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PROLOGUE

 


 


The man dressed all in black smiled: this
job was turning out to be a lot of fun. Not only because he was
privy to the deepest, darkest secrets of private lives—things
husbands could never tell their wives, things children would never
tell their parents; things that, had they been revealed, would rock
the foundations of any quiet little town—but also because the role
afforded him the opportunity to play God, to dispense forgiveness
like a commodity. It tickled him to listen to people and tell them
that a few Hail Marys or a half dozen rosaries would purchase them
eternal forgiveness; it tickled him because he prided himself on
being unforgiving.

The job was not without its down side,
however. He stifled a silent yawn as the man on the other side of
the curtain continued his prattling about how he terrorized his
family with his temper. Just last week the man had brought his
ten-year-old son to tears for playing his music too loud.

At last, the schmuck on the other side of
the curtain fell silent. “Is that all?” the man dressed all in
black asked, bored.

“Well—no,” the man on the other side of the
curtain said.

Ah-hah, the
man in black thought. A secret
sin. “Go on,” he prodded gently.

“I—I beat my wife yesterday,” the man
admitted.

“I see.” The man in black paused for a
second. “How bad?”

“Not real bad. She has a black eye, though.
And her wrist is sore.”

“I see. How long has this been going
on?”

The man hesitated. “I don’t remember.”

“Try.”

“I—I don’t know. A while, I guess.”

“What about your children? Do you beat them,
too?”

“No,” the man answered. “Not very often,
anyway. Only when they deserve it.”

Only when they deserve
it? The man dressed all in black felt a deep loathing
for the man on the other side of the curtain. Lousy bastard, he thought.

Still, his job was not to pass judgment;
that privilege was reserved for a higher authority. He leaned
forward in the tight cubicle. “Listen to me,” he said. “I don’t
care how many Our Fathers you say when you leave here, or how good
you promise to be in the future. I want you to get some help. You
have a problem, and it’s not going to get any better until you face
it. Find a therapist. Get some family counseling before it’s too
late. You owe your family that much. Do you understand?”

The man sputtered for a few seconds; he’d
obviously been expecting to get off with a few rosaries or a Hail
Mary. “Yes, I, uh—I think so.”

“Good. You are not alone. God provides help
for those in need. Only when you have conquered yourself will you
be absolved. Go with God.”

The man left. The man dressed all in black
thought he heard him crying.

There was no rest for the weary. The next to
settle in on the other side of the curtain was a young woman,
perhaps mid-twenties, judging by her voice. She sounded quite
lovely, the man in black thought; he wondered if her breasts were
as full and rich as her voice.

“Bless me, father, for I have sinned,” she
said, rather predictably.

“Tell me about your sins, my child,”
the man dressed all in black said. He cringed at how stilted
the my child sounded coming
from his mouth; he was really beginning to lose himself in the
part.

The woman waltzed through a preamble of
several mundane sins: lying, coveting, cheating, stealing, sexual
perversion, and even drug experimentation. The man in black
listened, mildly interested; his mind eventually began to wander,
however, and he entertained fantasies of what the body connected to
that voice must look like.

After a few minutes the woman paused. “Is
that all?” the man in black asked, hoping that she would say yes so
that he could give her her penance and his blessing.

Fuck me fast four times,
my child, and all your sins shall be forgiven, he
thought, and grinned.

She hesitated. “Not quite, father,” she
said. “There’s something else. I—I think my belief is
wavering.”

Christ, the
man thought. “Your belief?”

“Yes, father. I try to think about God all
the time and what he would want me to do. But the more I think
about him, the less I feel like I know him.”

Is that all?
The man stifled a yawn. You need to
get a life, lady. Instead he said, “Knowledge of God
comes from many places, my child. Perhaps you are looking for him
in the wrong ones.”

“What do you mean?”

What the hell do I
mean? His answer had just sounded like the right thing
to say at the time. “Do not look for God in every aspect of your
life,” he said. “If you look for God among the godless, you will
not find him. True knowledge of God, my child, comes from within.
Explore that special place in your heart where you wish God to
reside, and you will find him.”

“I will, father,” she said, and he could
almost feel her beaming through the curtain. “Thank you,
father.”

“Say three Hail Marys and go forth absolved,
my child,” he told her.

She left, and the next in line quickly
settled into the confessional on the other side of the curtain.
“Bless me, father, for I have sinned,” he said.

The man dressed all in black
immediately drew to full attention. The voice greeting him on the
other side of the curtain was that of a young man, perhaps sixteen
or seventeen. Is it him? the
man thought.

“How old are you, my child?” the man dressed
all in black asked, trying to make his query sound casual.

“Sixteen,” the young man replied.

It must be him!
the man thought. But I have to be
sure. “Tell me about your sins,” he said.

“I’ve lied,” the young man said. “To my
parents. And to my brothers and sisters.”

“I see,” said the man in black. “And how
many brothers and sisters do you have?”

The young man on the other side of the
curtain seemed to think that the question was irrelevant, but he
answered it nevertheless. “Three,” he said. “Two sisters and a
brother.”

“I see,” said the man dressed all in
black. “I see.” I see was
becoming his litany, and he was getting tired of it. “Is that all?”
he prodded.

“No. I—I’ve had impure thoughts.”

“Masturbating?”

The man in black could almost feel the young
man flush on the other side of the curtain. “Well—yes.”

“Oh, my. That is a most grievous sin, my
son. The male semen is one half of life; it is intended for a much
holier purpose than to be spilled uselessly all over your hand. You
must stop at once.”

“Y—yes father.”

“Do you have anything else to confess, my
son?”

If the young man—boy, really—had prepared
any other sins to lift from his conscience, he forgot them all.
“Um, no, father,” he mumbled.

There was a long silence. The man in black
said nothing. He enjoyed the feeling of unease he sensed from the
young man on the other side of the curtain.

At length, the young man spoke. “Father?” he
said timidly. “Father, what is my penance?”

“There is no penance required, my son.”

The young man was confused. “No penance?
But—”

“Your soul is doomed to
hell, my boy!” the man shouted. He pulled back the
curtain, revealing the boy’s startled face, and drew the loaded
revolver at his side. “There shall be no
forgiveness for you!” he shouted, and drilled a hole
point-blank through the boy’s left eye. Then, he did the same for
the right. Blood and brains splattered in all directions, staining
the confessional, the curtain, even the man’s crisp black garments.
He barely noticed. With a triumphant cry, he planted another bullet
directly into the boy’s heart. You have
been baptized, my son, he thought wildly,
in the name of the father, the son, and the holy
fucking ghost.

Then he left the confessional. It was small
and confining, and he had begun to feel cramped; it felt good to
stretch his legs. Calmly, carefully he walked through the
sanctuary. Only the revolver in his right hand and the bits of
brain on his shirt evidenced the fact that he had just calmly
terminated a life.

The sanctuary had almost emptied at the
sound of gunshots. Any penitents still waiting to confess had run
screaming for the door the second they’d heard the crackle of
gunfire echoing through the church. Now, the sanctuary stood empty
except for a startled-looking altar boy, clad in his resplendent
white and gold robes, seemingly frozen in place at the front of the
church. He regarded the man dressed all in black, dumbfounded. The
boy’s throat worked for a moment before he managed to stammer,
“Wh—who are you?”

The man grinned. “I’m Father Death,” he
said, and tossed his tiny green Gideon’s Bible in the boy’s
direction. “Here, kid. You might need it.”

And with that, he left the church.
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Travis sat behind the wheel of the car
and stared at the ignition. Turn the
key, he urged himself, almost cheerleaderlike in his
encouragement. After he turned the key in the ignition, the joys
and freedoms of teenagerhood were his for the taking:
independence—the freedom to go places with his friends without his
parents in the front seat; status—the thrill of sliding his very
own car into a parking lot at school and basking in the
appreciative stares of his classmates; even simple convenience—the
fact that he would no longer have to walk twenty minutes just to
buy a bottle of Coke or rent a movie.

And if you turn the
ignition, you might even get laid, he told
himself.

Yeah, and you’re full of
shit, too, a more practical voice inside his head
replied. You don’t have any friends, and
nobody at school even knows you exist. No one’s going to notice if
you have a car, and no one’s going to fuck you,
either.

For a second, he almost mustered enough
nerve to turn the key in the ignition. He thought wildly about
backing the car out of the driveway, heading for Main Street, and
just driving as far as the roads would take him. He had always
wanted to get in a car and drive, going in whichever direction he
felt like and taking trips down roads that just looked interesting,
doing nothing but driving until he ran out of road.

Except he didn’t have a license. He was
seventeen, and he didn’t have a license. He’d flunked driver’s
training a year ago. For some reason, all the films they’d shown on
traffic safety had touched a raw nerve in his psyche. Though he
wouldn’t admit it to anyone, all the graphic videos of broken bones
and mangled bodies and DOAs had frightened him, until all he could
see when he got behind the wheel of a car was his own body, bruised
and bloodied and folded in a dozen places, one more case for
statistics.

It didn’t help that his mother worked in the
emergency room; she was always sharing stories of new tortures the
human body was never meant to endure, never realizing the effect
her words had on him. She probably never would have guessed his
irrational fear of automobiles, nor the incredible potency of his
visions. But every time he sat behind the wheel of an automobile,
the visions of his own gruesome death were so vivid that he had
trouble discarding them merely as images of a traumatized mind.
Whenever he saw his body mangled in exactly the same way, with the
exact same expression of agony on his face, he became more and more
convinced that what he was seeing was a foreshadowing of his own
demise, some psychic projection of his fate.

The passenger seat, however, was fine.
With a sigh, Travis scooted over to wait for his mother to drive
him to school. Maybe next time you’ll make
it to the end of the drive, he thought, angry at
himself for his weakness.

Seconds later his mother emerged from the
house. With a casual greeting to Travis, she climbed into the car,
turned the key in the ignition and backed out of the garage.

Then she started her routine morning
monologue. “—just about had to drag myself out of bed this
morning,” she said. “I was just so tired after work yesterday. You
know we had a young girl broke both her legs in a car accident,
nothing life threatening, but she just died. Just like that. She was in bad shape, you
know, but she wasn’t critical or nothing, and she just died—just
like that. Spookiest thing I’ve ever seen. Anyhow, then I didn’t
get to bed till late last night, either. When my alarm went off at
six thirty this morning, I just wanted to—”

Travis blotted out the rest of her chatter.
The ride to school was always a peaceful one in which he could be
alone with his own thoughts and figure out how best to survive the
day. His mother never seemed to realize he didn’t listen to
her.

“—feeling okay, honey? You look a
little pale.”

“Hmm? Oh. Fine, mom.”

“Did you eat breakfast? You never eat
anything in the morning. It’s not good for your stomach, you know,
to go hungry in the morning.”

“I know. I’ll grab something at
school.” He usually said this just to get her off his case, but
today he thought maybe he would grab something to eat at school.
He was kind of
hungry.

 


 


Halfway through fourth period, in the middle
of a particularly dry Pre-Calculus lecture, Travis felt a sickening
lurch in his gut like the bottom of his stomach dropping out, then
an odd sensation he’d never felt before. It was at first akin to
gut-wrenching nausea, then a hollow emptiness, as if he had not
eaten for centuries, then an overwhelming feeling of exhaustion.
The onslaught was so sudden he gasped. Elizabeth Schumacher shot a
brief glance at him out of the corner of her eye, then turned her
attention back to the teacher.

With a deep breath, he coaxed the
feeling away gradually. What the hell was
that? he asked himself. The sensation was completely
unlike anything he’d ever felt before.

Maybe you should have
gotten something to eat this morning, Travis thought.
Once he’d arrived at school, he’d completely forgotten his promise
to his mother.

Fourth period was the usual time when his
stomach started to broadcast its need for food. He almost never had
time to eat a well-balanced breakfast in the morning, and by the
time lunch rolled around he was always ravenous. Certainly the
unknown sensation had been close to hunger, but it had also gone
beyond. Hunger was a purely physical response, whereas this
newfound feeling had been

something else
entirely, Travis concluded.

His curiosity began to give way to
paranoia: what if I have some sort of
disease? he thought. What if
it’s cancer? What if it’s something even worse?
Visions of his skin rotting away, of purple pus-filled
bunions oozing on his face, and of hideous lesions that looked like
putrid Rice Krispies, shot through his mind with uncanny alacrity.
Maybe, he thought, just maybe he was destined for a much more
horrible death than being folded into a million pieces by an
automobile collision; maybe he was destined to die a slow, decaying
death from some dreadful disease no doctor had ever heard
of.

Shut the fuck up,
he heard a calm, rational voice say inside his head. It was
the voice that prevented him from rocketing into hysteria, and it
always knew best. Travis felt his breathing evening out and his
thinking becoming more measured and controlled. His fail-safe had
been triggered; he only wished the inner voice of equilibrium would
emerge before he got to the
point of hyperventilating from his own thoughts.

The bell rang, and he was free to assuage
his hunger. He dashed off in the direction of the cafeteria, all
thoughts of Pre-Calculus and exotic diseases forgotten.

 


 


After lunch Travis’s day was a breeze. Fifth
and sixth periods were P.E. and U.S. History respectively, and
together they almost added up to a challenge. He rarely did
anything in P.E. but play dodge-ball—a game that was not very
physically taxing since Travis was invariably the first to get
beamed by a ball and sit on the sidelines. And in History they were
subjected to little more than mindless videos of Alistair Cooke
talking about prominent Americans.

Seventh period—the last of the day—was
Travis’s personal relaxation hour. He had study hall, but since he
was a junior, just a few months from his senior year, and quite
adept at currying favor among his teachers, he had attained the
exalted position of English Aide, which meant that he ran
photocopies or mindless errands for the English teachers upon
demand, but much more frequently just lounged around in the English
office with his fellow English Aide, Julie Kauffmann. The job was
rarely taxing even for one of them; sometimes they did their
homework when they were swamped, but most of the time they just
talked.

Julie bounded into the English office that
day, ecstatic. “I just dumped my boyfriend!” she announced.

Travis had been privy to Julie’s notoriously
bad love life all semester. “Congratulations,” he said. “What made
you finally take the plunge?”

“The bastard wanted me to marry him!” she
exclaimed. “Can you believe it?”

“The nerve,” Travis remarked, shaking his
head.

“He graduates this year, if he’s lucky, and
I guess he figured it was just time to settle down and get married.
I told him I have one more year of school, and he said that didn’t
matter, we could still be together, but I told him I’m not going to
settle down and get married and pregnant as soon as I graduate; I’m
already looking at colleges, I told him, and there was no way I was
going to get trapped in a relationship with a no-brain loser with
no ambitions or direction in his life no matter how much of a good
fuck he might be. Jesus, I can’t believe I ever saw anything in
him.” She took in a deep breath.

“He wasn’t as bad as your last boyfriend,”
Travis told her.

She sighed. “It’s not like there’s exactly a
lot of great guys to choose from in this school.”

Travis nodded. “I know what you mean.” The
words came out as a token platitude, but then he replayed them. “I
mean . . . girls . . . there’s not exactly a lot of them to choose
from. Good ones, I mean.”

“Is that why you’re not seeing anyone?” she
asked.

Travis swallowed. He had never really
thought about the whole matter of dating; it had always seemed like
something hormonally ruled teenagers did because they didn’t know
how to do anything else. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “That’s part
of it, I guess. Plus it’d be kind of hard. I don’t have a car. I
don’t even have a license.” He didn’t look her in the eye. If he
did, he was afraid she would instantly know all about his
irrational phobia.

“That doesn’t matter,” she said, moving
closer to him. “You’re smart, you’re funny.” She paused, “You’re
even kinda cute.”

Travis blushed. He didn’t say anything.

“You should give it a try,” Julie continued.
“I’ve been wanting to see the new movie playing at the movie
theater. You and I could go on Friday.”

Oh, shit,
Travis thought. You walked into this one,
didn’t you? Julie’s on the rebound, and you just happen to be the
first guy that comes along. He began to shake
nervously.

What are you afraid
of? the calm, rational voice inside his head
interceded. You might even get
laid.

He didn’t know what his inner voice’s
preoccupation with getting laid was, but he had to admit it had a
good point: what was he
afraid of? Of Julie? He and Julie were good friends, and a date
with her was perhaps the best way to initiate him into the dating
world.

Of getting laid? Maybe; with Julie, it was a
distinct possibility.

Of being
possessed, he heard himself think. You’re afraid of being possessed. Of belonging to someone
else.

Shut the fuck
up, his rational voice said. What do you have to lose except your virginity?
“Sure,” he said, and his voice came out like a squeak. “That
sounds good.”

“Great. I’ll drive. The movie starts at
seven, and we can go out to eat before. Shall I pick you up at
five?”

“That’d be great.”

“It’s a date, then.”

Travis swallowed. That’s what I’m afraid of.

 


 


On the bus after school, Travis felt the
strange sensation again, only more intense. This time, it
originated in his stomach and slowly spread outward until his whole
body was tingling with the eerie mixture of hunger and nausea and
emptiness; still the strange feeling burrowed deeper and deeper
until he felt as if he was fading out of existence, his life force
fading. And all he could think of was that it had to be
replenished.

“Are you okay?” said a voice from somewhere
behind him.

Travis started, and the feeling began to
subside. He looked behind him and saw the face of Nat Turner
resting on the seat. Nat was a freshman, and a passing acquaintance
who thought he and Travis were better friends than they actually
were. “Are you okay?” Nat repeated, real worry beginning to creep
into his boyish face. “You look a little pale.”

Nat’s shirt was open at the collar,
revealing an aggravating patch of baby-smooth white skin right
below the neck, and for a second all Travis wanted to do was to
thrust himself on Nat and suck on his neck—suck until Nat’s skin
came off his bones and his bones liquefied; suck until all of Nat’s
life belonged to him. I want to drink you
like a vanilla milkshake, said a voice from somewhere
inside Travis’s head.

Shut the fuck up,
the rational part of him told it.

“Fine,” he said. “I’m fine. Just a little
dizzy is all.” He faced toward the front of the bus, and Nat
thankfully left him alone.

What the hell was
that? he wondered. Did you
just want to screw Nat Turner?

That wasn’t quite it, he knew. What he
had felt when he had looked at Nat was desire, but it was not
desire of a sexual kind. When he’d looked at Nat, he’d been
hungry.

The bus pulled up at his stop, and Travis
got off, still wondering about the strange impulses that had taken
over his body. He was glad to get off the bus. Riding the bus as a
junior was a constant embarrassment. Only freshmen and sophomores
rode the bus. When they were old enough, everybody invariably got a
driver’s license and a car from mommy and daddy and started to
drive to school. The freshmen that rode the bus knew they were only
temporarily confined to ride the school bus, and they’d started to
pity Travis, the only upperclassman on the bus. There was nothing
worse than being pitied by a bunch of freshmen.

His father was watching TV when Travis
entered. Gee, fancy that,
Travis thought. His father never moved from the TV unless he
was in his back shop smoking a thousand cigarettes or pretending to
write the Great American Novel. “What are you watching?” Travis
asked, setting his backpack on the dining room table.

“Some reality show,” his
father answered. “Your mother taped it last night by accident. She
was supposed to tape the news.”

“Any good?”

His father snorted. “You know how many
faggots they got on TV these days? You shoulda seen this guy
staring at this other guy’s butt a coupla minutes ago.”

Spoken like a true
neanderthal, Travis thought. Sometimes he wondered if
his father had ever made it into the new century. The man sat on
his butt all day and reminisced about the good ol’ days, a time
when “niggers were niggers and faggots were faggots,” as he liked
to say.

Travis retreated to his room.

 


 


That night, Travis had trouble sleeping.

He could not dissuade himself from
thinking that he was coming down with some rare, incurable disease
which produced esoteric, utterly unidentifiable sensations that
made him think all manner of impure things. He could not get the
thought of drinking Nat
Turner out of his mind—drinking until there was nothing left. And
whenever he entertained these thoughts, he had to admit that
drinking Nat Turner would be decidedly

erotic.

No way, he
tried to tell himself. That’s sick. You
can’t be turned on by a guy.

But he knew it wasn’t exactly that he was
turned on by Nat Turner. Hormones were something Travis tried very
hard not to think about, and he sure as hell didn’t want to think
about them in connection with Nat Turner. Nat was a guy, for one
thing, and a freshman for another.

Julie, Travis
thought. You’ve got a date with Julie on
Friday, and it’s a good bet you’ll get laid. He tried
to imagine himself and Julie engaged in the vertical humpty-dump,
but all he could think about was how nice it would be to drink
Julie, too.

Resignedly, Travis got out of bed. Whenever
he was afflicted with bouts of insomnia, he usually managed to tire
himself by playing with his favorite toy. Dressed only in a pair of
white cotton briefs, he climbed out of bed and trod across the
room. The floor was cold on his bare feet. He dug his old yo-yo out
of its regular place beneath his underwear in his top dresser
drawer, stuck his finger through the loop in the string, and flung
the yo-yo toward the floor.

As always, the constant up and down motion
soothed him. He began to lose himself to the rhythmic spinning of
his childhood toy, fascinated at the little ball of plastic that
always returned to his hand. Soon he was lost in wistful memories
of adolescent idleness, of languid summers at the dam, of warm
moonlit nights, and the intoxicating companionship of sleeping over
at a best friend’s house. As was his wont, he performed no fancy
tricks; instead, he just flung the yo-yo repeatedly downward,
relieved when it came back of its own accord.

After a half-hour of repetitive motion, he
felt a familiar sensation of fullness in his bladder. Slowly he
tiptoed to the bathroom, the floor cold on his bare feet.

According to the clock in the bathroom, it
was 2:35 A.M. Travis sighed. In just under a few hours he would
have to wake up for another day of school. Even if he returned to
his bed and fell instantly asleep, he still ran the danger of
conking out in Pre-Calculus. Four hours’ sleep was not enough to be
a conscious participant in any school day.

After he finished urinating, Travis turned
around and regarded himself in the full-length mirror leaning
against one wall of the bathroom. He admired the smoothness of his
skin, his small but well-shaped chest, and the bulge in his
underwear. He wondered if Julie would find him sexy without any
clothes on.

He still wasn’t sleepy. He considered
masturbating—a quick tug might aid him in falling asleep—but
suddenly felt the strange sensation return. This time it was more
intense than the other two times, and he gasped against its
onslaught. The feeling of fading returned; he felt the energy of
his existence slowly dwindling away almost to the point of
nothingness.

And he was fading, he realized. For an instant, his
reflection in the mirror seemed to disappear, to be replaced by
nothing more than a dark shadow.

And then it was gone. All of it, the feeling
and the hallucination. His stomach lurched back to normalcy, his
reflection in the mirror returned, and the cold of the floor on his
feet reminded him harshly that he still existed.

Profoundly shaken, Travis returned to his
bed.
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Lights out at the Bowers Boys’ Home for
wards of the state of Illinois only marked the beginning of the
night. It was then that most of the Home’s inhabitants returned to
their claustrophobic dorm-style bedrooms and slowly fell asleep to
the beat of their own drums, some to don headphones and float away
into their own acid rock world, mouthing lyrics to songs of
defiance; some to steal a smoke on some illicitly obtained joint;
and some to hunker over a contraband porno magazine with glazed
eyes and uncomfortable bulges in their pajamas. Whatever the
nightly avocation, though, it was always as individual as the boys
themselves, and it was invariably rooted in the chips on their
shoulders.

Pete always lay on his bed and
daydreamed of hell: his own personal
vision of hell which took the form of a great cosmic escalator
which he was forced to climb up, up toward the cruel promise of
Purgatory, but with each step was only carried inexorably downward,
deeper down into the darkest depths of Hell, while all around the
fires burned hot and bright, singeing his hair and flaying his skin
until he thought he could bear no more. Still, he struggled ever
upward as the great cosmic escalator bore him further and further
downward.

He was naked except for a pair of gleaming
white cotton briefs which were impervious to hellfire. Sweat stood
out on every pore of his body, mingling with hulking burn sores and
causing an incessant, infernal stinging sensation. Pain was a
constant, but he was long past crying out.

A demon appeared in the air before him. This
one was even more horrible than the run-of-the-mill, two-headed
pus-bag variety; it took the form of a memory from his life on
earth. The demon looked like Jason, his roommate. It was standing
on the step above, gloating. “Hey, Petey, why don’t you suck my
dick?” it taunted, and Pete saw that the demon’s penis was already
out and erect. It worked itself with fluid ministrations, swaying
and moaning with every stroke.

Pete opened his mouth obediently; every whim
of the demons was to be carried out immediately. The tip of the
penis was already in his mouth when he noticed that it was
diseased, covered with all shape and color of festering sores and
pus-filled bunions and maggots that writhed incessantly over
it.

“Whatsa matter, Petey?” Jason’s demon voice
mocked. “Don’t you like my cock?” His strokes grew frantic, and he
shot acidic cum into Pete’s eyes, blinding him.

Pete stumbled backward, lost his balance,
and tumbled down innumerable steps, moving ever closer to the
epicenter of Hell from which there could be no escape.

At length he came to a stop on a lower step.
When his vision cleared he shakily regained his feet.

He looked down. There, underneath him, was
the most horrible face of all: that of the priest who wasn’t really
a priest. The escalator bore him closer and closer to the man’s
mouth. Frantically Pete tried to scramble away from it, up the
steps, but the escalator was too fast for him. All around him, Pete
could hear the resounding echo of the man’s laugh. “Here, kid,” he
heard the voice say. “You might need it.”

There was a small thud on
the step underneath his feet. Pete glanced down, and saw a familiar
pocket-sized Gideons’ Bible with a green cover resting on the metal
step. He reached down to grab it, but it suddenly burst into flames
and disappeared.

Pete rebounded back to reality with a
horrified gasp. Once again, he had allowed the vision to control
him. He noted with relief the ceiling of his dorm room, the
reassuring outline of the furniture against the darkness, and
Jason’s loud breathing. He took a deep breath. His entire body was
soaked with sweat, and the pair of white cotton briefs around his
waist felt moist and uncomfortable. Unconsciously he whipped them
off, and felt much better.

Jason, his roommate, was not asleep. “Hey,
Pete—you okay?” he called from the other side of the room.

“Fine,” Pete said.

“What were you thinking about?”

“Nothing.”

There was a slight pause. “You wanna come
over here and suck my dick?”



Pete sighed. “Not tonight.”

He could tell that Jason was disappointed,
but he would get over it. He would pout for a while, then
eventually would start to masturbate. Pete paid him no attention
and threw back the covers on his bed; he climbed out onto the icy
floor, doing a slight dance to keep his feet from freezing, then
bent down on his hands and knees to search under the bed.
Eventually he found a small box and opened it. Inside was his tiny
pocket-sized Gideons’ Bible. He returned to bed, fondling it in his
hand.

“Hey, Pete?” Jason’s voice once again
interrupted the silence.

“What?”

“You sure you don’t wanna suck my dick?”

Pete sighed. “Why don’t you come over here
and suck my dick for once?”

There was a deadly silence. Then: “I ain’t
no queer,” Jason grunted, and rolled over on his back.

Whatever you
say, Pete thought. He rubbed his thumb thoughtfully
over the worn cover of his Bible. A few moments later, he could
hear Jason masturbating.

 


 


The next morning, a Wednesday, Pete put in
his time at the public school like every other member of the Bowers
Boys’ Home. The classes were boring, geared toward the low-line
intellect of the nigh brain dead. He’d long since discovered that
paying attention in class was a subtle nicety relevant only for
brown-nosers or those who had interests in things like advanced
algebra or social studies. Still, he was thankful that school
provided him an opportunity to escape the confines of the Home—for
eight hours a day, at least. He was a sophomore, though a year
young for his grade.

First period—advanced algebra—Pete
attempted to jot down his waking dream from the night before. As he
did so, he found himself shaking all over again. Almost he thought
he could make out the face of the false priest superimposed on that
of his math teacher. Here, kid, you might
need it, he heard instead of his teacher’s droning
voice.

Second and third period he sat in the back
row, and as was his wont, he read a book while his teachers were
either lecturing or showing a mindless video. His reading habits
alternated between established classics of American
literature—Emerson, Thoreau, Poe—and mindless splatterpunk and
slasher novels. He wasn’t really very particular about what he
read; he usually read anything anybody would put under his nose,
and his two-fold reading preference was a combination of the books
he borrowed from his English teacher and the subliterary trash that
Jason always loaned him.

Fourth period was P.E. Pete hated P.E.
Changing in the locker room before and after the day’s activity
always made him uncomfortable. Today was no exception. It was a
Wednesday, and the scheduled activity was swimming. Pete changed
into his swim trunks as fast as he could, studiously trying to
ignore the lithe and radiant bodies in advanced stages of undress
all around him. God, you need to get
laid, he told himself, but immediately repented of the
thought. He blushed feverishly even though no one was paying
attention to him.

Pete managed to change into his swim trunks
in record time, then made his way into the pool area. He was the
first one there. The rest of his classmates arrived over the next
ten minutes, and by that time he’d had his penis, which was
threatening erection, well in check.

After thirty minutes of swimming laps, the
students returned to the locker rooms to shower and get dressed.
This was one of the most uncomfortable times of Pete’s weeks; he
timidly whipped off his swim trunks and inserted his scrawny body
in the only open shower between several already wet and naked
bodies. He could not help but notice the near perfection of the two
backsides showering uncomfortably close to him, but he pretended as
if the most important thought in his mind at the moment was his
shower. Still, he could not help but admire the sheer beauty of
Russ Parker’s ass. Russ was a football player and a
weight-lifter.

Russ turned around, revealing a dick that
was rather small for its owner’s bulk. “Hey—you staring at me?”
Russ demanded.

“Course not,” Pete shrugged.

Russ ignored him. “You’re a faggot, aren’t
you? A total fudge-packer.”

Russ was inherently harmless, Pete
believed, but something inside Pete flared up at being called a
faggot. Go to hell, you lousy
bastard, he thought, clenching his fists and snarling.
He felt the first glimmerings of a primal urge to maim.

“—faggot,” he heard from Russ’s lips.
“Goddamned ass-bandit.”

Pete launched across the shower, catching
Russ by surprise. A well-placed knee to the athlete’s groin brought
Russ to the ground with an agonized chirp. Pete slipped on the wet
floor, but still managed to land a blow to Russ’s head on the way
down.

He was outnumbered immediately. Within
seconds he was ripped away from his opponent and slammed against
the wall. He felt his shoulder impact against the unyielding metal
of a soap dish set into the tiles. He gasped from the pain. He
collapsed to the ground and was instantly covered by two other
naked forms, both punching and pummeling indiscriminately.

The fight was broken up in under a minute by
the phys ed teacher. As the adrenaline of confrontation passed,
Pete was left glaring with unadulterated hatred at his opponent;
Russ, in turn, glared at him, holding his groin and wincing.

Pete was allowed to dress under the watchul
eye of the P.E. teacher, and Russ was directed to the other side of
the locker room. Pete took several deep breaths, allowing his
nerves to calm. Now that it was over, he subjected the experience
to the microscope of self-analysis, and he found that it had
been

exhilirating,
he told himself. He’d felt a certain erotic joy in being
stark naked and locked in combat with another male. Striking Russ
Parker had been more arousing and more satisfying that sucking
Jason’s dick had ever been; how much more fulfilling it would be,
he thought, to tear the entire life from someone’s body.

 


 


That afternoon, while all the other
teenagers of the Bowers Boys’ Home were downstairs clustered around
the TV set or out running around the town, Pete sat on his bed and
nursed his injured shoulder. It was not broken, though a hulking
purple and black bruise dominated most of his upper arm from the
elbow to the shoulder. He applied ice to it sullenly, hoping the
swelling would go down.

In the privacy of his own mind, he
replayed the conflict with Russ Parker over and over again,
self-indulgently escalating the level of violence to nightmarish
proportions. In his mind’s eye he saw himself drop Russ’s mammoth
form to the ground, then kneel over him and repeatedly slam the
athlete’s face into the wet concrete of the locker room until his
face was nothing more than gore-clotted blood. Then, Pete
envisioned his fingers digging through the remains of Russ’s face,
ferreting out the eyes, then ripping them out with a pernicious
cackle. That’s what you get, you goddamned
syphilis-infected cum bubble! he thought.
That’s what you get for calling me a
faggot!

There was a knock on his door. “Who is it?”
he called irritably, thinking it was probably Jason hoping for a
quick blow job. Jason was chronically horny.

He was wrong. The door opened, and a woman
in her mid-twenties peeked her nose inside. It was Joan, the social
worker who was permanently assigned to all the hard-luck cases of
the Home. She was also the closest thing to a mother any of them
had. “Can I come in?” she asked.

Pete waved her in with his good hand. She
entered carefully, closing the door behind her, and sat down on the
bed facing him. “That looks pretty bad,” she remarked, noting his
bruised shoulder. “Does it hurt much?”

Pete shrugged. “It’s okay.”

Joan never beat around the bush for long,
and she did not disappoint him in getting right to the point. “I
got a phone call from the assistant principal today,” she said. “He
told me you got into another fight at school today. You want to
tell me what happened?”

“There’s not much to tell,” Pete answered.
“Russ Parker called me a faggot in gym class.”

“And you hit him?”

“I kicked him in the balls.”

“Oh. I see. Well, your principal was very
put out, I’m afraid. This is the third time this year you’ve been
caught fighting. He doesn’t really know what to do with you. It
seems you’re the meanest honors student in school.”

Pete smiled inwardly.
He won’t do anything to me, he
thought, satisfied. I’m the fucking
salutatorian of the sophomore class. He could compete
with every one of the students in his class in the toughest courses
the school had to throw at him, and he could excel with a minimum
of effort. And in a school where honors students were few and far
between, the administration prized every one it could get. In a
way, he almost enjoyed being the salutatorian punk of the
school.

“He decided to give you a three-day
suspension without the possibility of making up any of your work,”
Joan continued. “Your grades are going to suffer.”

“So?”

“So watch yourself. He told me that next
time he’s going to have to seriously consider expelling you, no
matter what kind of a student you are.”

“All right,” Pete promised. “But I’m not
going to let anyone call me a faggot.”

“People are going to call you nasty things
your whole life. Are you going to hit every one of them?”

Pete flashed her a disarming smile. “Naw. I
guess it’s just a phase I’m going through. I’ll grow out of it
eventually.”

Pete knew he was telling the truth;
eventually, he would grow out of wanting to punch everyone that got
on his nerves. But he was only in high school. He was still young
and immature, and still expected to be so, so he figured he might
as well punch a few idiots while he could get away with it.

“All right, then.” She tousled his hair as
if he were ten years younger, then stood up. “I’d better not have
to send somebody as bright as you to night school,” she said, and
left.

Pete watched her leave. Joan was certainly
warm and caring, but he mistrusted her all the same. She was an
ardent Jesus freak, he knew, which alarmed him more than anything.
He wondered briefly if she carried a loaded gun with her to church
on Sunday.

Tossing aside the ice pack numbing his
shoulder, relishing the return to pain only seconds later, Pete
rummaged around under his bed and drew out the familiar green
Gideons’ Bible. Here, kid, you might need
it, he heard in the back parts of his brain, but he
ignored the voice. For a long time he merely sat on his bed,
rubbing his thumb across the book’s cover.
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The retirement home gave the assassin
the creeps. It had the same long, bare halls as a hospital, the
same antiseptic feeling, even the same air of placid inactivity as
a hospital with very few patients. All in all it was a place just
waiting for death to make his rounds.

Preference for once had yielded to prudence,
and he’d reluctantly foregone his favorite disguise, that of the
avenger priest, whom he affectionately thought of as Father Death.
Priests could go anywhere, but they tended to draw too much
attention. He was dressed instead in the guise of a nurse making
his rounds, checking to see that all the residents were in good
shape. It was not his best disguise ever, but it certainly did the
job. No one gave him a second glance as he strolled confidently
through the corridors. Nurses, both male and female, abounded in
the building.

He was in Manor One, the building reserved
for the extremely elderly and the infirm; every resident in the
building was at the tail end of a long life, barely ambulatory if
not bed-bound, and many times not in full possession of their
mental faculties.

Eventually he found the room he was looking
for: LORRAINE HANSCOM was stenciled on a name plate hanging next to
the door. According to his information, Mrs. Hanscom was eighty and
bedridden. With luck, she would welcome any visitor.

The door was open, so he walked in
confidently. The woman he’d come to see was lying in a bed near the
window. She was staring up at a TV mounted on the wall. Her face
was wrinkled like a prune, her hands gnarled with age, but apart
from her venerable appearance she seemed quite kindly.

“Mrs. Hanscom?” the assassin called
gently.

There was little wrong with the woman’s
hearing. She turned to regard him instantly. “It’s not time for my
medication yet, is it?” she said.

The man smiled reassuringly. “No, ma’am. My
name’s Joe Hodge. I’m new here, and I just thought I should get to
know all the residents.” He approached the bed and took a seat in
the uncomfortable plastic chair placed next to it. The woman muted
the TV obligingly.

“How are you feeling today, Mrs. Hanscom?”
he continued smoothly.

“Fine, fine,” she said. “My arthritis gets
worse every day, but I manage.”

He nodded encouragingly. “I see. How long
have you been a resident here, ma’am?”

“Four years. Ever since my son sent me
here.”

He could sense the pain of abandon behind
the woman’s words. “Four years! You must know just about everybody
in this place by now.” This was more than just idle conversation;
he was subtly feeling out the strength of his disguise.

“Somewhat,” she said. “They come and go so
fast it’s hard to keep track of them all.”

Excellent,
the man thought. So far it had not occurred to the woman to take
him at anything but face value. It was time, then, to get to the
important questions. “Do you have grandchildren?” he asked,
carefully masking his authentic interest behind a conversational
tone.

Her eyes lit up at the mention of her
grandchildren. “I have seven,” she said. “Three boys and four
girls.” His heart sank to think that he would have to take one of
them away from her. Still, it had to be done.

“How old are they?” he asked, though he
already knew the age of the oldest. His target.

“The oldest is eighteen. My son and his wife
adopted her when she was a baby. She’s a beautiful young lady.
Senior in high school, I think. Plays basketball and softball, and
at the top of her class, too. Her parents can’t stop talking about
her whenever they visit.”

“Do she and her family live here in town,
then?” he asked before she could change the subject to more
irrelevant matters.

“Yes. They live not far away, actually.
They’re supposed to come visit me sometime today.”

Today. The
man looked at his watch, alarmed. It was a few minutes after three
in the afternoon, and visiting hours for Manor One ended at four.
Which meant that her family was most likely coming any time. If he
waited long enough, he might be able to make his hit ahead of
schedule and leave town early.

No. Too
dangerous. He had intended this trip to the retirement
home merely as an opportunity to gather information about his
victim, especially finding out where she lived. The information
he’d received from his employers about the location of the hit had
been necessarily brief—not much more than a name and a city—and it
was up to him to provide the rest of the information and make the
hit. He was not prepared for this job yet, however; he liked to
strike on his time and his terms. Anything premature was just
asking for trouble.

You can’t afford to wait,
either, he argued with himself. This girl is already at the dangerous stage. The longer you
wait, the more lives are going to be in danger.

The old woman was still yammering when three
visitors walked in the door. One was a balding man in his late
forties; he was accompanied by two children, a young boy of perhaps
ten and a girl of eighteen that the assassin was almost sure was
his intended victim. The three visitors walked up to the bed,
ignoring his presence in the corner entirely.

There was a barrage of greetings, and the
old woman shifted her attention away from him as well. “How’s my
boy?” she exclaimed, beaming at her grandson.

The family exchanged routine
pleasantries—a how are you mom
and a fine and a
Jeannie couldn’t come and
a no she had to work late—and
the assassin stared at them for a moment, dumbstruck. He stared
unabashedly at the girl before him: she was eighteen and very
pretty, her body tall and athletic, just as her grandmother had
said.

Kill her, the
Father Death part of him urged. He absently fingered the revolver
in his shoulder holster. She’s right here
in front of you; you’ve gotta kill her. It would be as
easy as one, two, three bullets clean through the girl’s brain, and
then he would disappear, off to his next assignment.

Except he had to be sure. In all
probability, this was the young woman he was after, but he wasn’t
absolutely convinced. If he shot the wrong daughter, he would never
be able to forgive himself.

Nor was that the only reason he hesitated.
The girl’s family was right there in the room: her grandmother, her
father, and her little brother. He could not coldly eliminate her
right in front of their eyes. If he did, he would be no better
than

that lousy bitch who killed my son. Right in
front of my eyes she killed my son.

The girl noticed him looking at her.
She turned to look him directly in the eye, raised one eyebrow as
if to say what the hell are you staring
at, mister? then turned her attention back to her
grandmother.

Slightly shaken, Father Death stumbled out
of the room.

 


 


That night, alone in his motel room
rented under a false name, the man who was a professional assassin
wrangled with self-recrimination: you
idiot! You should have done it right then and there. If she’s onto
you—if she’s even the slightest bit suspicious—she could cause real
problems. She could fuck up things for you good, and then maybe
you’d learn to take advantage of every opportunity you
get.

He was clad only in a pair of boxer shorts.
He was working on one of the minute changes in his appearance that
alone was negligible, but coupled with a variety of other things
he’d learned over the years, produced a marked difference in his
appearance. The donning of glasses, or a subtle change in eye color
from his assortment of tinted contact lenses, even artificially
induced pallor or a hearty dose of color in his cheeks, all worked
together to produce very different-looking men. On some occasions
he’d even dyed his hair or put on a toupee, sometimes affected
mustaches or beards; his outward appearance was in such a state of
flux that he had a hard time remembering how he’d looked before
falling into his occupation. Now, the only constant was Father
Death.

In another life, he remembered fondly, he’d
been an accountant. He’d made just enough money for him and his son
to live comfortably, and he had grown accustomed to the
nine-to-five routine, the number-crunching tedium of his job, and
the TV dinners with his son. His wife had left shortly after giving
birth to their baby boy, never to be heard from again. For thirteen
years he’d struggled to be a good father, but some things had
managed to slip.

He looked into the mirror and was
shocked to see his son’s face staring back at him. He blinked once,
and there was no mistaking it: he had been making himself look
younger, and inadvertently had transformed his face into that of
his son’s. A horrified memory resurfaced: his son wrangling around on the bed with a hideous beast that
was all shadow. The boy struggling to get free, then slowly losing
all the energy from his body like a leaking balloon. The shadow
hung on until nothing was left, then let the boy’s body drop,
lifeless, to the floor. It sat up, coalesced into a young girl, one of his son’s classmates, and
looked around blearily.

In a horrified rage, he’d bludgeoned the
girl to death. She had been young, hardly realizing the sheer power
of the force she’d unleashed, but she’d killed his son, and she had
to die. They all had to die. They were all menaces.

His hand was shaking by the time he finished
his appearance for the following day. He was hungry, but instead of
going out to grab a bite to eat as he’d planned, he stayed in his
motel room and cried.

 


 


The next day he observed her daily routine.
It was not hard to find the Hanscom house nearest the retirement
home, and after only an hour of covert surveillance, he ascertained
that it was indeed the right house. At a few minutes past seven
thirty in the morning he saw his victim climb into a car parked in
the driveway and drive off.

So much for catching her
out in the open, he thought. It was always best when
he could find his targets alone and in the open; that way he could
pump the necessary bullets through his victim’s brain and go about
his business, leaving no hint of motive or perpetrator. An
appearance of randomness was always in his best
interest.

The girl, Ms. Amy Hanscom, was never alone,
it seemed. She drove her little brother to school in the morning,
then disappeared only minutes later into the public high school,
where she stayed for the duration of the school day. From there,
she attended softball practice in the afternoon, then drove
straight home to spend the rest of the evening in her house bent
over her schoolbooks. He wondered how she had ever found time out
of her schedule to visit her poor grandmother in the nursing
home.

Tonight, then,
he thought. He would have to do things the hard
way.

 


 


He had only performed breaking and entering
executions twice before in his life. They had the advantage of
being almost completely random—the murders would inevitably be
blamed on burglars accidentally surprised in the middle of a
robbery—and no one would wonder too much whether the death of such
a promising young teenager fit into any larger scheme. The only
problem, though, was that breaking and entering tended to be messy.
There was always a chance of being surprised by the wrong person,
some insomniac or midnight snacker who did not go to sleep along
with the rest of the family.

Still, he would have to try it. Action,
however rash, was preferable to waiting. The girl was already
eighteen, somewhat older than his usual kills; if she had not
already become dangerous, then she was surely on the verge of
discovering the horrible power locked inside her. She would soon be
hungry, and she would soon kill. Waiting only increased the
danger.

The Hanscom house was nestled in a giant
neighborhood filled with plenty of trees and houses packed closely
together. Because of the neighbors’ proximity, it was difficult to
find a secure vantage point from which to observe the goings-on in
the house. After a long search, he opted to conceal himself in a
row of hedges lining a windowless side of the next-door neighbor’s
house. There, dressed all in black against the obscurity of the
night, he waited for the Hanscom family to go to bed.

From this position he could distinguish very
few details of the family’s habits or the layout of the house. The
curtains were drawn all over the house, concealing what went on
inside. He could only make out vague shadows moving about through
the lighted rooms of the house, and he had to base his assumptions
on their movement.

Shortly after eleven thirty, he saw a light
go on in the upstairs bedroom. This was almost certainly the
parents’ bedroom, judging by the two full-grown shadows he observed
engaged in the nightly routine of getting undressed for bed.

Twenty minutes later all the lights in
the house snapped off in quick succession, until just one remained.
He concluded that this must be the last member to retire for the
evening, ensuring that all the lights in the house were off before
going to bed. Excellent, he
thought. If he assumed that his victim’s ten-year-old brother had
long since been put to sleep, then the girl had to be the one in
the downstairs bedroom. He would not have to worry about escaping
from the second floor, nor about the girl’s parents being in the
next room, ready to surprise him only a few seconds after firing
the last shot. With luck, he would be in and out and on his
way.

He waited. His nerves were taut with
anticipation of the hit. He forced himself to take several deep
breaths, repeatedly checking his Indiglo watch. His rule for such
hits was to wait three and a half hours after everyone had gone to
sleep. Both times he’d broken into a house, his patience had found
everyone inside asleep. Hopefully the third would be as lucky.

At three thirty in the morning, he moved in.
He pulled a black ski mask over his face, rendering him all but
invisible against the darkness. In this guise, he felt almost as
much like a shadow demon as his prey.

He gained entry by jimmying a seldom used
window in the garage. It opened easily, and he slipped in.

Once inside the garage, the rest of the
house was open to him. The family had not bothered to lock the
inside door of the garage, most likely figuring that locking the
outside door was enough. He carefully opened the door, and was
immediately greeted by the odor of cat litter. His night vision was
firmly established, and he noted the location of the litter just
inside the door shortly before stepping in it. He went around,
closing the door behind him. It uttered a slight creak.

After memorizing the location of each exit
he could find, he crept through the house, through the kitchen,
dining room, past a coat closet until he came to the door of a
bedroom. He was prepared to pick it in case she had locked it, but
the door swung open easily as he turned the handle. He ducked
inside, closing it behind him.

She was there. Sleeping in the bed against
the far wall, his victim appeared to be totally oblivious to his
presence. Her breathing was slow and even, and her nose emitted a
slight wheeze that sounded like a prelude to a snore. He drew out
his revolver.

But then a voice snapped, “Who the hell are
you?” and he realized he’d been fooled. The girl sat up in bed. A
second later she was no longer a girl. Her features melted rapidly
into the shapelessness of a black blot against the darkness. The
assassin stood motionless for a second, enthralled by the sheer
beauty of the transformation.

And then the shadow leapt at him. Too late,
survival instincts took over. He tried to dodge, but was caught
instantly by the full weight of the shadow creature. She—it—bore
down on top of him, bringing him crashing to the floor. His
tailbone crashed against the side of a chair, but he didn’t feel
any pain.

The shadow was all over him, scrambling for
a free shot at his face. He was held motionless by the creature,
though not by any physical mass that it possessed; instead, the
contact with it deadened his body wherever it touched until he
could only manage vain attempts to free himself. Slowly, almost
romantically, it brought its head down to his, to kiss him, to suck
the soul from his body.

Just like my son.

The thought made him scream in a mixture of
anger and terror and defiance. It was going to consume his soul,
the only thing that ever wholly belonged to him.

The scream was his salvation. His senses
were flooded by a wave of blinding light, and all of a sudden he
felt a weight on top of him—just weight, not the paralyzing touch
of the beast—and he managed once again to struggle. With a savage
kick he sent the girl toppling off him.

He blinked, and his eyes beheld a
consternating scene: the girl was lying naked on the floor next to
him, momentarily stunned; her father towered above him, his hand on
the light switch mounted just inside the door. All of them seemed
frozen as they took in what was happening.

Well-honed reflexes took over. Father Death
raised his gun and fired three shots cleanly through his victim’s
brain. The girl’s body spasmed, then lay still, her brains
splattered all over the carpet. Then he regained his feet, warily
regarding the girl’s father for any sign of conflict.

There was none. The father stared in shock
at the body of his daughter, then at Father Death. His mouth worked
as if to say something, but no sound emerged.

Father Death knocked the man down on his way
out the door. Seconds later, he emerged into the darkness of early
morning. By the time the police were called, he would be well away
from the scene of the crime.

 


 


With the sunrise in the morning, he stopped
at a rest stop on the highway. After a quick coffee and donut for
breakfast, he made his way out to a phone booth to ascertain the
location of his next target.

On the fourth ring, the now familiar voice
picked up at the other end. After the customary greeting, the voice
revealed his next destination. They exchanged a few token
pleasantries, then hung up.

He was off to northern Indiana.
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Travis’s fingers gripped the cold
metal of his mother’s keys in the ignition. Start the car, he coaxed himself.
You can do it. Just start the car. Nothing major.
Just turning the key in the ignition, that’s all.

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and
tightened his fingers on the key. This was it. He was going to do
it for real this time.

And then the vision returned. He saw
himself

bruised and bloodied and
dead. His arms and legs were broken in a dozen places by the force
of a high-speed impact; his body no longer resembled that of a
normal human. His eyes, though, still stared, unseeing, through a
huge clot of blood and bone that had once been his
face.

Travis shuddered. The vision had been
so vivid, so real, that he was gasping for breath. For a moment he
had been so totally engrossed in the vision that he had actually
stopped breathing.

Outraged at his own weakness, he
pounded his fist against the steering wheel. “Why can’t you turn the goddamned key?” he
shouted out loud. It was a simple act, ludicrously simple even, but
for some reason he could not bring himself to do it. It wasn’t as
if he would die just by starting the car. He had absolutely nothing
to fear just by starting the car.

Except the vision.

The vision was his future, he knew
with absolute certainty. Somehow, he knew he was destined to die behind the wheel of
an automobile.

Maybe that’s not so
bad, he thought. I mean, if
you die instantly, it’s not like it’d be painful.
Certainly much better than strange diseases that made you feel like
you were fading out of existence. There was something to be said
for the sheer poetic glory of getting behind the wheel of a car,
stomping on the accelerator, and taking a speeding train or a semi
head-on. It had the virtue of letting you be the master of your own
destiny.

Not like fading,
he thought grimly.

Looking in the mirror, seeing himself fade,
however briefly, to nothing more than a dark outline, had terrified
Travis more than anything in his life—more than his father in a
drunken rage, even more than the visions of his own mangled
body.

He had labeled the strange feeling
originating in his gut as fading,
and the term fit: in all respects, the sensation was one of
dwindling away to nothingness. Of slowly winking out of existence.
The thought of waking up some morning to find he no longer existed
was one he could hardly bear, and it made death by head-on
collision seem more and more appealing by the minute.

I could drive,
he thought vaguely, drive where no
one’s ever driven before. He was beset by a romantic
notion of driving by himself all the way across the country to the
edge of the Grand Canyon, then pushing the pedal to the metal and
flying off the edge just like Thelma and Louise. In that moment, he
knew, he would be forever in control of his own destiny.

His mother came out of the house, and he
reluctantly slid over into the passenger seat. His face flushed in
embarrassment.

His mother settled easily behind the wheel
of the car. “Sorry it took me so long to get ready,” she said, not
even looking at him. “I had a hole in my nylons, so I had to change
them. You could have started the car while you were waiting.”

“I was going to,” Travis said, “but I forgot
my Pre-Calculus book, so I had to go back in and get it.”

His mother started the car, pulled out of
the driveway, and shot onto the road with a particularly reckless
streak. Then she began her morning monologue, this time about how
Travis’s father spent all his time in the back room doing
god-knows-what, Travis registered before he blocked her out.

 


 


The day was one of the normal kind at
the end of the school year: long, tedious, but rarely eventful.
Travis cruised through the educational battery of English, Spanish,
Pre-Calculus, Chemistry, P.E., and U.S. History with minimal effort
even though his mind was elsewhere. He thought about fading away to
nothingness—a phenomenon he could not quite comprehend, since he
had no idea what it was like not
to exist—and the more he thought about it, the more his
fantasy of driving off the edge of the Grand Canyon seemed
appealing. There was a great tragic fascination in hurtling toward
the hereafter at a hundred miles an hour, plunging straight into
one of the largest holes on the surface of the earth. The idea was
more than tempting; it was exhilarating.

You can either end your
own life while you still exist, or you can wait until you become
nothing, he told himself bluntly.

Before he was aware of any noticeable
progression of time, he found himself in the English office, his
seventh period study hall. One of the English teachers had left him
freshman vocabulary tests to grade, so he sat down at the nearest
desk, glad for the distraction.

A few minutes later Julie bounded in. “I
know this really great restaurant,” she said excitedly.

At first, Travis didn’t understand
what she was talking about. Then, realization struck somewhere at
the back of his mind: she’s talking about
our date. It’s tomorrow! The crisis of feeling his
very existence come unraveled had temporarily buried all thoughts
of his social life. “Really?” he said, his voice cracking
slightly.

“It’s this great new Mexican
restaurant,” she said. “Right off the highway. All the dishes are
huge, and the waiters don’t speak much English. It’ll give you a
chance to practice your Spanish. You’ll love it. The food is
orgasmic.”

Travis’s eyes widened. The way Julie
pronounced the word orgasmic,
he wondered if she was expecting him to screw her. It seemed he
might not just be grabbing the rebound, but shooting and scoring as
well. “Um—that sounds great,” he said.

Seeing that he was busy grading quizzes, she
settled into a comfortable chair facing him and opened one of her
textbooks. After a short silence, she asked him, “You decided on
any colleges yet?”

He shook his head without looking up from
his work. “Not yet. I’ll probably just go to a state school. IU or
Purdue, maybe.”

“You could get a scholarship to a private
school if you tried, I bet. Your grades are good.”

“Maybe. I hadn’t really thought about it,
though.” He knew the time to start thinking about such things was
approaching fast. His junior year had only a month and a half left,
but he hadn’t given his future much attention. He was preoccupied
with more immediate matters—learning how to drive and surviving his
date with Julie, for starters—than worrying about some intangible
future.

If I even have a
future, he thought. Whenever he contemplated his fate,
all he could see were two possible demises, both of them in the
near future: slowly fading out of existence, or ending up a human
pancake behind the wheel of an automobile. Not very exciting
prospects.

Shut the fuck up,
the practical voice interceded from somewhere deep inside his
psyche. You have a future. Everybody has a
future. You can’t die without ever having gotten laid.
He was embarrassed to find himself blushing. He stole a look at
Julie out of the corner of his eye, wondering what she would be
like in bed. Strangely enough, the thought didn’t set his insides
aflame with desire. Instead, all he could feel was

the fading.
Like a power outage, all of a sudden he just seemed to
be not there, diminished
somehow. He looked at his right hand grading quizzes on the desk;
it seemed to shrivel up and contract, becoming nothing more than a
black claw.

He fainted.

Or faded, he could not tell which. There was
an instant in which he blacked out. When he opened his eyes again,
he was staring up into Julie’s worried face. He was on the floor;
he’d most likely fallen out of his chair.

Julie was bent over him, her face
disturbingly close to his. He heard her voice as if through a
filter. “Are you all right?” she asked. She slapped him lightly in
the face. “Hey, Travis, answer me. Are you okay?”

Seeing her face hovering above him, Travis
suddenly felt an intense, burning desire, three parts primal to one
part sexual. He raised his head off the ground and kissed her,
locking her lips in his and snaking his tongue out to wriggle in
concert with hers. She was startled, but she didn’t pull away; the
kiss soon became heated, until all Travis knew was that he wanted
her. He wanted all of her. He wanted to kiss her so deeply that he
could taste her very soul.

I want to drink you like a milkshake.

The perverse thought sobered him
immediately. Reluctantly he pulled away from Julie, panting. She
was panting, too, in the same animalistic fashion. For a few
seconds they merely stared into each other’s eyes, not trusting
themselves to speak in the aftermath of their unexpected
passion.

And then the bell rang. School was over.
Wordlessly, Julie collected her books and left the office. Travis
followed a few minutes later, leaving the vocabulary quizzes
unfinished on the desk.

 


 


What the hell were you doing?

Travis berated himself angrily on the
bus a few minutes later. You could have
spoiled everything, he continued. After today, you’ll be lucky if Julie ever comes near you
again.

Or maybe, he thought, he had just made
things much more complicated between him and Julie. Reaching out to
her with such a passionate, primal kiss might have sent her the
wrong message; for all he knew, Julie might already be considering
the two of them an Item. Had he, by reacting on impulse,
inadvertently agreed to a fusion of his identity with that of
Julie’s? Were they now inseparable, incomprehensible apart from
each other?

His mind rebelled at the idea. Becoming an
Item with Julie would inevitably rob him of absolute sovereignty
over his own actions; he would have to eat, breathe, and sleep with
thoughts of his other half, partaking of the ritual joining at the
hip that was called “going steady.”

It was just an
aberration, he told himself. A brain fart. You blacked out for a second, and when you woke
up you reacted on your first impulse. She’ll understand you didn’t
mean anything by it. I mean, she can’t hold you accountable for
your actions right after you
fainted.

Somehow, though, he’d known what he was
doing. The contact with Julie, however brief, had been an
instinctual response to counteract the fading. When he’d felt his
grip on existence go, his immediate reaction was to grab onto the
nearest thing like a lifeline. Julie had been that lifeline.

Then, his thoughts had suddenly turned
perverse. He’d wanted to

drink you like a
milkshake, he recalled grimly. He shuddered. Now, the
notion seemed repulsive, like a crass pickup line from a seventh
grader. Not for the first time, he wondered just how diseased his
brain had become to come up with such a thought.

From somewhere, a voice was trying to reach
him. “Huh?” he grunted, shaking himself out of his reverie. He saw
Nat Turner’s face peeking over the seat behind him.

“This is your stop,” Nat said. “This is
where you get off.”

“Thanks,” Travis mumbled. He got off the
bus.

 


 


When Travis slammed the door to his
house shut behind him, his father was nowhere to be seen.
Probably in the back room smoking,
Travis thought, and he was glad. He didn’t want to have anything to
do with his father at the moment.

Depositing his book bag in the living room,
Travis made his way into the kitchen. He was not exactly hungry or
thirsty, but he managed to convince himself that he needed some
kind of nourishment, if only to have something to do. He found an
unopened two-liter bottle of Coke in the fridge, and he took it out
lustily. He opened it on the kitchen table, then poured himself a
glass.

He emptied his glass quickly, and poured
himself another. That one, too, soon fell by the wayside, to be
replaced by another full glass only minutes later. Not caring about
the effect it might have on his system, he poured another glass,
then another until the bottle was three fourths empty and he was
guzzling soda like an alcoholic downing shots. His body began to
tingle under the onslaught of so much caffeine, but still he poured
himself another glass. The caffeine reverberating in his system was
a welcome reminder that he still existed.

At that moment, his father emerged from the
back room and passed through the kitchen. He had his left hand
stuck down the back of his pants, probably in anticipation of a
fart. “How was school?” the man grunted.

“Fine,” Travis said, not even looking at the
man. His father seemed not to notice, though. As nonchalantly as if
he were reading a newspaper, he farted loudly, drew his hand out
from the back of his pants, and proceeded to make himself a cup of
instant coffee.

Sickened, Travis downed the last drop of
Coke and retreated to his room.

 


 


That night, Travis did not even attempt to
fall asleep. he knew he would fail miserably if he tried to go to
bed as if everything were normal. Instead, after he heard his
parents turn in for the night, he got out of bed, wearing nothing
but a pair of white cotton briefs, and went straight for his yo-yo.
As always, the repetitive up-down, up-down motion soothed him,
disengaged his brain just enough for him to ease away all cosmic
thoughts of gloom and doom, of Grand Death Auto and fading away to
nothing.

But it came again, and without warning. At
some point in the night, the strange gnawing in his gut returned.
This time it did not just simply go away. It intensified rapidly.
He felt his body de-solidify, his hands and fingers shrinking to be
replaced by an outline of black claws, and he almost screamed in
desperation as he prepared to lose his hold on existence
forever.

But he did not cease to exist. His body lost
all cohesion, all the solidity of flesh, and the energy that
normally suffused his body without his even realizing it coalesced
into the outline of a black shadow. With nothing substantial to
anchor them, his briefs dropped to the floor.

His mind, altered by the
transformation, no longer permitted coherent thoughts. Now all he
could feel was a conglomeration of sense perceptions, primal in
nature, refreshingly simple: he was hungry. His new existence was ravenous for
nourishment, and his primitive instincts reveled in the thrill of
the hunt. Food was for the taking.

He made his way downstairs. His body—or lack
of—floated wraithlike through the door, down the stairs, and
through the rooms of the house, searching for sustenance. He passed
the refrigerator, but his instinctual intellect didn’t even
consider it as a source of food. He searched on, restless, not
encountering anything.

A vindictive hiss came from somewhere in the
darkness. A pair of wide green eyes stared up at him from the
floor. His heightened night senses distinguished the form of a
feline animal, back arched and fur on end, hunched on all fours in
the room.

He pounced. Insubstantial claws clamped onto
the animal, numbing its nerves, rendering its limbs lifeless on
contact. The cat emitted a sharp, high-pitched squeal that lasted
only for a second, then was silenced.

He found the threads that held the animal’s
existence together, the visceral ties between the creature’s
essence and its physical body, and began to unravel them. There was
a rush of power as he established a link between his being and the
animal’s. Then he started to suck. The cat was listless now, but
still he sucked until all its vital energies had been drawn into
him, absorbed by him.

And then the transformation ended. The next
thing he knew, Travis was on his hands and knees in the empty guest
room of his parents’ house, completely naked, his hands clamped in
a vice-like grip around the limp form of Ralph, the family cat.

“What the—?” Frantically Travis searched for
a heartbeat in the cat’s body, but he found none.

Residual energies rumbled around inside
Travis’s body, something he dimly understood as his body’s physical
digestion of the life he’d just absorbed. The energy threatened to
rise to the surface, roughly akin to a belch after a good meal,
though metaphysical in nature. Unable to keep it bottled, Travis
felt the residual energy streak away from his body and impact with
an old wooden dresser in the corner of the room, blowing it to
pieces. Travis ducked as stray chips of wood flew over his
head.

For a long moment Travis could not
move. Oh my God, he thought.
He gaped at Ralph’s lifeless corpse, then at the ruin he’d made of
the dresser.

What the hell am I?
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Relieved of the burden of attending school,
Pete was glad for the opportunity of a few hours’ quiet, a rare
occurrence in the Home. The rest of the boys spent the day at
school, and then would most likely “hang out” until they were due
back at the Home for supper at six. The younger boys, having
nothing else to do, would invariably return right after school,
then cluster noisily around the TV in the common room. Pete hardly
ever paid much attention to them.

Since he was ineligible to make up any work
he missed by not being in school, he passed his time immersed in
reading the tiny green Bible he kept under his bed. He’d read it
all before, the complete New Testament, plus Psalms and Proverbs,
that were included in his miniature edition. He’d also checked out
the Old Testament and Apocrypha from the library on numerous
occasions. He was beginning to know some passages by heart. After
many readings, the book still held the same mysterious allure,
though not because of any fascination with faith; every time Pete
opened the book, he saw the face of the mysterious man who was not
a priest indelibly stamped on every page.

And he saw an afterlife of pure torture.
Either way— heaven or hell, salvation or damnation—the afterlife
was a black-and-white, cut-and-dry, one-way ticket to either God or
Satan, to burn forever in searing hellfire, or to bask forever in
the afterglow of God’s glory. Either way, he thought—pain or
pleasure—an eternity of all one or the other would eventually cease
to have meaning. Pleasure would cease to be pleasure without the
antithesis of pain, and vice versa, but nowhere did Pete find a
happy medium.

Unbidden images of his own personal
hell leapt into his mind: the same
unaltered rhythm of the escalator moving forever downward as he was
doomed to climb, never progressing, never allowed even the
minuscule pleasure of advancing even one step toward the broken
promise of Purgatory. All around him hellfire raged, searing his
flesh with every step, causing him to wince from unbearable
pain.

Somehow, though, the
pain was bearable, and
somehow he always found the will to take one more step even though
the escalator bore him inexorably downward. He found the will
because he had to, because this was hell and this was his
punishment: to climb the escalator for eternity and go nowhere. He
found the will because hell was forever.

And in spite of the pain and torture, he
laughed. He had not laughed for millennia, and suddenly, the
release of mirth made him feel surprisingly good. He laughed
louder, building from a slow, unsteady chuckle to a full, hearty
belly laugh. He raised his head triumphantly and shouted to whoever
or whatever was listening: “Is that all you’ve got?”

The vision wavered and disappeared, leaving
Pete profoundly silent.

 


 


After eating dinner with all nineteen other
inhabitants of the Home, Pete did not retreat to his room to read
as was his wont; instead, he gravitated to the TV room with a half
dozen of the younger residents and occupied himself by watching a
string of insipid sitcoms. Most of the younger boys regarded his
presence in their nightly ritual with unease. They had heard about
his suspension for fighting, and they granted him a grudging
respect for his temper, but since he never asked to change the
channel or commented on any of the shows, they soon forgot all
about him.

When it was completely dark outside, Pete
excused himself without a word from the TV crowd. Predictably, no
one seemed to take much note of his departure. He passed through
the rooms and corridors of the Home nonchalantly, as if he were
heading to the bathroom, but when he was certain no one was paying
any attention to him, he slipped out the back door by the kitchen.
With luck, none of the youth workers on duty would realize he was
gone until lights out, he hoped. There were still over two hours
remaining before it was time for him to be in his bed.

The night air of early April was cool but
refreshing, and Pete inhaled heartily in anticipation of a few
hours’ freedom. First, he made his way to the convenience store on
the corner and purchased a pack of cigarettes. He was not legally
old enough to buy cigarettes in the state of Illinois, nor did he
even look old enough, but the clerk merely looked at him
disinterestedly and took his money, as always.

Once out in the night air, Pete indulged in
a smoke. He didn’t exactly enjoy pulling acrid-flavored tobacco
smoke into his lungs, nor was he addicted, but smoking was
something he wasn’t allowed to do in the Home, which made it all
the more satisfying when he found an opportunity to do it by
himself.

After a few token puffs on the cigarette,
the thrill wore off. He snuffed the butt under his shoe and stuffed
the rest of the pack in his jeans pocket. He’d sell the remainder
to Jason for a profit.

In the dark, Pete contemplated the quiet of
the neighborhood. During the day, the area was alive with kids and
cars and bikes and laughter. Pete hated the incongruous location of
the boys’ home: it was located in the middle of a well-to-do
suburban neighborhood replete with picket fences and young
professional families with one point five children each. Pete
thought sullenly that the location of the Home must have been some
realtor’s twisted version of an in-your-face to the orphans that
lived there; all around them were outward signs of prosperous,
happy families, serving as a constant reminder that the boys of the
Home had none. They’d all had countless foster families, had
constantly adapted to new sets of expectations, but had never had a
real, permanent family.

What would it be
like? Pete wondered. What
would it be like to have a real family? Would I still be
me?

His wandering brought him to his
destination. He stopped outside one of the nicer homes in the
neighborhood. It was large and modern with a two-car garage, an
enclosed porch in the back, and a large, well-manicured lawn. It
was one of Pete’s favorite houses because it had several bushes in
the yard before the street ended in a cul-de-sac; it was the
perfect place to sit for a while and watch what went on in the
house. Pete wriggled easily into a small gap between two bushes and
directed his attention toward the house.

The home had a large picture window in the
living room, and the family only closed their curtains shortly
before going to bed. Through this window, Pete regularly observed
the family’s nightly routine. The family was made up of a late
thirties couple with three kids: two sons, one only a year or two
younger than Pete, one perhaps ten, and a little girl about five
years old. The father was a middle management businessman, and the
mother a grade school teacher, Pete had discovered through a few
questions to the right people.

That evening, as was customary, the oldest
son was playing the piano in the living room for his parents. Pete
strained his ears to catch the notes wafting out of the house, and
he smiled. He was no musical expert, but as far as he could tell,
the kid was damned good. The boy’s parents were nodding
appreciatively, and his little five-year-old sister was dancing
happily to the music.

Slowly the gentle, rocking melody of the
music gave way to sterner stuff, then to a furious string of loud,
triumphant notes that Pete did not have to strain to hear. The boy
in the living room hammered away at the keys of the piano until
Pete found himself wincing with every stroke. The music conjured an
inescapable mental picture in Pete’s mind, a picture of demons in
hell, much like the ones he saw in his thoughts whenever he read
the Bible. He shivered, though not on account of the night air.

The boy finished the piece and rested his
hands in his lap. His mother applauded and his father clapped him
on the shoulder encouragingly, but Pete could see their son’s
beaten-down posture and his wan smile of submission. The boy
collected his music books from the piano and retreated up the
stairs to his room. Pete felt for the boy; from his vantage point
he could plainly see that the boy detested playing the piano for
his parents. He was obviously good, and his parents derived typical
parental joy from his efforts, but for some reason Pete had not yet
figured out, the boy hated his nightly concert.

Intrigued, Pete made his way to the back
yard of the house. He had long ago discovered a tall tree, easily
suited to climbing, that afforded him a great view into the oldest
son’s bedroom. As quietly as he was able with his badly bruised
shoulder, Pete grabbed hold of the bottom-most limb and hoisted
himself into the tree.

When he was in position, Pete saw the boy
strip off his shirt and pants to change into his bedclothes. But
before donning his pajamas he stood in front of a full-length
mirror next to the bed and regarded himself. Then, with the tips of
the first two fingers of his right hand he gently probed certain
areas on his back, wincing occasionally.

Pete knew the routine
intimately. He’s checking for bruises. He
must have been beaten.

Suddenly it all made sense: the
boy had to play the piano, or
else risk incurring the wrath of his parents. They had sensed his
talent and capitalized on it, transforming their son into an
instrument of their own pleasure, most likely molding him into
their concept of what a son should be. Pete found himself feeling
sorry for the boy. He had experienced the same thing many times
over with his multitude of foster families—the incessant demand for
a show-and-tell son—but this boy could not escape from his family
when they were tired of him. They could not send him back when he
wasn’t living up to their expectations. He was stuck with them
because of a petty caprice of blood relation.

It’s better not to have a
family, I guess, Pete thought. At least then I can be sure I’m really me.

Disgusted, Pete climbed down from the tree.
As always, he felt a nagging sense of guilt at having spied on the
family, but since he was probably going to hell anyway no matter
what, he decided it really didn’t matter. Maybe, just maybe, he
would be able to meet the boy in person some day and become friends
with him—if only just to confirm his suspicions about the boy’s
parents, but he also thought that the boy could use a good
friend.

So could you,
Pete told himself, but immediately squelched the
thought.

Pete continued walking, and three blocks
from the house was another of his nighttime haunts. A large
Catholic church, much like the one he had briefly served in as
altar boy three years earlier, stood on the intersection of two
major streets. It was shrouded in darkness except for a huge metal
cross illuminated on the facade facing the busiest street. The
church was always locked by seven every night, but he knew of a
basement window that did not latch properly. With a glance to make
sure no one was looking, Pete crept around to the back and entered
the church.

He knew the insides well. The church
contained several classrooms for Sunday school classes in the
basement, and on the main floor was the sanctuary, where hundreds
of people worshipped every Sunday. Pete allowed his eyes time to
adjust to the pitch blackness, then moved off in the direction of
the nearest stairwell.

A few moments later he entered the
sanctuary. As always, he was awestruck by the size and ornate
complexity of the place of worship. Several paintings of religious
scenes lined the walls, along with candelabra and candles of all
sizes and shapes. At the front of the church was a massive altar,
above which hung mammoth representations of Mary with a babe in
arms and Jesus in agony on the cross. Pete liked to think of the
two works as a religious before and after shot. All in all, the
sanctuary was impressive in its own right by day, as Pete had
experienced on a few occasions when he had mustered the energy to
attend worship services there, but in the dim light provided only
by illuminated EXIT signs, the shadowplay of religious
paraphernalia was decidedly eerie.

And erotic. With a deep breath, Pete began
to take off his clothes. Soon he was standing completely naked in
front of the altar, the chill air harsh on his back and chest and
buttocks, giving him goose bumps on almost every inch of his body.
He shivered at the chill and the rush of being naked in a
church.

He was beginning to get an erection.
Blatantly disregarding his surroundings, he draped himself across
the altar and began to work his penis, up and down until his
erection solidified, while his other hand caressed his hairless
chest and nipples. There, under the watchful gaze of Jesus and
Mary, he felt almost as if the Holy Spirit were with him, aiding
him in his act of pleasure. He moaned, imagining what it would be
like for Jason to suck his
dick for once, and he imagined all the possibilities of a
friendship with the boy who played the piano. He came with an
intense orgasm, shooting semen all over his chest. He gasped to
catch his breath after the exertion.

Only when he’d caught his breath was
he struck by the sacrilege of his act. I’m
going to hell, he thought. I’m really going to hell. No doubt about it.

Oh, well. Maybe that might
not be so bad, he decided.

It was nearing time for him to go back to
the Home. Reluctantly, he put his clothes back on and left the
church. He felt like he was going back to prison.
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When Father Death entered the town of New
Canaan in northern Indiana, he looked more like the real him than
he had since his son’s death four years ago: he had light brown
hair which was making a strategic retreat up his forehead, dark
brown eyes, and an average-sized frame that was strong but not
overly muscled. All in all, he looked just about like anyone else
in his late thirties.

He checked into the town’s only decent motel
late on a Thursday night and resolved to spend the rest of the
evening relaxing as much as he dared. He needed a vacation. Other
professions came with medical plans and sick days and paid
vacations, but in the four years he’d spent hunting adolescent
menaces to society, he’d hardly had a day off. His conscience was a
cruel taskmaster: any time he spent involved in other pursuits
meant that one more family might find their son or daughter
deprived of their soul, food for an infernal breed of insatiable
demons.

You’re going crazy,
though, he told himself. You
wake up in the morning not knowing who you are or where you are.
All you know is that some voice on the other end of the telephone
tells you you have to kill someone and you do it. And when you’re
done, you drive off somewhere else to do it again.

Oh, well, he
thought. It’s a dirty job, but you
wouldn’t want anyone else to have the satisfaction of doing
it.
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