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	Victor Galloway suddenly froze, his back bent and aching, the blade of the garden hoe arrested in mid-strike.   


	There it is again -- damned thing! he thought, staring at the hard-pack as sweat streaked down the smooth sides of his face and dripped from his jaw to hit the ground in muffled splats. 


It's not really painful -- just irritating. Can't let a little twinge in my chest hold me back. Maybe it'll go away after a short break.


	Victor straightened. Immediately the ache in his lower back faded. Setting the blade flat on the ground, he leaned on the long shaft of the hoe and kneaded his thick pectoral muscle with the fingertips of his right hand. He took a deep breath, as deep as the twinge would allow, and looked around.


 	The world was flooded with sunshine, the kind that melts winter's icy clutches and sends the Old Man scurrying away. The branches of oak, pine, and maple swayed in the warm breeze as if worshipping the fiery orb on high. Budding leaves and stalwart pineneedles danced, fluttered, and rubbed against one another to produce the whispery notes to one of nature's eternal symphonies. It was a performance Victor had longed for as he endured the bleak days and frigid nights. 


	Closing his eyes, he tilted his head back and let the sun's rays soak into his face. Oh, yeah...  


	The only thing that kept him from losing himself completely in the moment was the peculiar tugging in his chest. 


	He opened his eyes. 


	It was stronger now. 


	Well, he was subject to occasional muscle spasms in his back, so why not in his chest? This one could be even deeper than he'd thought, its source coming perhaps from the intercostals, the muscle wall between his ribs. 


	After ten years as an orthopedic surgeon, he knew what the body was capable of, and he also knew the possible consequences of working the soil for the first time after a long winter's layoff.


	Hope I can find the Ben-Gay after I'm done here, he thought, his nose already wrinkling in anticipation of the sharp stench of the stuff. 


  	He pulled off his work gloves and took a red handkerchief out of the back pocket of his jeans. He wiped the sweat from his face and the top of his head, then stuffed the handkerchief into the breast pocket of his flannel shirt.


	A little pain isn't bad, he thought. Dad always said you have to take the good things in life and run like hell with them -- even if there's a little crud tagging along for the ride. I'll take some ibuprofin for it when I go back inside the house. 


	He pulled the gloves back on and ground his work boots about an inch deep into the freshly turned soil. Bracing his long legs, he raised and then chopped down with the hoe. The nicked blade bit into the earth with a hearty chunk! He repeated the movement several times. 


	The pain was set aside as Victor concentrated on the task at hand.


   	Sweat trickled down the channels of his muscular back as he lifted and chopped, lifted and chopped. The steel blade bit through the packed earth, rigid and tough after months of frost and rain, ice and snow. Victor's shadow followed him as he worked. 


	Sparrows and cardinals and mocking birds chirped and whistled as he conquered more and more of the black earth. He knew that with each stroke the soil would loosen and breathe, providing aeration to the seedlings that would sprout a few weeks after today's planting.  


	The sun felt great on his back. In a steady rhythm now, he worked harder. The discomfort he'd felt earlier was still there, but he didn't have time for it now. He kept chopping.


	"Dad-dy! Hey, Dad-dy!"


	The hoe halted at the apex of its rise. Victor looked over his shoulder to see his three year old standing a dozen feet away with a wide smile on his rounded face. Walt's outline was hazy, but even without his glasses Victor could make out Walt's tee-shirt, bluejeans, and worn sneakers.


	"Hey, buddy!" Victor said, smiling. 


	But Victor's smile faded when he noticed the small footprints that marred the freshly manicured rows he had created just minutes earlier.


	Walt stamped down on top of the rows. He had his arms held out in exasperation. "Daddy, I've been trying to talk to you! Mommy ... Mommy and me are --"


	Breathing hard, Victor straightened and squeezed the hoe in his hands. He frowned at the mashed rows. "Son! Didn't I tell you ... to walk between the rows?"


	A quizzical look overcame Walt's face. He put his small hand to the side of his head. His blonde hair glinted like gold in the sunshine. He turned and surveyed the damage behind him. "It's okay, Daddy."


	"No, it's not 'okay'!" Victor took a deep breath and cocked his head. Odd, the irritating twinge had returned -- and this time it came armed with a lance. He made a fist and massaged his left pec. He couldn't rub deep enough to ease the pain. 


	Damn! he swore silently. Must've tore something. Either that or the cross-fibers are knotting into wide spasm and not releasing. 


	Victor winced.


	Walt's chin quivered as he stared up at Victor's face. His wide eyes glistened. "But Daddy, I didn't meant to...!"


	"Now I've got to straighten them all back up, Walt!"


	"Daddy!" the boy said, tears streaming down his face. He walked toward Victor, arms outstretched. "I'm sorry, Daddy! I'm sor-ry!"


	Victor blinked. What am I doing?! Why am I berating Walt for stepping in some dirt? Am I that uptight over this little spasm, or am I tense from performing this morning's surgery, which had a few rough spots? 


	He kneeled in the dirt and held his arms out. "Walt! It's okay! I'm sorry!"


	Walt's small arms folded around Victor's neck. "I'm sorry, Daddy!"


	"It's okay, son! I'm sorry I yelled at you. You didn't do anything wrong. Daddy's just got a little pain in his chest right now. Makes me cranky. You didn't do anything bad." 


	Victor winced again. The pain was getting stronger. He wasn't able to rub it away. It must be coming from the intercostals -- the muscles between his ribs -- which were tougher to reach. 


	The tears shut off, though the moist pathways down the boy's cheeks were still fresh. Walt blinked and sniffed. Slowly his face returned to the inquisitive look it normally held.


	Victor looked into his son's glassy eyes. "I was just cranky, buddy. You okay?"


	"You were just cranky, Daddy?"	


	Victor squeezed him tight and patted his back. "That's right, just cranky! Daddy the Crank Monster! Sorry about that."


	"That's okay. Sometimes ..." Walt's green eyes grew wide as he looked up at the sky for help in forming his sentence. "... sometimes I get cranky, too."


	Victor had to chuckle, though the pain in his chest restricted its exuberance. "You do?"


	Walt nodded assuredly. "Yeah, sometimes."


	"Got it worked out, Doc?" a woman's voice called out from the back deck. 


	Victor could see Lenora's moderately blurred form on the deck. She wore black jeans, a white tee-shirt, and some kind of ankle boots that he couldn't quite make out. A shame his eyesight deteriorated over distance, but even so he was grateful he could discern the swell of her breasts beneath the shirt. 


	He pictured in his mind what his weak eyes couldn't discern. Her deep green eyes glowed with intelligence and warmth, but could suddenly sparkle like gemstones when her mischievous streak came out to play. She had high cheekbones and expressive lips and she grew more alluring with each passing year of their marriage. Sunlight glittered off the golden hoops dangling from her ears and drew Victor like a beacon.


	Holding Walt's small hand, Victor deliberately mashed a few rows of the garden. Walt giggled as they walked down the hill and approached the deck.  


	All the guys will be staring when she walks by, Victor thought as Lenora came into focus. Oh well, at least she's mine.     	"We're all right now," Victor told her, picking Walt up and wincing at the resulting pain. He almost dropped his boy. "Damn!"


	"Victor, what's wrong?" Lenora asked, her eyes growing wide.  	"Must've pulled something in my chest."


	"Is it serious? I don't like it being in your chest --"


	"Just a muscle spasm, maybe a slight tear. Nothing big. It figures though ... my first day out in the garden with the hoe and all."


	"But you lift weights, Victor. You've got plenty of muscle there. Maybe we should get you checked out."


	"No, no. Look. Lifting weights is one thing, but it's been months since I've used the hoe. It's harder than you might think." Another stab of pain. He fought to keep it from showing on his face. He didn't want to scare Lenora needlessly. "You know how it is. Body's in an unaccustomed position, pulling on the muscle fibers in a different way. Just not used to it, that's all."


	Lenora eyed him for a moment. "Maybe you're right," she said, warily. "You're the doctor, but you know darned well you docs make the worse patients."


	He smiled and waved her off. "Just go to the store, you." He patted Walt's shoulders. "Going to get some new shoes, Sport?"


	"Ummm, yeah! Because ... because these shoes --," Walt pointed to them with his small index finger, "these shoes are too small! And it's not good for my feet to be with small shoes, right Daddy?"


	"That's right, son," Victor said. "Now, you take care of Mommy and make sure she doesn't spend too much money, okay?"


	Walt nodded as he walked up the deck's three stairs. "That's right, Daddy. We have to keep Mommy from spending too much money, don't we, Daddy?"


	"Absolutely." Victor grinned and looked at his wife.


	Lenora pursed her lips and cocked one eyebrow up high. "Oh, isn't this just beautiful? You boys sticking together is really sweet. And I mean that -- not! When am I going to have a little girl to even the odds around here, I wonder?"


	Victor leaned on the hoe. "Just a little while longer. I'm not done practicing yet. Have to get the practice sessions down before stepping back into the batter's box, you know."


	"Uh, huh." She wasn't falling for one bit of it. "Maybe you-know-who will take an N - A - P later. There's you're practice time, big boy." Her eyes gleamed. 


	Victor laughed, but not nearly as hard as he would have without the irritation in his chest.


	When Walt reached Lenora on the deck she put her hands on his small shoulders and said to Victor, "You're sure you're all right?"


	They looked at him with concern in their faces. For an instant Victor felt time slow as he took in the sight of his wife and son standing together. What else was there for him but them? He had a rewarding job as a surgeon, but he realized a long time ago that he couldn't live for his job. No, he had to live for the right reasons, and there they were standing right there in front of him. 


	"Sure, I'm all right," Victor said with a smile. "Are you all right?"


	"Don't throw it back at me, Doc. We'll see you in a couple of hours."


	Victor nodded, brought out the handkerchief to wipe more sweat off the top of his head. "Okay. I'll tone it down a bit."


	"Good idea! Now don't get too tired. You're looking good with your sleeves rolled up and those muscles bulging through your shirt. Get a shower later and maybe we'll get lucky." She looked at him coyly from the corners of her eyes. "I'll do all the heavy lifting."


	"Deal, babe!" he said, his manhood suddenly stirring. Amazing how the human body can be stimulated by the mere insinuation of sex, he thought.


	"Bye, Daddy! See you soon!" Walt said, raising his hand and giving a big wave.


	"Bye, buddy. Remember, make sure Mommy doesn't spend too much money! If you watch her close enough, she just might have enough left over to buy us some gummy dinosaurs!"


	Lenora rolled her eyes. "Oh, please..."


	Walt's face lit up.	"Right, Daddy! I'll eat the tricer-tops and Tee Rex. Do you -- do you want a steg-a-saurus, Daddy?"


	"You know it, buddy."


	"Okay!" Walt looked up at Lenora. "Let's go, Mommy! But you can't spend too much money, right? If you do we can't get gummy dinosaurs!"


	Lenora sighed. "We won't spend too much, honey, I promise."


	Walt cheered.


	Lenora looked blandly at Victor. 


	Victor grinned.


	"Bye, stud," she said, shaking her head and smiling.


	"Bye, beautiful."


	He waited there as they disappeared into the house. A minute later he heard the Jeep Cherokee backing down the long driveway. They were on their way to the mall located a few miles down the Mt. Vernon Parkway. The parkway was the fastest way to get through historic Mt. Vernon, Virginia, and it was also the best way to hit the bridges that led to Washington, D.C., but Victor went into the city only for the occasional formal dinner or to take the family to the museums. He found he liked being home more and more -- especially when the weather was nice and he could get outside.  


	He took a deep breath. He felt better now. The pain in his pec or intercostal or wherever-the-hell had subsided. He'd known that it would subside, regardless of what Lenora had said about doctors being crappy patients. 


 	He remembered how Lenora and Walt had looked on the deck. Strange ... it was as if they had been no more than phantoms. 


	Victor blinked. A shiver raced down his back and a strange sensation ran down each arm simultaneously. 


	Must be getting a little chilled, he thought. The work'll warm me up in no time.


	He took a step toward his garden -–


	And a hand grenade exploded in his chest. 


	Agony ripped through him like a live thing, tearing and clawing. He tried to scream. He had no air to scream with. 


A constricted moan wormed its way through his stretched lips. Then the world collapsed upon him. His body seized up -- every muscle constricted at the same time. His knees buckled. 


	It felt like his ribcage had been blasted apart and now there was a five hundred pound stone there, forcing him down. He fought to stay upright. Fought against the searing pain that shot into every nerve in his chest. The pressure, the terrible pressure, squeezed him with a life of its own, as if he'd been seized by a giant. The pressure and pain  -- so much  pain! -- were too much for him. His legs caved. Suddenly he was looking up at perfect white clouds drifting through a perfect azure sky on what had been a perfect day.


	Victor -- you goddamned idiot! he mentally screamed at himself.


	That irritating twinge was no muscle spasm -- it was a warning sign! Heart attacks don't strike like lightning out of a clear blue sky; they come with at least one warning sign, no matter how brief that sign might last. Any first year medical student would have recognized the pain in his chest as a symptom right away. He had ignored it.


	Fool.


	Now the pain punished him for his bad judgement.  


	At some point the pain ebbed slightly and he once again realized he was on his back on the ground. For some reason the jolt of impact with the ground had helped him breathe, and he could suck a little air into his lungs. 


	Shallow, shallow breathing. This was serious. He didn't have much time. He looked over to his left hand, saw that he still clutched the hoe. He had a grip so tight upon it that he could see every bone through the top of his hand.


	The pain tore through his chest like white-hot bullets from an AK-47. 


	There's worse places to die, he thought suddenly. 


	Then he was shocked at the implications of that thought. 


	He envisioned Lenora and Walt on the deck, standing as they had only minutes earlier. 


	It's too soon! he thought. Walt's too young. He'll never remember his Daddy! I haven't loved Lenora long enough -- a hundred years wouldn't be enough! 


	Have ... to ... fight! 


	Fuck you, pain!


	He might still make it if he could reach a phone.


	Had Lenora brought the mobile phone to the deck as she normally did when she left the house? 


	She usually put it there in case she needed to call him when she was out and he was in the backyard playing with Walt or lost in his gardening. With the phone on the deck, he could hear the ring and catch the call before the answering machine kicked in.


	Move it, Galloway! he thought. Time's running out!


	He threw his weight over to one side. Monumental undertaking. Wave upon wave of pain battered him as if he was a Chinese Junker caught in a typhoon. He gasped. Tears flowed from his eyes, blurring his vision even more. Finally he made it over to his stomach. He raised his head and looked up at the deck. 


	If the phone wasn't there, he was dead. It was that simple. There was no way he could make it all the way inside the house. No way. 


	There! On the third stair leading up to the deck. White handset. Precious dial buttons in the middle. 


	Thank God for Lenora!


	Fifteen feet was a mile. He crawled, gasping for breath, moaning. He used the hoe as a mountain climber used a pickaxe on an icy slope; he stuck the blade into the turf and hauled himself toward the deck. He inhaled a mix of freshly cut grass and the fear exuding from his body. Sweat and drool dripped from him and onto the lawn.


	Crawl, man. Crawl...


	Crawl or die, he thought.


	After an eternity the wood stair was in his face.


	His hands shook violently. His fingers were bent like hooked claws. Nothing he could do about it. Bent fingers would have to do. He reached for the phone. One button to turn it on. It took three tries. One emergency button with 911 programmed into it. Somehow he got it on the first try. 


	He might live after all.


	"911 Emergency. Do you need assistance?"


	Mentally he cheered. He knew that even if he couldn't speak, they'd be tracking the source of his call. His voice came out in a strained gasp. "Victor ... Galloway! Four-ten Langford. Heart-attack!" He moaned as a new wave of pain crashed into him. 	"Hurry!" He dropped the phone and collapsed, his fingernails clawing the wood of the deck. 


	Eons passed. 


	Finally he heard a buzz in his ear.


	"Mr. Galloway? Mr. Galloway? Can you hear me? We're sending the EMT right now. Two minutes and they'll be there. Hold on, Mr. Galloway! Hold on! Can you talk to me, Victor? Can you talk to me?"


	No, he thought. But you keep that sweet voice coming, darling. Keep it coming.


	More eons passed.


	At some point he realized that the pain was beating him. He was dying. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the narrowing sky.


	Forms moved silently into his line of sight. Forms of men. Next thing he knew he was being lifted up and wheeled out of his back yard and into the front. One man talked down at him from above while the other had his back to him. "Is your family here, Doctor Galloway?"


	The men wore white jump suits. Paramedics. They were paramedics! 


	They knew he was a doctor. Must've checked some records somewhere.


	'Is your family here?' the one guy had asked. Victor pictured his wife and son and realized once again that they were gone. A hole bored through his already agonized heart.


	Minute shake of his head. No. His family wasn't here.


	He wished to God they were -- he was so scared.


	The paramedic with his back toward Victor turned. He and the other guy exchanged glances. They smiled and looked down at him. They didn't look right. They had a strange light, or depth, in their eyes. Their smiles were like raptor grins.


 	"We're going to take care of you, Doctor Galloway. We need more surgeons like you. They're prepping for you back at the hospital right now."


	Victor didn't understand. 'We need more surgeons like you?' What did that mean?


	Victor squinted, his vision now tunnel-like, and even that came and went. He read the black lettering stitched into the back of the first paramedic's jumpsuit. 


	Holy Evangelical Lady of the Lake. 


	It was the closest hospital. It was located on a high cliff over the banks of the Potomac River in Mt. Vernon, just a few miles from here, past George Washington's house.


	They shoved the gurney into the ambulance and the sky was blotted out by a white metal roof. The one guy who spoke before rode with Victor, doubtless the other was up front in the driver's seat. The ambulance's engine fired up. 


	This is weird, Victor thought, looking up at the man. But then, everything's weird with a heart attack. Everything's distorted. They've strapped me down to keep my arms and legs from flailing around. Standard stuff. Breathing's shallow, ragged. It kills to inhale. 


	Why haven't they put an oxygen mask on me?


	The guy looked down at Victor, a syringe held up near his ear. For some reason the idiot had a smile on his face. 


	"Gonna take care of you, Doc," he said. "You're having a heart attack all right, but your heart seems to have recovered a bit and is pumping away pretty good, all things considered. The beat's irregular, but I'd say you would have had a fifty-fifty chance of pulling through -- if we hadn't answered the call."


	His smile spread into a face-splitting grin. "Now that you're with us, we'll just have to disrupt the old ticker a bit more. You know, give it a jolt so that it seizes up like a fist in your chest. Like I said, we need people like you."


	What in God's name ...?


	The leering paramedic squeezed a little fluid out of the syringe. The droplets, one after the other, traced a silvery arc in the air and then disappeared.


	Victor bucked and strained against the straps that pinned him to the gurney. He couldn't get out, couldn't get away. He couldn't move!


	"Just relax, Doc. You'll like it on our side. After this time, you'll never have to die again."


	Like a sliver of ice, the needle entered his chest and kept going.
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	Now take it easy, Ray thought, trying to loosen his jaw as he navigated the maze that was the Patient Admitting Department. Almost every business has cubicles. They're a necessary part of the workplace. They provide personal space, like a -- 


	Jail cell? another part of his mind offered.


	Touche.


	Ray had to remind himself that at the moment there were three alternatives to life in a cubicle: a Sugar Mama, a winning Lottery ticket, and the street. 


	When he was feeling low he sometimes toyed with the idea of accepting one of the drinks the aging socialites occasionally sent to him in the downtown bars. So far he'd always sent the drinks back with a polite refusal. It wasn't that the women were unattractive, some were downright sizzling. But their glittering ring fingers raised a barrier he wasn't willing to scale. Besides, he already had a boss in his professional life. He didn't need one in his personal life as well.  


	The easy money? Though not a wimp, he had about as much of a chance of knocking Evander Holyfield out of the ring as he did of winning the Virginia Lottery.      


	That left the street.  


	While readily accessible from his Old Town Alexandria apartment, the street was no option. He had several binders full of photos of homeless men and women haunting the streetcorners and underpasses of D.C. and northern Virginia. Each desolate face was proof that the street found you -- you don't find it. Once it digs its claws in, it's almost impossible to break free.  


    	So, until he could make ends meet as a photographer, it looked like he'd have to set his distaste aside and remain a citizen of cube-city.


	The clerks and analysts inside the cubes in Patient Admitting turned and stared at him as he passed by -- every single one of them. Usually a few will look you over, but not everybody. Haven't they ever seen a new employee in this hospital before? Ray wondered. 


	Above him came a deluge of glaring flourescent light, which he enjoyed about as much as he did the sight of a cluster of cubicles. Flourescent light rapes the world of color.


	His stomach knotted as he spied the office at the end of the aisle. He made his eyes wander as he walked toward it but the uneasy feeling wouldn't go away.


	It all looks like standard stuff ... so why does this place feel so freaky? Ray wondered.    


	All too soon he found himself at his destination. He paused, took a deep breath, held it for a ten count, then slowly let it out. He took another step and rapped on the door frame. This was the only true office in the entire department. It wasn't hard to figure out who was in charge around here.


	After receiving no response, Ray knocked again and leaned forward to peer inside. 


	As if stirring from a daydream, the woman behind the desk slowly looked up. Ray had to fight to keep from staring. 


	No life-force shone within her ebony eyes. Sharklike, they were neither kind nor cruel. They lingered in the direction of his own, but Ray got the distinct feeling the woman was looking through him and not at him.  


	She slowly smiled, eventually displaying a full set of bright, white teeth. The smile was wide but looked forced at the same time. Gradually her eyes seemed to focus on his own. 


	"Can I help you?" she asked, her voice just enthusiastic enough so as not to be monotone. The sound of it didn't come close to matching the breadth of her smile.


	Great, Ray thought blandly, I have to spend the next hour with a nutcase. A good-looking nutcase, but a nutcase nonetheless.  


	He cleared his throat, managed a half-smile that he was sure appeared as forced as her own. "I'm Ray Brennan. We're scheduled for a two-o'clock today?"     


	She stared at him for a moment. Her smile wilted. "Ray Brennan? I have you on my schedule, but it's not two o'clock yet, is it?" She looked up at the clock with a deliberate movement of her head instead of a quick glance with her eyes. Slowly her mouth formed an 'O'. For some reason her reaction did not look natural, as if it was but an imitation of the genuine expression. "My goodness, it is two o'clock! I completely missed lunch! No wonder I'm feeling like a slug." 


	Mechanically she stood and took two steps around the desk toward him. The false smile returned to her lips as she held her hand held out. "I'm so sorry, Raymond -- I'm Lisa Jordan."


	Ray gripped her hand lightly. "Nice to meet you, Lisa. Call me Ray." Her hand was cool, almost cold. Must be the air conditioning, Ray decided. She's got a good figure, but her skin feels kind of ... spongy.  


	"How long have you been with us, Ray?" she asked, motioning for him to sit in the guest chair while she took two methodical strides around the desk and returned to her chair. She sat with her back perfectly straight, her forearms on the arms of the chair. Her hands met at the centerpoint of her body and her long fingers slowly interlaced with one another like the closing fronds of a Venus Flytrap over a hapless insect. She sat perfectly still, a mannequin in a store-front window. 


	From what Ray could tell, she didn't need to blink. Amazing.


	He resisted the urge to roll his eyes and whistle. Instead he said, "I've been here about four weeks now. You're the last person on my orientation tour."	


	"Best for last," she said.


	"Of course," he returned, managing a smile in spite of his weary jaw muscles. He found himself staring into those unblinking eyes. There was something very peculiar about them. Something that made his insides quiver. 


	"Well, let me tell you a little about Patient Admitting, since I'm the director of this department and have been for fifteen years. What we do is --"


	She was interrupted by a knocking on the door. Again she turned her head instead of moving her eyes. "Yes, Jerry?"


	Ray glanced over his shoulder to see a the tall man standing there.


	"The ambulance is coming in," Jerry said. "You wanted to know whenever we receive a new inductee -- uh, arrival."


	She looked down at her watch as if verifying the arrival time. Then she licked her lips with a broad tongue that appeared, well, rather faded. Pale, even.


	Need to eat some red meat, lady, Ray thought. Get some iron flowing in the old bloodstream. It'll do wonders for that ghostly visage. 


	"Yes, yes," Lisa Jordan said to Jerry. "Thank you. Is it Doctor Galloway?"


	"Yes."


	She nodded and dismissed Jerry with a small wave of her hand. He disappeared. 


	"Let's go to the Emergency Admitting wing, Raymond. I'll show you how our staff admits an emergency room patient." She stood up and walked stiffly out of the room, not pausing to see if Ray followed.


	Ray did follow. As he did a frown formed on his face, tightening the skin between his eyes and around his lips. He wasn't sure if he really wanted to be around when they brought in a patient with a serious condition.  


	With Lisa Jordan leading the way through the maze of cubicles, they eventually reached one of the hospital's main hallways. At the end was the emergency entrance. As they approached, the glass doors slid apart with a whisking sound. 


	A white ambulance with blue, orange, and red trim and red lettering was parked outside beneath the protective overhang. Blue and red lights flashed silently from the roof. Two paramedics dressed in white uniforms hurried from the ambulance, one from around the driver's side and the other from the back.


 	A metal gurney suddenly appeared. The men grasped the top rails and pulled and long rods with wheels at the bottom unfolded. Ray's eyes were immediately drawn to the man held prisoner inside the gurney.


  	Straps criss-crossed his body. One ran across his forehead. His wrists and ankles were held fast by wide leather cuffs.	Perhaps in his late thirties, he was a solid man, balding, with a grimace of pure agony etched deeply into his clean-shaven face. His shirt was open, revealing straining chest and stomach muscles.  


	The leather straps creaked like the bow of an old wooden ship. 


 	Sweat shone on his head and torso and saturated his leather bonds, staining them. Had the straps not been in place, Ray was sure that the guy's limbs would be flailing around.


	One paramedic grabbed the front of the gurney and the other took the back. With an air of intensity they wheeled the guy inside and headed straight for the cubicle where Ray, Lisa Jordan, and the data entry clerk waited.


 	The rubber soles of the paramedic's shoes squeaked on the pristine floor. Despite the strap over his forehead, the man in the gurney partially turned his head toward Ray. The muscles in his neck bulged. The veins there and over his temples stood out like corded ropes and looked like they would burst at any moment.  	Ray and the man stared at one another. 


	Ice filled Ray's stomach.


	He knows what's happening to him, Ray thought.  


	At the last second the paramedics veered off and hustled down a side hallway. 


	The man's eyes remained locked on Ray's. 


	"Help ... me!"  


	But Ray could only stare until the angle severed his gaze. Just before reaching a new set of doors, the paramedic at the rear called out:   


	"Victor Galloway, white male, forty to forty-five, one-ninety to two-ten. Cardiac arrest. Code Red."


	Ray had to lean against the wall with one hand. The man in the gurney. His face. His plea for help.  


	The trio disappeared through two swinging doors that led into the emergency operating room. Ray watched the doors flap back and forth in gradually decreasing swipes.


  	Jesus, Ray thought. He's not going make it!


	He looked at the floor and then to Lisa Jordan. She had a slight smile on her face. Her eyes were lidded over like she'd just had a full night of torrid sex. "First time working in a hospital, Mr. Brennan?"


	Ray pushed off the wall and cleared his throat. "You don't see this kind of thing working in a bank."


	"I'll bet you don't. People live and die here, Mr. Brennan, and sometimes they live again. That's what happens."


	Ray nodded, listening with one ear. Victor Galloway's tortured face still hovered before him.


   	Ms. Jordan gestured to the woman at the computer.


	"It's Mary's job to get as much information as she can on the patient, but as you have just witnessed, there wasn't much time to get much information from that crew. They called in earlier with some of the details, and the one paramedic just now verified that information. But they left off if the patient had insurance. We'll assume he does, since he is a known surgeon from the area ..."


	Ray mentally withdrew from the instruction. 


	Victor Galloway's eyes, Ray thought. His face. 


	Ray shuddered. 


	The whites around Galloway's eyes had shone completely. His lips had been stretched thin, pulled back from his teeth in a horrifying grimace. 


	And all the while his skin had turned a deeper and deeper blue.


	Ray had never seen such a look of terror before. He was sure he'd see it in his nightmares for a long, long time.





	 


		            	  *  *  *  *








	Finally the orientation with Lisa Jordan was over. 


	No, no questions. Thank you for your time -- I'm sure we'll see one another again. 


	Hope you like it here, Raymond, we really need people like you. 


	Thanks, I'm sure I'll like here, Lisa. See you.


	Goodbye, Raymond. 


	Ray was now hurrying through the almost pure white hallways, made even brighter by row after merciless rows of flourescent lights. 


	Silently he cursed the lights and the glare they gave off as he pushed open the plain wooden door of the Hospital Programming Suite. He snatched up a printout lying on top of his desk inside his cube. Quickly he folded it and tucked it under his left arm and, without pausing to speak with any of the other eleven programmers in the suite, he hoofed it to the courtyard located at the central part of the hospital below the patient tower. 	Ray shoved the glass doors open and almost ran inside the open-air courtyard that was roughly a quarter acre in size. He kept to the stone walkway and passed the manicured shrubs and clumps of birch and holly. Raised flower beds briefly drew his eye as he speed-walked. The beds were alive with brilliant purples, blues, and yellows as crocuses stood at full attention. 	The sun's rays shone down on the far side of the courtyard, filling the pond there with molten gold. It was this pond that pulled Ray as if he were a modern-day Cortez.


	There was another pond only twenty feet away. It was just as nice as the other but it was in the shadows, and Ray liked to get in the sun every chance he could.


	He slowed as his gaze fell upon the three-tiered water fountain in the center of the courtyard. The black marble it had been sculpted from glistened in the sun. Water fell from the first tier to the second and then to the bottom, and a steady stream of it spouted in an arc from the trumpet of the angel on the highest tier to splash directly into the bottom basin.


 	Ray felt a little tension ease from his shoulders. 


	At a slightly more subdued pace now, he made his way to one of the three benches surrounding the golden pond. A couple of nurses spoke in low tones to each other on the far bench while a solitary orderly sat on the other. That left the empty one all to himself. Perfect, he wouldn't have to talk to anyone. 


	Ray sat, pulled out a pack of Doral's, whipped out his lighter and fired one up. He took a deep drag and then two more while leaning forward on the bench and staring at the pond.


	Nicotine entered his bloodstream, displacing some of the tension from his system.


	But he still couldn't keep his hands from shaking.


	He smoked and watched the man-made pond before him. His gaze skimmed over the flat decorative rocks that lined the edges of the pond, the water lilies, the japanese-style lantern that hung from a sign post over the middle, and the cement frogs that spouted liquid gold from their mouths.


 	The sun was reassuringly warm and the nicotine was flowing in his bloodstream, but it wasn't enough to keep Victor Galloway's tormented face from floating to the surface of the pond like wreckage from a sunken ship.


  	The man had asked for help -- not from the paramedics, but from Ray himself. Why had he done that? Was he hallucinating? 


	Ray took another drag on the cigarette, felt the smoke curl inside his lungs. When he exhaled the bluish-white smoke streamed out in a fair imitation of the stone frogs perched on flat rocks inside the pond.


	He used to think it was better to die suddenly. 


	Now, after seeing Victor Galloway strapped inside that gurney, he wasn't so sure.


	Maybe it's better to have a slow death so you can plan for it, Ray thought. But that probably means prolonged pain -- the type I'll have if I don't quit these goddamned cigarettes. 


	At some point he realized that only a smoldering butt remained of the cigarette. He lit a new one from the old. He flicked the cherry root off the old one, extinguishing it. Then he laid the butt on the arm rail next to him.


	Face it, he thought. There is no really excellent way to die. 


	Holding the cigarette firmly between his lips, Ray sat back on the bench and crossed his left leg over his right so that the ankle rested on his knee and he had a wide support platform. He pulled out the report he had printed on the wide, green-bar computer paper that had been a common sight for him since his college days. 


	This report was one he'd done on his own, without authorization. He had finished his last assignment faster than his manager had anticipated. Clyde had to run to a meeting and didn't have time to give Ray his next assignment, so Ray gave himself an assignment. He decided to get more familiar with the various data files and their structures by running some reports on selected data fields. Just kind of goofing off, really. A way to pass the time until Clyde assigned him his next assignment. 	


	Now he scanned the columns of data on the report, at first only skimming the numbers and descriptions. They were simply inked characters on the horizontal green bars of the paper. But then his eyes honed in on the totals. 


	Ray squinted. Slowly he took the cigarette from his mouth and flicked the ash to the ground. 


	Nah. Couldn't be.


	He looked over at the pond and took another drag on the cigarette. He was alone now. The nurses and the solitary orderly left some time ago. 


	The totals of his report called back to him. He exhaled the smoke onto the report. The bluish-white cloud swirled and lingered like a miniature dust devil. It skimmed over the paper for an instant and then spiraled upward to slowly dissipate, revealing the crystal clear characters on the printout.


	Got to be some kind of mistake in the program, Ray thought, staring again at the totals.


 	But he'd gone over the logic time and time again. The file structure wasn't complicated. You just have the computer flip through the file sequentially, one record after another, pulling data from each record and adding to the totals until the computer reached the end of the file. Not exactly a brain-teaser. 


	Sixty-three percent.


	It was too high -- but there it was, staring him in the face. 


	Ray snuffed the second cigarette beneath his shoe. He wasn't sure he wanted to work in a place that had statistics like this. He'd have to re-think his position. It was absurd to think so, but a part of him was suddenly afraid he might get pulled into that sixty-three percent. He could imagine the analysts accessing up his record in the computer file should he somehow expire:


	      Patient name: Raymond Anthony Brennan


	      Age: thirty-six


	      Race: white


	      Sex: male 


	      Marital status: single 


		 Mort indicator: Y


	That last field was the show-stopper. The kicker. 


	'Mort' came from the Latin word 'mortis'. He didn't need the  Latin he took as a sophomore in high school to know that mortis meant death. Ray supposed whomever had initially created the field thought it clever to use a Latin derivative, but Ray wasn't impressed. It was a death indicator, for Christ's sake. There was no need to get fancy with the wording. 


	He had taken it upon himself to write a program to calculate the percentage of all patients who had died within a year of their admittance date. If someone died in the 365 days following their initial treatment at the hospital, then they were on Ray's report. 


	It was not complicated logic. It had been something Ray had done to pass the time. Something that probably only a new employee such as himself would even think to do, especially since he was new to hospitals and the ways of health-industry data processing.


	He hadn't known what to expect, but sixty-three percent...? 	Ray frowned. 


	It'd be different if the majority of patients had been riddled with bullet holes or diagnosed with terminal cancer, he thought. But of the sixty-three percent who had died, over half had been admitted for relatively minor trauma such as broken arms and legs, even petty ailments such as headaches and colds. 


	There had to be an error in his logic, some bug that he didn't see because he was new here.


	But I was meticulous in my testing, he thought. Where did I go wrong? Did I go wrong? Hell, I don't know. All I know is that my head hurts from thinking about it. 


	He glanced at his watch. Four-thirty. Almost time to go home. The sun had been banished by the walls of the hospital, and now the shadows cast by those walls were swallowing him up. Maybe it was all in his head, but he suddenly felt smothered, suffocated.


	Seeing that Galloway guy on the stretcher fried my nerves a bit, he thought. A lot, actually. Time to jet.


	He folded the ad-hoc report, tucked it under his arm, and hurried out of the courtyard.


	Back at his cubicle he tucked his chair under his desk, bent over the keyboard, and proceeded to logoff of the mainframe and power down the P.C. workstation. The ad-hoc report he stuffed into his bottom drawer, where it blended in with his other printouts. The fan of his P.C. had just stopped whirring when he heard Clyde's voice behind him.


	"Quittin' time already?"


	Ray stiffened a little, then forced himself to relax. Nothing like getting bagged by the boss as you try to sneak out a little early. 


	He turned to see the forty-something man with the windtunnel-resistant hair smiling at him. It was a facial muscle pull-back, that smile. It didn't appear genuine and it didn't come close to touching his eyes.


	"Uh, yeah, Clyde," Ray said, as smoothly as he could manage. "I started to feel a little weird this afternoon, so I thought I'd cut out a little early."


	Clyde nodded, broad smile still on his face. With a stiff finger he pushed his round-rimmed glasses higher up on his nose. The man's eyes were magnified by the circular lenses; they looked hollow -- a lot like Lisa Jordan's back in Patient Admitting. Creepy. Maybe they hung out together. 


	"I hear you," Clyde said, the smile suddenly disappearing. "I know I used to get sick every other month from this place after I first started, eight years ago. I don't get sick anymore, though."


	"Built up the immunities, huh?"


	Clyde's bushy eyebrows crept up his high forehead, almost in slow motion. "Something like that. How did it go with Lisa Jordan this afternoon?"


	"Pretty good. Saw this, that, and the other. None of which I'm used to, coming from the bank and all."


	"You'll get the hang of it in no time. Have a good weekend, Ray. We're very pleased with you here at Holy."


	"Thanks," Ray said. But then he thought, I haven't even met your boss yet, Clyde, so who's the 'we'?  


	Ray started to leave and then hesitated. "You know what, Clyde?"


	Clyde raised his eyebrows again and this time Ray noticed that his hairline didn't even move. "No, what?"


	"I ran this ad-hoc report earlier, just flipping through the Patient Info File, and I got a sixty-three percent mortality rate for patients who died within a year of their admit date. Is that normal?"


	Clyde's eyes didn't change. The smile returned, but this time Ray could almost see frost forming on the man's lips. "It's a bit high, but not by much. Here at Holy we push to get the most traumatic cases in the area, and naturally the mort rate is a bit higher at such places. I've never seen the actual stats, but the average in the region might be a little less than what you've got there. But when you bring a guy in with two lungs full of lead from a turf battle, there's just not all that much you can do for him, you know?"


	Ray nodded, though Clyde wasn't very convincing. "But the strange thing is that over half the DRGs were minor stuff. Headaches and colds, even."


	Clyde suddenly seemed to take up a lot of room in Ray's cube. "Might be a bug in your logic. I'll take a look at it with you sometime. Why were you running that report? Did our user's request it?"


	"No, just trying to get acquainted with the file structure."


	Clyde glanced purposefully at his watch and then backed out of the cube. "That's good. Good. Always a good idea to get acquainted with the file structure. But don't worry about it, you'll get into the full swing of things before too long -- I guarantee. Now go on and get out here before you spread your germs around any more. Have a good weekend, Ray. Hope you feel better."


	"Thanks."


	Ray crossed in front of Clyde and walked down the aisle between the cubicles. He felt someone staring at him. He turned to see Clyde Evans walking in the direction of his office. Maybe he'd been looking, maybe not.


	Ray's sixth sense told him Clyde had been looking.


	Ray's sixth sense had always been historically accurate.


	Right now Ray wasn't getting such a good feeling from his sixth sense on this entire hospital.  


	Maybe he should shoot his resume out. But hell, he just started here. It'd look pretty bad to a potential employer if he up and left the hospital without giving it a good chance, say, for at least six months. A year would be even better. 


	Ray opened the door and entered the white-washed hallway of the hospital's ground floor. He felt drained as he headed for the parking lot.  


	The ad-hoc report stayed in his bottom drawer. 


	It was a long time before he could sleep through the night without being haunted by the face of Victor Galloway.   
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	At six foot three, two hundred and ten pounds, Randolph Tobias commanded instant attention as he strode purposefully through the two sets of swinging doors and into the operating room. 


	As Chief Executive Officer at Holy Evangelical Lady of the Lake hospital, he commanded even more attention. His slicked- back, dark brown hair shone with the reflection of the bright operating room lights, as did the gold wire frame of his glasses. Of course, he didn't really need the glasses. They were simply for effect.    


	"What did you give him earlier?" Tobias asked of the lead surgeon standing beside the operating table. The other doctor and three nurses who hovered around the patient took a reverential step back.


	"Eight cc's of Pentoxifylline. Twice the normal dosage," Dr. Stillway replied.


	"His daughter saw him go into the seizure?"


	"Yes."


	"Good. Give him 12 cc's more. Let's get this going."


	The heart monitor beeped irregularly while a separate alarm in the machine grew louder and louder, warning those present that the patient, George Williams, was in danger of heart failure. When the monitor started into its full-fledged alarm, Randolph Tobias nodded to his chief surgeon. 


	"Lower the volume, Dr. Stillway."


	The tall surgeon slowly reached over the console and adjusted a knob. The display line went from sharp peaks and valleys to that of rolling hills. 


	George Williams, the seventy year old man who had the grave misfortune of falling prey to the attentions of the physicians at Holy Evangelical Lady of the Lake, was conscious but unaware of his surroundings. He was securely strapped to a stainless steel operating table beneath glaring lights and the predator gazes of two doctors, three nurses and Randolph Tobias.


 	Though unaware, Williams suddenly arched his back and let out a fierce, primordial death cry that emanated from the inner-most recesses of his soul. He strained against the unyielding straps and then slammed down onto the operating table, his face and neck suddenly purple. The tension bled from his body and he lie still.


	The heart monitor flat-lined. George Williams' heart had stopped beating. 


	Normally emergency resuscitation procedures would be in full-swing by now. Doctors and nurses would be scrambling, feverishly trying to bring the patient back to life. Someone would be performing CPR. The operating room would be loud with voices, monitor alarms, activity. The difibulators would be charged up in seconds, the hand disks alive with electrical current, ready to jolt the patient's heart back to life.


	But this was Operating Room Six. 


	Operating Room Six at Holy Evangelical Lady of the Lake was silent except for the final hiss of air that escaped George Williams' lungs -- the man's death rattle. He stared sightlessly up at the glaring operating lights, his pupils wide and dilated, showing all who knew of such things that he was now completely brain-dead.


	No one moved to help him. The difibulator machine remained packed away in its case in a shelf, where it gathered more dust.


	The group watched in silence as the grey-haired man's eyes clouded over and rolled upward, showing pale irises criss-crossed with jagged red veins. The doctors and nurses swayed back and forth on their feet. Arms crossed and uncrossed across chests, hands reached up to stroke naked jawlines. Tobias himself had to fight to keep still. 


	They stared hungrily down at the recent kill. 


	"You may begin, Dr. Stillway," Tobias instructed, his voice suddenly hoarse. He took a reluctant step back. He didn't want stray fluids to stain his neatly pressed, navy-blue pinstriped suit. Men in suits were not a common occurrence in the operating room, and if the uninitiated noticed blood on his suit, it could cause undue attention. He always had to be careful about undue attention because it could lead to an investigation, which could lead to a bigger investigation, which could potentially jeopardize his entire ... operation. 


	"The heart and lungs first, if you please, Doctor," he said.


	With his glinting scalpel held up in the light, Stillway looked down at Williams. He placed the scalpel at the base of the dead man's neck, pressed the razor-sharp blade to the skin, and then slowly raised the scalpel. The doctor had a slow, quizzical expression forming on his naked face. "He was so old, and he had Tuberculosis, how is he going to do us any good?"   


	Tobias cocked his head, irritated at the interruption. "You forget, Doctor, that it doesn't matter what condition the organs are in, or even what diseases are rampant within them. To us it is the freshness that matters. We must harvest the organs quickly after death, when they are in the process of releasing the life-force that kept this wretched man alive. We cannot take the organs before death, and we cannot wait long thereafter or we will miss the release process. I thought I explained this all to you when you first joined us. Have you been skipping meals, doctor? You seem a trifle slow."


	"I missed breakfast today. I was so ... sleepy."


	"You'll get stronger. You're still fairly new around here. Soon the time between meals will seem like an eternity, and waiting for them to come around will test your resolve. Just make sure that you do not skip meals, or you won't be able to meet with the public, and will therefore be useless to me except for the Enforcement Team. Carry on."


	Dr. Stillway nodded, his naked face showing no reaction to Tobias' reprimand. He reached forward, placed the scalpel once again at the base of the victim's neck and with a single, precise motion sliced down the middle of the body until he encountered the pubic bone. 


	Skin parted like silk beneath the laser-sharpened blade. There was no spraying blood; Williams' heart had stopped and there was no blood pressure in the body. The blood was there, some of it seeping from the massive cut in streams of red, but it wasn't pressure-packed anymore. The blood in George Williams' body was simply in storage, as opposed to flowing through the limbs and joints of a working biological machine. Veins and arteries that had been the human equivalent of pipes and pressure valves had become simple storage vessels.


	"Do you need the self-retaining retractor, Doctor?" one of the nurses asked. She was a recent inductee, just a few weeks old now, but in her other life she had been a good nurse with ten years experience at another hospital. But even so, those ten years couldn't prepare her for what she was now.


 	Dr. Stillway placed the scalpel on the mobile shelf next to him. On the shelf were blood-encrusted surgical instruments. "The retractor won't be necessary."


 	He reached out with both hands and forced his gloveless fingers deep into the incision he had just created in Williams's body. With a single wrench Williams' ribs cracked and muscles tore. His chest cavity split open like a watermelon, exposing the vital organs within.


	"Ladies and gentlemen -- lunch is served!" Stillway declared, staring hungrily down at the pink lungs, quivering red heart, and dark, moist liver. 


	The sound of lips smacking in anticipation filled the operation room.


	Stillway reached down and picked up a two-foot length of large intestine. He looked at the doctor to his immediate left. "Is it your turn to make the sausage, Dr. Lyedecker?"


	They laughed. Especially Tobias, now hovering close by and staring just as hungrily as everyone else in the room. 


	"Put the heart in a separate container," Tobias ordered, his voice thick with anticipation. "I need it for the next inductee."


	Stillway carefully cut the thick arteries from the heart and did as instructed. The container in which he placed the heart was of hard plastic and had several steel bands around it.


	Lyedecker took hold of the large intestine and pulled as if he was rolling up a garden hose. In a deep blue box next to the body the intestines went, sometimes curling, sometimes laying flat. While he worked on the intestines, Stillway removed the remaining organs of the chest cavity, starting with the lungs as Tobias had instructed, which would probably go to Tobias and whoever else sat at his table at lunchtime. These organs followed the intestines into the box. 


	When both surgeons were finished, one of the nurses put a lid on the box, fastened the clamps on the sides, and then put a single strip of yellow tape over the lid. She placed it on a roller stand along with another box that had been filled just minutes earlier in a separate operation, then wheeled the stand out of the operating room.


	 Randolph Tobias nodded in satisfaction. "Good work everyone," he said, scanning the crew. "After you finish here, get the orderlies to take the body to the morgue. Call Dr. Vilamann and tell him to work up the cause of death." He smirked. "I'll tell Williams' daughter and any other local kin that the old geezer didn't survive his coronary attack." He feigned a sigh. "Such a tragedy."


	The group snickered, mouths curling upward in cruel smiles.   	Tobias took hold of the squarish plastic container with the heart inside. It was warm, the heat from the heart permeating through the plastic. As he fastened the clamps to make an air-tight seal he said, "I have an uninitiated doctor on his way into the Emergency Room. He'll soon be joining us. If you need me, I'll be in the ER. Doctor Stillway, you will accompany me. In the meantime, the brain is for the rest of you to enjoy. Please divide it evenly."


	Their eyes lit up at mention of the brain. Lydecker was already reaching for the power cutter.


	"Don't you want some?" Lyedecker asked.


	Tobias hesitated, his hand lingering on the swing door. He looked over his shoulder at the shell that was once a living man. 	"Tempting -- not right now, though. Have a portion delivered to my office. But don't tell Ms. Asheley what it is -- she might be tempted to steal from her Master, and then I'd have to turn her over to the Enforcement Team like I did with her predecessor."


	





		                  *  *  *  *





    


	In and out of consciousness. 


	In and out of pain.


	The constriction around his chest, like a massive python squeezing the life from him, was constant.


	Merciless.


	Somehow he could still think.


	Victor had been in enough emergency operating rooms to know where he was. There was no way he could mistake the look, the feel of the ER. The doctors and nurses, the lights, operating tables, intravenous bag stands, oxygen masks, anesthesia units, electrocardiogram (E.K.G.) all told him he was right. 


	But he was looking at things from the wrong angle. 


	He was looking up into harsh bright lights, could see faces heads of doctors and nurses looking down on him. 


	Why weren't they wearing standard operating masks? 


	They could be talking among themselves -- he couldn't tell. He couldn't hear them; the agony that burned smoking holes through his heart and the unbearable weight that crushed down upon his chest was overpowering. 


	Half his mind was numbed by the pain, the other half zoomed through thoughts at the speed of light. 


	I am a patient, he thought. And I'm dying...     


	The faces parted to let in another face. This face was part of a big head. The edges of the head blazed white from the glaring lights behind it. Slicked brown hair, round glasses with shimmering gold rims. Then Victor saw something else.


	He's got a suit jacket on and a tie. Pinstriped suit. What's a guy in a goddamned pinstriped suit doing here?


	The suit man smiled down, lips moving over long white teeth as he smiled. Victor couldn't make out what the guy said.


 	Why was this man here? Victor thought. Why aren't the doctors and nurses trying to save me, for Christ's sake?


	The paramedic in the ambulance had given him a dose of something. Said that they were going to speed up his heart-attack. Was that real, or had he just been hallucinating?


	He bucked and strained against the straps, caught in a wave of convulsions. Sweat streaked into his eyes, clouding them further. He may have screamed.


	Victor felt consciousness slipping away, along with his life.


	The agony in his chest ebbed.


	Then it came crashing back, along with his vision.


	The guy in the glasses, Victor thought. There's some kind of power coming from him. He's holding something between his thumb and forefinger. It's dripping something. Blood. It's dripping blood! What in God's name is going on...?! 


	The meat came closer. Suddenly Victor felt it on his lips. It was warm and spongy.


	Victor spat. In a monumental effort on top of a monumental effort, he forced words between his lips. "Get -- that -- away!"


	The man's forehead wrinkled in surprise. "You are strong indeed, Doctor Galloway, to be able to speak through a massive coronary attack! Come now, let's not waste precious time. I cannot keep the dark forces in this plane for long. You must consume this as the force enters your body so that you can return."


	"Return?"


	"You want to come back and see your wife and child, don't you, Doctor?"


	Victor stared. 


	Lenora. Walt. 


	Oh, God.


	"You don't want to pass into eternal oblivion and leave them behind, do you?"


	Pain. It was everywhere. It was winning, conquering. His body was shutting down, he could feel it.


	Lenora and Walt. Without him. 		


 	I'm going to die, he thought, and never see them again!


	"I'm Randolph Tobias," the man in the suit said. "Consume some of this heart right now and you will become one of us. You will not pass into death's eternal oblivion. You will still see your wife and son. I offer you resurrection!"


 	He put the meat back on Victor's lips. 


	Heart?


	Eat it ...?


	Through the agony Victor felt something else. A force at work. A dark force. It was malevolent, unnatural, unholy, and it was knocking at the door to his soul. It wanted in. 


	He opened his lips a fraction. "NO!"


	But as he said it, the man in the suit jammed the meat inside his mouth. The evil swirled in Victor's mouth like a cup of warm hemlock.


	Victor spat it out.


	The guy in the pinstriped suit screamed. He grabbed Victor's mouth, yanked his jaw open, and jammed a piece of the wretched meat down his throat.


	"You will return!"


	Victor choked but his throat reflexively did its job and swallowed.


	No, Victor thought.	NO!


	Victor tried to retch but didn't have the strength.


	"He'll never eat enough this way. Prepare for the procedure," Tobias said to the doctors and nurses. For the first time they broke into a frenzy of activity. Tobias glared down at Victor with a look as black and remorseless as the night itself. 


	"So, you won't eat it willingly. You may already have some idea of what is truly happening here, and you don't want to take part in it, even if it means not coming back to your family. Too bad, but it makes no difference. You see, I need you. You have a greater calling now. I have summoned the necessary forces for you. Consuming the heart meat is the best way to allow the forces inside your body, but since you won't eat voluntarily, we'll have to do it the hard way."


	He leaned closer, his eyes glowing eerily. "The surgeons are going to cut you from here --" he jabbed Victor's neck just below his adam's apple and then dragged the finger to a point a couple inches above his left hipbone, "-- to here. They're going to open you, then your stomach, place the necessary meat inside you, and then sew you back up. I shall impart my gift to you at that point. When you die, which will be soon, the doctors will remove your unnecessary organs: heart, liver, kidneys, etcetera -- but not your brain, lungs, stomach and esophagus. You'll need those when you return."


	"You're crazy!" Victor shouted through the pain. "This can't be happening!"


	"Oh, yes it is! You won't be as trustworthy as a volunteer, but you will still answer to me when you are resurrected."


	Tobias stared down at him. A snake had more warmth its eyes.


	"Do it," Tobias said to his surgeons and nurses.


	As if from some strange, multi-limbed beast, three pairs of hands reached for Victor.	





            


                           *  *  *  *


             


   


	Finally.


	The pain was gone. 


	But in its place ... nothing.  


	Victor drifted in a void. No light, no sound, no smell, nothing he could touch. He floated in pure, unadulterated darkness, the way he imagined outer space would be if the stars were all taken away. 


	He should at least be able to touch something -- but he couldn't. He should be able to feel something touching him: a bed, the sheets, the warmth or chill of the air. 


	Nothing.


	At the most fundamental level, he should be able to feel his chest rise and fall as he breathed. 


	He was afforded no such luxury. 


	It was as though physical sensation no longer existed. Either that, or his nerve endings simply could not register them.


	But there was one thing still available to him: he could think. 


	It was slow, hard work -- but the ability was there. 


	What did this lack of physical sensation mean?


	He drifted away before he could concentrate on coming up with the answer. He had no idea how much time passed before he was able to think again.


	At some point he perceived the void once again.


	He'd been here before. And when last he was here, he had had a certain thought. What had it been? Was there any way to know?


	A wisp of realization floated by and caressed his sentience.


	Yes. That was it. He'd been contemplating the nature of the void. What its meaning was.


	Perhaps it meant that he was in a coma.


	Perhaps. But for some reason that did not seem the right answer.


	More than likely, he was dead.


	And they, those monsters who looked like doctors and nurses and the one man with the round glasses, had seen to it that he did not recover from his heart attack.


	They killed me, Victor realized.


	What had the guy in the glasses (what did he say his name was? Oh yes, there it was -- Tobias. Randolph Tobias) said to me? That he could use someone like me? 


	They	cut me open.


	Then they -- God. 


	They put someone's heart  -- in my stomach! That ... unholy force had slithered into me at the same time.


	Repulsive.


	Obscene.


	But the rush of evil power kept me from falling into death's abyss, he realized.


	Victor drifted for a moment, or a year, or a thousand years, but surprisingly, this time he came back to where he left off.	


	Medically speaking, the actions of the doctors and Tobias should have done nothing, he thought. They could have put anything in my stomach and the result should have been the


same ... I should have died. 


	But the unholy force Tobias had unleashed, along with the life-force escaping from the heart they had inserted into his stomach, had kept him from dying. 


	Now he was here. 


	In this blackness. 


	Not dead. Certainly not alive.
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