wasn’t a limousine; it was his little brother’s bicycle. And it wasn’t the police chasing him; it was his mum.”
The two girls laughed politely, but the hope in their faces deflated as she kissed Aaron on the lips and lingered, staking her territory.
“Thanks for that,” he said as she broke contact.
“You’re welcome. Any sign of the others?”
“No.”
“Christ. I think they might be in trouble.”
Aaron shrugged. “They can handle themselves.”
“Maybe, but Vince is getting pissed off.”
On cue, the grizzled landlord appeared over Aaron’s shoulder. “What the hell are you waiting for? A red carpet?”
“Olaf and Dom have wandered off,” Lily said. “We’re just gonna go check out front.”
“Well get your arses in gear. Everybody seems to have got bored and fucked off outside, too. I want ’em back in here and spending money. This isn’t the only rock pub in London…” Vince’s voice trailed off, and he looked over his shoulder.
“We’re on it. Sorry, Vince.”
“Good,” Vince mumbled, peering quizzically towards the front door of the pub.
“See you soon, ladies,” Aaron said to the teenagers as Lily dragged him away. He winked at her. “I’m well in there. If you play your cards right, I might let you join in.”
She elbowed him hard in the ribs. “When did you get bored of living?”
Aaron smiled, the expression of a man more than content with his lot. Lily relaxed, reassured. She’d fallen hopelessly in love with Aaron, but while things were going so well, she didn’t want to risk scaring him off by admitting it.
“Vince is right,” he said. “It was twice as busy as this five minutes ago.”
“Maybe they’re watching a fight. Look, it’s mostly women left inside.”
Aaron glanced around the depleted crowd, the abandoned girlfriends standing awkwardly on their own. “Shit. Let’s go.”
Brawls at the Crooked Capstan often went on unchecked until someone really got hurt, especially if they kicked off on the street. The pub regulars had an unwritten rule of watching in silence to ensure a good show; if they cheered and yelled, Vince was outside with his slugger in a flash to split it up.
Aaron yanked open the door, and Lily followed him outside into the cold. They stopped, gaping stupidly at the scene.
The street was empty, just silent vehicles beneath the dull glow of the lamps, thickly shrouded in fog. The windowsills of the pub and the pavement beneath were scattered with half-full bottles and pint glasses as though everyone had left in a hurry or in some determined, joint purpose.
“What the hell?” Lily murmured. An icy breeze rose for a moment, causing the fog to bulge and roll, and the metal sign hanging above the door of the Crooked Capstan swung with a coffin-lid groan.
“Maybe everyone’s gone down to Execution Dock for a smoke?” Aaron said. “Dom’s not the only stoner.”
“No, they can’t all be—” she began but Aaron interrupted.
“Shh, hear that?”
“No. What?”
“Somebody just called me.”
Lily hadn’t heard a thing, and a sickly dread was uncoiling in her stomach.
The door behind them opened, and Vince stepped through. He had a distracted, slightly wild look in his eyes, but Lily felt reassured by the arrival of a figure of authority.
“Vince! Where’s everyone gone?”
Vince blinked down at her as though she’d just appeared in a puff of smoke.
“What? Oh, I...” He peered towards the unseen expanse of the Thames. “I have to go.”
Before Lily could respond, the tall man bolted down the street, rapidly fading into the fog.
Lily and Aaron glanced at each other for a second, then sprinted after him.
****
In the hull of the Iron Maiden, the Captain walked along the passageway, locking the dungeon doors. There were just two more empty cells to fill, their occupants crooning softly to themselves, a mournful and hungry sound.
He peered through one of the barred windows and saw a heavily built man with long blond hair and a moustache, a true Scandinavian warrior. He lay on the mattress, the siren beside him stroking his head. She had a shock of coral-yellow hair and the body of a Hustler centrefold, but the sensuality of her curves was skewed by the rest of her startling, inhuman anatomy. Her eyes were as cold and amoral as those of a bird of prey, her skin the colour of deep bruising. Her wings were folded neatly against her back, the griffin talons of her feet and hands resting gently against the flesh of her victim. She was stunning, a bleak goddess.
The layer of reality flickered and the scene morphed into what the victim could see, the fantasy woven to entice him. The siren became a blond girl dressed smartly in black. She had a strong nose and pronounced jaw that bore a striking resemblance to the Viking beside her. It was presumably his sister. The man sucked his thumb as she read him a story from a thick tome of Icelandic sagas. The Captain raised his eyebrows. That kind of childhood nostalgia was an unusually innocent fantasy, especially for one who looked so swarthy.
He moved to the next dungeon.
It contained a fat, tattooed man with a scar streaking his face as though somebody had once attempted to cleave his head with a cutlass. He was locked in a much more familiar embrace; half undressed and kneeling on the damp planks of the floor. The siren was on all fours before him, her body undulating softly like tendrils of seaweed in a current, the turquoise globes of her buttocks against his groin, the tips of her briny wings tickling his belly.
As the reality faded seamlessly into the vision, the siren became a young man, handsome and clean-limbed. The Captain raised his eyebrows and wondered if this hirsute brute had even dared acknowledge his forbidden desire until the siren had opened him up like an autopsy and grasped what his heart truly wanted.
Urgent footfalls became audible from the docks outside. The final two victims were on their way. The song of their sirens rose in volume, an unearthly duet ringing along the passageway, a hybrid of seductive whispers and harmonies. The Captain couldn’t discern their words or appreciate the true beauty of the sound—it was a music that only the intended could fully perceive—but still it made him shiver with pleasure.
He sank into the oily shadows, heading back towards the helm of the ship. It was time to haul anchor and set sail for home.
****
Lily was quickly left behind as Aaron and Vince ran into the fog. While her heeled boots were great stage-wear, they weren’t designed for sprinting over uneven cobbles, and she was scared of breaking an ankle.
“Aaron!” she yelled, alarmed at how pathetic and afraid her voice sounded. Aaron didn’t reply, just the sound of his and Vince’s footfalls fading into the cold, thumping on the wood of the narrow wharf. “Be careful!”
She hurried across the cobbles and up onto the dockside, the sluggish black water bubbling around the grimy supports beneath her. She followed the wharf along, careful not to get too close to the edge.
“Jesus!” Lily froze as the mist parted and the galleon appeared. Aaron had said there was a ship, but she wasn’t expecting anything like this.
Stunned, she stood staring in awe at the ancient vessel and its protruding cannons, the thick masts disappearing up into the night. The sails were rolled up against the booms, their ropes tapping a hypnotic rhythm, and Lily’s gaze was drawn to the ship’s blood-red designation. Iron Maiden. A few seconds passed, her jaw hanging low, before she managed to gather herself and break the reverie.
Aaron and Vince were nowhere to be seen. She opened her mouth to call them again but hesitated, suddenly loath to draw attention to herself. She could just hear the hum of the city drifting in from beyond, the tranquil lapping of water and creak of wood, but nothing seemed real, like the sound of a television in another room.
Shivering, Lily looked further along the ship and saw that a gangway was down. That must be where Aaron and Vince had gone, along with all the others. They’d been lured to the ship; it was so obvious in hindsight. The men had all mentioned being called, or at least behaved as if they had.
Lily didn’t know what to do. Go and get help? She wondered if there’d only be women left in the pub. This was just too weird, too absurd to be believable.
Maybe it was some kind of large-scale practical joke, one of those cruel television programmes where people nominate their friends for some elaborate setup. As she was fond of pranks herself, it followed that the rest of the band might plot a spectacular revenge. It wasn’t Olaf’s style, but she wouldn’t be surprised if Aaron and Dom were behind such a scam. Maybe the fog was all special effects, too. While this still seemed unlikely, it was actually less ridiculous than the alternative: that something sinister aboard this ship had summoned the male of the species like children to the tune of the Pied Piper.
Lily stumbled along the dock towards the dim lights at the stern. The tiered cabins were decorated and ornate, but the once-rich colours of red and gilded gold were long faded by the bludgeoning of ocean storms.
“Aaron?” she yelled, too afraid to keep silent any longer, and her voice rolled off the gunwales and dissipated into the quiet. “Dom? Olaf? This isn’t funny lads.…”
She spun around as an electric whirr sounded behind her, rapidly rising in pitch. One of the mooring ropes that held the Iron Maiden against the wharf was unravelling from its bollard. The others towards the stern and the bow followed suit, uncoiling in synchronisation, then whipped up into the air with a razor-sharp buzz and disappeared.
“Aaron? You up there?” she yelled. There seemed to be people on the deck, but there was translucent quality to them that spooked her to the core. She looked away, holding her breath for a second. Lily didn’t believe in ghosts and was more than happy to keep it that way.
She jumped as the sails suddenly unrolled from the booms, reverberating through the ship as they dropped open with a weighty thud, billowing vast and heavy, and Lily could see where rips and huge tears had been crudely mended with twine. From the bow came the clank of chains, the agonised squeak of rust. It was the sound of an anchor being raised. The Iron Maiden was preparing to sail.
“Aaron!” Gripped by panic and a sudden, desperate need to see her boyfriend again, Lily ran for the gangway but with a couple of feet to spare, it lifted off the dock and slid quickly up onto the deck with a supernatural lack of effort. “No!”
The Iron Maiden began to drift away, the gap beside the ship revealing a chasm of icy water.
Lily hopped from foot to foot, helpless on the wharf.
“Aaron!” she screamed.
“Lily?” came a muffled response from somewhere beyond the hull. He sounded confused and heartbreakingly afraid.
Gripped by impulsive terror, Lily backed up, prayed that her impractical shoes wouldn’t send her cartwheeling down into the drink, then sprinted forward and leapt from the edge of the wharf.
She just cleared the void and crashed against the ridged wood of the ship between two of the cannons, gasping at the impact. Scrabbling, she managed to cling to a tangle of wet rigging that dangled from the bulwark and hung there for a few seconds, waiting for the nausea and pain to subside. She glanced behind her and saw the docks and street lamps sinking slowly into the mist as the ship picked up momentum, cutting its wake out into the river.
Lily’s arms shook with the cold, strength ebbing from her rigor-mortis grip. Grasping handfuls of rigging, she clambered up. Just below the deck, she planted one foot on the rusty curve of a cannon and paused for breath. Behind her, Wapping and the rest of London had completely disappeared. There was just the silent fog, the black water churning hungrily beneath.
She took a deep breath and heaved herself up level with the bulwark. Peering through, she saw those haunting figures again, toiling in the shadows of the deck, and gut instinct told her to stay the hell out of sight. But she couldn’t just cling to the side of the ship; her aching hands were already chilled to the bone and starting to shake. If she fell, she wouldn’t last two minutes. Swallowing hard, she dragged her body up the damp bulwark, her dress snagging on wet splinters.
As she slithered over the top, she lost her balance and flailed, tumbling forward. Her head smacked hard against a barrel, and she collapsed in a heap. Barely conscious, she closed her eyes and let the splashing water and list of the galleon lull her away.
****
“Lily?” Aaron yelled again, floundering in the dungeon-lined passageway, unsure of which way to turn. Lily had got left behind as he chased Vince towards the ship. A voice had called him, urged him onboard, and only hearing Lily scream his name out in the night had broken the spell. He’d shaken off the dreamy malaise to find himself down here below deck. Why had he charged off like that; why hadn’t he waited to make sure she was okay?
“Aaron… I’m here…”
“Where are you?”
“Just ahead… you’re almost there…”
Aaron frowned. One of the doors was open, and he trod cautiously towards it.
“Yes…”
How the hell had she got down here ahead of him? Lily’s voice sounded different, almost as though it was inside his head; it was like listening to a recording through headphones, the sound projected directly into his brain.
“Quickly…”
He reached the open doorway. Lily was there, standing in the middle of a small dungeon, her radiant smile catching the cool, white light that enveloped her. Aaron’s relief was confused, and he blinked, hesitating. Her black dress had been replaced by a white wedding gown, her previously flowing hair styled up into an elaborate coiffure that gleamed like ebony. An expensive necklace glittered around her slender neck, a bridal veil drifting down across her shoulders.
“I love you, Aaron.”
Despite the unreality of the scene, he swallowed a lump in his throat. She’d never told him that before.
He stepped towards her and noticed a seductive glint in her eyes he hadn’t noticed before. Lily was pretty, but in a natural kind of way; her beauty usually came from the honesty of her character, not just her flesh and deep, twinkling eyes. But now she looked confident, almost with a glimmer of danger, as though she’d snorted cocaine. But in that moment, it didn’t matter. Nothing else did.
“I love you, too,” he said, stepped forward, and wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her hard and long, so happy in that moment that his head spun with vertigo and he barely noticed the clamminess of her lips and the fishy, salt-stink that coated the inside of his lungs.
****
Despite a lack of wind, the silent ship reached a dogged velocity, slicing through the water of the Thames Estuary as though powered by engines. A ghost in the night, it sped past Canvey Island and the sprawling borough of Southwark until eventually the river opened up into the North Sea and the flow of the river relented to a tidal swell.
Slowly the fog began to clear and revealed a pure sky, scattered with stars and a cold moon that sparkled on the black ocean. A few seagulls shrieked and circled above, but none attempted to land, deterred by the formless figures that tended the capstans and scrubbed the decks, glowing cobalt blue in the darkness. Within minutes, they left for less intimidating pickings.
At the helm, the Captain stared at his ancient, water-damaged map, tracing the route with a long finger. His nail scraped towards their destination, the trio of craggy islands that several myths had reported but few men had survived. The cartographer had marked it with an image of a naked woman lounging in a skull-clogged rock pool. Beneath it, two words were written in elegant script:
Sirenum Scopuli.
Many had suggested its location—the Italian island of Capri, Cape Pelorum—but all were wide of the mark. Only the Iron Maiden and its loyal Captain knew the truth.
The wake of the ship glowed white beneath the moon as it sailed out to sea and the lights of London slowly faded to black.
****
Sirenum Scopuli.
Saturday, 9th February, 1980.
10.00 a.m.
Lily opened her eyes to charcoal daylight and hissed at the ache in her skull. Her mouth was dry, the splash of water taunting her thirst. Her skin was damp with spray, and feeling the cold, wet boards beneath her, she remembered where she was.
The Iron Maiden’s deck was deserted, the ship rising and dipping on a choppy sea, sails buffeted by the wind.
Aaron…
The sky was a blanket of featureless grey and a few birds wheeled and squawked above; they had to be near land. Maybe she would have a chance to get help, even find Aaron and the rest of the men from the Crooked Capstan. Surely the police would be searching for them by now; the disappearance of so many people couldn’t be ignored for long.
Clinging to the bulwark for support, Lily rose slowly to her feet.
She gasped, any hope of rescue gone. The ship was approaching a narrow strait that led between two rocky islands, dark and spiky like monstrous heaps of shattered glass, another one rising from the murky ocean in the distance. There was no sign of human habitation. The islands were made up of lethal crags with brief snatches of grey beach beneath looming cliffs. The beaches were lined with bones: skulls, femurs and ribcages forming a sea-bleached carpet of death. Waves broke over them, slamming against the rocks in explosions of foaming white.
As the ship battled the currents, Lily glimpsed people on the shores. She squinted through the haze of sea-spray as figures began to emerge, peering from nooks in the crags like curious sea birds. She moaned and her bladder flushed cold.
They were women, naked in their hundreds, their skin the lifeless colour of heart-attack victims, their eyes avian-black. They seemed to have wings and gripped the wet rocks with unnaturally long fingers that tapered to vicious points. Their chilling gaze never left the approaching ship.
As Lily stared in horror, somebody touched her shoulder. She screamed and whirled around, stumbling back.
A man stood on the deck. He resembled a reanimated corpse, dressed in sodden rags with wild, dirty hair and deeply rutted skin like he’d been mummified for centuries. His brimstone eyes had no pupils.
“Welcome aboard,” he said calmly, voice rattling above the rumble of the sea and crashing waves. “I see the ladies have your attention.”
“Who are you?” Lily managed to squeak.
“The Captain.”
“Where…” she began, but too many questions assaulted her at once, derailed by the nightmarish figure that stood before her.
“Come with me,” he said. “I have a ship to dock.”
With that, he turned and clambered the steep steps to the poop deck above the cabins and took his place at the helm. Helpless with dread, Lily followed.
****
Aaron awoke with a start, the echo of a scream fading in the cold air.
Lily was curled up on the damp mattress beside him. Dawn was upon them, threads of watery light creeping through cracks in the wood and a tiny porthole up by the ceiling.
“Lily? Are you okay?”
She was naked, and for a moment, her skin looked a deathly shade of blue. As she opened her eyes, he glimpsed something large and dark behind her back, almost like folded wings, but when he blinked, the fragmented image was gone.
“Aaron,” she breathed, her voice so theatrically seductive that it filled him with hesitation. It was more like a creepy but convincing impersonation.
They had made love last night, and it had been amazing but nothing like before. Aaron squirmed. In the cold light of day, the memory was rather disturbing. Her touch had been cold as a corpse, and now his sinuses burned as though he’d swallowed seawater.
What the hell was going on here? Aaron remembered boarding the Iron Maiden at Wapping, but they were clearly now at sea, lurching through waves that rumbled beyond the shrinking boards of the galleon. He sat up, looking for his clothes. They were scattered on the floor, discarded in the heat of passion. Lily’s wedding gown—wedding gown?—was nowhere to be seen.
“No…don’t go,” she whispered beside him, raising an icy hand and tickling his cheek. “I love you, Aaron.”
A delirious happiness washed over him, and he sank back down into her arms.
****
Lily stood at the helm with the Captain as they entered the narrow strait. Water banged against the cliffs, spuming across sharp-edged slabs of rock before spilling over the sides in sheets. They would break the galleon open like a matchstick model, although Lily suspected the Captain had made this journey many times before. Above, the bird-women watched their homecoming with silent anticipation. Lily noticed that the rocks at the water’s edge were littered with broken wood and the flotsam of shipwrecks. She had so many questions, she scarcely knew where to begin.
“Where are we?”
“Sirenum Scopuli,” the Captain said, gripping the helm tight. “The home of the sirens.”
“Sirens?” Lily said, but the intended bitter sarcasm melted from her voice. She couldn’t deny the scene that presented itself before her. She swallowed, trembling as the wind chilled her skin. Her thin black dress was soaked and the sky above a grim wash of watercolour. Everything seemed so cold, so bleak.
“The Greeks described them as escorts of Persephone and daughters of Achelous, the storm god. The Romans wrote that they were fathered by Phorcyx, a deity of the sea, and siblings of the gorgons. There are two dozen below deck.”
“They brought all the men aboard?”
“Of course.”
“Where’s Aaron?”
“Down in the hold, along with all the others.”
“Is he okay?”
“He’s having a perfect day, for now at least. I will release him when we dock.”
“And then what happens?”
The Captain just smiled, a grin of long teeth splitting his ghastly face and making Lily’s heart stutter with fresh terror. He nodded towards a nearby beach and its dunes of gnawed bones. “Trapped in their fantasies, they have no will to resist or escape. They die slowly from cold and hunger. Only then do the sirens feed.”
Lily shook her head, resisting the urge to cry. She staggered as a wave slammed against the port side of the ship, breaking across the main deck below and spilling through the bulwarks in a hundred tiny waterfalls. The ship swayed dangerously, edged closer to the rocks.
Lily vaguely remembered reading about sirens at school, tales of sea-nymphs that lured sailors onto the rocks with their irresistible song. But that wasn’t supposed to be actual history; it was just the imagination of Ovid and Homer, the tales of Odysseus and the Argonauts. It wasn’t real. And these women were silent. How had they lured the men? Despite their curvaceous bodies, full breasts, and an undeniable otherworldly allure, they looked more like harpies than nymphs: all talons, demonic wings, and winter-blue skin.
“So what happens to me? Will they kill me?”
“No. You are immune to their charms, and it has been centuries since these shores saw a female who was not one of their own.”
“I want to see Aaron,” Lily said, wiping spray from her stinging eyes. “You can’t just let them kill him. Please.”
The Captain shrugged, and his indifference stoked a helpless anger in Lily’s heart. He was delivering men to their deaths, and God alone knew how many hundreds or even thousands had suffered this fate before, but there was no way she could challenge him. While he looked as though he should’ve died centuries ago, the Captain moved with the agility of youth, taut muscles knotted beneath his papyrus skin. His spidery hands looked as though they could twist off her head on a whim.
Further along the strait, Lily noticed a cave mouth of pure black between two overhanging cliffs. The Iron Maiden was heading towards it.
Aaron…
Taking advantage of the fact that the Captain had his hands full, Lily hurried away down the steps, ready to tell him to fuck off if he tried to stop her, but he just spoke a careful warning without even turning his head.
“They defend their prey with terrible fury.”
Lily paused and shuddered hard before descending into the hold.
****
Down in his dungeon, Dom stared suspiciously at the sleeping Asian woman as he pulled on his clothes. At least he thought she was asleep. He’d just roused from dreams of talons and death and wasn’t too happy about the reality either.
The room was no longer lit with red, just grey daylight that oozed through a porthole up on the outer wall of the cell. The galleon dipped over a wave, sending Dom reeling into the wall as he made for the door. Cursing quietly and regaining his balance, he turned the handle. Locked. Clenching his jaw, he pulled the flick knife from his jeans pocket. He had no idea where he was or why he was here, but he knew this bitch had something to do with it.
“Going somewhere?”
She spoke before opening her eyes.
“Stay away from me.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Let me out of here.”
She sat up on the mattress. “No… Come back to bed…”
He allowed his gaze to wander to the woman’s curves, and she winked, parting her thighs. She was still wearing her stockings, and Dom felt the familiar lust try and bubble up through his agitation, but it wasn’t strong enough this time. “No. I have to go.”
She rose to her feet and glided towards him. Dom tensed and raised his knife, but before he’d even seen her move, she grasped his wrist. Her slender hand felt like a manacle that had been taken out of the freezer.
“There’s nowhere to go.” The lilting seduction had fallen away, and a smug evil burned in her gaze, pupils expanding to fill the sockets like oil spreading in water. Her red lips twitched with hunger and for a split second turned a deep shade of purple. Dom tried to pull away, but her pincer grip was iron.
“You’re mine.”
He noticed dark shadows rising up behind her that resembled unfurling wings. Maybe she’d spiked him with some kind of hallucinogen?
“What have you done to me?”
“It’s too late to fight,” she whispered. The grip around his wrist suddenly felt sharp, and he looked down to see that her elegant fingernails had turned black and tripled in length. His arterial pulse throbbed against them.
“You can either die now or give in to the ecstasy.” She darkened to livid blue, and Dom glimpsed an armour-like pattern rutting her previously soft skin. She bore no resemblance to the girl he had slept with last night, although her buxom curves still bled a murderous sensuality.
“Get your fucking hand off me.”
The woman threw back her head and laughed, an abrasive sound that jangled Dom’s eardrums like a hacksaw cutting steel. Distracted, her grip weakened, and Dom tore his hand away, staggered back and bumped against the door of the dungeon.
She seemed to swell in size, spiny black wings spreading out through the air and whispering along the narrow walls. Her laugh faded, mouth contorting into a fanged snarl.
“Jesus!” somebody gasped, echoing his thoughts.
Dom whirled around to see Lily gaping through the bars of the dungeon. He was about to bellow at her to get him the hell outta there, but she was already on it. The lock clunked, and she wrenched the door wide.
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