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Ringmaster

     “Jesus Christ help me please…” Colin murmured under frozen breath. His right hand ached fiercely from the punches he’d rained down on Marvin Beale, but it was nothing compared to the ache in his eyes and his mind.

     His father stood before him, oblivious to the freezing cold in a labcoat and a cheap suit. All over it were stains Colin didn’t want to identify. His hands were curved into vicious red-black meathooks.

     “Dad—“ Colin stammered as he got to his feet.

     “FILTHY CUR!” Blackbeard raged, kicking Colin in the cheek savagely. Colin flopped backwards onto the snow. The pain was a mad carnival barker cranking up the speed of the Ferris wheel. “I’m no father o’ yours! Malice says ye been clingin’ to her like a damned barnacle, so ye gotta die…” Glen Shepard said triumphantly, advancing on his semiconscious son.

     “Betcha—could beat up—Malice—the way you—beat up me.” Colin gasped through chipped teeth. He elbowed his way backwards through the snow. Where was the gun? He’d had it just a minute ago…

     The laughter stopped him. Laughter that had followed the Jews to the gas chambers, laughter that had mocked Christ on the cross. The laughter of the berserkers.

     “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAhahahahahaha. Beat up Malice?” The doppelganger began, then stopped as if it was actually considering it. “Aye, that’s a rich one. Ye don’t know what she is, cur! Leviathan herself! T’would be like a longboat rammin’ a galley. Now quit your bellyachin’ an’ hold still…” He said. Closer.

     Colin continued scrambling backwards, his mind racing. “Dad—listen to me! Part of you must still be in there! You can’t let this bastard joyride around in your body without puttin’ up a fight! Fight him, damn it! Kick his ass out!”

     “Useless, lad. Dead men tell no tales. They can’t hear none, either…”

     “—Or were all your little pep-talks for nothing? ‘Stand up to these jerks, Colin!’—‘You can do whatever you put your mind to, Colin’—‘Don’t let nobody stop you, Colin!’ It was all for shit, wasn’t it? Some big macho firefighter you are! Can’t even stop a third-rate Errol Flynn poseur from stealin’ your soul!” Colin spat, hating the words as he said them.

     His father’s shadow hung over him like a huge dark vulture. Blackbeard gave another brutal kick, painfully crushing a point between Colin’s hip and thigh. “I told ye, ye little duck-fucker…I’m no father o’ yours!”

     “Good, then take this.” Colin growled, and gave the doppelganger a solid, desperate groin-kick. 

     It had all the effect of a tap on the shoulder. 

     Colin scuttled backwards again and the back of his head bounced off the bumper of the Jeep. Nowhere else to go.

     The hands that had once rocked him to sleep now locked around his neck, and squeezed. Out of instinct Colin grabbed the cold wrists and tried to pull the hands away, but it was like pulling the limbs off an oak tree. The storm darkened around him. I crawled outta Hell just to get strangled by the old man? This shit ain’t right…

     Colin felt a blast of warmth swoop down through the air…through him…and his mind wrote it off as a side effect of being strangled. But it was not just air, for Blackbeard suddenly released him.

     “C-Colin--? Oh…My…God…” The voice was thick and hoarse, loaded with agony and confusion, but it was his father’s. Blackbeard fought to regain control, and as he did he lost precious seconds. Colin rolled to the right, away from him.

     He looked back up at his father’s body, sure that this was some trick. But there was horrible pain on Glen’s face and he was exploring his chest wound with bloody fingers. “What…happened?” Glen gasped, trembling like an epileptic.

     “Dad! Hang on! Fight! Kick him out and I’ll get you to a hosp—“ Colin couldn’t finish; his father may have returned, but his body was still dead, and Meriden doctors hadn't yet perfected resurrection.

     “NO, damn ye! I’m th’ Captain here! GET BACK!” Blackbeard screamed. He lurched forward again, his right hand reaching for Colin’s neck.

     “Fuck—you—whoever—you—are—“ Glen’s left hand seized the right hand by the wrist and hauled it back. Colin saw his father’s eyes change; one brown, one green. The facial muscles rippled weirdly. Colin sat paralyzed by cold, fear and indecision, waiting helplessly to see who won the war of wills.

     “Colin—the gun—behind you—use it…” Glen said in agony.

     “NO! I can’t, Dad!” Colin cried. Shoot his own father? No way in hell.

     “Do—it. Can’t hold—him back—forever…”

     Colin shook his head, his father body blurring through a veil of tears, but somehow his hand found the gun with eyes of its own.

     “HAHAHAHAHA! GOTCHA NOW, LADDY!” Blackbeard roared in triumph, but even as he regained control Colin saw his lips move, mouthing five more unspoken words. 

     I love you. Kill me.

     A moan of misery wrenched out of him as he brought the Beretta up and fired at point-blank range. He closed his eyes as the gun went off, not wanting to see what had happened. If he missed, he was dead. If he hit, he didn’t want to live.

     Suddenly he felt arms flung around him, and the weight and pressure of a limp body falling on his. He screamed, and opened his eyes to see his father’s face on his shoulder, sleeping peacefully with a powder-burned hole in his forehead.

     Colin crushed his father’s body to his own, as if by proximity and body heat he could extract the bullet and return him to life. He cried helplessly, knowing he couldn’t. He rolled his father over, arranging his hands over his chest. “You just rest easy, Dad. You just…” He stopped, fighting the grief boiling within him. He turned to the house.

     “Malice! Time to DIE!” He thundered over the storm winds. He stepped over Marvin Beale and the dead girl, giving both of them a boot to the head again for good measure. Neither stirred. He began walking towards the door, snow crunching under his numb feet. He heard a car engine off in the distance, coming closer. He ignored it. His destiny—probably his death as well—was in that house. Nothing else mattered.

     With the now-empty gun in hand, he stepped quietly through the open door.

     Home.

     Henry Voulkos prayed to God he could find it. Because this certainly wasn’t it. It was the green hell he’d left thirty-odd years ago…or worse still, he might have never left at all. He might have took some schrapnel to the head and dreamed the last three decades of a home, a family, a clown. He couldn't tell.

      It wasn’t a dream. He knew that when he’d escaped from the first bunch of gooks…soulless bastards! How the fuck could they SKIN G.I.’s like that?!?! He’d screamed and screamed, trying to slap himself awake, but it was useless. It was just too real. He could feel red ants biting at him beneath his fatigues, jungle vines snapping at his face, oatmeal mud sucking at his boots. He could smell smoke and cordite mixed with the rich damp rot of the jungle, and his own sour sweat. He could hear the staccato chatter of AK-47s and M-14s, the fast mechanical heartbeats of helicopters, the distant explosions, even the barely-audible crackle of branches beneath Charlie’s catlike feet. He could see the way he had to go, a crazily twisted path through the jungle.

     He didn’t know why he had to take that path, he simply took it. His feet ached miserably…almost as if he’d been running through snow and not a steaming jungle.

     Still he ran on wildly, carelessly. At any moment he could trip a vine, trigger a Bouncing Betty and be blown messily in half. His legs might run on comically for a few more yards with minds of their own before falling, as the rest of him bled to death on the trail behind him. He didn’t care. Bouncing Betty would be a merciful death indeed.

     Mixed with his terror was an odd exhilaration, the cheap immortality he’d felt as a teenager as he and his friends had leapt from Red Bridge into the dangerously shallow waters of the Quinnipiac below. It seemed that nothing could touch him. He’d encountered dozens of NVA—sentries, ‘innocent’ villagers, even a group of four soldiers guarding a small bridge over a river—and he’d gotten them all. It had been so weird; they’d looked up at his approach stupidly, even nonchalantly, and they’d been pathetically slow in raising their rifles. When they had, they all misfired. Every single one! They’d tried clubbing him with the rifle stocks—HA! He hadn’t given them a chance. Somewhere he’d gotten a bayonet…he didn’t remember where…and used it on them with a sickening skill that a green beret would’ve envied.

     Well, why didn’t you take their rifles? A small voice asked.

     Because…he’d overlooked it. He’d forgotten. Yeah. Panic. Running too fast. Excitement. Forgot to.

     No. You didn’t ‘forget to’. You didn’t take their rifles because they didn’t HAVE rifles. The voice continued. Henry cursed it.

     “Shut up, damn it. I gotta think of a way out of this…where’s our lines?” He muttered, running and running. His feet ached, and his head and shoulders throbbed with aches and bruises he’d probably received fighting the bridge guards…HA! Slaughtering was more like it; those gooks couldn’t fight to save their lives.

     Slaughtering. Yeah. Really. Four against one, and they’d seen you coming, and they all misfired. All four of them. You killed them and got away with cuts and bruises. Now isn’t that just a BIT strange, Hank ol’ pal? You never were the ideal soldier…

     “True…guess I got lucky.” Henry panted.

     Luck has nothing to do with it. Stop and think for a minute…

     “Can’t stop!” Henry grunted in reply. “Gotta keep moving!”

     Then don’t stop—just think, you idiot. THINK! Was any place in ‘Nam ever this COLD?

     Henry blundered on for a few more feet through the jungle, then stopped. The voice—whatever it was—was right. It was cold, hellishly cold. Freezing. He’d spent a hundred sweaty, miserable nights in muddy foxholes praying for cold like this, for a brief respite from the endless, smothering jungle heat. Now here it was, so cold he could see his breath forming white plumes of vapor. It was as cold as a winter night in…

     Meriden, Connecticut. Very good. And the reason all these ‘Charlies’ have been in plain sight the whole time, instead of hiding in the brush or using their tunnels, is the same reason they’ve all ‘missed’ you. They’re NOT Charlie! They’re regular people from your hometown, and you’re KILLING them! You’re having a flashback. YOU’RE KILLING PEOPLE, and you’ve GOT TO STOP! You’ve got to wake u—

     Thunder destroyed the voice. THAT’S QUITE ENOUGH, the thunder said in a Godlike voice, so loud Henry’s eardrums ached. IF HE WANTS TO RUN, LET HIM RUN! IF HE WANTS TO KILL, LET HIM KILL!
     Henry clapped his hands over his ears and looked to where the voice was coming from: the sky. Between the treetops he could see it: a face in the sky…or, more accurately, a face that was the sky, a dead-white smiling mask that stretched from horizon to horizon.     

     The sky-face had two titanic eyes, each one bigger than the sun. They were a deep cobalt blue, and he knew somehow that they were the eyes of a female. Not necessarily a woman’s, just a female’s. Ordinarily they would have been beautiful, if not for their terrifying size, and the jaded merriment that glittered inside them, a sick glee that might have enjoyed watching Roman gladiators disemboweling each other.

      Henry watched the face smile down at him. The monstrous eyes swiveled to watch him, and the mile-wide red lips pulled back to reveal dark, sharklike teeth.

      “I know you…” Henry whispered, reeling with terror.

     I SHOULD SAY YOU DO, the face’s voice blasted his mind.

     “Get me outta here. You gotta get me outta here!” He pleaded.

     SORRY, LITTLE MAN. ONE DEAL PER CUSTOMER. NO REFUNDS OR EXCHANGES. YOU ALREADY GOT YOURS, REMEMBER? THIS IS PAYOFF TIME.

     “That’s not fair!” Henry howled up at the face. “I was gonna die, I was scared out of my mind! I didn’t know this was gonna happen! You gotta get me outta this. I can’t take this hell all over again!”

     YOU CALLED. I ANSWERED. YOU MADE YOUR DECISION. YOU COULD HAVE REFUSED ME, AND YOU WOULD HAVE DIED THEN, WITH SOME INNOCENCE LEFT. INSTEAD YOU CHOSE MY WAY, AND THIS IS MY WAY. BUT THIS IS NOT HELL, HENRY VOULKOS. THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING…

     “Bitch…” Henry hissed thickly. There was no help here, just a war to fight and a path to take. He turned away from the horror in the sky and ran down the path again, into a thatch hut that seemed cozy and warm.

     Pain brought Wendy back to consciousness. It felt like somebody was turning a key in her side. There was a wet warmth on her side and back, and she dimly guessed that Marvin had shot her. The pain burned like acid, but she didn’t feel as if she was dying. Too bad; death would have been pleasant compared to staring in horror at the bloody ruin her father had become.

     He sat at the head of the Hannis kitchen table, his head resting on his interlaced fingers like a chess player pondering the next move. His right ear had been flattened to resemble a dead leaf; his left ear had been torn in half. All over his face, his carefully applied makeup was splashed with blood and gore, some of which was his own. Patches of the clownwhite had been scraped off, showing battered purple flesh beneath. There was an egg-shaped lump on his forehead, and the right side of his cheek sagged hollowly beneath his makeup where the cheekbone had been crushed. His colorful costume was now crusted with wet maroon stains. He stank of sour sweat, roadsalt and blood.

     But worst were his eyes.

     One of his eyes, the right one, was his own. A pale green gem in a pink puddle of bloodshot cornea. It was focused tightly to the left as if it was desperately trying to see what its counterpart was up to.

     The left eye was a clear, brilliant blue, the flesh surrounding it pure white. It stared out and down at the tabletop in frenzied concentration. There was evil in that stare, a dark anticipation of triumph.

     Wendy could not speak. She could only stare helplessly at the impossible contrast of those eyes: one helpless and despairing, the other mad with malice. The sight told her plainly what had happened to her father. He hadn’t bought a blue contact lens to add a David Bowie impersonation to his trick bag. There was something else inside him, controlling him. It wasn’t the drugs; perhaps it had never been. He was possessed.

     His jaws parted, and words fell out in assorted voices. “We’re going to see if they can scrape up a spoonful of military leadership between them…Yes, Attila, you’re supposed to kill them—but you’re not supposed to cut their fucking heads off! How are they to reanimate? Then again, you’ve always been overzealous…What do you mean the church won’t burn, Caligula, you stinking pederast? I want it BURNED TO THE GROUND! Who’s got a gun? Then get—Caligula? Caligula, are you there? Bah…fucking useless Roman pervert, let’s hope he shot you where it counts…” His mouth opened and closed like a ventriloquist’s dummy, the chapped and rouged lips stretching and twisting to form the words. Wendy caught a glimpse inside his mouth, where his swollen tongue flicked around like a huge flattened worm. His teeth were mottled with dark stains, and one of his canine teeth had been shattered.

     Looks like he’s just called Hulk Hogan a queer, she thought.

     The voice went on. It was undeniably female, and there was a horribly disturbing familiarity about it. She’d heard it before, in everyone from soap opera bitches to substitute teachers to her own voice. It seemed that whoever her father’s dominatrix was, she was a part of everyone. Not a very nice part, either.

     “I know you.” Henry Voulkos whispered.

     Wendy gaped at him in disbelief. She couldn’t do much else, as she was trapped in one of the rich maple armchairs, her arms strapped to the chair’s arms with multiple layers of duct tape.

     “I should say you do…” The other voice mocked him, and went on in a brief, insane conversation. Henry was pleading to be released from somewhere, and the demoness was refusing and taunting him.

     “Get out of my father.” Wendy snarled at the clown’s evil eye.

     The eye swiveled up to fix her with an impatient stare. “Hmmm? Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Malice said.

     “I said get out of my father, you BITCH!” Wendy shouted.

     The tortured green eye looked wildly at her. “Wendy? Wendy?” Henry Voulkos called desperately. 

     “Shut up!” The she-demon screeched. “Stand down, Voulkos, that’s a direct order!” As she spoke, threads of blue began flowing through the green pupil of his eye, turning it into a muddy aquamarine color. It nearly blotted out the green. But not all of it.

     “And as for you, darling daughter, if you don’t want me in control of your precious father, you shouldn’t have invited me in the first place.” Malice sneered at Wendy.

     “I didn’t inv—“ Wendy began.

     “You can help me put a mad dog to sleep and get paid and laid for it, or you can turn me down and see what happens.” It was her own voice, except that it was coming from the mouth of the clown.

     “No. NO…” Wendy stammered, beginning to realize. But her guilt and anguish were like a steak dinner to the demon, and it eagerly put everything together for her.

     “Yes, you little cunt!” The clown hissed. “You should have done it yourself, you know? It would have been easy. He was drunk or passed out half the time; you could have cut his throat with one twist of the wrist. Piece of cake. Then you would have run off somewhere...probably end up as a waitress in some shitty little diner in Canada, if the cops didn't get you first. You would have worked your ass off all day, and every night you would’ve drank away the nightmares. Dead at forty, from a blown liver or some venereal disease you would’ve gotten from blowing the lumberjacks. I would’ve been waiting for you ‘downstairs’. I’m the welcome wagon, I get all the murderers…” The voice continued, relentless.

     “NO! I never would have…killed him…” Wendy mumbled, her eyes tearing.

     “Foul-tongued LIAR!” Malice spat. “You would have killed him for a cup of coffee!

I was inside you plenty of times. I was behind your eyes eating popcorn when he slapped you around for getting high, and you thought about turning the oven’s gas on full while he was asleep. Plenty of times. But you were a gutless, useless cunt! You probably liked getting the shit beaten out of you, you probably begged for more when his hand came down on your ass…”

     “Shut up! Stop it!” Wendy cried. Tears were exploding out of her, and the pain in her side was nothing compared to the grating agony in her soul.

     “Shhhhh. Relax, you little hooker. Don’t worry your pretty little empty head about it. I can’t get you now, since you talked to the priest—what’s his name, Father Lice? That’s funny—Oh, I can have your shell, any old way I want: cut you, burn you, shoot you, whatever—come to think of it, maybe I’ll do all three—but I won’t get your soul. Somebody else might, though. Get a little sleazier, commit some adultery, and maybe you’ll get to meet Rape after you die. He’s hung like a fucking bull elephant, you’ll love him. He won’t just fuck you, he’ll wear you…”

     Wendy felt her guts churning.

     “But that’s neither here nor there. No great loss, though. You and your little salesman friend gave me this nice body…” The clown ran its bloody hands down its broken face.

“And a whole city of candy-assed mortals. Good deal. What do I owe you?” It chuckled.

     “No we DIDN’T!” Wendy shrieked in defiance.

     “Shhhhhhh. Yes you did. Did you ever wonder why your father drank like a maniac, or woke up screaming all the time? See, your father was mine all along. We made a deal when he was in ‘Nam…oh, glorious ‘Nam—the bullets, the bombs…his soul for his survival. I was going to wait for him down below, chew up his blackened soul like a taco. But guess what? I didn’t have to! You and the salesman drugged him and ripped his mind open like a candy wrapper. It was like a big neon sign saying ‘Open All Night’. My friends and I just waltzed right in…” The clown smiled with satisfaction.

     “Friends? A fucking parasite like you has ‘friends’…?” Wendy retorted—but she already knew the answer. And for the first time, she looked away from the clown, around the dining room, and she saw it all…

     “Keep talkin’, Crusty.” Colin whispered grimly. He was creeping through the living room as quietly as he could, and hanging on every word they said. In a sick way, it was kind of funny. Siskel and Ebert had called it “The Talking Killer Schtick.” It was where the hero was caught at the movie’s climax, and the villain was describing his master plan in painstaking detail before he killed the hero. It was usually done in a James Bond film, although it had been done in countless others. Colin would’ve jumped at such a role back in Los Angeles…

     HA! I would’ve jumped at the chance to play a one-line K-mart bagboy! He grumbled inwardly. But it was okay, because it took his mind off the stuff that was in the living room.

     There was a pale, lumpy rope that had been uncoiled and draped around the fireplace mantle, the hanging lamp and a tall potted yucca plant on the floor. Colin had seen one before, in Mr. Caloutas’ Biology class, and that ‘rope’ had likewise been filled with a spiderweb of dark blue capillaries. Colin had never again wanted another close-up of the human intestine…but here it was, big as life and twice as ugly.

     Besides beer cans and ashtrays, there was something on the smoked-glass coffee table that looked like a wet, squashed, brownish-red purse without handles. But it smelled like death warmed over, and it bulged with a slimy stew of beer and well-chewed corn chips.

My God, that’s somebody’s freakin’ STOMACH…

     Hanging from the living room’s four-hundred-dollar brass ceiling fan was something he’d initially taken to be somebody’s crude attempt at macrame’. Nope. It was a flat circular pate of bloody skin, and bristling atop it were a thousand long, beautifully permed blonde hairs. Colin didn’t wonder who it belonged to. Most of the hair was was sodden with dried blood.

     Underfoot, and scattered over the expensive furniture, were a variety of other grisly prizes, each lying in a different organic fluid: Lungs. Hearts. Livers. Kidneys. The clown was a frenzied artist, indiscriminate in his choice of mediums.

     Must’ve been some party, Colin thought ruefully. But through these gory artworks, he had gained some insights into the nature of the beast.

     There are no brains, Colin thought. No brains or sensory organs. The clown must need them intact, but everything else is negotiable. But it didn't matter to him now. In a minute the clown's brains would be spattered on a wall, and Colin would go to prison with the smug grin of a job well done.

     He hugged the wall’s corner, next to the opening to the kitchen and dining room. He breathed through his nose and let the clown ramble on. The butt of the Beretta was warm in his sweating palm. His heart was hammering. Okay, here we go, he thought. One—

     Two—

     Three!

     He jumped around the corner, into the dining room with a rebel yell. For a split second his brain flared with hindsight panic: What if he’s got his OWN gun, pointed at you? But it was too late.

     The dining room was an abbatoir.

     Four teenagers were at the table, slumped in their chairs. Their ravaged chests were dark, yawning caverns devoid of organs. One, a skinny italian kid who couldn’t have been more than a freshman, stared emptily at Colin with glassy eyes. Blood was everywhere.

     Then there was the blonde girl, still alive. She sat in the end chair a few feet away from Colin, and her forearms were strapped to the arms of the chair with heavy tape. She was shaking all over, and as she turned to look at him, Colin could see a dark red stain on the back of her coat. She can’t be hurt too bad, Colin thought.

     Then Wendy saw Marvin’s gun in his hand, and screamed “DON’T SHOOT HIM!”

     Colin ignored her…for there, at the other end of the table, sat the clown. He regarded Colin with icy eyes and a mocking, painted smile. Colin saw that the clown had sustained a grievous amount of physical damage since he’d first confronted him, but it wasn’t enough, either to stop one or satisfy the other.

     “Well, if it isn’t the Amazing RAZOR-BOY! So glad you could make it. This party was becoming a crashing bore…” The clown drawled.

     Colin said “This first one’s for my Dad.” He sighted carefully between the clown’s eyes…

     “NOOOO!” Wendy cried.

     …And pulled the trigger.

     CLICK.

     Colin’s jaw dropped. An empty chamber? He pulled the trigger again. CLICK. Jammed? He tried again. CLICK.

     The clown’s smile stretched even wider. “This first one of what is for your Dad?” Instead of mocking, he seemed genuinely curious.

      “Oh, come on!” Colin gasped in disbelief. He looked around wildly, from the goddamned fucking empty impotent piece-of-shit gun, to the clown, to the strangely relieved girl. The clown wasn’t getting up, and while sitting down with his back to the wall, was in fact cornered. But Colin knew, angry as he was, that in his state it’d be tough to win a hand-to-hand brawl with the monster in makeup. Not to say he wasn’t up for trying. 

     Colin saw no other weapons in plain sight. There had to be knives in the kitchen nearby, but that would mean turning his back on the thrillkiller. For a moment he stood frozen in indecision, and that was all Malice needed.

     “Well, now that we’re all here, may I introduce Mr. Montagu John Druitt…” At the words the gutted Italian freshman lifted his pale face towards Colin, the glassy eyes now blazing with evil. “History thinks he’s Jack the Ripper. I, on the other hand, know he is.” The clown said. As Druitt’s doppelganger stood up, he raised a narrow-bladed boning knife in his pale hand.

     “Countess Erzebet Bathory of Hungary…” The clown drawled regally. Although it was a male youth who got up, Colin knew that no mistake had been made. The countess held a long pair of knitting needles.

     “Dr. Hawley H. Crippen…” At the name, one of the dead teens—a girl—slowly pushed her chair back and got to her feet. She nodded politely to Colin, looked to the clown patiently, and stood with her hands folded behind her back. The broken birdcage of her ribs bulged grotesquely out of her torso. Colin choked back bile.

     “And Obersturmfuhrer Klaus Barbie.” The last boy got to his feet eagerly, with a butcher’s grin. He hefted a claw hammer and brought it down in a vicious arc, gouging a great hunk out of the antique table. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I present…” The clown hesitated and peered at Colin with embarrassment. “Sorry, you seem to have me at a disadvantage. Your name is…?”

     “Ving. Lee Ving.” Colin said. I’ve got YOU at a disadvantage? He thought, but there was no more time for thought. Barely even realizing he was doing it, he kicked over the chair that stood between him and the closest doppelganger, Bathory, and flung the gun at Klaus Barbie’s head. It smacked off the nazi’s nose with a thud, and the impact staggered it slightly. With his free hand, Colin grabbed the back of Wendy’s chair and ran, dragging it behind him.

     As the clown screamed mad laughter, the hellions gave chase.

     Colin had a few seconds’ head start, but the girl in the chair was slowing him down. If he abandoned her, he was sure he could escape…but he couldn’t leave her to the clown and its cronies. Maybe it was just the adrenaline shooting through his veins, but it seemed that she and the chair weighed only a few pounds.

     Racing into the living room behind them, the Ripper stepped on somebody’s wet lungs. They deflated with a squelch and the doppelganger’s feet flew out from under him. He crashed over onto his back and Bathory fell over him.

     “Get your hands loose!” He screamed over his shoulder at Wendy.

     “I can’t!” She bleated helplessly. Barbie was gaining and the others were getting up.

     “TRY!” He roared. This is it, he thought. Stupid! Should’ve known the creep would’ve had some backup. He didn’t have to look back to know they were closing in; he could hear their dead footsteps behind him. As they cleared the living room, Wendy fought uselessly against the tape holding her down. It was as if she’d been nailed there.

     The second door to the kitchen burst open, and Klaus Barbie was there, his claw hammer descending like an iron vulture. Colin nearly dislocated his shoulder dragging Wendy out of its path. Wendy shrieked in terror as the hammer came down, missing her by inches to smash the oak staircase banister. The nazi gave a cheated hiss, and raised the hammer again. This time he wouldn’t miss.

     Colin gained the stairs, lost his balance, fell. He tumbled downwards, his arm stretching painfully as he fought to hang on to Wendy’s chair. It went over backwards, saving her from Bathory’s needles that flashed past her face. Three of the doppelgangers were atop the stairs now, grinning down at their helpless, fallen prey. Wendy wondered oddly why the one called Crippen hadn’t joined them, then heard his refined English voice--

     “I shan’t do it, you cannot make meeeEEEE—“

     --then blacked out as her head smacked heavily into the back of the armchair. Colin came to a perfect one-point landing on the cold stone flags of the entryway. Before he could recover, Wendy’s chair slid heavily onto his back. NO! He thought. Gotta get up…
     The doppelgangers started down the stairs.

     “Stay where you are.” A voice said…behind all of them. Colin tried to look, but pinned under the chair, he could only see polished brown leather dress shoes caked with snow and salt, and black slacks, stepping around him. Who--?
     “Get up. Quickly.” A calm voice ordered Colin. “Take Ms. Voulkos to my truck, I’ll be there momentarily.” Colin didn’t know how anyone could sound so calm in the face of such monstrosity, but he caught a whiff of something that he had to get away from, fast.

     He scrambled out from underneath Wendy’s chair and hauled her desperately out through the front door without looking back. He had some idea who it was.

     The doppelgangers stopped. The man on the landing was holding up a large silver crucifix in front of their eyes. Christ’s body had been sculpted to the cross with painstaking detail. It scared the, but it was not what had stopped them. What had stopped them was the soft but powerful golden light shining in the eyes of the small silver God on the cross. It shouldn’t have been there, but it was. It was real.

     Their smiles faded, their weapons wavered in their fists.

     Father Andre Lyst took another step up forward, up the stairs. They retreated before him, neither looking at nor caring what was in his other hand.

     Malice saw through their eyes, after she had felt their fear. A new piece was on the board now, and her pawns were helpless before a white bishop. She got to her feet and started over, pondering her next move. Looking down, she saw that her host’s hands were shaking. She frowned, and stilled them.

     “Get thee behind me…” Commanded Father Lyst. “In the name of God the Father…”

He began, but didn’t even have to finish. Bathory dropped her needles and fairly clawed at her cohorts to get away from the priest and his cross. The cross had been the last thing the infamous vampire-sorceress had seen before being walled up alive in Castle Csejthe for the torture, exsanguination and murder of some six hundred young Carpathian girls.

Whenever she had pressed her face to the slits in the walls for air, broth, or to scream her innocence, there was the cross in front of her…where it remained until her death, almost a century later. Not even her fear of Malice could make her face the cross again.

     She got five feet past Barbie and Druitt when Malice, disappointed in her lack of nerve, sent a telepathic pulse of hatred into her that fried her larval soul in a heartbeat. Countess Bathory dropped dead once more, smoke curling from her ears and nostrils.

     And then there were two.

     “Priesssst…” Klaus Barbie hissed. “Come. Face the Misssstressss.” In defiance, Lyst met Barbie’s gaze. It was a mistake. There were tortures in the eyes of the dead, co-opted teenager…women being stripped, covered with raw meat, attacked by huge dogs. Dunkings in boiling or freezing baths. Electric shocks. Acid injections. Blowtorches. The blackest cruelty of the Third Reich danced in his dead orbs.

     Father Lyst said nothing, only raised the gas can in his other hand and liberally doused the chests, waists and legs of the two killers. They backed farther away; the Realm had blotted out most memories of this stinging fluid but it scared them nevertheless. Malice smelled it and screamed a verbal and psychic order to them:

     “GET AWAY, YOU IDIOTS!”

     They retreated. Father Lyst breathed a deep, shuddering sigh of relief—Van Helsing he wasn’t—poured a stream of gasoline behind him, down the stairs, then went a bit nuts with it, slinging pink streams of death all over the walls and floors and furniture. Of course, the demon chose to hide out in the house of the richest lawyer in Meriden, Lyst thought. I’ll be paying for this until 2010, if I live that long. Then he threw the half-empty gascan into the living room.

     “Doing a little house-warming, Father Lice?” The clown asked, stepping out of the kitchen to face the priest. So intent was he on finishing this baptism of fire that he hadn’t even noticed the clown’s approach. For a moment he stood paralyzed with terror: Henry Voulkos was huge, larger than most professional wrestlers, well over six feet tall and two hundred pounds, thick layers of fat over huge muscles. His comically painted face was dappled with blood and wounds.

     But the worst was yet to come…for a mercifully brief instant, Father Lyst could see THROUGH Henry Voulkos, as if his clothes and flesh were transparent cellophane. Standing there inside his body was Malice, in all her satanic glory.

     She was a tall, naked female humanoid. Flesh as white as cream. Platinum blonde hair streamed from her head like a cape, but it crawled with scabrous lice and vermin. Her hands were slender, the overknuckled fingers seven inches long, tipped by shredded black nails. At the junction of her muscular thighs was a great matted nest of gray pubic hair, pale as a spiderweb, crawling with fat white grubs. Her legs ended in huge cloven hooves, shod with cold iron. Her face was a mixture of feminine beauty and demoniac lust. The cobalt-blue eyes shone with a hellish hedonism. Oversized, rotting teeth came out from behind flame-red lips as she smiled.

     Before Father Lyst could speak or move, Henry Voulkos’ huge hand came down on the crucifix, seizing it in a powerful grip. Lyst’s eyes bulged; in a reflex of fear he released his own grasp on the cross. He shook his head slowly, backing away from the demon. Impossible! He thought. It’s from Hell, it can’t touch the cross, a demon can’t do that, it can’t DO that, it can’t—

     Wrong. But not by much. Malice feared and hated the Savior as much as any of her brethren, but she needed a show of force. It worked…but it was costly. Touching the Icon was the spiritual equivalent of grabbing an acid-soaked powerline. Every atom of her being shrieked in mortal agony, and the last few larvae in her guts were annihilated instantly. Only Malice’s megalomania and her hatred of the priest let her hold on. She let no agony show; she forced her scream of pain to emerge from Henry as mad laughter.

     Father Lyst backed away further, his hand convulsively gripping the railing to keep himself from falling. As he watched, the demon in Henry Voulkos put both hands on the cross. There was the sound of bacon hitting a hot grill. Wisps of smoke arose from his hands; Lyst saw huge blisters rise and burst on Henry's’skin, spattering blood and pus.

     “DID YOU THINK THIS WOULD SAVE YOU?” The demon sneered. It held the crucifix upside down…and twisted it. The silver stretched like taffy. Barbie and the Ripper jeered at the priest, and stepped back out of the shadows, emboldened.

     Down in his fantasy, Henry Voulkos howled as four AK-47 slugs ripped messily through his hands.

     The crucifix burst into bright golden flame, shrouding the clown’s hands in hungry light. Then the agony was just too much. Malice could feel huge spikes being driven through her hands, her feet, a white-hot crown of thorns digging into her skull, a blazing spearhead piercing her side. Too much. She dropped the crucifix…

     Still burning…

     Into the gas.

     All things serve the Lord, Father Lyst thought…or thought he thought…as he turned, jumped down the last five stairs, and flung himself desperately back out through the doorway.

     Klaus Barbie and Montagu John Druitt spent their last moment looking to the mistress, expecting her to work some cheap black magic to save them.

     “NO--!” Malice roared, realizing her mistake too late. A flower of fire blossomed at her feet with a roar. She turned and sprinted away. With blinding speed, tentacles of flame surged out from the first ignition to claim the floor, the walls, the gas-soaked doppelgangers, and finally the gascan.

     WWWHHOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMM—

     The Hannis house lit the night, the second-floor windows blowing out in a deadly hail of flying glass and superheated air. Fire spewed out of the ruptured windows, followed by a thunderhead of dark smoke. The screams of the damned were quickly drowned out by the roar of the flames.

     Father Lyst fell face-first to the snow, rolled in it desperately, then turned over to look at the house in horror. He forced himself to believe that the fire-bombing was necessary, that all those left inside had to be already dead. He said the Lord’s Prayer in ragged gasps.

     Colin had just finished unwrapping the tape around Wendy’s arms when the explosion came. “No! He’s mine…shit.”

     Wendy was still out cold, and Colin had a bad feeling about that. She’d been shot; maybe a flesh wounds, maybe not. She needed a hospital. He ran over the snow-covered lawn and helped Father Lyst to his feet.

     “You okay, Father?” He nearly shook the priest.

     “F-f-fine, my son…” Father Lyst stammered, still not quite believing what he’d seen or done.

     “Good. Thanks for saving my bacon…and hers. Can you get her to a hospital? She’s been shot.” Colin panted.

     “The police station is the only safe place right now. It’s closer than my church and they should have emergency services set up…” They carried Wendy to Lyst’s truck; she moaned, stirring.

     Colin saw some movement in the driveway. “Umm, listen, I’ll meet you there, Father, I’ve got something to do…” Lyst nodded at Colin’s departure and got Wendy into the passenger seat.

     In the driveway, the light and the roar of the explosion had pried Marvin Beale out of dreamland. There were no thoughts of cover-ups or flight now, just pain, confusion and fear. His head throbbed horribly and he could barely see without his glasses. Colin approached at a leisurely pace as Marvin got to his knees. “Aaaarrrgghhh…what the fuck…”

     “Is going on? Tell ya later. Take five.” The heel of Colin’s boot came up and smacked into Marvin’s forehead quite rudely, and the impact slammed the back of his head into the hubcap of his jeep. Marvin pranced back into Oz to pick some more flowers.

     Teach you to point a gun at me, scumbag, Colin thought harshly.

     Then he smiled wolfishly. Opening the Volvo’s spacious and mostly-empty trunk, he picked up Marvin and folded him inside, then slammed the lid back down.

     Then, trying hard not to think about it, he laboriously hefted his father off the ground. Snow had begun to collect on Glen Shepard’s body; without heat to melt it, he had begun to resemble an unfinished snowman. He put his father in the back seat, covering him with the blanket his parents kept in the back seat for ‘emergencies’.

     Colin saw Father Lyst’s truck roar off into the dark; he tossed him a salute of acknowledgement and good luck. Then he turned back to look at the house.

     It was ‘fully involved’, as his father would have said. Flames had claimed all of the second floor and were beginning to lick the roof. He was satisfied that nothing could have survived it.

     “Keep it warm, Crusty. I’ll be right back with the cops…and the marshmallows.” He wore a sick, tired grin as he climbed into the Volvo and started it up. As he drove away he didn’t look back, didn’t check the mirrors, didn’t see a huge, flaming figure burst out onto the inferno’s back porch.

     The clown rolled on the snow of the back porch, extinguishing the flames on its multicolored rags.

     Malice let the badly-burned host body cool down, while her mind raged with red-hot hatred. KILL YOU…ALL OF YOU…TWICE…She thought, and got to her steaming feet once more.

18.
A Captive Audience
     Meriden Police Headquarters on East Main Street was the envy of many neighboring towns; it had state-of-the-art facilities that rivaled the FBI’s; it was centrally located, allowing officers to respond to emergencies anywhere in the city within a matter of minutes. No less than a hundred police officers and civilian personnel manned it round-the-clock. Bob Cirillo thought grimly that if he could only make it there, he’d be safe.

     The seemingly endless snowfall spattered his face and his breath plumed whitely as he ran maniacally down East Main. He’d lost his van back on Pratt Street, where an unseen sniper atop one of the stores had blown out one of his rear tires. He’d plowed into a snowdrift on the side of the street, getting out with cuts and bruises. He’d lost his dogs on the intersection of Pratt and East Main; High and Mighty had died defending him in a brutal but brief struggle of tooth, claw and shotgun shells. He’d blown away five of the zombies, then run out of ammo.

     Now there were maybe twenty of them right behind him, closing fast. Now he was running…out of time.

     “C’mon, loverboy…just gimme a kissss…” A voice said behind him. He didn’t look back.

     “Y’nawt gonna make it, laddie. Best t’give y’self to us now…t’will be painless…” Another called.

     “Alto, mi amigo! Alto!” A third laughed.

     Shut up, Bob wanted to say, but didn’t dare. He was out of shape; it was taking him forever to run a few blocks. His breath rushed in and out of him like a locomotive, his heart hammered painfully against his ribs. A burning pain was beginning there, but strangely, he liked it. It let him know he was still alive, still in control of his own blessed body. Even if these were his last moments, better to feel pain than feel possessed…

     It’d be better at home, behind a barricade, waiting these jokers out! But NOOO! You had to get CURIOUS, you had to be a HERO! Well, you’ve just cut your own throat, hero. Hope you’re satisified, his mind chided him bitterly as he ran.

     But he knew he was right. After greeting Charlie Dixon, he knew that his typical doors, windows and walls would be no barrier to these killing machines. Neither would any barrier he’d be able to throw up. They’d just keep coming…or worse, he’d seen some literally smoking people out of their homes. Too lazy to rip through the defenses that some of the clued-in citizens had made, they merely set the houses alight and waited for the families to flee the flames. Then they had them. Ironically, jail was the only safe place.

     KK—SSHHIAANNGG! A snowball exploded off of a stop sign a few feet from his head. But no ordinary snowball…a core of stones, served at high velocity. Bob ducked, his right ear stinging from the schrapnel. Evil laughter trickled through the storm.

     Cursing, Bob kept running. Starting to stagger a little now, running out of breath. The police station was close, very close now.

     So were the footsteps behind him.

     Then, there it was. Turning the last corner, he saw a huge parking lot with two entrances at either end, separated by a nine-foot-high chainlink fence. Behind the parking lot was a three-story brick building, perhaps half the size of the high school. The parking lot held three cruisers…where the hell were the rest of them?…a dozen or so civilian cars, a newsvan with a satellite transmitter on top, two canvas-covered military trucks and four jeeps from the National Guard.

     About time they got into this, Bob thought. The building was brightly lit from the floodlights the Iron Grays had set up in the parking lot. There looked to be a couple of machinegun nests, too…and they had a welcoming committee.

     On the sidewalk in front of the parking lot were a squad of National Guardsmen with M-16s, and policemen in full riot gear, perhaps twenty all together. As Bob emerged from the darkness, they instantly assumed firing positions.

     “HALT!” One of the riot cops shouted at him.

     Bob barely heard him over the howling winds. He was too out of breath to call out to them, and he was sure the mob of furies was still hot on his heels. He was covered in blood, snow and grime from the car crash and the fighting. His face was a pale mask of desperate fear. He was still holding his shotgun in a paranoid you-won’t-take-me-alive grip. And he was running too fast to stop.

     Three seconds later, they blew him away.

     The Man of Steel was back. The raging flames of Meriden-Wallingford Hospital glowed in his ten-year-old body’s eyes. It was good to be back, on a cold night such as this. The dying screams of the trapped patients across the street were shrill and pathetic, but necessary.

     “Allow no deviations.” The Man of Steel said quietly, in Russian. His words were stolen by the wind, but he didn’t mind. The raging winds and falling snow reminded him of home, of Moscow.

     The dying Lenin had warned the others of him: “Comrade Stalin has concentrated boundless authority in his hands and I am not sure whether he will always use that authority with proper caution.” And at his warning, comrades Zinoviev and Kamenev had been placed within the Party to share power with him. It was to be the last mistake of a burned-out dreamer. For Stalin was—

     “Stalin is a Genghis Khan who will kill us all!”

     --The Man of Steel. In 1937 Zinoviev and Kamenev had been convicted of conspiring against the State in a show trial, and shot. Along with ninety-eight other members of the one hundred and thirty-nine member Central Committee. Then Stalin was alone, except for his cradle-to-the-grave mentor…

     The Wyrdolak. The pale woman who spoke in his dreams.

     Malice. ALLOW NO DEVIATIONS, she had told him. So there had been none: writers were censored to only inspire the proletariat and nothing else. No deviations. The kulaks, richer peasant farmers, had been allowed by Lenin to sell surplus food to ease shortages. Stalin eliminated the kulaks as a class, forcing them into the gulags after confiscating all their possessions. No deviations. Church publications were suppressed, their buildings taken, their leaders exiled or jailed. No deviations.

     To retain his deathgrip on the reins of power, to bring Russia into the Atomic Age, five hundred thousand people were shot and millions more exiled to the unbelievably cold cruelty of the gulags. A 1939 census showed that the Russian populations was an astounding twenty million people short of what it should have been. But the Man of Steel said: “The death of one man is a tragedy; the death of a thousand is a statistic.”

     After a while, with absolute power in his hands and the Wyrdolak in his mind, he preferred to relax. By drinking. By rolling five slim tubes of paper, putting them on the fingers of a trusted secretary, lighting them like candles and grinning as the man writhed in agony, not daring to remove them as his flesh blackened. By telling his interrogators to “Beat, beat and beat again until they come crawling to you with confessions on their teeth.”

     No deviations.

     Now, in this decadent American city, it was time for a new revolution. The old masters of power—the police—had been responsible for the deaths of his new comrades. They had to be purged, and the Man of Steel was just the one to do it.

     He was leading a hundred now. The Wyrdolak had told him to arm them and then link up with Hitler at a certain street where the last few armed survivors capable of being a threat were cornered. In a slow-moving caravan of vans and buses, Stalin’s ghouls had gone to all the sporting goods stores and confiscated all guns, ammunition, bows, arrows and knives. Those few who had opposed them had been killed and re-animated to swell the ranks.

     Stalin took another moment to watch the flames of the Hospital while Burke, Hare, John Wayne Gacy and John Wesley Hardin looked on. “Hey, Russky, we’re all done here. You gonna stand there all night?” Hardin rasped, more through the slash in his throat than his mouth.

     “Nyet.” Stalin grunted, backhanding Hardin viciously. Although it was the hand of a young girl, it had enormous power, nearly knocking Hardin into the side of their bus. Hardin got back up, fists ready.

     “You’re gonna spit teeth for that, Commie, I don’t give a buffalo’s left nut what she says abou—“

     FIRE! Invisible, but all around them, all of them, seeking, burning, BURNING! Hardin dropped to his knees, screaming. Stalin cursed the pain in Russian. A chorus of crazed yells came from the others as the psychic agony rocked them. Burke and Hare stared in disbelief at their stolen hands, watching them blister and blacken for no apparent reason. John Wayne Gacy rolled in the snow, gibbering like an ape. “Kill you! All of you! Twice!”

     The Mistress had been hurt. And what she felt, they all felt. For many minutes, there was nothing they could do but feel the pain and scream, scream, scream. A few of the weaker killers simply gave up, relinquishing all claim to their borrowed bodies and dropped dead, their ectoplasmic souls oozing out and returning to the Realm.

     Then it was over. The pain was still there, but lesser, more tolerable. And they had responsibilities which she reminded them of.

     Stalin turned to John Wayne Gacy, who had come to his senses once more. “You! Take one of the vehicles and go to the Mistress, at the end of the street called Coe. Go, now! And do not fail.” Gacy turned to enter the school bus, but Stalin grabbed him by his new police belt and hauled him back. “Nyet, fool! Take one of the smaller ones. This is for us.” Gacy nodded and loped away with his silly, childlike grin.

     Stalin entered the schoolbus and sat in the driver’s seat, reached for the keys, then noticed his new body could not reach the pedals. Beyond the windshield, he saw Gacy commandeer a stolen van and drive it away. He got out of the seat, muttering. “Hardin! You are to drive the bus.” Stalin commanded.

     Hardin cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t know how. Ain’t never seen one before.” Which was true, as he’d been hanged in 1900.

     “Very well. Burke, you are to drive the bus.” Stalin ordered.

     “What’s a bus?” Burke asked. “Oh, that thing, old boy? Smashing! But how does it work?” He'd died even earlier.

     “Lenin’s blood! Do not any of you fools know how to drive a bus?!” Stalin thundered.

     The sixty-odd ghouls seated inside the schoolbus stopped admiring their new hunting rifles to regard each other with confusion.

     With his hazard lights flashing, driving slowly, Father Lyst had somehow made it to Meriden Police Headquarters without incident. He’d seen the flames of Meriden-Wallingford Hospital and decided against taking Wendy there. Although safe from the ghouls at the moment, he now faced a human wall of policemen and soldiers, bristling with guns and demands.

     “Stop the truck!”

     “Hands where we can see ‘em!”

     “Step out of the vehicle slowly!”

     Father Lyst’s eyes widened. “One at a time, please, gentlemen!” Slowly, he did as they asked. “I’m Father Andre Lyst. I’m alive and unarmed. The girl with me has been shot, but she’s still alive. Do you have a—“ What was the word? “A medic, here?”

     “Yes, we do, Father. But you’re going to have to open your shirt first.” One of the guardsmen said.

     “What…?” Lyst asked.

     “Fucking DO IT! NOW!” The guardsman roared, cocking his M-16. His fellows followed suit.

     “Very well, my son. Try to relax.” Father Lyst undid the buttons on his shirt as fast as he could, and finally exposed his unmarked chest to the air.

     “Okay, good. Let ‘em in.” The guardsman said, lowering his rifle. “Sorry, Father. Just a precaution. Lorenzo--”

     “Sir?”

     “Escort ‘em downstairs. Keep an eye on the girl, make sure she’s not playin’ possum. then get your ass back here.”

     The Guardsman muttered an acknowledgement and helped Lyst support Wendy. Semiconscious, she began to moan softly: “Open all night…Open all night…means somethin’…whaddid she mean…open all…” She broke into a spasm of coughs. Lyst and Lorenzo half-carried, half-dragged her past an impromptu machinegun nest, then through the main doors.

     The station was jammed. People were everywhere, mostly civilians, many in their nightclothes. All had shell-shocked eyes, eyes reddened by smoke and bulging with tension and fear. Many, especially small children, were crying. He recognized several of his parishioners among them, and they smiled to see him among the living.

     “Father Lyst!” A woman blurted.

     “Thank God you’re here!” Her husband said.

     “Thank God we’re all here, my son. Excuse me a moment, we have to get this girl to the medic. Then we’ll set up a Bingo game, or something.” It was a feeble attempt at humor, but it brought a gale of hearty laughter from the other survivors. Father Lyst blushed and smiled in spite of himself, with Thank God You’re Here still echoing wonderfully in his ears.

     “I’ll help.” The husband said, lifting Wendy’s legs. “YO! One side, here! Wounded coming through!” He bellowed over his shoulder. The crowd parted to let them get to the elevator.

     Five minutes later, Wendy was on one of the examination tables in the morgue, which Lt. Donald “Doc” Butler of the Iron Grays was using as a makeshift clinic. The husband had left and the guardsman had returned to the barricade, but Father Lyst remained. The ‘operation’ took a matter of minutes; after chlorofolming Wendy to anaesthetize her, Butler merely hiked her shirt up, located the wound, and started making incisions.

     “Amazing. Freakin’ amazing.” Butler said, extracting the bullet with the greatest of ease. “Yep, nine millimeter, I thought so. It should have gone right through her rib. But her freakin’ rib stopped the slug instead. Almost freakin’ impossible. A million-to-one shot. An inch higher or lower, it’d be in her heart or lungs. An inch to the left and it’d be in her spinal cord. Then again, I’ve been seein’ crazy shit all night.” The medic said, applying a compress and a bandage to Wendy’s back. She was still unconscious.

     “She’s going to be all right, then?” Father Lyst asked.

     The medic sighed and looked at the priest. “If you just came from outside, Padre, you tell me. Are any of us going to be ‘all right’?”

     Father Lyst was about to reply, with one of the comforting Biblical passages that normally came readily to his mind, when there was a huge collective scream from above them…a panicked rush of stampeding feet…and a thunderous crash that sounded like the wrath of God.

     “DRIVE FASTER!” Rachel screamed at Clyde. The young orderly, who had asked for none of this, obeyed with prayers whispered softly under his breath. His freshly-purchased Saturn churned deep slush as it accelerated to forty. Rachel sat beside him, wearing her shredded overcoat on top of Nurse Ginsberg’s jogging suit. It looked ridiculous, but it was better than being bare-assed. With grim humor she imagined a newspaper headline: BARE-ASSED DETECTIVE SLAIN IN BATTLE WITH THE UNDEAD.

     Nah, they’d never print it. Well, maybe The Enquirer.

     With Clyde at the wheel with fat drops of sweat rolling down his face, there was little for her to do but hang out the passenger window and try to pistol-whip away the creatures that were getting too close. Even at the speed they were driving, the killers were crawling out of the woodwork. They leapt at the Saturn from wrecked cars lining the roads, popped up from manholes like obscene jack-in-the-boxes, chased it tirelessly from behind them, or merely stood in its path with suicidal smiles. Rachel’s 10mm pistol was quite empty now, and its grip was slick with cold blood.

     “Cain’t b’lieve this shit. We both could be back at the hospital—“ He whispered.

     “They’ve probably taken it by now, Clyde.” Rachel grumbled.

     “Miss ‘tective, how close’re we to the p’lice station?” Clyde asked in a rising voice.

One of the doppelgangers got too close to his side of the car, taking a vicious swipe at his window. It wasn’t leveraged right to break the glass, but it left a smeared handprint of blood three inches from his face. It looked oddly like the logo of the J.Geils Band. Clyde turned the wheel, bumped the demon away, and left it eating salt and fumes.

     “Just a few miles. Hang in there, kid. We’ll be safe there, don’t flake out on me just yet.” Rachel muttered, sorry she had dragged him into this. Then again, everybody in Meriden HAS been dragged into this, whether they like it or not! She thought. In the firelight of the blazing houses of Milldale Avenue, she hammered at the clutching fingers of a little boy who was hanging onto the passenger door with an iron grip. She brought the butt of the gun down on his pale fingers again and again as he waggled his purple tongue at her. Finally, with muted crunching sounds, his fingers peeled away, too shattered to hold him, and he was gone in the night.

     “Ain’t that, Miss ‘tective. We out of gas.” Clyde said. Rachel looked over to see the needle far below E.

     We’re dead, she thought. A quick glance in the rearview mirror confirmed that the murderers pursuing the car hadn’t slowed their pace. Of course they’re not tired. Why should they be? “Damn. Take this left.” She said, nearly after the fact. The Saturn skidded into the hairpin turn and climbed a hill on Gadsden Street. Only four of the houses here were on fire. The Saturn lost velocity as it chugged up the hill, and the fiends drew ever closer. The Saturn sucked at the gas tank’s fumes like some desperate vampire. There was a loud thump as one of the pursuers jumped clumsily onto the trunk of the car. He teetered there for a moment, with shouts of encouragement from his cohorts, then fell off again. He couldn’t get a good grip with both arms ripped off below the elbow.

     My God, she thought. How many ARE there…?

     Now the Saturn was down to twenty miles an hour, and surrounded with frenzied, once-dead attackers. Had they concentrated their efforts into halting the car, they certainly would have succeeded. But their envy of the living flesh so close at hand, and their love of violence destroyed whatever logic they might have had.

     The driver’s side window crystallized under half a dozen blows by an old woman in a flowery housecoat. Clyde kept his undivided attention on the wheel, the wheel that his hands were slowly bending into an oval shape.

     Six dead-white arms snaked into the window towards Rachel, who beat at them in a fury with her pistol. Bones snapped like cheap plastic, but the clutching hands had the strength of dark gods. They grabbed at her hair, her hands, her clothes, and she twisted like a mad dancer to avoid their grasp.

     The Saturn reached the summit of Gadsden hill as its engine coughed its last…and began to pick up speed once more as gravity dragged it over the edge. They coasted down the street, leaving the screaming horde behind. The ice and snow added to their speed as Clyde shifted in neutral. The police station was a block from the bottom of the street; all they had to do to get to it was steer down a mile-long, eight-foot-wide labyrinth of snowbound cars, burning houses, snowdrifts and corpses.

     No problem.

     “Don’t shoot! I’m alive! I’m unarmed! Holdyafire!” Colin thundered from the driver’s window of the Volvo. God, it was so good to drive for once instead of running. But now, looking down the barrel of an M-16, it looked like it was time to stop driving.

     “Out of the car!” A hoarse voice called. Colin nodded, turning the car off and stepping out. Looking around, he saw an even worse slaughter than he’d seen at the Hannis house. There were dozens of bodies in the street, some even heaped along the chain-link fence of the Police Department lot. The bodies were riot police, National Guardsmen, still-grinning ghouls, and…Bob Cirillo.

     “JESUS!” Colin gasped, staring at his dead friend. Bob didn’t look as though he’d been co-opted; his face was slack-jawed with shock, not twisted with evil.

     A nervous National Guardsman ran up to a car five feet away and crouched behind it, aiming his M-16 at Colin. “Hands where I can see ‘em!”

     Colin glared at the Guardsman and pointed at Bob. “What the hell did you kill him for, damnit?”

     “Same reason I’m gonna kill you if I don’t see your hands now!” He ordered, and Colin obeyed.

     “Open your coat and shirt.” The Guardsman ordered.

     “Don’t I get dinner and a movie firs—“

     “DO IT!” Click.

     Colin whistled and obeyed. The Guardsman scrutinized him, then told him to turn around and lift his shirt higher. Colin obeyed again, the Guardsman scrutinized him again, then he lowered his rifle. “Who’s that in the car? In the back seat?”

     Colin sighed. “My father. He’s dead, he…ain’t comin’ back. There’s a guy in the trunk, too. He’s not one of those—things, but he’s some kind of crook. He shot a girl, tried to shoot me, but I got the gun away and kicked his ass.”

     “He shot the girl that the priest brought in?”

     “He’s here?”

     “Yeah. Still alive, too, I think.”

     “Yeah, he’s the guy that shot her.” Colin’s voice was flat and drained.

     “Well, the Colonel wants all able-bodied civilians inside. Park the car over there and let’s get that guy outta the trunk.” Colin nodded and got back inside the Volvo, started it up and drove over to an empty parking space. He got out and popped the trunk.

     “Cover me.” Colin said as he lifted the trunk open. But Marvin Beale was still no threat. He was conscious now, but cramped and groggy from carbon monoxide fumes. He got up slowly, raising his hands in the classic surrender position. He coughed and squinted at the rifle that was pointed at him. “It—it ain’t what you think, man…”

     “Shut up and climb outta there, scumbag. Don’t try anything slick unless you want me to dance all over your face again.” Colin growled.

     Marvin only grunted and climbed out of the trunk. He slipped and fell onto the icy pavement, uttering a muffled curse. Colin grabbed him in an armlock and hauled him back to his feet.

     “Listen—“ Coughed Marvin. “I can pay you. Ten grand, easy, just let me go—“

     “Shut up.” Colin muttered. He started marching Marvin towards the front doors, and looked at the Guardsman. “What the hell happened out here?”

     “We had one squad go out on a sweep-and-clear, and another squad checkin’ out anybody who got close to the perimeter. It worked for an hour or so. Then the guys on the sweep-and-clear stopped reporting back. Then some maniacs got on the roof of the YMCA over there and opened up on ‘em with automatic rifles. They were dressed in our own damned fatigues. I shot them…we all shot them…and they wouldn’t go down. They were just like Pacino in Scarface, mowin’ everybody down. Then they finally fell, after they’d killed half the security detail. We decided to pull everybody back after that.”

     The entrance of the building had a small crowd of worried people milling about aimlessly behind the relative safety of a machinegun nest. As they approached, a collective scream of horror rose from their throats, and the two Guardsmen in the machinegun nest uttered a single command of “DOWN!”

     Colin, Marvin and the Guardsman hit the dirt. A split-second later the .50-caliber machinegun’s thunder shattered the night, along with the axe-wielding berserker behind them.

     The man had once been Arnold Skinner, the P.E. instructor of Lincoln Middle School.

His musculature had served him well, to quietly scale the rear chain-link fence of the parking lot and evade security. But now his musculature was doing no further good, and whatever was inside him was screaming curses in Latin as his belly, chest, shoulders and neck were torn open by slugs. Even then he still stood, holding the axe above his head in a wavering grip. Its blade was covered with blood and hair.

     Marvin Beale screamed. The Guardsman rolled over, cocked his M-16 and fired a single shot point blank. Arnold Skinner was laid to rest again, with a neat hole under his chin and the axe falling harmlessly behind him.

     “Good shot.” Colin said numbly.

     “Had a lot of practice in the last few hours. Come on.” They got up again. Colin made to grab Beale again, but the salesman slapped his hand away irritatedly, though he made no move to escape.

     “Chill out, Punchy. I’m unarmed and my jeep’s gone, so where the fuck am I gonna run off to?” Beale muttered.

     “Just keep walkin’. In front of me. I set up a dream date for you with a really hot Detective.”

     “My, whatever for?” Beale drawled, all innocence.

     “Like you don’t know.”

     “Last thing I knew, you were throwin’ a knife at me.”

     One of the soldiers at the .50-cal parted the crowd at the entrance for them. “One side, everyone, let ‘em through. Once again, if you’re not assigned to a security detail, get back in the building!” The majority of the people obeyed, but some assorted smokers, macho men and reporters didn’t. The Guardsman spoke into his radio: “This is Werchowski at the entrance, we need a few more personnel out here on the perimeter. The freaks are climbin’ the fences now, we’re stretched too thin out here…”

     One of the machinegunners called out to him. “Hey, Werchowski, while you’re on the horn, tell DeWitt we’re getting’ low on ammo.”

     The Guardsman grinned down at them. “Hey, Ellis, there’s plenty of cars here. Just cruise down to the store and pick some up! Grab me a six-pack of Red Wolf while you’re at it, okay?”

     “Very funny. Just tell him.”

     At the fringe of people in the doorway was a clean-looking young woman with a cover girl’s face and a microphone in her hand. Next to her was a fat, bearded chap in a parka, focusing a TV camera on them. Colin didn’t  recognize them, but Johnnny Vanicci would have.

     “Mr. Shepard! Alison Packard, Channel 5 News…where’d you just come from?” She asked him, holding out the mic. Marvin Beale subtly rubbed at his face as the camera panned past him.

     Colin grinned humorlessly at her. “Hell.” He said clearly, and he was gone into the building. Alison sighed. It was the same young man who’d slammed his door in her face a few hours ago…yet it was not. His eyes, his voice and his attitude were all different. She turned to her cameraman, made a slashing motion across her throat, then shook her head and rubbed at her eyes. Nothing made sense tonight.

     Her cameraman turned away to get some more b-roll of the overkill in the parking lot. There was a lot of good material here: the dead man, the axe, the beautiful woman and the black guy sprinting into the parking lot like track stars, the snowplow coming in behind them…

     As the door shut behind him, Colin couldn’t hear the roar of the snowplow over the roar of the wind. But he did have a flash of horrifying insight: The clown had gotten torched over fifteen minutes ago. Yet they’d been attacked by another one of its puppets just moments ago. So either these things weren’t under the clown’s control…or the clown was still alive…

     “Somethin’ wrong, hero?” Beale peered up at him.

     Colin said nothing…but he saw the crowd of people in the lobby stand up en masse, and look at him as if he was the Antichrist. Although his eyesight without his glasses was bad, Beale noticed it too, as did Werchowski. A rush of light swept through the lobby, and the trio realized the crowd wasn’t looking at them, they were looking past them.

     Werchowski looked back outside.

     “EVERYBODY UPSTAIRS!” He roared a second later.

     At the wheel of the snowplow, the creature that had once been Marco Fontaine stared down with hungry yellow eyes. The kiss of death bestowed upon him by his last brief encounter had given him an infamous hitchhiker named Peter Kurten, the so-called Vampire of Dusseldorf.

     Kurten had been guillotined on July 2, 1932 in Cologne’s Koingelputz prison, for nine murders, never mind the sixty-eight he’d confessed to. Once, at a carnival, he met a ten-year-old girl who had been watching over her five-year-old sister. After some charming conversation, he’d promised to watch the younger girl if the older girl bought some cigarettes for him. He had slit the younger girl’s throat, then done the same to her sister when she’d returned with his cigarettes. In prison, his last words were to the prison psychologist: “After my head has been chopped off, will I be able to hear, at least for a moment, the sound of my own blood gushing from the stump of my neck? That would be the pleasure to end all pleasures.”

     In the belly of Malice he’d carried out more sadistic atrocities, and a new one was coming up right now, as he bore down on the accelerator to crush the two fleeing mortals before him into pie. Driving was fun, but not too easy; the steering wheel kept snagging on the broken ribs that burst from his chest like spearheads. He had plenty of encouragement, though; on foot behind him was a howling mob of a hundred furies.

     “Ah can’t make it, miss ‘tective—save y’self.” Clyde wheezed, ready to drop.

     “Shut up and move your ass, Clyde.” Rachel panted, nearly dragging him by the collar. They were fifteen yards from the building, and the snowplow sounded like it was fifteen inches behind them, its engine roaring like a dinosaur caught in a hurricane.

     The cameraman took it all in as a dispassionate, detached professional, as he had done in Saudi Arabia and El Salvador. The fact that the snowplow was coming straight towards him and speeding up didn’t seem to occur to him. Then Alison grabbed him and hauled him inside the police station.

     The snowplow kept coming, engine roaring, driver drooling.

     The two Guardsmen at the .50-cal opened up on the snowplow a scant nine inches over the heads of Clyde and Rachel. Bullets smashed into the grille with metal thunder, ripping into the engine.

     “Higher, damn it! More elevation, or you won’t reach him!” Ellis shouted.

     “I got the gun standin’ on its ear, man!” The gunner shouted back. As range dropped, the .50-caliber slugs disintegrated the windshield, then the head and torso of the undead madman behind it. But even as they sent him back to hell, they saw it was too late to save themselves.

     Rachel and Clyde got through the door seven seconds before the snowplow came to rest and demolished the entrance to the lobby. The machinegun nest slowed it down by an additional second. A horizontal hail of glass pelted Rachel and Clyde’s backs as they kept running, joining the tidal wave of people scrambling up the stairs to the relative safety of the second floor. A shudder of impact rippled through the entire structure, knocking them down on the top step.

     Rachel sucked in a breath, then leapt back to her feet. The roar of destruction from the crash was fading to an echo, but in its place rose the bloodlusting war cries of the damned. 

     Getting closer.

     She grabbed Clyde again. “On your feet, man! Those things’ll be through here any second!”

     “Can’t…” Clyde whispered. He hadn’t slept for two days.

     “Oh yeah you can. I’ve been doin’ this shit all night. UPS-a-daisy!” Said Colin, gripping Clyde’s shoulders and hauling him to his unsteady feet. Werchowski rushed past them and sighted his rifle over the railing towards the glass-strewn lobby. He could just make out the crushed snowplow, steam boiling from its radiator. Nothing moved.

     “Clear—for the moment. Two casualties, Ellis and Najimi.” He said into his walkie-talkie.      

     Rachel turned to Colin and their eyes locked like swords. He tried his best disarming smile, and gave it up a second later.

     “What the hell are you doing here?” She demanded.

     “I came back to you, Detective Murphy, I couldn’t live without you!” Colin quipped.

     Cornball, Marvin Beale thought, then slipped away down the hall at the word ‘Detective’.

     “Don’t get cute, Shepard.” Or cuter, she thought idly.

     “Well, you said that if I left my house, I’d wind up back here. Those things were waiting for me when I got home, so I had to leave. I thought this was the only safe place—I guess I was wrong.” He began to point at the suddenly-absent Marvin Beale, but was interrupted.

     “CONTACT!” Werchowski shouted, and began firing down into the lobby. From the corner of her eye, Rachel saw the first human shadows slide into the shattered entrance below.

     “Get back! Clear the way!” Bellowed Colonel DeWitt, leading a thoroughly pissed contingent of Guardsmen. They flung a hail of grenades into the lobby, then took cover behind the banister. Three seconds later, the lobby erupted in a cloud of flame, noise and death. Screams of pain and cheated rage were cut short.

     I wish they’d issue us a few of those things, Rachel thought.

     “NOW!” DeWitt screamed, and he and his men charged down the stairs in a camouflaged tide, bristling with rifles. Behind them came Chief Kinoski with the Meriden SWAT team and every other uniformed officer left in the building.

     This is more like it, Colin thought. And for once in his life, Clyde Beardsley was actually glad to be surrounded by paranoid, screaming honkies with guns.

     “Go, GO!” Kinoski said, but he himself put on the brakes when he saw Rachel.

“Told you to stay out of this, Detective. I knew you wouldn’t. Thanks.”

     “Sir, I need—“

     “A new clip?” He finished, and tossed her one from his overcoat pocket. “Stay with the civilians, Murphy. And good luck.” And he too was gone down the stairs.

     “Yes sir, but I need—“ One of my OWN clips, she thought. The ten-millimeter FBI rounds.

     But she stopped when she realized the clip he’d tossed her was a clip of ten-millimeter FBI rounds. He was waiting for me, she thought. He knew I’d be back.
     “What the hell are you smiling about?” Colin blurted at Rachel, feeling powerless despite the force now protecting them.

     “Just pride and respect, Mr. Shepard.” She said, still smiling as she slammed the clip home into her pistol. And now, freshly re-armed, it was the perfect time to disobey orders. She looked from Colin to Clyde. “You two stay up here. I’ll be back.”

     “Look out, she be th’ Terminator, now.” Clyde said.

     She looked down into the lobby and saw a bloodbath beginning and ending: the remaining ghouls who could still stand after the grenades had gone off were being slaughtered to the last man. The policemen and Guardsmen were administering kill-shots and rifle-clubbings with savage yells of defiance and revenge. Damn, they’re not leaving anything for me! Rachel thought.

     “Wait! You’re not gonna leave us here unarmed, are you? We’re outnumbered ten-to-one here!” Colin protested.

     “What did you think, that we just passed out guns to civilians? Besides, we’re not outnumbered anymore…” She began. Looking down, she saw DeWitt and Kinoski execute two more ghouls with bullets straight between the eyes.

     “Murphy, there’s gotta be more of them out there…” Colin said. Rachel looked at him impatiently, but then his words struck home. His words, and a chilling memory from a recent video she’d rented:

     It was a medieval battle between Scots and Englishmen. It looked like the Scots were winning on the field, until the English King said “Call out the archers.”

     His second-in-command stared at him. “But Sire, they’ll hit our own men!”

     The King frowned at his subordinate as if he was an idiot. “Of course. But they’ll hit THEIR men, as well.”

     She looked back to the lobby. The mopping-up operation did seem a trifle easy…and then something caught her eye. From her slightly higher vantage point on the stairs, she saw a school bus parked in the middle of East Main Street, with a smaller cluster of vans behind it. But more important was the long line of people standing at the edge of the parking lot.

     Each one had a rifle, carefully aimed through the chainlink fence. On a perfect level with the lobby, which no longer had any unbroken windows.

     An overweight black man was shouting at the snipers in German. Rachel couldn’t make it out, but she didn’t need to. It was obviously Ready, Aim—

     “DOWN!” Rachel shrilled.

     --Fire—

     As Rachel, Colin and Clyde hit the floor, the building erupted with a barrage of bullets. The policemen and soldiers mopping up the lobby screamed as those of them without body armor were sprayed with slugs. Colonel DeWitt took three rounds to the chest and crashed backwards over the duty officer’s desk.

     “NO!” Rachel screamed. She aimed over the railing and returned fire, blasting her entire clip at long range at the snipers in the street, more out of rage than anything else.

     The survivors in the lobby tried to return fire as well, but they had been taken unawares, and the gunwielding monsters in the street had reloaded already. Another volley of death stitched the first floor, killing and wounding even more of them. Worse, another battalion of berserkers…more in number than their riflemen…was racing towards the lobby on foot.

     Rachel fired her last round at the sniper’s leader. He turned and the bullet smacked into his meaty shoulder. The man turned his eyes on Rachel, his dark features twisted with hate. He pointed at her. “Achtung! Ein verruckter…”

     Three of his cohorts aimed at Rachel. She threw herself to the floor. Plaster rained down on them as the bullets soared into the ceiling above them. Behind Colin and Clyde, the last terrified civilians screamed with panic and took cover.

     “AHHH!” Clyde grunted in anguish as a ricochet creased his thigh. The wound was hot and painful, but superficial.

     “You all right?” Rachel called to them.

     “Yeah—just wish those fuckas would go away.” Clyde gasped, clamping his hand over the wound.

     “But the INQUISITION’S HERE and it’s here to STAYYYY!” Colin sang, shaking plaster out of his hair.

     Nutcase, Rachel thought. But they were all reaching that chasm’s edge. All of them.

     In the lobby downstairs, another battle was raging; this one the exact opposite of the first one. From cover, they couldn’t see what was happening, but they could hear, and that was enough. Scattered, sporadic gunfire. Horrible, meaty sounds of impact. Curses and screams of the fighting and dying. The sadistic, triumphant laughter of the dead.

     Rachel low-crawled back to the second-floor landing. The trio looked at each other, and knew that they were losing. They had minutes at best before the Legion secured the entire first floor, and then nothing would stop them from storming the stairs.

     “Guns.” Clyde whispered to her.

     “Ammo.” Colin echoed.

     “The armory. Down the hall. Let’s go.” They got up and began running. Rachel saw every lab and office they passed filled with cowering, ashen civilians, but she didn’t feel that this was the time to relocate them. Actually, she was glad to see that many citizens alive in one place.

     They came to the steel security door of the armory. “Turn around!” She ordered Colin and Clyde. They obeyed, and she quickly punched out a four-digit clearance code on the elctronic lock, then hauled open the armored door.

     Before them stood the symbols of salvation: rack upon rack of Colt AR-15s, pump-action shotguns and service revolvers. Other weapons filled the room, but they didn’t even look at them. Rachel slung an AR-15 over her shoulder and heft a shotgun. “Either of you know how to use these?” She asked tersely.

     “How tough can it be?” Colin replied.

     “No time like the present.” Clyde said humorlessly.

     Fuck me, I’m Irish, Murphy thought. “All right, this is how you load them; here’s the safety…” Rachel said, and spent a full eighteen seconds demonstrating. “And here’s the ammunition. Shooting them should be the least of your problems.” She gave them each a box of shells and two thirty-round banana clips for each AR-15.

     “Shepard, cover the stairwell. Yell if you see anything else coming up. Clyde, find out who else here knows how to use a gun…” She began, but already Clyde had run back down the hallway yelling “Hey, you chickenshits! Y’all just gonna let ‘em take ya like this, on your knees? Get up, get a gun, down the hall here! Hurry!”

     Don’t mind if I do, Marvin Beale thought, hiding in one of the offices he’d passed by.

     Colin had made no move to leave Rachel’s side, though. He smirked at Clyde’s voice as it cut through the air. “New recruit?” He asked her.

     “Shepard, why don’t you shut the f—“ She never finished the barb; his lips melded over hers suddenly, warm and wonderfully alive. She was too stunned to break contact and then suddenly realized she didn’t want to. Her arms started to go around him, but he ended the kiss abruptly and smiled helplessly into her eyes.

     “Sorry. Didn’t want to die wonderin’.”

     She gasped. “If there was more time—“

     “We’ll make some time after we kick some dead ass. I’ll cover the stairs. Meanwhile, I noticed a lot of kids and pregnant women in the offices. You better get ‘em up to the next floor or something.” He said, and moved down the hall to the stairwell.

     Clyde passed him, leading a few dozen civilians that had their hopes rekindled by the possibility of being armed. Rachel started demonstrating, and passing out guns and ammunition. “There’s more than you guys in the building, isn’t there?” Rachel asked an older man as she gave him an AR-15 and a clip.

     “Oh yeah. But not all of ‘em can use a gun, or want to.” He said, expertly bringing the rifle to shoulder arms.

     “Fuck that. The only ones snivelin’ out of this are kids and really pregnant women. In fact…what’s your name, sir?”

     “DeVoe, ma’am, Paul DeVoe.”

     “Good to meet you. I’d appreciate it, Paul, if you’d round up that percentage of us and lead ‘em up to the third floor. Give the pregnant women service revolvers, take them to the very last room and lock every door behind you.”

     “Consider it done, ma’am.” Paul started picking out service revolvers.

     “Everybody else, help yourselves. Clyde, help ‘em out.” She stepped out of the armory as a thin, well-dressed but well-bruised young man stepped out of an office to join the line of people arming up. “Shep—er, Colin, what’s going on down there?”

     “I haven’t heard anything yet.” He called back to her. She joined him, and they both aimed down the stairs at…

     Nothing. Nothing came up, or even around the corner. The battle’s din had ceased. There was a slight movement below, a quiet crunching of broken glass, but that was all.

All Rachel could see, besides wholesale carnage, were two scuffed black wingtip shoes, side by side and horribly still. Rachel was sickened as she saw them, recognized them, and realized she wouldn’t have to say Good Morning, Sir anymore.

     Then, slowly, the shoes and their owner were pulled out of sight. Unable to stop herself, Rachel fired her riot gun out of sheer rage, gouging a smoking hole in the lobby floor.

     “We oughta conserve ammo—“ Colin began, but Rachel silenced him with a look. “Where the hell are they…where the hell’s everybody?”

     “Hey! HEY! C’mere, to the window! Check this out!” Clyde called.

     “Go check it out. I’ll keep watch.” Rachel whispered.

     Colin got up and ran to the Robbery Squadroom where Clyde and a motley crew of survivors had gathered at the windows, watching the spectacle outside. Alison Packard was whispering quickly into a handheld tape recorder while her cameraman kept rolling.

Sliding in beside Clyde, Colin got a look.

     The ghouls were leaving the building in droves; walking, shambling, limping, crawling, some even dancing. Their bodies oozed with every conceivable wound, and some of them dragged the bodies of cops or Guardsmen behind them. Others carried whatever weapon they had found, from M-16s to table legs. Now it looked like three hundred or more surrounded the police station, half-obscured by the weakening blizzard and illuminated by the flames of the burning city. The survivors in the room looked down upon the neighbors, co-workers, friends, husbands and wives. Legion grinned up at them.

     “Got us cornered…what the hell they waitin’ on…?” Clyde grumbled.

     “I think I know.” Colin said. From around the corner, out of sight, the marauders were passing torches to each other, gradually lighting up the night. In another context, the scene would have looked righteous, unifying. As it was, it was as blasphemous as a Black Christmas. The demons surrounded the building evenly, except for a small group clustered around a single, hulking figure.

     The clown.

     “All RIGHT!” Colin cheered happily. “He’s still alive!”

     The others stared at Colin in confusion, and drew away from him slightly. Then Colin’s smile changed, melting into a lockjawed grimace of white-hot anger. He smashed the barrel of the riot shotgun straight through the window. “You’re MINE, motherfucker! MINE!” He raged, aiming and firing…

     KK-CHOOOM! Snow exploded at the clown’s feet.

     KK-CHOOOM! A little girl next to the clown jerked in front of him, taking the blast. The blast disemboweled her and dashed her to the ground, but she got to her feet again before her master, who stroked her hair lovingly, then stepped backwards out of range.

     Cursing, Colin pulled the trigger again. CLICK. “God-DAMN it!” He screamed, throwing the empty riot gun to the floor, hopping up and down in insane rage. “Nothing is going my way! Nothing!” Alison and the cameraman took a few steps away from him.

     Below, the clown began to laugh. A feminine laugh. And the demons around it began to sing. “Oh come, all ye faithful…joyful and triumphant…”  The mocking chorus sickened the survivors. Although he felt his guts churning, the cameraman kept rolling.

     Paul DeVoe had returned from the third floor, and agreed to switch posts with Rachel so she could get a look out the window and see what was happening.

     Involuntarily, she locked eyes with the burned brute…

     --BE ONE OF US!

     …And dragged her sight away again with a huge effort. As she did, she saw small lights blink into existence in the hallway, at the top of the elevator doors.

     Instantly she dropped into a crouch and aimed her AR-15 at the elevator. Two of the other survivors saw what she was aiming at and brought their own guns to bear. They watched the lights flash from B to 1 to 2.

     As the monsters sang, Clyde, a hardcore Baptist, felt fury sweep through him. He leveled his own AR-15 at the choir. The weapon bucked in his unskilled hands, slugs spurting out in scattered bursts. Holes appeared in snow, cars and ghouls. Taking heart, Colin swept up another AR-15 and joined him, aiming an entire clip at the clown. But now the dark jesters was surrounded by his puppets, and they took whatever bullets came close. One of them in a paramedic’s uniform dropped from a head wound, and the clown glared and looked to his right. Instantly three of his turncoat soldiers hefted their own rifles and returned fire on the second-floor window. The survivors dropped to the floor as glass burst inward and bullets stitched the ceiling.

     “Tough crowd.” Colin grumbled.

     “No shit.” Alison said.

     “Least I got ‘em to stop singin’.” Clyde offered.

     “There’s gotta be another way out of here…” A fourth voice said, a tad more desperate. It was Marvin Beale, who was hunched down behind the cameraman…and who now had his own AR-15.

     Colin suddenly recognized the voice. He aimed his own AR-15, and the cameraman lurched aside. “Lose the gun.”

     Marvin frowned at him. “I don’t think so.”

     Colin aimed. “I’m gonna count to three.”

     Alison gaped at both of them. “What the hell--?”

     Marvin slung the AR-15 around his shoulder. “It’s not pointed at you.”

     “One.” Colin said.

     “Man, don’t even count. Shoot me in front of all these people. Prove you’re crazy.”

     Clyde hunkered down next to Colin. “Ain’t no time to be in-fightin’, dog.” He said quietly in Colin’s ear.

     Damn, Colin thought. He couldn’t shoot the creep in front of all these people, and he had bigger fish to fry right now. “If I even see that gun swing towards me, I’m paintin’ the ceiling with your brains.” He growled.

     “If I was you, I’d start thinkin’ about how to get out of here! That’s all I’m thinkin’ about!” Beale snapped.

     “SHUT UP OVER THERE!” Rachel shouted from the hallway. “We’ve got company! All right now, nobody fire until I give the order.” Rachel said as the elevator door opened…

     And Wendy Voulkos staggered out, with a look of sheer doom etched across her face.

Behind her was a grim-faced medic, who now had a rifle and web gear over his doctor’s whites.

     “GET YOUR FUCKING HANDS UP!” Rachel commanded.

     Wendy stopped moving and wearily obeyed. The medic followed suit. “WHOA there! Donald A. Butler, Lieutenant, Connecticut National Guard, serial number –“

     “Okay, don’t shoot ‘em.” Rachel sighed. “Put down your weapon, Lieutenant…for now.” She said, and he obeyed.

     “Detective! Is there another way out of here?” Marvin Beale called to her.

     “Several.” She said. “Feel free to use any of ‘em.” She wiped sweat from her brow as she walked back in from the hallway.

     “Forget the basement.” The lieutenant said. “We almost got our asses shot off tryin’ to get out the back.”

     “Wait a minute.” Colin said. “Where’s the priest? Where’s Father Lyst?”

     “Downstairs.” Wendy said, hanging her head. She shuffled to the far wall and sat down heavily, like an octogenarian.

     “Well, go get him! He can beat this thing—“ Colin began, and suddenly saw the hopelessness in their eyes. Oh, shit…

     “He can’t do jack-shit now.” Butler said tonelessly. “He did get his ass shot off.”

     Tears were streaming freely down Wendy’s face as she spoke. “We were gonna make a break for it…but they were waiting outside for us. The Father seemed to sense it, he jumped in front of us, he took all the—the—the bullets.” She gasped, then burst into wrenching sobs.

     Butler wearily lit his last Camel. “They must’ve hit him seven, eight times. Probably died instantly, probably a lot less painful than how we’re gonna go. Died a hero, anyway…”

     “That’ll be all, Lieutenant. Thank you.” Rachel said icily. 

     With the grim announcement, hope seemed to take flight. Everyone was staring at the floor now. Colin mentally chanted Damn, damn, damn…

     “All right, Let’s all get a grip. We’re all alive and armed, let’s be proactive. Clyde—what’s the clown club doin’ out there?” Rachel asked.

     “Still passin’ torches around. Looks like they’re getting’ ready to smoke us outta here.” Clyde grumbled.

      “Detective, I’ve dealt with terrorists before.” Alison offered. “Maybe I could talk to them, reason with them…something.”

     “You can’t.” Wendy said quietly. “They’re not just demons. They’re all of us, every evil thought we’ve ever had. They know what we’re thinking…maybe even before we think it. Don’t try to lie to them, don’t try to bargain with them. Just kill them.” She said, her voice rasping like an old saw. After she spoke, her eyes found Marvin Beale. More fear crept into her face until Marvin subtly put an upraised finger to his closed lips.

     “Yeah, that’s what we’ll do. No prob.” Clyde said, not beyond sarcasm.

     Then a spark of thought leapt into Wendy’s eyes. “There’s a chance we might not have to.” Everyone turned to her.

     “What do you mean?” Rachel demanded.

     “I talked to the…that thing inside the clown. She said she was ‘Open All Night’. I’ve got the feeling that these things can’t face the daylight. Call it a hunch, I don’t know.”

     “Hmmm…how long ‘til sunrise?” Rachel asked the others.

     The others looked at each other, then to their watches, frowning. A few of them shrugged.

     “HOW LONG, DAMN IT?” She snarled.

     “I ain’t no meteorologist, ‘tective!” Clyde protested.

     “Can’t be too long,” Butler offered.

     Damn! It could be minutes, it could be hours! “That’d be great, but we can’t rely on that.” Rachel announced.

     As if anticipating their mood, the clown spoke. The winds themselves seemed to slow to amplify his voice: “HEED MY WORDS. I WILL SPARE ANY OF YOU WHO DENY THE CROSS, AND SERVE ME.”

     “Fuck you!” Clyde, Colin, and assorted survivors said at the same time, and there was a brief ripple of cheers and laughter afterward at their sudden solidarity. Not everyone shared their convictions, however. Marvin Beale dropped his gun and stood up to face the window.

     “YO! Right here! I’ll serve you! I’ll deny the cross! I’ll do anything you say, just let me out of here!” He screamed his newfound allegiance through the broken glass, seemingly unable to say it fast enough.

     Rachel whirled to glare at Marvin, incredulous. “God, man, what are you saying? That’s a killer, and the others aren’t even human! You’re gonna serve that?”

     Marvin looked from face to face around him, and perhaps within himself, looking for justification. He looked at Rachel, though not quite in the eyes. “You got a better idea? The way I see it, everybody who hasn’t dealt with him has ended up dead! Well, I ain’t! I’m getting’ out of here, I’m gonna live!” He babbled.

     “MARVIN BEALE…COME ON DOWN!” The clown called, like a satanic game-show host. There was a trickle of mocking laughter from his army.

     “I didn’t tell him my name…” Marvin gasped. He looked around at the others. Rachel turned away from him.

     One by one, they all did, except the cameraman.

     Marvin’s lip curled, and he turned his cowardice into misdirected anger. “Fuck all of you! I don’t owe you a damned thing!”

     Colin shrugged. “It’s a done deal, man. Better get down there. Hope for your sake she don’t go back on her word…such as it is.” Then he too dropped his gaze from Marvin, reloading his AR-15 as if there was nothing better to do.

     “BE ONE OF US!” The clown called, and Rachel shuddered involuntarily.

     Marvin stepped towards the door, trembling visibly. Wendy got up. “Wait, Marvin.” She said. She stepped to him and slid her arms around him, holding him for a moment. “I forgive you. There’s no hard feelings. Good luck.” She clasped him for a moment. He gaped at her, unable to hug her back, unable to even speak.

     “Girl, you got ‘fo seconds to step aside ‘fore I put a cap in his ass.” Clyde growled.

     Wendy closed her eyes, nodded, let Beale go, and stepped away. Clyde swung his gun up. Rachel aimed at him too. “GET OUT, you spineless bastard! You’re no good to us!”

     Beale needed no further urging. He raced out of the room and the hallway and plunged down the stairs, into the teeth of the night.

     “Lieutenant…this is more of a war than a crime. Any suggestions?” Rachel asked.

     Butler sighed. “My specialty’s medicine, not tactics…but I’d cause a diversion at one exit, then shoot our way out of another. We’ll have heavy casualties, but some of us might make it. That assumes we’re all armed to the teeth.” He looked at Wendy, Alison, the cameraman, and several others who didn’t have weapons.

     Rachel felt a spark of anger, and went from room to room of the second floor, checking on the other pockets of survivors. Only about half of them were armed. All of them looked at her with grim fear, as if she could single-handedly rescue all of them. She looked at the unarmed survivors with thinly-disguised contempt. Sheep! Not an independent bone in their bodies. The first ones to cry “Help me, Save me”, and probably the first to say “There’s never a cop around when you need one.”

     “Mr. DeVoe, is the lobby still clear?”

     “Clear, ma’am.”

     “All right. Everybody else, into the hallway. NOW. C’mon, I only want to say this once.” Rachel shouted. Little by little, the survivors left their rooms and congregated around her. She guesstimated their number at about seventy-five.

     “All right, listen up. I know some of you don’t know how to use a gun, and some of you don’t want to. But that stops NOW. If any of us are going to survive this, we all have to fight. Men, women, eight-to-eighty, blind, crippled or crazy.” She deliberately looked at a slightly-pregnant girl, who gasped in shock, but Rachel continued. 

     “Nobody likes killing, except for those things out there. You’ve got to remind yourselves that they’re not alive. They’re not human. They killed your families, they burned your city, and they’ll kill you unless you kill them first. This is it. There’s no ‘cavalry’ comin’ to the rescue. We’re the cavalry. Now everybody go to the armory and get a gun and ammunition. The rest of us will show you how to use them. Anybody who doesn’t want to can join the other side. You’ve got five minutes.” She growled.

     En masse, the unarmed survivors got up and filed into the armory.

     “And one more thing: you’ve got to shoot them in the head. Nothing else will work on these things, it has to be a head shot.” Rachel turned to Colin and Clyde. “Guys—what’s goin’ on with Lionheart, down there?”

     “I don’t know, I was too enthralled by your amazing speech…” Colin said. “Hang on.” He and Clyde returned to the Robbery office’s window. Rachel followed.

     “There he be.” Clyde said. He pointed at Beale, who was staggering out through the shattered windows, hands held high. “Want me to take him out?” He asked Rachel.

     “Damn! You’re worse than I am!” Colin blurted.

     “Stand by, Clyde. Save your ammo unless he aims at us.”

     The berserkers let Beale approach, and the clown took a few steps towards him, still surrounded by his human shields. The clown spoke to him, but they couldn’t hear him from their range.

     Beale looked back up at the window, then back to the clown. More words.

     “Get this.” Alison told her cameraman, who diligently obeyed. As he watched and taped, one of the newly-dead guardsmen gave Beale a rifle.

     Beale shook his head violently in protest.

     Ten demons aimed guns at him.

     “Shee-it.” Clyde grumbled. He tried to get a bead on Beale, but the angle made it impossible. The other survivors, now armed, began to re-enter the room. Wendy was among them, trying to load a banana-clip into an AR-15.

     “What’s going on?” She asked.

     “In a nutshell? We’re still surrounded, and the chickenshit who sold out to him is comin’ back in with a gun.” Colin said matter-of-factly.

     “Good old Macho Marvin Beale.” Wendy muttered. “Don’t worry, he only shoots unarmed women. In the back.”

     “Huh! A minute ago you were huggin’ him!” Colin guffawed.

     “Don’t remind me, pretty-boy. If we get out of this, maybe you’ll find out why.” Wendy said with a smirk, then thought If you can prove you’re not a schizo, that is.. Rachel and the medic began a fast demonstration of loading and firing, and a new sentry took Paul DeVoe’s place.

     “That guy’s comin’ back in.” DeVoe said.

     Then Beale’s voice rang out below them. “Colin Shepard! Wendy Voulkos! Rachel Murphy! Come outside unarmed and everybody else will be safe! You have her word! Three of you or all of you! You have one minute to decide!” His voice seemed to have regained some confidence, even arrogance, as if it was just another day and another sale to close.

     Colin sighed and looked at Wendy. “Ms. Voulkos, I presume?” She nodded. “What do you think?”

     “I don’t want to die…but I do want this over with.”

     Clyde spat on the floor. “Y’all shut the fuck up! Don’t be talkin’ crazy! We ain’t just givin’ in to them things!”

     Colin sighed, and gave Clyde a chumly clap on the shoulder. “Listen, m’man, the way things stand right now, we might bring down eighty of ‘em before we run out of ammo and they rip us all apart like Twinkies. I don’t know about her, or Murphy, but my family’s toast and I’ve had an…interesting life. This is probably our best shot.”

     “Colin, the clown’s not gonna keep its word.” Rachel said, loading the pale reporter’s new riot shotgun.

     “I’m not sayin’ it will. But if I get close enough to take him out, well, he’s the boss. The rest of ‘em will probably be messed up long enough for you to shoot your way out the back.” Colin said simply.

     Clyde, Rachel and the others could only look at the young, empty shell called Colin Shepard. No words came…except from Wendy.

     “NO! You can’t kill him! He’s my father!” She cried.

     “Okay. Then we all die. But guess what, friends and neighbors? Not only do we die, but we get replaced! By Jack the Ripper, Genghis Khan, Pontius Pilate, whoever. Listen, Wendy, I’m sorry about your father, I really am. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s him or us. I’m probably dead any way you slice it, but I’m not takin’ any innocent people with me.”

     Rachel saw that she had the Shepard murders practically solved, but it didn’t seem to matter at this point. The room broke into fragmented, squabbling arguments and half-assed battle plans, until Marvin Beale’s voice called again.

     “Hey, you three! You’ve got thirty seconds before we torch the place! Make up your freakin’ minds!”

     Lieutenant Butler rolled his eyes with irritation and stopped wrapping a kevlar vest around the pregnant girl. He walked out of the room, into the hallway and towards the stairs. Without waiting for anyone’s permission, he unclipped something from his web gear, pulled a certain important part out, and lobbed it casually in the direction of Beale’s voice. Then he walked back into the room. The cameraman asked  “Was that a grena—“

     “I’m waiiiiIIIIEEEE—“

     WWHHOOOOOOOOMMMM! A new explosion rocked the lobby, and the instant calm and silence that followed it was equally shocking and huge. All eyes turned to the doorway, and then the medic.

     “Sorry if that scared ya.” Butler said nonchalantly. “He was getting’ on my nerves.”

     Colin looked at Wendy and Rachel. “Maybe there’s a way to get you two out of this, anyway.” He said, and went to the window. 

     A dozen of the ghouls aimed their weapons at him, but the clown held up an arm to stop them. “HEY, THANKS FOR THE DOUBLE FEATURE! ‘DEATH OF SALESMAN’…’AS THOUSANDS CHEER’! Hahahahahahaha…” Malice shrieked maniacal laughter. Most of her lackeys laughed as well, but apparently not enough of them. “That’s FUNNY, Hector, why aren’t you laughing?!” She raved at a fat man who carried a compound bow. The fat man gurgled something in Greek, which didn’t please her at all. “STALIN! Shoot this non-laughin’ sword-swallower!” She commanded. Immediately a young girl raised a rifle and blasted the fat man. Both dropped to the snow, but the little girl got back up again afterwards. “That was FUNNY, damn it…” Malice growled.

      All eyes turned to Colin.

     “All right, psycho, here’s the deal! I’m comin’ out, alone! You already got her father, so leave her out of this! You can take me one on one, and let the rest go, or try to take all of us! It’s a wet brick building, it ain’t gonna burn too easy! We got guns, we’re gonna take a lot of you with us, and your boss ain’t gonna like that! So what’s it gonna be?” He challenged her.

     Malice snorted derisively. “A tempting offer, razor-boy. But no. I didn’t think you three would take the first offer…not that I was gonna let anyone go, anyway. C’mon out if you want, we’re gonna torch the place anyw—“ Malice stopped suddenly.

     None of the Legion moved or spoke…for they were all suddenly struck with a feeling of inescapable dread, from the most legendary, hardened killer among them to the last cheap, one-hit loser. The feeling that something was wrong, terribly, uncontrollably wrong, and there was nothing any of them could do about it. Something was wrong, and something was coming.

     YOU MUST NOT AWAKEN THE OTHER, The Master had told her.

     The Other was awake.

      There was a sudden split in the stormclouds above them, and a gold and silver light, too soon and too huge to be the sun. In the middle of Winter Storm Benjamin, Meriden was suddenly brighter than it would be at noon on a cloudless day.

     The survivors in the police station were suddenly struck by an unexplainable joy that was almost euphoric; perhaps how the British had felt at Dunkirk when they saw the boats coming to save them. In the eyes of their co-opted enemies, the overconfident evil faded to a pathetic fear. Although several of the survivors did not believe in God—and still more were questioning His existence after witnessing a night of such brutality—almost all of them knew that any action causes an equal and opposite reaction. Or, more basically, that when a dog had too many fleas, it would scratch.

     The split in the sky widened, remaining an oval. All watched it with mixed emotions of awe, fear and wonder, staring into the swirling gold and silver lights within it. There was some deliberation whether it was an eye, or a mouth, or simply an oddly-shaped hole in the sky, but all of them knew it wasn’t natural. It was supernatural.

     Fire rained out of the hole in the sky, like streamers of molten lava, but brighter, purer. Lightning shot out of it, coming to earth like silver spears. The fire and lightning surged out, down, melting, merging, wrapping around each other, swirling faster and faster, coming closer, until it resembled a—

     “Tornado!” Rachel screamed, thinking Great! Just what we need!

     The titanic cone of fiery light touched down in the street just behind the parking lot. The mob of marauders turned and stared, too scared to run. It passed through the bus without harming it, coming closer. 

     All heard its sound now: a roar, incredibly loud and majestic, but not of wind. A collection of voices, once human, now angelic. Whatever the voices were saying, the speed of the tornado made it impossible to discern. It was like a thousand people singing different songs at once: a battle hymn from the Tower of Babel.

     “A tornado of…souls!” Clyde whispered.

     “NO…” Malice hissed.

     The demons began backing away from the roaring pillar of enraged energy, behind their Mistress, who still stood her ground. In superstitious panic, many of them shot at the tornado. It had the same effect of a Japanese soldier shooting at Godzilla: nothing.

     “Vas Ist…?” Hitler asked the Mistress. Malice ignored him.

     The tornado exploded, bathing Meriden in pure celestial light, blinding them all. There was no sounds, but when they could see again, the onlookers were surrounded by a swarm of flames. Flames of gold and silver…flames shaped like human flesh.

     Colin stared slack-jawed in disbelief, remembering how his own spectral flesh had looked in Hell.

     The Legion growled with anger and fear in their varied voices, and struck out at the painfully bright coruscations. Knives slashed, bullets pierced, nails raked…nothing.

     “Tell me you’re getting this.” Alison whispered to her cameraman. They were both surely set for Pulitzers, if they lived.

     “I’m getting a great scene of those motherfuckers jumpin’ around.” He said, muting the omnidirectional mic. “Those glowing things aren’t showing up for shit.”

     The survivors watched Legion slash at the lights. Then, the human flares counterattacked. Blasting across the lot like rockets, they soared and circled around the doppelgangers, each one seeking to strike a specific demon: the one that had killed it, and stolen its flesh. 

     Intangible though they were, they glowed white-hot with rage upon contact with their archenemies, blinding and searing. All around the icy tarmac, demons danced clumsily with the spirits of the slain.

     Malice raved and swore, swiping at the man-meteors harassing her army. “SORE LOSERS! SORE LOSERS, THAT’S ALL YOU ARE! YOU CANNOT TAKE US! I’M IN CHARGE HERE, DAMN IT! I’M IN CHARGE! BEGONE, STRUM YOUR STINKING HARPS TO THE OTHER!  GET…THEE…HENCE!”

     But they would not. None could touch her, since her own host body was still alive. But all around her, with burning eyes and pathetic screams, three hundred of her warriors went insane.

     “NO! NO! FIGHT, YOU SNIVELING BASTARDS! FIGHT! FORCE THEM BACK OUT! MILLENNIA, AEONS OF TORTURE AWAIT YOU IF YOU DON’T FIGHT!” Malice screamed at her Legion. Their only reply was a sporadic chorus of wails as their dead, stolen nerves were reactivated with crazed, conflicting signals. Torches, guns and bows dropped uselessly from shaking fingers.

     Rachel saw her chance—probably everyone’s only chance—and she took it. “Let’s go!” She yelled, cocking her riot gun and swinging it skyward in one smooth motion. A hoarse, wild cheer of agreement rose around her as the other survivors saw their best opportunity to stay survivors. Alison and her cameraman quickly eschewed their pens for the sword. Lt. Butler, Rachel and Clyde led the frantic charge back down to the first floor. Colin and Wendy snapped out of their doom-daze and looked at each other. She held his gaze for a moment, then looked down at the huge rifle in her hands.

     “I—I—“ She began.

     “Nobody’s askin’ you to be Wonder Woman.” Colin said, sensing her apprehension. Just get clear and get back home. That’s for anyone who gets in your way. Aim for the head.” He said, slinging his own AR-15 over his shoulder and hefting a riot gun.

     “Don’t kill my father!” She bleated.

     Colin detonated. “Don’t kill my father! Don’t kill my father! DAMN! You’re a broken fuckin’ record, girl, you know that?! I was gonna say the same thing to him if he hadn’t

already killed MINE!” He roared at her.

     Fresh tears ran from her…possibly the last ones she had to shed. “Colin…I’m sorry…but that wasn’t him. It was that bitch inside him, can’t you see that? It wasn’t his fault…” She gasped.

     She’s right, he thought. Hmmmm…what to do, what to do…”Shit, I’ll be doin’ him a fuckin’ favor, then. He’s been mind-raped by that thing all night…he’s probably half-dead already…and even if he survives he’s gonna get the chair for killin’ my folks and God knows how many others. I’ll set him free. He probably won’t feel a thing.” Colin whispered.

     Sucking in her breath, she suddenly leveled her rifle at his face. “I could say the same thing to you. Hell, an hour ago you put a knife to my neck.” She said harshly, clicking the safety off.

     “That wasn’t me…that was some scumbag mafioso the Clown put in my body.” Colin said, and then stopped talking. He saw that in the three seconds it would take to bring his riot gun to bear on her, he’d be quite dead. She was too close to miss, regardless of her inexperience…but he suddenly doubted she had no experience at all.

     He shrugged.

     “Go for it.” He said.

     “Who gave you the right to be judge and jury? Huh?” She prodded.

     “The same person that gave him the right to be executioner: nobody. I said what I had to say, so shoot if you want.” He looked at her dead-on; no anger, no fear, just weariness, emptiness.

     Her tears fell, and the rifle fell with them, pointing downward to threaten the floor. Colin sympathized. “Sorry,” He said, and turned his back on her, heading for the stairs.

     Gunfire was raging all around the building now.

     Wendy cried for a few more moments. Then, wiping away the tears, she followed, as a moth to a flame.

20.

OVERTURE, HIT THE LIGHTS

     Albert DeSalvo had formerly been the US Army’s middle-weight boxing champion. It is anyone’s guess if his skill with his hands had led him to become the Boston Strangler. One of Malice’s servants had deposited him in the body of Gregory Datlow, a journeyman welder. For the rest of the night, Albert DeSalvo had eschewed boxing or strangling for new and creative uses of Datlow’s acetylene torch. 

     But now Gregory Datlow was back, all fire and fury and irresistible force. And Albert DeSalvo found that his boxing skills were of no use at all in a new ring…the mind. The Boston Strangler lashed out again and again at the raging spirit that was blinding and burning him, but his fists passed straight through the ghost’s intangible flesh. He was on the ropes in the second round when Clyde Beardsley’s AR-15 gunsight lined up on his forehead.

     KRAKK!
     Albert DeSalvo went down for the count.

     And down. And down.

     Tzu-Hsi, the reviled ‘Dragon Empress’ of China, had purged her mighty empire in 1900 during the Boxer Rebellion. In Peking, the French Cathedral had been burned to the ground by her cannons, killing hundreds of innocent men, women and children. Tzu-His had watched the blaze from a nearby hill, then ordered the bombardment to cease.

     Not from any quality of mercy. Because the explosions and screams had given her a headache.

     Her inclusion in Malice’s Legion hadn’t been of any military value; instead of taking part in the wholesale slaughter her comrades lusted for, she had taken tea and painted until being summoned to the police station. Now, however, she was experiencing another headache. 

     It came from Edward Manley, a Meriden bus driver who was pouring back into his body’s eyes, ears and nostrils in rivers of hot thought. Her headache came to an abrupt end when the cameraman picked up Arnold Skinner’s fallen axe and drove it through her rented neck in one savage, bloodless blow. As the head hit the pavement with a meaty crunch, Tzu-His’s real headache in the Realm was just beginning. Again.

     With tracer bullets of celestial fire raking his face, Colonel DeWitt’s doppelganger stumbled wildly around the parking lot, aiming his .45 sidearm in all directions. Within his flesh was Abdul Hamid II, one of the last, and craziest, of the Ottoman Sultans. Hamid had been so paranoid that he once shot dead a gardener and a slave girl whose sudden movements disturbed him. 

     He had only been in the world of the living for some twenty minutes, but there were no cowering, unarmed servants to shoot here, just desperate, shotgun-wielding citizens, the furious disembodied spirit of an old soldier, and a dead-eyed detective named Rachel Murphy. Blinded by DeWitt’s raging soul, Abdul staggered right into the path of Rachel’s riot gun. The merciless barrage of steel pellets delivered his larval soul back to a place where paranoia was richly deserved, but not rewarded.

     Rachel blinked for a moment as she saw the flickering lights that had played around the body fuse momentarily into a crude, 3-D silhouette of Colonel DeWitt himself.

     DeWitt smiled at her, saluted her sharply, and vanished.

     Rachel gawked for a moment, then ran onwards, blasting away at the damned with savage cries. It was becoming something of a turkey shoot now.

     John Wesley Hardin, a notorious gunslinger so mean he had once shot a man for snoring too loudly, momentarily ignored the blinding burns of his body’s former owner. He had Clyde Beardsley dead in the sights of both his stolen police .38s. 

     “Die, ya dirty night-fightin’ nigra…!” He rasped through his cut throat.

     BLAM! BLAM!

     Gunshots ringing in his ears, Clyde staggered around. Hardin leered at him, then toppled over onto his face with two smoking holes in the back of his skull. “Too SLOW! DROP!” Lt. Butler chided the dead man. “Look alive there, Clyde.” He said, then sought a new target.

     Another of the doppelgangers, housed in a six-year-old boy, ran like hell from the spiritual comet coming for him. He climbed frantically over a police car, then threw himself onto the chain-link fence between the station and the sidewalk. With inhuman strength, he hauled himself to the top in seconds. He was getting away, to fight another day. Damn the Mistress…

     “Hey, Neil…” A voice said below him.

     The doppelganger wasn’t truly Neil, but the voice was so close it knew it was being addressed. It looked down, into two black tunnels of steel.

     “Give it a rest.” The voice said, and the gun went off. Neil Shepard’s body flew through the air to land in a headless heap on East Main Street. Wisps of smoke rose from the body, still and silent for the second time that night. 

     Colin lowered the shotgun, glad that the head was gone. He didn’t want to look at his dead brother’s eyes again. Still, he felt a little more dead inside as he turned back to the mopping-up operation.

     As more and more of the marauders went down, the swirling lights over the battlefield blinked out of existence one by one as they received their revenge. Blinded and crazed by their enemies, the demons had no chance to resist the living. One by one, they were slaughtered to a man.

     One man.

     Henry Voulkos. His floppy, melted clown shoes beat a crunching tattoo on the snow as Malice forced his legs away from the Police Station as fast as they could go. Failure, catastrophic failure, just as victory seemed within her grasp! And what was the penalty?

     IF YOU FAIL, YOU SHALL BE TORTURED AS A MURDERER UNTIL I REIGN AGAIN.

     No. No, no, no. He’d lied. Surely he’d understand how unpredictable the mortals—and The Other—could be. Surely she could appease him, as his concubine. For he would not reign again, all the Realm knew it. The Master was insane, he had always been insane, ever since he’d rebelled against The Other.

     So she would not suffer as a murderer until he reign again.

     She would suffer forever. A trillion eternities and more. 

     She ran onwards through the dying night. She could force her badly-burned host body to survive until daylight; surely enough time to think of something—

     “Stop.” A familiar voice commanded.

     Strangely, Malice did. She turned to see Voulkos’ whimpering bitch of a daughter standing there under a streetlight, aiming an automatic rifle at her.

     Malice smiled, and imitated Henry’s voice perfectly.

     “Wendy…Oh my G—I was looking for you, I was so worried about you…Are you all right?” The lies were automatic and easy.

     “Shut up, you fucking liar. You’re not my father.” Wendy hissed.

     The clown took another step closer to her. Wendy didn’t shoot. “Oh, honey, how can you say that? Listen…I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry. I’ve been sick…confused…I think I’ve done some bad things, things I can’t remember. Things I don’t want to remember. But listen, I’m sorry I hurt you. I’ll never touch you again, I swear. Just…forgive me, and let’s go home. Okay?” During the soliloquy, Malice had gotten three steps closer. Wendy had yet to fire. The words were working; the rifle was wavering slightly in her hands.

     Wendy could see how horribly her father had suffered through the night. His clothes had been burned onto his skin; his hair was gone. His makeup was now second and third-degree burns, in addition to the beatings he’d gottten. God, how could anyone take that?
     “Wendy…forgive me?” The clown pleaded, its burned hands rising in a gesture of supplication. It was only five feet away now.

     “One more step and I’ll blow you back to Hell. I swear it.” Wendy said, the rifle stock-still again. The clown stopped, its eyes going to the weapon. Its eyes were a whirling vortex of blue and green. From the voice alone, she couldn’t tell if it was her father or not. Only the eyes, the windows to a tortured soul, revealed the parasite within.

     Nervous sweat ran into her eye, hot and stinging. She had the gun aimed dead-center at his chest; she couldn’t miss. The AR-15 was off safety, switched to full auto.

     DO IT, a cold voice told her.

     I can’t kill my own father! She groaned inwardly.

     YOU WERE READY TO DO THAT BEFORE THE STORM. WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

     The difference is…is…that he’s hurt. He didn’t mean to do any of this. He needs my help! I can’t just shoot him like a dog.

     HE’S NOT YOUR FATHER ANY MORE. HE’S A KILLING MACHINE.

     No! There’s got to be a chance…

     Finger on the trigger, her struggle with her conscience raged. Here, almost close enough to touch, was the soulless bloodsucker that had captured and tortured her father, destroyed her city and slaughtered her neighbors. All she had to do was shoot it…and him.

     The nightmare of ‘Nam was flickering now before Henry’s tortured eyes, as if the warped god that had created it was messing with the on-off switch in boredom or frustration.

     CLICK: Burning hooches, gooks and screams.

     CLICK: Streetlights, buildings, raging wind and snow.

     CLICK: Khe Sanh.

     CLICK: Meriden.

     CLICK: A wretched girl in NVA garb, pointing a rifle at him.

     CLICK: Darling Daughter, pointing a rifle at him!  Then the pain hit—My God, I’ve been burned alive!—and the confusion and terror. He saw it reflected in Wendy’s eyes.

He opened his mouth to speak, and—

     CLICK.

     Malice angrily realized another problem was emerging: Henry Voulkos’ soul. Pumped full of hallucinogens, his mind had been as easy to capture and control as a docile pony. Now, it seemed that she was astride a frantically bucking bronco, barely able to hold onto the reins. The drugs were wearing off.

     She lost the last of her confidence and control, and went mad with domination, lashing his tormented spirit with psychic whips, soaking his soul with a searing acid rain of hate. STAY DOWN, DAMN YOU! YOU’RE MINE…

      Fuck you, Henry thought, fighting back the pain. As the scene CLICKED over again, he raised an imaginary M-16 and fired its full clip at the face in the sky.

     MIIIIIIINE…

     The cage of his mind was shrinking now, closing in on her tighter and tighter as Henry returned, unstoppable. Malice couldn’t prevent his return, and she sensed his body’s death was imminent. She played one last desperate card, and leapt out through his eyes…straight towards Wendy.

     Wendy screamed as a near-translucent, white-skinned humanoid exploded out of her father’s body. Instinctively, without realizing the consequences, she fired at the intangible dominatrix. 

     Six bullets passed harmlessly through the demon, and smacked home through Henry’s viscera. He shouted hoarsely in agony, dropping to his knees. Jesus Christ! Shot by my own daughter? What’d I do to deserve THIS? But he thought he already knew the answer, as he clasped his ruined fingers over his wounds.

     “NO!” Wendy screamed, too late. She saw the archdemon floating towards her in slow motion, expanding, coalescing into a more definite feminine shape. She had dead-white flesh, whiter than her father’s makeup. Her only other features of notice were her blood-red lips, cobalt-blue eyes, and her hungry, humorless smile. But as it floated closer and Wendy stumbled backwards in fear, she could see that it was becoming her, the closer it came. Its pale, lithe figure became that of a bruised blonde teenager…except for the eyes. Those stayed.

     Wendy’s feet slid on melting ice as she backed up. She pinwheeled for balance, dropping the rifle. Malice reached for her with seven-inch-long, four-knuckled fingers.

     “GET AWAY!” Wendy screamed, but Malice merely laughed bitterly. The dominatrix sank its ragged nails into her shoulders, through the skin without really touching her. Wendy felt no pain at the contact, only a horrible numbing cold spreading out through her shoulders, and a good hot meal of hatred heating up her belly.

     “C’mon, ‘darling daughter’. Let me in, take you for a spin. Make it easy on yourself. I’ll let you kill him, and the cop, and the boy. Anybody you want! Kill ‘em all! C’mon, it’ll be fun, trust me. You can just say ‘I didn’t do it!’ and it’ll almost be true! Let me in, BITCH…” Malice’s voice was seductive up to a point, but also a trifle desperate. She wasn’t waiting for the red carpet, though. She thrusted rudely into Wendy’s shell, a spiritual rapist. Thrusting her hooves into Wendy’s legs, merging her chest with the girl’s. Putting her on like a coat.

     Wendy had not sold her soul, but her misguided plot with Beale had been a grave affront to the forces that normally shielded mortals from evil. Her own weariness, anguish and terror had further weakened her soul’s defenses. And for Malice, it was enough.

     Wendy’s eyes turned bright blue.

     Grinning at the fallen clown, she reached for the fallen rifle. We shoot horses, don’t we? Sure we do…

     The rifle wasn’t there.

     Frowning, she turned to look for it, and found it…in the hands of Colin Shepard.

     “Colin! Help me! Don’t let him kill me, please, please!” Malice shrilled in a perfect imitation of Wendy. The fallen clown stared at both of them wide-eyed, hyperventilating helplessly. Steam rose from the bullet wounds in his belly.

     Colin stood over both of them, looking from one to the other, blinking in rapid succession. The twisted smile on his pale, sweat-drenched face made him appear most insane. Quickly, he unslung his own AR-15 from his shoulder, so he was holding a rifle in either hand.

     “D-don’t…k-k-kill her. S-s-she’s…m-my…daughter.” Henry croaked. The way he’d said it seemed to Colin like he was up for grabs, though.

     Colin turned to Wendy, who was getting closer. “Don’t worry. I won’t let him kill you.” He said earnestly. Malice fought to keep from grinning as she subtly coiled to strike. Under her control, she could turn anyone’s mere index finger into a bone-piercing spike. C’mere, razor-boy, come to Mama…

     Colin swung the first rifle’s stock heavily into the backs of her knees. Taken by surprise, Wendy overbalanced and crashed backwards onto the street, her breath rushing out of her.

     “That pleasure’s all mine.” He said. In one motion he crossed the rifles, and bore the crossed barrels onto Wendy’s forehead.

     “NOOOOOOO!” Malice screamed, a first-degree burn appearing on her stolen skin. She writhed helplessly under the icon, as her mad stare saw the cross, Colin and the first rays of the sun rising behind him.

      Wendy’s body bucked and thrashed beneath him with inhuman strength. His forearms burned with the effort of keeping her down, but he did. Crushing the cross into her head, he recited the Lord’s Prayer as Wendy’s captor screamed and screamed.

     “—Deliver us from evil. Amen.” He said, as her struggles ceased. “Forget to write.” He told Malice.

     The blue eyes beneath him gleamed. “I’ll call you.” Malice sighed as she slid helplessly out of Wendy. Down…down…down. To burn forever in her horrid home. The blue in her eyes faded, and Wendy returned to the surface. She stared up at Colin helplessly, and began to cry.

     Colin lifted the rifles and slung one, then looked away from her, to the dying, tortured veteran, the man who had slain his family. He aimed the AR-15 at Henry almost casually.

     Henry Voulkos looked at Colin Shepard without fear. His eyes turned from Colin to his daughter, then back again. “I-is…s-she…all right…?” He gasped, lips foaming redly.

     Colin looked at him. Nodded.

     “Thank Godddd…” He whispered. Henry Voulkos smiled, and died with that smile.

     Colin’s finger slid off the trigger. He threw the AR-15 aside like trash, then reached down and gently closed the clown’s eyes. Then he extended the same hand to Wendy, who took it. He helped her to her feet, and hugged her fiercely as the first rays of sunlight shot through the clouds.

20.

Souvenirs

     Rachel stared numbly at the battleground. 

     Fuck me, I’m Irish, she thought yet again.

     Dozens…no, hundreds of corpses were littered over the parking lot and the snow-covered lawn of the police station. The snowplow was still buried in the main entrance to the building, and it looked like it would take another act of God to get it out. Although the sun had risen, to her it only served to illuminate the columns of smoke arising from the still-burning homes around Meriden. The survivors—all still among the living—looked at her with sleepless, death-haunted eyes.

     Lieutenant Butler was weeping over the slain Iron Grays, until he saw Rachel and the others gradually milling back towards the police station. They all took great care not to walk on the dead, which wasn’t easy.

     “Don’t look at them. Don’t think about it. Just bring your weapons back to where you found them.” He said, and Rachel nodded to them. One by one they went back inside wearily, except Clyde, who faced Rachel and handed her his rifle.

     “Will there be anythin’ else, ‘tective?” He asked, in a you-got-me-into-this tone of voice.

     Rachel actually grinned. “I still want to deputize you, Clyde. You ready to join the force?”

     “Are you on rock?”

     She shook her head. “I guess not then, Clyde. I just want to thank you, and tell you that you’re one hardcore player.”

     “And I’m puttin’ you up for a medal.” Butler said.

     Clyde looked at both of them with the trace of a smile. “’Preciate it…but I’m outty, y’all, and don’t ask me for shit else!” He turned and walked away.

     “Clyde…here.” Rachel called. He turned and caught the car keys Rachel threw to him. “It’s the red K-car out in back. I’ll bring yours to the hospital tomorrow.” She said. He nodded, and tossed her a salute.

     Butler looked at Rachel. “Nice of ya.”

     “I would’ve been dead without him.”

     “We all would’ve been dead…without each other.” The medic said simply. “You got a cell phone? I’ve got about fifty calls to make…” 

     The cameraman gave Alison the three-two-one-go hand jive she lived for. She took a deep breath and held the mic close.

     “One of the darkest nights in Connecticut history—possibly American history as well—is thankfully now over, in Meriden. I am reporting to you from the Downtown Meriden Police Station where literally hundreds of Meriden residents lost their lives last night. As you can see behind me, a snowplow was driven into the building itself during a massive firefight between the police, the National Guard, civilians, and a hostile armed force made up of…made up of…ummm…cut, damn it.”

     “Zombies, Alison.” The cameraman said, giggling. “C’mon, say it: Zommmmmbies.”

     Alison glared back at the red recording light on the camera with irritation, and then at the cameraman himself. “Are you cracking up, Zach?”

     “Cracking? No, I’ve cracked, baby-pop. I cracked wide open hours ago.”

     “Sorry. Do you think you can get through this, though?”

     “I’m waitin’ on you! Pick a word for ‘em!” Zach grumbled.

     Alison sighed. Pick a word for ‘em. You saw the dead come back to life, now pick a word for ‘em.

     “We’ll go with ‘rioters’. Cue me again.” She said.

     Colin and Wendy bore Henry’s body to the closest lawn of Cook Avenue, so he wouldn’t be run over by any rescue vehicles. Curiously, both of them had regained an almost businesslike attitude: an attitude of staying alive.

     “Sorry about your father.” Colin said quietly.

     “Sorry about yours. Hell, I’m sorry about your whole family.” Wendy replied.

     “They’re in Heaven, and now I know there is one, ‘cause I know there’s a Hell.” Colin told her. As he watched, she crossed Henry’s arms around his chest. She took her own coat off, and laid it over him. Then she softly kissed the side of his dead, burned face. Colin looked away.

     As they staggered back towards the police station, Colin found Bob Cirillo’s body, closed his eyes and dragged him off the street. Sorry, man…but if there’s any justice, God’s a Rastafarian and he’s rollin’ you a huge blunt right now. Save me some, will ya?

     Wendy waited for him patiently, and Colin suddenly wondered why she was still at his side, when the impostor who had taken over his body had put her through God knew what. Whatever the reason, he was glad she was there. He suddenly felt a desperate need to change the subject. “You never told me why you hugged that creep Marvin after he switched sides.” He wondered aloud.

     Wendy smiled for the second time he’d seen her. “I knew he was going to his death…” She began, and fished a ring of keys out of her pocket. “And I wanted to get his keys first. He’s got a lot of booze, and an awesome waterbed.” She said.

     “Does he, now?” Colin said, starting to smile himself. “You sure the place hasn’t been burned to the ground?”

     “There’s one way to find out. I don’t suppose you could give me a ride there?”

     “Nothing would give me more pleasure. But I think I’ll need police protection…”

     Rachel Murphy thanked each one of the survivors as she locked their weapons away, then watched them stagger away gratefully back to their homes. Lieutenant Butler was making phone calls nonstop, to the State Guard Commander, the Red Cross, the Governor, everyone who was anyone. 

     “Any luck?” She asked hoarsely.

     “Plenty, now that the blizzard has stopped. I’ve got almost every Guard unit in the state on the way. We’ll have fire, rescue and EMT units pretty soon, too.”

     “Good…” She croaked, tried to lean against a desk and failed, almost knocking it over. It suddenly dawned on Butler how incredibly tired she must be.

     “You need a ride home?” Butler asked. “One of the jeeps outside might still work…”

     She tried to smile, and failed when she saw the mounds of the dead beyond the windows. “Thanks, Lieutenant, but I’ll walk. It’s only a couple of blocks.” She staggered towards the entrance once again. There was the audible throbbing sound of a helicopter coming closer.

     “You sure…?”

     “Yeah. Or in the words of my homeboy, I’m outty! And don’t ask me for shit else!” She said, laughing quietly to retain her sanity.

     “I won’t, Detective. Thanks.” He said, and headed outside himself to meet the chopper.

     Rachel left the army of the dead behind her as she started towards her apartment. God, it’s cold. And it’s so damned good to be alive…

     A few moments later a Volvo pulled up next to her, with Colin Shepard at the wheel, and Wendy Voulkos in the passenger seat. “Need a ride, Detective? Hope you don’t mind sharin’ the front seat.” He offered cheerfully.

     Rachel grinned in spite of herself.

     Luckily, Marvin Beale’s apartment was untouched by the mayhem of the night…indeed, most of the East side of the city was; it was apparent that none of the doppelgangers had spread that far out into the town. Crossing Broad Street was eerily like stepping out of downtown Belfast and onto a pristine movie set. 

     And Wendy had been right; Marvin had a lot of booze. Minutes after entering, Rachel was pouring herself a bottomless tumbler of Chivas Regal, Colin was knocking back Cuervo Gold, and Wendy started working her way through a bottle of Kendall Jackson Chardonnay. “I’m takin’ a shower.” Colin muttered.

     Rachel lifted an eyebrow. “Hey, ladies first! I’m takin’ a shower.”

     Wendy smiled slightly at both of them. “We’re all taking a shower.” And before anyone else could say anything, she began leaving a trail of her clothing behind as she walked to the bathroom.

     Colin watched her walk and tried not to drool, then knocked back another shot. “Umm, I guess it would save water…” He began unbuttoning his shirt as he followed Wendy.

     Rachel watched his walk, and giggled as she sipped more Scotch. Ah, to be young again, she thought.

     After another sip, she did some calculations: Wait a damned minute! He’s twenty-one, she can’t be more than eighteen, so that makes thirty-nine, and compared to that, I AM young!

      After another sip, the jogging suit that Nurse Ginsberg had lent her came off.

     Zestfully clean half an hour later, Colin and Rachel discovered that Wendy had been right yet again: Marvin Beale did indeed have an awesome waterbed. They slept dreamlessly through the next eight hours.

     In the quiet world between sleep and waking, their arms went around each other, and their bodies subtly hungered for more of each other's warmth, more of each other’s life. As his eyes opened slowly, seemingly after a soft and restful decade-long coma, Colin’s hands traced the warm slopes of the two women’s backs. Their skin was deliciously soft and smooth to the touch, with the small exception of Wendy’s bandage, and Wendy and Rachel almost seemed to purr at his caress.

     Rachel’s eyes opened, and drifted to meet Colin’s. “You said we’d make time…” She whispered, and kissed him. He brought her close to him. Wendy was apparently awake as well, for her knowing hand had already found him, under the covers.

     They surrendered to their own bodies, and warmed each other, soothed each other; beyond mere lovemaking, the acts were a celebration of life itself, and of the will to survive. Rachel had never planned on making love to Colin and Wendy, she simply did it. For Colin, bringing pleasure to the two women was a gift that forced suicide from his mind forever. For Wendy, their caresses summoned a phoenix of ecstasy and hope back from the ashes of her spirit. They made love for over an hour, laughing, crying, gasping with release.

     “OhGodYesDon’tStop—“ Wendy gasped with pleasure as Colin moved within her, stroking Rachel with his free hand.

     “Your wish is my command…” Colin sighed, feeling triumphantly tireless.

     Rachel kissed both of them, then took another sip of Chivas as she waited for her next turn. She heard Wendy cry out gratefully with yet another climax. “You know what Bukowski said about sex?” She said with a smile.

     “Ahhhhhh--no, what?” Colin asked.

     “He said ‘sex is kicking death in the ass while singing’.” Rachel said. Wendy stopped panting and started giggling. A moment later Colin followed suit, then extracted himself from Wendy and slid Rachel beneath him.

     “Really! Well then—let’s make her do some singing, Wendy.” He said as Rachel welcomed him within her once again.

     “Your wish is my command.” Wendy agreed.

     Only when the sun was high in the now-cloudless sky, blazing through the windows in a reflection of virgin snow, did the three victorious survivors face the day.

     “So what happens now?” Wendy asked, pouring them both a fresh cup of coffee. She was buzzing around the salesman’s kitchen with giddy speed, as if the sex had replaced her blood with liquid amphetamines. She felt as if she was back at Dunkin’ Donuts all over again, and she didn’t mind a bit.

     “For one thing, you can mellow out and sit down before you break something.” Colin said with a smirk.

     “What happens now,” Rachel said, “Is pretty much what happens after every major emergency. We put out the fires, bury the dead, and basically try to un-fuck this city.”

     “What you mean we, white squaw?” Colin asked in a ludicrous accent.

     Wendy sat down and raised a critical eyebrow at Colin. “Oh, I suppose you’re gonna ride off into the sunset, Mr. Low Plains Drifter?” She chided him.

     “I suppose you got a better idea?” He countered.

     Wendy frowned, and was silent, but Rachel picked up the slack. “Well, as I understand it, you got ripped off all the way from L.A. to Texas. Here, at least, you got a house and a car…and people that need your help.” She paused and looked at Wendy too. “Both of you.”

     Colin looked at her, then Wendy, then tried to read the future in the murk of his coffee mug. Gotta get in touch with the relatives pretty damned fast, at least…and the house and the car are paid off. Carabetta Construction’s probably gonna be needin’ help real soon…New York’s only a couple hours away; there’s comedy clubs, TV, Broadway…

     “It’s not like either of you have to settle down here.” Rachel continued. “But takin’ off right now, turnin’ your back on everything that happened, might leave a pretty bad taste in your mouth.”

     “Don’t worry about me.” Wendy said. “I seem to recall Marvin tellin’ me to ‘stay put’ when I came here last night. I don’t mind if I do, since he’s probably paid up through the rest of the month.” She smiled as she sipped her imported coffee and surveyed Marvin’s lush array of creature comforts.

     Rachel grinned back at her. “Well…you’re all grown up, you can decide for yourselves.” She finished her coffee and stood up. “Can you give me a ride back to my place? I’ve got a million things to do.” She regarded Colin as she put her coat on.

     “Sure thing, Ms. Human Dynamo. Let me see if I can still move my legs…” He stood up slowly, stretching his still-dreaming muscles. “Ahhhh. Damn! You two are a pair of wildcats.”

     Rachel blushed. Wendy made a grand show of miaowing and clawing the air. “Hurry back, pretty-boy, and you can have me for lunch.” She smiled at Colin, who smiled back.

     Feelings, nothing more than feelings, Rachel sang to herself.

     In the days that followed, Meriden became both a hotbed of disaster-relief activity and a media circus. But the city’s painful rebirth was eased somewhat by the ‘Let me help you with that’ camaraderie that always emerged during a New England blizzard. Between the National Guard, the Red Cross, the Salvation Army, Habitat for Humanity and nine hundred and ninety-six other ‘points of light’, the city looked almost new one month later. The graves had been dug, the damage repaired, the tears shed and dried.

     Winter Storm Benjamin’s body count and oddities made the city headline news for the first week of February, especially due to the mind-numbing footage on Alison and Zach’s newsreel. Still, the only people who believed in blood-thirsting ghouls were the ones who had fought them and lived. The media spotlight eventually moved on, and Malice’s invasion became another urban legend.

     The city was rebuilt and repopulated, although few of its denizens would ever mention a certain night, a certain storm, or a certain clown…

     Rachel Murphy remained on the police force long enough to see it re-manned to full strength…and was a bit surprised and honored to see both Wendy Voulkos and Clyde Beardsley join the ranks as new recruits. Rachel was promoted to Lieutenant, and used her new clout to subtly rewrite the Shepard murder investigation, shifting the overall blame to a deceased drug dealer that nobody would miss. Although Rachel still suffered occasional nightmares from the horrific storm, she found solace in writing…and in her German lover Axel, who’d rushed to America to find her immediately after the news had broken in Europe. Under a pseudonym, she wrote a nonfiction account of “The Black Blizzard” as she called it, although it was expertly edited to blame that night’s atrocities on the insane, not the possessed. The Black Blizzard was not a bestseller, but still sold respectably. After posing for Playboy, she had enough money for her and Axel to leave Connecticut…after a slightly risque’ ‘Going Away Party’ thrown them by Colin and Wendy…and opened a modeling agency in Miami.

     Between construction work and weekend cattle-calls in the Big Apple, Colin made love to Wendy Voulkos as if his life depended on it. She had graduated from the hastily repaired Platt High School and had traded her Dunkin’ Donuts uniform for the starched blues of the Meriden Police Academy. She inherited her father’s house, sold it and moved in with Colin, who appreciated her sudden ‘craving for discipline’. He also discovered that his parents had more life insurance than a dozen well-to-do paranoids. As their sole heir, he had more than enough funds for burial expenses and house repairs, but probably not enough for the decades of therapy he knew he would need.

     Throughout the spring, Colin and Wendy made regular Sunday visits to Cook Avenue Cemetery, where Henry Voulkos, the Shepard Family and Father Lyst were all interred.

     Colin regularly placed a bouquet on his parent’s grave, and another on Father Lyst’s grave…which never seemed to run out of flowers; in fact, some days it had so many flowers it resembled a Mardi Gras parade float. 

     “Y’know, these flowers are cool…but they really ought to name a school or a road after Father Lyst.” Colin said, walking past his grave, over the soft new grass of April. “Talk about a hero.”

     “Damn right. He saved me about three times over.” She said. At this point they normally took separate paths; Colin went to his family’s plot, Wendy to her father’s.

     Henry Voulkos had had minimal insurance and savings, but with the sale of his house and Impala, Wendy had a slightly unique headstone created for him. It had no name, because Wendy feared that if she’d inscribed his name on it, his shrine would be vandalized. It was a simple alabaster stone with a military Silver Star medal set into it, and the years 1949-2001 inscribed below it, then the simple words Love, Wendy.

     Wendy had also buried a simple tent-stake into the ground before the stone. In place of flowers, she brought helium balloons and tied them to the stake. As they bobbed merrily in the sunlit breeze, she could imagine her father holding them, giving them away to little kids at a carnival while they laughed, and music played in the background.

     Some days she could even taste cotton candy.

     Colin’s family were interred beneath a much larger marble stone. He imagined them beneath the earth, resting with smiles. Their bodies were relaxed, and no demons haunted their souls. It no longer shocked or hurt Colin to look at his family’s plot. For they were not forgotten.

     And, as Colin had been happy to discover, they were still on speaking terms.

     How’d the audition go, son? His father’s voice was a slightly deeper, cooler breeze than his mother’s. He smiled as he felt it swirl around him.

     “Might have been worth the gas, this time.” He replied. “Got a callback for this Monday, nine o’clock high.”

     All right! Congratulations! His father said…and then his mother chimed right in with a rebuttal: But are you going to be able to keep your regular job? You know how important it is to have a steady, regular job, Jo said in a gentle zephyr. 

     Colin snickered under his breath. His mother was dead, and she was still worried about him. “Mom, I keep tellin’ ya, it’s not a ‘regular job’, it’s Habitat for Humanity, it’s volunteer work. I don’t get a salary, I only get a stipend. Besides, we don’t have that many houses left to rebuild.” He could hear Wendy’s soft footfalls approaching, but he kept talking to the air as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

     There was a heavier breeze; his father was replying. So what are you going to do then?

     “Well, I already know I’m gonna get this gig, ‘cause I’m so damned great…” He said.

“But, on the slim chance I don’t…I’m gonna take the fire exam.”

     His father was speechless. Hopefully with pride.

     Are you gonna be on a TV show, Colin? Neil and Samantha chorused in a soft rustle of tree branches above him.

     “I hope so, clones. I’ll keep ya posted.”

     See? YOU said he was gonna be in a MOVIE! Sam rustled.

     NO! I said it was a TV show! Neil rustled back.

     Did NOT!

    Did TOO!

     “Okay, chill out, you two, hopefully I’ll be in one of each, eventually…” They talked for a bit longer, then Colin gave them new flowers, and turned away. There was no need to say “Goodbye”, not really, as they would always be with him.

     Wendy waited at a respectful distance, smiled and took Colin’s hand as he came to her. “Heard any good voices lately?” She said, with a slightly impish grin. The grin that made her so insolently sexy he wanted to take her over his knee right there.

     “Only good ones, babe. Only good ones.” He said. The sun warmed their backs as they left the cemetery to join the living once more.

EPILOGUE
     Johnny Vanicci still didn’t like Hell…he supposed that was the entire point of the place…but at least it was more tolerable now, now that he was a Made Guy again.

     After being forced out of Colin Shepard’s body, there was no sudden return to consciousness; he had fallen straight through the earth itself, down to its flaming core, and his body had become a man-shaped vapor of shadowy smoke. Beats bein’ a cockroach, he thought as he plummeted towards the Pit and its screaming denizens.

     Then something strange happened.

     His fall was diverted suddenly; he was hauled by an unseen force towards a huge cave set low in one of Hell’s volcanic mountains. It was like being caught in the slipstream of a jet; flying and falling at the same time. A huge, flattened face ringed with razor-sharp blades whirled by, trying to intercept him, but he was being pulled too fast. The red and white skies faded to black as he fell into the cave and crashed to the floor.

     For many minutes, which seemed like an eternity, there was nothing he could do but reel with the agony of impact. Then, after forever, he got back to his feet…which, he noticed, were covered by alligator shoes once again.

     Looking himself over with shocked eyes, he noticed he was wearing a charcoal pinstripe Armani suit, with a crisp white Arrow shirt and a silk paisley tie. What the--?

     He kept looking himself over…until he realized he wasn’t alone.

     Johnny saw eyes glowing in the dark all around him. Glowing like burning coals…and coming closer.

     “Johnny, BABY…”

     “Heard so much about you…”

     “Lookin’ good, Johnny. Lookin’ real good. Good enough to eat, you know what I’m sayin’?”

      Along with the voices, he could now notice some serious stenches. Something like burned flesh, paper money, blood, sweat and come all mixed together. Johnny subtly patted his pockets for a piece, found none. He tasted fear in his throat and quietly choked it back down.

     “Listen, Johnny, we like your style. Really.”

     “No shit. I was gonna cut your fuckin’ head off and use it for a bowling ball, but then I thought, maybe we can cut a deal instead…”

     “The Boss was thinkin’ of offerin’ you a job, Johnny. You believe that shit? I mean, you’ll still be in Hell for all eternity, but fuck, you’ll have a job, you know what I’m sayin’?” 

     “The Capo likes you, Johnny, cause he thinks you can be subtle. He says you’re a modern guy. Would you agree with that? You think you’re a modern guy?”

     Whether his eyes were getting accustomed to the dark, or their own eyes were glowing brighter, he could see shapes in the dark around him. Gleaming swords. Wet teeth. Naked flesh, rippling with muscles. Something with a Goddamned Burmese python for a cock. Yet somehow, Johnny found his voice.

     “Hell yeah, I’m a modern guy.”

     There was a moment of silence—then:

     “All-RIGHT!”

     “Hear that? Hell yeah? What a guy!”

     “Let’s take him to meet The Boss…get him signed up…”

     “Nah, let’s let him think it over first.”

     “Yeah, Johnny. Think it over. Take your time. You got ten fuckin’ seconds.”

     The creatures towered over him, their stenches searing his nostrils. But he stood his ground. “Nothin’ to think about, boys. Let’s do it.”

     The creatures applauded wildly, cheering, howling, laughing and gibbering. They lifted him bodily and carried him through the darkness of the cavern. Even in their slimy clutches, he found himself smiling. These guys are okay!
     So he thought, until he met The Boss.

     “Henry? Henry Voulkos?” A voice called out to him.

     Henry opened his eyes, amazed to find himself sitting in an office. It looked a little classier than the Unemployment office or the Labor pool, but it still looked very strange. The walls were cut from black stone and covered with ugly paintings. Stacks of money were everywhere, and five horned people looked down at him. “C’mon, Hank, work with me, here.” One of them said, a tall young man in a charcoal pinstripe suit.

     Henry slowly got to his feet. He was naked, but he somehow felt that was the least of his worries. But he noticed that the thick layer of fat he’d accumulated over his drinking years was gone now; he was as hugely muscular as he’d been at the Clown College. “Where am I…?” He asked.

     “You’re in Hell.” Johnny said plainly, cutting to the chase.

     Henry did not scream, or try to run. He merely looked around, shrugged, then straightened to his full height. “And…?”

     Johnny smiled. “Takin’ it like a man. Good, Henry, we respect that.” Johnny checked the Rolex that had been grafted onto his wrist. “Listen…we know that you’re not a bad guy, Henry; you got scared in a war, and you wanted an easy way out…fuck,who wouldn’t? You made a mistake, we all make ‘em. You’re not the first guy to end up here because you made a mistake. Now, I’m gonna tell ya, it is binding, regardless—the Boss don’t let nobody get away—but he wants to go easy on ya.” Johnny said, lighting a cigarette. He offered Henry one, and Henry shrugged and took it. What the hell, I’m probably going to be smoking a lot more in a few seconds, he thought.

     “He wants to go easy on me?” Henry asked doubtfully.

     “Yeah. For one thing, your possession let a lot of souls taste the real world again. And they appreciate that. Because they tasted it, they’re tortured even more now, ‘cause they remember it and miss it more. And the Boss appreciates that. for another thing, you made a bad decision, but you’re not a fuck-up. The Boss hates fuck-ups, Henry. And when he heard about what happened upstairs, he thought he could kill two birds with one stone.”

     Henry believed nothing, and said nothing.

     “First off, just so you know, whether you care or not, you’ll never know what happened upstairs, except that it wasn’t all your fault, capisce?” Johnny raised an eyebrow; Henry nodded. “Second, your daughter’s gonna be fine. A few cuts and bruises, but she’s stopped crying. Tough kid. She’s lookin’ at bein’ a cop, last I heard. What can ya do…” Johnny sounded vaguely disenchanted with her career decision

     Henry smiled. It could be a lie, but it sounded damned good, just the same.

     “Now, as for you…you could be lookin’ at some hard fuckin’ time here. I mean, let’s not bullshit each other. This is Hell.” Johnny said.

     “But the Boss wants to go easy on me.” Henry said skeptically.

     “Yeah…” Johnny said, and began to go into detail about the offer. Compared to how he could spend eternity, this sounded good. Damned good. “I gotta tell you, it sounds like real symbolic retribution to me. Dante’d be proud. You up for it?” Johnny asked. “You don’t have to, you can still take the Pit, it don’t mean shit to me…”

     “No, this’ll work.” Henry said quickly.

     “Cool. Scylla, give him that form to sign. Charybdis, fix Henry a drink…what’ll it be, Henry? You look like a whiskey man…” Johnny said. His female counterparts got to work: one slid a pen and parchment over her desk towards Henry, the other set up a cocktail glass and looked up expectantly.

     “I don’t drink anymore.” Henry said, with a bit of pride.

     Johnny shrugged. “I can dig that, Henry, but this is last call, until Judgement Day, if you know what I mean.”

     That set a different light on things. “Whiskey on the rocks’ll be fine.” Henry said. The impeccably-dressed she-devil called Charybdis mixed his drink expertly. He took it and toasted his darling daughter, still surviving, somewhere above. Here’s lookin’ at you, kid.
     Although it tasted slightly of brimstone, the whiskey was fine. Henry signed the parchment Scylla had prepared. “Listen…what’s the real reason he’s going easy on me?”

     Johnny smiled. “He likes your makeup.”

     A short time later, in another place, a pathetic creature with dead-white skin contemplated the emptiness all around it. It wandered the featureless plains of a smoky netherworld, cursing to itself. But at least it still had its own form, at least it wasn’t tortured.

     IF YOU FAIL, YOU SHALL SUFFER AS A MURDERER UNTIL I REIGN AGAIN, the Master had said.

     Perhaps he’d forgotten her.

     Malice walked onwards, feeling hot volcanic stones biting into her hooves. She looked for something to hurt. But there was nothing, anywhere.

     Nothing except sudden thunder.

     Moving thunder.

     Footsteps.

     There was no lightning in the white skies of Hell…but there was a face that blotted out half of it. A face very much like Henry Voulkos, when he was painted to resemble Pokerface the Clown.

     Malice started to scream as an immense shadow fell over her and an agonizing crushing began. Henry lifted Malice into the sky and held her at eye level, relishing her screams. She fought to escape until his grip crushed her spine.

     “Welcome home.” Henry said, and his mouth opened wide.
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