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It was midnight in Topanga | heard the DJ say "There's a full noon rising Join
me in L. A "
-Warren Zevon

I'd kill for |ove

I'd kill for |ove

As sure as there's a God above I'd kill for |ove
-Rory Bl ack

Shadows shifting everywhere; Very thin and very tall, Mving, mngling on the
wal |, Till they make one Shadow al l
- Augustus Julian Requi er

PROLOGUE

Toni ght there were denmons in the hearth.

They spun, arched, and spat at the eyes of the boy who sat at the fire's edge,
his |l egs crossed under himin that unconscious way children have of being

i ncredi bly supple. Chin supported by pal ns, el bows supported by knees, he sat
in silence, watching the flames gather, nerge, and break into fragnments that
hi ssed with secrets. He had turned nine only six days ago, but now he felt
very ol d because Papa wasn't honme yet and those fire-denons were | aughing.
VWhile |I'm away, you nmust be head of the house, Papa had said as he coiled a
line of thick rope around his bear's paw of a hand. You nust take care of your
not her and see that all goes well while | and your uncle are gone. Do you
under stand t hat?

Yes, Papa.

And see that you bring in the wood for her when she asks and stack it neatly
along the wall so it can dry. And anything el se she asks of you, you'll do,
yes?

I will. He could still see his father's fissured, w nd-ravaged face towering

over himand feel the rough-as-hearthstones hand on his shoul der. The grip of
t hat hand had conveyed an unspoken nessage: This is a serious thing | do, boy.
Make no m st ake about that. Watch out for your nother and be careful.

The boy understood, and Papa had nodded with satisfaction

The next norning he watched through the kitchen wi ndow while Uncle Josef
hitched the two old gray-and-white horses to the fanmily's wagon. H's parents
had drawn away, standing across the roomnear the bolted slab of a door. Papa
had put on his wool en cap and the heavy sheepskin coat Mama had nade for him
as a Christrmas present years before, then slipped the coil of rope around one
shoul der. The boy picked listlessly froma bow of beef broth and tried to
listen, knowi ng that they were whispering so that he would not hear. But he
al so knew that if he did hear, he really wouldn't know what they were

whi spering about, anyway. It's not fair! he told hinself as he dipped his
fingers into the broth and brought out a chunk of neat. If I'mto be the head
of the house, shouldn't |I know the secrets, too?

Across the room Mama' s voi ce had suddenly surged up out of control. Let the
others do it! Please! But Papa had caught her chin, tilted her face up, and

| ooked gently into those norning-gray eyes. | have to do this thing, he'd
sai d, and she | ooked |ike she wanted to cry but could not. She'd used up al
her tears the night before, lying in the goosedown bed in the other room The
boy had heard her all through the night. It was as if the heavy hours were



cracki ng her heart and no anount of time on the other side of twilight could
ever heal it again. No, no, no, Mama was sayi ng now, over and over again as if
that word had some magi c that woul d prevent Papa from stepping out into the
snowy daylight, as if that word would seal the door, wood to stone, to keep
himw thin and the secrets out.

And when she was silent, Papa had reached up and lifted the doubl e-barrel ed
shotgun fromthe gunrack beside the door. He cracked open the breech, |oaded
both chanbers with shells, and carefully laid the weapon down agai n. Then he
had hel d her and ki ssed her and said | |ove you. And she had clung to himlike
a second skin. That was when Josef had knocked at the door and called out,
Em | !

W're ready to | eave!

Papa had hugged her a nonent |onger, then gripped the rifle he had bought in
Budapest, and unl atched the door. He stood on the threshold, and snowfl akes
flewin around him Andre! he had said, and the boy had | ooked up. You take
care of your nother, and make sure this door stays bolted. Do you understand?

Yes, Papa.

In the doorway, franed agai nst a bl eached sky and the purple teeth of the

di stant mountain ranges, Papa had turned his gaze upon his w fe and had
uttered three softly spoken words. They were indistinct, but the boy caught
them his heart beating around a dark uneasi ness.

Papa had said, "Watch ny shadow. "

When he stepped out, a whine of Novenber wind filled the place he'd left. Mana
stood at the threshold, snow blowi ng into her |ong dark hair, aging her noment
by monent. Her eyes were fixed on the wagon as the two men urged the horses

al ong the cobbl ed path that would take themto the others. She stood there for
a long tine, face gaunt against the false white purity of the world beyond

t hat door. When the wagon had | unbered out of sight, she turned away, cl osed

t he door, and bolted it. Then she had lifted her gaze to her son's and had
said with a snmile that was nore like a grimace, Do your school work now.

It was three days since he had gone. Now denons | aughed and danced in the
fire, and sone terrible, intangible thing had entered the house to sit in the
enpty chair before the hearth, to sit between the boy and the woman at their
evening nmeals, to follow themaround Iike a gust of black ash bl own by an
errant wi nd.

The corners of the two-room house grew cold as the stack of wood slowy

dwi ndl ed, and the boy could see a faint waith of nmst whirl fromhis nother's
nostrils whenever she | et out her breath.

"I"ll take the axe and get nore wood," the boy said, starting to rise fromhis

chair.
"No!" cried his nother quickly, and glanced up. Their gray eyes met and held
for a few seconds. "Wat we have will last through the night. It's too dark

out now. You can wait until first light."

"But what we have isn't enough-"

"I said you'll wait until norning!" She | ooked away al nost at once, as if
ashaned. Her knitting needles glinted in the firelight, slowy shaping a
sweater for the boy. As he sat down again, he saw the shotgun in the far
corner of the room It glowed a dull red in the firelight, like a watchful eye
in the gloom And now the fire flared, spun, cracked; ashes churned, whirled
up the chimey and out.

The boy watched, heat striping his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose,
while his nmother rocked in the chair behind him glancing down occasionally at
her son's sharp profile.

In that fire the boy saw pictures comng together, linking into a living
mural : he saw a bl ack wagon drawn by two white horses with funeral plunes,
their cold breath conming out in clouds. In that wagon a sinple, small coffin.
Men and woren in black, some shivering, some sobbing. Gthers follow ng the
wagon, boots crunching through a crust of snow Mittered sounds. Faces | ayered



with secrets.

Hooded, fearful eyes that stared out toward the gray and purple rise of the
Jaeger Mountains. The Giska boy lay in that coffin, and what remai ned of him
was now being carried by the procession to the cenetery where the |el kesz
wai t ed.

Death. It had al ways seened so cold and alien and distant to the boy,

somet hing that bel onged not to his world, nor to the world of his mana and
papa, but rather to the world that G andnother Elsa had |ived in when she was
sick and yell ow fleshed. Papa had used the word then-dying. Wen you're in
the roomw th her, you must be very qui et because she can't sing to you
anynore, and all she wants to do now is sleep. To the boy death was a tine
when all songs ceased and you were happy only when your eyes were closed. Now
he stared at that funeral wagon in his nmenory until the | og collapsed and the
tendrils of flame sprang up in a different place. He remenbered hearing

whi spers anong the bl ack-garbed villagers of Krajeck: Aterrible thing. Only
ei ght years old. God has hi m now.

God? Let us hope and pray that it is indeed God who has Ivon Giska.

The boy remenbered. He had watched the coffin being | owered by a rope and
pulley into the dark square in the earth while the | el kesz stood intoning

bl essi ngs and waving his crucifix. The casket had been nail ed shut and then
bound with barbed wire. Before the first shovelful of dirt was thrown, the

| el kesz had crossed hinmself and dropped his crucifix into the grave. That was
a week ago, before the Wdow Janos had di sappeared; before the Sandor famly
vani shed on a snowy Sunday night, leaving all their possessions behind; before
Johann the hermt reported that he had seen naked figures dancing on the

wi ndswept hei ghts of Munt Jaeger and running with the big tinber wolves that
stal ked that haunted nountain. Soon after that Johann had vani shed along with
his dog, Vida. The boy renenbered the strange hardness in his father's face, a
flicker of some deep secret within his eyes. Once he had heard Papa tell Mana,
They' re on the nove again.

In the fireplace, wood shifted and si ghed. The boy blinked and drew away.
Behind himhis nother's needles were still; her head was cocked toward the
door, and she was listening. The wind roared, bringing ice down fromthe
nmount ai n. The door would have to be forced open in the norning, and the hard
gl aze woul d shatter like gl ass.

Papa shoul d be home by now, the boy told hinself. It's so cold out tonight, so
cold . . . surely Papa won't be gone much | onger. Secrets seened to be

ever ywher e.

Just yesterday night sonmeone had gone through the Krajeck cenetery and dug up
twel ve graves, including Ivon Giska's. The coffins were still missing, but it
was runored that the | el kesz had found bones and skulls lying in the snow.
Sonet hi ng pounded at the door, a noise |like a hamrer falling upon an anvil.
Once. And again. The wonan junped in her chair and tw sted around.

"Papa!" the boy shouted joyfully. Wen he stood up, the flame-face was
forgotten. He started toward the door, but his nother caught his shoul der
"Hush!" she whi spered, and together they waited, their shadows filling the far
wal | .

More hammering on the door-a heavy, |eaden sound. The wi nd screamed, and it
was |ike the wail of Ivon Giska' s nmother when the sealed coffin was | owered
into the frozen dirt.

"Unbolt the door!" Papa said. "Hurry! I'mcold."

"Thank God!" Mana cried out. "OCh, thank God!" She noved quickly to the door
threw back the bolt, and flung it open. A torrent of snow ripped at her face,
the wind distorting eyes, nose, and nouth. Papa, a huddl ed shape in his hat
and coat, stepped into the dimfirelight, and dianmonds of ice sparkled in his
eyebrows and beard. He took Mama into his arms, his massive body al nost

engul fing her. The boy leapt forward to enbrace his father, grateful that he
was hone because being the nman of the house was nuch nmore difficult than he
had i nagi ned. Papa reached out, ran a hand through the boy's hair, and cl apped
himfirmy on the shoul der



"Thank God you're hone!" Mama said, clutching onto him "It's over, isn't it?"
"Yes," he said. "It's over." He turned and cl osed the door, letting the bolt
fall.

"Here, step over by the fire. God in Heaven, your hands are cold! Take off
your coat before you catch your death!" She took the coat as he shrugged it
fromhis shoulders, then his hat. Papa stepped toward the fire, palns outward

to receive the heat. Flames glittered briefly in his eyes, like the glitter of
rubi es. And as he passed his son, the boy crinkled up his nose. Papa had
brought hone a funny smell. A snell of ... what was it? Think hard.

"Your coat is filthy!" Mama said, hanging it on a hook near the door. She
brushed at it with a trenbling hand. She felt the tears of relief about to
flood fromher, but she didn't want to cry in front of her son

"It's so cold in the mountains," Papa said softly, standing at the rimof the
firelight. He kicked out with the toe of one scarred boot, and a | og shifted,
revealing a finger of flame. "So cold."

The boy watched him seeing a glaze of ice fromPapa's snow whitened face
begin to nelt in droplets. Papa suddenly closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and
shivered. "Chhhhhhhhm " he breathed, and then his head cane around, eyes
opening, looking into his son's face for silent seconds. "Wat are you staring
at, boy?"

"Not hing." That snell. So funny. What was it?

Papa nodded. "Cone over here beside ne."

The boy took a single step forward and then stopped. He thought of horses and
cof fins and sobbi ng nmour ners.

"Well? Conme over here, | said."”

Across the roomthe woman was standing with one hand still on the coat. There
was a crooked smile on her face, as if she'd been slapped by a hand that had
snaked fromthe shadows. "Is everything all right?" she asked. In her voice a

note quavered like a pipe organ in the Budapest cathedral

"Yes," Papa said, reaching out for his son. "Everything is fine now because
I"mhonme with ny | oved ones, where | belong."

The boy saw a shadow touch his nmother's face, saw it darken in an instant. Her
mout h was hal f - open, and her eyes were wi deni ng pools of bew | dernent.

Papa took his son's hand. The man's flesh was hard and welted with rope burns.
And so terribly cold. The man drew his son nearer. The fire undul ated Iike a
serpent uncoiling. "Yes," he whispered, "that's right." H's gaze found the
worman. "You've let it get very cold in my house!"

"I'm. . . sorry," she whispered. She began to trenble now, and her eyes were
deep pits of terror.

"Very cold," Papa said. "I can feel ice in my bones. Can't you, Andre?" The
boy"

nodded, | ooking into his father's shadowy firelight-scul pted face and seeing
hi nsel f suspended within eyes that were darker than he remenbered. Yes, nuch
darker, like mountain caverns, and rinmred with eruptions of silver. The boy

bl i nked, dragged his gaze away with an effort that made his neck nuscles

t hr ob.

He was trenbling |ike Mama. He was beginning to be afraid but didn't know why.
Al'l he knew was that Papa's skin and hair and clothes snmelled |ike the room
where G andnot her El sa had gone to sleep forever

"We did a bad thing," Papa murrmured. "Me, your uncle Josef, all the nen from
Kraj eck. W& shouldn't have clinbed into the nmountains . "

Mama gasped, but the boy couldn't turn his head to | ook at her

" because we were wong. Al of us, wong. It's not what we thought it
was . "

Marma nmoaned |i ke a trapped ani mal .

" you see?" And Papa smiled, his back to the flanes now, his white face
piercing the shadows. Hs grip tightened on his son's shoul der, and he
suddenly shivered as if a north wind had roared through his soul. Mama was
sobbi ng, and the boy wanted to turn to her and find out what was wong, but he
couldn't nove, couldn't make his head turn or his eyes blink. Papa smled and



said, "My good little boy. My good little Andre . . ." And he bent down toward
his son.J But in the next instant the man's head twi sted up, his eyes filled
with bursts of silver. "DON T DO THAT!" he shrieked. And in that instant the
boy cried out and pulled away fromhis father, and then he saw that Mama had

t he shotgun cradled in her shaking arnms, and her nouth was w de open and she
was scream ng, and even as the boy ran for her, she squeezed both triggers..
The shots whistled high over the boy, striking the man in the face and throat.
Papa screaned-a resoundi ng scream of rage-and was flung backward to the floor,
where he lay with his face in shadow and his boots in red enbers.

Marma dropped the shotgun, the strangled sobbing in her throat turning to
stutters of mad | aughter. The recoil had nearly broken her right arm and she
had fallen back against the door, her eyes swimring with tears. The boy
stopped, his heart madly hamering. The snell of gunpowder was rank in his
nostrils as he stared at the crazed woman who'd just shot down his father-saw
her face contorting, |ips bubbling with spittle, eyes darting from shadow to
shadow.

And then a slow, scraping noise fromthe other side of the room

The boy spun around to | ook

Papa was rising to his feet. Half of his face was gone, |eaving his chin and
jaw and nose hanging by white, bloodless strings. The remaining teeth
glittered with light, and the single pul ped eye hung on one thick vein across
the ruined cavern where the cheekbone had been. Wite nerves and torn mnuscles
twitched in the hole of the throat. The man staggered up, crouched with his
huge hands twi sted into claws. Wen he tried to grin, only one side of the
mout h remai ned to curve grotesquely upward.

And in that instant both boy and woman saw that he did not bl eed.
"Szornyeteg!" Mama screanmed, her back pressed agai nst the door. The word

ri pped through the boy's mind, tearing away huge chunks that left himas nute
and frozen as a scarecrow in winter. Mnster, she'd screaned. Mnster

"Ch, nooooooo," the hideous face whi spered. And the thing shanbl ed forward,
claws twitching in hungry expectation. "Not so easily, ny precious wfe

She gripped her son's arm then turned and unbolted the door. He was al npst
upon them when a wall of w nd and snow screaned into the house; he staggered
back a step, one hand over his eye. The wonman wenched the boy out after her
into the night. Snow clutched at their legs and tried to hold them "Run!"
Mama cried out over the roar of the wind. "W've got to run!" She tightened
her grip on his wist until her fingers nelded to his bones, and they fought
onward through whipl ash strikes of snow

Sonmewhere in the night, a woman screaned, her voice high-pitched and
terrified.

Then a man's voi ce, babbling for nercy. The boy | ooked back over his shoul der
as he ran, back at the huddl ed houses of Krajeck. He could see nothing through
the storm But mngled with the hundred voi ces of the wi nd, he thought he
could hear a chorus of hideous screans. Sonewhere a ragged cacophony of

| aughter seermed to build and build until it drowned out the cries for God and
nmercy. He caught a glinpse of his house, receding into the di stance now. Saw
the dimred light spilling across the threshold like a final dying enber of
the fire he'd so carefully tended. Saw the hul king hal f-blinded figure stunble
out of the doorway and heard the bell ow of rage fromthat nangled, bloodless
throat-"I1'LL FIND YOU'" And then Mama jerked himforward, and he al nost
tripped, but she pulled himup, urging himto run. Wnd screamed into their
faces, and already Manma's bl ack hair was white with a coating of snow, as if
she'd aged in a matter of minutes, or gone mad |like sone lunatic in an asyl um
who sees nightmares as grinning, shadow ess realities.

A figure suddenly energed fromthe nmidst of a stand of snow heavy pines, frail
and thin and as white as | ake ice. The hair whi pped around in the w nd; the
rags of its wormeaten clothes billowed. The figure stood at the top of a snow
mound, waiting for them and before Mama saw it, it had stepped into their



path, grinning a little boy's grin and holding out a hand scul pted like ice.
"I"'mcold," Ivon Giska whispered, still grinning. "I have to find nmy way
hore. "

Mama st opped, screaned, thrust out a hand before her. For an instant the boy
was held by lvon Giska's gaze, and in his mnd he heard the echo of a

whi sper.

wn't you be ny playmate, Andre? And he'd al nost replied, Yes, oh yes, when
Mama shout ed sonet hing that was carried away by the wind. She jerked him after
her, and he | ooked back with chilled regret. Ivon had forgotten about them now
and began wal king slowy through the snow toward Krajeck

After a while, Mama could go no farther. She shuddered and fell into the snow
She was sick then, and the boy crawl ed away fromthe steam ng puddl e and
stared back through waving pines toward home. H s face was seared by the cold,
and he wondered if Papa was going to be all right. Mama had no reason to hurt
himlike that. She was a bad worman to hurt his father, who | oved them both so
dearly.

"Papa!" he called into the distance, hearing only the wind reply in frozen
nockery of a human voice. H s eyel ashes were heavy with snow. "Papa!" H's
small, tired voice cracked. But then Mama struggled to her feet, pulling him
up again even though he tried to fight her and break free of her grip. She
shook himviolently, ice tracks lacing her face like white enbroidery, and
shouted, "He's dead! Don't you understand that? W' ve got to run, Andre, and
we' ve got to keep on running!" And as she said that, the boy knew she was

i nsane. Papa was badly hurt, yes, because she had shot him but Papa wasn't
dead. Oh, no. He was back there. Witing.

And then lights broke the curtain of darkness. Snoke ripped froma chi nmey.
They glinmpsed a snow wei ghted roof. They raced toward those lights, stunbling,
hal f-frozen. The woman nuttered to herself, laughing hysterically and urging
the boy on. He fought the fingers of cold that clutched at his throat. Lie
down, the wi nd whi spered across the back of his head. Stop right here and

sl eep. This wonan has done a bad thing to your papa, and she may hurt you,
too. Lie down right here for alittle while and be warm and in the norning
your papa will come for you. Yes. Sleep, little one, and forget.

A weat her-beaten sign creaked wildly back and forth above a heavy door. He saw
the whitened traces of words: THE GOOD SHEPHERD | NN. Mama hanmered nmadly at

t he door, shaking the boy at the sanme tinme to keep hi mawake. "Let us in,

pl ease let us in!" she shouted, pounding with a nunbed fist. The boy stunbl ed
and fell against her, his head lolling to the side.

When t he door burst open, |ong-arned shadows reached for them The boy's knees
buckl ed, and he heard Mama noban as the cold-1ike the touch of a forbidden

| oving stranger-gently kissed himto sl eep

Fri day, Cctober 25I

THE CAULDRON

A star-specked night, black as the hi ghway asphalt that bubbled |like a
caul dron brew beneath the nidday sun, now lay thickly over the long dry
stretch of Texas 285 between Fort Stockton and Pecos. The darkness, as stil
and dense as the eye of a hurricane, was caught between the nurderous heat of
dusk and dawn. In all directions the |and, stubbled with thornbrush and

pi pe-organ cactus, was frying-pan flat. Abandoned hul ks of old cars, gnawed
down to the bare netal by the sun and occasional dust storns, afforded shelter
for the coiled rattlesnakes that could still snmell the sun's terrible track
across the earth.

It was near one of these hul ks-rusted and vandal i zed, wi ndshield | ong
shattered, engine carried away by sone hopeful tinkerer-that a jackrabbit
sniffed the ground for water. Snelling distant, buried cool ness, the



jackrabbit began to dig with its forepaws; in another instant it stopped, nose
twitching toward the underside of that car. It tensed, snelling snake. From

t he darkness came a dozen tiny rattlings, and the rabbit | eapt backward.
Not hi ng foll owed. The rabbit's instincts told it that a nest had been dug
under there, and the noise of the young woul d bring back the hunting nother
Sniffing the ground for the snake's trail, the jackrabbit noved away fromthe
car and ran nearer to the highway, crunching grit beneath its paws. It was

hal fway across the road, noving toward its own nest and young in the distance,
when a sudden vibration in the earth froze it. Long ears twitching for a
sound, the rabbit turned its head toward the south.

A gleanming white orb was slowy rising along the highway. The rabbit watched
it, transfixed. Sonetimes the rabbit would stand atop its dirt-nmound burrow
and watch the white thing that floated hi gh overhead; sometines it was |arger
than this one; sonetines it was yellow, sonmetines it wasn't there at all;
sonetines there were tendrils across it, and it left in the air the
tantalizing scent of water that never fell. The rabbit was unafraid because it
was famliar with that thing in the sky, but the vibration it now felt rippled
the flesh along its spine. The orb was growing larger, bringing with it a

noi se like the grow of thunder. In another instant the rabbit's eyes were
blinded by the white orb; its nerves shot out a danger signal to the brain.
The rabbit scurried for safety on the opposite side of the highway, casting a
| ong scrawl of shadow beyond it.

The jackrabbit was perhaps three feet away froma protective clunmp of thorn-
brush when the night-black Harl ey-Davi dson 1200cc "chopper," noving at al nost
eighty mles an hour, swerved across the road and directly over the rabbit's
spine. It squeal ed, bones splintering, and the small body began to twitch in
the throes of death. The huge notorcycle, its shocks barely registering a
shudder of quick inpact, roared on to the north.

A few nonents later a sidew nder began to undul ate toward the rabbit's cooling
car cass.

And on the notorcycle, enveloped in a cocoon of wind and thunder, the rider
stared along the cone of white light his single high-intensity beam aff orded,
and with a fractional novenent he guided the machine to the center of the

r oad.

H s bl ack-gloved fist throttled upward; the machine growmed like a well-fed
pant her and ki cked forward until the speedoneter's needl e hung at just bel ow
ni nety. Behind a battered black crash helnmet with visor |owered, the rider was
grinning. He wore a sleek, skin-tight, black |eather jacket and faded jeans

wi th | eat her-patched knees. The jacket was old and scarred, and across the
back rose a red Day-d o king cobra, its hood fully swollen. The paint was
flaking off, as if the reptile were shedding its skin. The machi ne thundered
on, parting a wall of silence before it, |eaving desert denizens trenbling in
its wake. A garishly painted sign-blue nusic notes floating above a pair of
tilted red beer bottles, the whole thing pocked with rust-edged bull et

hol es-cane up on the right. The rider glanced quickly at it, reading JUST
AHEAD! THE WATERIN HOLE! and bel ow that, FILL 'ER up, PARDNER! Yeah, he
thought. Time to fill up.

Two minutes later there was the first faint glinmer of blue neon against the
bl ackness. The rider began to cut his speed; the speedoneter's needle fel
quickly to eighty, seventy, sixty. Ahead there was a bl ue neon sign- THE WAT
RN

H LE -above the doorway of a | ow wooden building with a flat, dusty red roof.
Clustered around it |ike weary wasps around a sun-bl eached nest were three
cars, a jeep, and a pickup truck with nost of its dull blue paint scoured down
to the muddy red priner. The notorcycle rider turned into a tunbl eweed-strewn
parking I ot and switched off his engine; inmrediately the notorcycle's grow
was replaced with Freddy Fender's nasal voice singing about "wasted days and
wasted nights."



The rider put down the kickstand and let the black Harl ey ease back, like a
crouchi ng ani mal. When he stood up and off the nachine, his nuscles were as
taut as piano wires; the erection between his | egs throbbed with heat.

He popped his chin strap and lifted the helnet off, exposing a vul pi ne,
sharply chiseled face that was as white as new marble. In that bl oodl ess face
the deep pits of his eyes bore white pupils, faintly veined with red. Froma
di stance they were as pink as a rabbit's, but up close they became snakeli ke,
glittering coldly, unblinking, hypnotizing. Hs hair was yell owi sh-white and
closely cropped; a blue trace of veins at the tenples pul sed an instant behind
the jukebox's beat. He left his hel met strapped around the handl ebars and
nmoved toward the building, his gaze flickering toward the cars: there was a
rifle on a rack in the truck's cab, a "Hook 'Em Horns!" sticker on a car's
rear fender, a pair of green dice dangling fromthe jeep's rearview mrror

When he stepped through the screen door into a large roomlayered w th snmoky
heat, the six men inside-three at a table playing cards, two at a |light bul b-
hal oed pool table, one behind the bar-instantly | ooked up and froze. The

al bi no bi ker met each gaze in turn and then sat on one of the bar stools, the
red cobra on his back a scream of color in the nurky light. After another few
seconds of silence, a pool cue cracked against a ball |ike a gunshot. "Aw,
shit!" one of the pool players- a broad-shoul dered man wearing a red checked
shirt and dusty Levis that had been snagged a hundred times on barbed
wire-said loudly with a thick Texas draw . "At |least that screwed up your
shot, didn't it, Matty?"

"Sure did," Matty agreed. He was about forty, all arms and | egs, short red
hair, and a lined forehead hal f-covered by a sweat-stained cowboy hat. He was
chewing slowWy on a toothpick, and now he stood where he could consider the
lie of the balls, do sone nore chew ng, and watch that strange-1ooking white
dude fromthe corner of his eye.

The bartender, a hefty Mexican with tattooed forearnms and heavy-1idded bl ack
eyes, came down the bar following the swirls of a wet cloth. "Help you?" he
asked the al bino and | ooked up into the man's face; instantly he felt as if
his spine had been tapped with an ice pick. He glanced over toward where Slim
Hawki ns, Bobby Hazelton and Ray Cope sat in the third hour of their Friday

ni ght poker game; he saw Bobby did an elbow into Ray's ribs and grin toward
the bar.

The al bino said quietly, "Beer."

"Sure, coming up." Louis the bartender turned away in relief. The biker | ooked
bi zarre, uncl ean, freakish. He was hardly a man, probably nineteen or twenty
at the nost. Louis picked up a glass nmug froma shelf and a bottle of Lone
Star fromthe stuttering refrigerator unit beneath the bar. Fromthe jukebox,
Dol |y Parton began singi ng about "burning, baby, burning." Louis slid the nug
across to the al bino and then quickly noved away, swirling the cloth over the
pol i shed wood of the bar. He felt as if he were sweating in the glare of a

m dday sun.

Bal | s cracked together on the green-felt pool table. One of themthunked into
a corner pocket. "There you go, WII," Matty drawmed. "That's thirty-five you
owe. nme, ain't it?"

"Yeah, yeah. Damm it. Louis, why don't you turn that fuckin' mnusic box down so
a man can concentrate on his pool playin!"

Loui s shrugged and notioned toward the poker table.

"I like it that |oud," Bobby Hazelton said, grinning over kings and tens. He
was a part-tinme rodeo bronco-buster with a crew cut and a proninent gold

t oot h.

Three years ago he'd been on his way to a Texas title when a bl ack bastard of
a horse called Twi ster had thrown himand broken his collarbone in two pl aces.
"Music helps me think. WII, you oughta cone on over here and | emme take sone
of that heavy noney you're carrying around."

"Hell, nawl Matty's doing too good a job at that tonight!"™ WII put his cue



stick away in the rack, glancing quickly over at the al bino and then at Bobby.
"You boys best watch ol d Bobby," he warned. "Took ne for over fifty bucks | ast
Friday night."

"Just luck," Bobby said. He spread his cards out on the table, and Slim
Hawki ns said in his gravelly voice, "Sheeyit!" Bobby reached for his chips and
gat hered them i n.

"Dumb luck ny ass," Ray Cope said. He | eaned over and spat a chunk of Red Man
tobacco into an enpty paper cup. "Jesus, it's hot in here tonight!" He let his
gaze shift past the red cobra on that kid's jacket. Goddam bi ker, he thought,
narrowi ng ice-blue eyes rinmmed with winkles. Don't know what it is to work
for a livin' . Probably one of those punks who robbed Jeff Hardy's grocery
store in Pecos a few days back. He could see the kid' s hands as the al bino
lifted the beer nmug and drank. Under those gl oves, Cope thought, the hands
were probably as white and soft as Mary Ruth Kennon's thighs. His own | arge
hands were chunky and rough and scarred fromten years of ranch work.

The Dolly Parton song faded. Another record dropped, hissed, and crackled for
a few seconds like hot fat on a griddle. Wayl on Jennings started singing about
goi ng to Luckenbach, Texas. Matty called for another Lone Star and a pack of
Mar | bor os.

The al bi no downed the rest of his beer and sat staring into the mug for a
nmonent. He began to snile slightly, as if at a private joke, but the smle was
cold and terrible, and Louis wi nced when he happened to catch it. The al bino
swi vel ed around on his stool, reared his arm back, and flung the nug straight
into the jukebox. Colored glass and plastic exploded |ike severa

over - and- under shot guns goi ng off at once; Waylon Jennings's voice went into
an ear-piercing falsetto for an instant, then runbled down to a basso as the
turntabl e went crazy. Lights flickered; the record droned to a stop. There was
utter silence in the bar, broken only by the sound of pieces of glass clinking
to the floor.

Louis had raised his head fromwhere he'd bent down for Matty's beer. He
stared at the ruined jukebox. Madre de Dios! he thought, that thing was three
hundred dol |l ars al nost five years ago! Then he | ooked over at the al bino, who
was watching himwith a death's head grin plastered across his unholy face. At
| ast Louis got his tongue working. "You crazy?" Louis screaned. "Wat the shit
you do that for?"

Chairs scraped back fromthe poker table. Imediately the place was filled
with the ozone snell of danger and hot tenpers.

Wth eyes like solid chunks of blood-veined ice, the albino said, "I don't

i ke that shitkicker nusic."”

"You crazy, man?" Louis shrieked, sweat popping out on his face.

Bobby Hazelton, his hands curled into fists, said between clenched teeth, "You
gonna pay for that machine, freak."

"Sure as hell are," Ray Cope echoed.

The al bino turned on his stool very slowy and faced the nen. His snmile froze
everyone but WIIl Jenks, who stepped back a pace. "CGot no noney," the al bino
sai d.

"I'"ll call the sheriff then, you bastardo!" Louis started to nove down the bar
toward the pay phone on the wall, but instantly the albino said "No you won't"
in a softly chilling voice. Louis stopped where he was, his heart hammering.
"No call to bust that machine," Matty said, and picked up a pool cue fromthe
rack. "This is a peaceable place.”

"Was, " Bobby said. "What're you doin' around here anyway, freak? Lookin' to
rob somebody maybe? Have some fun with sonebody's wife or daughter when the
man's gone to work? Huh?"

"I'"mheadi ng through. Going to L.A. " The albino, still smling faintly,

gl anced at each of themin turn-the track of his gaze freezing Ray Cope's
veins, making WII Jenks's tenples throb, sending a shudder along Slim



Hawki ns' s spi ne.

"Thought I'd stop to fill up, like the sign says."

"You' re gonna pay," Louis threatened, but his voice sounded weaker. There was
a shotgun under the bar, but to get it he'd have to step nearer to the al bino,
and somret hing within himwarned himnot to.

"Nobody asked you to stop here, cottonhead!" Ray Cope steeled hinself and
began to nove around the pool table toward the al bino. "W don't like you

bi ker freaks around here!"

"I don't like shitkickers either.” This was said calmy, alnost offhandedly,
as if the albino had just said he didn't particularly care for the dry tang of
the Lone Star beer, but instantly a surge of electric tension ringed the room
Bobby Hazelton's eyes bul ged with anger, the sweat stains under his arns
growing larger in circunference. The albino slowy began to unzip his jacket.
"What' d you say, freak?" Bobby hissed.

The al bi no, his stare inpassive, whispered, "Shit . . . kickers."

"You sonof abitch!" Bobby shouted, and then leapt toward the biker with fists
swinging. But in the next instant the al bino's jacket came open; there was a
terrifying roar, a burst of blue smoke, and a hol e where Bobby Hazelton's
right eye had been. Bobby screaned, clawi ng at his face even as the wadcutter
slug tore away the back of his head and spattered the nen behind himwth bits
of bone and brain. He pinwheel ed across the poker table, crashing down on

ki ngs and j okers and aces, and on the floor the | egs of the corpse kept
jerking as if Bobby were still trying to run

The al bi no, blue snoke wafting between himand the other nen, had w t hdrawn
fromthe inside of his jacket a pistol with a long, thin barrel, a squarish

bl ack body, and a grip that resenbl ed a sawed-of f | ength of broom handl e. The
deadly nuzzl e was drooling snoke. The al bino stared, his eyes slightly

wi dened, at the contorted corpse on the floor.

"You killed him" SlimHawki ns said with incredul ous wonder, claw ng at the
dropl ets of Bobby's bl ood across the front of his gray cowboy shirt with the
pearl - stud buttons. "Jesus God, you killed him. " He choked, gagged, and
started to throw up through his hands.

"CGodawmi ghty!" WII said, his mouth hangi ng open. He had seen a piece like the
one that kid held once before, at a gun and knife show in Houston. It was an
old automatic the Germans had used back in Wrld War 11-a broom handl e Mauser
he thought it was called. Ten slugs to a clip, and the damed thing could fire
faster than a man could blink. "Bastard' s got a machine-gun pistol!"

"Yeah," the albino said softly, "that's right."

Louis, his heart beating so hard he thought it would expl ode through his
chest, took a deep breath and dove for the shotgun. He squawked with terror as
his feet slipped out fromunder himon a wet spot. But even as his hands
curled around cold iron, the al bino had whirled around, eyes brinmrng with

bl oodl ust. Louis |ooked up into two bullets that sheared off the top of his
head. He crashed backward into a shelf of beer mugs, his brain exposed to the
worl d; the corpse uttered a soft, eerie sigh and crunpled into a heap.

"Ch ... God.. ."WII breathed. Bile rose to the top of his throat, and he
al nost strangled on it.
"Hold on now, fella . . . just hold on now . " Matty was saying over and

over again, like a record that had gotten stuck on the jukebox. H's face was
now al nost as white as the albino's, and his cowboy hat was splattered with
Bobby Hazelton's blood. He put his hands up as if begging for nercy, which he
was because in that terrible instant the men knew they were going to die.

The al bi no stepped through a churning curtain of snmoke. He was smiling like a
child at Christnmas who wanted to see what would spill out when the packages
were ripped open.

"Please," WII| said hoarsely, his eyes wide circles of terror. "Please don't.
kill us . "

"Like | said," the biker replied evenly, "I stopped in to fill up. Wen you

boys get to hell, you tell the devil Kobra sent you. That's with a K" He



grinned and opened fire. A bloody cowboy hat sailed up toward the ceiling;
bodi es withed and spun and fell like marionettes on crazy strings; a few
teeth torn froma blasted mouth rattled to the floor; fragments of a gray
shirt with pearl-stud buttons floated toward the rear of the roomon the
breath of a vol cano.

Then-but for the soft dripping-silence.

Kobra's ears were ringing. He flipped the Mauser's safety and laid it on the
bar, where it gleaned |like a black dianmond. For a few m nutes he stood
noti onl ess, eyes sated and | azy, exam ning the specific postures of death each
corpse had taken. He breathed deeply of the bloody snmell and felt electric
with life. God, it was good, he thought. So dammed good! His erection was
gone. He wal ked around the bar and drew another bottle of beer fromthe
refrigerator, downing it in a couple of long swallows and then tossing the
bottle toward the other discarded containers. Maybe | ought to take some wth
me, he thought. No.

Don't want to weigh nmyself down. No room anyway. Want to be fast and free. He
returned to his weapon and slipped it into the special |eather holster sewn
into the inside of his jacket. Little bitch had cost a |l ot of nmoney in
Sal i nas, but she was worth it, he told hinmself. He | oved that weapon; he'd
bought her froma canny old trader who'd sworn she had actually been used by
Nazi security units and wasn't just a gun shop antique. The magazi ne had
jamred a couple of tines but otherw se the weapon was perfectly responsive.
She could cut a man down to bone pretty dammed fast. He zipped up his jacket.
The pistol burned its inprint into his side |ike a passion mark. He breathed
the snmell of blood until his lungs felt swllen with hot, sweet copper. Then
he went to work, first going through the cash register. There was a little
over forty dollars in ones, fives, and tens. The change he didn't care about.
He roll ed the corpses over and dug into their pockets, careful not to | eave a
bootprint in any of the puddles of thickening blood. In all he canme up with
about two hundred dollars. He was about to rise up fromthe body of the first
man he'd shot when he saw that gold tooth shining like a nother lode in the
hal f - open cave of the mouth. He knocked the tooth out with the butt of his
Mauser, replaced the gun in its holster, and put the tooth in his pocket.

And now he was ready to go.

Qut side, the desert air snelled weak and inpure to Kobra as conpared with the
rich death snmell within the Waterin' Hole. In both directions the highway

vani shed i nto darkness; he saw his shadow, thrown blue across the earth by the
neon sign over his head. Soneone would find the shitkickers soon, he told
hinmself. Al hell would break | oose. No matter. I'Il be on the road to L. A
and a long way fromhere by the tine the troopers show up. Kobra turned his
face toward the black western sky, his flesh faintly tingling.

The feeling was stronger than it had been in C udad Acuna, stronger than in
Sonora, stronger even than in Fort Stockton just a few m|es back. Like the
prick of needles and pins, like a quick rush after a snort of coke, or the
delicious, tornmenting anticipation when watching a spoon of sugarfine horse
begin to cook. And getting better all the tinme, slowy increasing as he noved
west. Sonetimes now he thought he could snell bl ood when he faced west, as if
t he whol e Pacific had turned crimson, and you could wallowin it all you |iked
until you got drunk with it and fell down and drowned in it. It was |ike being
fed the greatest drug in the world drop by drop, and every mle Kobra travel ed
he grew nore naddeni ngly eager for the whole kick in his veins.

And there was the dream too; the recurring thing that had drawn hi m back into
the States from Mexico. He'd first had it a week before and for three nights
in arow everything exactly the same and so dammed . . . spooky: he sat
astride his chopper in the dream on a long, curving highway w th high pal m
trees on each side and a lot of tall buildings. The light was funny-it seened



all reddish and murky, as if the sun had gotten stuck on the horizon. He wore
his black jacket, his jeans, and his black crash helmet, and behind himrode
an army of outlaw bikers on every kind of chopper and hog a tornented mi nd
could imagi ne-firebreathers with chrome shining bright red, netal -fl ake paint
glittering purple and neon blue and gold, and engines roaring |ike dragons.
But the army of outlaw bikers who rode in Kobra's wake | ooked strange and
skeletal, white-fleshed things with shadowrimed eyes that did not blink in
the masmc light. There were hundreds of them a thousand maybe, their

bl eached fl esh covered with the remants of buckskin jackets, tattered jeans
wi th | eather knee patches. Arny surplus jackets burned sickly green by the
sun; Day-d o painted crash helnets, Nazi hel nets, cracked and battered skid
lids rattled around sonme of the grinning skull-like heads. Sone of the things
wor e goggl es. They began to chant, eerie braying voices frombetween clicking
rows of teeth, |ouder and |ouder: Kobra, Kobra, KoBRA, KOBRA, KOBRA

And in the dream Kobra had seen a white sign way up in the hills above the
sprawing city: HOLLYWOOD.

Spooky.

And two nights ago he'd begun to sleepwal k. Twice he'd opened his eyes in the
hot, dry house before dawn and found hi nmsel f standi ng-actually goddamed
standi ng! -outside the pitiful wooden shanty of a house that he'd been hiding
in for the past three weeks since he'd left the country after that little
party near New Ol eans al nost a nonth ago. Wat had awakened hi m both tines
was the weary voice of the thirteen-year-old prostitute he was living with, a
frail girl with black hair that shone like oil and eyes that |ooked forty
years old, calling fromthe dark doorway. Senor? Senor? But in the instant

bef ore her voice registered in his blurred brain, he thought he'd heard a

voi ce as distant and cold as a Canadi an wi nd whi spering through his soul. And
what it had said was Follow me. He was facing west when his eyes had opened
bot h ni ghts.

Kobra blinked. A sudden gust of desert wind had blown grit into his face. It
was tinme to be noving. And when | get where |I'm headed, he told hinself as he
wal ked across the lot to his chopper, there's gonna be one hell of a party. He
sat astride the Harley and slipped on his helnet, fastening the chin strap and
lowering the visor like a dermonic knight readying for battle. He kickstarted

t he engi ne and wheel ed the runbling nmachi ne out of the parking lot, |eaving
the silent Waterin' Hole with its |ast custoners behind. Hs belly felt

gor ged.

On the highway he accelerated to just bel ow eighty. He was going to have to
follow the worst of the desert roads to avoid the state troopers. Have to be
real careful, he warned hinmself. But | have to hurry.

Because of one thing he was certain.

He was follow ng Death's keen prom se.

TWD

When Andy Pal at azin opened his eyes in the cool darkness of his bedroom he
had a single chilling thought: the Roach is here. He lay perfectly still, his
bearli ke body swaddl ed in blue sheets, and waited for his heartbeat to settle
down. He listened to the quiet nighttime noises: the creaking of a stair down
the hallway, the nuffled humri ng of the refrigerator downstairs, the ticking
of the alarmclock on the little bedside table, assorted cracks and whi spers
and rustles. He was reminded of the tales his nother had told himas a child
about the elves who crept out at night, riding on the backs of mce to have a
festive cel ebration, then di sappeared by dawn. Beside him Jo stirred and drew
closer to him Wat woke me? he wondered. | never wake up like this!

He lifted his head a few inches to ook at the clock. It took hima mnute to



make out the little lum nous nuneral s-eleven-fifty. No, he told hinself, the
Roach is not here. The Roach is out sonewhere in Los Angel es doing those
things he likes to do. Hi s stomach crawled with dread and di sgust at what the
nmorni ng night bring. He eased over on his back, bedsprings saggi ng and whi ni ng
i ke poorly plucked harp strings. He expected to feel the sharp jab of a
spring cutting into his back or buttocks at any nonment. The nmattress was thin
and worn fromyears of supporting his weight, which ranged annually from 210
during the sumrer when he played sonme golf with a few of the other detectives
to 230 around Christmasti ne when he gorged hinself on Jo's beef-and-sour-cream
casserol es.

He stared up at the ceiling and heard a car taking the corner down on Romai ne
Street. Headlights flickered overhead, then faded away. Very soon now anot her
day woul d break, he told hinself. October in Los Angeles. Not quite |like the
Cct obers he'd known as a boy. Those Cctobers had been real, full of wild w nds

and erratic snowfall, cold gray skies and a dance of hail across the
wi ndowsil I s. These California Cctobers were fal se, hollow, sonmehow
unsatisfying: a chill in the norning breeze and again at night, but hot sun at

m dday unl ess the sky was cl oudy, which was very seldomindeed. And not to
forget the frequent earth trenors that cracked wi ndows and shook the floors.
But it was difficult for himto believe snow was falling anywhere in the world
when he coul d see people wearing short-sleeved shirts on the streets of L.A
It was the city of perpetual sumer, the |and of gol den youth. Sonetinmes his
heart ached for want of a single flake of snow OCh, he could see the autumm
and wi nter snowfall on clear days when the purple rise of the San Gabri el
Mount ai ns wasn't obscured by fog or snmpg, but sonehow the pal mtrees wavi ng
everywhere you | ooked didn't seemto fit. It had been over sixty degrees on
Christmas Day | ast year. Palatazin recall ed boyhood Christnases of ten and
twenty bel ow zero when the wi ndows were caked with ice and snow and Papa had
to hack the door free with- Abruptly his mnd went blank. He turned his
attention to what he thought had wakened him Roach. The taplo was out there
somewhere, crawling through a city of over eight mllion people, waiting to
strike. O perhaps striking even now It was Friday night, and the young
prostitutes would be Iining Sunset and Hol | ywood boul evards. Perhaps he'l
make a m stake tonight, Palatazin told hinself.

Perhaps he'll try to lure one of the policewnen tonight, and then the

ni ght mare woul d be over. Four young girls in two weeks, all strangled to death
by powerful hands, according to the coroner's report, then raped. And the
notes this hideous animal |left on the corpses! They were ranbling

hand- scrawl ed nmessages that in one sentence tal ked about the divine plan of
God and then said the prostitutes -"bad girls," the notes said-were |liars and
hel i sh angels who could be led to peace only through death. Palatazin could
recall nost of the notes word for word. He'd been studying them continually
since the nmorning of Septenber 27, when a surf fisherman in Venice had found
the body of Kitt Kinberlin, a nineteen-year-old divorcee with two kids,
beneath a rotting pier

"God called ne in the night,"” the note had read. "God is here anong us right
now, and out of all the people in this city He's called ne to do H s work!"
That first note, hastily witten in blue ink on ordinary drugstore typing
paper, had been unsigned. It had been a Venice police officer naned Duccio
who' d found that the young worman's nouth had been cramed full of dead
roaches; the story had | eaked to reporters, and it was the Los Angeles Tattler
that first printed a front-page article, by Gayle O arke of course, with the
headl i ne, WHERE W LL THE ROACH STRI KE NEXT? Several photographs at the death
scene by sonebody naned Jack Kidd were splashed luridly across the page, and
Pal atazin knew that the rag had probably sold a mllion copies that week. Wen
t he next woman, a Chicano barely sixteen years old, was found under a
tarpaulin in an enpty lot in Hollywod, there were the dead roaches again, and
t he ot her papers picked up on it.



The third letter was signed, "Roach. Ha ha. | like it." The latest note, found
on the corpse of a blond, blue-eyed runaway from Seattle, was the nost

di sturbing of the lot: "The Master calls ne. He speaks to ne by nane now, and
| have to answer. He tells ne he needs nme, and ny head stops hurting. He says
I'"'mdoing it wong, that he'll teach me things | never dreaned of. You won't
hear fromne again." It was signed "Roach," and the girl's nouth had been
jamred full of them

That had been on the tenth of Cctober. Thirteen days now with no trace of him
Where was he? What was he planning? Waiting, biding his tinme, |laughing as the
LAPD ran to ground every possible |lead, runmor, or bar and pool hall story
about somebody knowi ng sonebody who knew a guy who'd been drunkenly braggi ng
about snuffing out a girl and getting away with it, every pinp's tale of the
night this really weird custoner with strange, flam ng eyes said he had a few
roaches for Kitt Kinberlin, every after-nidnight tel ephone call from
frightened wi ves who whi spered that they didn't know what was happening to
Harry or Tom or Joe but he was acting very strange and not coming honme unti

al nrost dawn. Pal atazin could hear the collective, "Yes, ma'am thank you for
calling, we'll check it out," being spoken by a dozen different police

of ficers across the city right at this very nonment.

O course every newspaper fromthe Tinmes to the Tattler was zeroing in on the
Roach nmurders. The nightly tel evision newscasts al ways brought himup in sone
i nsinuation or reference. The flesh traffic on Sunset and Hol | ywood had
started to thin out for a while after mdnight, but now it was sw ngi ng back
to business as usual. But no one had forgotten: it seemed to be a big joke to
some, that the L.A police couldn't even find a roach. Those were the words

t hat haunted Pal atazin, that sat on his forehead at ni ght chuckling and |ay
like a noldering corpse beside his bed for himto trip over on the way to
brush his teeth in the norning: Find the Roach

How? The man was crazy, of course. An animal, a fattyu, a maniac. But careful
and cunning, too. And the city was so big, so sprawling, so full of potential
killers. How? It was a question Palatazin westled with daily because, as
Detective Captain of Homi cide at Parker Center in downtown L.A., he was in
charge of the investigation. He saw the fear, the m strust in people's face
now as they stood talking in groups on the boul evards, as they pondered the
fickle turnings of life and death in snoky bars. The sheer ugliness of this
mani ac' s met hods surpassed anything the Hillside Strangl er had ever done. But
if there was anything that riveted the attention of L.A., it was the horror
show.

A sickening thing, Palatazin thought as he stared up at the ceiling, trying to
picture in his mnd what the nman nust | ook |ike. Judging fromthe bruises on
the throats of his victims, his hands would have to be abnornally | arge and
very strong; probably his forearns and shoul ders woul d be wel | -devel oped, too.
He woul d al so probably have very fast reflexes-but fromthat tiny bit of
tissue the police |lab technicians had determ ned that the Roach was a

dar khai red Caucasi an, nost |ikely under forty. He was a very sadistic, sick
man who seemed to be enjoying his newy found publicity. But what had nmade him
go under ground? What had made himdecide to stop killing just as quickly as
he'd begun? Thirteen days, Pal atazin thought. The trail's getting col der and
col der. Wiat is he doing? Were is he hiding?

And suddenly Pal atazin was aware of another noise in the room The noise, he
instinctively knew, that had awakened hi m

It was a slight, soft creaking, as if soneone were wal king on the floorboards
down at the foot of the bed. Beside himJo stirred and sighed, |ocked into

sl eep.

Pal atazin's blood turned icy. He lifted his head.



At the foot of the bed, over where the w ndow | ooked down onto Rommi ne Street
with its old wood-framed houses standi ng shoul der to shoul der |i ke aged
friends, Palatazin's nother, N na, sat in her rocking chair, slowy rocking
back and forth. She was small and winkl ed and weary-| ooki ng, but her eyes

bl azed fiercely in the darkness.

Pal atazin's heart thudded in his chest. He sat upright in bed and heard

hi nsel f whisper first in the | anguage of his native Hungary, "Anya ... M
ny God ..."

H's mother's stare was unyi el ding. She seenmed to be trying to speak; he could

see her lips noving, the sunken cheeks quivering with the effort. She lifted a

frail hand and motioned with it, as if she wanted her son to get up and hurry,

| azybones, you'll be late for school

"What is it?" he whispered, his face gone ashen. "Wat is it?"

A hand gripped his shoul der. He gasped and | ooked around, his flesh crawing.

Hs wife, a small, pretty woman in her early forties with bones like fine

china, was |ooking up at himthrough deep blue, blurry eyes. She said thickly,

"Is it time to get up yet?"

"No," he told her. "Go back to sleep.”

"What do you want for breakfast?"

He | eaned over and ki ssed her cheek, and she settled back down into her

pill ow.

Al most instantly her breathing shall owed. He | ooked back to the wi ndow, beads

of cold sweat on his face.

The rocking chair, over in the corner where it always sat, was enpty. For a
few seconds he thought it was noving, but as he stared at it he realized that
the chair wasn't rocking at all. It never had been. Another car noved al ong
the street, casting quick reflections of light that chased the clinging
shadows al ong the ceiling.

Pal atazin watched the chair for a long tinme, then eased hinsel f back down in
the bed. He pulled the sheet up to his neck. The thoughts whirled wldly
through his nind, like remmants of tattered newspaper. It's the pressure, of
course, FIND THE ROACH, but | did see her, | did! Tonmorrow nmore | egwork and
i nterviews and tel ephone calls. FIND THE ROACH. | saw ny mother sitting in
that chair.

the day starts early so you nust get your sleep . . . close your eyes ... |
saw her. . . close your eyes . . . yes, yes | did!

Finally his heavy-lidded eyes did close. Sleep brought on a nightnmarish
shadowy shape, pursuing a small boy and a wonan across a plain heaped with
hi gh snowdrifts. H s |ast coherent thought before he began to run across the
snowfield in his mind was that his nother had been dead since the first week
of Sept enber.

THREE

Mtchell Everett G deon, forty-four-year-old entrepreneur supreme and newy

el ected vice-president of the Los Angeles MIlionaires' Cub, was |lighting up
a dark- leafed, two-dollar Joya de N caragua cigar with a gold Dunhill I|ighter
at about the sane tine that Andy Pal atazin was staring at an enpty rocking
chair. A short, fiesty man with a spreading belly and a face that woul d have
been as innocent as Hunpty Dunpty's except for the dark, deep-set eyes and the
thin-1ipped, callous nouth, G deon sat in the gold-carpeted office of his
Spani sh puebl o-styl e mansion in Laurel Canyon staring at a hal f-dozen invoices
spread across his antique mahogany desk. The invoices covered shipments of the
usual items: a couple of freight-train |oads of unfinished oak pl anki ng cut
into prespecified | engths and wi dths, delivered to the factory in the H ghl and
Park district; crates of varnish and stain; several dozen bolts of silk from



Lee Wng and Conpany over in Chinatown; bales of cotton ticking; six drums of
enbal mng fluid. "The robbers!" G deon nuttered, betraying his New York
upbringing with a single flattening of the tongue. "The dirty, rotten robbers!
Especially Lee Wng. Been doin' business with that old chink for al npst
fifteen years," G deon told hinself as he bit down on his cigar, "now the old
bastid's raised his prices for the third time in a year! Christ!" And the sane
with the others, too

The oak was costing an armand a | eg these days, and just |ast week Vincenzo
at the Gonez Brothers Lunberyard had called Gdeon to tell himwhat a terrific
sacrifice he was naking to sell the material that cheaply. Sacrifice my ass!

G deon thought, chewing on the cigar. That's another goddammed robber! "Well,
contract renewal tinme's conmin' up in a few nmonths," he told hinmself. "Then
we'll see who wants my business and who don't!"

He sucked in a nouthful of smoke and spewed it up toward the ceiling, sweeping
aside the invoices with a dianmond-ringed hand. "Overhead is killin' ne this
year!" he told hinmself. About the only thing that hadn't skyrocketed in price
was the enmbal ming fluid, and the DeWtt Labs peopl e were making threatening
noi ses about that, too. How the hell can a man make a decent livin' these
days?

Cigar gripped between his teeth, G deon stood up fromhis desk to pour hinself
a solid shot of Chivas Regal from a decanter taken from across the room He
wore a pair of crisply pressed tan slacks, a flam ng red shirt open at the
chest with several gold chains dangling, a pair of brown Gucci |oafers on his
feet. The shirt's pocket was nonogranmed-Ms in white letters. G deon took his
cigar and shot of Chivas out through a sliding glass door and onto a |ong
terrace with a wought-iron railing. Directly beneath himthere was a
fifty-foot drop into shrub- and tree-studded darkness, and off to the left,
just faintly visible through a thick wall of pines, were the |ights of another
canyon dweller's house. Before him |ike so nuch gaudy jewelry flung out on a
bl ack velvet-covered table, was a dazzling panorama of multicol ored
lights-Beverly Hills and Holl ywood and L. A. fromright to left as far as he
could see. The tiny headlights of toy cars noved al ong Hol | ywood, Sunset, and
Santa Moni ca boul evards; neon pul sated to private rhythns above di scos and
bars and rock clubs on the Strip. The rolling streets of Beverly Hlls were
dotted with sparkling white lights, like so many stars fallen to earth and
slowy sputtering to death. Parks and ceneteries were dark squares in the
electric tapestry.

G deon drew on his cigar and watched a Fountain Avenue traffic |ight the size
of a pinhead turn green. He turned his head at a fraction of an inch and saw a
dust speck of flashing blue veer up a ranp and onto the sweeping line of the
Hol | ywood Freeway; it sped southward toward L.A. . MIlions of people down
there, G deon thought, right now, they're sleeping, drinking, fighting,
tal ki ng, screw ng, being screwed, |oving, and hating. And sooner or |ater
they're all going to need what | sell. That thought nade himfeel a little
better. The world turns and turns, he told hinself, and spins off a few nore
unl ucky fol ks every day. Auto accidents, suicides, nmurders, plain old Nature
taki ng her course. | know what you need, baby, and I'mthe man with the plan

Sonetimes he felt Iike a god up here on Sky Vista Road; sonetinmes he thought
he could stretch his arms and touch the heavens, take a piece of chal k and
wite MTCH G DEON up on that huge bl ackboard for all the old bats at the
public school (especially Four-Eyes Ginmes, who said he'd never ampbunt to
anyt hi ng but a hoodlum) to see. O course, they were all dead by now and
buried. | hope, he thought, in pine boxes that |eaked water on their dead gray
heads- but he hoped that sonehow all those people who said he'd wind up in the
juvenile home or in the Tonbs knew that now he was on top of the world, now he
had a million-dollar Spanish nmansion on Sky Vista Road, now he snoked
two-doll ar cigars and wore Qucci shoes, now he drank Chivas Regal from a
crystal shot glass and watched the little people racing around down in the



val l ey. Now he was Mtch G deon, Mortuary King of Los Angel es.

A chill breeze came up the canyon, shaking pine branches before it, and
swirled around him knocking off a dangling inch of cigar ash. The dark brown
hair of his toupee renmained glued in place above his |long gray sideburns. In
that breeze he thought he could snell the rich aromas of nell ow oak

woodst ai n, varni sh, shellac and clunps of wax caught in old, tattered rags,
raw sawdust and chewi ng tobacco-the aromas of his youth, spent between the
juvenile home and his apprenticeship with Jacob Ri chwi ne the Brooklyn coffin
maker. Those were the days

He stabbed his cigar out on the railing until the sparks were gone and then

t hunped the butt out into the night. He was about to step back into the warnth
of the house when his head turned to the right and he found hinmself staring
off into the distance, past the scatter of white lights from N chols Canyon
and toward the slabs of darkness that were the hills just above the Hol | ywood
Bow .

He could feel the magnetic pull of the Kronsteen castle as if he were the
needl e of a comnpass; he knew his eyes had | ocked upon it across two mniles of
pi ne trees, palnettos, rooftops, and naked rock. It was there, like a scab
where the earth had blistered into a peak, at the end of Bl ackwood Road, where
it had brooded for over forty years. And for the fifth time in as many days,
Mtch G deon felt the sudden strong urge to | eave his house, get in his
chocol at e- brown Mercedes, and drive up al ong that broken, godforsaken road to
t hat huge Cot hic cathedral of stone. He noved along the terrace as far as he
could go and stood with one hand gripped around the cold railing, staring off
into space. Another chill breeze swept across him raising bunps on his
exposed flesh, and as it whispered past his face, he thought he heard his nane
called as if froma vast distance. H s eyes seened so unfocused, as if he were
staring through a huge rain-snmeared plate-glass wi ndow, the lights from

Ni chol s Canyon distorted into el ongated streaks of white and yellow. He felt a
slight throbbing at his tenples, as if an invisible hand were slowly caving in
the sides of his head. And G deon thought for an instant that he could
actually see the | oom ng, hundred-roomed Kronsteen castle in the far distance
with the white candle of the nmoon above it, guttering behind clouds of Spanish
lace. His fingers gripped tighter around the railing, and now he was wat chi ng
a river of plain, unfinished caskets cone floating toward hi mal ong the banks
of a wi de black conveyor belt.

There were ot her people around him too, both nen and wonen and even sone
smal |l children, but the shadows were thick, cobwebbed things that kept him
fromseeing their faces clearly. The conveyor belt rolled the caskets along to
a | oadi ng dock where the trucks waited with engines runbling. Everyone seened
to know each other, but for sone reason no one spoke. Overhead the |ong banks
of fluorescent lights were burning at less than half power, and peopl e noved
toward G deon |ike sleepwal kers, shadowy things w thout faces. The conveyor
belt whirred faster and faster, bringing nore and nore caskets to be | oaded
onto the trucks. G deon had a shovel in his hands. As a casket neared him the
worker just in front of himwould |lean forward and throw the |id back. G deon
t hen scooped up a shovel ful of brown, sandy earth from a huge heap behind him
and dunmped it in; the next worker did the sane, as did the next. Farther down
the line the lid was closed again, and a forklift runbled forward to hoist it
to the trucks. G deon realized that the front of his shirt was dirty.

Quite close to his ear soneone said, "Mtch!"

He heard sonething crash to the concrete, and at first he thought it was his
shovel. | get behind! Got to hurry! he thought. But then he felt the October
wi nd on his face and snell ed Chanel; Estelle G deon, a sweater thrown around
her shoul ders above a silver-colored gown that did not quite hide the stomach
and hips that years of gourmnet dining had given her, stood beside her husband,
her dark brown eyes slightly puffed fromsleep. Her face, unfortunately

toadli ke, was | ayered with green and white beauty creans from Elizabeth



Arden's on Rodeo Drive. G deon blinked and | ooked down at his feet, where the
crystal shot glass had shattered. "Oh," he said softly, "dropped it."

"\What are you doing out here, hon?" his w fe asked. "It's cold!"

"I was . " He thought for a minute, What was | doing? "I was working," he
renenbered. "In the office." He rubbed his eyes and gl anced toward where he
knew t he Kronsteen castle perched in the darkness. A shiver rippled up his

spi ne, and he quickly | ooked away. "I just stepped out for sonme air. Can't you
sl eep?”

"I was sleeping," she said, and yawned. "I got hungry for sone ice cream When
are you comng to bed?"

"Just a few mnutes. |'ve been going over sone bills. That bl oodsucker Wing's
on nmy ass again." He | ooked out over the shimrering city and thought,
Soneone's dying out there right now Tell you what 1'Il do-1'Il give you the
special rate for that shaded plot and the silk-Iined, oak, conquistador-style
casket, and I'lIl throwin the Golden Eternity service gratis. He snelled

pol i shing wax, sweet and sour. He | ooked down at the hand that had gui ded the
shovel .

"You've made a real ness here," the woman said, making a clucking sound wth
her tongue. "How many have you had?"

"Huh? Ch, just one. Watch your feet, babe. Shit, leave it for Natalie in the
norni ng. She's got to have sonethin' to do besides dunpin' out ashtrays and
wat chi n' her goddammed soap operas!"

Estelle | ooked at himin silence for a few seconds. "You | ook funny, Mtch
Everyt hi ng okay?"

"Funny? How?"

"Bot hered, worried, |I don't know |If business was bad, you'd tell ne, wouldn't
you?"

"Sure | would." Like hell I would, G deon thought. The last time he'd tried to
tell her about a business problemshe fell asleep on him still vacantly

noddi ng her head. No one seenmed to be interested in his problens anynore
except Karen, G deon's twenty-year-old mistress who |lived out at Marina Del
Rey. She made himfeel like a kid again, but there were nmany nights spent just
tal king instead of fucking. Estelle had her lovers, too; Mtch could al ways
tell when a new one had | eeched onto her because she woul d al ways start taking
exerci se classes at the Beverly Hlls Health C ub again. They were al ways
young nmen with tans-tennis players, |ifeguards, beach buns. He didn't nind
because he knew Estell e was snmart enough not to |let themget too near her
purse. It was a good arrangerment: he had his, she had hers. But in their own
way they | oved each other, even if not physically. They were good friends. And
a divorce settlement would carve himtoo close to the bone because he'd built
hi s business on the strength of her father's old New York noney.

"lIt's cold out here," Estelle said. "Conme on to bed."

"Yeah, yeah, | will." He stood notionless and felt the Kronsteen Castle at his
back, tugging himlike a magnet. "It's spooky . " he whi spered

"What's spooky? Mtch? You heard something on the radi o about another one of

t hose Roach nurders?"

"No, not that. Dam it, what the hell happened to Mtzi? You'd think we
woul d' ve heard sonething by now "

She shrugged. "Dogs run away."

"Wat chdogs aren't supposed to! | paid over three-hundred bucks for that bitch
You're telling ne she ran away after four years?"

"So maybe sonebody stole her? |'ve heard of that before. Dognappi ng. They I|ike
to get Dobernmans."

"Dognappi ng ny ass! Mtzi would ve chewed the fuckin' arms of f anybody who
tried to throw her into a car! It's just not safe in this fuckin' city
anynor e!

Burglars breakin' into houses all up and down the canyon, nuts |like the Roach
runnin' around; the cops don't know which way to turn!" Hi s eyes darkened.
"And you renenber what happened up at the Kronsteen place.”

"That was el even years ago," she reni nded him



"El even years or eleven minutes, it still happened, didn't it? Christ, |
shoul d know | saw the old man's body ... what was left of it." There was a
thick dryness at the back of his throat and a taste simlar to the snell of
enbal mMmng fluid. He wi shed he hadn't broken that shot gl ass, because he badly
needed another sip of Chivas. He resisted the inmpulse to turn his head and,
like a man transfixed, stared off into the night, toward that huge pile of
stone and concrete two mles away. If there was any other place that had a
better view of L.A than mine, Mtch thought, then the castle was it. "The
cops never found the maniacs who did it either. Probably never will."

"That's California for you," Estelle said quietly. "The | and of nuts and
fruits.”

"The | and of mani acs and murderers. | don't know, babe, |I'mfeeling awful
dammed strange these days. Spooked or sonmethin'. Scared." He ran a hand over
his forehead; his fingertips were nunb, like in that old gane Dead Man's Hand,
where you squeezed a thunb until the blood drained out of it and it becane so

cold and alien that it hardly felt human at all. "Sonethin' |ike what happened
to old man Kronsteen could happen to us. It could happen to anybody."
"He was a loony," she said, and shivered. "That was one | oony killing another

| oony. Let's get in out of this wind."

"Mtzi," G deon whispered. "What the fuck happened to my dog?"

"You can buy yourself another one." She reached out and took his arm "Cone
on, let's go to bed."

Her hand felt deliciously warm against his. He | ooked at her, started to open
his mouth to tell her about the strange feelings he was having lately-the

wei rd visions of hinself working on a conveyor belt where the caskets just
kept com ng one after the other as far as you could see-to tell her about how
he thought he heard his nane whispered in the wind when it cane roaring

t hrough the canyon in the late hours of the night, to tell her that even
during the day at any one of his six nmortuaries scattered across the city he
woul d find hinself standing at a wi ndow, | ooking up into the hills where the
horror actor's castle stood silent and inpassive to sun or wind or rain. He
wanted to tell her he was nore afraid than he'd ever been in his entire life.

But Estelle's eyes were glazing, the lids already com ng down |ike fleshy
curtains. She sniled sleepily, and the nouth in that whitish-green face said,
"Come on, hon. Beddy-bye tine."

"Yeah," he said, and nodded. "Okay." As he stepped into the house and turned
to lock the sliding glass door, he thought, Imagine ne, Mtch G deon the
Mortuary King, ruining good nmerchandi se by throwing in shovel fuls of dirt.
Christ, what a sin! He drew the curtains and followed his wife into the house,
t he gol den chains around his neck clicking together like the rattle of dry
bones.

And the dark shape that had been crouched on the roof just above Mtch

G deon's terrace took to the air on w despread, gl eam ng black w ngs.

FOUR

" Chhhhhhhhh," Gayle d arke said, staring up at the apartment ceiling, sweet
fire bubbling in her veins. "That feels soooooo0 nice."

"Knew you'd like it," the man who lay at the V of her thighs said softly. He
caressed her stomach with slow swirls for a nonment, then | eaned forward to
conti nue what he was doing. H's tongue darted and teased; she gripped his
shoul ders tight, tighter, fingers digging into the flesh. He finished her off
with an excruciatingly slow figure eight, and she shuddered with pure delight
as the third orgasmof the night rolled Iike a tidal wave through her body.
"Ch God," she said, "it's . . . it's . . ." And then she couldn't say any nore
because the weakness had spread to her tongue, and she felt like a leaf that
had been blown to this bed by the force of a hurricane.

After a noment nore Jack Kidd cane up beside her and held her in his strong,



| ean arnms. Gayl e nuzzled his chest, drawing closer to himas she always did in
the warnmth aftermath of their |ovemaking. The dark hairs tickled her nose.
Jack kissed her forehead and then | eaned over for the bottle of Chablis in the
pl astic cool er beside the bed. The ice was all nmelted now He poured wine into
a glass and sipped at it, then licked softly at Gayle's ear until she stirred
and said, 'Wiat do you think you're doi ng?"

"Wne and earl obes. G eat conbination."”

"I"msure." She reached up, took the glass, and sipped. "Ww, |'mtired.
Thanks to you."
"You're welcome. Always willing to be of service."

"Pun noted, recorded, and rejected." She yawned and stretched until her joints
popped. Her body was |ithe and supple, though she was a small wonman-only about
five feet tall-who sonetines gave in to overwhel ming urges for Oreo cookies
and Mars candy bars. She played a lot of tennis, jogged infrequently, and
spent time listening to Jefferson Starship and readi ng Franz Kaf ka when she
was al one. She had turned twenty-two in Septenber, and if she wasn't exactly a
California beauty because of an overly wi de nouth and dark brown eyes t hat

al ways seened to hold a hint of anger, she might be called, at the very | east,
vi vaci ous. Long chestnut-brown hair, shimrering with auburn highlights, curled
around her shoul ders and was cut in bangs at her forehead. "Wat tinme is it?"
she asked.

"Not mdnight, yet," Jack said.

"Yeah, but eight comes awfully early."

They were silent for a long tine, their bodies side by side, then Jack said
quietly, "It was inportant to me that you liked the whale flick. Really."

She lifted her head and ran a finger along his dark beard and nustache. "I do.
The editing's tight, the narration's terrific ... you're not worried about it,
are you?"

"No, but... if | can get national distribution on this one, maybe it will be
the break 1've been I ooking for. Hell, if | could sell it to the networks, I'd
be happy!" He frowned slightly. "No, cancel that. They'd make it |ook Iike the
G eenpeace people are fanatics or sonething. | don't want anybody el se

screwsing with ny film™

"So what's to worry about? Friedman can get sone inmedi ate canpus booki ngs,
can't he?"

"Yeah. "

"The national angle will take care of itself. Besides, the films hardly out
of the can. And speaking of film have you taken care of the assignnment that
Trace gave you?"

Jack grunted. "Finishing it up tonorrow. | hope. Got sonme nice shots of
Cifton Webb's ol d house today. In the norning |I'm headi ng out to Hol | ywood
Mermorial, and | hope that'll be the end of it."

"I can see Trace's headline for that piece right now" Gayle held up two
fingers as if straightening the type across a front-page | ayout. "'Does
difton Webb Haunt Hol | ywood Cenetery?' And maybe a teaser line, 'Only the
L.A Tattler Knows!' Catchy, huh?"

"Li ke the plague.” He was silent for a nonment, and Gayle could al nost hear the
gears clicking in his head. "You know what |'ve been thinking of doing next? A
filmon the hones of old novie stars. Not the new houses, but the mansions
with history, you know what | nean? Webb's is one; you can feel dd Hollywod
oozing out of those walls. Flynn's is another. Valentine's, Barrynore, and ..
oh God, yes! . . . the Kronsteen castle!l That would be a hell of a place for
at nosphere!"

"What's so special about it?"

"Unsol ved nurder, babe. O d Kronsteen got his head chopped off up there a few
years back, the place has been enpty ever since. It's a real medieval castle,
wal I s and towers and everything. H gh school kids go parking up there now.
Jesus, | could do a whole filmon that place al one!"

"Never heard of it," Gayle said.

"Before your tine, babe. Mne too, but | drove up there once with a friend and



a couple of chicks from Hol |l ywood Hi gh. Many nobons ago, that is, so don't get
your feathers ruffled.”

"Don't worry."

"Chuck knew the place, | didn't. Seens we went a hell of a |ong way up Qutpost
Drive and turned off onto a narrow road that went right up to the sky.

Bl acktree, Bl ackwood, sonething like that. Spooky as hell. | did sone acid up

there, and | swore |I could hear that Bald Muntain thing from Fantasi a,

t hought | saw denons flying around, all kinds of incredible colors. Strange
trip."

"I"ll bet. Before you start playing young Coppol a again, you'd better wap up
those pictures for Trace. |'ve got a feeling he doesn't think the Tattler
shoul d arrange its deadlines around your filmmaki ng sessions."

"Why does he always give me the shit detail ?" Jack frowned. "Last week it was
a stunning phot o-pi ece on vandali smout at the Wax Museum Sonebody carved his
initials on Farrah's tits, knocked Elizabeth Taylor's head off, and pl ayed

tic-tac-toe on Yul Brynner's skull. Christ! If | could just get a little bit
ahead, nmaybe get sonebody interested in my filnms or ... | need a break, that's
all. 1t'1l happen, | knowit will."

"I know it will, too, but alittle patience wouldn't hurt. So that's all this

junk about diff Webb's ghost being seen roaming around the cenetery?"

"Ch, every year a few people say they see sonebody who | ooks |ike Wbb
strolling around Hol Il ywood Menorial. It's nothing new Last week a watchman
t hought he saw him... or it ... in the cenetery after m dnight "

"OfF course," Gayle said. "Wat ghost would be out before the w tching hour?"
"Right. Well, Trace gets a wild hair and wants ne to do the pictures for
Sandy's story. The hell if | know what the story's going to say; |'mjust
clicking the shutter."

" G
"So what ?"

"So what about the ghost? Wat happened after that watchman saw it?"

Jack shrugged. "I suppose it did what all ghosts do. It nelted away or broke
up into a thousand shimering lights or ... hell hell hell . .. turned toward

the watchman's flashlight with a cold red glare in its eyes. You don't really
believe in that stuff, do you?"

"No, not at all. Now can we change the subject, please?"
He smiled and licked her arm sending up a rash of goose bunps. "dadly, Mss
Clarke ..." He lifted the sheets slightly and began to ni bble on her right

breast. The nipple hardened quickly; and Gayl e began to breath faster. "Better
than earl obes any old day," Jack managed to say.

Then suddenly from beyond the cl osed bedroom door cane the sound of frenzied
cl awi ng.

Jack lifted his head from Gayl e's breast and stared at the door for a few
seconds. He said loudly, "Cut it out, Conan!" The clawi ng went on and with it
an occasi onal | ow whi ni ng.

"He's jealous," Gayle said. "He wants to come in."

"No, he's been acting crazy for a couple of days now " Jack stood up fromthe
bed, took his bathrobe fromwhere he'd laid it over a chair, and put it on
"He's clawing at the front door," Jack told her. "Maybe he's got a girlfriend
of his own. Back in a mnute." He crossed the room opened the door, and
passed through a short hallway decorated with sone of his franed photographs.
In the small living roomfurnished with a brown sofa and a coupl e of wi cker
chairs, Jack found his three-year-old boxer clawi ng hunks out of the front
door. The dog, |arge enough to place his paws on his master's chest when he
stood on his powerful back |egs, |ooked as if he were trying to burrow through
t he wood.

Splinters were flying around the dog's head.

"Hey!" Jack said, and swatted at Conan's rump. "Stop that!"

The dog didn't even | ook back. The frantic claw ng continued.



"Dam it, what's wong with you?" He reached down to pull Conan away fromthe
door, and it was then that the dog whirled around, growing very softly,
showi ng his teeth. Jack froze, his heart skipping a beat. Conan had al ways
been a gentle dog, and lately Jack had been teaching himto catch a Frisbee
out in the courtyard of the Sandal wood Apartnments. Now Jack stared at those
teeth and felt a cold fear roiling in his stomach. The dog's eyes were
unbl i nki ng, chal l engi ng the man to nove.

"It's me," Jack said softly. "Conan? It's nme, boy. |I'mnot going to hurt you."
The dog turned again, claws gouging at the door. The wood | ooked |ike a
scarred battlefield.

Qui ckly Jack reached out and unbolted the door. Conan heard the click and

st epped back, panting. Wen the door came open, the dog slipped through

noi sel essly and ran off across the courtyard toward Lexi ngton Avenue. Jack
stared after him unable to believe that his pet had actually turned and
snarled at him CQutside, the fronds of palmtrees stirred in the wind like

| azy fans. At the base of the trees were nmulticolored | anps, and it was by the
green light of one of these that Jack saw Conan's runni ng shape, |engthened by
its powerful strides, disappear from sight.

Gayl e, now dressed in her tight Jordache jeans and checked bl ouse, stepped out
of the hallway shadows and said, "Jack? What was that all about?"

"I don't really know. Conan just . . . went wild. He snarled at me. Actually
showed his teeth! He's gotten fiesty before, but he's never acted like this."
She st epped beside himand peered through the door. The rest of the apartment
conplex was utterly quiet. "Maybe it's the mating season or sonething. He'l

be back."

"I don't know. You think |I should go | ooking for hin®"

"Not at this tine of night." She glanced quickly at her wistwatch and nade a
face. "l've got to be getting home, Jack. Ace Tattler reporter has to have her
head on straight in the norning when she goes to see the cops."

Jack stared out into the courtyard for another nonent, hoping to see Conan

boundi ng back, and then turned toward her. "Wy don't you stay? I'll spring
for breakfast."”

"The last tine | stayed for breakfast, | ended up burning the eggs. No

t hanks. "

"Well, wait a minute while | get dressed. I'll drive you."

"What, and | eave ny car here overnight? M. Kidd, what woul d your neighbors

t hi nk?"

"Screw 'em" He took Gayle in his arns and closed the door with his foot. "Wo
do you have to see tonorrow?"

"My favorite homicide squad captain-Palatazin. | imagine it'll be the same old
'no coment' session."” She traced a line in Jack's forehead with a finger; she
could feel his body beginning to respond beneath his thin robe and her own
answering. "I have the feeling he thinks the Tattler's stories are a little on
the sensational side."”

"I'magi ne that." Jack nuzzl ed her neck and began to lick the base of her throat
in slowcircles. "Long live yellow journalism"

She nade a noi se between a grunt and a sigh and felt the feather of need
tickling at her thighs. It's soooooo chilly outside, she thought. And soooooo
dark. Ch, that feels good. Jack took her hand to | ead her back to the bedroom
and she said softly, "Breakfast at eight?"

FI VE

Leaki ng bl ue exhaust fumes, a gray Vol kswagen Beetle with a crunpled rear
fender moved al ong Qutpost Drive and up into the stark dun-colored hills above
Hol | ywood. As the road steepened, the Vol kswagen's engine began to rattle with
a faint, evil, netallic chuckling. The headlights, slightly cross-eyed, threw
wi | d shadows behind wi nd-stirred pines and granite boul ders with edges as
sharp as butcher's knives. Low, rambling, glass and redwood houses on each



side of the road lay in darkness, and only occasionally did a car pass on its
way down to the city. The Vol kswagen turned of f Qutpost Drive onto a narrow
road of broken concrete that curved like a snake's spine and clinbed upward at
a forty-degree angle. Forbidding heaps of cracked granite | oonmed on the
right-hand side of the road; on the left, where the road fell off abruptly
into a series of ravines, stood a few hundred gnarl ed, dwarfish, dead trees.

Though there was no sign or road nmarker, the driver had made the correct turn
onto Bl ackwood Road

H s nanme was Walter Benefield, and on the seat beside him head lolling with
every lurch of the car, was a twenty-year-old Chicano girl naned Angel a

Pavi on.

Her eyes were hal f-open, the whites showi ng, and every once in a while she
whi npered softly. Benefield wondered what she was dream ng about.

Wafting through the car's interior was a thick, alnmondy, slightly medicina
odor. Beneath Benefield s seat was a wadded cloth that had turned brown after
bei ng soaked in a solution of chemcals that he'd stolen fromwork. H s eyes,
behi nd thick bl ack-framed gl asses, were watering slightly, though he'd rolled
down the wi ndow only seconds after the girl had gone to sleep. At least this
had been better than those first fewtinmes, he told hinself. The first tinme
the girl had died because the m xture wasn't diluted enough, and the second
time he had to | ean out of the car to throw up, and his head ached all the
next day. He was getting faster with it, though he m ssed using his hands.
They were large, fleshy clanps that he exercised with stiff- springed
handgri ps. He often thought that he could squeeze those grips forever as he
lay on his back in bed, staring at the pictures of posed musclenen wth
rippling backs and chests and arns taped to the walls, scissored fromthe
pages of Miscle and Fitness and Strongman nagazi nes. And across the roomthe
cockroaches scuttled in their wre-nmesh cages, mating and fighting and

sl eeping. At the last count there'd been over a hundred, and sone i Mmense,
canni balistic bulls that had grown to three inches |ong.

He' d picked this girl up on the |lower end of Sunset Boul evard thirty m nutes
ago. At first she'd been skittish about getting in the car, but he'd flashed a
wel | -worn fifty dollar bill-kept just for the occasion-and she'd slid in as if
her ass had been greased. She didn't speak or understand English very well,

but that hardly mattered to him She was pretty in a hard, coarse way; she was
al so one of the few desperate wormen who still wal ked the streets these days.
Too bad for her. Benefield thought, she should read the papers. He had taken
her to a deserted supermarket parking | ot and unzi pped his trousers. \Wen the
girl had | eaned forward to do what he'd asked, he'd struck, too quickly for
her to scream or evade him The chenical - soaked rag was out from under the
seat and pressed tightly against the girl's face. Benefield s other hand |ike
a vise at the back of her neck. It would be so easy, so easy, so easy, he
thought. | could just squeeze a little bit-hardly an effect-and watch her eyes
pop out of their sockets, |like Bev's had. But no. That was not what the Master
want ed done, was it?

Her thrashing was over in a few nore seconds. He'd put the cloth away,
positioned the girl so she wouldn't slide down onto the floorboard, and then
drove north toward the foothills of the Santa Monica Muntains, the high
crests that split L.A in two. He-was breathing hard with exhilaration. The
girl had managed to scratch his right hand, and two |lines of blood welled from
the flesh.

He was follow ng the Voice of God, the holy will of his Lord and Master, and
now Benefiel d peered into the darkness beyond the range of the headlights and
told himself, "Hurry. You've got to hurry, he doesn't like to wait." H s voice
was small and breathless, as excited as a child's at the prospect of a reward
for a deed well done.

The road had leveled a few degrees but still took the Vol ks higher



Cccasionally Benefield could see the city below, glittering off toward the
hori zon, where the half-dirt, half-broken-concrete road wandered close to a
drop-off. He had driven this way many times before in the | ast two weeks, but
it was a tricky, treacherous way; the first time, when he'd brought a pretty,
red-haired girl who couldn't have been over sixteen, he'd gotten | ost and had
driven in circles until the Voice of God had guided himback to the path.

Now t he Voi ce was speaking to himagain, whispering softly in the rush of the
wi nd, calling his name. Benefield snmiled, tears of joy in his eyes. "I'm
comng!" he called out. "I'"mcomng!" A gust of wind hit the car's side and
rocked it slightly. The girl whinpered once, sonething in Spanish, and then
was silent.

The car's headlights glinted off a new chain strung across the road fromtree
to tree. There was a netal sign: PRI VATE PROPERTY- NO TRESPASSI NG Benefield
his heart pounding, pulled the car to the side of the road, cut the headlights
and waited. The Voice was |ike a cooling balmon the fever blister of his
brain; it came to him al nost every night now as he lay in that gray pl ace

bet ween sl eep and wakeful ness on the mattress of his efficiency apartnent near
MacAr t hur Par k.

On those terrible angui shed nights when he dreaned of his nother lifting her
head fromthat man's | ap, the throbbing penis as big as a python in her grip,
her mouth opening to shout drunkenly, "YOU GET OQUTTA HERE!" the Voice

whi spered like a sea breeze around his head, envel oping him protecting him
But sone nights even the Voice of God couldn't stop the garish unreeling of
the nightmare through his brain: the stranger grinning and saying, "The little
bastard wants to watch, Bev. Conme 'ere, Waltie, |ook what | got!" And the
child Walter, standing transfixed in the doorway as if nailed there by hands
and feet, his head thrashing in agony while the stranger pushed his nother's
face down until her laughter was nuffled. He had watched it all, his stomach
and groin tied into one huge knot, and when they were through his nother-CGood
ol d Bev never says no, never says no, never says no- swi gged fromthe bottle
of Four Roses that sat on the floor beside the sofa and, huggi ng the stranger
said in a thick slur, "Now you take care of ne, honey." Her dress, the one
with the white dots on it, had been pushed up over her |arge, pale thighs, and
she wore no underwear. The child Walter could not tear his gaze away fromthe
secret place that seenmed to wink |like a wi cked eye. H s hands had dropped to
his crotch, and after another monent the stranger |aughed like a snorting
bull. "The little bastard's got a hard-on

Little Waltie's carryin' a |load! Cone 'ere, Waltie. COVE HERE, | SAID "

H's mother had lifted her head and smled through swollen, glazed eyes.
"Whozzat? Frank? Is it Frank?" Hi s father's name, old Frank. Qut the door and
gone so long ago all Waltie could renenber of himwas how hard he swung his
belt. "Frank?" she said, smling. "You come home, baby? Cone gime a great big
kiss..."

The stranger's eyes had glittered |like dark bits of glass. "Cone 'ere, Waltie.
No. Frank. Cone 'ere, Frank. It's Frank, baby. It's your man come honme." He

| aughed softly, his gaze bl oodshot and mean. "Drop your drawers, Frank."
"Honey?" his mother had whispered, grinning at him "I got sonething needs you
S000000 bad . "

"Come give your baby a great big kiss, Frank," the stranger had said quietly.
"Ch, Jesus, this | gotta see!"

Wien those dreanms cane, even the Voice of God couldn't calmthe fever. And he
was grateful, so grateful, when the Voice told himit was all right for himto
go out into the night in search of another |aughing Bev, to take her away from
t he dark-grinning strangers and bring her to the holy nountain.

He wi nced as those bad things danced through his head. H's tenples were

aching, and he wi shed he had a Bufferin. Sonetines when the Voice spoke to him
he felt as if a cauldron was being stirred in his brain, a thick m xture of
magi ¢ that had changed his life into something with real purpose and



nmeani ng-service in the Master's nane. Turning his head to the left, Benefield
could | ook down upon the shimering city. He wondered if there were any others
down there who were part of the cauldron brew, who were ingredients in the
magi ¢ that now rippl ed through his soul and his being and set himaflame with
sweet, cold fire. O course, it was nagic-the way of God is righteous, and He
shall brighten the Gty of Night with magic and kill all the Bevs in that
bubbl i ng caul dron brew because what el se could it be?

A car was coming. Benefield could see the flicker of headlights off in the

di stance, com ng down the nountain toward him He got out of his car, went
around to the other side, and opened the passenger door. The dazed girl al npst
tunmbl ed out, but Benefield reached down and picked her up in his arnms like so
much deadwood. Then he turned to face the approachi ng car

It was a | ong black Lincoln polished so highly the sides and hood shone |ike
glass. It stopped ten feet fromthe chain, its headlights centered |ike greedy
eyes on Benefield and the offering he held in his arns.

He smiled, his eyes filling with tears.

The driver left the Iinousine and approached him followed by a young girl
that Benefield i mediately recogni zed. Her |long hair was bl ond and

wi nd-tossed, and her dress was dirty. Benefield saw that the driver was the
Servant of God-an old man in a brown suit and white shirt, his long white hair
flowing in the wind, his darting, ferret eyes sunken deep in a pale, winkled
face. He linped as he wal ked and was slightly stooped, as if shouldering a
backbr eaki ng burden. When he reached the chain, he said to Benefield in a
hal ti ng, weary voice, "Hand her over."

Benefield lifted her up. The blond-haired girl grinned and took her
effortlessly, crooning like a nother to her child.

"Go home," the old man told Benefield. "Your work is done for tonight."

Suddenly the blond girl's eyes flashed. She stared at Benefield' s injured
hand, then lifted her gaze to his face. His snile cracked like a mrror. He
bl i nked and started to lift his hand toward her

"NO " the old man said, and held his armback as if about to strike her. She
flinched and scurried toward the car with her prize. "Go hone," he told
Benefield and turned away.

The Iinousi ne backed up to a wide spot, nmade a tight turn, and di sappeared up
t he nount ai n.

Benefield longed to follow, but the Voice was whispering softly to himnow,
maki ng himfeel warm and needed and protected, taking his headache away. He
stood where he was for a nonment, the w nd whipping and shrilling all around
him then wal ked back to his car. Driving down the nountain, he turned the
radio to a station playing religious songs and began to sing al ong, happy and
confident that the Master's will would be done.

Sat urday, Cctober 26
the restless

The sun came up over the San Gabriel Muntains |ike a reddi sh-orange

expl osion, turning the sky a steely gray that would slowy strengthen to

bri ght blue as the norning progressed. Tendrils of yellow sh snmog hovered | ow
to the ground, clinging |like some huge octopus between the glass and stee
skyscrapers, throbbing concrete-walled factories, and serpentine neanderi ngs
of hal f-a-dozen freeways already clogged with traffic. Chilly shadows,
remmants of the night, scurried away before the nmarching sunlight |ike an arny
in retreat.

Andy Pal atazin stood before the open closet in his bedroom and del i berated
over which tie to choose. He was wearing dark blue slacks, slightly tight
around the midsection, and a light blue shirt with a neatly ironed but fraying
collar; he chose a green tie with little flecks of blue and red in it, then



wal ked out into the hallway and | eaned slightly over the stairway railing. He
could hear Joanna down in the kitchen, and the nout h-watering aroma of frying
sausages and potatoes drifted up to him He called out, "Jo! Cone |ook at
this!"

She came in anot her noment, her graying hair pulled up into a tight bun. She

was wearing a dark green robe and slippers. "Let's see it," she said.
He held up the tie and raised his eyebrows.
"I'szonyu!" she said. "It's hideous with that shirt. War the dark blue tie

t oday. "

"That has a spot on it."

"Then the red-and-blue striped one."

"I don't like that tie."

"Because ny brother gave it to you!" she nmuttered, and shook her head.

"What's wong with this one?" He held out the green tie and made it wiggle

i ke a snake.

"Not hing-if you want to look like a clown. Go on, wear it! Look like a clown!
But ... it ... does . . . not . . . go!" She sniffed the air. "The potatoes
are burning! See what you've made ne do!" She whirled toward the kitchen and
di sappear ed.

"Your brother has nothing to do with it!" he called down to her; he could hear
her munbling but couldn't tell what she was saying, so he shrugged and stepped
back into the bedroom Hi s gaze fell upon the rocking chair over by the

wi ndow, and he stood looking at it for a nmonent. Then he wal ked over to it,

pl aced a thick finger against one of the arms, and pushed. The chair creaked
softly as it noved back and forth. Was that a dream | had | ast night, he asked
hinself, or did | really see a negjelenes, an apparition, sitting here in this
chair? No, a dream of course! Mama is dead and buried and at peace. Finally.
He gave out a long sigh, | ooked down at the green tie in his hand, and stepped
back to the closet. He hung it back on the rack and | ooked at the striped one
Jo's brother, a lawer who lived in Washington, D.C., had given himon St
Stephen's Day. Never! he thought stubbornly. He sighted a tie he hadn't worn
in several months; it was bright red with big blue polka dots, and it was

buri ed so deeply on the rack he thought that Jo nust've surely hidden it on
pur pose. Someday, he thought grimy, she's going to burn themall up like
she's been threatening! As he slipped it on, he |l ooked up at the top shelf and
saw a flat box half hidden under a couple of battered hats with small, sad
feathers glued to their bands. He quickly | ooked away and cl osed the cl oset
door.

In the small, cozy kitchen at the rear of the house, Jo was putting the
breakfast plates on the little table that overl ooked her backyard garden when
her husband came in, snmelling of Vitalis and A d Spice shaving lotion. She

| ooked up, started to smle, and wi nced instead when she saw what was hangi ng
around his neck. "Eat your sausages," she said. "You nmight have a hard day at
the circus.”

"dadly. Ah, this |ooks delicious!" He sat down at the table and started to
eat, taking in huge, sloppy nouthfuls of sausage and potatoes. Jo set a cup of
hot bl ack coffee beside himand took her seat on the other side of the table.
"It's good," he said with food in his nmouth. "Very good."

"Slow down," Jo said. "You'll have an attack."'

He nodded and kept eating. Wen he stopped to drink sone coffee, she said,
"Andy, you should take a Saturday off once in a while. You should rel ax, al
this working and worrying isn't good for wu. Wiy don't you call and tell them
you' re staying home today? W can go for”lpice drive to the beach."

"I can't," he said, washing potatoes down his throat. "Maybe next Saturday."
"You said that |ast week."

"Ch. Well, | meant it, but..." He lifted his gaze to hers. "You know why I
have to go in. Someone mght turn up something."

"They'll call you if they do." She watched him her eyes bright and bl ue and
alert. She was al so worried about the dark hollows that had now appeared
beneat h Andy's eyes, about the new |ines that had begun to snake across his



face. He didn't sleep so well lately either, and she wondered if even in his
dreans he thought of stalking that awful killer through the dark canyons of
the city. She reached out and touched his rough bear's paw of a hand.

"Pl ease,"” she said softly. "I'lIl make a picnic lunch for us today."

"They expect me to be there," he said, and patted her hand. "Next Saturday

we' |l have a nice picnic. Ckay?"
"No, it's not okay. They're working you to death! You |leave early in the
nmorni ng and don't come home until late at night. You work Saturdays and nost

Sundays, too! How long is it going to go on?"

He wi ped his nmouth with a napkin and dug his fork into a nound of pot atoes.
"Until we find him" he said quietly.

"That may be never. He may be out of the city now, out of the country even. So
why are you the one who has to work |ike a dog and answer all the questions
and be on the front page of all the newspapers? | don't |ike what sone people
are sayi ng about you."

He rai sed his eyebrows. "Wat are they sayi ng?"

"You know. That you don't know what you're doing, that you don't really care
about finding that man, that you're not a good policenan even."

"Ch, those things." He nodded and drank down the rest of his coffee.

"You should tell themall to go to the devil!" she said fiercely, her eyes
shi ning. "Wat do those peopl e know about how hard you' ve been working, day
and night like a Trojan! They should give you a nmedal! You've spilled coffee

on your tie." She leaned forward with her napkin and dabbed at it. "If you
keep your coat buttoned, it won't show. "

"Al'l right," Palatazin said. "I'll try to." He pushed his plate away and put a
hand on his expanded stomach. "I've got to go in a few mnutes. That C arke

girl fromthe Tattler is coming to the office this norning."

Jo made a di sgusted face. "What-to wite nore sline? Wiy do you even talk to

t hat wonman?"

"I do nmy job, she does her job. Sonetimes she gets carried away, but she's
harm ess. "

"Harm ess? Ha! It's stories |like hers that rmake people so afraid. Describing
what that awful gyilkos did to those poor girls in such terrible detail, and

t hen maki ng out that you don't have enough sense to find himand stop him She
makes me sick!" Jo stood up and took his plate over to the sink; she was
shaking inwardly and trying to control it, trying not to | et her husband see.
Her bl ood, the Hungarian gypsy bl ood of a hundred generations, was singing

wi th anger.

"Peopl e know what that newspaper is," Palatazin said, licking a forefinger and
rubbing the coffee stain. Defeated, he let the tie drop. "They don't believe
those stories.”

Jo grunted but did not turn fromthe sink. A new nental picture was formng in
her brain, sonething that had gradually grown there over the past few weeks:
Andy, arned with a gun, noving through the dark corridors of some unknown
bui | di ng, seeking the Roach all al one; and then huge graspi ng hands reaching
for himfrom behind, clanping around his throat, and squeezing until the
eyebal | s popped out and the face turned purplish blue. She shook her head to
rid herself of the nagging thought and said softly, "God have nmercy!"

"What ?"

"Not hi ng," she said. "I'mthinking out |oud." She turned back to him and saw
that his face was not purplish blue, nor were his eyeballs popping out. His
face, on the contrary, rem nded her of that dog in the Hush Puppi es ads, al
jow s and sad eyes under bushy, gray-flecked brows. She said, "You' re not
goi ng to do anythi ng dangerous today, are you?"

"OfF course not." He thought, Am1? How can | know? This was a question she
asked himevery norning and an answer he gave in kind. He wondered how many
wi ves of policenmen asked that question, how many cops replied as he had, and
how many ended up dead fromthe burglar's or the rapist's or the junkie's gun
Far too nmany, he was sure. He wondered how George G eene had answered that



qguestion on a July sixth nmorning over twelve years ago. G eene had been

Pal atazin's first partner, and on that terrible day he was shot four times in
the face while Pal atazin watched it all through the w ndow of a pizza parl or
buyi ng a twel ve-inch nushroom and bl ack olive to carry back across the street
to the car.

They' d been staking out a suspect in the robbery-nurder of a black heroin
deal er, and nuch later, after the shooting was all over and Pal atazin had
vomted the last stink of gunpowder fromhis nostrils, he realized that the
man rmust've figured out he was being watched and pani cked, shoving his stol en
.45 right through the passenger wi ndow into George's face. Palatazin had
chased hi mover five blocks, and finally, on a tenenment stairway, the man had
turned to make his stand. Pal atazin had bl asted himaway with a pizza-sneared
trigger finger.

H s mother had cried for a long time when he'd told her that he thought he'd
felt a bullet hiss past his head. She'd said she was going to the conm ssioner
to have him given safer duty, but of course that didn't happen. The next day
she'd forgotten everything he'd told her, and she was tal ki ng about how
beautiful the sunmer flowers nust be along the streets of Budapest.

Now Pal at azi n found hinself staring at the hand that had held the gun that
July 6. Anya, he thought: the Magyar word for nother. |I saw ny nother's ghost

last night. He | ooked up into Jo's eyes. "I had a strange dream |l ast night,"
he said, and smiled slightly. "I thought I saw Mama sitting in her rocking
chair in our bedroom | haven't dreaned about her for a long tine. That's

strange, isn't it?"

"What happened?"

"Nothing. She . . . notioned with her hand. Pointed, | think. I'mnot sure."
"Poi nted? At what?"

He shrugged, "Who knows? | can't read dreans." He stood up fromthe table and
| ooked at his wistwatch; it was tinme to go. "I have an idea," he said,
putting his arnms around his wife's waist. "I'll cone home early and take you
to The Budapest for dinner. Wuld you like that?"

"I"d like for you to stay hone today, that's what 1'd like." She thrust out
her lower lip for a moment and then reached up to brush the half-halo of gray
hair at the crest of his head. "But The Budapest would be nice, | think."
"Good. And nusic! Fine ciganyzene! Yes?"

She smiled. "Yes."

"W have a date then." He patted her rear affectionately and then pinched it.
She made a nock cl ucking noise with her tongue and foll owed himout to the
living room where froma closet he took his dark blue coat and a bl ack hat
that had seen its day years before. She held his coat for himwhile he
strapped on a bl ack | eather shoul der-holster, all the time staring

di stastefully at the .38 Police Special it held. Struggling into the coat and
crowni ng hinself with the ragged-1ooking hat, he was ready to go. "Have a good

day," he said on the front porch steps, and kissed her cheek
"Be careful!"” Jo called to himas he wal ked to the old white Ford Fal con at
the curb. "I love you!"

He raised a hand and slid into the car. In another noment it was rattling away
down Ronmi ne Street. A brown nmongrel darted out froma hedge to chase it unti
it was out of sight.

Jo closed the door and | ocked it. The Roach! she thought, and felt |ike
spitting because even the sound of that terrible word nade her sick. She noved
back into the kitchen, intent on washing the di shes, sweeping and noppi ng the
floor, then doing sone weeding in the garden. But she was bothered by
somet hi ng beyond the Roach, and it took her a fewmnutes to find it |urking
within herself. Andy's dream about his nother. Her gypsy instincts were keen
and curious. Wiy was Andy thinking about her, dream ng about her again? O
course, the old woman had been insane, and of course it was better now that
she was dead and not wasting away day by day as she had been in that bed in



t he Gol den Garden Hone for the aged.

"I don't read dreans,"” Andy had said. But perhaps, Jo thought, | should ask
someone who does? It might be an onmen of the future.

She turned on the hot water tap and for the noment closed the nmental cupboard
on the age-old art of dream reading.

™D

Jack Kidd's black Chevrol et van, a darkroom on wheels airbrushed with sword-
wi el di ng barbarians and hal f - naked dansels a |la Frank Frazetta, stopped at the
gates of Holl ywood Menorial Cemetery. The gates were w de open, and Jack could
see a light burning in the watchman's station, though it was now al nost
eight-thirty and the sun was glaringly bright across the rolling green
cenetery |lawn. Jack, a Canon hangi ng around his neck, hit the horn a couple of
times, but no watchman cane out to greet them On the seat beside him Gayl e
yawned and said, "No one's home. Let's drive on through."

"I need to talk to this guy first." He pounded the horn again. "Maybe he's
curled up sonewhere, sleeping off whatever nmakes himsee old Cifton roam ng
around out here, huh?" He gave her a quick smle and opened his door, stepping
out onto the pavenent. "Back in a mnute," he said, and wal ked across to the
l[ittle white concrete watchman's station with the red-tiled roof. He could

| ook through the wi ndow that faced the cenetery gates and see the whol e
interior at a glance. A lanp was burning on a blotter-topped desk, the chair
pul | ed back slightly as if soneone had just stood up. Atop the desk there was
an open Sports Illustrated, a half-full coffee cup, and an ashtray littered
with cigarette butts.

Jack tried the door. It opened easily. He stepped inside, checked a small

bat hroom and found it enpty, the wal ked back out to his van. "He's not
there,"”

he said, clinmbing up to his seat and starting the engine. "That's a hell of a
note! The guy knew | was comi ng out this norning. How am| supposed to find
old difton's grave?"

"Listen, can you wap this up in a hurry and get ne over to Parker's Center?"
She tapped the crystal of her wistwatch inpatiently.

"Ckay, but first I"'mgoing to drive through and try to find the guy. It'll
just take a few mnutes. Three shots of a headstone, that's all | need." He
drove into the cenetery, passing beneath towering Washi ngtoni a pal ns. Marble
gravestones, mausol euns, and angelic statues were scattered on each side of
the wi nding main road, all surrounded by huge oak trees, pal ns, and decorative
clunps of palnmetto; the bright green grass sparkled with early norning dew,
and a thin sheen of haze clung low to the ground. Gayle could see the stout
whi te buil dings of Paranount Studios over on the far side of the cenetery, so
cl ose that any strung-out, bleary- eyed, hopeless kid who'd just flunked a
screen test could just stunmble on over and fall into a grave. It was odd, she
t hought, that nost of the mmjor studios in Hollywod overl ooked a cenetery.
Wi ch remi nded her of a runor she'd heard around the Tattler offices a few
days before. "You know what some peopl e believe about Walt Di sney?" she said,
gl anci ng over at Jack. "That his ashes aren't really in Forest Lawn, that his
body's being preserved in liquid nitrogen so he m ght be revived soneday.
Trace wants to do a story on it."

"That figures."

"It is alittle strange, though. Disney's plaque is the only marker in the
whol e cenetery that doesn't have any dates on it."

"\What have you been doi ng-your cenetery-history honework?"

"No, but that story beats this bullshit about difton Wbb, doesn't it?" She
| ooked over at Jack in time to see his eyes widen. "Christ!" he said, and hit
the brakes so hard the van's tires burned rubber. "What is that?" He stared
directly ahead.

Gayl e | ooked and drew in her breath with a shudder

Lying in the road was a skeleton wearing a | ong pastel -green dress. C unps of
browni sh hair still clung to the shattered skull; both |l egs and an arm were
broken off like thin white pieces of gnarled driftwood. The remaini ng hand



clawed toward the sky. On both sides of the road, scattered across neatly
trimmred grass and decorative clunps of sharp-tipped pal netto, were the
fragnments of nore skeletons. Skulls and arnms and | egs, spines and hi pbones
littered the cenetery. A boneyard, Gayle thought suddenly, a pul se poundi ng at
her tenples.

She could not tear her gaze away fromthe obscene and casual lay of those

skel etons. There were whol e skel etons dressed in grave suits and dresses,
lying atop each other as if they'd been dancing at the stroke of m dnight and
had col |l apsed with the brutal comi ng of dawn. There were al so worse things-new
corpses that weren't quite all bone yet, covered with black flies. Gayle could
see that dozens of headstones had been thrown over and the graves dug up
mounds of dirt standing over ragged, enpty hol es.

"JeeeeSUS! " Jack said, catching a bit of the breeze that carried with it the
green snell of rot. "Sonebody's torn the hell out of this place!" He popped
the lens cap off his Canon and clinbed down fromthe van.

"Jack!" Gayle called after him She felt cold and clammy, like an old wet rag.
There was sonething lying in the shadow of a tree, perhaps ten feet to her
right, that she couldn't bear to | ook at. She thought she heard the high
buzzing of interested flies. "Were the hell are you goi ng?"

Jack was al ready snapping pictures. "Trace is going to want sone shots of
this!™"

he said; his voice sounded electric with excitenment, but his face had gone as
pal e as paste and his finger was trenbling on the shutter. "How nmany graves
woul d you say are open? Twenty? Thirty?" She didn't answer. The shutter
clicked, clicked, clicked. Since he'd signed on with the Tattler, a little
nore than two years ago, he'd taken pictures of freeway w ecks, suicides,
gunshot victinms, once even a whole fanmily of Chicanos who' d been fried to

bl ack crisps in a gas-1eak explosion. Trace had printed the pictures because
he was true to the Tattler's notto: W print it as we see it. Jack had gotten
used to those things because he was a professional and he needed the noney for
his docunentary filmwork. The Tattler was one of the |ast of the "bucket of
bl ood" tabl oids, and soneti mes what Jack was required to photograph was pretty
dammed grisly indeed, but he'd learned to grit his teeth and shoot on nuscle
reflex. "If it's part of the human condition,” Trace always said, "there's a
place for it in the Tattler." But this was different, Jack thought as he took
a couple of pictures of the green-clad skeleton |ady, what had been done here
was just pure, plain old evil. No, check that. It was Evil, about as damed

bl ack as you could get. A shiver went through him Wl cone to the Twili ght
Zone.

When Gayl e canme up beside himand touched his arm he junped so violently that

he took a picture of clouds. "Wat happened?" she said. "Wat ... did this?"
"Vandal s. Maybe bi kers or a devil cult or sonething. Tore the hell out of the
pl ace, whoever they were. |'ve seen cenetery vandal i sm before-you know,

headst ones ki cked over and that sort of shit-but never anything like this!
Christ, look at that!" He nade a wi de detour around a couple of broken

skel etons and reached a massive, ornately carved stone vault. Its entire top
had been torn off. He peered in and saw nothing but a little dust and sone
scraps of dark cloth down there at the bottom A npbssy odor, as if froman
enpty well, came floating up to him Wose vault was this? he wondered.
VWhoever it had been was just a handful of gray dust now He stepped back to
take a picture, alnost tripping over a grinning skeleton in a dark suit at his
feet.

A few yards away, Gayle stood staring down into an open grave. In ornate
script the headstone read, MARY CONKLIN. Scattered in the dirt at the grave's
bott om were yel |l ow bones hel d toget her by cobwebs of wi spy lace. "Jack," Gayle
said quietly, "I don't think this is just vandalism"

"Huh? What did you say?"



She | ooked over at him only vaguely aware of birds singing in the high
treetops around her, oblivious to nmortal concerns. "The coffins,"” she said.
"Where are they?"

Jack paused, lowering his canera. He stared at the heavy concrete plate that
had been shifted-how nmany hundreds of pounds did that thing weigh?-fromthe
vault where O d Dusty lay. No coffin in there either. "Coffins?" he said, a
trickle of sweat like ice water running down his side.

"There aren't any. | think . . . these remains were dunped out, the coffins
stolen.”

"That's crazy," he replied softly.

"Then l ook in these enpty graves, dam it!" Gayle was al nost shouting now,
nausea roiling in her stomach. "Find ne a coffin in any one of them Go on,

| ook!"

Jack didn't have to. He gazed across the green, sundappled | andscape; the

pl ace | ooked |ike an ancient battlefield, all the soldiers left to rot where
they'd fallen, left for the vultures and the scavenger dogs. No coffins? He
| et the Canon dangl e down around his neck; it felt heavy with the evidence of
sone hideous, awful Evil. No coffins? "I think . . . we'd better call the
cops,"” he heard hinself say and, backing away fromthat violated tonb, he
stepped on a di senbodi ed skull that cracked with a noise like a tortured
shri ek.

THREE

"Do you mi nd?" Pal atazin asked the young blond girl with the glittery
eyeshadow who sat on the other side of his desk. He held up what had once been
a perfectly white neerschaum pi pe, now a scarred |unp of coal

"Huh? Ch no, man, that's okay." She spoke with a reedy M dwestern accent.

He nodded, struck a match, and touched the bowl with the flame. The pipe had
been a gift fromJo on their first weddi ng anni versary, alnost ten years ago
It was carved in the |likeness of a Magyar prince, one of the wild

hor senen-warriors who'd swept bloodily down into Hungary in the ninth century.
Most of the nose and one eyebrow were chi pped away, and now the face nore
closely resenbled a Nigerian prizefighter. He made sure he bl ew the snoke away
fromthe girl. "Al'l right, Mss Hulsett," he said, and gl anced qui ckly down at
t he notepad before him he'd had to clear away an arm oad of newspaper
clippings and yellow folders to make roomfor it. "This friend of yours was
wal ki ng to work Tuesday eveni ng on Hol | ywood Boul evard, and a car pulled to
the curb. Then what ?"

"There was a guy in the car. A strange-l|ooking dude," she said. The girl
smled nervously at him fidgeting with a small purple suede purse that she'd
positioned in her lap. Her fingernails were chewed down to the quick. Across
the office in a chair near the door, Detective Sullivan Reece, as chunky as a
fireplug and dark as the ebony Magyar pipe,'sat with his arms crossed and

wat ched the girl, occasionally glancing over at Pal atazin.

"How ol d did this nman appear to be, Mss Hul sett?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. Not as old as you. She said she couldn't really
tell because, you know, the lights are so bright and weird on the boul evard at
night. You can't tell anything about people until they're right up in your
face. "

He nodded. "Bl ack, white, Chicano?"

"White. He was wearing real thick glasses, and they made his eyes | ook huge
and funny. He was ... ny friend Sheila said ... a chunky guy, not real tall or
anyt hing, but just. . . thick-1ooking. He had black or dark brown hair, cut
alnost to a stubble. He | ooked |ike he needed a shave, too."

"What was he wearing?" Reece asked, his voice powerful and gravelly. Wen he
was a kid at Duke Ellington H gh School, he'd carried the bass line in the
choir and made the auditoriumfloor vibrate.

"Uh ... a blue wi ndbreaker. Light-colored pants."”



"Any nonograns on the w ndbreaker? Conpany enbl en®?"

"No, | don't think so." She | ooked back at Pal atazin and shivered i nwardly.
Bei ng so close to cops unnerved her; Lynn and Patty had told her she was a
fool to go walking into Parker Center, to offer information to the cops
because, after all, what had they ever done for her except bust her tw ce on
soliciting charges? But she thought that naybe, if they ever busted her again,
this sad-1ooking cop in charge m ght remenber her and make things easy. The
muf f1 ed noi se of ringing tel ephones and clattering typewiters outside the

of fice was beginning to grate on her nerves because she'd had to force herself
to stay straight-no coke, no hash, no pills-when she came to see the heat. Now
she was so nervous she could hardly stand it.

"Al'l right, Amy," Palatazin said softly, sensing her uneasiness. She was
beginning to |l ook like a deer who'd caught a whiff of gunmetal. "Wat about
the car? Wat kind was it?"

"A Vol kswagen bug. Gray or greenish gray, |I think."

He wote both colors on his pad. "Wat happened next to ... uh ... your
friend?"

"This guy opened the door and | eaned out and said 'Are you selling? " She
shrugged nervously. "You know. "

"He was trying to proposition your friend?"

"Yeah. And he flashed a fifty, too. Then he said sonething that sounded |ike
"Wally's got sonething for you . t

"Wal | y?" Reece | eaned forward slightly in his chair, his high-cheekboned face
gl owi ng |i ke burni shed nahogany in the sunlight that streaned through the open
bl i nds behind Pal atazin. "You' re sure that was the nanme?"

"No, not sure. Listen, all this happened to ny friend Sheila. How am I
supposed to know anything for sure, man?"

Pal atazin wote WALLY? And bel ow that, WALTER? "And t hen?" he said.

"He said, 'You won't have to do much. Just get in and we'll talk.'" She
paused, staring at the buildings of L.A through the w ndow behind him "She
al nost went. Afifty is a fifty, right?"

"Right," Palatazin said. He | ooked into her troubled eyes and thought, Child,
how do you survive out there? If she was over sixteen years old, he'd dance
the csardas for the entire hom cide squad. "Go on, please."

"She al nbst went, but when she started to get into the car, she snelled sone
thing . . . funny. It snmelled like medicine, like the stuff... uh ... Sheila's
dad used to wash his hands with. He's a doctor."

Pal atazin wote DOCTOR? and followed it w th HOSPI TAL STAFF?

"So then Sheila got spooked, and she got out of the car and wal ked away. When
she | ooked back, the dude was driving off. That's all."

"When did your friend start thinking this dude m ght be the Roach?" Reece
asked.

"I"ve been keeping up with the papers. Everybody has, | mean. Everybody on the
boul evard tal ks about it'all the time, so | thought you cops should know. "

"I'f this happened on Tuesday, why did you wait so |ong before reporting it?"
She shrugged and bit a thunbnail. "I was scared. Sheila was scared. The nore

t hought about it being him the nore scared | got."

"Did your friend happen to see the license plate nunber?" Pal atazin asked, pen
poi sed. "Anything el se about the car that stood out?"

She shook her head. "No, it happened too fast." She | ooked up into the placid
gray eyes of this heavyset cop who rem nded her so rmuch of the juvenile

of ficer back in Holt, lIdaho. Except this cop had a funny accent, he was al npst
bal d, and he had a coffee stain on his loud red tie with the blue dots. "It
couldn't have really been him do you think ?"

Pal atazin | eaned back in his swivel chair, tendrils of blue snoke wafting
around him This young prostitualt was |ike any one of dozens who'd been
interviewed in the past few weeks: jaded and frightened, with enough street
sense to stay alive but not enough to break out of The Life. They all seened
to carry the same expression in their eyes-a sharp glinmrer of contenpt that
masked a sad weari ness somewhere deep and close to the soul. Over the | ast



weeks he'd had to hold back in his inmpulse to shake sone of these street
survivors and shout, "Don't you know what's waiting for you out there? The
nmurderer, the rapist, the sadist . . . and worse. Things you never dared think
about for fear that they would drive you mad; things that lurk in the shadows
of humanity, that wait on the nightmare fringe for their chance to strike

Thi ngs of the basest evil that nust spread evil and consune evil in order to
survive . "

Enough, he told hinmself. He was knotted inside and realized he was stepping
too close to the edge. "Yes," he told Any. "It m ght have been.”

"Ch Christ," she said, the blood draining out of her face until she | ooked
like a Kewpie doll, all paint and no insides. "I mean, |... |'ve had sone
dates with weird dudes before, but nobody's ever tried to . . ." She touched
her throat, seeing in her mnd s eye the way that creepy dude had gri nned when
she'd slid into his car

"Any," Palatazin said quietly, dropping the pretense, "we have an artist here
who can put together a conposite picture of the man who tried to pick you up
Now, |'mnot saying that this nman was the Roach, only that there's a
possibility. I'd like for you to go with Detective Reece and give a
description to our artist. Anything you can renenber-his hair, eyes, nose,
mouth. Al right?" He rose to his feet, and Reece stood behind the girl. "Also
| want you to think about that car. | want you to see it in your mnd and
renmenber as much as you can about it.

Especially think about the |license plate. You nay have seen it and gotten a
nunber inside your head without realizing it. Thank you for comng in to talk
to us, Amy. Sully, will you take her up to see Mack?"

"Sure. Cone on with ne, Mss Hulsett." He opened the office door for her, and
t he noi ses of the honicide-robbery squad roomtunbled in-shrill tel ephones, a
couple of typewiters being beaten nercilessly, file cabinets being opened and
cl osed, the nonotone chattering of a Tel ex machine. The girl stopped on the

t hreshol d and turned back to Pal atazin. "Something else | do renenber," she
said. "Hs hands. They were . . . really large, you know? | could see them
where they were gripped around the steering wheel."

"Was he wearing any rings?"

"I ,. . no, | don't think so."
"Al'l right, fine. Sully, as soon as you get that composite bring it down to
me, will you?" Sully nodded and | ed her off across the wi de |inoleumfl oored

roomjamed with file cabinets and desks. Pal atazin, the heartbeat of hope
poundi ng at his tenples, worked his way through the maze of desks to where
Detective Brasher sat waiting for an informant's return call. Brasher, a young
man with sandy-brown hair and deep-set green eyes that were al ready beconing
hard, had net his match in this norning's Tinmes crossword puzzle. He shoved it
asi de qui ckly when he saw the captain nmoving toward him

"Brasher," Pal atazin said, "you don't |ook too busy. | need sone files

coll ected. Anyone we've been talking to in connection with the Roach killings
who owns a Vol kswagen, al so anyone who goes by the name 'Vally' or 'Valter' or
uses that nicknanme or alias. | want you to go through the rape and assault

files, looking for the sane thing. Follow those back about three nonths."

"Yes, sir." He scribbled down the information on a notepad and rose fromhis
desk. "I was waiting for a call froma pinmp |I've been talking to."

"Have Hayden answer your phone." Palatazin notioned to the man at the nearest
desk. "1 need those files as soon as you can get them" He turned away from

Brasher in tine to see Gayle O arke cone striding into the squad room he felt
a quick surge of anger and irritation. She was over an hour |ate, and right
now he didn't feel like putting up with her inane questions. On the couple of
occasions he'd refused to see her and had sent her down to Press Rel ations,
the Tattler had then run cheap-shot editorials about how Captain Andrew

Pal atazin was dragging his feet on the Roach investigation. He woul dn't have
m nded at any other time, but right now all the city papers were pressuring
the mayor, who in turn pressured the police conm ssioner, who junped with both
feet on Chief Garnette, who cane to Pal atazin chew ng a toothpick and



demandi ng to know why this thing wasn't cracked yet. Palatazin could only chew
Turns and hul k around the squad room like an injured, dangerous bear; he knew
his men were working as hard as they could, but the politicians in high places
were getting nervous. So there had been a firmdirective fromthe
conmi ssi oner: Cooperate with the press.

It's not enough to be a policeman, Pal atazin thought sourly as he noved toward
Gayl e C arke. Now you have to be social worker, psychol ogist, politician, and

mnd reader all rolled up into one! "You're late," he told her tersely. "Wat

do you want ?"

"Sorry," she said, but her expression didn't showit. "I was held up for a
while. Can we talk in your office?"

"Where el se? But please make this fast. | have work to do." He ushered her in,
cl osed the door, and sat down at his desk. The nanme "Wally" buzzed in his
brain like a hornet. "I'Il tell you what | told the Tinmes and the Ledger this
nmorning: we're still without a prine suspect, but we do have several people
under surveillance. And no, |I'mnot aware of any sinilarities between the

Roach and Jack the Ri pper. W' ve boosted the nunber of decoys on the streets,
but I wi sh you'd keep that off the record. WII you?"

"Shoul d 1 ?" She raised an eyebrow, taking a Flair pen out of her purse.

"Mss Carke," Palatazin said quietly, shoving aside his pipe and folding his
hands together atop his desk. Take it easy, he told hinself. Don't |et her
bait you, she's good at that. "In the past few weeks you and | have had the
m sfortune of having to work in close proximty. | know you don't |ike me, and
| couldn't care less. | have nothing but the | owest regard for your
newspaper." He turned and rummaged through a stack of papers; when he found

| ast week's Tattler, he pushed it across the desk toward her. The front-pa“e
headl i ne in bl oodred type screaned, WHERE | S THE ROACH? WHO W LL BE NEXT TO
DIE? Her thin smle wavered a fraction but held.

"You'll recall that I told you two weeks ago | was putting decoy policewonen
on the streets to act as prostitutes. | told every newspaper in this city the
same thing and asked all of themto keep that information off the record.
You'll recall | asked you to do the same. Why was it then that on opening your
paper to read your story my eye was caught by a headline that read,

' Pol i cewonen May Trap the Roach?' He hasn't struck since that information was
made public. Although I'm not assum ng that he is sick enough to be a reader
of your paper, | am assunming that he has found out about the decoys and has
decided to go into hiding. It may be nmonths before he surfaces again, and by
then his trail may be very cold indeed."

"I tried to keep that out of the story," Gayle said. "My managing editor said
it was news and should go in."

"Ch. Then perhaps your nanagi ng editor should have my job since he knows so
much about police procedure?" He rumraged again, found another Tattler, and
pushed it toward Gayle like a piece of rotten nmeat. The headline bl ared MASS-
MURDER RAMPAGE. There was a picture in gory detail of Charlene MKay being

pi cked up by the nmen fromthe nmorgue. Other headlines tried to scream each

ot her out: HAVE UFGCs LANDED NEAR L. A ? NEVER GROW OLD- THE AMAZI NG SEAVEED

DI ET; HOW TO MARRY A ROCK STAR. Pal atazin snorted with disgust. "Do people
actually subscribe to this thing?"

"Three hundred thousand by last year's figures," she told himcoolly. "I would
tell you | was sorry about that decoy thing getting in, but | don't think it
woul d do any good."

"You're right, because | have the feeling that if we were to do it all over
agai n, nothing would change. Don't you realize how much harmthese wld
stories about the Roach do? They frighten people; they make peopl e suspicious
of each other, afraid to even go out at night. And they don't help our

i nvestigation very much either." He picked up his pipe and clanmped it between
his teeth, alnobst biting through the stem "I thought | could trust in your
professionalism | see | was wong."

"Dam it!" she said suddenly and so forcefully Pal atazin thought she was going



to |l eap over the desk at him She | eaned forward, her eyes fierce with anger

"The stories | wote are good! Damed good! | can't help what the headlines
say, and | can't tell ny nmanaging editor what's right or wong to print! Ckay,
| know the Tattler's mlking this thing for all it's worth, but so is every

ot her paper in town! The bottomline is cash, captain, selling papers, and
anybody who says differently is either a liar or a fool. But if you read ny
stories, you'll see |I'ma dammed good witer, and |'ve told people the truth
as | seeit!"

Pal atazin was silent for a nonent. He Iit his pipe and regarded her through a
haze of snoke. "Wy do you waste your tine with the Tattler?" he asked her

finally. "It's beneath you. Couldn't you work somewhere el se?"
"I"'m maki ng a name for nyself," she said, the redness slowy subsiding from
her face. "It's a living. Mist women two years out of the UCLA School of

Journalismare sitting on their asses doing rewites, or editing sonmebody

el se's copy, or going down to the corner for coffee and ham sandw ches for the
real reporters.

Working for the Tattler may not be a dreamjob, but at least |I'mgathering a
foll ow ng who buy papers to read nmy copy."

"Some follow ng. The kind of people who Iike to stare at traffic accidents.™
"Their noney's as good as anyone else's. Better than nmpbst. And don't downgrade
them captain; they're the great American middl e class. The people who pay
your salary, by the way."

Pal at azi n nodded t houghtfully. Gayle's dark brown eyes still held a hint of
anger, glittering |ike deep pools of water disturbed by the casual throw of a
stone. "Well," he said, "I'd better get to work and earn that salary. Just
what is it you wanted to see me about?"

"Never mind. You answered ny questions already. | was going to ask you why you
t hought Roach had gone into hiding." She capped her Flair and dropped it back
into her purse. "You mght be interested to know that he won't be the | ead
story next week."

"I'"'mrelieved."

She stood up fromher chair and slung the purse over her shoulder. "Ckay," she
said. "Of the record. Are you any closer to catching himthan you were | ast
week?"

"OFf the record? No. But we may have sone new | eads."

"Such as?"

"Too premature yet. W'll have to wait and see."

She smled thinly. "Don't trust nme anynore, do you?"

"Partly that. Also partly that we're working on sone information that came off
the street today, and you of all people should know how reliable that can be."
He stood up and went with her toward the door.

She stopped with her hand on the knob. "I ... | didn't nean to | ose ny cool

But | got involved in sonething that was pretty hairy today. Something weird.
You nust think I'm pushing pretty hard, don't you?"

"Yes, | do."

"That's because | don't want to stay on the Tattler all my life. | have to be
t here when you get him captain, because riding this story to the ground is
the only way |'mever going to nmove up. Ckay, |'m anbitious and opportunistic
as hell, but I'ma realist, too. Sonmething as big as this cones along for a
journalist only once in a blue moon. I'mgoing to see that | take advantage of

it."

"W may never find him"

"Can | quote you on that?"

H s eyes wi dened slightly; he couldn't tell if she was ki dding or not because
her expression was serious, her gaze sharp and piercing. "I don't think so,"
he said, and opened the door for her. "I'msure we'll be tal king again. By the
way, what knocked Roach off the front page? Sonething about a little old I ady
who found Howard Hughes's will in her attic?"

"No." A chill passed through her; she could still smell the rot of those
corpses in the cenetery as if her clothes were full of it. "G ave robbers over



at Hol |l ywood Menorial. That's why | was late; | had to call the story in and
talk to the Hol | ywood cops."

"Grave robbers?" Pal atazin said softly.

"Yeah. O rather coffin robbers. Whoever it was ripped about twenty caskets
out of the ground and left . . . everything else lying around."

Pal atazin took the pipe out of his nouth and stood staring at her, a dul
pul se beating at the base of his neck. "Wat?" he said in a strange, hoarse
voi ce that sounded nore |ike the croak of a frog.

"Yeah. It's weird." She started out the door, but suddenly Pal atazin's hand
was gripping her armjust short of painfully. She | ooked at himand blinked.
H s face had gone waxen, his lips noving but maki ng no sound.

"What do you mean?" he said with an effort. "Wat are you tal ki ng about? When
did this happen?"

"Sometine during the night, |I guess. Hey, listen . . . you're . . . you're
hurting."
He | ooked down at his hand and instantly rel eased her. "I'msorry. Holl ywood

Menorial ? Who was first on the scene?”

"I was. And a photographer fromthe Tattler-Jack Kidd. Wy are you so

i nterested? Vandalismisn't your detail, is it?"

"No, but. .." He | ooked wan and confused, as if he m ght suddenly collapse on
the floor in a linp heap. The set of his eyes with their glazed intensity
frightened Gayl e so nmuch she felt a quick shiver ripple up her spine. "Are you
all right?" she asked himtentatively, and for a nmonment he didn't reply.
"Yes," he said finally, nodding. "Yes, I'mfine. I'"'mfine. 1'd like for you to
go now, Mss Clarke, I have work to do." He held the door open, and she
stepped out into the squad room She turned toward him intending to ask him
to keep her in mnd if and when they did get a solid | ead on Roach. The door
closed in her face. She thought, Shit! Wat's his problen? Maybe what |'ve
been hearing is true. Maybe the pressure is starting to crack himw de open

If so, that would make for a juicy human interest story. She turned away and
left the squad room

And behind that closed door, Palatazin was gripping his tel ephone with a

whi t e- knuckl ed hand. The police operator answered. "This is Pal atazin," he

sai d.

"CGet me Lieutenant Kirkland, Hollywod Division." H's voice was urgent and
full of terror.

FOUR
The sun reached its zenith and instantly began to fall, deepening the shadows
that clung like a precious autumm chill to the eastern facades of the massive

stone and gl ass buildings at the center of Los Angeles. In the slow decay of
hours and light, the sun shone red on the snooth | akes of MacArthur Park

cl ear, golden beans wafted through the wi ndows of shops and bouti ques on Rodeo
Drive in Beverly Hills; dust stirred lazily in the air anmong the cranped, boxy
tenenent buildings of East L.A., and clothes strung on lines fromw ndow to

wi ndow caught bits of flying grit; the Pacific surf that rolled up to the edge
of the Venice Beach boardwal k, where the kids darted and spun on roller skates
i ke human tops, slowy turned orange, then red deepening toward purple;
lights began to glimrer |ike hot jewels along Sunset and Hol | ywood boul evards;
the San Gabriel Muntains were junbled piles of |ight and darkness, the
western face of stone glowing red, the eastern exposures al nost bl ack

And above the whole nmetropolis with its eight mllion separate |ives and
destinies sat the Kronsteen castle on a throne of rock. It was a huge,
spraw i ng edifice of black weather-beaten stone with high turrets, arched

Cot hi c roofs, broken gargoyles leering fromtowers or contenplating the

pat chwork of humanity in the valley bel ow Mny of the w ndows had been
shattered and replaced with boards, but some of the wi ndows at the higher

el evations had survived vandalism and those that were of stained glass gl owed
red and blue and purple in the strong, hard light of the setting sun. A chil
gathered in the darkening air and began to grow vicious. The wi nd hissed and



whi spered around stone battlements |ike a human voice through broken teeth.
And many in the city bel ow thought for just a cold, eerie instant that they
heard their names called frombehind the falling curtain of night.

FI VE

Ri co Esteban's brain was scorched with hot neon. Around himthere was the

t hunder of engines, the crisp notes of electric rmusic rippling through the
air.

He t hought he should say sonething to the dark-haired girl who sat pressed
agai nst the other side of the car, but he could think of only one thing and
saying it wouldn't be right-Holy Shit. Beyond that crude summation of his
feelings, his brain buzzed with overloaded circuits.

He t hought, Prenado? Did she say she was pregnant? Only a few m nutes before,
he'd pulled his fire-engine-red Chevy lowider in front of Merida Santos's
apartment buil ding on Dos Terros Street in the dark tenement barrio of East
Los Angel es. Al nost imediately she'd cone running out of the hallway, where a
single dimlight bulb exposed a shaky set of stairs and walls layered with
spray-painted graffiti, and slid into his car. As he kissed her, he'd thought
t hat somet hi ng was wong; her eyes |ooked funny, they were a little sad, and
there were the begi nnings of dark circles underneath them He'd started the
Chevy, filling Dos Terros Street with a runble that shook w ndowpanes and
brought a coupl e of shouted complaints fromthe old fol ks, and then had
screeched of f toward Whittier Boul evard. Merida, her long black hair cascadi ng
i n waves around her shoul ders, sat away from himand stared at her hands. She
was wearing a blue dress and the silver crucifix on a chain that R co had
bought for her birthday the week before.

"Hey," he'd said, and | eaned over to tilt her face up with a forefinger
beneat h her chin. "Wat's wong? You been crying? That crazy perra been
beati ng on you?"

"No," she'd replied, her soft voice trenbling slightly. She was still nore
little girl than woman. At sixteen her flesh was snoboth and tawny, her body as
tight and lean as a colt's. Usually her eyes sparkled with shy, |aughing

i nnocence, but tonight something was different, and Rico couldn't figure it
out .

If her crazy old nother hadn't been beating on her again, then what was w ong?
"Did Luis run away from hone agai n?" he asked her. She shook her head. He

| eaned back, cushioned in the cup of his red bucket seat, and brushed a | ock
of thick black hair off his forehead. "That Luis better watch out," he said
qui etly, swerving around a couple of drunks who were dancing together in the
m ddl e of the street. He hit the horn, and one of them shot himthe finger
"The kid's too young to be running with the Homicides. | told himonce, | told
hima hundred tinmes not to get mixed up with those | adrones. They're going to
get himin trouble. Were you want to eat tonight?"

"It don't matter,"” Merida said. R co shrugged and turned onto the boul evard,
where a gaudy carnival of neon pul sated over porno novie houses, bars, discos,
and |iquor stores. Though it was just past six-thirty, the |l owiders were
already jostling for position, chugging |ike streamined | oconotives. They
were painted every color of the rainbow fromelectric blue to Day-d o orange
and outfitted with zebra- striped tops or |eopard-skin upholstery or radio
antennae that seened as tall as towers. The nass of cars noved at a craw,
bounci ng and swaying |ike wild bucking horses along the boul evard, which was
lined with hordes of Chicano teenagers |ooking for fun on a Saturday night.
Music fromtransi stor and car radios blared at each other, the tunultuous
frenzy of rock and disco overpowered only by the thundering bass |ines that
prow ed out through the open doors of the bars. The air, sweet and hot with
exhaust, cheap perfune, and marijuana, crackled with tinny voices. R co
reached over and turned his own radio up loud, his brown face split by a grin.
The grow of KALA' s Tiger Eddie becane a hypnotic chant-". . . gonna TEAR this



town tonight, gonna lay it to WASTE, 'cause we're the BEST, beatin' all the
REST on a SAT- UR- DAY night! M ghty KALA, conmin' at you with The Wl ves
annnnddddd 'Born to Be Bad'!"

Merida had turned the radio off. The Wl ves wail ed on anyway froma dozen
other sets of speakers. "Rico," she'd said, and now she was | ooking him
straight in the eyes, and her lower lip trenmbled. "I found out |I'm pregnant."”
He thought, Holy Shit! Pregnant? Did she say pregnant? He'd al nbst said "Wo
did it?" but stopped hinself cold. He knew she'd been sleeping only with him
for the past three nonths, even after he'd gotten his apartnment down on the

| ow, poor end of Sunset Boul evard. She was a decent, good, |oyal woman. Wnan?
he t hought.

Barely sixteen. A girl, yes, but a worman in many ways, too. Rico was too
stunned to speak. The waves of |owiders before himseened to undul ate, an
ocean of netal. He'd used rubbers nost every tine and thought he'd been

careful, but now. . . Wat am| going to do? he asked himsel f. Your big macho
prick has gotten this woman in trouble, and now what do you do?

"You sure?" he said finally. "I mean . . . how do you know?"

"I ... didn't have ny time. | went to the clinic, and the doctor told ne."
"Coul dn't he be wong?" He was trying to think-Wen did | not use protection?
When we were drinking wine that night, or when we were in a hurry . . .?

"No," she said, the finality in her voice starting a dull throbbing in the pit
of his stomach.

"Does your mama know? She'll kill nme. She hates my guts anyway. She said if |
saw you agai n she was going to shoot nme or call the cops . "

"She don' know," Merida said softly. "Nobody el se knows."
choking sound like a rabbit being strangl ed.

"Don't cry!" he said too loudly and too sharply, and then realized that she
was al ready crying, her head bent and the tears rolling down her cheeks in

| arge drops. He felt protective of her, nore like a big brother than a | over.
Do | love Merida? he asked hinmself; the question, so sinply stated, baffled

She made a little

him He wasn't sure he knew what |ove would feel like. Did it feel Iike good
sex? O was it like know ng sonebody was there to talk easy to you? O did it
feel awesome and silent, like sitting in church?

"Please," Rico said as he stopped at a traffic light with a row of other

| owiders. Feet punched accel erators, challenging him but he paid no
attention.

"Don't cry, okay?" She stopped after another nonent but didn't |look at him
then funmbled in her purse for a tissue to blow her nose. Sixteen! Rico

t hought. She's just turned sixteen! And here he was like all the rest of the
strutting, Saturday night boul evard crowd, dressed in his tight chinos and
pal e blue shirt, gold chains and a tiny coke ; spoon dangling fromhis neck
like a macho stud, going to take his worman to get ' sonmething to eat, hit a
disco or two, and then return her to his bed for a quick sex session. Only now
there was a very big difference-he had gotten Merida pregnant, filled up a
child with a child, and now he felt weighed down with age and the serious
concerns he'd never dreamed about even in his worst nightmares. He imagi ned
that if he could see his face-lean and hi gh-cheekboned and handsone in ' a
dar k, dangerous way because of a nose that had been broken twi ce and set badly
both tinmes-he would be able to see faint lines around his eyes and crinkling
in his forehead. In that instant he wanted to be a little boy again, playing
with red plastic cars on a cold wooden floor while his nmother and father

tal ked about M. Cabrillo running off with M. Hernandez's wife as his big
sister sat spinning the dial of her new transistor radio back and forth. He
wanted to be a child forever, without worries or weights around his neck. But
his mother and father had been dead for alnost six years now, killed in a fire
that had started froma spark frombad electrical i wiring; the fire had
roared through the tenement building like a volcanic whirlwi nd, and three
floors had coll apsed before the first of the fire engines arrived. R co had
been running with a street gang called the Cripplers then, and was huddl ed
under a stairway, drinking red wine with three buddi es, when he'd heard the



fire engines screaming; it was a noise that even now sonetinmes awakened him
and nmade himbreak out in a cold sweat. H s sister Deanne was a nodel up in
San Franci sco now, or so she said in her infrequent letters. She always wote
that she was about to do a shooting for some mmgazine or other, or that she'd
met a man who was going to get her into comercials.

Once she'd witten that she was going to be the June Playmate, but of course
the girl in that nonth's Playboy was bl ond and bl ue-eyed and worl ds away from
the barrio. He hadn't seen his sister in two years, and the last letter had
been over six nonths before.

The traffic light flickered to green. Around himthe | owiders screeched off,
leaving thick trails of rubber. He realized he was gripping Merida's hand very
tightly.

"Everything's going to be okay," he told her. "You'll see." And then she
quickly slid across the seat to him as close as a second skin, and if |ove
felt anything like pity, then yes, Rico loved her. "Listen, you want a
hanburger or sonething? | can stop there." He notioned toward a Fat Jinms
burger stand, a huge, livid, neon hanburger floating in the sky. She shook her
head. " Ckay.

W'|ll eat later." He took his pack of Wnstons off the dashboard and lit a
cigarette. A black and white prow car went gliding by in the opposite
direction, the eyes of the cop at the wheel neeting Rico's for one gl aci al
heartstopping instant. Rico was carrying a few grans of coke and some nicke
bags of fine Colonbian Red in a box that rested in a cavity cut beneath the
rubber paddi ng of the trunk. That was his business now, supplying coke to the
ki ds who hun”around the rock clubs on Sunset Strip. Though he was just a

ni ckel - and-di ner, he was maki ng enough noney to keep hinmself in good threads.
And his supplier, a bald guy who wore Pierre Cardin business suits and called
hi nsel f Gypsy John, said he had the nerve and anmbition to be big in the trade
someday. Not as big as Gypsy John, of course, but big enough. Rico let his
gaze coolly slither away fromthe cop's and jockeyed into position behind a
Thunderbird painted in tiger stripes. Someone called himfromthe curb, and he
gl anced over to see Felix Ortega and Benny Gracion standing with two
fine-1ooking foxes in front of the Go-Go Disco. Rico raised his hand and
shouted, "How s it going ami gos?" but did not stop because they were wal ki ng
rem nders of his time with the Cripplers.

And finally Merida asked the question Rico had dreaded. "Wat are we going to
do?"

Eyes shining, she watched himcarefully for any sign of betrayal.

He shrugged, cigarette dangling fromhis lower lip. "What do you wanna do?"
"I't's your baby."

"It's yours too!" he said loudly, anger filling his face with bl ood-why hadn't
she been on the pill or sonething?-and then the flush of shame spreading hotly
across his cheeks. "Ch, Jesus," he said hoarsely. "I don't know what |'m
supposed to do!"

"You | ove ne, don't you? You said you did. If you hadn't said that, | woul dn't
have let you do it to me. You been the first and the only."

He nodded grimy, remenbering the first tinme he'd taken her. It had been in

t he backseat of his car in a drive-in out near Southgate. He'd felt proud
after it was over because she was his first virgin, and he knew you weren't
really a man until you'd broken in a virgin. He renmenbered what Felix Otega
had tol d himonce in the abandoned warehouse the Cripplers used as
headquarters-"Fuck a virgin, man, and she'll |ove you forever."

Ch, Christ! he thought. Forever? Wth just one chick? | got a business to
think of. | could be buying nyself silk shirts pretty soon, and alligator
shoes, or a fine black Porsche. | could get one of those penthouse apartnents
like the novie stars have. | could really be sonmebody in this town, | could be
bi gger than Gypsy John evenl But now he saw his path, and it wound strai ght
back to the black, bitter heart of the barrio. In ten years he would be

wor ki ng in sone garage and com ng home at five to a two-room apartnment where



Merida and two or three kids waited, snotty noses and all; his hands woul d be
bl ack with engine grine, and his gut would be spreading fromall the beer with
t he boys on Saturday nights. Merida would be haggard, the kids underfoot al
the tine and the close confines of the tenenent maki ng her nervous and junpy,
different fromthe beautiful girl she was now They woul d argue about his
future-why he couldn't find a better-paying job and why he had no nore
anbition-and Iife would start to close in around his throat, choking himto
death. NO he told hinself.

| CAN T DO THAT! He reached down and turned the radio up Ioud so he coul dn't
hear hinsel f think

"Merida," he said, "I want you to be sure. | nean ... | want you to be for
certain that. . . you know. . . the kid's mne . " He was groping, |ooking
for sonething to put between hinself and the decision that had to be made.
Instantly he felt like a traitor, a coward to the very pit of his soul. But he
knew the truth-he didn't |ove her enough to change his life for her

She turned her face away from himand very slowy strai ghtened her spine so
that she was sitting totally upright and not slunped as she had been a nonent
bef ore.

She noved away from him her hands clenched in her Iap

So, Rico told hinmself. Now she understands. Ch, Christ, this is shitty, man!
You're treating her |ike common pussy, sonme Crippler groupie, or the

neon- daubed hustlers who call out their rates fromeach side of the boul evard.
And then Merida, a sob bursting fromher throat, junped fromthe Chevy before
Ri co knew what was happeni ng. She ran down the street in the opposite
direction, lowiders swerving around her, drivers cursing or calling out rude
invitations.

"Merida!" Rico shouted. He twi sted the wheel, ran up onto the curb, then
jerked the keys out of the ignition. Then he was out and running al ong
VWhittier, trying to find her anong the hundreds of glaring white headlights
that stared inpassively back at him "MERI DA!'" he called, braving a green Ford
whose driver invited himto stick his head up his ass. He ran on through the
traffic, being cursed in a variety of |anguages and inflections, but he didn't
care. Merida was too young, too innocent, to be alone on a Saturday ni ght on
this neon hell of a boulevard. She didn't know the potential dangers, she was
too trusting. After all, he thought bitterly, she trusted me, and |I'mthe

wor st kind of rapist-l took her soul. Hal f-blinded by charging headlights, he
continued on, |eaping aside as a burly red-bearded bi ker swept past himon a
bl ue chopper. Sonething shimrered on the pavenent, and Rico bent to pick it

up. It was Merida's silver crucifix, his birthday present to her. The clasp

was broken where she'd ripped it off her neck; the necklace was still warm
from her body heat.
"Merida!" he shouted, staring into a blaze of lights. "I"'msorry!"

But the night had swal | owed her up, she was gone, and he knew that even if she
did hear himcalling over the tumultuous noise, she wouldn't turn back. No,
she had too nmuch pride for that, and in conparison to her, R co felt sliny,
covered with contagi ous sores.

He saw the blue light of that prowl car approaching, sliding through the

| owiders. He was pierced by cold panic as he thought of his nerchandi se
sitting in the Chevy's trunk, an easy score for the cops if they decided to
see what he was carrying. Wiirling around, he ran for the sidewal k, shoving
people aside in his race with the prowl car. Pinps in peacock suits and their
hot - pant s-cl ad hustlers slipped into doorways as the cops drove past. The bl ue
light was going around and around, filling the air with electric resentnent,
but the cops weren't riding their siren. Rico slid behind the Chevy's wheel
jamred the key into the ignition, and backed off the curb, then spun the whee
sharply and nerged with the sl ow westbound traffic. About a bl ock ahead he saw
that two | owiders had slamed together in the mddl e of the boul evard, and a
coupl e of guys were scuffling, urged on by a tight ring of onlookers. As Rico
swerved past them he heard the heart-stopping shrill of the police siren and,
| ooking into his rearviewmrror, he saw the prowl car stop to break up the



fight. He punched his accelerator and slid smoothly around the slower cars. No
cops giving ne hassles tonight, he told hinself. Shit, |I've had hassles
enough!

And then he remenbered Merida, alone on the boulevard. He couldn't |eave her
for the mass of predators who were all looking for fresh neat. He found a
clear spot, nade a fast U-turn, and drove back past the prow car, past where
Merida had | eapt out into the street. Figures that had vani shed into dark
al l eys and doorways were now reemerging to hawk their wares. The sidewal ks
were crowded with hungry humanity, and in that jostling crush one skinny,
pregnant Chicano girl would hardly matter. Rico was frightened for her; he
held the silver chain and crucifix clenched in one hand, and though he was not
a particularly religious man, he w shed she'd kept it on for good |uck. He
thought, 1'Il find her. If it takes nme all night, 1'Il find her.

H s Chevy noved on into the night, borne along and finally lost in the sea of
net al

SI X

Pal atazin was standing at the |ocked iron gates of Hollywood Menorial Cenetery
as Merida Santos was | eaping fromthe red Chevy on Wiittier Boul evard. H's
hands had cl osed around the bars, and he stood staring in as a chill evening
breeze clattered pal mleaves overhead. It was al nbst seven o' clock, and he
realized that he'd told Jo on the tel ephone that he woul d pick her up at
six-thirty for their dinner at The Budapest. He decided to tell her that
somet hing had come up at the office, to keep this cenetery thing to hinself.
Because what if he was wong? That would make himas crazy as Lieutenant

Ki rkl and had thought he was.

Stake out a cenetery? Kirkland had asked incredul ously over the tel ephone.
What for?

"Because," he'd said, "I asked you to. That should be enough.”

"I"'msorry, captain,” Kirkland had replied, "but I'lIl have to have nore than
that. Saturday night in Hollywod can be pretty damed rough, as you well
know.

Now, what exactly does this have to do with the vandalisn®"

"It's . . . it's very inportant that you do as | ask." Pal atazin knew he was
soundi ng crazy and that his voice was high and nervous and that Lieutenant

Ki rkl and was probably grinning at one of his detectives, making a circular
motion at his tenple with his forefinger. "Please, lieutenant. No questions,
not just yet. I'monly asking for a man or two out there tonight."

"Captain, Hollywod Menorial has their own watchman."

"But what happened to the watchman who was out there | ast night? Has anyone
found hin? No, | don't think so."

"Sorry." Kirkland had let ar hint of irritation creep into his voice. "Wy
don't you send sone of your own men if you want the cenmetery watched so

badl y?"

"Al'l my men are working day and night on finding the Roach. | can't ask any of
themto . "

"Same here, sir. | can't. It's not justified." Kirkland had | aughed softly. "
don't think those stiffs are going to be causing any trouble out there
tonight, sir. |I have to go, captain, if there's nothing else."

"No. Nothing else."

"Nice talking with you, captain. Sorry | couldn't help you out. Good hunting
to you. Hope you nail that guy pretty soon."

"Yes. Good-bye, lieutenant." And Pal atazin had heard Kirkland hang up his
phone.

Now, for the second tine today, he stood at the gates of the cemetery. This
afternoon he'd watched the officers fromthe Holl ywod D vision wal ki ng around
out there, stepping over skeletons; then the insurance and nortuary peopl e had
cone in, followed by the dunmp trucks and work crews. Now the place | ooked



serene again with the grassy knolls whitened by noonlight, the new nounds of
dirt the only rem nder that something terrible had happened there Il ast night.
"Can | hel p you?" soneone said fromthe darkness on the other side of the
gate.

A flashlight was flicked on, the beamdirected into Pal atazin's face.

Pal atazin reached for his wallet and showed his badge. "Ch. Sorry." The
flashlight beam dropped, and a watchman in a dark gray uniform materialized
fromthe night. He was a tall, white-haired man with friendly blue eyes. He

wore a Hol | ywood Menorial badge on his shirt. "I'm Kel sen," he said. "Wat can
| do for you?"
"Not hi ng, thank you. | just came to ... look."

"To | ook? You should cone back on Monday and take the tour-they show you al
the celebrity graves." Kelsen sniled, but when Pal atazin didn't respond, the
smle faded. "Looking for anything in particular?"

"No. | was here earlier this afternoon when the officers were investigating."
"Ch, so that's it. Damedest thing | ever heard tell of. | didn't exactly see
any of it, but | heard about it when they called ne in. | don't usually work

on Saturday nights. My wife pitched a fit."
"I imagine she did," Palatazin said quietly. "The man who worked | ast ni ght.
understand his name was Zachary?"

"Yeah, old Zack." Kel sen | eaned agai nst the gate; behind himlight streaned

t hrough the wi ndow of the watchman's station. "He usually has the weekend
shift.

Now he turns up mssing, so they call nme in.'

He shrugged and smled again. "I

don't care, | need the noney. Listen, you people don't think Zack had anything
to do with what happened here | ast night, do you?"

"I don't know. | don't work in the Hollywod Division."

"Ch." Kelsen frowned and swung his light up toward Pal atazin again. "So why
are you interested? | nmean, it's damed strange and all, but | thought the
cops wapped it up today. Vandalism right? Some cult kids who maybe needed
coffins for ... whatever it is they do. | heard the same thing happened over
at Hope Hill Cenetery |ast week; sonmebody clipped the |l ock on the gates, tore
up a few graves, and nade off with five or six coffins. Hope HIIl's a small
cenetery, you know, and they can't afford a watchnffen, so nobody knows what
happened. Just crazy kids, | guess. It's a crazy world, right?"

"Yes. Crazy."

"Listen, do you want to cone in or something? Take a | ook around? |'ve got an
extra flashlight."

Pal at azi n shook his head. "No need for that. | wouldn't find anything." He
stared at Kelsen, his eyes going dark and cold. "M! Kelsen," he said, "is
there a lock on the door of your little house there?"

"Yeah, there's a | ock. Wy?"

"Because |'m going to suggest that you do sonething, and | want you to |isten
to ne very carefully." Palatazin's hands curled tighter around the bars. "If |
tried to explain to you why I want you to do this, you woul dn't understand. So
just listen, please.™

"Ckay," the watchman said, but he stepped back a pace fromthe man at the
gate, whose gaze had gone so hard and chilling.

"If anyone el se cones to this gate tonight-man, wonan, or child-you should

| ock your door and draw the blinds. If you hear this gate opening, you should
turn up your radio very loud so you can't hear. And you should not conme out to
| ook. Let whoever it nay be do as he or she pleases. But do not-do not-cone
out to try to stop them"

"That's . . . that's nmy job," Kelsen said softly, a crooked grin frozen on his
face. "What is this, a joke? Candid Canera? \Wat's goi ng on?"

"I"mdeadly serious, M. Kelsen. Are you a religious man?"

This guy's not a cop! Kelsen thought. He's a freakin' nut! "I'ma Catholic,"
he said. "Listen, what's your nane?"

"If and when soneone cones to this gate tonight," Pal atazin conti nued,

i gnoring the question, "you should pray. Pray very loudly, don't pay any



attention to anything they say to you.'
hit his face.

"Perhaps if you pray hard enough, they'll |eave you in peace."

"I think you should go, mister," Kelsen said. "Get out of here before | call a
real cop!" H's face was contorted, and his once friendly eyes turned nean. "o

He squi nted when the watchman's |i ght

on, buddy, get out!" He started for the tel ephone on his desk. "I'mcalling
the cops right now "

"Al'l right," Palatazin said, "all right, I'mgoing." Kelsen stopped and | ooked
back; the flashlight in his hand was shaking. "But renenber what |'ve told
you.

Pl ease. Pray, and keep praying."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah! 1'Il pray for you, you crazy freak!" Kel sen di sappeared

into his station and slammed the door behind him Palatazin turned, wal ked
quickly to his car and drove away; he was trenbling, his stomach churning
slowy. Hope Hill Cenetery, did the man say? This has happened before? Ch ny
CGod, he thought, trying to keep down a rising wave of nausea. Please, no.

Don't let it happen again! Not here! Not in Los Angel es!

He hoped he was crazy; he hoped the pressure of the Roach killings was
beginning to get to him that he was seeing grinning shadows where not hi ng

exi sted but the warped antics of-what had Kel sen sai d?-ki ds who bel onged to
some crazy cult? A hundred cults, a thousand of them would be easier to dea
wi th than what he was beginning to fear had ripped those coffins out of the
ground.

He had been sleeping in his bed | ess than six bl ocks away when it had
happened, and perhaps when he'd awakened fromthe dream about his nother, the
t hi ngs were here at work.

Too late, Palatazin realized he'd turned off Santa Mnica Boul evard and driven
ri ght past Ronmine Street, heading south on Western. He touched the brakes for
only an instant and then drove on because he knew where he was goi ng.

The gray-bricked building on First Street was enpty nowit had been condemed
years ago-and the broken edges of glass gleaned in the windows. It |ooked
desol ate and forlorn, as if it had been abandoned for a very long tinme; the
wal s were smeared with old graffiti-he could see one faded white declaration
that read Seniors Fine in '59. Sonewhere in that graffiti would still be two
pai nful statenents scrawl ed by the hand of a vicious child-Pal atazin Sucks
and O d Lady P, Is Gonna Burn In Hell For Crazy People.

He lifted his gaze to the top floor wi ndows. Al broken now, all dark and
enpty;

but for an instant he thought he saw his nother up there, much younger of
course, her hair alnost fully gray but her eyes not nearly as haunted and wld
as he remenbered them at the end. She was peering out onto First Street,

wat chi ng the corner where little Andre, now in the sixth grade, would cross
carrying his green Arny backpack filled with notebooks and pencils, math texts
and hi story homewor k. \When he reached that corner, he always | ooked up, and
hi s mother woul d al ways wave fromthe wi ndow. Three tinmes a week a wonan naned
Ms.

G bbs would conme by to help himwi th his English; he was still having
difficulties, though nost of the teachers at his elenentary school spoke
Hungarian. Up in that small dark apartnent, the extremes of tenperature had
been al nost unbearable; at the height of sunmer the place was an oven even
with all the wi ndows open, and when a cold winter wind blew down fromthe
nount ai ns and shook the anci ent wi ndow frames, Andre could see the faint
wraithlike plunme of his nother's breath. Every night, no nmatter what the
season, she peered fearfully down onto the street, checked and rechecked the

t hree dead-bolt |ocks on the door, and paced the floor nuttering and crying
until the downstairs neighbors slamred the ceiling with a broom and shout ed,
"Go to sleep, you witch woman!"

Andre was never |iked or even tolerated by the other children in the

nei ghbor hood, a hodgepodge of Jewi sh, Hungarian, and Polish fam|ies, because
their parents were afraid of his nother, because they discussed the "wtch

em



worman" over their dinner tables and told the children they'd better stay away
fromher son, he night be crazy in the head, too. Hs friends were those
awkwar d, shy, or backward children who do not quite fit in with the others,
who can find no place to exist except on the outer rimand consequently play
al one nost of the tine. On sone occasi ons when he grew nervous, Andre the

wi tch woman's son | apsed into speaking Hungarian with a thick accent. Then he
woul d be chased honme from school by a pack of children who threw stones and

| aughed whenever he tripped and fell.

It was very hard for him because home was no refuge. It was a prison where
his nother scraw ed crucifixes on the walls and wi ndows and doors with

red. Crayol a crayons, where she shrieked out in the night fromthe inages that
seared her brain, where she sonetimes lay in her bed for days at a tine,
curled up like a fetus, staring blankly at a wall. It becane progressively

wor se and worse, and even Uncle MIlo, his nother's brother who had inmi grated
to Anerica in the late thirties and owned a successful nen's clothing store,
began to stop in and ask her if she would like to go somepl ace where she

woul dn't have to worry about anything anynore, where there were people to take
care of her and keep her happy. No.' she'd screamed during one terrible
argunent that kept Uncle MIlo away for weeks. No.' | won't |eave ny son al one!
VWhat would | find up there if | went in? Palatazin asked hinmself, staring up
at the front room A few newspapers all cut in pieces, lying in a thick

sedi nent of dust? Perhaps an old dress or two hanging in a closet? Things best
forgotten?

Sone of the crucifixes mght still be scrawled on the walls, close to the nai
hol es where the religious pictures had hung in their gaudy gilded franes.
Pal at azi n, grownup Andre, |ooked up to the wi ndows where he thought he saw the
pal e, ghostly face of a wonman waiting for her son to come honme. He didn't |ike
to think about those last nmonths; putting her in Golden Garden and | eaving her
there to die had torn himto pieces, but what else could he have done? She
couldn't take care of herself anynore; she had to be fed like a baby, and very
often she spat up her food like a baby or soiled the awful rubber, diaperlike
thi ng she wore. She was wasting away to nothing, alternately praying and
crying.

Her eyes had beconme the | argest thing about her. As she sat in her favorite
rocking chair day after day and stared down upon Romaine Street, her eyes
became | um nous, as large as pale white noons. So he'd sent her away where the
doctors and nurses could take care of her. She'd died of a stroke in a small
roomw th forest-green walls and a wi ndow that | ooked out on a golf course.
She' d been dead for two hours before a nurse canme in to check on her at six

o' clock in the norning.

Pal atazin remenbered her last words to him the very night before she died,
"Andre, Andre," she'd said softly, reaching up her frail white hand to grip
his arm "What time is it? Is it day or night?"

"Night, Mama," he replied. "It's al nost eight o' clock."

"Ni ght conmes too fast. Always too fast. |Is the door |ocked?"

"Yes." It wasn't, of course, but when he told her that it was, he could see
that it conforted her

"Good. My good Andre, you nust never forget to ... to lock the door. Ch, I'm
so sleepy. | can hardly keep my eyes open. | heard that black cat scratching

on the front door this norning, so | shooed it away. They should keep that cat
in their apartnent.”

"Yes, Mama." A black cat had bel onged to their nextdoor neighbors in the First
Street apartnent building; after all these years it nust surely be dust.

And then his nother's eyes had cl ouded over, and for a long tine she'd stared
at her son w thout speaking. "Andre, |I'mafraid," she'd said finally, her

voi ce cracking like old yell owed paper. The tears glimered in her eyes, and
Pal atazin had carefully wi ped them away with a handkerchi ef when they started
to roll down her cheeks. She'd gripped his hand tightly, her flesh as dry as

| eather. "One of them... one of themfollowed nme when | came back fromthe



market. | heard hi mwal ki ng behind nme, and when |... turned | saw his grinning
face. | saw his eyes, Andre, his terrible burning eyes! He wanted me to ... to
take his hand and go with him. . . because of what | did to your papa . . ."
"Shhhhhh," Pal atazin had said, w ping tiny beads of perspiration off her
forehead. "You' re wong, Mama. There was no one. You were only imagining it.
He renenbered the night she was recalling; she' d dropped a sack of groceries
and run honme, screaming. It had been the |last night she'd ever left the
apartnent.

"They can't hurt us now, Marma. W're too far away for themto ever find us
again."

"NO " she'd said, her eyes w dening. Her face was as pale as a china plate,
her fingernails digging half-nobons into his hand. "DON T YOU EVER BELI EVE

THAT! If you don't watch for them always... ALWAYS!... they can cone for you
and find you. They're always there, Andre . . . you just can't see them. . ."
"Why don't you try to sleep now, Mama? |I'Il sit here with you until | have to

| eave, all right?"

"Leave?" she'd said, suddenly panicked. "Leave? Were are you goi ng?"

"Home. | have to go honme. Jo's waiting for ne."

"Jo?" She'd | ooked at him suspiciously. "Wo's that?"

"My wife, Mama. You know who Jo is, she cane with ne to see you last night."
"Ch, stop that! You're just a little boy! Even in California they don't |et
little boys get married! Did you get that mlk | asked you to bring on the way
back from school ?"

He' d nodded and tried to smle. "I brought it."

"That's good." And then she'd settled back and cl osed her eyes. After another
nmonent her grip on his hand had | oosened enough for himto pull away. He'd sat
and gazed at her for a long time;, she |ooked so different, but still there was
somet hing there of the wonan he'd known a long tine ago, the one who'd sat in
the little stone house in Krajeck, knitting a sweater for her son. Wen he'd
stood up very quietly to | eave, his nother's eyes had opened again, and this
time they burned through his soul. "I won't |eave you, Andre," she'd

whi sper ed.

"I won't |eave ny son alone.” And then she was asl eep again, just that

qui ckly, her mouth hal f-open, and the breath rustling in and out of her |ungs.
There was an odor in the roomlike lilacs on the edge of decay.

Pal atazin had slipped out of the room and a doctor naned Vacarella had called
himjust after six the next mnorning.

My God! Pal atazin thought suddenly and | ooked at his wistwatch. Jo is waiting
at home! He started the car, glanced up once nore at the top-floor w ndow now
"enpty, the broken pane catching a little leftover |ight from someone el se's
house-and drove toward Rorai ne Street. \When he stopped at a traffic light two
bl ocks away, he thought he heard dogs howing very far away in a strange cl ose
har nony.

But when the |light changed and he drove on, he didn't hear them anynore-or
perhaps he was afraid to listen. Thoughts of Hollywdod Menorial |oonmed up too
quickly for himto cut themoff. H s hands began to sweat on the steering
wheel

They can't hurt us now, he thought. W're too far away. Too far away. Too far
away.

And fromthe depths of his nenory, his nother's voice answering, Don't you
ever believe that

SEVEN

Merida Santos had run a long way fromthe noisy tumult of Wiittier Boul evard,
and her | egs were beginning to ache. She stopped and | eaned agai nst a hal f-
denol i shed brick wall to rub her calves. Her lungs were burning, too, her eyes
felt gummy with tears, and her nose was running. Dam Ri co! she thought.

hate him HATE HHM HATE H M She thought of what she should do to him Tel



Luis he'd beaten her up and raped her, so the Hom cides would go after himand
cut himto pieces; tell her nother he'd gotten her drunk and had his way with
her, so she'd call the cops on him call the police herself and tell them she
knew sonebody who was selling cocaine to kids on the Strip and ask themif
they would like to know his nane.

But in the next instant her plans of vengeance broke apart in a single sob.
She couldn't do any of those things. She couldn't bear to see himhurt; she
woul d rather die than think of himbeing beaten up by the Hom cides or put in
jail.

Froma bitter spark of her anger and hurt, the hot flane of |ove-and of need,
bot h physical and enotional -l1eapt up, its crazy brightness nmaki ng new tears
stream down her cheeks. She started trenbling and couldn't stop. A hole had
opened up sonewhere in the pit of her stomach, and she felt she was in danger
of being swallowed into it, turned inside out, and then all the world would
see the tiny fetus just beginning to take formw thin her. She hoped that the
baby woul d be a boy with the same coffee-and-cream eyes that Rico had.

But now what was to be done? Tell Mama? She shivered at the thought. Her

not her hadn't acted right since Papa died | ast year; she was suspici ous of
every nmove Merida made-doubly suspicious of what Luis did, and that just made
Luis stay away from hone nore-and | ately had begun awakening Merida in the

m ddl e of the night to question her about the kids she was running around

wi th, about what they did. Snmoke that filthy weed? Get drunk on wi ne? Luis had
told Mama that Merida had been seeing Rico and that Rico was a big man in the
coke trade up on Sunset Boul evard. Luis, only twelve, was running with the
Homi ci des al nost every night now, and the barrio toughs hated Ri co because
he'd once been where they were and had made it out. Merida's nother had gone
into a screaming fit, threatening to lock Merida in a closet or turn her over
to the social worker lady if she kept seeing "that Esteban nugre." Now what
woul d happen if she told her nother she was carrying his baby in her belly?

O she could go to see Father Silvera first, and perhaps he could hel p her
talk to her nother. Yes. That was the thing to do.

Merida wi ped her swollen eyes and | ooked around to get her bearings. She
really hadn't noticed where she was running. The narrow street stretched out
before her, lined with brown brick buildings that were gutted and desol at e,
bonbed and burned out by the hands of the arsonist or feuding street gangs.
Mounds of rubble glittered with bits of broken glass; |ayers of yellow m st
hung over enmpty lots where a rat as big as a gopher occasionally scurried from
shadow t o shadow. Sone of the buildings |ooked as if they'd been split right
down the mddle by a huge axe, the tiny roons and hal | ways exposed as were the
metal twi stings of pipes, the toilets, and the tubs. And everywhere was the
wild spray-painted scraw : Zorro 78; L.A. Hom cides (and beneath that in a

di fferent color, Suck); Raphael H gh Conqui stadors Best; CGomez was here; Anita
does 69.

There were al so drawi ngs of crude sexuality interspersed. On the side of a

wr ecked apartnent building, staring inpassively down at Merida, was a huge
face, drawn in red with blood dripping fromboth corners of the nouth.

Merida shivered; it was getting colder, wind tw sting savagely through the
maze of wreckage as it sought a way out. And now she realized that she'd run
too far.

She had no idea where she was. She could turn around and see lights in the sky
fromWittier Boulevard, but in this silent place the boul evard seened a
hundred nil es away. She began to walk hurriedly, new tears wetting her eyes;
she crossed the street and noved al ong anot her that became narrower still and
was rank with the odor of old charred brick. O course her street, her
apartment building, couldn't be too far away; it would have to be only a few
streets over. Mama woul d be waiting, wanting to know where she'd been

She was wondering what she was going to say about her swollen eyes when she
heard the footsteps behind her. She caught her breath and whirled around;
somet hing dark scurried for the shadows like a rat, but whatever it was was
bi g enough to be a man. Merida narrowed her eyes, squinting to get a better



| ook, and she stood very still for what seenmed |ike hours. Then she started
wal ki ng again, faster, her heart hanmering in her chest. A young, pretty girl
like you can get raped out there, she renmenbered her nother saying. Raped or
much, nuch worse. She wal ked faster, and at the next desol ate corner she
turned again toward the distant lights of Wiittier. She | ooked back and saw
two figures this tine, both | eaping for the cover of open doorways. Merida

al nost screaned, but forced down the sound. She thought she'd seen a face as
white as gossaner and within it a pair of eyes that shone in the dark like a
| owider's headlights.

Foot steps cl attered sonewhere close to her, echoing between the brick walls
like nuffled expl osions.

Merida began to run, the breath bursting fromher lungs in a high whine. Wen
she dared to | ook overlier shoul der, she saw five or maybe seven fi gures,
running silently like a pack of wolves; they were gaining on her, and the one
inthe lead had a face like a grinning death's head. She tripped over debris
in the street, cried out, and al nbst went down. Then she was running as fast
as she could, her nother's warning echoing in her head-Raped or nuch, mnuch
wor se. She | ooked back again and screaned in cold panic. They were al nost upon
her; one of themreached out to grip her hair.

And fromthe darkness of the street, three nore of the things emerged before
her, waiting for her. She recognized one of them Paco MI|an, one of Luis's
friends fromthe Hom ci des, except now Paco's face was as pale as the belly of
a dead fish, and his fiery gaze crackled through Merida's skull. She thought
she heard hi m speak, though his nmouth didn't seemto open, "No nore running,
sister," he whispered, the sound |ike a wind through dead trees. "No nore
place to go." He held his arnms out for her and grinned.

A clawl i ke hand gripped Merida around the neck and jerked her head backward.
Anot her cl anped her mouth shut, freezing fingers digging into her flesh. The
figures danced around her as she was dragged toward a doorway.

And in a crunmbling hulk of brick, she learned that there was somethi ng worse
than rape. Mich, nmuch worse

El GHT

It was al most nmidnight, and the party was just getting started. The
hospitality bow s that had been brinm ng with Quaal udes and anphet ani nes,

Bl ack Beauties, Bennies, and uppers of a hundred different sizes and colors
were now al nost enpty; the silver trays that had been crisscrossed with white
lines of fine, pure cocaine were now only dusted with the traces of it, and

the ceramc vases that had |I' held dozens of red-striped MDonal d s drinking
straws now contained only a few But the house was still filled with peopl e of
all ages and in all manner of dress from Bill Blass suits to Yves Saint

Laurent disco dresses to denimcutoffs and T-shirts advertising Adidas or N ke
runni ng shoes. The huge sunken living roomto which nost of the party had
gravitated was heavy with several |ayers of sweet, thick pot snoke; the beige,
deep-pil e carpeting had started catching cigarettes when the ashtrays had
overfl owed, and now the di ne-sized burns |ooked |ike a natural pattern

Soneone was hammering at the grand piano over by a plate glass w ndow t hat

| ooked out over the blue-lit sw nmng pool; someone el se was playing a guitar
and singing, all this plus the cacophonous noi ses of a hundred people battling
the thunder of Bob Dylan's voice froma pair of thousand-dollar Bose speakers.
The house throbbed with base guitar and snare drum backbeat; the picture

wi ndows shivered every few seconds.

Sonebody in a cowboy hat was trying to clinb on top of the grand piano urged
on by a stunning blonde wearing a tight black dress. A few wonmen had stri pped
of f their blouses, proud of what they had, and noved through the crowd pursued
by young men with bul ging crotches. Oder nmen in suits", confident of the
power in their bulging wallets, were content to wait. Dyl an's voice becane a
shriek when the stereo's needle dug a trench across it; he was replaced by the
Cars.



Dam it, Wes Richer thought. | like Dylan. Wy'd sonebody want to go and do
that to my record? He smled and took a drag off the fat joint that was slowy
burni ng down between his fingers. Doesn't matter, he reassured hinself. | can
buy anot her one tonorrow. He | ooked around the roomthrough gl azed bl ue eyes.
Stellar. One fucking whale of a stellar party. Tonight he felt he had the
answer to a question that had plagued himfor nost of his twenty-five years.
The sinple question was addressed to God: Wiose side are You on, anyway? As he
regarded the glowing eye of his joint, he knew he had the answer right in his
back pocket, just arrived in a Cosm c Fortune Cookie: Your side, Wes. God is
on your side.

But He hadn't always been, Ws thought. Damm straight. He fashioned an i mage
of God in his mnd-an elderly, slightly doddering being in a white London Fog
overcoat with a gold nmuffler to chase away the chill of the high altitude. God
woul d | ook suspiciously like Ws Richer in his "old man in the park" bit,
and-yeah, give the bit a kick-God nmight talk a little like a tired Jew sh
vacuum cl eaner sal esman: "Wesley, | got a lot to do, | can't get around to
everybody! Who do you think I am Santa C aus? There's this guy over in New
Jersey wants to get away with a little cheating on the taxes; a lady in

Chi cago keeps after Me to send her |ost dog home, but the nutt got run over by
a bus; a pinply kid in Des Mines wants to pass a history test or he's
conpletely verm sched; this fella in Palm Springs wants Me to keep his wife
fromfinding out he's got three women on the side . . . everybody wants

somet hing, Wes! And that's just right down there in the US of Al What aml,
Dear Abby? And you, Wes!

You keep wanting to know whose side |I'mon, and why your |ast pilot went down
the tubes, and why you can't win anynore at the blackjack tables! Gevult, what
a mess down there! | slap My own hands! Ckay, okay, so maybe if | help you
out, you'll quit bugging Me so | can get on to bigger things? Ckay, boom
there you go! Happy now? So enjoy it already!"

God had conme through for himtoday; this afternoon he'd won over two thousand
bucks betting on Al abama over USE, and the premiere of his new show, "Sheer
Luck" | ooked good in its seven-thirty spot on ABC. At |east everybody here had
| aughed in the right places and appl auded when it was over. And then the party
had really started.

The Cars were thundering away now, and fromhis chair Wes could see sone
peopl e swi nm ng bare-assed down at the pool. He | aughed out |oud, his bright
M dwestern face crinkling with mrth; he was a nmediumsized man with a curly
thatch of reddi sh-brown hair and thick eyebrows that al so seenmed curly, set
hi gh over |ight blue eyes that, when not totally bl oodshot from drugs, seened
nore like a kid's eyes. He had a healthy, friendly, innocent |ook-a "safe

| ook" one of the ABC executives had dubbed it. It was a | ook that drew

t eeni e-boppers and at the sane tine assured Mom and Dad that he was really an
okay guy, probably a class cutup but nothing to worry about, kike the
assessnment from anot her ABC brai n-anail - Ameri can conedi an. "

Soneone jostled his el bow, spilling ashes onto the dirty carpet. Ws | ooked up
and smled but couldn't tell who was standing there. He thought for an instant
that it was his father because the man had a mane of silver hair, but of
course it couldn't be his father-he was back hone in Nebraska, fast asleep at
this hour. "There you are, Ws!" the man said. "I've been hunting all over
this place for you! | mssed the show, but | heard you were really great in
it." A hand found Wes's and squeezed it. "The show s got stellar witten al
over it, boy.

Good to see you again."

"Who are you?" Wes asked, still smiling and thinking about those fools in the
pool who were freezing their nuts off because no one had turned on the heat.
The man's head was split in half by teeth. "Good to see you again, Wes.

G eat, .

party!" And then he was gone, swallowed up into the crowd that swirled around



the chair where Wes sat snoking.

| don't know that guy, do I? he wondered. Jesus! Wuere did all these people
cone fron? He | ooked around but didn't seemto recogni ze any of them Wo were
t hey?

What the hell. They were all friends, or friends of friends. O sonebody's
fucking friends! In another nonent a couple of young wonen were standi ng over
him one in a violet dress, her breasts spilling over the top. Still smling

easily, he stared at those breasts, while the two girls chattered on about how
good "Sheer Luck" had been and how they'd never ever been to a party anywhere
near this fine, not even at Hef s place. Wio the hell were these girls? One of
them he wasn't sure which- put a hand on his knee and slipped a little white
card into the pocket of his blue Ral ph Lauren cowboy shirt. He knew it would
have her name and phone nunber on it in el egant black script; everybody
carried those around these days, it was essential to the wardrobe.

He caught a glinpse of her Utra-Brite smle before the party closed in around
hi magain. A group called 1994 hammered away on the stereo now, Karen

Law ence's | ead vocal s maki ng the wi ndows shake. Christ, what a set of pipes!
Wes t hought languidly. He stared down at the joint and said to hinself,
"You've hit, Wes.

You' ve cone back. God ... is ... on ... your . . . side."

"Wes?" soneone said, gripping his shoulder. He | ooked up and saw hi s nanager
Jimy Kline, standing over him Jimmy's broad face | ooked beatific, his dark
eyes shining like little black buttons behind his wire-frane gl asses. There
were two ol der men with Ji my-Wes recogni zed one of them as Harv Chappell, an
exec at Arista Records. Ws tried to stand up, but Jimy pushed hi m back down.
"Stay right there, ny man," Jimy said in his thick Brooklyn accent. "You know
Harv Chappell, don't you? And Max Beckworth? They |iked the show, Wes.
Every-fuckin' -body |iked the show "

"It was great, Wes," Harv said, smling.

"Fantastic. Three seasons at least," Max said, smling.

Wes nodded. "Hope so. You nmen need a drink, sonething to get nellow on?"
"We're going to be talking record contract with Arista on Mnday," Jimmy said,
his eyes getting brighter and brighter. The Hawaiian print shirt he was
wearing, a wild m xture of purples and oranges, seened to glow in the dim
living roomlight.

"How s that grab you?"

"Great, just great."

"OfF course"-Jimy turned to smle at the Arista execs, "we'll be negotiating
with Warner's and A&M too. You know M ke Steele over at A& don't you, Max?
He's talking six figures on a single record deal with options."

Max shrugged. "Comedy records are risky," he said, glancing around the roomto
t ake stock of who was there. "Only Steve Martin and Robin Wllianms turn a
profit these days, sonetimes Richard Pryor if his material appeals to the
kids. It's just too easy to take a bath with comedy these days."

"Bat hs? Who' s tal king about taking fucking baths? I'mtalking about mass
appeal , man, everybody from Farner Jones to the punk crowd. Wes covers all the
bases. "

"W'll see, Jimy. Let's wait for the ratings on 'Sheer Luck,' shall we?"
"Yeah, yeah. Unh . . . Ws, where's Sol ange?"

"I don't know," Wes said. "She was here a few minutes ago."

"The hospitality bows are going dry. I'mgoing to get Joey to fill 'emup
okay?"

Wes smil ed and nodded. "Sure. Anything you want to do. 'Sheer Luck' was pretty
good, wasn't it?"

"Good? It was terrific! It'll be |leading the schedule in three weeks!"
Wes reached up and caught Jinmmy's armas he and the Arista nen started to nove
away. "Don't bullshit me," Wes said quietly. "It was good, wasn't it?"

"Stellar,” Jimy said; he flashed a quick smle and was gone.
God is on ny side, Wes thought, relaxing again. And then: Sol ange? Were the



hell is she? He rose unsteadily fromthe chair, and inmrediately a path cl eared
bef ore him Hands cl apped hi mon the back, faces nouthed words he coul dn't
hear .

He wandered around | ooking for Solange, the last of his joint crunbling in
ashes to the floor.

A moment | ater he found her, sitting with a group of people on the |ong dark
brown sofa near the center of the room She was drinking white wine froma
crystal goblet, her long brown fingers curved delicately around the stem On a
low table in front of her, three candles burned in brass holders, the golden
light setting anber fire to her skin, glittering in the black pools of her
slightly al nond-shaped eyes. A backgammon board and a huge vase of dried
flowers had been cleared away to nake roomfor a Quija board; Sol ange was
staring at the white planchette as she drank her wi ne, her gaze at once vacant
and intense. A few people sat around her, snoking pot and drinking w ne,

| ooki ng from Sol ange's beautiful, sculpted, Oriental-African face to the
board. "Cone on, Sol ange," Wes heard one of the nen say. "Do it for us. Cal

up ... oh ... call up Marilyn Monroe or sonebody."

Sol ange smiled faintly. "You want party ganes. You don't want to be serious,"”
she said in a voice as cool as the Cctober w nd.

"We' || be serious," the guy said, but he was smiling too widely. "Pronise.
Cone on, call up ... Sharon Tate . "

"Ch, Christ, no!" a girl with Ipng shimering waves of blond hair said, her
eyes terror-stricken; Ws recogni zed her fromthe current NEC hit "Skate
Fever."

"How about Oswal d?" sonebody el se said, blowing on a stick of jasm ne incense
just to make the sparks fly. "That fucker'll talk to anybody."

"Cdifton Webb." The NEC starlet slid over closer to the Quija board but seened
afraid to touch it. "I hear he's prow ing around again."

"No." Sol ange | ooked into a candle, her cat eyes narrowi ng. The candle flane
flickered very gently. "I don't think I want to do this tonight. Not here, not
wi th everyone standing around." The light glittered off the hundred or so tiny
brass beads strung in the tight braids of her ebony hair. "The spirits won't
answer if the nmood isn't right."

"What's wong with the nbod?" the guy who wanted to talk to OGswal d asked; he
waved the incense stick around, his glazed eyes hypnotized. "Seenms fine to ne.
Do it, Solange. Call somebody up for us."

"The spirits don't like to be laughed at." She sipped at the wi ne but did not
nove her gaze fromthe candle's flame. From where he stood, Wes could see the
flame undul ating very slowy, and a sudden chill skittered down his spine. It
was the same kind of chill he'd felt when he'd first |ooked into Sol ange's
eyes in the Presidential Suite of the Las Vegas Hilton al nost a year ago.
"I"ve got it, luv," the thin young man sitting on Sol ange's left said. He was
Martin Blue, the British whiz kid who'd produced Wes's first comedy al bum for
Warner's over three years ago. Blue snmiled like a fox. "Conjure up ... oh

what was his name? . . . Kronsteen. Oion Kronsteen."

The NBC starlet-Mssy sonething, Ws thought her name was-|aughed nervously.
There was a nonent of silence while the party swirled around the group at the
tabl e; Wes thought they |ooked afraid, all except Sol ange, who wasn't sniling
anynor e.

Time to save her ass, he thought, and stepped forward into the candlelight.
"What is this?" he said, his voice somewhat slurred. "Ghost stories? It's not
Hal | oween yet, kiddies."

"H there, Wes," Mrtin Blue said. "W're trying to get your wonan here to
conjure us up . "

"I don't conjure," Solange said softly.

"Yeah, | heard all this bullshit." Wes pl opped hinsel f down on the sofa and
stretched. "You want to talk to Kronsteen so bad, Martin, why don't you hike
on up to that little fortress he built and give out a yell? He'll probably
cone floating out with his head in his hand."

"Ch, don't!" Mssy said, and squirned in her seat. "Wasn't he that old actor



who . . . ?"

"Horror flick actor," Wes corrected her. "Made about a hundred of 'em Enough
to get rich on, at least. They still play sone of themon 'Creature
Features.'"

"\What happened to hi n?" she asked, |ooking at Martin and Sol ange, then back to
Vés.

"Kronsteen married a European heiress he nmet on location. It turned out she
had cancer, |eukem a, sonething like that; after she died, he went a little
nuts and used the rest of their noney to bring that castle over from Europe.
About ten or eleven years ago, sonebody stripped old Kronsteen naked up there,
tortured himwith cigarettes and a hot poker, and hung his corpse up froma
chandel i er when they were through. Oh, yeah, whoever did it cut Kronsteen's
head off with a rusty hacksaw and took it with 'emwhen they left. One of the
| egends of Hol |l ywood, my dear, guaranteed to send you out shopping for an
electrified fence or a couple of guard dogs."

M ssy shivered, and the guy next to her, the incense waver, took her hand.
"So you see?" Wes continued, his eyes scanning the group, "there are a | ot of
Roaches in this town, a lot of homcidal nuts, and some of them would just

I ove to go running around up here in Bel Air with a machete or an icepick
Sooner or later all us celebs have to wall ourselves in."

"You're kidding me. That's not true about Kronsteen . . . about his head."
"God's truth, luv,"” Martin said with a pleasant smle. He turned back to

Sol ange, who was passing a finger back and forth through the flame. "Let's
hear fromOrion, luv. If you can do it. If you're really a nedium"

"Knock it off," Wes said. "This is a party, not a goddamed seance."

"Ch, but seances can be so rmuch fun. And so informative. Maybe Oion can tel
us who the Roach is. A ghost can see everything, can't he?" He gl anced at his
gold Rolex. "Two minutes until mdnight. The w tching hour, eh?"

"Martin," Wes said sourly, "you' ve got your head up your ass." But when he

| ooked at Sol ange, she was staring intensely, right through him

"There is no need to call those who are already here," Sol ange whi spered.
"Huh? What'd she say?" Martin | eaned forward, but for a mnute or so Sol ange
didn't speak. Finally she whispered softly, "You're a fool, Martin. You want
to play games with sonething beyond your understanding. The spirits see and
know everything, and they are always here-in the shadow of a candle, at the
center of its flane, stirring like snoke through the air. They are al ways
trying to break through, to speak to those of us on this plane. Though npst
often we would not |ike what they have to say." She turned the full force of
her gaze on Martin Bl ue.

"Well," he said, but his voice had clinbed a pitch. "Wat are we waiting for?
Let's find out who the Roach is, shall we? O at |east what happened to M.
Kronsteen's head. "

Sol ange gl anced at Wes through heavy-lidded eyes. "Very well," she said
softly.

"Wes, will you sit beside ne and help nme gui de the planchette?"

"How about letting nme?" Martin asked quickly. "I've heard tales of your being
able to do this sort of thing, but ... I'd like to be sure it isn't faked. No
of fense of course, luv."

"OfF course. None taken. Then slide over here so you'll be touching nme, thigh

to thigh. Now place your fingertips on the planchette opposite mne. That's
too heavily, you have to let your fingers just graze the top of it. Ah.
Better." She closed her eyes and smiled slightly. "I den feel the electricity
al ready. "

"I don't feel a fucking thing," Martin announced to the others.

"Sol ange, " Wes said, "you don't have to prove . "

"I think I do. You're pressing again, Martin. Let your fingers relax."

Wes | ooked around; for the first time he realized that a | ot of people had
gat hered around them and were watching with interest. The thunderous sound of
the stereo had quieted to a dull runble; the grand piano was silent.

"It's too loud in here. I can't concentrate,"” Solange said. A rmunble rippled



t hrough the audi ence, and the stereo went off. Ws coul d hear drunken | aughter
fromthe pool. He | eaned back on the sofa, watching Sol ange's brown face turn
dreany; Martin was smling, nugging at people who stood around him

"I don't think I like . . ." Mssy began nervously. But Sol ange whi spered,p
"Quiet!" From somewhere in the di stance Wes thought he could hear the shril

pi pi ngs of wind through the Bel Air streets, over the manicured | awns and
brick walls and wought-iron gates, around the sharp angles of the
mllion-dollar mansions. Sol ange's eyes had narrowed into slits; they rolled
back until Wes could see the whites, and her nouth slowy opened. M ssy gasped
suddenly, and the gasp was repeated through the room Wes felt his heartbeat
qui ckeni ng and wi shed he had another joint. "My mind is open," Solange said in
an odd, faraway tone just above a whisper. "The pathway is open. Use us as
your voice. My mind is open. The pathway is open. Use us as your voice
"Shall | intone anything?" Martin said. He |aughed, but no one paid any
attention.

" pat hway i s open. Use us as your voice. My mindis . . ."

Martin's eyes were getting larger, and if Wes hadn't been so tense, he m ght
have | aughed at the sight. "Jesus!"™ Martin said. "How | ong does this go ..
SHITI" He junped and pulled his fingers back fromthe planchette.

" us as your-Martin, don't break the contact!-voice. My mind is open .

He touched the planchette again but gingerly, his hands trenbling. "I thought
| felt it ... CHRIST! IT MOVED' " But this time he kept his fingers onit, and
the planchette noved a tentative inch or so, another murmur went through the
onl ookers. Ws | eaned forward, his heart pounding. The planchette stall ed,

t hen began to nove again smoothly now across the board. "W've nmade a
contact,"

Sol ange whi spered, her eyes still closed. "Let it flow, Martin, you're trying
to slowit down."

The pl anchette began to make long, slow circles. "W are you?" Sol ange asked.
The planchette slid quickly over to YES. She repeated the question, and it |ay
still for a nonent, then dropped toward the lines of black letters inprinted
on the board. "Read the letters off to ne," Sol ange said.

Wes slid across the sofa so he could see the board better. "B," he read. "O

. . B. .." The planchette dipped and swirled as if riding on a waxed surface.
"Another B ... Y ..." The planchette stopped. "Bobby."
"Bobby will act as our guide, then," Sol ange whi spered. "The contact is

strengthening now. It's becom ng very strong . . .
"My fucking fingers are burning . " Martin croaked
"What did you do in life?" Sol ange asked.

The planchette started to spell again, faster than before. Ws read, "M... E
. S... S... A... G... E..." That word was repeated twi ce nore, faster
each tinme.

And then another word took shape. "E," Wes said "V ... |... evil. It's

spelling evil"
"I's that your message?" Sol ange's voice was a quiet nurnur in the silent room
"What does it mean?"

The planchette spun in a nad circle, dropped back to the letters. E, V, |, L,
EV, I, L

"Are there others with you?"

YES.

"Who?"

SS AMEL I, K E,E M E

"Christ!" Mssy breathed, and reached for her wineglass. She spilled sone on
her designer jeans before it reached her nouth.

"Who's the Roach?" Martin blurted out. "What's his nane?"

The planchette was still. Sol ange repeated the two questions slowy, and

al nrost i medi ately the planchette haltingly spelled out-E, V, I, L, U S I,
N G HI, M

"Using hinP" Wes said. "Wat's that supposed to nean?"



"There is one anbng us who would reach Orion Kronsteen,
whi sper. "lIs he with you?"

| mredi ately, YES

"Then let himcone forward."

There was a | ong pause. The planchette seenmed to be dead. And then suddenly it
al nrost | eapt off the board. Martin said, "SH T!" as the thing spun from side
to side, fromYES to NOto MAYBE and back again, three or four tines.

"Unf ocused energy," Solange said calmy. "Quiet, quiet. Do you have a
nmessage?"

"This is even better than the 'Crosswits,
gl anced at himand gi ggl ed nervously.

But then the planchette dropped to the bottom of the board so quickly it
seened only a blur. It began to race along the Iines of letters. Ws |eaned

f or war d.

"E, V," he read. "EVIL. EVIL. It's repeating the same thing over and over
again."

"I's this Kronsteen?" Sol ange asked.

YES. YES. YES. Then, EVIL. EVIL. Again and again.

"Quiet, quiet. What's evil? Can you tell us?"

The planchette vibrated, seened to spin in mdair. Then it noved again,

gat hering speed until it had spelled out a new word so quickly Ws barely had
time toread it. "T, H E, Y." The planchette stopped, and Wes | ooked up at
Sol ange. "THEY. Fine nmessage fromthe spirit world, huh?"

Sol ange opened her eyes and said quietly, "lIt's nmoving again." Ws | ooked back
to the board. The planchette noved to the T again, then to other letters,
faster and faster. "TH RST," Sol ange sai d? The planchette had begun spelling
out THEY again. "THEY THIRST is the nessage. It's repeating the words now

Sol ange went on in a

" Wes said under his breath; Martin

Wes said uneasily, "Wat's it supposed to nean?"

"Do you have nmore to tell . . .?" Sol ange began, and suddenly the planchette
st opped. She narrowed her eyes, and for an instant Ws saw somet hing there
that seermed a m x of bew | derment and fear. "Bobby?" Sol ange asked. "Wo's

t here? Who wants to speak?"

And slowWy, with terrifying purpose, the planchette spelled out a new word.
"FOOLS, " Wes said. "Now what in the name of CGod is that s"

Sol ange gave out a piercing scream The planchette darted from beneath her
fingers and cane up off the Quija board, its sharp triangular point flying
like a mssile at Ws's right eye. He was able to throw up a hand in time; the
pl anchette struck his pal mand bounced off, then fell to the carpet like the
dead piece of plastic it was. Someone else in the room screaned, the scream
was echoed fromtwo or three nore throats. Sol ange | eapt to her feet. "Wes!
Are you all right?"

"Sure," he said nervously. "Sure. I"'mfine." He stood up on shaky | egs and
stared down at the thing that had al nbst gouged out his eye. "Little bastard
tried to get me, didn't it?" He |laughed and | ooked around, but no one el se
even smiled."

"I think ... I'mgoing to be ... sick," Mssy said, her pretty face having
taken on a yell owi sh cast. She stunbled toward the bathroom and her boyfriend
fol | oned.

"It . . . noved!" Martin was saying, shaking his head back and forth. "It
really did nove!"

"That's enough." Sol ange took Wes's hand and nassaged his palm "You wanted
party ganes, and that's what you got."

"Yeah." Martin | ooked around for a drink. "Party ganes."

Soon the life drained back into the party, but it wasn't the sane. Already
peopl e were leaving. A cold wind seenmed to be trapped within the living room
trying to batter its way out through the walls. The stereo came thundering
back, Alicia Bridges begging for sonme body heat. But nothing was the sane as
it had been.'

"I'" m okay, baby," Wes said, and ki ssed Sol ange on the cheek; her skin tasted



of pepper and honey. She was | ooking into his eyes, her high brow furrowed,
and he could feel her shaking. "Martin," he said finally, "you sure know how
to fuck up a good party. Now why don't you get your ass out of here?" Wes felt
li ke stonping on the planchette, breaking it into a hundred pieces of cold

pl astic.

But he didn't; he didn't because for just an instant it |ooked like the white
head of a cobra there on the floor, and no way-no way!-was he ever going to
touch that sonofabitch again.

Sol ange bent down, touched it tentatively, then picked it up and returned it
to the Quija board.

The nusic stopped, the guests left, and very soon the party was over.

Sunday, OCctober 27

t he ni ghtwal kers

The last of the big green trucks had haul ed away Saturday's litter, and now
the gently rolling knolls overl ooking the green swan pool near Disneyland' s

Sl eepi ng Beauty Castle gleamed with bright droplets of dew White rocket
boosters aimed toward cold stars fromtheir pads in Tonmorrow and; the Skylift
was still; the Mark Twain Riverboat lay at the dock, dark water as smooth as a
mrror beneath its hull on flower-festooned Main Street gas | ampposts burned

| ow, casting just enough golden light for an occasional security guard in his
electric cart to see by. It was just Wi before three o' clock in the norning,
and the huge Disneyl and conplex lay silent.

Except for the nmuffled noise of footsteps at the center of Fantasyland. A thin
shape noved t hrough the darkness, pausing for a nonment al ongsi de the docked
Peter Pan Pirate ship, then nmoving away toward the high white concrete
Matterhorn Mountain. It was a dark-haired young man wearing a bl ack vel vet
suit, black Gucci loafers, and a |ight blue Beach Boys T-shirt. Though his
sharply chiseled, ( fine-boned face was unlined, there were subtle swirls of
yel lowi sh white in his hair, particularly at the tenples and running al ong
the neat side part. The whites of his eyes were the color of old yellow dust,
veined with red.

He was very thin and slight, standing several inches under six feet; he | ooked
like a seventeen-year-old boy made up to play Henry Higgins in a high schoo
production of My Fair Lady except that the pupils of his eyes were as green as
Pacific Ccean shallows and slitted like a cat's. A network of blue veins

t hrobbed slowy at his tenples as he regarded the strange wonders of

Fant asyl and.

He crossed the path and stood staring at the dark octopuslike ride, the arns
of which were connected to grinning Dunbo el ephants. He thought it |ooked sad
and unnatural in its stillness, all the magic drained out of it.

He nmade a quick circle in the air with the index finger of his left hand, and
the pupils of his eyes narrowed in concentration

An engi ne began to whine. Sparkling white lights stuttered once and then
flickered brightly. The machi ne began to turn, the grinning Dunmbos bounci ng
gently up and down in the air. He smiled, entranced, w shing that soneday he
could nmeet the one who had built this magnificent place; he thought that if he
owned this place, he would never grow tired of playing here, not in the whole
eternity of existence that lay before him But after a few mnutes of watching
the machine turn, his attenti on wandered. The white bul bs di nmed and went out;
t he Dunbos slowed and finally stopped. There was sil ence again.

He wal ked al ong the path toward the Matterhorn, peering up at it, thinking of
honme. The fal se nountain | ooked cold, coated with thick snow, and there were
concrete icicles clinging to sone of the | edges. They made himyearn for the
blizzards of his youth, for the wild, screanm ng wi nds that drove the snow

al ong craggy passes where no hunmans dared to walk. It was too hot here in this
land called California, too full of the sun; but he had vowed to wal k where
his teacher called, and there would be no turning back. He closed his eyes; a
qui ck whirlwind of icy air shrilled around him refreshing himbefore it died.
He had come out here fromthe city to be alone, to think about Falco. The man



had aged. It was tinme to conme to a deci sion because Fal co was now unsteady and
tired; and worst of all the spark of renmorse Falco had carried within himfor
almost fifty years had now burst into the gnawing flanme of despair. Falco is
like all the others, he thought as he noved reluctantly away fromthe
Matterhorn. As he grows old, he grows soft and seeks an escape, and now in his
bed he wonders whether praying will save him I|f he prays, the boy deci ded,
shall kill him Like the others. The boy didn't want to think about that; his
head had al ready been stung once this night by the nane of God spoken in a
whi sper fromthe nouth of a fool

H s skin suddenly tingled as he neared a cluster of trees on the far side of
the Matterhorn. There were a couple of brightly painted benches beneath those
trees, and in the darkness the boy could see the Headmaster sitting on one of
them waiting for him He stopped and stood perfectly still; he realized with
sudden shame that his brain had been too clouded to sense the presence of his
Lord, his King, his strong and willful teacher

"Conrad," the thing on the bench said in a soft, velvety voice. "One cones
seeking fromthe south. You have called him and he answers."

The boy closed his eyes for a second, concentrating: he distantly heard the
roar of an engine, snelled oil and hot pavenent. "The snake man," he said,
openi ng his eyes when he was sure.

"Yes. Your lieutenant. He has come a very |long way, follow ng your conmand.
Soon it will be tinme to act."

The boy nodded. "Qur circle grows now " H's eyes were bright green and

l um nous with eagerness. "W're stronger every night."

The thing on the bench smiled faintly and crossed one | eg over the other; it
folded a pair of hands with black talons on one knee. "I've spent nuch tine
with you, Conrad. |'ve taught you the arts of the ages, and now you stand

poi sed to use your know edge in ny nane. The world can be yours, Conrad. You
can stride across it |ike Al exander."

Conrad nodded and repeated the wonderful name, "Al exander."

"Al exander had a marvelous thirst, too," the thing whispered. "Your nanme will
be witten in the history books of a new world. Qur world."

"Yes. Yes." H s gaze clouded, the problem of Falco streaked through his brain.
"Falco is old now, nmuch aged since we tal ked last. He knows too many of ny
secrets, and he grows weak."

"Then find another to aid you. Kill Falco. There's one near you now who has
broken his ties with humanity, hasn't he?" In the darkness the thing' s eyes,
like white-hot circles, bored into the boy's face.

"Yes," Conrad said. "He brwgs the offerings of flesh."

"And in so doing, betrays his race for the sake of the new world yet to be.
You are his king, Conrad; nake himyour slave." The thing regarded himin
silence for a noment, a grin splitting its face. "Tread surely, Conrad. Use
what |'ve taught you in ny nane. Carve your legend in the annals of the new
race. But be wary-there are those in this city who know your kind, and you
nmust stri ke soon."

"Soon. | swear it."

"I'n ny nanme," the thing pronpted

"I'n your name," Conrad replied.

"So be it. Faithful servant, student, and right hand, | |eave you to your
task. "

The thing, still smling, seemed to nelt away into the darkness until all that
was |left was the mouth, like the grin of the Cheshire cat; then it, too,

vani shed.

The boy shivered with delight. Touched by the Headmaster! O all of his kindM
who wal ked the earth or hid in nmountain caves or stalked in city sewers, he
al one had been touched by the Headnaster! He concentrated on the snake man
now, the one the Headnaster had told himlong ago would be perfectly suited to
the task | i ahead. He turned inward to search and saw the snake man on his



not orcycl e, reaching the distant linmts of the great sprawming city. He

t hought, COVE TO ME, and then visualized the black castle-so rmuch like his own
far away-perched on its cliff above Los Angeles. He was putting together a

pi cture of the mountain road in his head when suddenly headlights blazed
behi nd hi m

Conrad whirled, hissing. A man driving an electric cart shouted, "Hey! \Wat're
you doin' here, kid?"

The security guard suddenly stomped on the cart's brakes and screanmed in
terror. The kid wasn't there anynore; he had changed into sonething | arge and
horrifying that lifted into the sky with a leathery rustle of black w ngs. The
cart skidded along the path and left tire narks on the newWwy cut grass. The
man's urine quickly drenched the inside of his trouser |legs. He gripped the
wheel and stared straight ahead, his teeth chattering. Wen he finally got out
of the cart and | ooked around, there was nothing there at all, nothing. The

pl ace was silent and dead, just |ike any other early Sunday norning at

Di sneyl and. Suddenly his nerve broke like a frayed line; he junped back into
the cart and drove as if he'd had an early glinpse of something from hell.

TWD

Kobra coul d barely see straight; his head felt |like a blacksnmth's anvil being
beaten with a hammer. Sonewhere at the center of his brain pul sed the red-hot,
fadi ng echo of the voice that had roared through hima couple of miles back-
COVE TO ME. He'd heard it distinctly, shatteringly. It was |ike standing right
in front of the boom ng speakers at the Stones show at Altamont. He had been
flying northward on the Santa Ana Freeway, keeping his speed just under sixty,
when the voice had hit him He'd opened his mouth and shouted in surprise, and
t he bl ack chopper had veered across two | anes before he could get a handle on
t he bastard.

Now, roaring across the dark network of streets in Buena Park with Di sneyl and
just behind him he knew he was going to have to pull off soon for sone

cof fee, whiskey, speed, or whatever he could find to quiet the thunder between
his tenples. There seenmed to be sonething burned on his eyelids, too, because
when he blinked he thought he saw a picture outlined in electric blue against
t he darkness-some kind of big fucking cathedral, a place with towers and

st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows and doors that |ooked |ike nine-foot slabs of redwood.
He thought he had to be flying on nervous energy because he'd been on the road
for ten hours straight with just a barbecue sandwi ch and a coupl e of anpul es
of anyl nitrite to keep himgoing. But he didn't care now whet her he was

hal | uci nating or not; below and around himthere were scattered fireflies of
lights, an occasional blinking neon sign or anber traffic signal. Ahead there
was a dull yellow glow in the sky that nmeant the end of his journey. O maybe,
he told hinself, it was really just starting. Going to see what Fate, that
phant om on a gol den Harl ey chopper whose face can look in all four directions
at once, has in store for old Kobra. Going to race that grinning sonofabitch
to the finish line.

The steady blink of red neon off to the right of the freeway caught his eye:

M LLI E' S- FI NE FOOD- STEAKS- BREAKFAST SERVED 24 HOURS. Cet me sone eggs and
coffee, he thought as he took the next exit, get my fuckin' head to stop
ringing. Maybe pick up a little traveling cash, too.

MIlie' s was a square little box of white-painted brick with cactuses grow ng
underneath the wi ndows. The air in the parking lot snelled greasy froma
t housand steaks, bows of chili, and plates of eggs passed over a chi pped

Formi ca counter. But there were two ol d Harl ey-Davidsons parked in the |lot up
close to the building' s side, and Kobra took a mnute to i nspect them before
he went in. They both bore California plates, and one of themhad a red
swasti ka painted on the gas tank

Inside there was a line of stools along a | ow white counter and a coupl e of
rows of booths in the back. Behind the counter and old man with a face like a
pi ece of crunpl ed sandpaper was cooki ng two hamburgers. He | ooked up, eyes



glittering with disdain, as Kobra stepped through the door and unsnapped his
bl ack hel net.

Kobra took a seat on one of the stools at the end of the counter, where he
could whirl toward the door suddenly if he had to.

There were two guys at the back, sitting across fromeach other in a booth.
They were both wearing bi ker jackets-one of faded brown |eather and the other
a tattered olive-green Arny surplus thing. Kobra stared at themfor a few
seconds as the old man cane wal ki ng al ong the counter, stopping once to hawk
and spit into a Mason jar. The bikers in the back | ooked like total opposites,
an outlaw Mutt and Jeff-one husky and broad-shoul dered with wild, curly red
hair and a beard that reached alnpbst all the way down to where his beer belly
di spl ayed a FUCK YOQU T-shirt; the other cadaverous and totally bald, wearing a
gold earring in his right earlobe. The bikers stared back at Kobra. The air

si mrered between them

"What' d you want, buddy? the old man said. As Kobra turned slowy to face him
the old man's eyes widened slightly, as if he'd recogni zed the presence of
wal ki ng deat h.

"You MI1ie?" Kobra asked quietly, reaching for a greasy menu.

"That's my wife." He tried to laugh, but it canme out in a croak. "Everybody
asks that."

"Uh- huh. Well, MIlie, how about some ham and eggs and a cup of black coffee?
Make 'em sunny-side up."

The ol d man nodded and nmoved away qui ckly. He took the burgers back to Mitt
and Jeff, then scraped charred bits of beef off the grill with a spatula and
broke a couple of eggs onto it. Kobra watched hi mwork, then took a gl azed
doughnut outs fromunder a clear plastic cover on the counter and ate it
greedily; the doughnut crunched between his teeth and tasted |ike plaster. And
whi | e he was chewi ng, he | thought about the voice he'd heard, the single
power ful comrand that had al nost split his head in two. He could still see

t hat blue-glowi ng cathedral, as if it had been seared into the back of his
brain. What the fuck was that? he wondered. Road fever? Or the voice of Fate
calling to himfromthe west? Was it the same voice he'd heard whispering
through the still, humd Mexican night? Through the heavy air that hung around
the bar on that Texas desert highway? Somet hing was here for himin , L. A ; he
felt certain of it, at least as certain as anything he'd ever seen or felt or
known in the twenty years of a life that had throwm himin wth biker gangs,
dope deal ers, and nurderers fromCalifornia to Florida. O maybe, he reasoned,
it wasn't Fate calling at all. Mybe-and he smled thinking about this-it's
Death calling. Plugging in the phone line that led to Kobra's brain, dialing
his nunmber with a finger of bone, whispering for him "Got sonething for you
to do out her in California, Kobra.

Got something big for you, sonmething | can't trust anybody el se with. Want you
to pack your chopper and cone on out, nmaybe throw nme a little scrape along the
way. |'Il be expecting you."

Yeah, maybe so. But fuck, what's the difference between Fate and Death anyway?
They both take you to the sane hole in the ground.

The old man slid Kobra's coffee across the counter, his hand trenbling. Kobra
| ooked up into his face with the stare of Medusa and froze him "Hey, old
man, "

Kobra said, "I'mlooking for a place, m ght be around here, nmight not. It's
real big, could be a church or something. Got towers and stai ned-gl ass
wi ndows, and ... | don't know . . . seens like it's on a cliff maybe. Anyplace

around here | ook |ike that?"

"Presbyterian church three bl ocks west got stained-glass w ndows," he said.
"CGot a steeple. | don't know. " He shrugged, his eyes suddenly zigzagging to
the left.

Kobra, still smling, began to unzip his jacket because he felt those two
bastards comi ng up behind him He slipped his hand in and got hold of the
grip, eagerness rushing through himlike sweet, fiery cocaine.

"What'd you say, man?" a voi ce behi nd hi m asked.



Kobra turned. It was the redheaded one who had spoken; there were pieces of
bread and hamburger in his beard. H s eyes were deep-set and bl ack and fixed
somewhere on Kobra's forehead. The bal d bi ker-an ol der guy, naybe in his
forties or so-stood beside his friend, a rod of flesh beside a cannonball. The
bal d dude's gaze was vacant, as if speed had burned out his brain.

"I don't recall saying anything to you," Kobra said.

"Hey now," MIlie's husband said, "let's don't have no trouble. | run a-"
"Shut your fuckin' face." The bal d dude spoke hoarsely, |ike sonebody had
tried to slash his throat but gotten only a hunk of vocal cords.

"I asked you a question, whitey. Let's hear it."

Kobra al nost squeezed the Mauser's trigger then, having gotten the gun twi sted
inits holster, but he paused with a quarter of an ounce of pressure left to
go.

"I"ll tell you what you're going to hear, you big piece of shit. You' re going
to hear a couple of Mauser slugs sizzle your face of f-DON T MOVE!-' cause
that's what | got my finger on right now Want to test ne?"

"Pl ease . " the old man whi npered.

The bearded dude stared at Kobra for a few seconds and then smiled, showing a
nmout hf ul of broken teeth. The smile widened until it seemed about to crack his
face. "Hot shit!" he grow ed through an expl osion of laughter. "I knew it was
you when you wal ked in! Hell, | ain't never seen anybody | ooked |ike you
before, so | knew it had to be! Kobra, right?"

"That's my handle." He kept his finger on the trigger

"What's wrong? You don't recognize nme? Well, | guess not. | growed this beard
and belly a couple of years ago after that little | a-de-dah between the Angels
and the Headhunters up in Frisco. |I'mViking, man! Don't you renenmber?"

"Vi ki ng?" The name rang a faraway note in his head, but he connected it with a
Hel|'s Angel who was slimand wiry and carried a pair of pliers around to yank
out teeth with. Still, it seenmed that Viking had been red-haired and coul d put
away a coupl e of six-packs of Bud before you could crack your third. O course
he renenbered the showdown between Angel and Headhunter troops because then he
was ei ghteen and ready to burn his nane into Angel history. He'd sent two
Headhunters to hell with a Luger and kicked the nuts off another one in that
enpty lot in the mddle of the night with the chains and the knives sw ngi ng.
"Vi ki ng?" Kobra said again and realized that he'd been ready to waste a

br ot her.

He took his finger off the trigger. "Christ! Viking? Man, you carrying a horse
i nsi de there?"

"dd brew kinda caught up with ne," he said, affectionately patting his
stomach, "hey, | want you to neet my ridin' buddy, Di cko Hansen. Dicko, this
al bi no sonof abitch here can catch bullets between his teeth and fire 'em out
his ass!"

He | aughed | ong and | oud; Kobra and Di cko shook hands, grasping each other's

t hunbs pal mto-pal mand squeezing so hard the knuckl es cracked. "Jesus Junpin'
Christ!" Viking said. "Were you been keepi ng yoursel f?"

Kobra shrugged. "Around. Been doing sone traveling."

"I heard a few nonths ago you were ridin' with the Lucifer Legion, got
yourself wasted in a little fracas down New AM eens way."

"Nope. It was nme did the wasting. That's why |'ve been in Mexico for a while,"
The ol d man behind the counter was now as pal e as Kobra. He slinked away
trenbling and hoped they'd forget about him

"Bring this man's food back to the booth," Viking called after him making him
flinch. "Conme on, bro, we got a lot to catch up on."

Kobra ate his ham and eggs, listening to Viking talk; Dicko sat beside Kobra
because Vi king took up nost of one side of the booth. "Me and Dicko ride with
t he Death Machi ne now," he was sayi ng between swi gs of beer. "I had to change
the way | | ook, see, 'cause the cops were after nmy ass. A lot of brothers
split fromthe Angels, formed their own clubs or joined up in other states.
Shit! The Angels ain't like they used to be, Kobra. They're respec-table, can
you dig it?



They wear fuckin',n suits and take up donations for fuckin' orphans! Makes you
sick to your stomach to see themold boys kissin' cop ass! | don't know " He
tilted his bottle and drank it dry, smacking his lips noisily at the end.
"Those ol d days, they were good, weren't they? Hundreds of Angels out on a
run, takin' up the whole highway, and nobody darin' to pass us! And Cod, did

t he booze and brew and high tines fl ooooow Those Angel bashes up in Frisco
woul d keep your hair curled for weeks, man. Aw, shit." He uncapped anot her
bottle and started in on it. "Well, times change, don't they? It ain't like it
used to be. People too interested in boogie and hard cash to think about how
it feels to ride at the front of the pack, to feel that good, raw w nd across
your face at ninety miles an hour. And territory? Nobody cares about

territory. Bunch of Chicano and ni gger punks fight over some dry chunks of
cee-nent up in L. A, but nobody carves out land like we used to." He pulled at
the beer again, and droplets of foamglittered in his beard. "Nobody gives a
shit about nothin'.

Except the Death ( Machine, o' course. Now there's a good bunch of brothers.

A d Dicko and me just i- got back froma San Diego run. You shoul da been there
and seen the | ooks on these fucker's faces when thirty Death Machi ners cone
runnin' right through their jr canmpground, scatterin' picnic baskets and

tables all to hell and back. Yeah, it was alllllright. Wasn't it, D cko?"

"So what about you, Kobra? What's the story?"

"Not hi ng much to tell," Kobra said. "I hooked up with the Nightriders up in
Washi ngton for a while, started getting road fever, and noved on. | guess |'ve
ridden with nine or ten clubs since | left the Angels."

Vi ki ng | eaned closer, his eyes glimering with | ow beer lights. "Hey," he

whi spered conspiratorially. "Wio'd you waste in New Aw eens? What was the
action?"

"Coupl e of Dixie Denons trashed a buddy of mine. | killed 'emas a favor."
"How d you do it? Fast or slow?"

Kobra smiled. "The first one | shot in the kneecaps. Then the el bows. And
tossed himinto the mghty M ssissippi. Fucker flopped around like a frog for
a while before he went under. The second one | caught in a gas station toilet.
I made himlick the Johns clean and then . . . pow . . . right through the
ol d beanbag. Bled Iike a swanp." H s gaze clouded slightly. "Too bad he was
working with the cops, about to turn state's evidence on sone Denon dirt. All
ki nds of pigs were hunting me from FBI on down. That's the luck of the draw,
ri ght?"

"Right." Viking | eaned back and let out a satisfied belch

Kobra drank his coffee and felt it roiling around in his stomach. He could

feel Dicko's stare on him like a leech clinging to the side of his face.
"Vi ki ng,"
Kobra said after another monent, "is there any action going on in L. A | mght

be interested in? Anything big? You know, maybe sone down-and-dirty, or
somebody in bad need of an out-of-town shooter?"

Vi ki ng | ooked at Di cko and then shook his head. "Don't hear anything. Well,
t he Knights and the Satan Stonpers are having a little war over in La Habra,

but it'lIl blow over in a few days. Why?"
"A feeling |'ve got. Like sonmething' s about to break."
Dicko's ferret eyes gl eaned. "Wat kind of feeling? Sorta weird, |ike you can

feel power hummin' inside you?"

"Yeah. Sort of like that. Only it's getting stronger all the time, and a
little while ago | thought | heard . . . you guys know of a place sonething
like this-real big, maybe on a cliff, and it's got high towers and

st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows, could be a church?"

Di cko | ooked startled. "Uh ... on a cliff? Way up over L.A ? Jesus! A castle,
maybe?"

Kobra nodded.

Vi ki ng barked out a laugh. "A fuckin' castle? Sure, old Dicko knows it! You
tal kin' about the Kronsteen place? That's where Dicko and a bunch of freaks
stoned out of their gourds on LSD and nesc had a party about "



"El even years," Dicko said quietly. "It was el even years ago we did that."
"Di d what ?" Kobra asked. "Wat're you talking about?"

"You want to go up there?" Dicko's gaze was dead again. "Wy?"

Kobra said, "Maybe it's not the place | want to go. | don't know. But I'd |like
to see it. How far is it from here?"

"It's way up in the Hollywod Hills. But we could nmake it before sunrise if
you want to see it. | hear sonebody's noved in up there."

"Who?" Kobra asked. How do you like that, he said to hinself. A castle, not a
church.

D cko shrugged. "Sone foreign fucker. There was a piece in the paper about a
month ago. | saved it."

"Ckay. What the hell, | got nothing better to do. Let's burn on up to this
joint and take a look at it." Kobra was suddenly eager to get under way. Is ny
trip over? he wondered. Or has it just started? His bl ood seenmed to be boiling
in his veins.

"Let's git gone!" Viking said, and shoved his bul k away fromthe boot h.

Qut of the dead blue darkness, three noons rose in the hills above the
Hol | ywood Bowl . Kobra rode on Dicko's left flank, followi ng the tw stings of
the road with an al nost extrasensory know edge. They had made good tinme from
MIlie s, even though Viking-riding on Dicko's right, his bike wheezing like
an ol d, used-up horse-had to stop and take a beer piss every few mles. Now
they were clinbing at an incredible angle, their engines cracking the silence
wi th pops and grow s.

Di cko, made a quick turn onto a narrower road |ined with hundreds of dead
trees.

They continued to clinb, the wind swirling like whirlpools around them

And then they cane to a chain across the road with a sign on it, PRIVATE
PROPERTY- NO TRESPASSI NG

"Well see about that," Kobra said; he got off his chopper and noved toward a
tree on the left side of the road. The chain had been w apped around the trunk
and secured with the kind of padl ock you couldn't even shoot through. Kobra
touched the chain and pulled at it. It was tighter than a cock ring, and there
was no way to go around it either-the left side of the road pitched off into
enpty space, while the right was bl ocked by a boul der as big as a house.
"Gonna have to walk the rest of the way," Kobra said, and started to step over
the chain. He heard a sudden faint click, and the chain slithered to the road.
"Alllllright!" Viking said, revving his engine. "How d you do that?"

"I... | don't know." He backed away a pace and bent to | ook at the open prongs
of the lock. They were polished and new. "Rusty lock," he said, and rose to
his feet. Wiat's waiting for ne up there, Fate or Death? He went back to his
bi ke and stepped on, his knees beginning to shake a little but damed if he
was going to showit.

"You sure you want to go up there?" Dicko asked him in this faint light there
were deep blue hollows beneath his eyes, and his nouth was twisted |like a gray
Wwor m

"Yeah. Wy shouldn't [?"

"Roads tricky as hell higher up. | ain't been here in a long tine. | hope
don't take us right over the edge and down to L. A"

"You want to turn back, Dicko?" Viking asked with a soft |augh, his eyes

nocki ng.

"No," Dicko said quickly. "I"mable. But . . . you know ... | think about that
night alot. It was a freak named Joey Tagg did the cutting."

"That's not what | hear," Viking said, but then he kept quiet. D cko roared on
across the chain, and Kobra foll owed closely. Hi gher up they had to swerve
around sl abs of rock that had fallen fromledges just above their heads. The
road turned at an ei ghty-degree angle as they neared the top, and through a
cut in the trees Kobra could see the whole glittering valley bel ow from
Topanga Canyon to Al hanbra

And then there it was, perched at the top like a stone vulture. The thing was
enornous, nuch | arger than Kobra had envisioned. He felt doused with ice



wat er .

This was the place, no doubt about it. Black towers jutting into the sky, high
poi nted roofs |ike dunce caps, the soft glinmrer of a blue w ndow sixty feet
of f the ground. The whol e pl ace was surrounded by a ten-foot-high stone wall
with coils of barbed wire strung along the top. The huge wooden slab of a gate
hung wi de open, and Kobra could see along a weed-infested driveway that |ed
across a barren courtyard to a series of stone steps. At the top of the steps
was a front door as big as a drawbridge. Should have a mpat with fucking
crocodi | es, Kobra thought. "Who built this bastard?" he asked D cko.

Di cko cut his engine, and the others did the sanme. In the silence they could
hear the wind rippling through the foliage bel ow them the w nd touched
Kobra's face like cold fingers exploring his features. "Crazy old novie star
nane of Kronsteen," Dicko replied softly, getting off his bike and letting it
rest on its kickstand. "He brought this thing over from Europe piece by piece.
You ever seen any of his flicks?"

Kobra shook his head.

"Monster flicks," Dicko went on, his gaze followi ng the sharp angles of towers
and parapets. "They drove the old dude crazy, | guess. You see all those dead
trees we passed? Kronsteen hired a bunch of guys to spray themw th bl ack
paint, just covered "emw th the shit, like sonmething froma horror flick
set."

"How l ong's it been here?" Kobra asked, stepping off his chopper

"Along tinme. | think he built it back in the forties. But it's old. It
nmust' ve been in Europe for hundreds of years."

"But old Kronsteen wasn't near as rich as you dudes thought he was, huh?"

Vi ki ng asked, grinning; he bel ched and nuttered.

Dicko didn't answer for a long time. Then he said, "Hardly had a stick of
furniture in there. Wasn't no gold statues, wasn't no chests full of noney.
Wasn't nothing but a lot of enpty roons." He turned to Kobra. "You've seen it.
Let's go."

Kobra had taken a few steps along the driveway, gravel crunching under his
feet.

"Wait a minute." Wiat's here? he wondered. What called ne?

"Come on, bro," Viking said. "Let's git ... HEY!l YOU SEE THAT?" He poi nted,
and Kobra | ooked up to the right.

In one of the tower wi ndows a candle was flickering, the Iight made orange by
the stained glass. Fromthe corner of his eye, Kobra saw another candl e begin
to burn off to the I eft behind another wi ndow. And now there were nore candl es
glittering, fromal nost every window in the place. The tiny flanes gl owed
green, blue, and white behind col ored gl ass, candles burning like lanterns to
wel cone the hunter hone.

The front door silently opened. Kobra felt a surge of joy and fear course
through him 1like a charge between opposite poles. His | egs noved slowy, as
if he were crawing across flypaper. "Were are you goi ng?" Viking called
behi nd him "Kobra? Wat you doin', man?"

"It wants nme," he heard hinself say, and | ooked back at Viking and D cko
standing at the far end of the driveway. "Cone on," Kobra said, a wild grin
rippling across his face. "Cone on with ne. It wants us all."

Nei t her of them noved.

The castl e | ooned above Kobra, dwarfing him Through the huge open doorway he
could snell the guts of the place-dry, cold, maybe as old as tine itself. At
the threshold he paused to | ook back at his friends, and a voice |like a coo

wi nd wafted through his brain-COVE TO ME. As he stepped into the darkness, he
heard Vi king shout froma world away, "KOBRA!"

He stood in a wonb of darkness, a place without ceiling or walls or floor
There was a distant noise |like water dripping onto concrete, or nmuffled

f oot st eps.

When he started wal king again, feeling his way, his boots clattered like a
toss of bones across the floor of rough stone. Echoes converged and passed



each other like riptides with Kobra at the center. H s eyes were getting used
to the blackness now, and he could see snooth stone walls around him a
geonetric pattern of rough- Q@ hewn rafters perhaps twenty feet overhead. An
old rusted nmetal chandelier hung Q - crookedly fromthat ceiling, stil

hol ding two |ight bulbs that |ooked like teardrops. Fromthe depths of the

pl ace, a candle flame flickered, far away; Kobra followed its light, his
fingertips grazing the wall. He was in a long, high corridor that seenmed to go
on forever, like the trick done with mrrors in the carnival funhouses. Half
of himcowered in fear |ike a nongrel dog; the other half lurched with drunken
glee, and it was this half that kept his legs moving. I'min a haunted house
at the New Ol eans fairgrounds, he told hinself; |I'mwal king through the
Madrman' s Maze.

Going to feel cobwebs in nmy hair in a mnute, going to see a dumy dressed up
in an ape mask.

He reached the candle. It sat in a gl eani ng brass holder on a |ong table of
dark, shining wood. He couldn't see beyond the range of the |light, but he had
a feeling the roomwas as |arge as a cavern, nmaybe with stone stairs that
wound around and fy around and out of sight. He could hear the wi nd whistling
t hr ough broken wi ndows very hi gh above him

Of to his left he saw another candle, noving in mdair, carried by a ghost.
But then he saw the quick flicker of pale light on the face of a girl. She had
a long sweep of ebony hair, sensual pouting lips, a face as beautiful as the
noon.

There was anot her candle now, on his other side. This one was held by a young
man in a Kiss T-shirt. He had a | ean, sharp-boned face and predatory eyes.
Then a third candle, behind Kobra. Atall, smling girl, her red hair
cascading in disarray around her shoulders. Then the others: Kobra saw a
couple of Chicano girls, a black dude wearing a headband, a m ddl e-aged nan
and worman who | ooked at himlovingly, as if he mght be their long | ost son
Candl es burned in a silent circle around him

And then a hand as cold and hard as a chunk of ice touched Kobra's shoul der.
He whirled, ready to go for his Mauser. But the hand nmoved in a white streak
and caught his wrist, not hurting himby only hol ding himwhere he was. In the
gol den candl el i ght Kobra could see the face of someone who | ooked at once very
young and very ol d.

There were no lines on the white face, but the eyes seened ancient and wi se,
abl aze with powerful secrets. Where the hand touched him Kobra tingled with
electricity; the feeling slowy spread until he thought he nust be plugged in
to the sane socket that supplied power to the universe. He felt like he was
going to explode with fear and exhilaration, that he should kneel down there
on that cold stone floor and kiss the wintry hand of Death.

Deat h smil ed-a boyish smle-through an old nan's eyes. "Wl cone," he said.
For a long tinme Viking and Di cko waited outside, but Kobra didn't come back
The first tentative rays of gray light were creeping across the eastern

hori zon.

After they had called hima few times, unsuccessfully, Viking unsheathed a
hooked hunting blade froma | eather holder at his side. "Sonmethin's happened

to Kobra," he said to Dicko. "I'mgonna find out what. You comnin'?"
D cko paused, then reached to the small of his back and took out the .45 from
its black holster. "Yeah," he replied. "I"'min."

They noved into the castle and were swal |l owed up by darkness.
The sun gradually strengthened its hold on the horizon, chasing shadows in its
path. Sonetime before dawn the door swung closed, and a bolt was thrown.

FOUR
Sunday norni ng dawned bright and warm Bells chinmed froma hundred church

steepl es across L. A. The God of Light was worshipped in as many different
ways, fromformal services to the sinmple act of prayer on Malibu Beach by the



Paci fic Ocean Church. Incense cones were burned by the Holy Order of the Sun,
Cat hol i c masses were being said. Buddhists bowed before their altars. The city
seened quiet, at rest, the planet spinning in an ordered universe.

From his Laurel Canyon terrace Mtch G deon watched a fl ock of birds nmoving
gracefully across the sky as if in slownotion. He stood in a warm spl ash of
sunlight, snoking a cigar and thinking about the dream of coffins on a
conveyor belt. He'd had it again last night and had sat up in bed so violently
Estell e al nost had a heart attack. That dream had been peculiar at first,
something to laugh about. Now it was terrifying, the details gradually
becom ng cl earer and clearer. Last night he'd been able to see the faces of
sone of his co-workers.

They' d | ooked |ike grinning dead nen, and the cold whiteness of their flesh
had been so real, so close, that G deon had just fought his way out of the
dreamas if up fromthe bottom of a deep, green pond. He was playing golf this
afternoon in a foursonme at the WIlshire Country C ub, and he hoped hacki ng at
a Slazenger would take his mind off a dreamthat was really turning shitty.

Andy and Jo Pal atazin sat in their usual places at the Hungari an Reforned
Church on Melrose Avenue, just a few blocks fromtheir house. She gripped his
hand and squeezed it, sensing his preoccupation. He smled and pretended to be
payi ng attention, but his m nd was seesawi ng back and forth between two dark
concerns: the Roach, whose presence in the city now seened as intangi ble as a
ghost's; and whatever had ripped through the Hollywood Menorial Cenetery. The
artist's conposite of the man who had tried to lure Any Hul sett had been
printed up by the dozens for detectives and uniforned officers to use in their
conversations with street people. O course, the man m ght not have been the
Roach after all, just a guy out to buy a good time, but it was an angle that
had to be pursued.

Al'l that Brasher's hard work had turned up was one suspect who owned a dark

bl ue Vol kswagen, and the man was al nost the total physical opposite of the
young prostitute's description. Palatazin had put an officer on surveillance
to be certain.

The second concern made hi m nore uneasy. He'd driven past Hollywoodl Menori al
on the way to church; everything had | ooked okay, and Pal atazin had , caught a
qui ck glinpse of the watchman, Kel sen, unlocking the front gates for the
Sunday norning visitors. Had it been only nmindless vandalismafter all? He was
hoping it was. The other answer-the one that |urked deep in the back of his

m nd-m ght drive hi m nmad.

And in a huge circular bed in his Bel Air home, Wes Richer stirred, reaching
across to touch Sol ange's cool brown flesh. H's fingers gripped the edge of

t he sheet where she shoul d have been |lying. He opened his eyes and wi nced; the
light was buffered by thick beige curtains, but it was still bright enough to
make his L optic nerves sputter like severed live wires. He turned over on his
back, his pal ns pressed against his eyes, and waited for the first wave of the
crashi ng headache to pass. "Sol ange?" he called out, the sound of his voice
maki ng his eardruns throb. There was no answer, and finally Ws sat up on the
edge of the bed. "Sol ange," he called again irritably. Dam! \Were is she?

he thought. Hi s sinuses were clogged with the mngled odors of marijuana and
jasm ne incense with a cold dash of cocaine in there for good nmeasure. How was
t he show? he wondered suddenly. WAs | good? "Sheer Luck" strikes again.
Alinmentary, Dr. Batson. Ws stood up and struggled into his Fruit of the
Loons.

When he wal ked into the living roomand | ooked around, he swore loudly. He saw
the ruined wall-to-wall carpet, a mahogany coffee table scarred like a K-Mart
reject, a shattered piece of Inca pottery that he'd been too high to notice
the night before, the enpty hospitality bow s that had been brimrmng at |east
five times last night, the silver cocaine trays snorted clean, the bits of
glass that glittered in the carpet between all the stains and crushed butts,

t he heel marks-heel marks, for Chrissake?-atop the grand piano, the . . . oh,
to hell with it! he thought. The w eckage was consumat e.



And sitting there in the mddle of it was Sol ange, wearing her | ong white robe
cut low to show the soft dark swelling of her breasts. She was sitting on the
sofa, her arns crossed tightly as if she were chilly. She was staring at the
Qui j a board.

"Morning," Wes said, and plopped hinself down in a chair. An instant |ater he
stood up to renove the filled ashtray he'd sat down on. There was a ring of
ashes on his ass. "Christ!" he said softly, surveying the damage. "If the guys
at the Dom no Club could only see ne now As they say." He saw she was not
payi ng attention; her eyes were fixed on a spot at the center of the board. "I
didn't feel you get out of bed. Wat tinme were you up?"

She blinked and gl anced up at himas if just now aware that he'd wal ked into
the room "Wes," she said. "I... I've been up for a long time. | coul dn't
sleep after the sun rose." She | ooked at himfor a long tinme and then sniled
appreciatively. "You look |like sonmeone hit you with a nganga."”

"A nuhwhat ? What's that?"

"An evil spell. A big one." Solange frowned slightly and turned back to the
board. She picked up the planchette and exam ned the bottomof it with a
fingertip.

"Better watch out for that bastard,"” Wes said. "It might bite you. |'m going
to kick Martin Blue's ass the next time | see him He could ve put ny eye
out!"

She repl aced the planchette. "What are you saying, Ws? That Martin was in
control of what happened here | ast night?"

"Sure he was! | saw his hands! He skidded that thing right off the board!"
When Sol ange didn't reply, he wal ked over to the picture w ndow and | ooked
down at the swi nming pool. A bright yell ow and-green striped | awn chair was
floating in it; there were some Coors cans at the deep end. "All right," he
said finally. "I know that silence. Wat are you thinking?"

"Martin didn't do it," she said. "He had no control over it, and neither did
l.

Sonet hing very violent and very strong was here

"Ch, cone on! Listen, | can take that rmunmbo stuff when we're at a party, but
when we're alone, | wish you'd forget the spirit world!"

"You don't believe?" she asked coolly.

"Nope. "

"Do you pray to God?"

He turned fromthe window to face her. "Yes, but that's different."

"I's it? Think back. You were playing high-stakes poker in a roomat the Las
Vegas Hilton nine nonths ago. You were playing agai nst sone very influenti al
and weal thy nen."

"I remenber."

"Do you renenber the final hand? You cl osed your eyes for a second before you
pi cked up that last card. To which spirit were you prayi ng?"

"To ... | was wishing for an ace from Lady Luck. That's not a spirit."

She smled faintly, her nostrils flaring. "I say it is. Al deities are
spirits, and all beliefs can becone deities. Oh, yes, Ws, you believe." She
regarded the board again. "You saw. You spelled out the words."

"What words? It was gi bberish!™"

"It was a nessage," Sol ange said quietly. She shivered and lifted her gaze to
him "The spirits are troubled, Ws. There's a great, terrible nganga in the
air. If you had Bantu blood in your veins, you could feel its vibrations, or

snell it like the reek of old vinegar. The spirits know every nystery; they
see the future and try to protect us fromharm if we will only listen to what
they say." Wes smiled slightly, and Sol ange's eyes snhapped with anger. "l've

never felt a power before like the thing that was here last night! It sinply
silenced the beneficent voices; it brushed their spirits away with as nuch
effort as it takes to flick a fly away! That was the thing that spelled out
the final message, the thing that took the planchette into its, power and



"Stop it," Wes said abruptly.

Sol ange' s face tightened. She stared at himfor a few seconds with what Wes
sonmetines referred to as her "nolten ink" eyes, and then she rose gracefully.
"I 1 didn't nmean to upset you . "
"I'"'mnot upset!"

". . . but I wanted you to know the truth .
"Ch, for Christ's sake!"

" about what happened | ast night. | have told you the truth."

"And the truth shall set us free." His grin spread. "Seens |like |I've heard
that before.”

"Wes!" Tension was stretched tight in her voice now "You can stand on your
stage and make your little jokes for other people; you can contort your face
and voi ce and make the people think you live for their |aughter, but don't
think for an instant that you can put on your disguise in front of ne!

Sonetime the jokes will have to end; the laughter will die. And you'll have to
face the world on its ownp terns w thout falsehood."
"What world are we tal king about, dear? The spirit domain, | assunme?"

Sol ange had al ready turned away. She crossed the living room her white gown
swirling behind her, and di sappeared into the far hallway. He heard the faint
sound of a door closing. Her problemis, she can't take a joke, he thought.

He rose to his feet and went through the Iiving roomand the short connecting
hal lway to the kitchen, where copper cooking utensils hung from an overhead
rack and African woodcuts decorated the walls. He found a carton of orange
juice in the refrigerator and took a variety of plastic bottles fromthe
vitam n cupboard. As he downed his breakfast, he was aware that his pul se was
ki cking hard. He'd been thinking of that planchette coming for his face like a
runaway Ni ke missile, and he knew that there was no dammed way Martin Bl ue
could've done it. The bastard had been scared witless. So what, then? Spirits,
i ke Sol ange sai d? No, that was bullshit! Wen Sol ange got started, she could
really lay it on thick, stuff with crazy nanmes like Santeria, brujeria, nkisi,
makut 0. Once he'd peeked inside the ornately carved wooden box she kept under
the bed. There was a strange collection of peacock feathers, seashells, black
and red candl es, corn husks, white coral, and sone kind of weird iron nails
wrapped up with string inside. Wes tolerated her beliefs, but he had drawn the
line several nonths ago when she'd wanted to put a twig tied with a red ribbon
behi nd every door in the house.

He' d never known her |ast name; the man who'd lost her to himin the Vegas
poker ganme hadn't known it either. She told Wes she was born in Chicago, the
daughter of a woman who'd been a classical actress in Japan and an African man
who was a practicing santero, a good magi ci an. She was born, she said, on the
seventh day of the seventh nmonth at exactly seven o' clock in the evening. On
the day before her birth, her father had dreanmed of her sitting on an ivory
throne with seven stars noving about her head like a glittering tiara. \Wich
seened to be a dammed good onen, the way Sol ange had explained it. It was
supposed to nean that she had inherited her father's powers of white magic,
that she was to be considered a living talismn. Sol ange didn't talk about the
things she'd |l earned fromher father in her formative years, but Wes figured
she nmust've been pretty inportant. Sol ange recalled that people always cane to
their door, wanting to touch her, or ask her about problens they were having
with | ove or noney.

When she was ten years old, wal king hone fromschool with the snow falling
softly, a car had pulled up to the curb, and two bl ack nen had stuffed a rag
into her mouth and thrown her onto the backseat. She was bli ndfol ded-she coul d
vividly recall the coarseness of the cloth against her face-and the car
travel ed all night. They went fast, over all kinds of roads. Wen the
blindfold was taken off, she was at a big house with snowfilled woods al
around. For several days she was |ocked in a beautifully furnished bedroom

wi th wi ndows that | ooked down on an ice-glazed | ake and fed by a black man in
a white suit who brought her food on a silver tray. On the third day she was



taken to a glass roomfull of jungle vines and blooming red flowers, where a

| arge-bellied black man who wore a gray-striped suit and snoked a ci gar
waited. He was very nice to her, very friendly, and offered her a | ace
handkerchi ef to wi pe her eyes when he told her that she wouldn't be goi ng hone
agai n because this was her home now. H s nane was Fontaine, and he said there
were some things Sol ange was going to have to do for him She was going to
have to give himgood fortune and protect himfromevil. O sonething m ght
happen to her nother and father

It was only gradually, she'd told Ws, that she |l earned he was a bad man, a
gangster who controlled nost of the Harlemrackets. Hi s power was slipping,
and he'd heard about her through some of his people in South Chicago. In a
peri od of four years, during which Solange did very little but read the lines
in his hand and touch photographs of different men to feel their weaknesses,
Font ai ne never cane to her bedroom never laid a hand on her. He left her

al one, first because he was beginning to fear her all too accurate predictions
of the future and the incantations that caused his enemes to suddenly wither
fromhealth to sickness;

al so, his brain was steadily being gnawed away by syphilis. Many ni ghts she
could hear Fontaine roaning the |Iong hallways of the mansion, howing like an
animal in mad rage. In the end it was the syphilis, not his enemes, that
crept up on himwith a deadly hand, and none of Sol ange's incantations or
poultices could halt its advance.

Font ai ne was | ocked away behi nd a massive oak door, and soon after that a
couple of well-dressed white nmen canme to the house, paid Fontaine's business
manager a great deal of nopbney, and took Sol ange with themto the west.

Her new owner was an elderly Mafia capo who wanted her around for good | uck
he'd heard of what she'd been doing for Fontaine and knew that Fontaine's

busi ness had shown an ei ghty-percent increase while she'd been with him He
never touched her either, but a couple of his hired men did come to her room
one night. They said if she ever dared to tell what they did, they'd cut her

t hr oat .

That went on for a long time, until Sol ange fashioned corn husk dolls of them
and set themon fire. They died when their Lincoln Continental slamred into
the rear of Sunoco gas truck on the San D ego Freeway.

And so it went on, year after year, a succession of powerful and greedy nen.
Anot her Mafia lieutenant, then a notion picture studio head, then a director,
then a record conpany executive who was robbing his partners blind. She was

wi th hi mwhen she nmet Wes, who was doing a show in Vegas. It wasn't nuch
nmoney, but at least it would take himthrough the bad period after his second
series had been canceled. He was | ooking for private action, too, so he'd
gotten hinself invited to this poker gane at the Las Vegas Hilton with a group
of big noney players. Solange's record exec anong them During the |ong,
gruel i ng ganme Sol ange had sat behind the man; Wes renenbered she had had a
brui se on her cheek. Anyway, the guy's luck had started turning bad and went
downhill; after he'd lost the first thirty thousand or so, he'd taken Sol ange
into a back room and whal ed the shit out of her, then brought her in again and
shoved her back in her chair. Her eyes were swollen and red; the record exec
was really starting to sweat. After another three hours the gane had pared
down to just the two of them there was a stack of red chips infront of Wes
and a |l ook of animal fear on the record exec's face. But he'd wanted to play

on, and so it continued until he had no nmore chips, nor nmoney, nor keys to his
robin's-egg-blue Cadillac. Wes was willing to |l eave it there.

"SIT DOM'" the man had screaned. "I TELL YOU WHEN TO LEAVE!"

"You're through, Mrry," one of the onlookers said wearily. "Gve it up."
"SHUT UP! Deal the cards . . . COME ON"

"You're cl eaned out," Wes said. "The gane's over."

"No, it's not!" He'd turned and gri pped Sol ange's armw th a crushi ng hand.
"I"mputting her up as security!"”

"What! Forget it!"

"You think |I'mkidding, R cher? Listen, punk, this bitch is worth her fucking



wei ght in gold! She can suck your cock right out of the roots; she'll fuck
your eyeballs out with tricks you never even heard of!"

"Now listen, | don't think . . ."

"Come on, you lousy little punk! What do you have to | ose? You're floating in
nmy cash!”

It was the second use of that word that got to Wes. He paused for a nonent

and | ooked at the beautiful battered woman behind him He wondered how many
times she'd had to endure this man. Then he said, "I'Il accept her as security
on five hundred dollars." Sol ange had responded with a slight nod.

And ten mnutes later it was all over as Wes sat facing a beautiful royal
flush.

The record exec had junped to his feet and grabbed Sol ange's face, squeezing
her jaw so hard she whi npered. "Back off, you sonofabitch!" Ws had said
quietly.

"You're marking up ny merchandise."

Then the guy had really turned ugly, meking all kinds of threats about how Ws
woul d never have a series again because he had connections with all three
networ ks, and as for recording, forget it! Soneone gave the poor bastard a
drink and ushered himout of the room For a long time Ws sat |ooking at

Sol ange across the poker table, not knowi ng what the hell to say or do. She

broke the silence: "I think he chipped ny tooth."

"You want to find a dentist?"

"No. It's all right. 1've seen you on television before. You' re the conedi an, "
she went on. "I remenber now, | saw your face on the cover of TV Stars."

He nodded. "Yeah, | made that cover and a | ot nore. There was an article on ne
in Rolling Stone, too. I've got a couple of comedy al bums out." He stopped,
feeling foolish for tooting his horn in front of a woman whose right eye was
swol I en and bl ue and whose | eft one was an odd shade of yellow. Still she was
beautiful: it was an exotic, cool beauty that had nade Ws's pul se gall op ever

since she'd wal ked in.

"You' re working here now?"

"That's right. But ny agent's hot on a deal for a new series next season, and
| may do a bit in the next Mel Brooks flick." He cleared his throat nervously.

"How | ong have you been ... his m stress?"
"Alnost a year. He's a very unkind man."
"Yeah, well, | guess | cleaned himout, didn't I?" He stared at the wad of

bills and the big-noney QUs that sat in front of him "Christ. There's a | ot
of dough here."

"It's late," Sol ange said. "Why don't we go to your room now?"

"Huh? Ch. Listen, you don't have to . "

"Yes | do. You own me now. "

"Om you? Abe Lincoln freed the slaves in case you .
"I'"ve always bel onged to soneone,” she said, and Wes thought he heard fear in
her voice. "I made his luck go bad. | can make yours good."

"Huh? What do you nean?"

She stood up and reached out her hand for him He took it. "Your room" she
sai d.

That had been al nost a year ago. Wes put the orange juice back into the
refrigerator. He knew he should be getting dressed because Jimy m ght be

com ng over this afternoon to talk over sone figures on that Mel Brooks novie,
a spoof on trendy department stores called Quattl ebaunmis. Wien he wal ked into
the Iiving room Ws paused over the Quija board for a nonent, wondering how
he could get away with throwing the thing in the garbage. He didn't believe in
those spirit tales that Solange liked to tell, but one thing had bothered him
ever since he'd brought her back to Hollywood with him Less than a week after
he'd nade the down payment on this house, he'd seen Sol ange at the pool in the
m ddl e of the night, slowy twisting the arnms and legs of a G Joe doll. Then
she'd dropped it into the water and held it under for several mnutes. Two
days |l ater her old record exec was found drowned in his own ki dney-shaped
pool. Variety ran a short squib on his death; the doctor who' d exam ned the



body said the guy's nmuscles were all cranped up into knots.
["lI'l throw you out |ater, you bastard, Wes nentally told the CQuija board, and
then he went back to his bedroomto put on sone cl ot hes.

FI VE

Pal atazin was in the den, watching the Steelers crawl all-over the 49ers at
two o' cl ock when the tel ephone rang. Jo got up to answer it. "Come on, get
him" Palatazin said to the television screen as Terry Bradshaw evaded not
one but two stunbling linesmen and cocked his arm back |ike a piston to pass.
"Don't let that guy score again! Ch, for . . .!" He slapped his thigh as the
pass was conpleted for thirty-four yards.

". . . Yes, I'lIl get him" Jo said fromthe kitchen. "Andy?"

"Ckay." He haul ed hinself out of his La-Z-Boy and took the receiver fromJo.
"Yes?"

"Li eut enant Reece, captain. W' ve got sonmebody in here who's seen the guy on
that artist's conposite.”

"I need nore than that. Maybe he just |iked hookers."

"I"ve got nore. The young lady in here says he told her he was going to take
her to a notel but stopped instead in a vacant |ot on Yucca Street. She got
scared and took off, but he chased her in his car. The car was a grayish

Vol ks, and she renenbers part of the license plate."

"Keep her there. I'lIl be down in fifteen mnutes.” He felt Jo's di sapproving
stare as he replaced the receiver. "I have to go," he told her as he started
for the front door.

"I heard. WII you at |east be home for supper?"

"I don't know." He shrugged on his coat and kissed her cheek. "I'"Il call."
"You won't be home," she said. "And you won't call."

But by then he was al ready out the door and gone.

Sl X

As Pal at azin was hangi ng up his tel ephone, Rico Esteban was clinbing a | ong
series of stairs in an East L.A tenenent, where sunlight took on a nuddy
pallor as it streaned hotly along the hallways through dirty w ndows. The
steps creaked underfoot, and in some places there was no railing; Rico could
| ook down four floors to the cracked yellowtiles in the entrance hall

Gar bage had spilled fromcans on the stairway |andings, a sheen of snelly
liquids making the stairs as slick as if they were carved fromice. Rico stil
wore the sane clothes he'd been dressed in the night before, only now the back
of his shirt was danp with sweat. Hi s eyes, now sonewhat sunken due to |ack of
sl eep, were veined with red.

Around himthe building swelled with clashing noise-a toilet chugging as water
strangl ed a cl ogged pipe; a man and a worman both shouting in Spanish, trying
to outcurse each other; a baby howing to be fed and a nother's desperate
"Quiete!"; someone coughing violently, the cough finally falling to a rattle
of phlegm transistor radios and televisions battling for dom nance with the
t hunp-thunp of disco, a Spanish news broadcast, or the gunshots from a cowboy
or detective novie.

Along the fifth floor hallway the heat was sickeningly oppressive. Rico's
shirt was glued to his chest and back |like a second skin by the tinme he'd

st opped before the door he sought. He paused, his heart racing. He was afraid
of the woman who lived in that apartnent; she was crazy, there was no telling
what she might do to him Once old | ady Santos had sworn to get a gun and bl ow
his balls off if he ever got her daughter into trouble. So now he hesitated,
unsure whether to knock or just retrace his steps out of this sweltering
pigsty. What if Merida had gotten back |ast night and told everything to her
not her ? he wondered. Then there would be hell to pay. But what if Merida
hadn't come home at all? What if something had happened to her on the jungle
strip of Whittier Boul evard? The uncertainty filled himwith a dull sense of
dread. That Roach due was still on the | oose, wasn't he? And there were plenty
nore dudes a whole | ot meaner than Roach, too. O, on the other side of the



coin, Rico could find Merida inside with tear-streaked cheeks and an enraged
madwonan with a Saturday N ght Special aimed at his groin. Madre de D os!

But he couldn't |eave w thout knowi ng; he couldn't stand it for a mnute

| onger.

He reached out, balled his fist, and knocked on the door. Al nost imediately
anot her door down the hallway opened, and an elderly Chicano man stared out
suspi ci ousl y.

"Who' s there?" The words spoken in strident Spanish made Rico junp.

"Uh . . . it's ne, Ms. Santos. Rico Esteban."
There was a | ong, uneasy silence. Shit! he thought, suddenly overcone by
pani c.

She's gone for her gun! He was going to run when she said from behind the
door.

"Eh? What do you want, you little bastard?"

"I'd like to talk to Merida. Please.”

"She ain't hone."

A knot of tension burst |like shrapnel in his stomach. He coul d sense Ms.
Sant os behind the thin [ ayer of scarred wood with her ear pressed to the door
"Do you know where she is?" he asked.

Then the door came open, and Rico took a startled step backward. The wonan
peered out through a crack, her black snake eyes staring at himdisdainfully
froma | eathery, deeply creased face. "Wat do you want to know for?"

"I have to find her. It's inportant.” He couldn't see her hands and thought
she nmight have a dammed gun behi nd her

Ms. Santos regarded himin sinmering silence for a monent. "l know she's been
sneaki n' around behind nmy back, thinkin' she's gettin' away with sonethin'!
know she's been seem you, filth! | figgered when she didn't come hone | ast

ni ght she was with you."

"I ... picked her up in front last night," he said with an effort. "On
VWhittier she . . . she junped out of my car, Ms. Santos, and | tried to find
her all night, | went everywhere | could think of, | only got about two hours
sleep in the back of nmy car, and I don't know where else to-"

"WHAT?" she screeched, her eyes going wide and wild. "My Merida's been out on
t he boul evard all night? You bastard, you let ny Merida stay out there al
night? "'mcallin' the cops on you right now, you don't get outta here!" Her
eyes blazing with black heat, she started to slamthe door in his face. But
instantly he braced it with a hand. She | ooked at hi m open-nout hed, fear

begi nning to glimrer deep in her gaze.

"You're not listening to ne!" he said, alnmost shouting. "If Merida didn't get
hone last night, | don't know where she is! She could be in trouble!" She's
already in plenty of trouble, he thought grimy. "Were else could she have
gone?"

Ms. Santos was frozen, and he knew what she was t hinking-Merida was a good
girl, loyal to her nother, she'd never stayed away from hone all night before,
and she woul dn't run away either

"I"'mafraid for her," Rico said softly.

Her voice began in a whisper and started to rise. "I told you to | eave her
alone, didn't 1? | warned ny Merida about what was out there! You're trouble
and you al ways been trouble, even when you was a smart-assed punk runnin' wth
the Cripplers! Now only God knows what badness you're doin'!"

"Look, | didn't cone here to fight. | don't care what you think about me. |
just want to nake sure Merida's okay . "

"Why? ' Cause you tryin' to talk her into walkin' the streets for you?

Everyt hi n’'

you touch turns filthy! You touched my Merida, and God saw it, and because He
knows you're filthy evil He ... wait a mnute! You just wait a mnute!" She
spun away fromthe door, and Rico started in after her, his face flamng with
anger .

She crossed the cranped, dirty apartnent and opened a drawer next to the sink
and hot plate. "You just wait a mnute, you filth!" she shrilled, and then she



turned upon himwi th a butcher knife clanped in her hand. "I'Il kill you for
what you done to ny baby!"

"Pl ease!" he said, backpedaling for the door. "I only want to find-" "This is
what you going' to find!" she shouted, and cane toward himw th the knife
aimed for a killing bl ow.

"You crazy old . .. fuck!" Rico yelled back at her; he wheel ed through the
door and was able to slamit shut before she could get to him Then he was
runni ng headl ong down the hallway, hearing the dry, anused chuckle of the old
Chicano man. Rico got to the stairway and started down; behind himthe

buil ding seermed filled with Ms. Santos's screanms and threats. Her screech of
a voice-just like an old harpy's, Rico thought-drowned out transistor radios,
squal ling babies, and nmarital cursing bouts. But then it began to grow faint,
and Rico knew with a surge of relief that she wasn't followi ng himfromthe
fifth floor. Still he hit the entrance hallway at a run. Wen he got outside,
sweat was rolling off his face. A couple of small kids were trying to pry off
hi s wheel covers, and he sent themrunning with a kick and an oath. They
stopped in the mddle of the street to give himthe finger, and then they were
gone.

He was about to go around to the driver's side when a cool, childish voice
said, "Hey, Rico! You shoulda | et those punks al one, man!"

Rico turned. Merida's twelve-year-old brother, Luis, was sitting in shadow on
the steps of the tenenment buil ding next door. There were two other kids with
him neither ol der than el even, but already their eyes seened hard and

haunt ed.

They were playing cards, and Luis was snoking a hand-rolled cigarette. "Yeah?"
Ri co said, wal king back to the curb. "Why?"

"They need the bread they coul da sold those shoes for on the street. Two
cards. "

He picked up the two cards dealt to himand snorted with disgust. "Their old
man's got a fifty-dollar-a-day habit, gettin' worse all the time. You think
just 'cause you nove up to the Strip everythin' changed around here, man?"

The words, spoken so calmy fromthe nmouth of a child, stung him "What do you
know about anything?" Rico said. "You're just a kid yourself."

"I know a lot of things." He | ooked up fromthe gane. "Like ny sister was with
you |l ast night, and she never cane home. My old | ady's been pacin' the floor
all day. She says she's thinkin' about puttin' out a contract on you with the
Honi ci des. "

"Who's going to cut ny throat? You, Luis? For how nuch? Five bucks? Yeah
you're even beginning to think like a Hom cide, aren't you? Man, you keep
hangi n'

around t hose dudes you're going to wind up either gut-stabbed or in the

sl anmer . "

Luis dealt the next hand and snmiled like a fox. "Too bad we all can't be big
like you, Rico. Man, you so big you outgrown the barrio. You' re a giant now up
on Sunset Strip, ain't you?' He made a farting sound with his lips, and the

ot her kids |aughed. "Maven could tear your ass up with one hand! Wy don't you
get off this street? You don't belong here no nore!™

"Maven? He's still prez of the Hom ci des?"

"That's right. Dealer takes one. Alllllright, am gos!" he disregarded Ri co
until the hand was over, and the next cards were dealt. "Wat're you doin'
comn'

outta rny buildin', man? You let ny old | ady see you, she'll cone after your
ass."

"I already saw your nother," Rico said. "She's ready for la casa de locos. |'m
trying to find Merida, Luis. | don't know where the hell your sister could

be! "
Luis | ooked at himsharply. "What do you nmean, man? She was with you al
ni ght!"



"No, she wasn't. That's what | was trying to tell your nother. Merida junped
out of ny car on Waittier and ran off. | |ooked for her alnpbst all night. Now,
where el se could she be?"

"You |l eft her alone?" Luis said incredulously. "Qut on the boul evard all by
hersel f?" The cards dropped from his hand, a couple of grinning kings and a
joker. "Man, you livin' so far away from here now you don' know what's goi ng'
on? The Vipers are tryin' to nmove into Homicide territory! Three bl ocks from
here it's a goddamm battle zone! The Vipers are hittin' on every Honicide they
can find. Last week they got Hotshot Zasa, Paco MI|an and Juan Mrales!"

Ri co's heartbeat quickened. "Killed then®"

"Nobody knows. They just vanished ... poof!... and Maven figures the Vipers
anbushed 'em and dragged the bodi es away sonmewhere. On Friday Maven's girl
Anita was missin', and yesterday Paulo LeGan's little brother, Benny."
"Jesus!" Rico said, fear crackling through his brain. "You think maybe

the Vi pers got Merida?"

"They woul da known she was ny sister." Luis rose to his feet, his gaze

snol dering; his face was that of a battle-hungry man, but his chest-bare
behi nd a cheap( | eather vest-was that of a child's, his skinny ribs jutting.
He ran the back of a hand across his mouth. "Yeah, they could ve got her. They
could've been waitin' for her in an alley and junped her. Sonsof bitches

coul d've raped her right there and dragged her off sonewhere.”

Ri co's stomach throbbed; he thought he was going to have to | ean over and]

vom t.

"They could' ve already killed her," Luis said quietly, and turned the ful
force of his gaze onto Rico. "If she's dead, then you hel ped kill her! You put
her right in Viper hands, bastardo!"

"We don't know what happened to her!" Rico said. "W can call the cops and | et
them™

"NO COPS!'" Luis shouted. He was trenbling, trying to fight back tears. "This

i s business for the Homi cides, for nmy brothers. Cone on," he said to the other
boys, and instantly they stood up fromthe steps. "W got to go find Maven and
tell him" They started off along the street, swaggering like little roosters.
But suddenly Luis turned and pointed a finger at Rico. "You better hope ny
sister's okay!" he shouted, and then his voice cracked. "You just better hope
and pray, man!" Luis turned away fromhim and the trio of boys vani shed al ong
the street.

Ri co watched them nove out of sight. A surge of vomit cane up fromhis
stomach, and he stood in the nmouth of an alley with his head bent, but he
couldn't throw up. Dead?' he thought. Merida dead? Killed by the vipers, a
bunch of war- happy punks who were just kids when Rico was running with the
cripplers? Arain of slop cane splattering into the alley froma w ndow hi gh
over head, and as Rico junped away, he heard thin, vicious |aughter. Dazed and
prickled with cold sweat, he nade his way to his car and quickly drove away
fromthe hellish barrio.

SEVEN

"That there's the dude." The black prostitute with heavy-lidded, sensual eyes
and orange-streaked hair slid the printed conposite portrait across the

i nterrogati on- roomdesk to Lieutenant Reece. "I'd know hi manywhere. Tried to
run my ass down on Yucca Street. Tried to kill me. Oh yeah, that's him" She

i nhal ed deeply on a cigarillo and bl ew the snoke fromthe corner of her nouth.
"Did he mention a nane to you, Mss Connors? Anything like Wally or Walt or
Wl ter?"

"No. He didn't say a word except to ask my ... uh ... price. Now | ook here."
She gl anced nervously at the slowy turning reel of the tape recorder on the
end of the desk. "You aren't going to try to trick old Lizz now, are you?
don't like nmy voice going into that box, you know?" She | ooked over her

shoul der to where O ficer Waycross and Captain Pal atazin sat watching. "You



prom sed nme," she said to Waycross. "You didn't drag ne down here to trap ne
on a soliciting charge, now did you?"

"No one's trying to trap you," Palatazin said quietly. "We're not interested
in what you do for a living. We're interested in the man who pi cked you up
Wednesday night. One of the problems we've faced during this thing is that you
| adies usually don't like to talk to us."

"Well who's to blame for that? John Law conmes down hard on the sisters. W
gots to make a buck, too, you know. " She returned her |anguid gaze to Reece.
"There's plenty of worse ways to get by."

"I guess there are," Reece agreed. "But you're sure about these nunbers? Two
and seven?"

"Yeah. The | ast nunber night have been a three ... or maybe a five. | don't
know. " Reece nodded and | ooked over the report sheet he'd filled in as the
girl tal ked. "What about the letters? You think the first one was 'T."' What
about the second one?"

She shrugged. "I didn't have no tine to stand there and read the man's plate,
you know. | was tryin' to save ny ass." She bl ew out another plune of snoke
toward the offending tape recorder. "I figure | did pretty good to remenber
anything at all."

"Dave," Pal atazin said to Waycross, "why don't you take the report and get
started on the license trace right away? Ask MCul | ough and Price to give you
a hand as soon as they're free."

"Yes, sir." Waycross took the report from Reece and | eft the room

"Can | go now?" the girl asked. "lI've told you all | can remenber."

"In a mnute," Palatazin replied, leaning forward in his chair. "You said-if |
can use your exact word-that you were 'junmpy' with this man. Wy was that ?"

"I usually don't care who | date," she said, "but this dude gave nme the
creeps.

He seened okay at first, kinda quiet and all. | figured a quick date at the
Casa Lona Motel, and then 1'd be on ny way with fifty bucks. Easy cash because
| don't do any specialties, you know?" She rai sed her eyebrows and waited
until Pal atazin had nodded. "But his eyes were real funny, and he kept cocking
his head to the side |ike he was having a nerve spell or sonmething. But |ater
on | thought about it, and it seemed he was . . . like . . . listening, you
know?"

"Li stening? Was the radio on?"

"No. It was like he was listening to sonething I couldn't hear, and once | saw
himsmle this weird, peculiar little smle. Anyway, he turns off Holl ywood
about two bl ocks before we get to the Casa Loma, and | ask hi m where does he
think he's going, but he don't answer. Just kinda nods. Wird. So then he
pulls into this ot where a Seven-El even used to be, and he cuts the engine.
figure he wants me to do himright there because he's grinning |ike a goon. He

uh ... starts to unzip his pants. | was getting kinda junpy then, but I
figured what the hell? Sol ... uh . . . started to |l ean over and | see his
hand drop down off the seat real fast. That's when | got a whiff of stuff,
like al cohol but a lot stronger. | didn't know what it was, but old Lizz sure
didn't want none of it. | junped out of that bug and started runnin', and then
| hear his engine start, and I say, 'Ch God, that creep's comn' after ne!' It

was then that | thought about the Roach. But you know, nobody's t been trashed
by the bastard in a long tinme, so nost of ny friends and me figure the guy got

his kicks and crawl ed back under a rock. |I made it to the corner, and the
Vol ks peel ed right on past me, made the next right, and was gone. | wal ked to
a pay phone and called ny man, Tyrone. He cane and picked ne up." ', "This

substance you snelled,"” Palatazin said. "You said it had the odor'of;’'

al cohol ? Could it have been turpentine? Sonething |ike that?"

"Can't really say." She crushed out her cigarillo in an ashtray. "But it was a
sharp smell. | was so close to whatever was under that seat that ny eyes
started to burn. \Whatever it was, it was wi cked shit." Reece smiled in spite
of himself, then cleared his throat and | ooked away when Pal atazi n gl anced at
hi m



"Al'l right, Mss Connors. | think that's enough." Pal atazin rose fromhis
chair and switched off the tape recorder. "You' re not planning on taking a
trip any tinme soon, are you? In case we need you for a positive |D?"

"Nope. My stonpin' ground's right here in L. A"

"Good. Thank you for coming in. And if | were you, |I'd suggest to ny friends
that they keep their dates platonic until we have the Roach in a jail cell."
"Sho' nuff." She gathered up her handbag, gave a little twitch of her tail to
Reece and went out the door and into the squad room Pal atazin sat down agai n,
took his pipe frombeside the chair, and lit it. "Wat do you think?" he asked
Reece. "Does that sound |ike our man?"

"Hard to tell. If this is the same guy who tried to pick up Any Hul sett, he's
not showi ng the sane nodus operandi as Roach. There's been no attenpt at

ei ther rape or strangul ation.”

"I'f this is our man, why woul d he change his pattern? | don't know,

somet hing's strange. That's tw ce we've heard about a strong odor in this
man's car. Wat could it be?"

"Any one of a number of things fromspilled gasoline to cleaning fluid."

Pal atazin sat for a nmonent, snmoking his pipe in silence. Reece was rem nded of
a new TV show he'd seen | ast night, "Sheer Luck," about sone nutty private
detective who thought he was the reincarnation of Sherlock Hol mes and ran
around L. A, trying to solve mysteries with his psychiatrist, Dr. Batson. It
had been pretty funny. "The M E. went over those four corpses as thoroughly as
possi ble, didn't he? Wuld he have found swelling or inflammtion in the
mucous nenbranes of the nose, or possibly in the eyes?"

"Sure."

"But he didn't, did he? That is to say, no unnatural inflanmation other than
what woul d cone as a result of the strangling. R ght?"

Reece nodded. "Wat are you getting at?"

"Suppose the Roach has changed his MO Perhaps he didn't |ike the way those
girls clawed at himas they were dying. Perhaps he wanted to keep them from
struggling so nmuch. How could he do that?"

"Bop 'emover the head with a hanmer, | guess."

"Granted. But suppose he misses with the first whack and the girl starts
scream ng? Now renenber, Mss Connors said that he was reaching for something
under the seat and that the strong odor was coming fromunder there. \Wat does
t hat suggest ?"

"Ch," Reece said, "a drug, maybe. Something like . . . ether?"

"That or a simlar substance. But in any case it would have to be strong
enough to knock out an adult with just a few whiffs. Then the Roach could rape
her, strangle her, do whatever he wanted for as |ong as he wanted."

"What's that stuff they used to use in the mad scientist flicks? You know,

t hey al ways waved a bottle or a rag under a cat's nose, and then the thing
keel ed over? Chloroform™

"Possibly. But as far as | know, chloroformcan't be purchased over the
counter.

Maybe it's still used in hospitals. But it would have to be strong, maybe even
a concentrated liquid or powder. And where would our man get it?" He blew a
long tendril of blue snoke toward the ceiling and watched it swirl in front of
the air-conditioning duct. "Sonething you said a mnute ago." He narrowed his
eyes.

"\What about gasoline?"

"Whi ffing gas m ght nake sonmebody upchuck all over the place, but | think it
woul d take a while for gasoline funmes to knock you out."

"Right, and we're tal king about sonething that could act in less than a

m nute. "

He shrugged. "I don't know. WIIl you do ne a favor? Since you're going to be
wor ki ng this evening, why don't you call sone hospitals and pharnmaci sts and
get the names of whatever night do the job? I think we'll be Iooking for a



substance that's avail able over the counter, but it wouldn't hurt to check
hospital inventories of ether-related drugs." He rose fromhis chair and noved
toward the door. "Wiat M ss Connors snelled was probably szeszes."

"Huh? What's that?"

"Hungarian white lightning." He smled wanly and then picked up the conposite
picture fromthe table. H's smle faded as he | ooked into that chunky
squirrelish face. The eyes, so vacant and detached behind those thick gl asses,
were what bothered himthe nost. Were are you? he asked silently. If you're
still striking, why haven't we found any nore corpses? Pal atazin was well
aware of an unfortunate fact: It was the corpse, or in this case the trail of
them that eventually pointed to the nmurderer, in the fragment of cloth
clutched in a death grip, in the tissue and hair beneath the fingernails, in a
telltal e matchbook or printed napkin found in a handbag or pocket. Any
hom ci de squad was practically powerless to stop a nmurder; all they could do
was clean up and piece together the ugly jigsaw puzzles of passion. And

wi t hout fresh corpses, great fragments of the puzzle were m ssing.

Pal at azi n pushed the picture back toward Reece. "It's time we released this to
the papers. WIIl you get it down to Press Relations for nme?"

"Yes sir, I'Il take care of it."

Pal atazin left the interrogation roomand wal ked back across the squad
roomvery quiet today, only a few detectives working-to his office. He gl anced
at his wistwatch-five-twenty. The sun was beginning to slide down across the
sky, leaving cold gray shadows in its track. It was tine to get home to Jo, to
try to get hinself ready nentally for the next day's work. Tomorrow norning
there was going to be a neeting with the chief of detectives and the
conmi ssi oner, and the casel oad of non-Roach-rel ated homi ci des was getting
heavi er day by day: a Chicano man found bl udgeoned to death in a downtown
alley;, a pretty teenage girl found stuffed into the trunk of a stolen car with
her throat slashed fromear to ear; a mddl e-aged womman shot on the sidewal k
by soneone in a passing car; a three-year-old child battered beyond
recognition and stuffed into the bottom of a garbage can. Palatazin was a
reluctant witness to a daily sideshow of horrors.

Sone days, of course, were worse than others; on the worst of them wusually at
t he height of the summer, his nightmares were vivid with the heat-swollen
corpses of men, wonen, and children, all of them holding out their arnms to him
and begging like lepers for a cure. And the neans of murder in this city were
terrifying infinite: baseball bat, pistol, broken bottle, poisons froma dozen
different countries, knives of all description and purpose, coat hangers,
clothesline cord, barbed wire, and even in one instance a brass ball fired
froma slingshot. The notives for murder were just as conpl ex: vengeance,
nmoney, freedom hatred, and love. The City of Angel s? Pal atazin knew
differently.

When he was fourteen years old, his uncle MIo had gotten himan afternoon job
sweeping up at his nei ghborhood police precinct station. He'd been fascinated
wi th the cops-and-robbers shows he'd seen on the television in the w ndow of

t he Abrahns Brothers appliance store a block fromthe apartnent, and he was
thrilled to imagine hinself as part of that world with its bl ue-uniforned
pol i cemen, sleek cars, and crackling, urgent radios. The officers liked his
interest, and they went out of their way to explain the details of their jobs
to him For several years he was the willing recipient of every chase and
shoot-'emup story the cops could dish out, and those ran into the hundreds.
Only it was years later, when he hinself wore one of those crisp blue

uni forms, that he realized the world was not quite as black and white as the
TV shows had depicted. He'd been wal king his beat al ong Fountai n Avenue when a
fat, red-faced man in a white apron had started shouting about a robbery in
his grocery store. Pal atazin had seen the suspect-a thin black man in a | ong,
tattered coat-running in the opposite direction with hands clanped around a
coupl e of | oaves of bread and a Polish sausage. He'd given pursuit-he'd been
much thinner in those days and fast on his feet-and had caught up with the guy



easily, grabbing his flagging coat from behind and yanking himto the ground.
The food had scattered into the street and was smashed into pul p by the next
passi ng car. Pal atazin had wrenched the arns back, snapped cuffs on the
wists, and turned the nan over.

It wasn't a man; it was a woman, terribly thin, her stomach swelling in the
sixth nonth of pregnancy.

"Pl ease,"” she'd begun sobbing, "please don't make ne go to jail again. Please
don't make ne . " Pal atazin was stunned and ashaned

the red- faced man, who had as much beef in his belly as on his racks, cane up
and started shouting about "this whore, this filthy whore" who had cone in and
stolen right off his shelves in broad daylight and what were the cops going to
do about it? Pal atazin couldn't answer; the cuff key in his hand burned like a
white-hot flane. But before he could say or do anything, a police car cane
cruising up to the curb, and the shouting nman turned his attention to the
arriving officers. As they put the woman into the car, her sobbing had
stopped, and her eyes |ooked like the enpty wi ndows of a | ong-abandoned

buil ding. One of the officers clapped Pal atazin on the shoul der and said,
"Good job, this broad's been hitting stores all up and down Fountain for the
past two weeks." As the car pulled away, Palatazin stared at the paste of
bread and sausage in the street.

The red-faced man was bragging to a group of onlookers about how nobody coul d
rob himand get away with it, "Nobody!"

Now a worl d away from Fountai n Avenue, Palatazin felt a wave of regret pass
over him He took his coat fromthe back of a chair and wearily shrugged into
it. Wiy hadn't things worked out as he'd planned so many years before? His
dream had been to take his wife and son up to a little town north of San
Franci sco where the climate was cool er and head a snall police station where
the npbst serious crine was kids stealing froma punpkin patch. He woul dn't
even need a car, and he would know and be |iked by everyone in town. Jo could
open that florist shop she was al ways thinking about, and his son would be
qguarterback on the high school football team He buttoned his coat and let the
dreans drift away |ike so nuch shinmering dust. After the second stillbirth
Jo's doctor had told her it would be dangerous for her, both physically and
enotionally, to try again. He suggested adoption and left it at that. And
Pal at azi n had been caught, as everyone is, in the huge whirlpool of events

t hat takes you down once, twice, a third and final tine.

He knew he woul d probably remain in this city until he died, though sonetimes
| ate at night he thought he could close his eyes and see that little town,
full of white picket fences and clean streets and chi meys that puffed white
pl umes of cherry-wood snoke in the long winters. Tine to go home, he thought.
And sonething rustled very softly behind him Pal atazin, startled, whirled
toward the door.

f H s nother was standing there as substantial as any flesh he'd ever seen
She was wearing the pale blue gown she'd wore the night she died, her skin
wrinkl ed and white over frail, sharply jutting bones. Her eyes were fixed upon
his face, terribly intense. One armwas thrust out, as skinny as a pole, the
finger pointing ,toward the w ndow.

Pal atazin, the bl ood drained out of his face by the shock, took a step
backward and collided with the sharp edge of his desk. Hi s pipe rack toppled
over, as did the ' framed photograph of Jo. File folders drifted to the fl oor

(H s not her opened her nmouth, show ng al nost toothless gums, and seened to be
trying to say something. Her finger was trenbling, her face contorted with
effort.

And then Pal atazin saw the outline of the door through her, saw the gl eam ng
doorknob as if in a haze of grayish snoke. Her figure rippled |like gossaner



caught in a high wind. And was gone.

The breath expl oded from Pal atazin's lungs. He was trenbling uncontrollably,
hi s hands gripping at the desk behind him For a long tine he stared at the
spot on the floor where his nother had stood, and when he finally waved a
shaki ng hand over that spot, the air felt a few degrees cool er than the rest
of the room He opened the door and thrust his head out so violently that
Oficer Zeitvogel, | who was at the nearest desk, promptly spilled a cup of

hot coffee into his lap. Zeitvogel cursed and stood up, drawi ng the attention
of the other officers to Palatazin's pale, w de-eyed face. Instantly Pal atazin
retreated into his office but left the door open; he felt sick and
light-headed, as if he'd just snapped out of a brain burning fever. He stood
staring dunmbly at the folders on the floor, then bent and started picking them

up.

"Captain?" It was Zeitvogel at the door, nopping his pants legs with a couple
of paper towels. "You okay, sir?"

"I"'mfine," he said, but kept his head away fromthe man so he woul dn't betray
the fear that was still making one corner of his mouth twtch.

Zei tvogel | ooked down at his lap, Christ! he thought. Whnder if | can nake the
department foot the cleaning bill? Fat chancel "For a mnute there you | ooked
like you'd seen a ghost, sir."

"Did I ?" Palatazin rose and dunped the folders onto his desk. He righted Jo's
picture and the spilled row of pipes. Fishing for the keys in his pocket, he
stepped out of his office quickly and | ocked the door. "Don't you have work to
do?" he said tersely, and then he was novi ng past Zeitvogel and out of the
squad room his shoes clicking on the tiled floor

Weird, Zeitvogel thought. He shrugged at the other nmen, swabbed at the worst

of the stain, and sat down at his desk again. Before he returned to work, he
wonder ed whet her what he'd been reading in sone of the papers and hearing

whi spered around the building was true, that the captain was being squeezed
over this Roach thing, and the pressure was starting to crack him He
continued typing his report on a young nman found shot to death in bed that
norni ng and thought, Better himthan ne.

El GHT

Ni ght had filled up the barrio like black rainwater in a bonb crater, and what
stirred in its depths was unnaneable. Chill, tortured wi nds gnawed at the
corners of silently crunbling buildings; in the narrow alleys rats scuttled in
search of food, their eyes catching red pinpoints of |light. And three Chicano
boys clad in tight black |eather vests and bl ack headbands crouched behind a
spill of dusty bricks and watched a dil apidated, graffiti-smeared buil ding

| ess than a hundred yards away. In the distance the tenenent buil di ngs seened
to be standing at odd angles, |like crooked rows of gray tonbstones.

"Ain't nothin'" noved in there for over an hour, Maven," the boy on the left,
as thin and dark as whi pcord, whispered huskily. "Ain't nobody in there."

"I say they are."” The one in the corner was the |largest of the three, his

bi ceps and forearns bulging with nmuscles. On the left bicep there was a tattoo
of an eagle clawing at a snake and beneath it the name MAVEN. Jet bl ack hair
spilled over his headband, and his eyes-set in a square, |arge-jawed face-were
tight slits of animal cunning. "OCh yeah," he whispered, "the enemigo is in
there and toni ght they gonna pay."

"They musta noved their headquarters,” the thin one said. "The scouts nusta
been wong."

"They're hidin'," Maven said, "because they're scared shitless of what we're
gonna do to them" He gazed up at the surrounding rooftops; a few nore
Homi ci des were up there, keeping watch on the Viper headquarters. But Maven
couldn't see them they were hidden too well. He | ooked back to the building
and shifted because the .45 in his wai stband was beginning to cut into his
stomach. The other two, Chico Mapazan and Johnny Pascal, were equally arned:



Chico carried a nine- inch blade and a pair of nail-studded brass knuckl es;
Johnny cl utched a baseball bat with four-inch nails driven through it. "Wo
woul dn't be scared shitless,” Maven said softly, "know ng the Hom ci des were
huntin' for 'enP"

"Gonna cl ean those fuckers out," Johnny whispered, fingers clenching and

uncl enchi ng around the bat. "Gonna nake 'em pay!"

"I get the first shot,” Maven told him "I get ny revenge for what they done
to Anita. Bastards probably raped her dead and dragged her body off to the
garbage dunp.” A nuscle in his jaw fl exed. "They want to play rough, we'll
show ' em what rough neans."

"When do we go?" Chico asked, his gaze flaring with inpatient fire.

"When | say go. Right now we wait."

In about fifteen mnutes the building's front door opened. Maven tensed like a
strip of barbed wire. Two boys-one in an Arny surplus jacket and the other
barechest ed, cane out and sat on the front steps. They seened to be talking,
and%in a swirl of wind Maven could hear their raucous |aughter. "Bastards,"
he breathed. "Gonna make you pay." They sat there for a long time, then they
both rose at the same nonent and di sappeared back into the buil ding.

Al most inmmediately a small figure came scranbling across the |ot, ducking |ow
and keeping close to the thicker patches of shadow. It was Luis Santos. He hit
t he ground and crouched next to Chico. "Everybody's ready, Muven," he said.
"Zorro's got sone troops around at the back door."

"Good. He carryin' his moma?"

"Yeah." Zorro's nmonmma was a sawed- of f shotgun, stolen froma gun shop |ess
than a nmonth ago but already put to good use.

"He may need it when those bastards run out the back door." Maven took a
breath and then said, "Ckay. W go." He lifted his head, put two fingers in
his mouth, and let out a couple of short whistles. "You going" with nme, little
soldier," he said to Luis. "Make 'em pay for trashin' your sister, man." He
handed Luis a carved ebony switchbl ade that could pass for a butcher knife.
Maven whi stled again, long and low, ending in an ascending note. Instantly
shadows filled the | ot and began to nove. Maven and the others got up quickly
and began to run through the darkness, crouched | ow and ready to dive for
cover.

Not hi ng noved, no one fired a shot, as they approached the buil di ng.

"Gonna catch 'emsleepin' ," Maven whi spered. "CGonna wi pe 'emout." He reached
the building first with Luis right behind him Maven took one of his two black
mar ket grenades fromhis belt, pulled the pin, and | obbed it through the
nearest wi ndow. Then he dove against the building s side, flattening hinself,
and saw Luis do the sane.

When the grenade exploded with a hol | ow whuuunpl, bl azing white fragnents of
nmet al canme whining through the wi ndow |ike hornets. In the next instant Maven
was charging up the steps, followed by a horde of Hom ci des. He kicked in the
door and ran through, firing .45 slugs in a red-hot arc. Luis clicked open the
bl ade, feeling its power thrumup his wist. He felt like the Ice Cream
Soldier to Maven's Sergeant Rock; his blood was boiling, but his brain was
crystal clear. He leapt through the open doorway, followed by Johnny and Chico
and the rest of the Homicide troops. Inside, Maven was crouched on the floor
in a blue haze of gun- snoke. He could see the holes in the hallway wall where
his bullets had punched.

But the entrance hall and the dimcorridor |eading back through the building
were enpty. He heard nothing but the clatter of Homicide boots and the fierce
breat hing of his soldiers.

"Ain't nobody here!"™ Chico wail ed.

"SHUT UP!'" Maven shouted, and rose to his feet, his finger twitching on the
trigger. "They got to be here! Were are you, fuckers?" He saw the outlines of
nore open doorways farther back along the corridor. "Bastards are scared
shitless!" he shouted. "Come on out! We're gonna have a little party!" He
fired into the corridor and heard a rain of plaster. "Chico, you and Sal vatore



and about six nmore go on up themstairs and check out the second floor. Don't
let'"emjunp you. GO ON, WHAT' RE YOU WAITIN FOR? Everybody el se stick to nme!"
He started along the corridor, crouching Iike a panther, peering into one
enpty room after another. "Hey nman," sonebody said behind him "I don't |ike
this . . ."

"Shut your nmouth and follow ne!" Maven said, but now there was uncertainty in
his voice, and a couple of his nmen faltered. But Luis stuck close beside his
Sergeant Rock. At the rear of the corridor, there was a padl ocked door. Maven
snharled a curse and stepped into the nearest room he fired twice into a

cl osed cl oset and then wenched it open, expecting a couple of bleeding bodies
to tunbl e out. But there was nothing but a clothes hanger dangling froma rod.
Lui s bunped into him and Maven said, "Get back, kid!" He could hear the noise
of boots overhead-his troops checking out the upper floor

And then he | ooked up.
They were clinging to the rafters |ike bats.

Maven shrieked and lifted his gun as the bodies began to fall. H's shot went
wi | d as somet hing | anded on his back and grabbed his hair. He fell to the
floor, hearing a hiss very close to his ear. And now all over the building,
there were shrieks, cries to God, angered curses, the noise of falling bodies,
and gunfire exploding into wood and plaster. A heavy formhit Luis's shoul ders
and drove hi mdown, slanming his head against the floor. In a red-nisted daze
he heard Maven babble for nercy and then scream piteously, |like a woman. A
shot gun bl ast knocked the rear door off its hinges, and now Zorro's troops
were stream ng in.

Dark figures lunged through the corridor to nmeet them and a dozen separate
battles raged in the darkness. Qunfire cracked, etching quick, hot veins in
the air. Luis, his head pounding, tried to drag hinmself up off the floor and
caught a kick in the ribs; he doubled up, tears blinding him his fingers
searching for the ebony bl ade. Soneone el se began to scream and the scream
was echoed all through the building. A body hit Luis and crashed to the floor
Luis heard a noani ng sound foll owed by a strange and terrible . .. sucking.
His brain flared, | don't want to die like this! | don't want to die |like

An icy hand gripped his shoul der and turned himover |ike he was made of
straw.

A figure crouched next to him eyes burning, pinning himto the floor. And
then Luis saw that it was Hotshot Zasa, the Homicide |ieutenant who'd
supposedl y been trashed by the Vipers. Relief coursed through him and he
sai d, "Hotshot?"

He wasn't going to die after all, wasn't going to die, wasn't

Hot shot gri nned.

The four fangs in his nouth-two protruding fromthe upper guns and two from
the bottomwere yellow and dripping with fluids. The | ower fangs curved inward
slightly, like fishhooks; the upper ones were slanted toward each ot her

maki ng a hideously efficient V. Hotshot's face glowed white, |ike the noon;
his fingers, skinny and clawike, dug deep into Luis's flesh to keep himfrom
twi sting away.

And now Hot shot was bending forward, the eyes in that terrible face starting
toroll up into the head with greedy expectation

Luis screanmed a single word, the word that had carved itself into his brain as
if froma red-hot sw tchbl ade-"Vanpiro!"

Above hi m Hot shot cackled and bent forward to his feast. The | ower fangsnt

pi erced flesh and hooked. Hotshot twisted his head a fraction to hone in
better on the flanming river of life that flowed just beneath Luis's chin.

Lui s's hands canme up to push Hotshot's head away, but they noved too late with
too little strength. Wien the V of Hotshot's fangs came down, blood spurted



across his face. He blinked, shifted his position again, and as if froma
great distance Luis heard his blood being sucked, the sound |ike someone
sucki ng Coca-Col a through a straw or sniffing fine cocaine froma gol den
spoon. Luis's hands fluttered, one finger digging into the corner of Hotshot's
eye. Instantly he heard a voice in his brain, sonething dreany and soft-Lie

still, little brother. Lie very still. Luis's hands fell to the floor like
dead birds.

He was beginning to feel cold, really cold, but where Hotshot's lips were
pressed against his flesh, an inferno raged. He lay very still while the

arctic cold crept through his veins, inch by nmerciless inch. Wnds were rising
in his head, deafening himwth their shriek. And by the tinme his jugular vein
col l apsed, as flat as a gutted worm Luis was fast asleep

Gradual |y the hideous sucking noi ses that echoed through the many roons were
quiet. But in a few mnutes they were replaced by anot her noi se-the sound of
bodi es bei ng dragged across the floors.

NI NE

Roach- much younger, but with an agoni zed madness already fernmenting in his

br ai n- pushed open the door

In the small bedroom with its nustard-yell ow wall paper and acrid snells of

t obacco snoke and sweat, another stranger was astride his mother, riding her
roughly with fl esh-smacking thrusts. The man's buttocks and thi ghs tensed and
untensed like the action of a mndless machine. Bev's hands gripped his

shoul ders, and the man's broad back was gridded with scratches. The bed
trenbl ed, springs squealing beneath their conbined wei ght.

There was an enpty whi skey bottle at the foot of the bed. Roach noved into the
room bent, and picked it up. He could see Bev's face-bl ank, drunken, bl oated.
She seened to be |looking right at him her eyes lascivious and brinmng with
invitation. His groin was throbbing that hateful bass drum beat of desire. He
lifted the bottle by the neck and stepped forward, already choosing the spot
he woul d strike. As the bottle cane down, he heard Bev scream "NO" And then
it had crashed down not upon the stranger's darkhaired skull but across his

ri ght shoul der because he'd twisted with the scream The bottle broke across a
shoul der bl ade, jagged edges digging into the flesh. The man shri eked,
"Goddam it, you crazy little bas-" and then struck out with the back of his
hand, hitting the boy across the nose and dropping himto the floor. Roach

bl ood stringing fromhis nostrils, scrabbled to his feet and, whining |ike an
ani mal , rushed forward. The bottle was forgotten now, he was going to kil

this man with his hands. The stranger twi sted off Bev and drove a solid bl ow
to the boy's chin that lifted himoff his feet and then down again |like a heap
of laundry. "You stay away fromme!" the stranger shouted, bending quickly to
retrieve the broken bottle. "You stay away or | swear to God I'IIl kill you!"
Roach started forward again, his beady bl ack eyes as dead as marbles, but then
Bev shifted in the bed, and he stopped. Her thighs were exposed, and between
them her sex glistened Iike a gateway to all the pleasures he'd ever imagi ned
in his tortured dreanms. He turned toward her, the stranger forgotten now, and
approached the bed on trenmbling | egs. Bev's face flushed red. She cl osed her
thi ghs and pulled the sheet up to her neck. Her son stood at the foot of the
bed transfixed, his hand nmoving in slow circles at his crotch.

"My God," the stranger whispered, droplets of blood tapping to the floor. "My
Gd. . . howlong . . . has this been going on . . .?"

"I't's not what you think, Ralph!" she said, avoiding her son's | anguid gaze.
"Please . . .!"

"You . . . and hinP" The stranger's eyes noved back and forth between them
"Your own son?"

"Not long, Ralph ... | swear to God, not long!"

He saw it all then. "You . . . you like it, don't you? Jesus! You like it with

your own son?"



And suddenly it all canme bursting out of her before she could stop it, the
anger and fear and black guilt that was her |egacy to her son. "YES, | LIKE
I T!" she shrieked. "I like it when he touches ne! Don't you dare | ook at ne
like that... get out of here! GO ONl GET QUT!"

The man was already struggling into his pants. He grabbed his shirt fromthe
back of a chair and shrugged it on over his injured shoul der

Bev was scream ng now, a high, drunken scream "I'mglad we do it! He's nore
of a man at thirteen than you'll ever be . . .!"

"Sure, sure," he said, working his shoes on. "You're both nuts, aren't you?
Christ, | knew he was off his rocker, but you, too?"

"CET aut!™

The man paused at the doorway, funbling with his wallet, and flung a few bills
at her. They spun |like dead | eaves at the boy's feet. "Maybe they' Il give you
the sane roomat the nut house,"” he said, and whirled out. A door opened and
cl osed, and then there was silence but for Bev's harsh breathing. She stared
at her son, tears beginning to slide down her cheeks. "It don't matter," she
said softly. "Not a bit. W' ve got each other, don't we? W'Ill always have
each other. They don't understand how bad it is to be alone, do they, Waltie?
Not hi ng matters. Come on. Hurry."

And he did.

The bedroom and Bev and the nustard-colored walls rippled like a pond into

whi ch a stone has been tossed. The ripples strengthened, noved faster and
faster, and suddenly the whol e scene vanished as if it had been sucked to the
dark depths of a whirl pool

Roach rubbed his eyes and sat up in bed in his dark apartnent. It was stil
very dark outside, and somewhere jukebox nusic was playing. He could hear the
bl ack cockroaches scrabbling in their glass tanks. He stood up and went to the
wi ndow, | ooki ng down on Coronado Street. Dream ng about his nother nmade him
nervous; sweat had cone up on his face. It made himangry, though he couldn't
exactly figure why. Perhaps it was because he knew now how rmuch of a liar she
was; she had left himafter all, and because she had, they had sent himoff to
a pl ace-the Crazyhouse-where peopl e | aughed and shrieked all the tinme, where
he had to take pills and drink a ot of water.

Sonet hi ng wi thin himneeded but hated that need. A Wen he found his nother

as the Master had prom sed himhe woul d soneday, he wouldn't have to fear
goi ng back to the Crazyhouse again. Everything would be all right.

He wal ked across the roomto the table on which sat the little tanks filled

wi th roaches. Their backs glistened |ike black arnor in the darkness. He

pi cked up a matchbook, struck a match, and held it to one of the tanks; the
roaches scranbl ed away. Wen the flame died down to a red pinpoint, he could
hear them scurrying back over each other again.

Walter Benefield was dead now. H s nanme was Roach, and it was a nane he |iked.
Ever since he'd gotten the job at Al addin Exterm nators four nonths before,
he'd been studying themin their death agoni es when he sprayed Dursban or

Di azanon in cracks between floors and walls. Sonetines the roaches would flood
out in a strange kind of dance, flopping and running and falling as the
chemical began to drown them Oten there would be | arge bl ack roaches, the
bulls of the nest, that would start to recover and scurry away; they were the
ones he would catch by hand and drop into a plastic bag to bring home for his
experiments. He was awed by their strength, by their sheer tenacity; very few
things could kill a massive three-inch bull. The D azanon m ght nmake them
crazy for alittle while, but w thout a good second spray they would recover.
Even stonping on themcouldn't do it; they played dead for a few seconds and
then zipped away with their guts hanging out, like relentless tanks. They were
so fast, natural survivors that had remained virtually the same for nmillions
of years. Over the nonths he'd burned them tried to drown themin the toilet,
tried to suffocate them cooked themin a pot of boiling water, and perforned
a dozen other experinents in death. Very few things worked. It had just been



luck that he'd had a bag of themin his car the night he'd picked up that
first girl. After she was dead, he wondered whet her the roaches woul d
suffocate inside her nouth, and so he went to work. They had, finally, and
he'd been very pleased with hinmself. Doubly pl eased when he realized the
papers were calling himRoach. It was an honor to him and so he conti nued
doing it just for fun because the papers and the police seenmed to expect it.
Now when he saw hinmself in a mrror, it seened he was beginning to | ook |ike
them H s shoul ders were broad and slightly stooped, his hands and forearns as
muscul ar and | arge as steel clanps; he had the heavy, dark-browned forehead
and small bl ack eyes that nissed nothing. Once his hair had been bl ack and
curly, but when he started working for Aladdin, he cut it very short, right
agai nst a large, bul bous skull. Very small ears and jutting, bony el bows
conpl eted the inmage he had of hinsel f-that he was undergoi ng an evol utionary
change, crossing the Iine between man and insect, becom ng stronger and
smarter and al nost invincible, just |ike them

He untaped a corner of the waxed paper that covered the top of one of the
tanks and reached down inside, grasping a roach between his thunb and
forefinger. It got away, and it took hima few nore seconds to get another
one. Then he pressed the corner back so none of them coul d escape and, hol ding
the squirm ng roach inside his balled left hand, he turned on the lights. The
overhead fixture, an opaque unbrella of dirty glass, lit the roomw th a harsh
glare that threw the man's huge shadow out around him He went to the stove,
turned on the gas flanme, and dangl ed the roach over it. The insect scrabbled
frantically at his fingers

He had the power of life and death over it, just as he did over those girls
who were friends of Bev and who | aughed at hi m when they thought he wasn't

| ooki ng.

Oh, he knew how t hey | aughed; he was much smarter than he | et on. Sone of them
he'd seen with Bev before, when he was just a kid and she used to wal k the
street. They were her friends, and they were hiding her from him

It used to be he could fix themw th his hands and stop them from | aughi ng;
but the Master had said that was a waste. The Master wanted them for hinself,
so he'd told Roach that he shoul d take poisons from where he worked-Iiquids
and powders-and use themon those girls to make them sleep for a while. Roach
had taken sone of them Sevin dust, V-1, Dursban, Di azanon and a few
others-fromthe stockroomat work [ ate on Saturday night; he knew very little
about them except that M. Lathrup had warned himto wear his mask when he
used them So he did just that when he mixed the chemicals in bottles on his
stove. Then he tore up an old towel and soaked the rags in the solution for a
long tinme, pouring what was left-an oily brown liquid-into an orange juice
bottle which he stored under his sink. The first tinme he used it was the next
Tuesday night, and the Master was very angry at hi m because the girl was dead
when t hey reached Bl ackwood Road.

After that he cut the mixture twice with water, and it worked just fine.

The roach caught fire. He watched it sizzle and then dropped it into the sink
where it withed and ran around in circles. He turned on the water, and the

roach spun down the drain, still kicking.
He | ooked up suddenly, his eyes glowi ng. He thought he'd heard a faint whisper
comng in through a crack in the window, filling the room He stepped to the

wi ndow and put his pal ns agai nst the glass, staring out into the darkness. He
listened, his head cocked to one side. The Master was going to need anot her
one tonorrow night. Now he wanted Roach to sleep, to forget all the bad
things, to think only of tonmorrow and the new ki ngdomthat was to be.

Roach pressed his forehead against the glass for a few m nutes and then
wentjit to turn out the lights. Wen he was in bed again, he picked up his
handgri ps fromthe floor beside himand began to squeeze them Squeeze

hol d .

rel ease, J1'1 squeeze ... hold ... release: he would do that two hundred tines
before he went to sleep, and in the darkness the springs sounded |ike the
rubbi ng together of hungry I;, mandibles.



Monday, Cctober 28
THE GRAVEDI GGER

It was twelve nminutes before three in the norning. Noel Alcavar had his feet
propped up on his desk, and beside hima transistor radio blared Latin disco

| oud enough to wake the dead. No, not quite, Al cavar nused as he slid his gray
cap forward over his eyes. At least the stiffs out there weren't sitting up in
their graves yet, he thought. If they did, I'd kick "emin their asses and
send 'em back to hell. A -yi-yi, what a job this was! He closed his eyes and
noved one foot to the disco beat, trying to forget that there were about fifty
stiffs lying out in the darkness under huge gnarled trees filled with the
green drip of Spanish noss. j- For the last five nights, Al cavar had been
covering for his brother Freddie, who held the dubious title of Head Watchnman
for the Rarnona Heights Cemetery in the H ghland Park district, dubious
because Freddie Al cavar was the only real full-time watchman, and he held rank
over one skinny Chicano kid who was nentally retarded but smart enough to play
sick nmost of the time. And now Freddie had been hit by a virus that kept him
in the bed between dashes to the toilet, and the doctor had told himto stay
hone and rest. So Noel was hel ping out, playing |oud disco so he could inagine
that he was boogying with the foxes at the Disco 2000 on North Broadway.
Freddi e had told himhe was supposed to take his flashlight, |eave the
green-pai nted shelter, and stroll through the cenmetery every half hour or so.
Noel had done it twi ce since he'd gotten here at ten, and that had been enough
to leave himwith a lingering case of the chills. In every whisper of w nd he
t hought he heard the icy tinkle of ghostly laughter, and every nmound of grass
seened to be pressing upward, about to split open for a skeletal hand covered
with nold. This ain't a job for a young man, Noel had told hinself as he
hurried back to the shelter and turned the |latch on the door. Bet old
Freddie's fakin'. Bet he's at hone |aughin' his ass off right this mnute If
he hadn't felt sorry for Freddi e because of the way his ex-wi fe had treated

hi m during the divorce, Noel would never have volunteered for this graveyard
shift. But as it was, he was going to be stuck with it until Freddi e was back
on his feet, which mght be another day or two. Noel shivered when he thought
about that and turned the radio a bit |ouder

He was about to close his eyes again and drift into the spin of Disco 2000
dancers when he saw the two headlights right up against the front gate about
thirty yards away. Noel straightened up in his chair and peered out the

wi ndow.

Now who the hell is that? he wondered. Hi gh school kids parkin, maybe? Doin'a
little drinkin' or dope-snokin'? No, they wouldn't have their lights shining
like that. He stood up, noving to the window. In the di mbackwash of the
lights, he could see that it was a large vehicle, some kind of truck with
markings on it. The thing was just sitting there, and now Noel could see a
coupl e of shadowy figures noving al ongside the gate. One of them stopped and

| ooked in through the bars. What is this? he asked hinself and quailed at the
t hought - Troubl e? No way! He renenbered what Freddie had said just before he
made a flying leap into the bathroom "Is easy job, Noel. No trouble, nobody
bot hers you. You jus' make your rounds and | ook |ike you know what you're

doi ng. Everything is okay. No trouble."

Now both figures were standing at the gate, peering through the bars; the
headl i ghts made their shadows thin and gigantic on the cenetery drive. They
seened to be waiting, taking their time. But suddenly one of themrattled the
gate, and Noel felt his stomach roil.

He took his flashlight fromatop the desk, and went outside, the single

t hought, no trouble, no trouble, repeating over and over |ike an incantation
agai nst harm He neared the gate, the headlights blinding him put a hand over
his eyes, and switched on his own light. The |l arge vehicle was a U Haul truck
and the two figures were kids younger than he, naybe in their late teens. One



was a bl ack dude wearing a headband, the other was white with shoul der-1ength
brown hair; he was wearing a T-shirt that bore a cartoon, a Big Daddy Roth
beach bum snmoki ng a bonber joint over the nessage King Kahuna Wants You! Noe
nmoved uneasily toward them and saw that they were both smling. But their
snmles hardly nade himfeel better because their eyes were as cold as those of
a dead fish. Noel stopped and shone his light in their faces. "Cenetery's

cl osed,” he said stupidly.

"Yeah, amigo," the white one said. "W see that." He reached over, pulled at
the gate's padl ock, and grinned. "You got the key to this?"

"No." The key was in his breast pocket, but he didn't want these two to know.
Sonehow he didn't feel safe, not even with the gate between them

"Yes you do," the black dude said very quietly, his gaze boring into Noel's

skull. "You got the key, don't you? Got it right . . . right in your pocket.
Yeah. "
"No, | don't. | don't ... uh ... have ... a key ..."

"Open the gate." The bl ack dude coiled his fingers around the bars. "Cone on

Noel ? Open the gate, Noel."

Noel shook his head. My name? How does . . . he . . . know. . . ny nane? He

t hought he coul d hear the bl ood rushing through his head; he felt dizzy, weak,
confused. What would be the harmin opening the gate, anyway? he asked

hi nsel f, and a smaller voice shouted, You' re not supposed to do that, no
trouble, no trouble ..

"Noel, we don't have much tinme, man. Step on over here
H's right foot noved. He blinked, his brain full of disco thunder.

" Let us in, okay?"

For an instant he thought he was strutting on the Disco 2000 dance floor wth
the foxiest chick there-Di anna Val eric maybe-and the mirrored ball at the
ceiling reflected a thousand different colors, all as electric-bright as

expl odi ng novas. The nusic stopped with a quiet click

"That's good, man," the black dude said as he stepped through the opening
gate.

He gripped Noel's wist with freezing fingers and took the key. "Wo gets

hi nP"

he asked the white boy.

"The new girl's thirsty," he replied, and they | ed Noel around the rear of the
truck, unlocked the door, and lifted himup. Noel's face was frozen with a
crazy, crooked grin, his heart about to beat its way through his chest. He
thought it was quitting time, six AM, and he was on the way honme. Made it

t hrough anot her night, he told hinself. Wasn't so bad.

"For the girl only," someone said.

The doors sl amed shut behind hi m

There were five or six people in the darkness, and one of thema sl ender
wraith of a thing-took his hand. He felt Iike he'd stepped into a neat | ocker
Then there were arms around him enfol ding himcloser toward the heart of the
chill.

Hev stunbl ed over sonething-a pickaxe-and then a freezing nouth kissed his
lips, darting tongue forcing its way in; the nouth kissed his cheek, his chin,
his throat.

And becane hideous."'', In the darkness soneone sighed and whi npered.

The truck's engine runbled to life, and it nmoved through the opened gate into
t he Ranpbna Heights Cenetery while the boy in the Kahuna T-shirt stood watch on
the quiet street. Deep within the cenetery it stopped. The rear doors were
opened again, and now the figures cane out-five of them because the girl was,f
filled and | azy-carrying shovel s and pi ckaxes. They scattered out beneath the
trees and set to work on the graves, digging like well-oiled machines without
pause. When the first coffin was struck two others stopped their work to hel p;
they dug it free in less than a mnute and heaved it out of the ragged hole.



Inside there was a skeleton in a black suit and yell owed shirt. The casket was
qui ckly turned over to dump out the bones, then shoved into the rear of the
U-Haul . There was a faint clang! as another coffin was struck. This one was
small, cradling the brittle bones of a child. The bones were spilled to the
ground and cracked underfoot like twigs as the coffin was | oaded into the
truck.

At the end of an hour alnost thirty coffins were stacked in the rear of the

U Haul . Mounds of dirt and scattered bones littered the cemetery, and the
clothes and faces of the exhumers were filthy. But still they worked on, unti
finally the black with the headband strai ghtened up fromthe enpty hol e bel ow
himand said quietly, "Enough."

They returned their tools to the truck. The figures clinbed in and the doors
were | ocked. The truck backed up across the bone-littered grass and turned
toward the gate, where the | ookout was picked up. Then, gathering speed, the
truck pulled out of the cenmetery and turned right along Aragon Avenue toward
the conmmercial district of L.A

TWD

Gayle O arke, squinting in the bright early-norning sunlight, pulled her red
Mustang into a public parking ot off Pico Boul evard and wal ked hal f a bl ock
to a small gray building that had been, in previous incarnations, a karate
school, a health club, a Zen Buddhi st tenple, and a Japanese grocery
specializing in varieties of kelp. Now the | egend painted across the

pl at egl ass wi ndow in bold blue scrolled letters said THE LOS ANGELES TATTLER
VE PRINT | T AS VE HEAR I T.

VWE PRINT IT AS W SEE IT. There was what | ooked like a primvirgin in a tacky
| ong dress beneath the words holding a flam ng torch. The ethics of corn

Gayl e told herself as she went through the front door

I nsi de, six desks were scattered across the roomin various stages of

di sarray;

there were stacks of old copies of the Tattler and ot her newspapers and

magazi nes on the floor, a battery of dented file cabinets bought at a

war ehouse fire sale, a bookcase cranmed full of decaying dictionaries and

ref erence books either copped fromthe library or bought at flea markets.
Across one wall was an airbrushed rmural left fromthe kel p store days-spouting
whal es, sea otters playing happily in the kel p beds, the sun shining on a
beach full of perfect, healthy bodies. She hated that mural because every tine
she went on a binge of Twi nkies and Oreos, she had to come in on Mnday
nmorni ng and | ook at those disgustingly healthy figures. Holly Fortunate,
weari ng her usual skintight black dress, |ooked up fromthe reception desk

whi ch was about ten feet away fromthe closed door with the plaque that read,
Harry Tracy, Editor. She smiled. "H, Gayle. Have a goooood weekend?"

"Same as usual," Gayle said tonelessly, ready for the next line in the ritual
"I had ne a kinky weekend," Holly breathed. She was wearing glittery eye
shadow, and her breasts heaved |ike black nelons. "Kay-ink-key! | was just
telling Max . "

"Hi, Max," Gayle said to the studious-1oo0king young nan at the nearest desk.
He | ooked up fromhis typewiter and sniled, the braces on his teeth show ng.
Then he went back to work wi thout a word, and Gayl e sat down at her own desk
in the back beneath the precariously | eaning bookcase. She hung her purse over
t he back of her chair and began straightening a norass of papers and magazi nes
so she could have a clear shot at her typewiter, an old gray Royal with a
mnd of its own, usually mal evol ent.

"I met this guy at a party down at Marina Del Rey," Holly was saying. "And you
know what ? He was a director. He did a novie a year ago called Free 'n Easy .

"Sounds |ike porno," Gayl e said.



"Ch, no! It was about a couple who neet in a nudist canp!"

"That's what | said," Gayle replied. "Porno." She crossed the room and poured
herself a cup of coffee. She could hear Trace nuttering through the
tissue-thin wall.

"Anyway, it had a limted rel ease, but he said he was working on another one,
and he'd like for me to . "

Gayl e tuned her out and nodded whenever she felt she should. In the neantine
Bonita Carlin, a thin girl with crinped red hair who favored punk outfits and
covered what she called "the world of rock "n roollll," cane in carrying an
arm oad of Rolling Stones, and i medi ately Holly began at the beginning with
"Hi, '"Nita. Have a goooood weekend?"

"Shitty," Bonita said.

Gayl e sipped her coffee and checked the assignment board. Beneath each nane
printed with a Flair pen on pieces of colored cardboard were index cards wth
the details of their stories for the week. She glanced over each one in turn
to get an idea for what next week's Tattler was featuring: "Biology professor
at UCLA-Dr. Peter WIIingham says eating eggs can cause sterility. Cal
555-4949 ext. 7"; "Rod Stewart-Do married bl onds have nore fun?"

"Coul d Kim Novak cop this year's Oscar for Best Supporting? Her agent wants to
talk"; "CH Ps may be Di ps-notorist group charges H ghway Patrol with reckl ess
driving. Call Ms. Jordan, 555-7008."

Oh God, Gayl e thought as she cane to her own nane. There were four words%
scribbled on her card, "See ne. HOIl Trace."

She drank down half of her coffee before she knocked at his door. "In!" the
voi ce behind the door said.

Trace was on the phone; he waved at her to close the door and sit in a chair
next to his desk. A fresh copy of this week's Tattler |ay open before him
"Ckay, Warren, okay!" he was saying. "So | ruffled some big noney birds with
the story. So what? | nean, if the Tattler can't print the truth, who can?"
He paused, his high forehead winkled; he was in his early forties, a hippie
who' d never quite outgrown the life-style. He was al nost bald except for the
wild tufts of graying hair that stuck out fromthe sides of his head, and his
t hi ck-1ensed gl asses had slipped down on his severely hooked nose. As he
listened, he unscrewed a bottle of vitamin C and popped down a coupl e of
orange pills, then offered sone to Gayl e, who shook her head.

"Fine," he said. "Warren, | don't give a shit! Those guys have built a condo
that's going to go sliding into the Pacific the next tine the San Andreas
fault even thinks about noving! What are they going to do, sue the earth?" He
listened again, his face beginning to redden. "It's structurally unsound, the
engi neering reports prove it! And | don't care if sone people are noving out
of their condos. Jesus, they should nove out before the next quake hits! And
everybody-all the national psychics-are predicting The Big One within five
years! So let 'emget out while they can! Listen, Warren, |'ve got to go, |'ve
got a paper to put out." He paused, his lips working, but no sound comning out.
"What do you mean by that remark? My people can wite rings around the Tal ki ng
Leaf!" He slanmmed down the receiver so hard his desk trenmbled. "Wait a mnute,
Gayle," he said, and began to breathe rhythmically. "Negative air floating
around here. That was ny silent partner, not so silent today." He shrugged and
pushed the paper across to her. "Seen this yet? The front page is a grabber!"
She turned the paper around and opened it. There was one of Jack's photos of

t he skel etons at Hol | ywood Menorial; the picture took up the entire page and
was bordered with red spot color. Above it, also in red, the headline
screamed, WHO I S THE GRAVEDI GGER? Beneath that in much smaller print, "See
Gayl e d arke's shocking story, page three."

"The . . . Gavedigger?" Gayle said quietly, a knot of tension growing in her
stomach. "Trace. Wat's this . . . this Gavedigger bullshit?"
"It's not bullshit," Trace said, |ooking genuinely hurt. "I thought the

bui | dup woul d pl ease you. Listen, the Gavedigger's going to knock Roach out
of every paper in this town!"



"The Gravedigger," Gayle repeated, not believing what she was seeing. She felt
like craming into one of those ragged holes in Jack's photo. "Trace, | don't
think the story nmerits a push like this. Ckay, | admit it's a weird item |
don't think anything like it has ever happened before, at least not in L.A,
but what's the bogeyman angle? | didn't inply anything like this in ny piece."
"Roach is old news. The guy's gone underground. He's all used up. You know
what sells papers, Gayle? Evil. That's right. People pick up a nmagazine or a
tabloid or even the Tines |ooking for evil, for something to blame for all the
msery in their lives. And nost of all they want a villain, a Nixon or a
Dracula or a Hillside Strangler. The Roach has di sappeared, so we've sinply

gi ven the peopl e what they want-another villain. And we can build this thing,
Gayl e, God can we ever! The G avedigger, creeping through ceneteries in the
dead of night, digging up coffins and scattering the bones . "

"Please," Gayle said, and shivered. "I was there, remenber?" She felt sick to
her stomach, as if she'd had another whiff of the reek of rot in the hot, |azy
sunshine. "The cops say it nust've either been a death cult or kids on drugs,
and that's what nmy story says, too. So how can we say anything that may be

unt rue?"

"Ah. You don't read your own copy, do you? Look at page three."

A surge of panic rushed through her. She opened the paper and saw a red-
bordered box right in the mddle of her story surrounded by nore of Jack's
gruesonme photos. The headline of the story read, "Did The G avedi gger Visit
Resurrection Cenetery?" "Wat is this?" Gayle said, her voice trenbling

bet ween horror and fury.

"You think | don't have contacts, too? | got interested in this thing and nade
a few phone calls over the weekend. The sane thing that happened in Hol | ywood

Merori al happened at Hope Hill and at Resurrection. M ssing caskets and
everything." He shrugged. "Friend of mne on the force owes ne a favor, so
collected. | went over to the printer's Saturday night and typed the story
right there."

Gayl e quickly read through the article. It was witten terribly but got its
nmessage across: Resurrection Cenetery had been vandalized in exactly the sane
manner a little nore than a week ago. "So you see?" Trace said, lifting one
eyebrow. "The G avedi gger nakes the Roach | ook |like an amateur, at least in
the chills departnent."

"Christ." Gayle put the paper back down on his desk and | ooked at himin nunb
ast oni shment. "What's goi ng on?"

"You're going to tell me. | want you to forget about ol d Roachie and
concentrate on the G avedi gger. Maybe he struck sonewhere el se before he

ri pped through Resurrection, nmaybe he's done another job since Hollywood
Mermorial. | want as much as you can get, and | want it conplete by Thursday
afternoon. Can you handle it?"

"Trace, it can't be just one guy! Nobody could rip up a cenetery like that
al one! "

"Maybe he's strong. Maybe he drives around in a custombuilt bulldozer, who
knows? Anyway, narrowi ng the angle to one weirdo sells nore papers. Evil,

babe, evil!" He caught the flicker of hesitation across her face. "Now what's
wr ong?"

"I"'mso into the Roach thing, |... Trace, | don't think |I should leave it just
yet. | think it's way too early to wite himoff. Wiy not |let Sandy take care
of this?"

"Look," he insisted. "Nobody's seen the Gravedi gger, and anyway you're about
three times the witer Sandy is. Now go. Get started!"

Gayle reluctantly stood up. She said, "I'd like to stay with The G avedi gger
Qut!"

She nmoved toward the door, unable to believe this wild turn of events. Her
head was throbbi ng, her stomach roiled, she felt sick to her very soul. This
is bullshit! she told herself. The Roach is really inmportant. Doubly inportant
when you think about my career. But this is ... bullshit!



"Wait a minute," Trace said as she turned to go. "Have you seen Kidd? | need
himto get sone shots of Mss California Redwoods this afternoon.™

"No, not lately. W went to a Joan Baez concert Saturday night, but | didn't
see himall day yesterday. He may have gone out to see the G eenpeace people.”
Trace grunted. "That guy's spreading hinself a little thin, isn't he? Listen

will you try his nunber for me when you get a minute? | really need himto
cone in early and set up the shot."
She nodded, still in a daze, and left his office. Qutside, Holly Fortunato was

telling the sportswiter, Bill Hale, about the w de variety of whips her
director friend kept in his closet. Gayle sat down at her desk, shuffled
papers, and tried to think how she could get out of the story Trace wanted.
Still, three ceneteries vandalized-no, not just vandalized, ripped to
shreds-in less than two weeks. Possibly nore. Who could she call to find out?
She jotted down the names of several police force antivandalism squad nenbers
she knew. She thought Davis Tortirici was the captain of that squad, but she
wasn't quite sure

But there was sonething el se buggi ng her that hadn't surfaced until Trace had
pointed it out-where was Jack? He'd said he was going to splurge and take her
to dinner at the Mandarin on Sunday night, but he'd never called. She'd spent
her evening drinking white wine and reading a nasty little book called

Bet hany' s Sin, which she'd tossed away in boredom after the fourth chapter.
She wanted to be with Jack, really needed to be with him and she'd dialed his
nunber three or four times during the course of the night. Each tinme the phone
had rung at least ten tines before she'd put the receiver down.

So where was he?

VWhat am | ? she asked herself. A nother hen? But then her hand was reaching
out, and she was gripping the tel ephone beside her. She dial ed Jack's
apartment again and let it ring.

No answer.

There were a dozen different places Jack could be; she'd gotten used to the
fact that the only consistent thing about Jack Kidd was his inconsistency.
That was due to his chart, he'd told her proudly, double Gemini

She hung up the phone and wasted a few m nutes naking herself another cup of
coffee, then wandered over to where Kenny Morrow was poundi ng out his health
hints colum. This week his columm opened up with a letter froma Sacranmento
reader who thought the governnent was controlling his sex desires through the
rays fromhis color TV. She was | ooking over Kenny's shoul der when her

t el ephone rang, and she hurried back to answer it, thinking Jack m ght be
calling in.

"Gayl e?" the man on the other end said. "This is Tom Chapman fromthe Tinmes.
Remenber? W net at Pal atazin's |ast press conference?"

"Ch, sure." She faintly recalled the guy-stout and bal di ng, wearing a brown
checked coat. "How are you, Ton®"

"Fine. Better since |l ... uh ... picked up your paper and saw your piece on
that cemetery business. | got quite a kick out of that. Who came up with the
' Gravedi gger' angl e?"

"My editor."

"That was great. Really sell sone papers that way-"

"Can | help you, Ton?" she interrupted because the sarcasmin his voice was
beginning to irritate the shit out of her

"Huh? Ch, listen, don't get sore. | was just kidding. No, | thought I'd cal
to help you. Us journalists have to stick together, right?" He paused for a

few seconds. Gayle was silent, her anger simering at a low boil. "Qur story's
already out on the streets, so | thought |I'd pass the information along to
you.

W just ran a few graphs on page el even, but maybe you can-"

"Tom . "

"Ckay, okay. Sonebody dug up Ranbna Heights Cenetery over in Hi ghland Park
last night. Stole about twenty or twenty-five coffins, left the stiffs



scattered to hell and back. The watchman, guy by the name of ... hold on, |I'm
| ooking in the paper . . . Alcavar, is now on the m ssing persons list. The

H ghl and Park cops are checking out sone tread marks they found in the grass.
It seens the G avedigger drives around in a large truck. Now don't say | never
gave you anything."

Gayl e had started scribbling on a notepad. What the hell is going on? she
wondered. For the first time a spark of real curiosity crackled inside. "Do
you have Al cavar's first nane and address?"

"Noel . Got his brother's address fromthe cops-he's the regul ar wat chman- 909
Costa Mesa Avenue in Hi ghland Park. Wat are you thinking, that Al cavar | oaded
up those coffins hinself? Wy?"

"I"mnot thinking anything. I'mjust |ooking for a starting point. Thanks for
calling, Tom Incidentally, this doesn't mean |I'mfinished with the Roach."
"Yeah, | hear you've been sneaking in to see Pal atazin when the rest of us had
our backs turned. Well, any way you can get it, | guess. Uh . . . listen

Gayl e, you remenber | told you about the situation with nmy wife? |I've noved
out of the house, sort of a free bird now How about having dinner with ne
tonight? |I've got a Playboy Cub key, and you can take a | ook at ny new
apartment and tell me what it needs . "

"Tonight? Uh . . . no, Tom afraid | can't "
"Tonor row ni ght then?"
"My editor's calling me, Tom |'Il talk to you later. And thanks a bunch for

t he i nformaton. Bye-bye.'
not es.

Ramona Hei ghts? That nmade four ceneteries vandalized in | ess than two weeks?
What kind of freaks would do sonething like that? Death cultists, satanists,
what ? The term G avedi gger, repellent only a few nminutes before, now chilled
her. She put her notepad and a couple of Bic pens in her purse and hurriedly
left the office, bound for the Ranona Hei ghts Cenetery.

She hung up the phone and read over her scribbled

THREE

Pol i ce Conmi ssioner McBride sat at the far end of the conference roonis
pol i shed oak table reading Pal atazin's progress report on the Roach

i nvestigation. Every few mnutes he grunted, and when he did, Chief of
Detectives Garnette gl anced across the table at Palatazin with a | ook that
said it all-You' d better hope he's in a gracious nood, Andy, because there is
not hi ng concrete in that report.

Pal atazin was well aware of the fact. He'd come in before seven that norning
to finish typing the report and felt ashaned when he'd taken it to Garnette
for a first reading. There was nothing in it but specul ation, vague theories,
and | eads that went nowhere. He'd included the information from Any Hul sett
and Lizzi Connors toward the end, and detailed the work Sully Reece and his
team were doing to track down the gray Vol kswagen, but even that | ooked
woeful Iy ineffectual | on paper.

McBride gl anced quickly up at Pal atazin and turned a page. From where

Pal atazin was sitting, MBride was bracketed by an Anerican flag and the
California state flag, and gol den sunlight seeped through the Venetian blinds
at his back. There were dark circles beneath Pal atazin's eyes, and as he lit
his pipe for the fourth tine during the conference, his hand was trenbling
slightly. H s night had been terrible, his dreanms filled wi th shanbling
horrors com ng for himout a snowstorm creeping nearer and nearer out of the
wi ndswept pines that circled him He had seen their burning eyes, their nouths
slashed like grinning sickles, and in those nouths the terrible, unholy teeth.
And just when they were about to claimhim his nother had appeared, floating
over the snow, and gripped his hand. Run, she'd whispered. Run, Andre! But he
had left Jo waiting in a cabin, and he had to get back to her, but that neant
runni ng the gauntlet of the grinning terrors. I wont |eave you, his nother had
said, and at that instant the things had snapped at Pal atazin's throat.



He had awakened cold with sweat, and this norning over breakfast Jo had wanted
to know what he'd been dream ng about. Pal atazin told her the Roach; he wasn't
ready to tell the truth yet.

At the end of the table, MBride closed the report and pushed it aside. Over
the rimof his coffee cup, he | ooked from Garnette to Pal atazin, his eyes
stunned for an instant by the bright green striped tie Palatazin wore with a
[ight brown coat. He put the cup down and said, "This isn't enough. In fact,
it's little nmore than nothing. The Tines is applying some pressure for a
public progress statenent. If | used this report as .ny basis, they'd be
printing thin air. So what's the problen?" H's icy blue eyes flared. "W have
the best police force in this entire country! Wiy can't we find one nman?
Captai n, you' ve had over two weeks to work on this thing with the entire force
fromhelicopters to beat cops at your disposal. Wiy haven't you turned up
anyt hi ng nmore concrete than this?"

"Sir," Palatazin said, "I think we're making sone progress. The artist's
conposite was printed on the front page of the Times this norning, and it'l|
be carried by the afternoon newspapers as well. W'Il get it to the television

stations in tine for the afternoon and eveni ng newscasts. Also there's the
matter of the Vol kswagen . "

"Slim Palatazin," the comm ssioner said. "Awfully dammed slim?"

"I agree, sir, but it's nore of a |lead than we had before. The wonen-the
street prostitutes-are wary of being seen talking to the police officers.
They're frightened of the Roach, but they don't trust us either. And that's
how we're going to find the man, sir, through them M nmen are working on
finding a Vol kswagen with a two, a seven, and a T' in the |icense nunber

"I suspect there may be several hundred," MBride said.

"Yes, sir, there will be. Possibly a thousand or nore. But you have to agree
it is alead that nmerits investigation."

"I want nanes, captain, nanes and addresses. | want suspects in for
interrogation. | want surveillances. | want that man caught."

"We all do, commissioner," Garnette said quietly. "And you know Capt ai n
Pal at azi n has been interrogating suspects daily and carrying out sone
surveillances as well. It's just that . . . well, sir, the Roach seens to have
gone underground. Maybe he's left the city. Catching a hit-and-run killer Iike
this, a psychotic without nmotive, is the toughest job there is . "

"Spare ne, please," MBride answered. "I don't want to hear any confessions."
He returned his gaze to Pal atazin, who was trying unsuccessfully to light his
pi pe again. "You're telling me that this Vol kswagen license plate is the only
real |ead you' ve got, is that it?"

"Yes, sir, I'mafraid so."
McBri de sighed loudly and folded his hands in front of him "I don't want this
thing to turn into another Hillside Strangler case, captain. I want this

man- or nmen-caught quickly so we don't get our asses kicked by the public and
t he press.
Not to nmention the fact that as long as this bastard remai ns unidentified,

someday we're going to stunmble over another hooker's corpse. | want him
canned, do you understand ne? And | want him canned fast!" He took the report
and slid it down the table to Palatazin. "If you can't find him captain, I'lI

put someone in charge who can. Al right? Now both of you get back to work."
As they waited for the elevator in the hallway outside the conference room

Garnette said, "Well, Andy, that wasn't as bad as | thought it was going to
be. "

"It wasn't? | was fooled then." H s pipe had gone stone cold, so he shoved it
in his pocket.

Garnette |l ooked at himin silence for a few seconds. "You | ook tired, Andy.
Wrn out. Everything okay at hone?"

"At honme? Yes. Why?"

"You got a problem you can tell me about it. | don't mind."



"No, there's no problem Except the Roach.”

"Uh-huh." Garnette was silent for a nonment, watching the nunbers advance above
the el evator door. "You know, something like this could strain even the
strongest ox of a guy. It's a hell of a responsibility. I'Il tell you, Andy,
you | ook like you haven't slept for two days. You . . . hell, you didn't even
shave this nmorning, Jimdid you?"

Pal atazin ran a hand across his chin and felt stubble. He couldn't renenber if
he'd shaved or not. No, he decided, he probably hadn't.

"I understand that your men are al so beginning to see changes in you." The

el evator arrived, and they stepped in. It began to descend. "That's not good.
It weakens your |eadership position." "

Pal atazin smled grimy. "I think | know who you' ve been talking to. Oficer".
Brasher, possibly? He's a lazy bum And Zeitvogel ? Wo el se?"

Garnette shrugged. "Tal k gets around. You haven't been yourself for the past

few days . "

"And so people have started pointing their fingers, have they? Well. It
didn't, take as long as | thought."

"Pl ease, Andy, don't get me wong. I'mtalking as an old friend now, okay?

Just, what were you getting at when you called Kirkland at Hol |l ywood Divi sion
and i requested a stakeout on a cenetery, for God' s sake?"

"Ch," Palatazin said softly. "I see."

The el evator opened on a wi de corridor floored with green |inoleum They

st epped out and wal ked toward the hom ci de squad room beyond two
frosted-gl ass doors.

"Well?" Garnette said. "Wat about it?"

Pal atazin turned to face him H's eyes were dark holes in his pale face. "It
has to do with the vandalismover there . "
"I thought as much. But that's not your problemor your detail. Let the

anti-vandal i sm squad over in Hollywod nop it up. You stick to homcide."
"Let me finish," Palatazin said, and in his voice there was a trenbl e that
made Garnette think, Andy's about to crack. "You have to know that where | was

born, in Hungary, people think differently about . . . many things than they
do in this country. I'man Anerican now, but | still think |like a Hungarian. |
still believe in the things that Hungarians believe. Call them superstitions
or old wives' tales or whatever, but | accept themas the truth."

Garnette's eyes narrowed. "I don't understand.”

"We have different beliefs about . . . life and death, about things that you
woul d consider material for nmovies or bad paperback books. W think that not
all is explicable by the | aw of God because the devil has |aws of his own."

"You tal ki ng about spirits? Ghosts? You nmean you wanted Hol | ywood Division to
st ake out sone ghosts?" Garnette al nost |aughed but didn't because the other
man's face was so deadly serious. "Cone on, is this a joke? Wat have you got,
Hal | oween fever?"

"No, I'mnot tal king about spirits,"” Palatazin said. "And it is not a joke
either. Fever, perhaps, but ny fever is called fear, and it's beginning to
burn ne up inside."

"Andy . . ." Garnette said quietly. "You can't really be serious ... are you?"
"I have work to do now. Thank you for listening." And before Garnette could
stop him Pal atazin had gone through the doors into the squad room Garnette
stood in the corridor for a nonent, scratching his head. Wat was wwong wth
that crazy old Hungarian? he thought. Now he's going to have us running around
after spooks in ceneteries? Jesus! A darker thought stirred sluggishly in his
brain. Is the pressure making Andy unfit for duty? God, he thought. | hope
don't have to ... do anything drastic.

And then he turned away fromthe doors and nade his way to his own office
farther down the corridor

FOUR

The intercomon Paige LaSanda's desk crackled to life, "M ss LaSanda, there's



a Phillip Falco here to see you."

Pai ge, a stunning ash-blond woman in her early forties, |ooked up froma
report on a piece of industrial property she was interested in purchasing on
Sl auson Avenue and pressed the Speak button. "He doesn't have an appoi nt ment,
does he, Carol ?"

There were a few seconds of silence. Then, "No, ma'am But he says it concerns
nmoney owed to you."

"M. Falco can nake his paynments to you, dear." She returned to the report.
The property | ooked prom sing; it was underdevel oped and coul d support a

| arger factory than the one now on it, but the asking price mght be a bit too

"M ss LaSanda?" the intercomvoice said. "M. Falco wants to see you
personal ly."

"When and who is ny next appointnent ?"

"El even-thirty. M. Doheny fromthe Crocker Bank."

Pai ge gl anced at her di anond-studded Tiffany wistwatch. Five after eleven.
"Al'l right," she said, "send M. Falco in."

After another nonent the door opened, and Carol ushered Fal co-a gaunt nman wth
I ong white hair and deep-set eyes-into the office. For a few seconds Fal co
stood at the center of the huge room seenm ngly awed by its sunptuous

furni shings, though he'd been to this office twi ce before. Behind her

gl ass-topped mahogany desk Pai ge said, "Please sit down, M. Falco," and

noti oned toward a brown | eather chair.

Fal co nodded and took his seat. In his runpled brown pinstripe suit, he | ooked
like little nmore than a cadaver, his flesh pale to the shade of gray, his
wists jutting fromthe coat sleeves. On a table beside hima burst of bright
red roses nade himl ook duller still. H's eyes were never at rest; they noved
across Paige's desk, acrosss her face, the broad picture w ndow t hat | ooked
out over WIlshire Boulevard, to his own hands in his |ap, back to her desk,
and then to her face again.

Pai ge held up a carved Dunhill cigarette case of lustrous black wod, and

Fal co took three cigarettes w thout apology, putting two in the breast pocket
of his coat and lighting the third fromthe lighter flane Paige offered
"Thank you," he said softly, and | eaned back in his chair, snmoke dribbling
fromhis nostrils. "These are European cigarettes, are they not?"

"Bal kan t obacco," Pai ge said.

"One can tell inmediately. Anerican brands are so dry and tastel ess. These
rem nd me so nuch of a brand sold in Budapest "
"M. Falco, | presume you' ve brought ne a check today?"

"What ? Ch, of course. The check." He rummaged in an inside coat pocket and
brought out a sealed and fol ded envel ope. This he slid across the desk to

Pai ge, who instantly used a twenty-four-carat-gold |etter opener on it. The
check was written against a Sw ss bank account and signed by a snooth,
graceful hand- Conrad Vul kan

"That's fine," she said, eyeing the amount with nmental glee. "How | ong shoul d
this take to clear?"

"A week at nost," he answered. "Prince Vul kan plans to transfer a | arge anount
to a local bank shortly. Do you have any suggestions?"

"l suppose the Crocker Bank's the nbst convenient. One of their vice-
presidents is conming in at eleven-thirty. You might speak to himabout it."
"There's sonmething el se in the envel ope, Mss LaSanda," Fal co said.

"Ch?" She opened it wider and turned it upside down. A small white card fel
out; it was engraved with the words Requesting The Pl easure O Your Conpany -
Prince Conrad Vul kan. "Wat's this?"

"As it says. |'ve been instructed to invite you to dine with Prince Vul kan at
ei ght o' clock tomorrow evening if that's convenient for you."

"Wher e?"

"Why, the castle, of course.™



"The castle? Then | take it you' ve sonmehow convi nced the power conpany to
repair the lines running up there? That's nore than | could ever do."

"No." Falco smled slightly, but it was a smle of the nouth; the eyes

remai ned vacant and faintly troubled. "W have no power yet."

"What's your prince going to do then, have sonmething catered? |'mafraid |'m
going to have to say-"

"Prince Vulkan is very interested in neeting you," Falco said softly. "He
assumed the reverse would be true as well."

Pai ge regarded the nman for a nmoment-sad-| ooki ng guy, she thought, doesn't he
ever see the sun?-and then lit a cigarette of her own, placing it in a |long

bl ack holder with a gold band. "1'll be honest with you, M. Falco," she said
finally. "Wen you cane to me in Septenber, wanting to rent these pieces of
property, telling ne you represented Hungarian royalty, | was highly

skepti cal

Before the deal was signed, | nmade a few transatlantic tel ephone calls. |

could find no one in the present Hungarian government who knew anyt hi ng about
a Prince Vulkan. So | was ready to pull out, until you nade your first paynent

in cash. | may not trust very many people, but | do trust the dollar, M.
Fal co. My last husband left me with that phil osophy. Yes, | aminterested in
nmeeting your Prince Vulkan ... if indeed he is a prince."

"He is. Most definitely.”

"OfF a country that doesn't even recognize his existence? | don't think I'd be
out of line if |I asked where he gets his funds from do you?"

"Fam |y money," Falco said. "He's currently involved in selling sone pieces
fromhis very old and valuable art collection."

"I see." Paige ran a fingernail over the raised lettering on the invitation
She recal |l ed what a Hungarian official had told her during the |ast of her
overseas calls, "M ss LaSanda, we have found a Conrad Vul kan nentioned in a
fragment of Magyar history dated around 1342, but that would hardly be the
gentl eman you're seeking. This Prince Vul kan was the |last of a long |line of
pretenders to the throne of the northern provinces. H s carriage went off a
mount ai n road when he was just seventeen, and it was assunmed that wolves ate
his body. As for someone passing hinself off as Hungarian royalty, that's a
different story indeed. W would hate for the name of our governnment to be
involved in any . . . shall we say, unsavory practices?"

"For a man of royal tastes," Paige said to Falco, "this Prince Vul kan doesn't
seemto care very much about his living conditions, does he?"

"The castle suits himperfectly," Falco replied, crushing out his cigarette in
an onyx ashtray at his side. "He lives now approxi mately the sane way he lived
in Hungary. He needs no | uxuries, no conveniences of a nmodern world. He's
never used a tel ephone and never plans to. For light there are always candl es,
aren't there?"

"And he used the fireplaces for heat?"

"That's right."

"Well, 1've sold and rented both houses and commercial property to all Kkinds
of people, but I'll have to say that your Prince Vulkan is quite a unique

i ndi vidual ." She drew on her cigarette and bl ew snoke toward the ceiling. "I

bought that old place for a song. At the time the Hilton people were thinking
about converting it into a hotel, but the plans fell through for one reason or
anot her "

"The castle is built on unstable rock," Falco said quietly. "Prince Vul kan has
told me he can feel the walls vibrate fromtime to tinme."

"Ch, really?" Paige's cheeks reddened a bit; of course, she'd already known
that fact fromthe Hilton surveyors. "Well, it's stood for over forty years,
and I"'mconfident it'll stand for another forty. At least." She cleared her
throat and felt the old man's stare fixed to her. "But Prince Vulkan isn't

i nvol ved in |ocal comerce is he?"

"No. "

"Then why did you want those warehouses? O course, it's none of ny business.
As long as he pays the rent, | don't care what he stores in there, but . . ."



Fal co nodded. "I understand your curiosity, and so does Prince Vulkan. | would
t heref ore suggest that you accept this invitation. All will be explained." mf
"I"ve never net a prince before," Paige said thoughtfully. "A couple of

shei khsf and some rock stars, yes, but not a prince. O an ex-prince either
for that matter. " How old is he?"

"dd enough to be wi se, young enough to have ambitions."

"Interesting. Eight o'clock?" She picked up the card again and | ooked at it,
then | ooked at the signature on the check. "I have a previ ous engagenent for
tonmorrow ni ght, but | suppose |I could break it this once. Wll, what the hell?
I've never had dinner in a drafty old castle before. Tell himl'd be honored
to have dinner with him"

"Very good." Falco rose to his feet and noved unsteadily toward the door. He
put his hand on the knob and paused, standing still for a few seconds.
"Anyt hi ng el se?" Pai ge asked.

Fal co's spine seened to stiffen. Very slowy he turned to face her, and now
his eyes had retreated so far back in his creased, weary face that they seened
no nmore than small black circles sonmewhere at the brain. "I've spoken for
Prince Vul kan'' said in a soft, tired voice. "Now |I'll speak for nyself, and
God help nme. Turn down the invitation, Mss LaSanda. Keep your previous
engagenent. Do not cone up that nmountain to the castle."

"What ?" Paige smiled uncertainly. "lI've said I'll cone. There's no need to
twi st the knife of suspense . "

"I mean what | say." He paused, staring straight at her so intensely Paige

felt a chill run up her spine. "Now, what reply shall | take to the prince?"
"Uh . . . I'"lIl come. | guess.”

Fal co nodded. "I1'Il tell him Good day, Mss LaSanda."

"Good ... uh ... good day."

And then Fal co had slipped through the door and was gone.

"Now, what in the name of Christ was that all about?" she asked hersel f. She
hel d up the check-1 hope this bastard' s good, she thought grimy-and | ooked at
the signature, trying to envision the man through it. The lines were thin and
el egant, and under the name there was a | ooped, intricate flourish that

rem nded her of the signatures on old faded, yellowed docunents. Probably used
a quill on this, too, she thought, no Bics or Mark Cross for the prince. He
woul d, of course, be dark, very tall, and as thin as a drawn rapier, he would
be in his late forties or early fifties, and he probably had a list of
ex-wives as long as Wlshire Boul evard. That's probably why he cane to the
States-to get out of alinmony payments. She wondered what to wear-her sensible
gray business outfit?

Her sl eek and sexy bl ack dress? She decided to run over to Bonwit Teller
during her lunch hour and check out the display w ndows.

The intercomcrackled. "M . Doheny is here, Mss LaSanda." "Thank you, Carol
Send himright in." She folded the check and, snmiling dreanily, tucked it away
in a drawer.

FI VE

A bloodred Chrysler Inperial with a foxtail tied to the radio antenna pul |l ed
snoothly to the curb of Machado Street in East L. A, three blocks fromthe
Santos's apartment building on Dos Terros. Fromthe car a young black man
weari ng sungl asses and a pale blue suit enmerged, at first glancing warily up
and down the street and then swaggering toward an unpai nt ed wooden bench a few
feet away. He sat down to wait because he had just finished a deal up on
VWhittier and he was early.

Across the street, lines of multicolored clothing hung between the dark, brick
bui | di ngs. QOccasionally soneone passed by a wi ndowa woman in a print dress, a
man in a stained undershirt, a child with thin shoul ders-and stopped to stare
out vacantly at the rest of the world. From other open w ndows the black man
could hear the blast of boonbox stereos, the rattle of pots and pans, the long
wail of a child, voices raised in feverish anger. Sometinmes janmed in between



the tenements were ranshackl e houses with saggi ng front porches, hul ks of
cars, or remants of washing machines in rock-strewn front yards. It was just
after noon, and the sun was nercil ess, beating down |ike a hamrer on the dry
flat streets; it seened that everything trenbled at the point of ignition
ready to flare into fire with each tick of the clock. The black man turned his
head, beads of sweat glittering on his cheeks, and stared across at a

cl apboard bar decorated with white-painted nmusic notes. It was, not
surprisingly, called El Misica Casino. At the corner of Machado there was a
flat-roofed grocery store, its windows plastered with Spanish signs. A
slat-ribbed dog sniffed around garbage cans, stopped to stare balefully at the
bl ack man, then scurried away down an alley.

It was a nei ghborhood ripe for the dreans that Cicero sold.

When he | ooked to his |left again, he saw a man and woman approachi ng, hol di ng
hands |i ke frightened children. The man, a wal ki ng skel eton with deep bl ue
hol | ows beneath his eyes, wore faded brown trousers and a shirt with a green
and brown floral pattern; the woman woul d have been quite attractive but for
the acne scars on her cheeks and a feral look in her eyes. Her hair was dirty,
and it hung linply around her shoul ders, and she wore a bright blue shift that
barely covered her swelling belly. Their conbined ages woul d hardly have added
up to much nmore than forty, but their faces carried ancient, desperate

expr essi ons.

Cicero watched them coming, his teeth flaring white. He hooked a thunmb back
toward that alley, and the two figures hurriedly entered it. Ci cero | ooked up
and down the street again. Everything was cool, he thought. The cops never
prow ed around here. He got to his feet and took his sweet tine in going back
to the alley where they waited.

"G nmre," Cicero said when he reached the nan.

He gave Cicero a coffee-stained envel ope, his hand trenbling. Beside himthe
worman shivered; her teeth were chattering. G cero tore open the envel ope and
counted the noney very slowy, relishing the cold waves of need that washed in
of f the two bodies. Then he grunted, said "Lookin' good," and w thdrew a snall
packet of white powder from an inside coat pocket. He dangl ed the packet
before the man's face and saw himbare his teeth |ike an animl. "Sweet
dreans," Cicero whispered. The nan grabbed it with a soft noban and raced off
along the alley with the woman shouting at his heels. Ci cero watched them
vani sh around a corner and put the noney in his pocket. Stupid shits, he

t hought. Fool didn't even wait to check the horse. Junk's cut so nuch they'l
barely get a buzz, and before nightfall they'|ll be needin' again. Wll, they
know where to find old Cicero . .

He | aughed to hinself, patted his pocket, and wal ked back al ong the alley
toward the street.

At the nmouth of the alley, a hulking figure stepped into his path. G cero said
"Wha-?" and that was all because in the next instant a hand had sl amred into
hi s shoul der, sending himflying back into the alley. Ccero collided with a
brick wall and went down to his knees, all the breath squashed out of him A
hand wi th scarred knuckl ed grasped Cicero's collar and wenched hi mup unti

he was standing on the toes of his gray alligator-skin boots. Hi s sungl asses
dangl ed fromone ear, and his first coherent thought was Cop

The man who hel d hi m pi nned agai nst the wall was over six-four with w de

shoul ders that | ooked as solid as concrete. He was a Chicano, possibly in his
md- forties, dark conplexion with fierce black eyes under thich gray-flecked
brows. He wore a nustache, also flecked with gray, and there were swirls of
gray at the tenples in a head of hair so black it seemed to hold shi mers of

bl ue.

H s eyes were narrowed into fierce slits above a craggy nose, and there was
the faint pinkish line of a scar running through his left eyebrow and up into
the hairline. This man had a deadly | ook, and he was crowding G cero too cl ose
for himto reach the ten-inch blade in his back pocket.

Not a cop, Cicero thought. This fucker wants to rob my ass, maybe kill ne,

tool And then G cero's gaze dropped to the man's throat. And the white collar



he was wearing. A priest!

Cicero al nost |aughed as relief surged through his body in waves. But when he
began to smle, the priest slamred hi m back against the wall so hard his teeth
clicked. "Come on, nman," Cicero said. "How s about backin' off, huh?"

The priest stared at himcoldly, keeping that hand clenched on Ccero's shirt.
"What kind of filth was in that packet?" he runbl ed. "Heroin? Answer nme before
| break your neck, culebra!"

Cicero snorted. "You ain't gonna break no neck, M. Priest. That's agai nst
your religion."

Wth a sharp twi st of his shoulder, the man flung C cero to the ground. "Hey!"
Ci cero squawked. "You crazy or somethin' ?"

"How | ong have you been dealing heroin to Mguel and his w fe?"

"I don't know no dammed M guel ."

"Who el se have you been selling to?"

Cicero started to get up, but the priest noved forward with fists clenched, so
Cicero stayed where he was. "Sellin"? | ain't sellin" nothin!"

"Al'l right, suppose we |let the police decide that, si?"

Cicero's hand began the | ong creep back to his pocket. "Look, old white
collar, you don't want to ness with ne, understand? | don't want to hear no
tal k 'bout cops. Now you're gonna step aside and let me go on ny way."

"CGet up," the priest said.

Cicero rose slowy, and by the tinme he'd strai ghtened, he had the bl ade hi dden
in the hand that dangled | oosely behind him "I said you' re gonna let ne
pass!" he said hoarsely. "Do what | tell you!"

"I"ve been | ooking for you for a long time, ever since | knew M guel and his
wi fe were hooked on that trash. And you've been selling to Victor DiPietro and
Ber nardo Pal anmer, haven't you?"

"I don't know what the fuck you're talkin' about."” Cicero grinned w dely, and
then the tongue of steel |apped at hot sunlight. "Mve out of ny way, man!"

The priest |ooked at the bl ade but didn't nmove. "Put that down or 1'll nake
you eat it."
"I ain't never stuck no white collar before, but I will if you pushes nme! And

by God you're pushin' me right now Ain't nobody pushes Ci cero dinton
under st and?"

Bastardo," the priest said quietly. "I'Il stick that knife up your ass and
send you runni ng horme to your nonma."

"Huh?" Cicero said, stunned for a second by the priest's |anguage. That second
of hesitation spelled his doomfor, right in the mddle of it, the priest's
fist came flying out of thin air and crashed against the side of Ccero's
head. As Cicero staggered back, he flailed out with the knife, but his wi st
was suddenly caught in a crushing vise; he shrieked in pain and dropped the

bl ade. Then another fist filled his vision, bloodily knocking a few teeth into
hi s nout h.

Cicero started to go down, but then the priest grabbed himby the scruff of

t he neck and was dragging himalong the alley. On Machado Street, in full view
of a nunber of people who had watched the whole thing fromtheir w ndows, the
priest picked up Cicero and jamred himdown into a garbage can

"You ever cone back to ny streets," the priest said, "I'll have to get rough
wi th you. Conprende?"

"Yeth," Cicero croaked, spitting out blood and bits of enanel. Wen he tried
to struggled out of the can, black waves crashed over him and sent him

spi nning down to the bottom of the sea.

"Hey! Father Silveral!" soneone called out, and the priest turned. A small boy
in blue jeans and scuffed white sneakers was running toward him Wen the boy
was near enough to see the arms and | egs sticking out of the garbage can, he
st opped and stared, openmnput hed.

"Hell o, Leon," Father Silvera said. He rubbed the skinned knuckles of his

ri ght hand.

"Why aren't you in school today?"

"Uh ... | don't know." He stepped back as one of Cicero's arms twtched. "I



didn't do ny honmework."
"That's not an excuse."
stay hone from school ?"
Leon shook his head. "I have to take care of ny sister. Papa didn't cone hone
| ast night."

"He didn't cone hone? Were did he go?"

"Qut." The boy shrugged. "He said for me to stay home with Juanita, and he was
going to play cards. That was |ast night."

"He didn't go to work today?"

Leon shook his head again, and Silvera's shoul ders sagged forward slightly;5,
he'd hel ped Sandor La Paz get that job at the garage, he'd even vouched for

t he good-for-nothing bastardo. Now Sandor had probably | ost a week's wages in
a card J gane with the nei ghborhood hustlers, and he was drinking hinself into
a stupor in a bar. "Are you and Juanita okay?"

"Si, Father. W're doing good."

"Did you eat anything for breakfast?"l The boy shrugged. "Taco chips. But |
gave Juanita a glass of nmilk."

"Your papa |left sone noney for you?"

"Alittle bit in a drawer." H's face clouded over slightly. "He's gonna cone
back hone, isn't he?"

Silvera | ooked at himsternly. "Your father let you

"OfF course he will. He's probably hone right now You'd better get back there
yoursel f and keep and eye on Juanita. She's too young to be left alone. Hurry
now. I'lIl be by later this afternoon.”

Leon beaned and started to turn away, then suddenly he heard a soft noan that
didn't cone fromthe man in the garbage can. Wen Leon | ooked back, he saw
Father Silvera w ping sweat off his forehead with the palmof a trenbling
hand.

"Fat her?" he asked. "You all right?"

"Yes. Hurry on now. I'll see you later. Go!"

The boy scurried on away. He felt better now that Father Silvera was going to
cone by to see him If the padre said things were going to be all right, then
t hey woul d be. And Papa woul d be home, too, just like he said. Truly, he was a
mracle man.

Silvera was aware of the people watching himfromtheir wi ndows. Not now he
told hinmself. Please don't let it happen now When he |let his hand hang by his
side, it junped and twitched with erratic spasns. He felt a boil of anger at

the pit of his stomach, and suddenly he ki cked over the garbage can, spilling
Cicero out over the curb into the gutter. Cicero stirred and began to stagger
to his feet. "Renmenber," Silvera said. "Don't cone back around here. 1'll be

| ooking for you."

Cicero struggl ed behind the wheel of the Inperial and started the engine. Then
he spat blood toward Silvera and shouted, "I1'll get you, cocksucka!" Then the
car roared away fromthe curb, |eaving a blue haze of exhaust and scorched
rubber.

Silvera thrust his hands in his pockets and began to wal k away fromthose

wat chful eyes. He'd made it around the corner when the bile cane up

vol canically fromhis stomach; he | eaned over and threw up against a wall, and
as he was heaving, he could feel both hands jittering in his pockets as if
pul | ed by unseen strings. He took them out, |eaned his back against the
graffitied wall, and watched the fingers jerk, the veins tw tching under the
flesh. They seemed to belong to someone el se because he had no control over

t hem anynore, and he never knew when the spasnms would start or stop. The
spasns hadn't yet begun their slow creep up his forearms, as the kind doctor
at County General had told himthey would. But it was just a matter of tine.
The death dance of the nuscles, once begun, was irreversible.

After a noment nore he wal ked on, past nore sunburned apartnent buil dings and
nmore | ow, dusty houses jamed in between brick walls. The barrio seenmed to go
on forever, one narrow garbage-strewn street after another. The place snelled
of rotting, stifled souls to Silvera, the reek of corpses that had died at the
dead ends in the huge, tangled naze of life. There is so nuch to do, he told



hi nsel f as he wal ked. So rmuch to do and so little time. He was going to have
to find Mguel and Linda and get them off that hellish junk, but it would be
hard. Once hooked, it was easier to drift in that linbo of heroin-induced
dreans than to face the stark reality of life. Silvera knew, he had the needl e
track on the insides of both his el bows to show for two years of life on the
edge of bestiality. So nuch to do and so little tine. God help ne, he thought.
Pl ease give nme strength. And tine. Please.

At the end of the block, he could see the bell tower of his church pressed

cl ose between tenenent buildings. The tower was painted white, and through the
open shutters the large brass bell caught a shard of golden sunlight. Silvera

had found that beautiful bell in the abandoned m ssion of a town called Borja,
near the Mexican border. The town had been al nost deserted, and it exuded a
strange aura of old evil. One of the remaining residents had told Silvera that

several years before a man who'd called hinself Baal had come to the town and
since then Borja had been tainted. Silvera had brought that bell back fromthe
desert in a pickup truck over a hundred miles of w nding, sun-scorched road.
He'd rigged a hoist and with the help of a few nei ghborhood nmen had lifted the
bell to the tower. He'd worked on it nany weeks, polishing away the |ast of
the corrosion, and now it sang-joyful and clear to beckon all to Sunday Mass
or announce Saturday weddi ngs, solemly mournful tolling for a funera

processi on-as a synbol of the Church of Qur Sainted Mary. Not very long ago a
crack had appeared at the very top of the bell and now was gradual ly snaking
its way down to the rim The bell's destiny was clear, and yet it had so mnuch
nmore work to do. Silvera smled when he thought of what Leon and several of
the other children called it-Mary's Voi ce.

Father Silvera reached his church and clinbed a few rickety wooden steps to
the front door. He was feeling better now, he'd stopped sweating, and his
hands weren't trenbling nearly as nuch as they had been. It had been the
strain of throwi ng that heroin deal er around that had done it. He knew better
than to do things like that, but he was still a bullishly strong man, and in
this case his tenper had gotten the best of him

I nside, the church was al nost cl austrophobic with the wooden pews packed
closely together, and a wine-red runner spread along the narrow aisle from
front door to altar. Atop the altar stood a heavy brass crucifix, brightly
pol i shed, on an ornate base. Behind that altar with its chi pped ceranic statue
of Mary cradling Christ child in her arns was a | arge oval stained-glass

wi ndow that split the Iight into a kal ei doscope of white, azure, violet,

umber, and enerald green. In the, window s center was a representation of
Jesus carrying a staff and behind hima green knoll dotted with sheep. On
sunny days Hi s eyes were circles of kind, warmbrown |ight; on cloudy days His
gaze turned stormy, the light stern and grayish

It intrigued Silvera to watch those changes and remnmi nded hi mthat even Jesus
Christ has H s bad days.

Silvera wal ked through the church to his living quarters, his steps soundi ng
hol | ow on the wooden floor. It was a single room painted white, with a thin
mattressed bed, a chest of drawers, a reading |lanp, and a sink in the corner
There was a shelf of hard-cover books, nost of themnore political and
soci ol ogi cal than theol ogic: Future Shock by Alvin Tofler, The Politics of
Evil by James N. Virga, Drawi ng Down the Mon by Margot Adler.

On anot her, |ower shelf was a toaster and a hot plate, neither of which worked
particularly well. The walls were decorated with crayon draw ngs given to him
by sone of the younger children in his parish- sailboats skinmmng a green
ocean, stick figures waving fromw ndows, rainbow colored kites anong the

cl ouds. There was a ceramic crucifix hangi ng near the door, a bright travel
poster that said See Mexico's Wnders, and a franed painting of a fishing
village featuring nets drying in the sun. It rem nded himof the village he'd
been born in, Puerto Grande on the Gulf of Mexico. Another door led into a
tiny bathroomwi th a noisy toilet and a stuttering shower.

He crossed the room drew water fromthe sink into a drinking cup, and



gingerly tasted it. Not so bad today, he thought. He drank it down gratefully,
spilling only a few drops on his shirt because his hand wasn't trenbling quite
so nuch.

And then he listened; he thought he'd heard the front door open and cl ose.

Yes, there was the noise of footsteps now He put the cup aside and hurried
out .

There was a young man standing at the altar, staring up at the stained-glass
wi ndow. He wore a pale blue shirt and faded, tight-fitting deninms. H s eyes
were dark and haunted, very tired-looking. Silvera stopped and | ooked at the

young man, hardly recognizing him "R co?" he said quietly. "Is that Rico

Est eban?"

"Yes, Father," R co said. "lIt's ne."

"Good God, how you've grown!" The priest stepped forward and shook Ri co's hand
inafirm dry grasp. "The last tine | saw you was.. . well, | hate to think

how many years have passed! But you're a man now, aren't you?"

Rico sniled and shrugged. He thought, Father, if you only knew .

"So |'ve heard you've noved out of the barrio. You' re living on Sunset

Boul evar d?"

"I'"ve got an apartnent on the Strip."

"I"'mglad to hear that. Were are you worki ng?"

"For myself," Rico said, and when Silvera's gaze sharpened, he added. "Doing
this and that. I'mtrying to start my own nmessenger service."

Silvera nodded. O course, he knew that R co was probably selling drugs or

pi npi ng, possibly both. Rico's hands were too snmooth, and he'd never had the
education for a desk job, though as a child playing around this very church

Ri co had shown a healthy curiosity about life that Silvera hoped woul d bl ossom
into a quest for real know edge. A stab of sorrow and pity caught Silvera in
the heart.

The waste, he thought, the terrible waste.

"I"'m maki ng out okay," Rico said. He'd sensed what was going on in the
priest's head, behind those bl ack, fathonl ess eyes.

Silvera notioned toward the front pew "Please, sit down." Rico did, and
Silvera sat beside him "You |look fine," he said, which was a |ie because Rico
| ooked as drained as an enpty bottle and nmuch thinner than he ought to be. He
wonder ed what Rico was selling. Cocai ne? Anphetam nes? Angel dust? Surely not
her oi n.

Rico was too smart to get involved with junk, and he probably recalled how the
addi cts had screamed fromtheir wi ndows when they'd injected thenselves with a

hit cut with baby powder or sugar. "It's been too long," Silvera said.
"Along tinme since |'ve been inside here, yeah." Rico | ooked around the
church, his gaze coming to rest on the window "I'd alnost forgotten what it

| ooked like in here. Wat surprises me is that your w ndow hasn't been broken
yet."

"It's been tried. 1've been having sone trouble with the Hom ci des."

"They're a bunch of punks. You should call the cops on them"

"No. It's nei ghborhood business and nothing that | can't take care of. Your
attitude about the police seens to have changed since your were running with
the Cripplers.™”

"You're wong, Father. | still think the cops are good-for-nothing pigs, but
you can't handl e the Hom cides by yourself. They'll cut your throat as fast as
anybody el se's. Maybe faster."

Silvera nodded thoughtfully, searching the younger man's eyes. A terrible
bitterness seenmed to be churning there, the | ook of a dog | ong deprived of

f ood.

And there was sonething el se, too, sonething that |lay nuch deeper and cl oser
to Rico's soul. Silvera saw just a quick flash of it, like dark, glinmmrering
qui cksil ver, and recognized it as fear-an enotion he'd seen in his own nirror
eyes a great deal recently. "You conme to see ne for a reason, Rico. Can | help



you?"

"I don't know. Maybe yes, maybe no." He shrugged, |ooked at the stained-glass
wi ndow, and seened to have a hard time saying it. "Father, has Merida Santos
cone to see you in the |ast couple of days?"

“Merida? No."
"Ch, Jesus," Rico said softly. "I thought she might've . . . you know, cone
here to talk to you. I've . . . |'ve nade her pregnant, and now she's gone.

Even her crazy nother doesn't know where she is, and | can't sleep at night
not knowi ng what's happened to her

"Slow down," the priest said, and gripped Rico's shoulder. "Take it easy and
tell me everything fromthe beginning."

Rico took a deep breath. "I picked her up at her building on Saturday
night..."
When Rico was finished, his hands were clasped tightly in his lap. "I called

the cops this norning and tal ked to the m ssing persons guy. He said not to
worry about it, that a |lot of people disappeared for a couple of days at a
time and then came back home. He said it's called running away from hone, so
knew then that " "fjj he wasn't taking nme too seriously, you know? He said
that if her nother wasn't "Xn concerned, | shouldn't be either

Good-for-nothin' pig! I don't know what to do, Father! | think . . . nmaybe
somet hi ng bad's happened to her!™

Silvera's eyes were black and brooding. In this neighborhood, he knew, any of
a dozen terrible things could ve happened to Merida Santos-ki dnappi ng, rape,
murder. ... He refused to think about that. "Merida's a good girl. | can't

i magi ne her running away fromhone. Still, if you say she's pregnant, she may
be afraid to face her nother."

"Who woul dn't be? She tried to chop me up with a butcher knife. That was

yest erday afternoon?" R co nodded. "Then rmaybe Merida's cone hone since then?
Maybe she just stayed away from home overni ght because she was afraid to tel
her not her she was pregnant ?"

"Maybe. | thought about calling the m ssing persons cops again and saying |
was Merida's father or uncle, but you know what that bastardo told ne? He said
they were too busy to hunt down every little girl who decided to run away from
the barrio. Busy doin' what? Ain't that a |load of shit?" He stopped abruptly.
"Ch. Sorry, Father."

"That's all right. | agree. It is a load of shit. But why don't we go see Ms.
Sant os together? Maybe Merida's cone hone by now, or Ms. Santos might talk to
me nmore freely than she would you."

Silvera rose to his feet.

"I love her, Father," Rico said as he stood up. "I want you to know that."
"That may be, Rico. But | don't think you | ove her enough, do you?"

Rico felt speared with guilt. Silvera's eyes were like hard bits of black
glass, reflecting the secrets of Rico's soul back at him He was shaned to

si | ence.

"Al'l right," Silvera said, and cl apped Rico softly on the shoulder. "Let's
go."

SI X

"Here's what we got," Sully Reece said as he laid a thick sheaf of white bl ue-
lined conputer printout paper amid the general disarray on Pal atazin's desk.
"The people down in Vehicle |I.D. are going crazy, but they're sending their
conput ers back through the whole list of plate nunmbers again just in case it
m ssed any the first tinme, which Taylor says is highly unlikely. As you can
see, there are quite a few people in L. A who drive a gray, white, or |ight

bl ue Vol ks bearing a two, a seven, and a 'T' in sone nunerical conbination."
"My God," Palatazin said as he unfolded the list. "I never knew there were so
many Vol kswagens in the whole state!™

"That's every conbination the conmputers could conme up with."

Pal atazin bit down on his pipe. "OF course, he could be driving with a stolen
license plate."



"Don't even think it, please. If that's the case, then you can just about
triple the nunber of plates listed on that printout. And if that chick was
wrong about even one digit, then the whole thing's screwed.”

"Well, let's hope she wasn't." He glanced down the list, which contained a few
hundred nanes and addresses. "These are grouped by area?"

"Yes, sir. Taylor thought the computers were going to blow up, but he
programred themto give us our information on the basis of twenty major areas.
The first twenty-five or so addresses, for instance, are located in a grid
from Fai rfax Avenue to Alvarado Street."

"Fine. That makes it a little easier for the officers." Palatazin counted down
twenty-ei ght names and tore themoff the list. "Split whoever's avail able up
into teans, Sully, and hand out as many of those nanes as you can. You and
will be taking these."

"Yes, sir. Oh, have you seen this?" He held up the norning edition of the

Ti nes.

There on the front page in a bl ack-bordered box under a headline that read "Do
You Know This Man?" was the conposite of the face they were seeking. "That
shoul d do sone good."

Pal atazin took the paper and laid it out on his desk. "I hope so. It's flashed
through my mind that this man m ght be an insurance agent from d endal e-a
wife, two children, and a cat-who likes a bit of action on the side. If that's
the case, then we're back at square one." He |ooked up suddenly, as if he'd
heard sonething, and stared intensely past Reece into the corner

"Capt ai n?" Reece asked after a few seconds. He gl anced over his shoul der-
not hi ng there, of course. But nevertheless he felt a chill ripple between his
shoul der bl ades, as if he sensed someone standing right behind him

Pal at azin blinked and | ooked away, forcing hinself to stare down at the |ist

of names and addresses. Garvin, Kelly, Vaughan ... he thought he'd seen
somet hing begin to stir in that corner . . . Mehta, Salvatore, Ho ... where
the apparition of his nother had stood yesterday afternoon . . . Eniliana

Lopez, Carlyle .

but before he could focus on it, the faint novenment |ike the sluggish notion
of ripples through nmuddy water had ceased. He gl anced quickly up at Reece.
"What . . .

uh ... about that other thing | asked you to | ook into?"

"Not much luck there. There's nothing you can buy over the counter that would
cause the effect we're looking for. One of the pharmacists | talked to said
airplane glue mght snmell like that and make you pretty drunk if you were to
i nhal e) % a concentrated dose of it, but it wouldn't put you under right off.
The sane with sonme of the ant and roach sprays on the market. Even hair
spray. "

"No, | don't think that's what we want. Maybe our friend knows a druggi stHt
4, who's nmki ng hi msonething special?" He dared to glance into that corner
agai n.

Not hi ng there, nothing at all

"Possibly. Another guy told ne there used to be a salve you could buy that had
a chl orof orm base. A couple of good whiffs and you were on your ass. But it's
not sold anynore."

Pal atazin frowned. "W could be ... what's the saying? Singing in the dark."
"Whistling in the dark," Reece corrected him He took the rest of the printout
and went to the door. "I'Il get these distributed. You eating lunch today?"

"From home." He notioned toward a paper sack half buried in file folders on
hi s desk.

"Well, it's about that tinme. Bon appetit!"”

"Thank you." Pal atazin | ooked down the rest of his list. He was certain many
of these addresses would no | onger be accurate. Sone of these people would be
i npossible to find, some would probably have sold their cars. Regardless, the



task (it) had to be done, he had nothing else to go on. He put the list aside
for the moment, reaching for his lunch and the Tines Sully had left. Jo had
made a ham sal ad sandwich for himtoday; there was a dill pickle, a nice red
appl e, and a can of V-8 juice. He knew his stomach woul d be roaring an hour
after he finished eating, but he'd promised Jo he'd try to stick to his diet
for a while. Last week he'd found hinself slipping, sending out for

chocol at e-cream doughnuts in the mddle of the afternoon

He | ooked again to the corner-nothing there, of course ... if there ever had
been. He turned and opened his blinds, then began to eat his sandwi ch while he
paged through the paper. It took himabout fifteen mnutes to reach page

el even, and when he did, the headline "Vandals H't H ghland Park Cenetery"
junped out at him He read through the story twice, his heart beginning to
beat |ike a blacksmth's hamrer. Then he rummaged through a drawer for a pair
of scissors and carefully cut out the article. In the mddle of scissoring he
renmenbered his nother holding a pair of scissors, too, going through the Tines
and the Heral d- Exani ner and the National Enquirer, the Tattler and the Star
and Fate magazi ne and a dozen others, searching for articles she would clip
and put away in a little metal box that now sat on the top shelf of his
bedroom cl oset. He had brought it back to the house from Gol den Garden after
his mother had died. He read the story over once nore, folded it, and put it
in his shirt pocket. Hs tenples ached with dull thunder; his stomach turned
over when he glanced at his half-eaten | unch

Because now he knew that they were here. Hding in a city of over eight
mllion, half the gl obe and many worl ds away from Kraj eck, Hungary. Lurking in
t he darkness, wal king the streets and boul evards of Los Angeles in human
shape, ripping through the city's ceneteries in search of-My God, he thought,
a shiver alnost splitting himin tw. Wat is to be done?

Who woul d believe before it was too | ate? Because one of their greatest
strengths, the strength that had kept themexisting in a world that had cone
fromox cart to Cadillac and fromslingshot to | aser beam was | ack of belief
in their existence. "Rational" thought was their shield of invisibility,
because they stal ked the I and of nightmare fears.

What is to be done? Pal atazi n asked hinsel f, panic bubbling |ike a cauldron's
brewin the pit of his stomach.

There was a knock at his door, and Lieutenant Reece | ooked in. "Captain? The
teans are organized. We're ready to nove."

"Huh? Ch, yes. O course." He stood up, shrugged into his coat, and took the
list of addresses from his desk

"Captain, are you all right?" Reece asked

Pal at azi n nodded brusquely. "I'mfine." Wat is to be done? Wen he | ooked up
into the other man's face, he saw that Recce's eyes | ooked concerned. Now he
thinks 1'm cracking, too, Palatazin thought, and then he heard the dark answer
in his brain, Wll? Aren't you? Reece turned away, and Pal atazin followed him
out .

SEVEN

The buil ding cast a deep shadow al ong Dos Terros Street. In front of it, half
up the curb, was a rust-eaten old Ford standing on two flat shoes and two
cenent bl ocks. Overhead lines of clothes, stirred by a dusty breeze, hung from
wi ndows.

As Father Silvera stepped out of Rico Esteban's car, he saw a shirt break

| oose fromone of these clotheslines and flutter to the earth, arnms waving in
eerie futility.

On the front steps a thin brown nmongrel dog was sl eeping, head resting on its
paws. Rico stood on the sidewal k and | ooked up at the building. Several of the
wi ndows were open, but no faces peered down fromthem "Ms. Santos lives on
the fifth floor, doesn't she?" Silvera asked as he went up the steps. "Right.
Fifth floor, Apartment D. Hey . . ." Silvera, hal fway up the steps, turned
toward him



"What is it?" Rico stared at the building. "I ... don't know. Something' s

funny."” "Cone on." Silvera took another step, and the dog's head instantly
rose.

Its eyes flared like bits of burning topaz. Rico said, "Father . . ." The dog
stood up, turned to face the nmen, and bared its teeth with a low, throaty
grow .

Silvera froze

"Kick that dammed nutt," Rico said, coming up to stand beside the priest. Wen
Silvera didn't nove, he kicked out toward the dog's side, but the nongre
sinmply dodged him then stood its ground, the growl deeper and full of nenace.
"CGet out of here!" he said. "Get away!"

"Whose dog is this?" Silvera asked. Rico shrugged. Wen the priest noved
forward again, the dog crouched down in front of the door, ready to | eap
"\Whoever he belongs to, he doesn't want us to go inside, does he? | think I'd
rather try another door than risk having nmy | eg chewed of f."

"Ah, you shit!" Rico muttered to the dog, and spat at it. The dog didn't nove
Silvera was already at the alley beside the building, and Rico gave up after
anot her nonment to follow him

They found a | ocked door that |ed down into the basenent. Silvera was about to
go around to the rear when Rico kicked at the basenent door, splitting the
rotten wood. The door sagged on its hinges. Silvera gave hima grave stare,
but Rico shrugged and said, "Here's our way in, Father." He stepped into the
nmusty, |owceilinged basenent.

It was alnost totally dark inside, but in the nurky Iight fromthe open
doorway Silvera saw vague shapes-a tattered sofa lying on its side like a
gutted hog, a couple of chair frames w thout cushions or backs, the shell of a
tel evision set, mounds of papers, and what |ooked |ike sone rolled-up rugs and
shower curtains.

Cigarette butts and beer cans littered the floor. Rico and Silvera clinbed a
ri ckety wooden stairway to another door, opened it, and found thenselves in
the building' s entrance hall. They could still see the dog crouched on the
steps, but the closed door stood between them Now the dog seened to be

sl eepi ng agai n.

They left the first floor and began clinbing up, their shoes making the frai
stairs whine. They had passed the second fl oor | anding when Rico realized what
was making the flesh on the back of his neck crawl -the place was as silent as
a tonb.

"It's quiet in here," the priest said at alnost the same instant. H s voice
echoed al ong the corridor. "How many people live in this building?"

"I don't know. Maybe fifty or sixty. Christ, just yesterday there was so much
noi se in here you couldn't think straight! Babies cryin', radios, people
fighting . . ." He looked at the stairs that |ay ahead. "Christ, where is

ever ybody?"

In the third floor corridor Silvera knocked at a door that had "Di ego"
scraw ed across it in green spray paint. The unl ocked door creaked open a few
i nches, and Silvera peered inside. "Diego?" Silvera called out. "You hone,
man?" A table had been thrown over, and on the wooden floor flies craw ed over
the food that spilled fromplates and gl asses. Silvera felt his heart pound.
"Wait a minute," he said to Rico, stepping into the apartnment. Newspapers had
been jamed in around the windowsills and stretched over the glass; the
sunlight was cut to a hazy nurk. There was an unmade bed and a door leading to
a bathroom Silvera peered in and found hinself staring at the shower curtain
r od.

It was bent, and several of the hooks lay scattered on the floor. The curtain
itself was gone. Wien Silvera turned, Rico was standing right behind him

"The apartnment across the hall's open, too," Rico said. "There's nobody

i nsi de. "

Silvera stepped past Rico and | ooked at the overturned table. "D ego was here,
| ast night at |east. That |ooks |Iike what he nust've been eating for dinner."



He gl anced at the newspaper-covered wi ndows. "This place is already dark
enough.

Way did he try to cut the light?" He went out into the corridor and tried a
few nore doors; all of them were unlocked, the apartnents enpty but show ng
signs of recent life-cigarettes and cigars in ashtrays, dishes in sinks or on
the tables, clothes hanging in closets. A few doors had been broken open, the
wood splintered around the | ocks. Several of them had scratches inbedded deep
in the wood, as if nade by an animal's cl aws.

"Anybody here?" Rico shouted at the stairway. His voice rolled on through the
bui | di ng and was unanswered. He stared at the priest, his face paled by fear
"W go up," Silvera said, and started clinbing the stairs again. The fourth
floor hallway was as quiet as all the others. Rico could see doors standing
open, and in the dimlight he could nake out the same deep scratches that they
had seen downstairs.

Just above the fourth floor landing, Silvera stopped, his eyes w de, staring
at the walls. New graffiti covered the ol d- HOTSHOT WAS HERE. VI PERS ARE KI NGS
ZEKE SUX (HA HA). ALL FOR THE MASTER, BURN BABY BURN. Silvera reached out and
touched the brown letters. "My God," he heard hinsel f say, his voice holl ow,
as if he were speaking fromthe bottomof a well. "That's bl ood!" He continued
upward, his senses coiled like a cul ebra de cascabel. For now his nerves were
vibrating with the presence of sonmething he'd felt a thousand times before-in
a jail cell where two heroin addicts cut each other to pieces with razor

bl ades; in a suffocatingly hot roomwhere a drunken father had just beaten his
three-year-old son to death with a baseball bat; in the snoldering,
corpse-strewn ruins of a tenement razed by the arsonist's match; in the greedy
eyes of Cicero, the dealer of demonic dreans. That presence was Evil, and now
Silvera felt it as he never had before, so strong it was a tangible thing that
clung to the walls, holding the odor of blood and brinmstone. Hi s heart was
punpi ng hard, and before he reached the fifth floor he could feel the
twitching-fibrillations, the doctors called them begin deep in his hands.

The fifth floor corridor stretched out before them Rico | ooked in through one
of the open doors. The place was a weck, and bits of a shattered nmirror
glittered on the floor |ike dusty dianonds. Silvera nmoved on ahead of him
toward the Santos apartnment and was about to push open the door-scratches, he
t hought, there are scratches in this wood-when sonething crashed violently
behi nd a cl osed door on the opposite side of the hallway.

"What the shit was that?" Rico said, tw sting around.

Silvera crossed the hall and put his hand on the doorknob. He paused for a
nmonent, listening. Fromthe apartment he could hear a nmuffled thunp, thunp
that was unlike anything he could identify. Then there was silence. "Wo's

t here?"

Silvera called out. But there was no answer. He started to push the door open
"Father!"™ Rico said. "Don't . . .!"

But then Silvera started across the threshold, and something dark came flying
into his face fromthe ceiling. He cried out, feeling a claw graze his cheek
and threw his hands up before his face. The thing tangled in his hair, then
whirled off over his head |like a swooping gray leaf. Silvera spun around to
watch it hit the corridor ceiling with that nmuffled thunping noise; it flew
over Rico's head and di sappeared into shadows at the far end of the hallway.
Silvera was shaken, but he felt |ike exploding with nervous |aughter. A

pi geon, he thought. | was frightened by a single pigeon. He | ooked back into
the apartnent and i medi ately saw the broken wi ndow where the thing nust've
flown in, on the floor a broken bottle and kni ck-knacks spilled froma shelf
that the pigeon had probably collided with. He went into the apartment, his
hands shaki ng badly now he wondered how he was going to keep Rico from

seei ng-and checked the bathroom A mirror had been smashed, and Silvera stared
at himself through a series of concentric cracks. Again he noted that the
shower curtain was gone.

The"H -* rod itself had been ripped out of the wall



Across the hallway Rico was slowy pushing open the door to Ms. Santos's
apartment. He stood at the threshold and called out her nane, but of course
there was no answer, and neither had he been expecting one. It was just that
he wanted to hear a voice in this place, sonething human in this silent vault.
He stepped into the apartnment, his heartbeat racing. A sheen of sweat clung to
his face. He wal ked across the room and | ooked into the small, darkened
bedroom It was sweltering, the air hanging in heavy |layers. R co saw that the
sheets had been torn off the bed He felt the hair rise on the back of his neck
suddenly and didn't know why. Quickly he left the bedroom and went back out to
the hall.

Father Silvera had stepped into another roomfarther along the corridor. In
this apartment he found an enpty cradle with several spots of blood on the
infant's pillow. Wen he stepped into the bedroom he imediately froze. On
the wall over the bare bed, witten in blood, was ALL FOR THE MASTER
Newspapers were jammed over the single window, reducing the light to a pale,
snoky haze.

Silvera ripped them away. The light inmediately strengthened, and he opened
the wi ndow for sonme fresh air.

And then sonething noved in the rooma bare whisper of a novenent that made
Silvera twi st around fromthe wi ndow But no one was there. The bedroom was
enpty. He listened, ignoring the increased nuscle fibrillations that ran

t hrough his hands, making his fingers twitch |like claws. Again that noise,
somewhere close. A sliding cloth-on-cloth sound. He stared at the mattress. No
sheet s.

Where are they? he wondered. Did these people | eave their hones and

bel ongi ngs, taking with themonly sheets and cheap plastic shower curtains?
dead trees. The | egs pushed frantically, and in another nmonent the two figures
had squi rmed back underneath the bed. They gave a coupl e of convul sive
twitches and lay still.

Rico's face had gone alnost as white as Joe Vega's. He turned and stunbl ed
over his own feet trying to get out to the corridor. Silvera cane out, wal king
unsteadily. "Let's get out of here, Father! Let's call the cops!" Rico

pl eaded.

"Did you |l ook for Ms. Santos?"
"Yeah. There's nothing in there.
"Were the sheets on the bed?"
Rico went cold. "Sheets? No. But Christ, Father, don't go back in there!"
Silvera stepped into the apartment. He forced hinmself to | ook under the bed,
but there was nothing there. He crossed the roomto a closet, gripped the
knob, and opened it. At the bottomthere was a pile of old newspapers and
clothes. Silvera stared at it for a few seconds, then probed it with his foot.
Sonet hi ng noved, shifting uneasily.

He sl ammed the door shut and hurried out to where Rico, his face a shade

bet ween white and green, waited. "All right," Silvera said. "Now we go for the
police."

El GHT

Pal at azin and Reece cane out of an apartnent buil ding on Mal abar Street in
Boyl e Heights trailed by an elderly black man with a gnarled wal ki ng sti ck.
The man's nane was Herbert Vaughan, he was a retired L. A police officer, and
he owned a light gray 72 Vol kswagen Beetle with |icense plate 205 AVT.

"You know Captain Dexter?" he asked Pal atazin when they'd reached the dark
blue car with the nunicipal tag parked in front of the building.

"WIl Dexter? Yes sir, | did know him but he retired about six years ago."
"Ch, Captain Dexter retired? He was a fine man, a real fine man. He could find
this Roach fella for you if you got himout of retirement." The man's eyes
snapped from Reece to Pal at azin.

"I"msure he could, M. Vaughan. He did a good job on the Chinatown killings
back in 71."



"Uh-huh. Sure did. And I'Il tell you what, WII| Dexter could catch the
Gravedi gger, too. Could find that fella fast as you could say 'Jack

Robi nson. " "

"The Gravedi gger?" Reece said. "Wio's that, M. Vaughan?"

"Don't you boys keep up with anything anynore?" He cracked his stick

i npatiently down on the sidewal k. "It was in the Tattler this norning! The
Gravedi gger! That fella who's been going' through ceneteries and nmakin' off
with the caskets! Ha!

That kind of shit didn't go on when | was on the force, I'mhere to tell you!"
"The Tattler?" Palatazin said softly. "This norning?"

"Son, have you got wax in your ears? That's what | said. What kind of accent
have you got? Italian?"

"Hungarian. Thank you for talking with us, M. Vaughan." Pal atazin went around
the car and slid in under the steering wheel. Reece clinbed in, but M.
Vaughan shuffled forward and gri pped the door handl e before Reece could cl ose
it. "You get Cap Dexter out of retirenent, you hear? He'll find the Roach for
you, and he'll put that G avedigger in the nut house, where he bel ongs!"
"Thank you, M. Vaughan," Reece said, and gently closed the door. As they
drove away Pal atazin glanced in the rearview mrror and saw the old man

| eani ng on his cane, watching themdrive out of sight.

"Who' s next?" Reece asked.

Pal at azin checked his list. "A Mehta, 4517-D, Arizona Avenue in East L.A
That's a white Volks with the plate 253 BTA. | hope the other men are having
better luck than we are."” He waited for a light to change and then turned
right on Whittier Boul evard. He'd gone al nost a bl ock when an anbul ance
screamed up from behind. Imrediately he swerved to the curb; the anbul ance
white and orange lights flashing, careened through traffic and on out of

si ght.

"Gravedigger," Reece said quietly, and smled. "Christ! This city's full of
nuts, isn't it? If it's not Roach, it's the Gravedigger, and if not him it'll
al ways be sonmeone el se tonorrow "

"Remind me to find a Tattler on the way in. I'd like to read that story."

"I didn't think you were a fan of that rag."

"I"'mnot. But M. Vaughan's right-we have to keep up with things, don't we?"
In the distance he heard the shriek of another siren. He could | ook down the
side streets off Whittier Boul evard and see a snmoky haze hanging in the

aft ernoon sunlight between buildings that |ooked |ike bonbed-out hul ks. He
didn't often cone into the poor black and Spani sh sections of Boyle Heights,
East L.A., and Belvedere Gardens. There were detectives, though, who'd been
trained especially in dealing with the barrio popul ation, and in many

i nstances riot situations had been defused by a detective or a beat officer
who' d been accepted into the barrio's fold. Al others were estranos,
strangers not to be trusted.

Reece gl anced over at Pal atazin, then back to the street. "Any particul ar
reason you wanted to hit the street yourself on this one, captain? You could
just as easily have handled it fromthe office."

"No, | wanted to get out of there for a while. I"'mgetting fat and | azy
sitting around telling other people what to do. That's the trouble with
promotions, Sully. You're rewarded for what you do best by being shoved
upstairs to let younger nen do the I egwork. O course, if what you do best is
the legwork, then . . . well..." He shrugged. What he did not say was that he
was becom ng fearful of his own office, of the shadows and shapes he was

begi nning to think he saw within those four walls.

At the next intersection a third anmbul ance shrieked across, headi ng south.
"Winder what's goi ng on?" Reece said.

Their radi o, which had been humming with codes and locations all across the
city, suddenly cane to urgent life. The dispatcher's voice sounded loud in the
cl osed vehicle-"All cars vicinity of Caliente and Dos Terros streets, East Los
Angel es, see the senior officer at 1212 Dos Terros." The nessage was repeat ed,



and then voices fromvarious cars confirnng

"That sounds hot," Reece said. He notioned toward the next street sign
"Caliente's comng up."

Pal at azi n' s heartbeat quickened. A black and white roared past them siren

wai ling, and turned left on Caliente with a screech of tires. "Let's see
what's going on," Palatazin said. He swerved through traffic and raced after
the prow car as Reece hit the siren and clanped the flashing Magneto light to
the car's top.

For a few minutes they wound through an area of narrow, potholed streets and
crunmbling tenenments, until they cane to a street that was already being
cordoned off by a couple of uniforned officers. The prowl car was pernitted to
sweep on through. Pal atazin applied the brakes and showed them hi s badge.
"What ' s happeni ng?" he asked one of the cops.

"No one's certain yet, captain,” the officer said. "They're bringing a | ot of

, corpses out of that building over there, but. . . well, you'll have to see
for yourself, sir."

"Who's senior officer?"

"Sergeant Teal. | believe he's inside."

Pal at azi n nodded and drove through. People were clustered around the stairs of
a tenement in the nmddle of the block, and the police were trying to push them
back behi nd sawhorse cordons. Four prow cars were parked at different angles
inthe street with their lights spinning, and there were two anbul ances parked
close to the stairs. Pal atazin whi pped the car to the opposite curb and junped
out. Reece followed himacross the street, and when they reached the stairway,
they saw two white-uniforned anbul ance attendants bringi ng dowmn a stretcher
with a woman's body on it. The white sheet pulled up to her chin matched the
color of her flesh. Fromwhere he stood Pal atazin caught a brief glinpse of
those eyes , staring through the closed lids. A shiver of horror went through
the crowd of onlookers. The body began withing in the sheet, the face
contorting hideously, but no sound cane fromits nmouth. The body was | oaded
into one of the waiting anbul ances.

"I thought these were supposed to be corpses,"” Reece said, watching the

anbul ance wheel away. "God, what was wrong with that woman's eyes?"

Pal atazin was already noving up the stairs. He flashed his badge at the

of ficer at the door. "Were's Sergeant Teal ?"

"Third fl oor, captain.”

He started to ascend the stairway, but suddenly his attention was caught by a
smal |l yellow form shoved in a corner of the entrance hall. It was a dead dog.
The teeth were bared; there was a bullet hole in the skull. Palatazin clinbed
the stairs, stepping aside as another stretcher was brought down, the pallid
"corpse" twitching beneath the sheet. The hair rose on the back of his neck as
he sensed the cold waves radiated by this thing. The dead eyes grazed his own.
He turned away from

it, bile raging in his stomach, and conti nued upward.

In a third-fl oor apartnent Pal atazin found Sergeant Teal -a |arge, curly-haired
man with the physique of an ex-UCLA |inebacker. He was talking to two Chicanes
-an ol der man wearing a starched priest's collar and a boy whose eyes | ooked
dazed and sick. Pal atazin approached Teal and showed his badge. " Sergeant
Teal ?

What's the situation here?"

The ot her man notioned Pal atazin away fromthe two Chi canos. Pal atazin's shoes
crunched over bits of glass. He | ooked down to see the remants of a broken
mrror. Yes, he thought, suddenly calmand resolute. Yes. They've been here.
"Those two over there, Father Ranon Silvera and Rico Esteban, found the first
bodies. So far we've pulled thirty-nine of themout of closets and from under
beds. They were all rolled up in shower curtains, rugs, and sheets.
Thirty-nine of them" Teal's clear blue eyes were full of sick confusion. He

| owered his voice. "You're going to think this is crazy, captain, but . . ."
"CGo on."

"Well, | don't know whether to classify these bodies as corpses or not. Ch



sure, they nove a little bit, but it all seens to be muscle reflex, like sone
trick of rigor nmortis. The hell of it is ... the bodies don't have heartbeats
or pulse rates. | nean . . . technically they're dead, aren't they?"

Pal atazin cl osed his eyes for a few seconds, his hand comng up to his

f or ehead.

"Sir?" Teal said. "They are dead, aren't they?"

"Any wounds on the bodies?"

"I"ve just |ooked closely at a couple of them | saw sone cuts and brui ses.
That's about it."

"No," Palatazin said quietly. Another stretcher passed the door. "That's not
all.”

"Sir?"
"Not hing. |I'mthinking out |oud. Where are the bodies being taken?"
"Uh . . ." He |l ooked down at a notepad in his hand. "Mercy Hospital in

Monterey Park. That's the nearest, and they've got the facilities to handle
this mess.”

He paused for a few seconds, watching Pal atazin's face. "Wat's wong with

t hese people, captain? Could it be ... like ... a disease or sonething?"

"I'f you think that, Teal, keep it to yourself. W don't want the nei ghborhood
pani cki ng worse than it probably has already. Did Mercy send a doctor over?"
"Yes sir. Dr. Delgado. She's upstairs right now "

"Ckay, fine. WIIl you give ne a few mnutes alone with these two?" He notioned
toward the priest and the boy across the room Teal nodded and went out,

cl osing the door behind him Pal atazin kicked at the shards of glass, glanced
qui ckly around the apartment, and then returned his gaze to the priest, who
seened to be in better shape than the boy. Except for one thing-his hands were
trenbling, clenching and uncl enching. A nervous reaction? Pal atazi n wonder ed.
O something el se? He introduced hinself to the two nen. "Sergeant Teal tells
me you two found the first bodies. Wat tinme was that?"

"About one-thirty," the priest said. "W've told all this to the other
officers."

"Yes, yes, | know. " Palatazin waved a hand at himto quiet his objections. He
wal ked past them and peered into the di mbedroom noting the newspapers
covering the wi ndows. There was another shattered nmirror in the bathroom He
cane back out. "Wat do you think happened here, Father?" he asked the priest.
Silvera narrowed his eyes; the slight quaver in the policeman's voice put him

on edge. "I have no idea. Rico and | cane looking for Ms. Santos, who
lives...
lived on the fifth floor. W found the building just as it is now"

"I want to get out of here,’
pl ace anynore."

"Alittle | onger, okay?" Palatazin said. He | ooked back to Silvera. "You saw
the bodies. Tell ne. Are they dead or alive?"

"Dead," Rico said.

Silvera took a while longer in answering. "I don't know," he said finally. "No
heartbeat, no pulse . . . and yet they nove . . . Sergeant Teal tells ne
thirty-ni ne bodi es have been found. How many people Olived in this building?"
"Sixty or seventy, at least."”

"But not all of the apartnments were occupi ed?"

Jt Silvera shook his head.

"Al'l right. Thank you." Pal atazin turned and started for the door, but
Silvera's voice stopped him "What's happened to these people, officer? Wat
kind of thing did this to then"

He al nost answered, alnost said the terrible word, but fear gripped his throat
and squeezed it. He left the roomw thout another word and stood outside
clutching at the stairway railing like a man on a heaving ship in a world that
had suddenly tilted crazily on its axis and begun to spin backward in tine.

He was only dinmy aware of soneone-no, two peopl e-com ng along the corridor
toward him Wen he | ooked up, he saw that it was Teal and a ni ddl e- aged

Rico said quietly. "I can't stand being in this



Chi cano woman with haggard circles under her eyes. "Captain?" Teal said. "This
is Dr. Del gado."

The wonman ext ended her hand, and Pal atazin shook it. Another body was carried
past them through the corridor, and Palatazin cringed at the sight of those
staring eyes. "Captain, to be perfectly honest with you, I don't know what in
t he nane of God we have here," Dr. Delgado said in a soft, weary voice

"These are not corpses technically, yet there are no outward signs of life; no
rigor nmortis is setting in, and no fluids are collecting in the intestines or
extremties. | pricked the finger of one of them and do you know what cane
out ?

Absol utely nothing. The body was drained dry. | don't know about the others,
but that body was totally bl oodl ess. And yet when the anmbul ance attendants
were strapping it to a stretcher, the body-what shoul d' ve been a

cor pse-noved. "

"Jesus!" Teal said, his eyes icy blue circles.

"As | say, | don't know what we have. | may not want to know, but that's ny
prof essi on. One of ny coll eagues at Mercy, Dr. Steiner, is on his way over
right now Possibly he can help . "

"Not hi ng can hel p," Palatazin said suddenly, and realized it was all about to
pour out, all of it like bile flowng up fromthe secret pit of terror, and he
was going to be unable to stop it. He clenched his teeth, his eyes w dening,
but the torrent of words forced themapart. "It's too | ate, nothing can help.
We've got to ... got to leave all of theminside here and burn this building
to the ground right now before the sun goes down! Then we've got to scatter

scatter the ashes and pour holy water on the ruins!" He | ooked from Teal to
Del gado and back agai n-they were too shocked to speak. The priest and the boy
were standing in the doorway of that room watching him as was a uniforned
of ficer farther along the corridor who stood staring at Palatazin in
amazenent .

"What are you all looking at?" Palatazin shrieked, and felt something give
way, like timnmbers exposed too |long to vicious weather. "You' ve seen the
bodi es!

You' ve seen what they can do! They can sweep through a whole building in |ess
than one night! What will they do soon to whole streets? Nei ghborhoods?" He
trenbled, and a voice within himroared "STOP," but he couldn't stop, he had
no power now over the words tumbling fromhis nmouth. Cold beads of sweat had
popped up on his face, and the only sound in the entire building was his
voice. "W can burn this building to the ground and kill sone of them because
when t hese

when these wake up they're going to be thirsty, too!" He | ooked at Dr.

Del gado, the raging fear in his eyes conpletely exposed. "You can't take them
to Mercy Hospital! You can't let themget out into the streets!”

Soneone gri pped his shoul der. He spun around, panting.

Sully, his expression grave, said quietly, "Captain, cone on with ne. Let's
get sone fresh air, okay?"

"LEAVE ME ALONE!" He jerked free and shoved Sully away. H s gaze fell upon the
priest. "You! You of all people should realize the evil that's creeping up on
this city! God in heaven, can't you feel it in here? Tell themnot to |et

t hese thi ngs wake up tonight!"

Silvera gl anced quickly at Teal and then back to the police captain. He felt
he was on the verge of madness hinself, split between a shudder and a scream
O course he felt the evil; it was everywhere in this place, |ike viscous

m st, but what was this man sayi ng?

"Father," Pal atazin said, and in his voice there was now sonet hing of a
terrified nine-year-old boy. "Please don't let the vampir | oose on the
streets!

Tell themwe have to burn the bodies!"

Vampir? Silvera thought. The word struck himin the chest |ike a sl edgehamer
bl ow, Vanpire?



And then Pal atazin was suddenly drained, |ike a bottle whose contents had j ust
spilled all over the floor. He blinked, |ooked around, and then staggered back
against the railing. Sully and Teal both rushed forward to prevent him from
falling. Palatazin's face was ashen, the sweat glittering on his cheeks and
forehead. As Sully was hel ping himdown the stairs, Palatazin lifted his head
and | ooked back at Dr. Delgado. "Don't take themto the hospital,"” he said in
a hoarse whisper. "Burn them Burn them" H's head sl unped forward.

"Come on, captain, take it easy," Sully said. "Watch that step now. That's
right, real easy."

"Can | go now?" Rico asked Teal

"Yeah, sure. But | may be talking to you again."

Ri co nodded and hurried away without |ooking back. On the stairs he gave a

wi de berth to that big crazy cop, then noved past the dog the cops had had to
kill because the dammed thing wouldn't let theminto the doorway.

"What are you going to do with then?" Silvera asked Dr. Del gado when the boy
had gone. He was visibly pale and shaken, his hands twi tching out of control
the fibrillations in his wists now as well.

M

"They're going to Mercy, of course. Probably an isolation ward until we
can..."

She dropped her gaze to his sides and stared. "How |l ong have you . . .?" she
asked softly.

"It started about three nonths ago," he replied. "It's getting worse all the
tinme."
"You' ve seen a doctor?" |'mseeing Dr. Doran at County GCeneral."

The full inmpact of that took a monent to sink in. Dr. Delgado said, "Doran?
Isn't he a specialist in nuscular atrophy?"

"That's right." He held up his hands and sniled grimy. "Very nice, si? They
tellme it's what Lou Gehrig had."

"Cehrig's disease?" she said softly. She knew i nmedi ately what that neant -

t hi s broad-shoul dered, heal thy-1ooki ng man woul d be dead in two to five years.

"I"'msorry."

"Dr. Doran's sentinents exactly. Now I'll |eave you to your work." He noved
past her, went down the stairs, and was gone.

NI NE

Afternoon grayed into evening, and slowy the night approached fromthe east.
Wnds stirred lazily across the Mjave Desert and chilled as they swirled
across the nmountains into L.A. A slight trenmor broke a few wi ndows on Rodeo
Drive, and nade burglar alarms scream After nightfall dogs began to how in
the hills-their nmusic eerie and compelling, and pleasing to twice as nmany as
had |istened the night before.

And in the sky, caught only briefly by shopping center spotlights or the
bright gl ow from Sunset Boul evard bill boards advertising new al buns by the

St ones, Cheap Trick, and Rory Bl ack, the bats that had come fromtheir
mount ai n caves spun like a whirlw nd of dark | eaves.

Gayl e O arke turned off Lexi ngton Avenue into the parking |lot of the

Sandal wood Apartments, and i mredi ately saw Jack Kidd's airbrushed van in its
usual pl ace.

So, she thought, where have you been hiding? | sure could ve used sone

pi ctures at Ranona Heights today! She pulled up beside the van and |l eft her
car, wal king across the courtyard with its green-spotlighted pal mtrees.
Though the |l ot was alnost full, she noticed now that the apartments were dark
She reached Jack's door and saw that his apartnment was al so dark. Maybe he's
gone out of town with friends? she wondered. Wiere would he go? Wth the

G eenpeace peopl e maybe?

Pronoting his filmsomewhere? If that was the case, Trace was going to hit the
roof. Gayle found the key to Jack's door on her key chain and was about to
slip it into the | ock when she realized that the door was al ready cracked open
about two inches. Now that, she thought, is strange. Jack doesn't trust people



enough to | eave his apartnent door open. She pushed it w der and call ed out,
"Jack? You home?" When there was no answer, she frowned, stepped into the dark
room and felt along the wall until she found the light swtch.

The living roomcoffee table was overturned, and on the floor was a candle in
a puddl e of wax, a broken Bong pi pe, and a couple of books on Ansel Adans and
Davi d Hune Kennedy. "Jack?" Gayle called out again, and then noved through the
hal | way toward his bedroom The door was cl osed, and Gayl e paused a few
seconds, wondering what to do. The silence was thick and omi nous; it reni nded
her of the silence at Ranpbna Heights Cenetery in the wake of what had been
done the night before. She'd renenbered the faces of the policenen out there;
they'd been prepared to list it as just another case of vandalism but when
they'd seen those bones scattered in the warm norning sunlight, their faces
had turned alternately pale and greenish, and Gayl e had overheard several of

t hem specul ating that a satanic cult must be planning something really big, or
some mani ac |i ke Manson was on the | oose and doing this for kicks.

Good material for her story.

She opened the bedroom door and reached around for the light swtch.

Sonet hi ng grabbed her hand and yanked at it; pain exploded across her knuckl es
and up her wist. She screaned and wenched her hand back. It was covered with
bl ood.

And through the hal f-opened door cane a crouching figure that stared at her
with cold, hungry eyes. It was Jack's dog, and when it snarled Gayle could see
her blood flecking the animal's teeth. She stepped away fromthe thing,
backing into the wall. Two of Jack's franed photographs clattered to the

fl oor.

Conan advanced, stal king her as he would a rabbit. The dog was hunched low to
the floor, its back legs ready for the leap that would send his teeth directly
at her throat. Gayle took her handbag from around her shoul der and-sl ow vy,
very slowl y-coiled the strap around her uninjured wist. She hoped that when
the dog did | eap, she could strike it in the face; although she didn't carry
much nmakeup, she did have a book in there, as well as a wallet bulging with
photos and credit cards. Cout, she thought suddenly. |I'mcarrying clout. She
| ooked quickly to her side along the hallway to the living roomand wondered
whet her she could beat the dog to the door. No way, she decided. He'd be on ny
back before I'd taken three steps. Christ! She | ooked back and saw t hat Conan
had crept closer.

Now the dog's growing was | ow and guttural, brimmng with rage.

"Conan?" Gayl e whi spered, her voice shaking. "It's Gayle, boy. Stay back. Stay
back." She raised her armcarefully to position the handbag for a bl ow

The dog started to | eap, then stopped |less than a foot away fromher. Its eyes
had gone dull, and it was tilting its head |ike he was listening to one of

t hose hi gh-pitched whistles you get in pet shops. Wthout hesitation Conan

| eapt pass Gayle, ran along the hallway, and squeezed out through the front
door.

Rel i ef flooded her. God, she thought. That dammed dog was going to tear out ny
throat! She let her armfall to her side and | ooked at the wound on her other
hand. Conan had taken all the skin from her knuckles, and there were punctures
and scratches on two fingers. Blood was still welling up, but at |east the
mutt hadn't pierced any of the large veins. Christ, what was wong wth that
dammed dog? Jack shoul d have the bastard shot!

She turned toward the living roomand had taken two unsteady steps when she
heard a noi se-a nuffl ed, unpl easant sliding sound. She stopped, I|istening.

The noi se again-it was com ng fromthe darkened bedroom She reached around
her heart hammering, and hit the light switch.

The first thing she noticed was that there were no sheets on the mattress.

O herwi se the bedroom | ooked as it usually did-slightly runpled. She paused
atip the doorway and then stepped in. What was that sound? she wondered. And
where was it coming fronf? She stopped next to the bed and listened. Silence.
You' re imagi ning things, she told herself. Her hand throbbed. Fucking dog



ought to have his ass ki cked!

And then sonething cold gripped her ankle.

She | ooked down, her mputh opening in dunb bew | der ment .

A white clawl i ke hand held her ankle like a freezing vise; it had snaked out
frombeneath the bed. And then there was that sliding sound again, slow and

| abored. Gayle saw the fingers nmove. It was only then that she found her voice
and screaned, instantly thinking Scream fool! Wat good will it do? She

ki cked out, kicked again, and got her ankle free, then staggered backward
whil e a shape wapped in the white sheets withed its way out with sone
difficulty. The free hand began to rip at the cloth, to work it |oose fromthe
thing that lay within.

Run! a voice screaned in Gayle's head. Run! But she couldn't run. Her |egs
were nmade of rubber, and her mind had no control over them She watched in
horror as the hand began to wench the cloth away fromthe head.

I n anot her nonent she could see dark, tousled hair, a nustache and a beard
against a face so pallid it was al nbst transparent. The other hand worked its
way free, and now both hands were ripping the cloth away. "Jack!" CGayle said
when she found her voice. She stepped nearer, but when that head sw vel ed
around and she saw those dead, glittering eyes, she stopped, a knot of panic
filling her throat. "Jack?" she whi spered hoarsely, and thought, It's a trick
He's trying on his Hall oween makeup for ne! That dirty sonofabitch

Jack-or the thing that had been Jack Kidd-shrugged off the rest of the sheets
like a discarded snake skin and started to rise to his feet. H s eyes were

bl azi ng, and suddenly a bl ack tongue darted out and licked the lips. "Gayle
Jack whi spered, a sound like the quiet hissing of wind across newWy fallen
SNOW.

It was the sound of that voice that snapped Gayle's nerve. She'd never heard
anything like it before. She was filled with cold, consum ng dread. Jack
stepped forward, a quick grin flickering across his nouth.

Gayl e turned for the door and ran. She could sense rather than hear hi m behind
her; he seemed to be | eaping for her through the air instead of running. She
could feel his grinning face right behind her, radiating cold the way a

radi ator puts out heat. As she screamed and scranbl ed through the front door
she felt his hand grip her blouse. It tore, but Gayle kept running across the
courtyard toward the parking I ot. She was aware of shadow shapes lurking in
the corners, of grinning faces daubed green by the spotlights. Wen Gayle
dared to | ook back over her shoul der, she saw Jack's face only inches away,
floating like a green-lit nmoon. She stunmbled and fell to the grass. Jack
crouched over her, gripping her hair and forcing her head back

"NO " she screanmed. "PLEASE NO "

"Darling . . ." he said, his face com ng toward her relentlessly.

"My darling . . ." She heard the cold, wet sound of his lips parting

Sonet hing dark whirled into Gayle's |line of vision. She heard Jack grunt, and
then his weight lifted off her. Replaced by that of another figure, a |larger
man with a heavy, jow ed face that was as pallid and terrifying as Jack's; he
| eaned over Gayle and grinned, and within that grin Gayle saw the glitter of
fangs that al nost drove her over the brink into madness. She could snell a
grave-rot about him She screamed and twi sted, trying to fight himof as those
fangs noved closer to her throat. Before they could snap shut, Jack's arm
gripped the man's throat, and he was haul ed off Gayle. As she rolled away and
got to her feet, she could see themfighting in the grass, their fangs
snappi ng at each other |ike enraged ani nal s.

They're fighting over ne, she thought nunbly. Both of themwant to . . . want
to ... what sort of thing has Jack becone?

She didn't wait to see who won. She turned and ran, |osing a shoe. Sonething
rustled in the bushes to her right, and off to the side she saw anot her
figure-a woman in a glittery disco dress-steadily bearing down on her. Gayle
reached her car, |ocked the doors, and started the engine. The woman, her hair



dark and wild around a face that was fish-belly white, started clawing at the
wi ndshi el d, hammering at it with her fists. Gayle slamed the car into reverse
and crashed into Jack's Jo was sitting up in bed, a copy of The Thorn Birds in
her | ap, watching her husband unknot his tie and wearily get out of his shirt.
She knew there was trouble - he'd come honme fromthe office just after three
this afternoon, something he'd never done in the el even years of their
marriage. He'd picked listlessly at his dinner, sat with a black cloud on his
shoul der, and didn't even watch Monday Night Football. During the course of
the evening he'd hardly spoken to her, and though she was accustoned to his
troubl ed sil ences when he was working on a difficult case, she could tell this
was sonet hi ng bad; several times she caught himstaring off into space as if
dazed, or running a trenbling hand across his forehead.

And now it was alnmpst nine-thirty and a long tinme before nmorning. She knew him
wel I enough to know he'd have nore nightmares if he didn't talk to her about
this terrible thing. Sonmetimes he confided in her things she didn't like to
hear it' if finding a murdered infant or another of those Roach victins-but
she steel ed herself because she was his wife, that was his job and that was
how the world turned.

"So," she said finally, putting aside her book. "Do you want to tal k about it
now?"

He placed his shirt on a hanger in the closet, then returned his tie to the
tie rack.

"I"'mwaiting, Andy. It can't be that bad. Can it?"

He drew a long breath and turned toward her, and when she saw his eyes, she

t hought, Ch, yes. Oh, yes, it can be that bad. \Wen he spoke, his voice was
tired, but somewhere within it, Jo could hear a nervous trenble that set her

own nerves on edge. "I should have told you |l ong before this," he said softly.
"I should have trusted you first, before all others. But | was scared. | am
scar ed.

| didn't know until today that what | was thinking was right. 1'd hoped I was
wrong, that | was seei ng shadows where there were none, or cracking because of
the pressure. But now | know I'mright, and soon not even God Hinself will be

able to save this city."

van as she accel erated. Then she was roaring across the parking lot, the
horror in her disco dress running after her. She made the turn onto Lexington
with a screech of tires and | ooked in her rearview nmirror only after she was
four bl ocks away. A surge of tears blinded her, and her |ungs were heaving so
fast she thought she wouldn't ever be able to catch her breath. She jerked the
car to the curb, hearing horns blowing angrily, and sat with her face in her
hands.

I n anot her noment sonething tapped softly at her wi ndow, and Gayle cried out
when she | ooked up into the face of a figure standing by her car. "Wat do you
want ?" she shrieked, cowering. "What do you want ?"

"I want to see your license, mss," the policeman said. "You al nost caused a

t hree-car pileup back there!"

ELEVEN

"Andy, what are you talking about . . .7?"

He cane over and sat on the bed beside her, taking both her hands in his. "I
want you to leave in the nmorning. | want you to get away as far as you can go
When you' ve found a place, call me, and I'Il join you as soon as | can . "

"Andy!" she said, shocked. "Wy?"

"Because they're going to be in the streets soon, going from house to house
all across this city. And sone ni ght-possibly not tonorrow or the night after
but some night-they're going to cone to our house." His voice cracked, and Jo
squeezed hi s hand.

"What is it?" she pleaded. "Please tell me what's wong!"

"Al'l right. Yes, | have to tell you ..." And then it all came out, fromthe



i nci dent at Hol |l ywood Menorial to the living corpses found in East L.A As he
spoke, his voice becane nore and nore frantic, nore consuned with fear. Jo

gri pped his hands until she could feel the bones grinding. He finished by
telling her of his outburst in the Dos Terros tenenment, and how Sully Reece
had driven himback to Parker Center in silence, glancing over at himonce or
twice as if he were one of those crazed transients who sleep on the grass
under Beethoven's striding statue in Pershing Square.

He smiled grimy at her through haunted eyes. "My days on the force are
nunbered. | know that. |'mcrazy, yes? Insane, just as they said my nother
was.

But my nother knew. For years | believed she shot ny father because she was

i nsane, but now | know differently. It took a great deal of courage for her to
pul | those shotgun triggers, but she knew that just because the thing | ooked
like ny father didn't mean it was truly him She was trying to save our lives,

and because | didn't understand that | ... | hated her for ... a very long
time." Tears sprang to his eyes and quickly he w ped them away. "Now | see
them com ng again. | see themconquering this city just as they conquered

Kr aj eck.

And when they've finished here . . ." New terror choked him "My God, Jo!
They' Il nunmber in the mllions! No power on earth will be able to stop them.

[ w
"Andy," Jo said quietly, "when | was a little girl, nmy parents told me stories
about the vanpir. But those were | egends, old tales that had been passed down
fromgeneration to generation. W live in a nodern age now and-" she stopped,
seeing the fury in his eyes.

"You don't believe either? Jo, can't you see? They don't want us to believe
because if we recognize themin our mdst, we can guard oursel ves agai nst

t hem

W can hang garlic on the windows and nail crucifixes to the doors! They want
us to laugh, to say 'that can never be!' Wen we close our eyes, we help them
hi de, and we hel p them conme one step closer to our front door!"

"You can't be certain," she reasoned.

"I amcertain. | saw those bodies today. They'll be awakeni ng soon, and the
only thing | can do is rant and rave like a maniac. Ch, | can take a can of
gasoline and a torch and try to burn them before they escape into the streets,
but then what woul d happen? I'Il be | ocked away, and tonorrow there will be

twi ce as nany vanpir as there are today."

"Have you told anyone el se?"

"No. Who could I talk to? Who woul d believe? | see in your eyes that you don't
beli eve either. You've always thought my nother was insane, that she shot ny
father in a fit of madness, and that whenever she ranbl ed on about the vanpir,
they were the imaginings of a fevered brain. But it's the truth! | know t hat
now. | see it clearly!"

The bedsi de tel ephone rang suddenly. Pal atazin reached over and picked it up
"Hel | 0?"

"Captain Palatazin? This is Lieutenant Martin. Detective Zeitvogel and Farris
just called in with a positive ID on that plate you were tracing. It's 285
Zero Tango Hotel, and it belongs to a guy naned Walter Benefield, residence
Nurmber Sevent een Mecca Apartments, 6th and Coronado near MacArthur Park."
"They're at the scene now?" Hi s heart was beating so wildly he could hardly
hear hinself talk.

"Yes sir. Shall | send a backup unit?"

"No, not yet. |'mgoing over nyself. Thanks for calling, Johnny." He hung up
and rose fromthe bed, taking another shirt fromthe closet and hurriedly
putting it on.

"What is it?" Jo said tensely. "Were do you have to go?"

"Across town," he said, reaching up on the closet shelf for his

shoul der-hol ster. He strapped it on, then shrugged into his brown tweed coat.



Jo was putting on her robe, and she followed hi m downstairs.
"I's it something about the Roach?" she asked.
"You will be careful, won't you? You're not as young as you used to be, Andy.
You | et the younger nen take the risks. Are you listening to ne?"
"Yes," he said. "OF course." But he wasn't really |istening-he was thinking
that he could hear a distant voice speaking urgently in his brain .
"Be careful,” Jo said, buttoning his coat for him "Renmenber

and the voice was telling himthat after tonight things would never be
the sane in his life again because tonight he would take a step that woul d

change the fate of a million people.
" | et the younger nen take the risks. Do you hear?" He nodded, kissed
her, and wal ked out of the house into the still, cool night. At the car he

turned back and said to her, "Remenber to | ock the door." Then he slid behind
t he wheel, aware of the weight of the .38 beneath his left arm He started the
engi ne and drove away into the darkness.

DARK PRI NCE
Tuesday, Cctober 29

At twenty mnutes after m dnight Pal atazin was sitting in his car at the curb
of Coronado Street, two bl ocks from MacArt hur Park. The sign MECCA ROOVS- DAY,
WEEK, OR MONTH blinked in glaring blue neon in the mddle of the block; the
building itself was made of yellow brick with ornamental blue tiles that m ght
have | ooked decorative twenty or nore years ago. Now the whol e thing | ooked
cheap and tawdry; many of the tiles were cracked and blistered with

spray-pai nted sl ogans in Spani sh scraw ed across the side of the building that
faced a narrow service alley. Every so often a drunk woul d stagger out of the
Club Feliz next door and barely make it into that alley before throw ng up
Coronado Street caught sone of the neon glitter from6th Street and Wlshire
Boul evard but was in itself essentially dark, its old buildings that dated
fromthe twenties clustered together like a flock of black crows.

Across the street a match flared inside a parked white Chevrolet. Pal atazin
could see Farris's profile as he lit his cigarette. Karris was a big, bulky
man whose' favorite sport was professional westling; he had bl ack, beetlelike
eyes that could freeze a suspect a bl ock away. Around Parker Center he was
call ed The Wheel only half-jokingly because when he roll ed over sonebody, they
didn't get up for a very long time. Palatazin could see the dark outline of

Zei tvogel watching himinstead of the Mecca, but he brushed off the notion as
par anoi a.

When Pal at azin had reached the scene from his house, Zeitvogel had briefed him
on the situation: At around nine o' clock he and Farris had cone to the Mecca T
, to check the sixteenth name on their list. No one had answered Benefield's
door but they'd run into the building' s manager downstairs.

He' d taken one | ook at the composite picture and positively identified it as
bei ng the man who rented Apartment 17. So Zeitvogel then ran the name Walter
Benefield through the Vehicle ID conputers and gotten the tag nunber back on a
73 gray Vol kswagen Beetle. Then he'd called in to tell the nightwatch officer
Li eut enant Martin.

An hour before mdnight, the manager, M. Pietro, funbled with his keys in the
narrow, dimy-lit corridor and finally slipped one into the door of No. 17.

"I wouldn't do this if |I couldn't tell it was inportant,” he said to the three
pol i cemen standi ng around him "I nean, | know you cops wouldn't want to

i nvade anybody's private property wi thout good reason, huh?"

"W have good reason," Palatazin told him "And we're not invading, M.

Pietro.

We're sinply going to |l ook around for a mnute or two."

"Ch, sure, sure." The lock clicked open. Pietro switched on the lights, and
the nmen stepped inside. The room was cl austrophobic, and instantly Pal atazin



was aware of a bitter aroma that m ght have been burnt al nonds. d othes were
piled on a chair and scattered on the floor, and the bed was unmade. Pal atazin
saw the pictures of weightlifters taped up around the headboard. He had
started toward that corner of the room when he sensed a scurrying notion from
a battered old card table. He stopped and stared at three glass tanks filled
wi t h huge bl ack roaches tunbling and crawl i ng over each other; he drew his
breath in sharply.
"Look at that," he told the others.
"Jeez!" M. Pietro said incredulously. "Wat's he doing with all those .
things in here? Listen, | run a clean place . "
"Yeah," Karris said, and peered into one of the tanks. "Ugly little suckers,
aren't they?"
Pal at azin stepped away fromthe table and gazed at the pictures on the wall,
t hen back at Pietro, who | ooked thoroughly revolted. "Where does Benefield
work, M. Pietro?"
"Qut in West L. A He works for one of those bug-spray conpanies. An
exterm nator."
"Do you know t he name of the conpany?"
"Nope. Sorry." He glanced at the roaches again and shivered. "Jeez, do you
thi nk Benefield' s bringin' his work home with him or sonethin' ?"
"I doubt it." Palatazin | ooked over to where Karris was going through a chest
of drawers. "Take it easy with that, Karris, we don't want to tear the nman's
furniture apart. M. Pietro, what tine is Benefield usually at hone?"
"Al'l hours, in and out." Pietro shrugged. "Sonme nights he cones in, stays a
little while, and then | eaves again. |'ve gotten to where | can recogni ze al
the tenants' footsteps now, you see. My ears are real good. Anyway, he don't
keep no regul ar hours."
"What sort of person is he? Do you talk with himvery nmuch?"
"No, he keeps to hinself. Seenms okay, though." Pietro grinned, showing a gold
tooth. "He pays his rent on tine, which is nore than you can say for a | ot of
them No, Benefield don't talk too much. Ch, one time when | couldn't sleep
and was listenin' to my radi o, Benefield knocks on the door-I guess it was
about two in the norning, couple of weeks ago-and he seemed to want to talk,
so |l let himin. He was real excited about sonmethin', said ... | don't know,
it was crazy .

that he'd been out |ooking for his old | ady, and he thought he'd seen her
Two o' clock in the nornin'," Pietro abruptly shrugged and turned to watch
Zei tvogel runmagi ng under the bed.
"ddlady? Do you nean his girlfriend?"
"No. H's nom H's old lady."
Zeitvogel said, "Here's sonmething,"” and pulled out a box of nagazines from
under the bed. It was an odd m xture of com ¢ books, nuscle magazi nes, and
por no.
Zeitvogel held up a couple of publications devoted to bondage, and Pal atazin
frowned with distaste. Lying on the bed were a pair of black handgrips used
for strengthening hand and wi st nuscles. Pal atazin picked up one of them and
tried to squeeze it, finding the resistance quite powerful. He made the
connection between them and the crushing hands that had killed four young
worren and laid the grip back down where it had been. He checked the bat hroom
finding a tub with a couple of inches of standing water in it. In the nedicine
cabinet there were bottles of Bufferin, Excedrin, Tylenol. It seened that
Benefi el d was pl agued wi th headaches.
"Captain," Zeitvogel said, offering hima yell owi ng Kodak snapshot as he cane
out of the bathroom The picture showed a blond, slightly rotund woman sitting
with her arm around a young boy on a sofa. The boy wore thick glasses and had
a crew cut, and he was snmiling vacantly into the canmera; the wonan's | egs were
crossed, one fleshy thigh over the other, a crooked grin on her face.
Pal at azi n studi ed the photograph for a nonment, catching what he thought was a
strange gl assy ook in the woman's eyes, as if she'd been drinking too nuch.
"Have you ever seen Benefield s nmother, M. Pietro?" he asked.



"Nope. Never."

Farris was probing around the stove and sink. He bent down, opened a cupboard,
and brought out a bottle half-filled brownish liquid. He unscrewed the cap and
sniffed it, and in the next instant dark notes were spinning in front of his
eyes. He jerked his head away and said, "Shit! Wat's this stuff?" He quickly
capped it and coughed violently a couple of tinmes, having the sensation of oi
clinging to his lungs. Hs nostrils seened to be on fire. Pal atazin took the
bottle fromhimand sniffed around the cap. "M. Pietro, do you know what this
is?"

"Looks like old piss to ne."

Farris caught his breath and | ooked under the sink again, bringing out a
few'"

dry rags. "Don't know what that is, captain, but it's wicked. The snmell of it

down here'll knock you out."
"Zeitvogel ," Pal atazin said quietly, "go down to your car and call in on our
friend, will you? Let's see if he's got a rap sheet."

Zeitvogel was back in fifteen m nutes. "Bingo, captain,” he said. "Benefield s
got a long record of assaults, a couple of nolestation charges, a Peeping Tom
and an attenpted rape. He spent eight years in and out of nental wards and did
a stretch at Rathnore Hospital ."

Pal at azi n nodded, staring at the cages full of scrabbling roaches. He put the
bottl e back where it had been and cl osed the cupboard. He wanted to shout,
"YES, WE'VE GOT HHM " but he knew that wasn't the case.

There was a long way to go yet in proving that Benefield had anything to do

with the four nmurders. "We'Il wait for himto conme hone," Pal atazin said,
trying to keep his voice steady. "M. Pietro, we're going to be outside in our
cars. | think the best thing for you to do is sinply stay in your room All

right? If you hear Benefield cone in, don't |eave your roomto be friendly."
"You going to arrest hinP What's he done?"

"We just want to ask hima few questions. Thank you for showi ng us his room
M. Pietro. W'Il take care of the rest.”

And now Pal atazin sat in his car, waiting. Several tinmes he thought he saw a
Vol kswagen approachi ng down Coronado, but it never was. The bitter, al nondy
odor of that liquid in the bottle stayed with him In a rag, pressed up
tightly against the nostrils, that stuff would probably act |ike a kind of
chl or of or m

it was evidently some substance or mx of solutions that Benefield used at
wor k.

If he was the Roach-and those roaches in the tanks indicated nore than
anyt hi ng that he was-he had found a darker kind of work. But if he was the
Roach, why had he changed his MO ? He hoped that if Benefield was given
enough rope, he might hang hinmself with it, or at least trip hinself up

The minutes crept into hours. Soon there were no nore cars noving al ong
Coronado, and the only novenent at all was the quick flicker of a match as

Farris lit another cigarette. | can wait, Palatazin said nentally. You'll have
to come home sonetinmes. And when you do, M. Benefield, I'Il be right here .
T™™D

Wes Ri cher woke up in the darkness, his head buzzing with Chablis and his
stomach full of Scandia's Danish sole. At once he knew t hat Sol ange wasn't

| ying beside him and when he | ooked up, he could see her figure outlined in
nmoonl i ght, naked and chocol ate brown, holding a curtain aside as she | ooked
out of the w ndow onto Charing Cross Road.

He wat ched her sleepily, the events of the night happily junbling together in
his head-the calls and congratul ati ons fromthe ABC brass over "Sheer Luck"; a
call fromhis father in Wnter H I, North Dakota, telling himhow proud his
not her woul d have been if only she were alive; Jimy Kline calling to tell him



that Arista was biting on the record contract hook and that the "Tonight" show
people were inquiring to see if Wes m ght guest-host after the first of
Novenber; a congratulatory call from Cher, whom Ws had net at a party for
CGene Sinmons; and then the dinner that evening with Jimy, Ml Brooks, and
Brooks's screenwiter, A Kaplan. The part was being rewitten for himwth a
coupl e of added scenes to spotlight some of that "goyemklutz," as Brooks
called it, that he showed in "Sheer Luck." At the end of the evening, Brooks
had squeezed his cheek and said, "I love that face!" Wich neant for Ws, as
far as Quattlebaumi s was concerned, noney in the bank

He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and said huskily, "Solange? Wat is it?"

She didn't nove fromthe wi ndow. Her head was cocked to one side, a black
statue, listening. Ws let his gaze roam appreciatively down her back, al ong
the smooth curving spine, to the firmroundness of the buttocks and the
swel I ing of her upper thighs. He'd been between those thighs | ess than an hour
before; the sheets were still bunched at the bottom of the bed, the room
filled with the peppery scent of desire. He could feel hinself responding
agai n, and he sat up, supporting his head on one arm "Sol ange?" he said.
"Cone back to bed."

When she turned toward him he saw her eyes-they were hollow pits in her fine

skull. "I heard a scream Wes," she whispered. "From across the street."
"A screanf? You were probably dream ng."
"No," she said, her voice like velvet and steel. "I wasn't dreaming. | heard a

scream Who |ives across the street?"

Wes struggl ed up out of bed and stood beside her, peering out into the night
and feeling pretty stupid about going along with her even this far. "Unh ...
think Dick Clark lives over there ... no, wait a mnute. It's Dick Marx. He
produced the Sea Wl f remake with Richard Gere last year. | think." He
couldn't really see the house, just the tops of trees and a chi mey perched

over a high brick wall. "I don't hear anything," he said after another nonent.
"I think we should call the police."

"The police? Wiy? Listen, Dick Marx has a reputation for ... you know ...
little S&M thrills? Maybe he just got carried away with the latest girlfriend.
Calling "I the cops would be a faux pas, right?"

"I don't agree. What | heard was not a scream of pleasure. WIIl you call the
police or shall |?"

"Ckay, okay. Christ, when you get sonething on your mnd, you hang on to it
until hell freezes, don't you?" He stepped over to the phone beside the bed
and dial ed 911. Wen the operator answered, he said sinply, "Sonebody screaned
in Bel Air" then he gave the address, and hung up. "There," he said to

Sol ange. "Did | do ny duty?"

"Come here, Wes," Sol ange said. "Hurry!"

He did. She gripped his arm "I saw soneone crawl over the wall. Look! Did you
see that?"

"I don't see a thing."

"Someone's in our yard, Wes!" she said, her voice rising and she gripped his
armtighter. "Call back. Tell the police to hurry!"

"Ch, shit! I'mnot calling themagain!" He | eaned closer to the glass and
tried to nake out a figure noving, but it was pitch black; the arns of trees
waved in the wind. "There's nobody outside. Cone on back to bed . . ."

He was about to turn away fromthe w ndow when he heard it. At first he

t hought it was the high wailing of wind, but then the sound became hi gher and
stronger, the wail of a human voice-a little girl's voice-that ended in a
cascade of silvery laughter like water bubbling in a fountain. "I seeeeeeee
youuuuuuuu, "

the voice said. "There at the wi nnnnnndowwwwwy, " More chil dlike | aughter, and
now Vs t hought he could see a figure standing down there on the neatly

mani cured | awn beside a thin pine tree. He was al nost sure he saw a white gown
bei ng whi pped by the wind, a | ong mane of reddi sh-blond hair, a grinning
nmoonface staring up at him But he heard the voice again, and it seened to be
coming froma different place entirely. "Come outside!" it called sweetly.



"Wn't you cone out and be ny pl aymate?"

Wes narrowed his eyes. He was only marginally aware that Sol ange's fingernails
were digging into his arm Sonething noved beside that pine tree, and now Ws
was sure he could see a little girl down there. She was barefoot and carrying
what | ooked |ike a Raggedy Armdoll. "Mster!" she called out. "Please cone
outside and play with nme!l"

There was sonething in her voice that nade Ws want to go to that little girl.
That voice was so sweet, so conpelling, so innocent. It rang in his head |ike
Christmas bells in the church at Wnter Hll, and suddenly there were six

i nches of new snow on the ground, and he was ten-year-old Wsley Richer, stuck
in his roomwith a head cold the day after Christmas while all the other kids
were playing in the snowwith their new sleds. He could see the bundl ed
figures of the big kids way out on the frozen, nilky surface of Massey Pond;

t hey picked on hi m because he was sickly and skinny, but he'd nenorized a | ot
of jokes froma couple of books at the library, and now even Brad Or was

begi nning to | augh at them and call hi m Funnyman. From his w ndow he coul d see
t hem skating around the pond, turning slow circles and figure eights |ike
people fromthose Currier and lves pictures Momliked. And the sleds had
already left a hundred runner trails on Frosty Slope; ice glittered there in
the weak gray sunlight Iike the dust of crushed dianonds, and a distant figure
raised a nmttened hand to wave at him

There was a pretty girl he didn't know standi ng underneath his wi ndow. "Cone
outside!" she called, grinning up at him "Let's play!"

"Can't!" he called back. "Momsays no. | gotta cold!"

"I can nake you all better!" the little girl said. "Come on! You can junp
right through the w ndow "

Wes smiled. "Aww, you're foolin'!" She was barefoot in the snow, and rmaybe she
was so pal e because she was really cold.

"No, I'mnot! Your friends are waiting for you." She gestured vaguely in the
direction of Massey Pond. "I can take you to them"

"Ch . . ." He was tired of staying in the house, he wanted to get out and run

in the cold wind with the snow crunchi ng underfoot, and naybe he woul dn't even
need any shoes either. Sure would be nice to do a bellyflop down the Sl ope.

" Ckay, "

he said excitedly. "Ckay! I'Il cone out!"

The girl nodded. "Hurry!" she said.

And suddenly a strange thing happened. There was a pretty chocol at e-col ored

| ady standing beside him gripping his arm She |eaned forward and bl ew on the
wi ndow, instantly fogging it. Then she drew a cross in the fogged part with
her forefinger and munbl ed sonet hing: "Nsanbi kuna ezul u, nsanbi kuna ntoto!"
Wesl ey Richer said, "Huh?"

The little girl beneath the wi ndow screaned piercingly, her face contorting
into a gray mask of horror. Instantly it all changed- Massey Pond and Frosty

Sl ope and all the distant figures skating and sledding whirled out of Ws's
brain |ike cobwebs caught in a high wind. The little girl staggered backward,
gnashi ng her teeth. Sol ange shouted "GET AWAY!" and fogged the wi ndow agai n,
drawi ng anot her cross and repeating the incantation again, but this time in
English, "God is in heaven, God is in earth!"

The little girl hissed and spat, her back arching like a cat's. Then she ran

across the lawn toward the wall. When she reached it, she turned and screaned,
"I"1l get you for that! 1'Il make you pay for hurting nme!" And then she
scranbl ed over the wall, her bare legs the last thing to di sappear

Wes' s knees sagged. Sol ange caught him and hel ped hi mback to the bed. "What
is it?" he said. "What happened?" He | ooked up at her through gl azed eyes.
"Gonna go skate," he said. "Snow fell last night."

She put the sheet over himand smoothed it down. She was shaking so hard her
teeth were chattering. "No, no," she said softly. "You had a dream that's
all.”



"A drean?" He | ooked at her and blinked. "Dick Marx lives across the street,
that's who."

"Go to sleep,"” Solange told him and in another nmonent his eyes closed. She
stood over himuntil his breathing was even and deep, and then she returned to
the wi ndow. The pine trees nmoved fitfully, as if the dull terror that gripped
at her soul gripped the soul of nature as well. She wasn't certain what the

t hi ng had been, but she knew fromits violent reaction to the cross and the
nane of God-a powerful talisman in all |anguages-that it was something
terribly evil. She recalled with a shudder the messages fromthe spirit world
as spoken through the Quija board. Evil. They thirst. Evil. They thirst. She
drew a chair up before the wi ndow and sat down to neditate. She did not nove
agai n before daylight.

THREE

"You want anot her cup of coffee, Mss C arke?"

Gayl e | ooked up. She was huddl ed on a bench in the main corridor of the
Hol | ywood police precinct building where she'd been brought hours before,
after, she'd crunbled in hysterics in front of the officer who' d stopped her
for reckless ; driving. She thought she mi ght have fallen asleep for a few

m nutes or passed out because she hadn't heard the patient desk sergeant naned
Branson come up behind her. She didn't want to sleep; she was afraid of it
because she knew she'd see Jack comi ng for her in her nightmares, those
burni ng eyes set in a bleached skull, the fangs in his mouth naking himl ook
li ke sonme strange hybrid between man and dog. She shook her head, refusing the
cof fee, and hugged her knees to her chin. Her hand had been cl eaned and

bandaged, but the fingers still throbbed, and she wondered if she would have
to get rabies shots.

"Uh ... Mss Carke, | don't think you have to stick around here anynore," the
desk sergeant said. "I nean, | appreciate the conmpany and all, but you can't
stay here all night."

"Why not ?"

"Well, why should you? You've got a place to live, don't you? | mean, it's

quiet in here right now, but |later on we're going to have hookers, hustlers,

pi nps, junkies, all kinds of lowife stunbling in here. You don't want to be

around all that, now, do you?"

"I don't want to go hone," she said weakly. "Not yet."

"Yeah, well " He shrugged and sat down on the bench beside her, making a

bi g deal out of checking a scuff mark on his shoe. "It's safe for you to go

hone," he said finally wi thout |ooking at her. "Nothing's going to get you."

"You don't believe nme either, do you? That first dunb clod didn't believe ne,

neither did your lieutenant, and you don't either."

He smiled faintly. "What's to believe or not believe? You told us what you

saw, and it was checked out. The officers found a I ot of enpty apartnents and

a coupl e of dogs running around . "

"But you'll admit it was goddammed strange that all those apartnents were

unl ocked at el even o' clock at night, won't you? That's not conmon in

Hol | ywood, is it?"

"Who knows what's conmmon or uncommon in Holl ywood?" Branson said quietly. "The

rul es change every day. But this stuff about your boyfriend being sonme kind of
what did you say he was? Vampire or werewol f?"

She was silent.

"Vanmpire, didn't you say? Well, couldn't he have been wearing a Hal |l oween nask

maybe?"

"I't was no mask. You peopl e have overl ooked the npst inportant point-what

happened to all those people in that apartnent conplex? Did they all step off

into the Twilight Zone or sonething? Wiere are they?"

"That | wouldn't know anythi ng about," Branson said, getting to his feet. "But

I'd suggest you go on hone now, huh?" He noved back toward his desk, feeling



her stare boring into the back of his neck. O course, he hadn't told her that
Li eutenant Wlie was over at the Sandal wood Apartnents right now with a team
of officers, going over every roomw th vacuum cl eaners and roping the place
off fromthe street. Branson could tell that Wlie was nore than a little
wor ri ed.

VWhen Wlie's left eyebrow started to tick, that was a sure sign sonething was
cooking. This d arke wonan had answered all the questions she could, and she'd
put some questions of her own to the officers, who of course couldn't cone up
wi th any decent answers. Wlie had told himenphatically to get rid of her
since she was a real thorn in the ass. Branson sat behind his desk, shuffled
papers, and stared at the tel ephone, wishing it would ring with a good

ol d-f ashi oned robbery or nugging. This vanpire shit was for the birds. No, he
deci ded, mmke that for the bats.

FOUR

Awaken, the voice whispered. Mtch G deon heard it quite clearly. But he
didn't have to open his eyes because they were already open; his head sinply
seened to jerk backward, and his vision cleared as if he'd been | ooking
through frosted glass. It took hima nonment to fully realize where he was.
When he did, the shock of it al nbst staggered him

He was standing in the entrance foyer of the G deon Funeral Hone Nunber Four
on Beverly Boul evard near CBS Television City. Behind himthe heavy

chrone- and- oak doors stood wi de open to the street; a cold breeze was rushing
in around him He heard a noise like the tinkling of Chinese wi nd chines and
| ooked to his side-he was holding his key ring with the key that unlocked the

front doors still grasped between his thunb and forefinger. He was wearing
brown bedroom slippers and his brown velour robe with the initials "M5' on the
breast pocket over his usual white silk pajamas. |'min ny pajamas? he asked

hi nsel f incredul ously.

What the fuck's going on here? Am | dream ng, hypnotized, or what?

Overhead a huge chandelier with electric candles lit up the entrance foyer

with a rich golden glow. He didn't remenber flicking the wall swtch. Dam!

he thought, | don't remenber anything since | got into bed beside Estelle at.
what tinme had that been? He | ooked at his wist but knew his watch was

sitting on the Lj chest of drawers in the master bedroom where he put it every

ni ght before going to sleep. He felt |ike shouting the two questions al oud:

What am | doi ng here? And how the hell did | get down from Laurel Canyon to

Beverly Boulevard in nmy sleep for Christ's sake?

G deon turned and wal ked back out of the building into the parking |ot.

There sat his Lincoln Continental in the space marked "M. G deon Only." But

there was another vehicle in the parking lot as well-a large U Haul truck. He

stepped closer to it but didn't see anyone sitting in the cab. And when he

| ooked back at they Tudor-style funeral hone, he saw a light burning in a

wi ndow on the upper floor. My office, he realized. Have | been up there

wor ki ng? How did | get out of the house? By sl eepwal king? Didn't Estelle hear

nme | eave? He seened to renmenber being behind the wheel of his car, the hot

spl ash of headlights and traffic signals on his face, but he'd thought that

was only a dream He was grateful that tonight he wasn't dream ng of that

conveyor belt full of coffins where the worknen were beginning to grin at him

as if he were one of their own. Hs brain felt feverish and violated, as if

someone or somet hing had peel ed back to the top of his head and gone to work

in there, fitting himwth a wi ndup key that could be turned to send him

spinning nmadly in any chosen direction

He whirled around and stared into the dark distance. It was that goddammed

house, he thought suddenly, that castle where sone nani ac had sawed Oion

Kronsteen's head off. The place was preying on his mnd, intruding into his

t hought s both day and ni ght, making himcrazy. He thought he could see the

castl e even now outlined agai nst the darkness in bloodred neon. Crazy, he

t hought, I'm going fuckin' crazy!



And fromthe corner of his eye, he sawthe light go off in his office. G deon
stared at the black wi ndow, his heart beating rapidly. Chill bunps had risen
on his arns and | egs beneath the silk pajamas. My God, he thought. Ch, ny God

did I unlock the doors for sonmeone el se? He wal ked back across the parking | ot
to the building's threshold. The only sound in the entire funeral hone seened
to be the ticking of a |arge grandfather clock at the far end of the centra
corridor where a wide marble staircase with black cherrywood bani sters curved
gracefully up to the second fl oor. G deon noved al ong that corridor until he
could make out the hands on the clock-two-ten. He'd closed his eyes in his own
bedroom at just after twelve o' clock

From somewhere upstairs there cane a muffled, soft thunp. G deon knew what
that sound was fromyears of hearing it-the noise of a coffin lid closing,
probably in the first of the three display roonms. He cane to the end of the
corridor, the grandfather clock ticking madly in his head. And he started up
the I ong stairway, hand clenching the bannister. There was another corridor on
the second floor and several rooms on either side; at the corridor's end a
shorter stairway led up to the third floor and the administrative offices.

G deon's searching hand found the wall switch, and instantly the corridor was
it by a dozen wall-mounted electric candles. On the first of the polished oak
doors there was a gol den plaque that said Blue Room and underneath that in
white plastic letters pressed agai nst a bl ack vel vet background, M. WIlIliam
R Tedf ord.

G deon opened the door and pressed another wall switch. A sapphire-colored
chandelier blazed to life. Everything in the roomwas blue-walls, ceiling,
carpet, sofa, and chairs. Blue flowers peeked from azure vases; a six-foot
statue of a blue angel with unfolding wings stood in a corner; the guest book
powder blue, sat atop an indigo pedestal. But the roomis main fixture,
supported on a royal blue dais, was a cl osed ebony coffin containing the
remains of a certain M. Tedford.

From farther along the hallway came the quiet sound of a door closing. "Wo's
t here?" G deon said, his voice sounding weak and defenseless in the thick
silence. He stood where he was for a noment, listening, and then noved forward
past the Gold Room past the Green Room past the Anber Room He peered
cautiously into the Red Room switching on a chandelier that Iit up the place
like the center of an inferno. He could alnost snell the sul phur and snoke.

But then he saw that the coffin's lid was propped open and, as he neared it,
he realized with a start of alarmthat the corpse-an elderly woman in a pale
pi nk gown-was snoking a cigarette

O rather, a burning cigarette had been forced between the dead lips. It was
al nost out now because, of course, she wasn't inhaling. A few ashes |lay on her
cheek, gray against artificial peach. Someone's playing a joke, G deon thought
angrily as he plucked out the cigarette and tossed it aside. It's not very
funny. Not very funny at all

He was answered by a single peal of l|laughter fromone of the other display
rooms. He went back out to the corridor, trenbling, wanting to run but know ng
he coul dn't hide. "Were are you?" he shouted. "Wat do you want with ne?"
There were two nmore roons farther along the hall-the Violet Roomand the Wite
Room

G deon | ooked from door to door, his legs refusing to nove. "Wat do you

want ?"

he shouted again. "I'mgoing to call the police if you don't get out of here!"
Dead sil ence.

G deon threw open the door to the Violet Room It crashed against the wall,
knocki ng down a gilt-franed picture of purple flowers in a dark green and
lilac field. He approached the coffin and | ooked in, recoiling instantly. The
corpse-a shrunken old man with sharply protrudi ng cheekbones-had been pai nted
to look like a clow. There were red spots of l|ipstick covering his cheeks and



the bulb of his nose, the |lips had been painted bright red and the sewn-shut
eyelids as well. G deon slamed down the coffin's Iid and backed away into the
corridor, where he turned to face the Wite Roonis door

He stepped inside, holding his breath in this place of glacial, heavenly
whiteness. In this room the nost expensive and ornate of all the display
roonms, even the coffin was white with trim There was a white grand piano with
gol d-pl ated keys repl aci ng the bl ack ones, and a | ong bl ack-and-white checked

sofa. Two tall, golden candel abra stood on either side of the coffin dais,
each holding six electric candles that now guttered with golden light. But
there was no one in here, no one at all. "C G deon, bloated with relief,

turned toward the door. And then the ice-white coffin began to open. He
whirled around, a long whine beginning in his throat. The coffin's lid rose,
pushed by a bare arm Wen it was fully open, the corpse sat up. It was a
young Chicano boy with shining black hair, wearing a white T-shirt and dirty
jeans. G deon could see that he'd been lying on top of the other corpse in the
coffin, a blue-haired society matron who'd ki cked off in her sleep, and now
the boy started to clinb out of the coffin, his dark eyes transfixing G deon
He reached out, felt the silk Iining of the coffin, and grinned. "Real nice,
man," he said softly. "You know how to make 'emreal good, don't you?"

G deon couldn't speak. Couldn't nmove. Couldn't think

"Just trying it on for size, M. Gdeon," the boy said, his gaze flicking to

t he corner.

And the bl ack-haired girl who' d been standing there reached for Mtch G deon's
t hr oat .

FI VE

"Ah," Prince Conrad Vul kan said softly, pressing his white fingers to his
tenmpl e. He opened his green cat eyes and | ooked across the roomat Phillip
Fal co. "There. Mtch G deon is ours. W can begin mass production tonorrow
ni ght."

"Sir, if you'll allow nme," Falco began quietly, "you took a great risk in

bringi ng hi mdown fromhis hone |ike that
"Ri sk? What risk?" WVul kan's eyes noved, green marbles in a pallid face, toward
his servant. "If the police had stopped him he sinmply woul d have awakened
fromhis trance. That's all. We need the coffins; we need his factory. And
what mlitary leader in all of history has been a stranger to risks?" He sat
notionl ess for a nonment, then rose to his feet and noved across the

stone-fl oored roomto the huge fireplace. It was | arge enough to hold nore
than a cord of wood, but now only six or seven logs blazed in there, and the
yel | ow or ange gl ow spl ashed across the vanpire's face. There were crates
scattered about the room sone of themopen, with old rare books spilling out.
Beauti ful paintings, many of them cracked and faded but obviously the work of
masters, hung on the walls along with delicate fragnents of rotted tapestries.
At the center of the roomthere was a | arge blue-and-red Oriental carpet and a
| ong, polished table on which sat a silver candel abra and eight guttering

bl ack candl es. Before Vul kan's bl ack velvet chair were maps of L.A., Torrence,
d endal e, Pasadena, Conpton, and nost of Orange and Los Angel es counti es.

Vul kan stared into the fire, his eyes glittering. Soon the servant who call ed
hi nsel f Roach would be bringing himhis food for the night, and the prospect
of drinking hot bl ood made hi meager and inpatient. He had mi ssed his feeding
| ast ni ght because he felt it unwise to use that human again so quickly.

He' d been readi ng the newspapers Fal co brought to him and he knew that it
woul d be foolish to do sonething that would call needl ess attention to his
servant.

"Roach will be here soon," he said, watching a log burst into flame. He
pondered what had to be done tonight; fast or slow, that was the question
"Master," Falco said, stepping closer. "That nman is dangerous. He takes
chances. He's going to cause you harm. "

"Why shoul d you care?" the prince asked softly.



Fal co paused for a nonment, watching the slight figure dappled red and bl ack by

the flames. "I only nean to say, Master, that the police are bound to catch
hi m sooner or later. |I know you' ve chosen hi m because you found his m nd npst
receptive, but the tine is comng for you to dispose of him | could bring

them for you. Wiy not let ne?"
Vul kan turned toward the other man, smiling slightly. "Let you? Let you,

Phillip? Tine has used you all up. There's nothing left of you. You're old and
weak, and the wonen would get away fromyou too easily. No Roach is young,
strong, and . . . new " Vulkan regarded himin silence for a nonent, then
shook his head. "No, Phillip. If anyone causes nme harm it will be you. Wn't
it?"

"Me?" A cold flame of terror flared in Falco's soul. "I don't understand what
you're-"

"Ch, yes, you do. It's time to stop the charade. Do you think just because

sl eep during the day | know nothing of what transpires? You sadly m sjudge ne,
Phillip." Vulkan's voice had dropped to a soft, gentle whisper. "How
unfortunate. The Headnaster visits me as | sleep, Phillip. He sees everything,
even what hides in your heart and nmind. That is how | know you' ve been

t hi nki ng of betraying nme . "

"No!" Falco said, his eyes widening. "No! | swear it isn't truel"
"Ch, but it is. Ever since we |left Hungary, you' ve grown nore and nore
how shall | put it? ... penitent? Now you sink to your knees and pray to a god

who will have nothing to do with you. You pray, and you repent-for what good
it does you. And you have been thinking of going to the police."
"NOL

"The Headmaster told nme, Phillip. And he never lies. Never." Vul kan turned his

back on Fal co and watched the fire burn. "I've given you a good life," he said

after another nmoment. "Wy did you want to hurt ne?"

Falco trenmbled, his mind reeling. He put his hands to his face and drewin a

tortured breath. Above himin the high rafters of the room he could hear the

wi nd noaning |ike a chorus of dooned souls. "lIt's . . . it's not right!" he

blurted out, a strangled sob breaking fromhis throat. "lIt's perverted, unholy
| v

"You can do better than that."

"I ... | remenber in Budapest, when | was a young art dealer and . . . the old

man came to see ne . "

"Kovak, " Wul kan whi spered. "A loyal and true servant."

" with that priceless Byzanti ne woodcarving, so beautiful it stunned ne.

And | renenber he said there were nore pieces of art |like that one, hundreds

nore in a nonastery atop Mount Jaeger. He said his ... his Master had heard of

the auction |I'd arranged for the Koppe estate, and perhaps | could arrange an

auction for Prince Vul kan as well." Falco's eyes grew cold. "Vul kan. The first

time | ever heard your nane | felt . . . contaminated."
"And of course, when you saw ny collection ... or, | should say, the
collection" ny father began . . . you ceased to care what sort of creature

was. Even after I'd killed Kovak, you hel ped the others throw his body from
the cliff. Do you renenber that as well?"

Fal co shudder ed.

"Look around you, Phillip," Vul kan whi spered softly. "Look at the beauty you
sacrificed your soul to be near."

Fal co blinked and | ooked at the walls where the nedieval tapestries and the
anci ent works of Byzantine art hung. There were nore nmodern works as well -

pi eces by Lorrain, Ingres, Delacroix, Nolde, Degas, Lorenzo De Credi, and the
Hungarian artists Laszlo Paal, Jozsef Borsos, and Sinmon Hollosy. In the dim
firelight magnificent black horses galloped on their canvas fields peasant
celebration done in earth tones, swirled across a village square; a bright red
Nol de denon giggled while a poet struggled with his verses; w nd noved, cold
and silent, across a gold and purple autumal scene, sending a gaggle of black



crows flying froman anber field; Degas ballerinas wearing pi nk masks
pirouetted on a shadowy stage; the sonber face of a Hungarian nobleman in

bl ack stared out from his canvas, a gol den coronet around his head the only
hint of light or color. The paintings filled the room their subjects bright
and dark, colors nuted and sparkling. The beauty, Falco thought; oh, the
terrible beauty .

Prince Vul kan took a step toward him but his face remained in shadow. "It
cones to an end, Phillip. The one who calls hinmself Roach is bringing me food
tonight. He'll be staying here with ne. In your place."

Fal co' s nouth opened. He whispered, "Please,"” then whirled away fromthe
prince, racing across the huge roomtoward the slab of a door on the other
side. Before he reached it, Vulkan raised a finger and formed a triangle in
the air; Falco found hinself grasping for a doorknob that was no | onger there.
Now a rough stone wall stood before him "lIllusion!" Falco shrieked. "There's
a door here! | know there is!"™ H's fingers scrabbled over the stone
frantically, and then he began beating at it with his fists.

Vul kan gi ggl ed-the giggle of a spoiled young boy-and called out in a high
singsong, "Phillip can't get out, can't get out, can't get out . . . can you?"
"God help ne!" Falco shrieked, his voice cracking. "God hel p-"

"STOP THAT!" Wul kan shout ed, clapping his hands to his ears. His face had

shar pened, the nmouth hal f-open to show the vicious fangs. "I'll tear you to

pi eces for that!"

Fal co whirled around, his back to the cold stone, and watched in horror as the
prince approached. "Master!" he whi spered hoarsely and began to sink to his
knees. "Master, please, |'mbegging you! |I'm begging you! Don't kill ne, don't
kill me ... make nme like you! You said you woul d soneday! Do it now Make ne
like you!"

Vul kan stood over him smling slightly. "No, Phillip, you' ve aged too much to
be of any further use to nme. And you know too many of my secrets, too many of

ny plans .

"Don't kill ne!" the old man on the floor whinpered, tears stream ng down his
cheeks.

"The worl d belongs to the young," Vul kan said. "The old have no place init. |
give the gift of everlasting youth, and soon this world will be mne. Think of

Al exander, Phillip. During his canpai gns on Tyre and Babyl on, he left behind
the stragglers and invalids who woul d hold back his march. You are now worth
as much to nme as a straggler was to Al exander "

Falco hid his face in his hands. "God save ny sinning soul, | have sinned,
Father, and I-"

"YOU FOOL!'" Vul Kan shouted, and gripped his pal ns around Fal co's tenples. The
fingers tensed; Falco's eyes w dened in shock. There was a soft cracki ng sound
and a fine thread of blood spread fromthe crown of Falco's head to the bridge
of his nose. Vul kan's eyes bl azed green, the pupils darkening.

Then Fal co screaned, the scream echoing eerily against the walls as it was
drawn up with the wind toward the high ceiling. Drops of blood were being
squeezed from Fal co's forehead, streami ng down to the tip of the nose
spattering onto his shirt. The cracking noise grew | ouder, and Fal co began
babbling in terror.

Vul kan's wrists suddenly tw sted. Most of Falco's face and the top of his
skull ' caved in, blood exploding fromthe rui ned nose and the crack that

zi gzagged fromhis forehead to the back of his head. The body began ki cking
frantically, eyes filling up with blood. Vul kan applied nore pressure, and the
head becane a norass of flesh, bone, and brains. Vul kan | oosened his grip, and
the corpse gave out a soft sigh as it crunpled into a form ess heap. Bl ood had
spattered across the vanmpire's face, and now he took a thick drop of it on the
end of a finger and licked it off. Then he waved that finger in a triangle
opposite the first one, and the door reappeared |ike a photograph com ng up on
bl ank paper. The figures that had been pressed against it on the other side,
listening and | aughing softly, scurried away into the corridor's darkness when
Vul kan opened the door. He called sharply, "Kobra!" and one of them stopped



and cane back al ong the corridor

"Master?" Kobra said softly. The flesh of his face was tight and maskli ke,
veined with blue at the tenples. H's eyes were as red as a rat's, his white
hair matted and dirty. He stepped into the room follow ng Vul kan, and stared
down at the bl oody figure on the floor

"Drink," Vulkan said, notioning vaguely toward the corpse.

Kobra's eyes blazed in anticipation. He gasped and went down on his knees,
fastening his fangs in the throat and drinking greedily as his chest heaved up
and down.

The prince wal ked across the room and sat back down in his chair, watching
Kobra feast. Every so often Wul kan gi ggl ed. Kobra was young and i nexperienced
and didn't yet know the rich difference between living and dead food. These
young t ones were so easy to please and so eager to | earn. Soon, though-very
soon-he and the others would |l earn some of the secrets that Vul kan had kept
for al nost eight hundred years-how to sumon dogs and rats, bats and flies in
t hi ck, noxi ous cl ouds; how to peer into the nmind of a human and read the
secret thoughts waiting to be tapped. Howto tell froma single drop of blood
how ol d a human was, or what his diet had consisted of-the tastes a hundred

t housand conpl ex variations of sweet and sour, coppery and salty, tart or
flat, poor or fine like wine aged in old Belgian kegs. How to drain the bl ood
froma living human to the dregs and in so doing transformthat person into a
brother or sister of the night. So many things to |l earn

Vul kan | eaned back in his chair. Kobra glanced up, wasting the bl ood that
dripped fromhis pale lips, and then returned to his work. This one is

dedi cated. He actually |oves nme, thought the prince. Wiat to do with Falco's
carcass? Hi s gaze noved toward the huge fireplace. The | ogs had caught now,
and the blaze filled the roomw th dancing orange specters. He wondered if the
dogs in the castle's lower regions would like their meat roasted tonight.

And so he sat and waited for the Roach.

SI X

Startled, Palatazin raised his head and gl anced at his watch. He'd fallen
asleep for a few mnutes. Three-twenty. Coronado Street seenmed deserted. Even
the Cub Feliz had closed its doors and cut the lights. The two shapes in the
parked car across the street weren't noving, and Pal atazin wondered if they
were sl eeping, too. Should ve brought sone coffee, he told hinself irritably.
Then anot her thought -what if this Benefield isn't the one we're | ooking for?
The killings have stopped. Perhaps he's gone for good. O have they stopped?
I s the Roach just lying | ow?

A car's headlights winked fromthe far end of Coronado Street. Pal atazin sat
upright, his heart starting to beat a little faster. The car approached very
slowy, and in another mnute Palatazin saw that it was a |ight-col ored

Vol kswagen Beetle. His throat went dry. The car pulled up to the curb perhaps
thirty yards away, and Pal atazin ducked down in his seat. The headlights went
out. A car door opened and cl osed. Footsteps sounded on concrete.

When he lifted hinself up, he caught a quick glinpse of the nman di sappearing
into the Mecca. That's him Pal atazin thought. That's the man! After a nonent
or so Zeitvogel canme across the street and peered into Palatazin's car. "Do we
go up after himnow, captain?"

"No. Let's wait awhile and see what he does. If he cones back out, we'll

follow him and if he stays in, we'll have plenty of tine to make the arrest.”
"This is him isn't it? The Roach, | nean?"
"W'|l|l see. You stay alert.”

Zei tvogel nodded and dashed back to his car

Pal atazin stared fixedly at the building's front door. Wen it opened again
and Benefield stepped out onto the sidewal k, Palatazin felt his heart kick as
if it had been given a charge of electricity. The man was carrying a small
paper bag-what could that be? he wondered. One of those rags soaked in that
noxi ous brew? Then maybe he was going to strike tonight? Benefield reached his



car, | ooked up and down the street-Pal atazin ducked his head so fast his neck
cracked-and then got in. The Vol kswagen's engine fired, the headlights cane
on, and the car pulled away fromthe curb. It noved slowy past Palatazin to
the end of Coronado, then turned right on 6th.

Pal atazin quickly started his engine, nmake a tight U-turn, and followed. He
saw Zeitvogel's lights, about fifty yards behind in his rearview mrror. The
gray Vol kswagen turned on Western Avenue, and Pal atazin realized the man was
driving right up into Hollywod. Hi s pul se was pounding, the palnms of his
hands sweaty agai nst the steering wheel. He kept as far back as possible,
driving with his lights out so Benefield wouldn't notice his tail. In a few
m nut es the Vol kswagen turned onto Hol | ywood Boul evard, which was still abl aze
with neon fromthe bars, discos, massage parlors, and porno bookstores. There
was still a good deal of traffic on the boul evard, too, so Palatazin had to
turn his lights on and speed up. He hung back a few car |engths behind the
Vol kswagen. From the sidewal ks young girls in tight deninms or slit skirts,
T-shirts or halters called out invitations to the drivers, waving at them and
hol ding up fingers to indicate their price. Mst of the girls, hopeful
starlets fromevery state in the country, were very pretty; perhaps they'd
nodel ed once or tw ce or done bit parts or even starred in a skin flick or
two, but now for a variety of reasons their luck had just turned bad. They
were the throwaways, the tissues sone agent, director, or disco snooth-tal ker
had sneezed into and then tossed out with the trash. Al of them potential
victims.

Up ahead under a huge red "X' that proclained a porno triple-bill, the

Vol kswagen swerved. The car plowed through traffic toward the curb.

Hs head was filled with the Master's voice, so he knew he had to hurry. He'd
driven past several girls who'd tenpted him but tonight he was | ooking for
one who was just right. There were so many to choose fromall colors, al
sizes, the greatest candy store in the world. He had an erection already, but
he woul dn't have an orgasmuntil he cl anped the cheni cal - soaked cl ot h agai nst
her nouth and nostrils.

And then he saw her, standing beneath the red "X' of the Hollywod Adult

G nena.

She had | ong waves of blond hair, lips pouting sensually in a face that | ooked
nore like a little girl's than a woman's. She was wearing a shocki ng pink
dress and pi nk stockings, and best of all, she wasn't nearly as thin as the
others. Lj There was sonethi ng about her eyes and her nmouth that rem nded him
of Bev. O ; '" "',, course, all the girls did in one way or another, but this
one ... yes, this one was Bev! It really was! He thought he'd found her so

many tinmes, that she'd been sorry for |eaving himand had conme back, but

al ways he realized that it wasn't her, that he'd been tricked again. And so
he had to kill the nasty, evil bitches. They were hel ping Bev hide; they were
| aughi ng at hi m behind his back-with their ugly, painted |ips.

But this was her-he was sure of it. Oh, the Master would be so glad he'd

found Bev!

Tears brinmed in his eyes as he pulled up to the curb and notioned the girl
over. She | ooked around for something better and then shrugged as she stepped
over to the Vol kswagen, peering in at the nman with her heavy-Ilidded, dark
eyes.

"I won't go for less than seventy-five," she said disinterestedly, in a thin
voi ce. She had wanted to sing backup for sonebody |ike Bob Seger, but it was
really hard getting a gig in this town.

"Fifty," Roach said. He started digging for his wallet.

"You tal king a quickie or what?" the girl asked.

"Yeah. A quickie."

"You want sone |lip service?" He |ooked |like a creep, but fifty bucks woul d buy
her those new shoes she'd been wanting over at The Broadway. There was a funny
snell in the car, too. Alcohol? Aftershave lotion? She'd just gotten a whiff
of it, and nowit was gone. Well what the hell? She slid into the car. "M



nane's Vicki," she said, and gave his thigh a quick squeeze. He smled and
pul l ed back into the flow of traffic. "I know what your nane is. You can't
fool ne."

"Huh?" Kimnmuttered. Sone nut. God, she thought, maybe he's the Roach. The

i dea chilled her, but then she pushed it aside. Everything about this guy was
little except his hands; his cock was probably as big as a shrinp. That nade
her giggle a little bit.

"What are you laughing at?" he said sharply.

"Oooooh," Kimsaid in a little girl voice, "don't bite baby's head off,

sweet heart. Why don't you turn in that alley, sugar, and | et baby give you
what you need?"

"Ckay," he said. "Yeah. Fine." He turned off the boul evard but drove right

t hrough the alley onto Franklin Avenue.

"Hey! Where are you taking ne?"

"You'll see," he told her, cutting across Franklin and driving north toward
Yucca Street. "You just sit quiet, you'll see."”

"Stop the car!" Kimsaid suddenly. "I want to get out!"

"No, you don't. You'll run away. |'ve |ooked for you for a long tine, Bev, and

I"mnot going to I et you go again
Dull terror hit the girl. Her breath quickened. "Let me out," she whispered,
and whirled to open the door, but one of the man's hands flashed out and
caught her by the back of the neck. "DON T DO THAT!" he shouted. "THIS ISN T
THE WAY | T'S SUPPOSED TO BE!" He turned onto Palnmero Street and followed it to
a dead end where a couple of dark apartnent buil dings stood. There was a mound
of dirt and rubble piled at the center of a weed-infested |ot, Kimwas
struggling, scratching at himnow "STOP THAT!" and when his grip relaxed, she
turned and dug her nails into his cheek, then lunged for the door again. He
caught her hair and throat and pull ed her back

And then he realized the truth, as he realized it every time, every single
time- this wasn't Bev. This was somebody who'd tried to fool him sonebody who
was | aughing at him This was soneone who was w cked and who coul d be saved
only by the Master's touch

"You're not Bev!" Roach said. "You're not, you're not, you're . . ." He
reached down beneath the seat for the cloth and brought it quickly up into
Kirn's face.

She gave a muffled scream and fought harder, but he wenched her head back and
pressed the wet cloth firmy against her nostrils.

And then he was caught in a blaze of headlights.

El GHT

Pal atazin and Zeitvogel had hit their lights at about the sane tine, and

Zei tvogel shouted, "Police! Hold it!"

Benefield twisted around frantically. In the next instant he threw open the
passenger door and kicked the bl onde out. She staggered to her knees and then
pi tched forward, unconscious. The Vol kswagen's engi ne roared as the car

pl unged forward, then turned in a wild circle on the vacant |ot and cane
scream ng back along Palmero Street toward the nmakeshift roadbl ock formed by
Pal atazin and Zeitvogel's cars. The Vol kswagen tried to turn aside at the |ast
i nstant, but Zeitvogel accelerated and slamed into Benefield s side. The
Roach scranbl ed out, his eyes enornmous circles of fear behind his glasses. He
started to run for the darkness as Palatazin leapt fromhis car and drew his
.38. "STOP OR I'LL SHOOT!" he shouted. Benefield kept running. Palatazin fired
into the air, and imedi ately Benefield fell to the ground in a trenbling
heap. Holding his gun at armis |l ength, Palatazin approached the man. "Hold
it!" he said tersely. "Don't nove, not even a finger!" Behind himhe could
hear the chatter of Zeitvogel's radio, and Farris came running up beside him
like a bull.

Wien he reached Benefield, Palatazin saw that the man had contorted hinself
like a fetus and was sucking his thunmb. Farris hauled himto his feet, snapped



handcuffs on his wists, and read himhis rights. Benefield s eyes were gl azed
and empty, and he kept staring up into the hills.

Pal at azi n wal ked back to the enpty | ot and bent down beside the girl. Her
breat hi ng was ragged, but otherw se she seened to be okay. On the ground near
her was a piece of cloth that snmelled so strongly of the Iiquid substance they
had found in Benefield s apartment that tears cane to his eyes. Sirens were
com ng nearer. In another nonent two prow cars cane roaring along Pal nmero
Street, followed by an anbul ance. One of the attendants broke open a plastic
anpul e under the girl's nose, and she began coughi ng; she sat up in another
monent, rivulets of black mascara stream ng down her face with her tears.

The night was filled with flashing lights and the netallic crackle of police
radi os. Farris was frisking Benefield at the side of a prow car, and

Pal atazin put his gun away and cane over to them

The man was babbling like a lunatic... calling nme, | hear himcalling nme, he's
not going to let you do this, he's going to protect me, he will he wll
"Sure he will," Farris said. "Now get in that car and shut your face."

But Benefield turned his full gaze onto Palatazin. "He won't let you put ne
away! He knows what you're doing! He sees everything, all the w ckedness in
the whole world!" He | ooked up into the night past Pal atazin's shoul der
"Master!" he called out, and began to sob. "Mster, help me! My life is yours!
|V VR

"CGet in!" Farris said, shoving Benefield into the backseat. .

The cold slowy crept over Palatazin. Had the man said Master? Did he nean.
God or ... something el se? He | ooked through the wi ndow at Benefield, who had
his face in his hands, as if ashamed. The prow car backed al ong Pal nero,
turned, and then di sappeared into the night, |eaving Palatazin staring into

t he darkness. Slowly he turned and gazed up at the Hollywod Hills, a cold

wi nd suddenly rushing past himlike sonething huge and invisible. Fromfar
away he thought he could hear a dog howing forlornly.

"Capt ai n? You goi ng back to Parker Center?"

Pal at azi n | ooked over his shoul der at Zeitvogel. "No. Let them put Benefield
onice for a while, and | swear if anybody calls the press in on this thing
before norning, 1'll have himwal ki ng a beat on Sel ma Avenue!" He ran a hand
across his forehead. "I'm going hone to get some sleep."

Zei tvogel nodded, started to wal k away, and then stopped. "Do you think we've
got the Roach?" he asked quietly.

"Your guess is as good as mine."

"I hope we do. If not, we sure busted our asses for nothing. See you at the
office." Zeitvogel raised his hand in good-bye and wal ked away toward his now
- battered car.

"See you," Pal atazin said. He gazed back into the darkness, feeling as though
he were being watched by a presence that was slowy gathering strength. \Were
was it hiding? Wiat was its strategy? Wien was it going to strike? Could
Benefield supply any of the answers to those questions? Pal atazin paused a
nmonent | onger, feeling the hairs standing up at the back of his neck. Then he
wal ked to his Ford and drove away.

NI NE

Mot her of Mercy Hospital was an old ten-story chunk of brick and glass in
Mont erey Park about five mnutes away fromthe San Bernardi no Freeway. At five
m nutes after four A M the parking lot was quiet, and nost of the building' s
wi ndows were dark. The last real trouble in the Enmergency Room had ended an
hour ago, when the police had brought in eight or nine nmenbers of the
Homi ci des and the Vipers who'd started swi nging knives at each other at the
Mat ador Drive-in.

Three of themwere cut pretty badly and needed whol e bl ood transfusions, but
the rest were patched up wi th bandages and Mercurochrone and haul ed off in a
police van. It had been an easy night-a couple of traffic accident victins,
one gunshot wound, a child who'd m staken a jar of ant poison for honey,



assorted broken bones and sprains, nothing really out of the ordinary. But
toni ght the emergency roomstaff wanted to stay busy so they woul dn't have
time to think about the gossip they'd been hearing all night from assorted
nurses and orderlies about those fifty- seven people lying in the isolation
ward on the tenth floor. Nurse Lomax said that not one of themhad a drop of
bl ood in their bodies. Paco, an orderly on the ninth floor, had said he'd seen
some of those bodies twist and withe |like mad things, yet they had neither
heart beat nor pul se. Hernando Val dez, an aged janitor and a renowned voice of
wi sdomin the hospital, said their skin was |ike marble, and you could see the
trails of collapsed veins beneath it. He said they were maldito, cursed
things, and it would be best not to be around when they awakened fromtrjeir
evil sleep. Nurse Espositio said everything about them was dead except their
brai ns- when el ectrode contacts were placed on their scal ps, jagged spokes
wer e displayed on the el ectroencephal ograns.

The emergency room staff agreed-whatever was going on, it was nuy misterioso.
So none of them spoke when Dr. Mriam Del gado, her eyes still puffy froma
brief and uneasy sl eep, cane through the energency room entrance and stepped
into the el evator w thout acknow edgi ng any of them The |ighted nunerals at
the top of the door advanced to 10.

Dr. Del gado had received a tel ephone call about twenty minutes earlier from
Ms.

Browni ng, head nurse on the isolation ward. The woman sounded extrenely

puzzl ed. "Dr. Delgado, there's a change in several of the patients. W're
getting increased EEG readi ngs." Del gado was thankful to return to the
hospi t al

in her sleep she'd dreanmed of those terrible eyes staring at her through
transparent, milky lids like the eyes of sleeping reptiles. They seened to be
surroundi ng her, spinning in a mad circle like the baleful |anps of sone

out -of -control carnival ride. Wen she awakened, she was shaking and coul d not
seemto stop.

HM..

The el evator doors slid open on the tenth floor. Dr. Del gado stepped out and
wal ked al ong the gjeen-walled corridor toward the nurse's station. Her brain
was still buzzing fromher dreamas well as fromall the heated conferences
she'd been involved in yesterday with everyone fromDr. Steiner to Dr. Ranez
the head of the hospital. The theories had flown hot and fast; diagnoses were
formul ated and then just as quickly discarded. The press had been nosing
around, but the hospital's public relations man had been able to keep them at
bay, for the tine being at least. .!U Wich was a relief to Dr. Del gado, for
she needed time to find out just what they were dealing with here. A virus? A
contam nant in the water pipes? Sone element in the building's paint? In the
air?

One of the nurses had found precisely spaced puncture wounds on three of the
victims, but not all in the sane place. Two of them were wounded in the
throat, a third at the crook of the elbow. The others were bruised and sone
had ragged cuts on their faces or at the backs of their necks just beneath the
hairline. The nurse had offered a valid specul ati on-snakebite. But so far none
of the victins had reacted to any antivenom serum

Dr. Del gado reached the station, hal fway between the elevator and the white
door with the sign that said | SOLATI ON- NO ADM TTANCE W THOUT WHI TE BADGE.

The first thing she saw were case files scattered across the floor. A blue
coffee cup had fallen fromthe desk and cracked into several pieces. On the
desk itself there were cof fee-stained papers, and a pencil hol der had spilled
over. Damm it! she thought angrily, staring at the nmess. Wat's going on
here? How coul d these night nurses be so incredibly sloppy? She tapped the
little bell on the desk and waited, but no one came along the hallway to
answer it.

"Ri di cul ous!" she said al oud, and wal ked on past the station through the white



door. The isolation ward consisted of a series of large roonms cut by a central
corridor; there were large plate-glass wi ndows through which Dr. Del gado coul d
see the nystery disease victinms |lying side by side, hooked up to IV tubes and
bl ood bags and as nmany el ectroencephal ographs as Dr. Del gado's staff had been
able to beg, borrow, or steal. She watched the green spikes junp and realized
with a surge of excitenent that nost of themwere show ng al nost double the
amount of brai nwave activity as they had when she'd |l eft the hospital |ast
night. Were they finally reacting to the I'Vs and the bl ood transfusions? Was
it possible they were beginning to cone out of their odd comalike state? She
wal ked to the door nmarked | SOLATION | and took a green surgical mask in a

cel | ophane packet froma stainless steel tray. She tied the mask in place and
t hen wal ked t hrough into the ward.

The room humed with electric circuitry and the chittering of the EEG

noni tors.

Dr. Del gado stopped at each bed to watch the spi kes gathering strength, though
she was still unable to find pul ses when she felt for them Those eyes, |ike
the form ng eyes of enbryos, seemed to be staring right at her through the

cl osed |ids.

And at the far side of the ward, she saw that five of the beds were enpty.

She hurried over to them her heartbeat racing, and saw the tangl ed ness of
torn tubes and wires that had been ripped out of arms and scal ps. A few bl ood
bags, totally dry, lay scattered on the floor

"Madre de Dios!" she whispered, and was startled by the sound of her own

Voi ce.

"What's going on here?"

She was answered by the rising noise of the EEGs, their thunderous chattering
like a din of crickets, swelling to a hideous crescendo. She whirled around,
somehow i magi ni ng she'd seen a furtive novenment out of the corner of her eye
But the bodies in their white-sheeted beds lay motionl ess, the

el ectroencephal ograph noi se now |i ke the eager comuni cation between them It
was maddeningly loud, as if the bodies were shouting at one another. She

cl apped her hands to her ears and hurried for the door

She had al nbst reached it when one of the bodies-a m ddl e-aged Chi cano nman
with a pendul ous belly and rattl esnake eyes-sat up in his bed, ripping the

el ectrode contacts fromhis scalp and the 1V tube fromhis arm He grabbed for
her, yanking her backward by her coattail as she screanmed in dazed horror
Across the room anot her body stirred and sat up. Then another, stretching as
if waking up froma long siesta. A wonan with gray-streaked hair plucked her

bl ood bag fromits hanger and bit greedily into it, spraying blood in a thick
arc. As the thing pulled Dr. Del gado toward the bed, she saw the pale-lipped
nmout h open, and in that dark cavern were gl eanming fangs wet w th hideous
fluids. She alnost fainted in shock, but she knew that if she did she'd never
wake up again. She wrenched free, ripping one armof her coat |oose, and ran
for the door. The things canme after her, |eaping out of their beds, their
white hospital shifts flying around them

Dr. Del gado reached the door and felt a clawlike hand grasp at her shoul der
She screaned and struggled away, feeling her flesh tear. Spinning around, she
sl ammed t he door behind her, but one of them crashed through the plate-glass
wi ndow in a silver shower of fragments. Another followed that one through, and
they stal ked her as she whirled and ran along the corridor. Before she could
reach the white door, another of thema young girl with bl ood splattered
across the front of her shift-came through the doorway, bl ocking her path. The
girl grinned and canme shanmbling forward, her eyes as black as evil itself.
There was a closed door to Dr. Delgado's left, bearing the word Storeroom She
burst into the dark room and braced her body agai nst the door as one of the
vanmpi res-yes, she thought, vanpires!-struck it fromthe other side, trying to
break through. A fist hammered against it; the door began to bulge inward. The
doctor whined in terror, keeping her shoul der pressed agai nst the wood but
knowing it would be only a monent or so before they got it. She reached out,
feeling for the wall switch; the lights came on, and the first thing she saw



was Ms. Browning's open-eyed corpse-or was it truly a corpse?-lying at her
feet, its face a shade sonewhere between white and yellow. On the wall above
Ms. Browning's head was a square of netal with a handle on it. Dr. Delgado's
heart pounded. It was the |laundry chute, a netal tube |eading down to the
baserment. She'd opened that chute a hundred tinmes before, and now she prayed
that it was w de enough for her. It would have to be.

The door was struck by a trenendous bl ow. She was knocked backward, her

shoul der bl azing with pain, and then the things swarned in. She only had tine
to scratch at the eyes of one of themthen she threw open the chute and tried
to squeeze her shoulders in. "Please God!" she heard herself scream echoed by
the tube's netal walls. "Please . . .!"

But col d hands gripped her ankles and cal ves and prevented her fromgetting,t
down the chute. She kicked and flailed, still scream ng, but as they pulled
her back, she realized with maddening certainty that she could not escape.

The vanpires fell upon her, claw ng and fighting anmong t hensel ves over who
woul d draw the first draught of blood. Wien they were finished with her, they
cast her aside like an enpty bottle and scurried off for nore. There were nany
roonms between them and the street, and many patients in Mercy Hospital who
woul d never agai n awaken as humans.

Daybr eak, cold blue shadows running fromthe sun

Gayl e O arke tossed uneasily in the bed of her studio apartment on Sunset
Strip. Two sleeping pills and a I ong swig of Smirnoff vodka would keep her
knocked out until after noon, but they couldn't entirely erase the hellish
menory of a Jack Kidd who | ooked like |eering Death, chasing after her across
t hat apartnment courtyard.

In her Laurel Canyon bedroom darkened by heavy drapes, Estelle G deon sat up
suddenly and said, "Mtch?" There was no answer.

Fat her Ramon Silvera drew cold, rusty water into the sink of his roomin East
L. A., cupped his hands beneath the spigot, and splashed a few drops in his
face.

Mur ky sunlight streamed in through a single window that faced an alley wall of
gray bricks. Silvera wal ked to that w ndow and opened it, inhaling a | ungful
of air tainted with dust and snog. Down toward the mouth of the alley, he
could see the words scraw ed in black spray paint in the spiky capital letters
favored by the street gangs: FOLLON THE MASTER. Silvera stared in silence
recalling the bloody graffiti on the walls of the Dos Terros apart ment
bui |l di ng. He renenbered the expression on that policenman's face, the abject
terror in his eyes, and the chilling urgency of his voice. "Don't |et them out
on the streets" the nman had said. "Burn themwhile you can." Silvera abruptly
cl osed the wi ndow and | ocked it. that was happening in this city? The feeling
he had now and had had ever since he's stepped into that tenenent-was one of
dread, inmpending doom Evil rapidly gaining strength Iike a cancer running
unchecked t hrough a hunman body.

He felt afraid-not of dying because that was a certainty and he had | earned

Il ong ago to accept the will of God-but of being helpless in a situation where
God mght call on himto act.

Evil was on the march, an advancing arny of the night; Silvera was nore
positive of that now than he had ever been in his life. And who could stand in
its path?

Wth these thoughts weighing heavily upon him he dressed and went out to face
t he new day.

Wes Richer lifted his head and saw Sol ange sitting naked before the wi ndow,
staring out onto Charing Cross Road. He said huskily, "Solange?" She didn't
answer. "Solange? What is it?" She didn't nove, didn't even acknow edge him
Christ! he thought, drawi ng the sheets around him She can really be weird
sometines! As he closed his eyes again, he recalled the dreamhe'd had: A
little girl standing in the snow beneath his w ndow, beckoning himto cone out
and play. It had been a good dream one in which he'd been tenpted to step



through the window as if it were Alice's |ooking glass, into a chil dhood world
where he could skate and slide and be a kid forever, and not worry about
things like tax shelters and house paynments and ... grown-up stuff. He
returned to sleep, hoping he'd find that little girl again. This time he'd go
out .

ELEVEN

"I want you to | ook at some pictures, Benefield," Sully Reece said, taking
four black and white prints froma manila envel ope. "Exam ne these very
carefully and tell me if you recognize any of them" He dealt them out one at
atine onto the table in front of Walter Benefield, then arranged themin a
neat row. Reece could see the corpses reflected in the man's thick gl asses.
Benefield | ooked at each one in turn, his expression not varying a fraction.
He was still wearing the vapid half-smle he'd had on his face since he was
brought into the interrogation room "Wll?" Reece asked, sitting down beside
the man. "What about it?"

Benefield said, "I'"'msorry, sir. | don't know why |I'm | ooking at these
pictures.” "You don't? Well, I'Il tell you then. These are on-scene
phot ogr aphs of young wormen who were strangled to death and then sexual |y
abused, Benefield. Four wonen in a period of two weeks. If you | ook very
carefully, you can see the bruises on that one's neck. See? Right there at the
edge of the shadow. | wonder if your fingers would make marks like that. Do
you think they woul d?"

"Lieutenant," the gray-haired man in the dark slacks and |ight blue sport coat
said fromhis chair in the corner; he was a public defender named Muirphy, and
there was nothing he relished | ess than having to play watchdog as the cops
grilled a suspect.

"I"'mtalking to M. Benefield," Reece barked. "I'm asking hima question
We're not in court now. This is ny ballpark, right?"

"You don't have to answer any |eading questions like that, M. Benefield,"
Mur phy said enphatically "Okay." Benefield smled. "I won't."

Across the room Zeitvogel muttered, "Bullshit!" and then he renenbered the
cassette tape recorder turning on the table several feet away from Benefi el d.
"W could do that, you know," Reece said. "W could see if your fingers fit
those nmarks."

"Stop picking on ne," Benefield whined, his snile finally breaking a bit.
"When can | go home?"

"Pi cking on you? Man, | haven't even begun! You've been arrested for

assaul ting a young woman naned Vicki Harris, Benefield. She's about the sane
age as those other wonmen in the pictures. She even |looks a lot |ike that one,
doesn't she?"

"l guess she does, yeah."

"Where were you taking her? What were you going to do to her?"

He shrugged. "I was ... | was going to park right there at the end of Pal nero
Street. She's a bad girl, you know that. | was going to ... pay her to

"Were these bad girls?" Reece notioned to the photographs.

Benefield stared at themfor a few seconds and then smiled again. "If you say
they were."

"Do you think this is funny? Do you think what you were about to do to Vicki
Harris was funny? How often do you cruise Holl ywood Boul evard?”

"Once in a while."

"Looki ng for bad girls?"

Benefield gl anced over at the attorney and shifted uneasily in his seat.
"Yeah, | guess so."

"Have you ever heard of the Roach, Benefiel d?"

He shook his head.

"It's been in all the newspapers. Don't you read the papers?"

No.

"But you know how to read, don't you? And you know how to write?" "Yeah."



Reece nodded and reached for a snaller manila envel ope at the edge of the
table. He opened it and took out photostats of the Roach letters, placing them
over the pictures in front of Benefield. "Have you ever seen those before?"
"No, sir."

"That surprises me. You renenber how you wote you nanme for us, once with the
right hand and once with the left? Well, handwiting doesn't |lie even when you
try to distort it. You know what a graphol ogist is, Benefield? Two of them say
you wote these letters with your left hand.”

"They're lying," he said quietly.

"Are they? They're experts on handwiting, Benefield. The judge isn't going to
think they're lying. Neither is the jury."

"Leave ne alone!" Benefield whined. "I never saw those letters before!"

"We talked to M. Pietro at your apartment house," Reece continued. "He told
us that sonetimes he hears you conme in late at night and then you | eave agai n.
Where do you go?"

"Just . . . out. Places."

"What pl aces? Hol | ywood Boul evard? Were el se?"

"Just around. | like to drive."

"What about your nother? Do you go see her?"

Benefield' s head snapped up. "My . . . nmother? You | eave her out of this, you
bl ack bastard!" He was al nbst screani ng

Reece smiled and nodded. He | eaned back in his chair, watching Benefield' s
eyes.

"We've got the evidence, Benefield. W' ve got w tnesses who've seen you

crui sing Holl ywood. We know everything we need to know. Wy don't you tell us
about those four young wonen?"

"No ... no ..." He shook his head, his face reddening.

"Four women." Recce's gaze sharpened. "Strangl ed and raped, thrown away |ike
garbage. And that thing with the roaches, that was real cute. Woever did that
is a very sick man, wouldn't you agree?"

"Leave ne . . . leave ne . . . alone . "
"Whoever did that was warped and belongs in a hospital. |'ve seen your record,
Benefield. | know about Rathnore . "

Benefield' s face went scarlet, his eyes bul ging. He grabbed for Reece,
snarling like an animal, and Zeitvogel was up in an instant reaching for him
Benefi el d got one hand cl anped on Recce's throat. The three men struggled for
a few seconds, then Zeitvogel got the man's arms pinned behi nd hi mand snapped
cuffs on his wists. "You ... filth!" Benefield shrieked. "You dirty nigger
filth! 1'"mnot going back there! You' re not gonna send ne back!"

Reece stood up, his knees shaking. Hs throat felt bruised and contamni nated.
"I amgoing out for a cup of coffee,” he breathed. "When | get back, you'd
better be ready to talk to me, or I'll make it damm hard on you. Understand?"
He stared at Benefield for a few seconds, then gl anced over at Mirphy. The
attorney was sitting bolt upright, his eyes slightly glazed. Reece turned and
stal ked out of the interrogation room

Pal atazin was waiting outside, patiently going through the contents of another
file. When he | ooked up, Reece could see the deep blue circles under his eyes.
"How i s he?" Pal atazin asked.

Reece shrugged and rubbed his throat. "He's pretty worked up. | tried the line
about his nother that you suggested and got a real rise out of him How d you
know?"

"There's somet hing strange going on. According to this"-Pal atazin waved the
folder-"Beverly Teresa Benefield died in a fall down a tenenment stairway in
1964. She was carrying a suitcase with her, evidently about to abandon her
fifteen-year- old son, Walter. It was the middle of the night, the neighbors
heard sone shouting, but the coroner ruled the death accidental. Anyway,
Benefield made a reference to" "', his nother to M. Pietro not |ong ago. |
figured we could probe that to good effect. Also . " He took his notepad
fromhis shirt pocket. "He used a cloth soaked in a conbination of chem ca



bug-spray on Mss Harris. The | ab says breathing it like that in the close
confines of a car would be just short of lethal. And an interesting point-they
thi nk Benefield had built up a resistance to the fumes, just like rea

roaches do. But now nmy question is-why go to the trouble of keeping them
alive? If he is our man, why did he change his MO ?

"Because he's a nut," Reece said.

"Possibly, but even nuts stick to sone kind of pattern. Well, | suppose it's
my turn now. Let me borrow your cigarettes and matches."

Reece reached in his shirt pocket and handed hima pack of Kents and a
lighter. "Good luck," he said as Pal atazin entered the interrogati on room

Benefield was sitting with his chin slunped forward on his chest. Pal atazin
sat down beside him pushing away the letters and photographs. He cl osed the
ME.'s file on the death of Beverly Benefield and laid it on the table.
"Wuld you like a cigarette, Walter?" he asked.

Benefi el d nodded. Palatazin lit it for himand put it into his nmouth. "Wen
can | go home?" Benefield asked.

"Not just yet, Walter. First there are some things we have to tal k about."

Benefield' s eyes narrowed. "I know you. You're the cop who shot at ne."

"I fired a warning shot, yes. | was trying to protect you fromthe others.
They might've killed you."

"Oh

"Take the cuffs off," Palatazin told Zeitvogel. The detective started to
protest, then he shrugged, took the cuff key from his pocket, cane over, and
unsnapped them Benefield drew deeply on his cigarette and wat ched Zeitvoge
carefully as the man took his seat again. "Are you confortable now?" Pal atazin
asked.

"I'"'mokay, | guess."

"Good. | know Lieutenant Reece can be a bit too hard sonetinmes. Pretty
overbearing. My nane's Andy. Is it all right if I call you Walter?"

"I don't mnd. Listen, | told that nigger a thing or two. He won't be

bot heri ng me anynore."

"I hope not. | imagine he cane in here and tal ked about the Roach, didn't he?"
"Yeah. | told himl didn't know what he was tal kin'" about."

Pal at azi n nodded. "And why shoul d you? The Roach is gone. Nobody cares about
hi m anynore. The vice squad shoul d probably thank him How do you feel about
prostitutes, Walter?"

He was silent for a nmonent, staring at the burning end of the cigarette. "They
stick together," he said softly. "All of themdo."

" Uh- huh. "

"They | augh at you behind your back. They try to fool you."

"But they didn't fool Roach, did they?"

"Nope. "

Pal at azi n was begi nning to sweat under the stark fluorescent overheads; he

| oosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. "You work for Al addin

Exterm nators, right? Do you like that job?"

Benefield snoked his cigarette and thought about it for a mnute. "Yeah," he
said finally. "I do."

"I"l1l bet you're a good worker. What do you use, one of those netal spray
cans?"

"A B&G sprayer, yeah. Shoots the Diaz right into the cracks."

"Tell me about Beverly," Palatazin said softly.

"Bev . . . erly?" Benefield s eyes glazed over imrediately, and his mouth
dropped open. He stared right through Palatazin as the cigarette burned down
bet ween hi s fingers.

"That's right. Your nother. Were is she?"

"She's . . ." His brow furrowed in concentration. "She's not here."

"She's dead, isn't she?"



"Huh?" Shock stitched Benefield s face. "No! You're wong! She's hiding,
they're hel ping her hide so | can't find her! Sonetines they can even make

t hensel ves 1 ook like her to fool ne. Oh, they know all the tricks!" H's voice
dripped with bitterness now, and his eyes were hard and col d.

"She's dead," Pal atazin persisted. "And after she died, you were sent to

Rat hnmore State Hospital . ™"

"NO" His eyes flamed, and for an instant Pal atazin thought the man was goi ng
to leap at him "Rathnore?" he whispered, and rubbed his forehead. "No. Bev

went away, and because she left ne, they sent nme to ... that place. It's not a
hospital . Hospitals cure sick people. That place was a ... a Crazyhouse. Wen
| find Bev, things will be like they were before. | won't have to think about
the Crazy- house anynore, and ny head won't hurt. But first . . . first I'm

going to have to punish her for |eaving nme .
and dropped it on the floor. "She's somewhere in the city,"'
Master told nme so."

Pal atazin's heart began to pound. "The . . . Master?" he murmured softly.
"Who's the Master, Valt?"

"Chhhhh, no. You'd like me to tell you, wouldn't you? You'd like to know, but
you can't."

He crushed out the cigarete
" he said. "The

"Who's the Master? Are you tal ki ng about God?"

"God?" Sonet hing about that word seened to trouble Benefield. He blinked and
ran his hand across his forehead. "He talks to me at night," he whispered. He
tells ne what to do . "

"Where is he?"

"Can't tell. Cant."

"He's here in L.A ?"

"He's everywhere," Benefield said. "He sees and hears everything. He knows
where | am he knows where you are. If he wants you, he'll call you in the
night, and you'll have to go to him You'll have to." He | ooked up into

Pal atazin's face, his black eyes strangely magnified by the glasses. "He's
going to be nad at nme for not going to himlast night. He's going to be mad at

you, too."

"What's his name, \Valt?"

"Name? He ... doesn't have a nane. Before he saved nme, | was . . . paying them
back for fooling nme, but the Master said | was ... | was wasting. He said he

could use themand that | would be helping himwin the great battle."

"What battle?"

Benefield | ooked at himand blinked. "For Los Angeles. He wants the city."f A
cold terror spread through Pal atazin. "Were is the Master, Walt? If | wanted
to find him where would I go? He's hiding in the Hollywod Hlls, isn't he?"
"Can't tell," Benefield said.

"Where? A house? A cave . . .?"

Mur phy, across the room cleared his throat. Pal atazin glanced up and saw
Zeitvogel staring oddly at him Let themthink |I'minsane? he thought, i don't
care! He returned his attention to Benefield. "I want to find the Master," he
said urgently. "I have to. Please help ne."

"Ch, no. He has to want you first. He has to call you, then you'll know how to
find him"

Pal atazin forced hinself to cal mdown. H s face seened to be burning up with
fever, his guts filled with arctic cold. "Are you the Roach, Walt?"
Benefield froze. Slowy his face contorted into a sneer. "You're just |ike
that nigger, aren't you? Pretending to be nmy friend, and | aughing at nme al
the tinme.

You want to send me back, don't you? Back to that place! | won't let you do
that. He won't let you!"

"WHERE | S HE?" Pal atazin shouted suddenly, and |unged for Benefield s collar
He slammed the man's face down on the table, then jerked his head up again.
The man snarled and grabbed for Palatazin's throat, blood stringing fromhis
nostrils.



"WHERE | S HE!' " Pal at azi n shrieked again, all control gone now, nothing but
animal rage and fear left. Benefield grinned, and then Mirphy and Zeitvoge
were pulling himaway.

"No," Zeitvogel ordered, his gaze fixed on Palatazin. "Don't do that,
captain.”

"LET ME ALONE!" Pal atazin fought free of them and stood up, breathing harshly.
"Just leave ne alone!l" He started for Benefield again, but Zeitvogel bl ocked
his way. "You don't understand," Palatazin said. "I've got to make himtell
|'"ve got to!"

Zei tvogel shook his head. Benefield grinned and wi ped his bl oody nose.

"CGet himout of here before I throw up," Pal atazin demanded abruptly, and
brushed past Zeitvogel out of the interrogation room

In his office he it his pipe and tried to cal mdown. He couldn't get his

t hought s organi zed. OF course Benefield was the Roach, and of course he knew
where the Master was hiding. But how could he make himtal k, how could he
break the hold that evil force had on hin? And then an even nore terrible

t hought gripped him how nany were there nowin this city who had heard the
Master's voi ce? How many now wal ked at ni ght, hungering for blood? A thousand?
Fi ve thousand? Ten thousand? It woul d happen insidiously, slowy, as it had
happened in Krajeck so very long ago, until at the end the city would be at
the nmercy of the Master and his brood. He had to tell someone now, anyone who
woul d listen.

The newspapers perhaps? Chief Garnette? Maybe the National CGuard coul d be
called out, and the things found, burned or staked before they grew stronger
Perhaps the city could be evacuated and firebonbs dropped from helicopters

But no. They wouldn't believe. He felt a chill of dark madness cover him Wo
woul d bel i eve? Who? He renmenbered the doctor in that building on Dos Terros
Street, Dr. Delgado. The bodi es had been taken to Mercy Hospital. Perhaps she
could be made to believe. Yes! He reached for the tel ephone, but it rang

bef ore he could pick up the receiver

"Captain Pal atazin," he said.

"Andy? It's Garnette. Wuld you cone down and see ne right away?"

"Yes, sir. | will. But first I have to nmake a-"

"Andy," the voice was sterner, cast a tone lower, "lI'd like to see you right
now. " The phone clicked and went dead. Palatazin put it back on its cradle and
then got up, noving as sluggishly as a zonbie. He felt weary, drained, about
to split apart at the seans. He wal ked along the hallway to the Chief of
Detectives' office. Wien he rapped on the door, he heard Garnette say, "Cone
in, Andy."

He stepped into the office. "How are you feeling, Andy?" Garnette asked,
motioning to the chair in front of his desk. "I understand you were busy | ast
ni ght."

"Yes, sir," he said, and sniled wanly. "Quite a few of us were."

"I talked to Lieutenant Reece and Detective Farris. |I'd say you did one hel

of a good job. Now tell me about this Benefield character.”

"Well, | believe he's the Roach, though we haven't got all the evidence we
need to make an arrest stick, and | don't think we're going to be getting a
confession fromthe man."

"But you're holding himon an assault charge?"

"Assaul t, reckless driving, resisting arrest-whatever we could cone up with."
Garnette nodded. "Ckay. But you think it's too early to tell the papers?"

"I think so."

"I'n your best estimation, that nman you're holding did kill those four girls
and wote the letters signed by Roach?"

"Yes, sir. Possibly nore than four girls. He changed his MO in the past two
weeks and began using a chem cal -soaked cloth to knock his victims out first.
We're 1 still questioning himabout his procedure.”

"I see." Garnette was silent for a noment, his hands folded on the desk. When
he | ooked back at Pal atazin, his expression was tough and direct. "You've



wor ked long and hard to crack this thing, Andy. No one in the departnent
appreci ates that as nmuch as | do."

"Thank you, but I'mafraid we have a long way to go yet before we can consi der
it closed."

"No matter. You're a good cop, Andy. You've been a good cop and a credit to
this departnent ever since you joined us." He snmiled slightly, his eyes
warmng up with nenories. "You renmenber those old days? Wen you were a
detective first grade and | was trying to nake sergeant? W were scruffy
bastards then, weren't we? Qut on the streets throw ng our wei ght around,
flashing our shields whenever we could, naking a | ot of noise about every
goddamed t hing. W had chi ps on our shoulders as big as redwood | ogs, didn't
we? Those were the days. You remenber that time we cornered the sniper on the
fourth floor of the Alexandria Hotel? " About fifty cops out in the hal
shaking in their shoes, everybody afraid to breathe because the bastard had an
el ephant gun in there? And you just wal ked right up to the door and knocked on
it! | alnost dropped ny teeth when that guy opened it and cane out with his
hands over his head! Shit! You renenber that?"

"I remenber," Palatazin said quietly.

"That took guts. And how about the tinme we were | ooking for the Chinatown
Strangl er? W were on rooftop stakeout with binoculars and a girl in one of
the w ndows started doing a striptease? That crazy broad had the biggest set
of oompahs |'ve ever seen. She could ve made it in the novies. Things were
better then, weren't they? We didn't have conputers or sociol ogists or
psychics trying to do our jobs for us. W got out in the streets and worked
our asses off, and we didn't have to worry about a mountain of files and
paperwork. Well, that's progress for you, right? J Seens |like you and | have
gotten a little grayer and sl ower over the years. The pressure is so much

t ougher now. You have to contend with so many conflicting factors. It's not
cut -and-dried anynore. The psychiatrists and the ACLU people see to that.
Sonetimes | just want to chuck this whole ness and take the wife down to
Acapul co or sonewhere clean. Haven't you ever felt that way?"

"OfF course | have," Palatazin said. "Everyone does."

"Uh- huh." Garnette nodded, placing his fingertips together and staring at the

other man for a few silent seconds. "Ckay, fine. I'mgoing to give you a
chance to take a little vacation, Andy. Two weeks with pay. How about that?"
"A ... vacation? Wll, that's very nice, but |I've got to finish this thing
first."”

"No, you don't," Garnette said sternly.

"What ?"

Garnette cleared his throat. "Lieutenant Reece is going to take over for you
for the next two weeks, Andy. | want you to take off."

“I ... I"'mafraid | don't understand."

"You're tired, Andy. You're overworked and worn out. You deserve some tine
of f, but I know you-if it were up to you, hell would freeze over before you
left your desk. So take advantage of this. You and Jo go somewhere nice for
two weeks . "

"What is this?" Pal atazin demanded, his cheeks reddeni ng. He knew exactly what
it was, but he wanted to hear Garnette say it. "Wat are you trying to tel
ne?"

"I ... the department's giving you sone tine off-"

"Dam it!" Palatazin blurted out, getting to his feet. A pulse was poundi ng at
his tenple, and he quavered with confusion and anger. "The departnent's
canning nme, is that right?"

"No, for Christ's sake! Two weeks, Andy! That's not forever!"

"What is it? Who have you been talking to? Wio's been saying |'mcrazy this
time?" It dawned on himthen-it had probably been that outburst at the Dos
Terros tenenent. Who had told Garnette? Sergeant Teal ? One of the officers
who' d been working the scene? Surely it hadn't been Sully Reece? "Do you think



' mcrazy, Paul?"

"I think ... you deserve a rest. It's long overdue. You just go hone and |et
your men finish this up."”

"NO " Palatazin shouted. "I WONT DO IT! There are sone things | have to find
out fromthe suspect. Some very inportant things! | can't ... | can't |leave it
now "

"You're going to have to." Garnette forced hinself to | ook away. He stared
down at his hands. "You'll report back to work two weeks fromtoday."

"I won't-"

"I's that understood?" Garnette said very quietly, and lifted his gaze.

Pal atazin started to protest again, but he knew it was no use. He placed his
pal ms on the desk and | eaned forward, his eyes glimering. "lI'mnot crazy," he

whi spered hoarsely. "I"'mnot! | don't care what you' ve heard. There's a good
reason for everything |I've done or said, and by God if you don't start
listening to ne, there's . . . there's going to be great evil in this city.

There's going to be evil beyond your wi | dest nightnares!™”

"Andy," Garnette stated firmy, "go hone."

Pal at azi n straightened up, wi ping his forehead with a trenbling hand. "Go
home?"

he whi spered softly. "Home? | can't ... | ... there's so nmuch to be done." H s
eyes were wild and bl oodshot, and he knew that he nust truly | ook insane.
"Shall | ... leave ny badge and gun with you?" he asked after another noment.

"I don't think that's necessary. This is a vacation, not a suspension. Now,
take it easy, Andy. And for God's sake don't worry about the Roach or anything
el se.™

Pal at azi n nodded and noved dazedly toward the door. "Yes," he said. "Al

right."

He heard hinself speaking as if he were inside a tunnel. He felt the cold
doorknob touch his hand, and he twi sted it.

TVELVE

It was just after two o' clock when Jo heard the front door open and cl ose. She
cane down the stairs hurriedly and found Andy in the kitchen, holding a paper

bag. "Wat are you doi ng honme so early?" she asked. "You scared ne to death!"

He gl anced at her quickly, then | ooked away. "I won't be going back to work
for a while," he said quietly.

"What do you nean? What happened, Andy? Tell ne!"

He began to take itenms out of the bag. There was a smaller bag inside with H
Shaf fer and Son, Fine Jewelry printed onit. "I've been given a two-week
vacation," he said, and smled grimy. She watched hi mopen the bag and take
out two identical white boxes. "Two weeks," he whispered. "Los Angel es m ght
not even exist in two weeks." He gave her one of the boxes. "Put this around
your neck. | want you to wear this all the time; don't take it off-not in the
shower, not when you sleep.”

She opened it with a trenbling hand. It was a small gold-plated crucifix on
long chain. "It's beautiful," she said, "but ..."

"Put it on right now," he said. He opened his box, took out the other
crucifix, and clasped it around his neck. "I want you to get used to wearing
it," he told her, "so you won't forget it. | don't know how powerful its

i nfluence will be because it hasn't been bl essed by a priest or sanctified
with holy water, but it's better than nothing. Go on, put it on now " He went
behi nd her to help her clasp it.

She watched him dunbfounded, as he stepped back to the counter and reached
into the bag again. Ch, ny God, she thought suddenly as she | ooked into his
face. He | ooked just like his nother did just before she went into the rest
hone. H s eyes held that same fanatical, crazed gleam his jaw was set with an
unyi el di ng determni nation. "Andy," she whispered as he took several heads of
garlic fromthe bag and laid them on the counter



"W'll slice these and snear all the windowsills with them" he said. "Then

we' Il chop sone into pieces and spread themon the front awn. Mana said it
woul d hel p keep the vanpir away because their sense of snell is so strong and
t he odor rem nds them of death." He turned toward her and saw her face as pale
as chalk. "Oh, | see. You think I'mcrazy, too, |ike everyone else, don't
you?"

"Send me a postcard from Vegas," Garnette said as Pal atazin stepped through
the door. The captain's shoul ders were slunped forward and he carried hinself
as if he'd just taken a hard blow to the stomach. Garnette started to say,
"I"'msorry," but then the door closed. God.' Garnette thought, | hope two
weeks makes a difference! If not. . . well, let that take care of itself. But
anybody who wanted to burn bodies found in an East L.A tenenent-who denanded
that they be cremated-was obviously in need of a long rest.

Poor guy, Garnette nused, and then forced hinmself to concentrate on other
natters.

"I think . . . Andy, you're not in Hungary now This is a different place, a
different time-"

"There's no difference!" he objected sharply. "The vanmpir doesn't care what

pl ace he attacks so long as there's an abundance of food! And tine to his kind

means nothing! | tell you the vanpir is here in this city! And someone has got
to find the Master, the king vanpir, before it's too late!™

"You don't nmean . . . Andy, what's cone over you?"

"The truth," he said quietly. "Jo, | want you to |leave. | want you to take the

car and drive as far away from here as you can. Go east across the nountains.
WIl you do that for nme?"

She took a step toward himand clutched his arm "W'Il|l both go," she said.
"We' |l nake a real vacation out of these two weeks! W'll pack and | eave in
the norning, all right? W can drive down to San Di ego or-"

"No. It has to be far fromthis city because when they start spreadi ng out,
there will be no stopping them | want the nountains between you and L. A , and
| want you to | eave now. "

"I can't go without you," she told him tears of despair welling in her eyes.
"I won't, damm it! No matter what you say!"

He took her shoul ders and | ooked deeply into her eyes. "Wen they cone, Jo-and

they will come, it's only a matter of tinme-1 won't be able to save you. |
probably won't be able to save nyself. But | have to stay here, | have to try
to ... do sonething! Running doesn't do any good. They just advance, and
sooner or later all of humanity will be pushed together in a tiny pocket, and
the vanpir will come and then . . . that will be the end, don't you see? The
vampir will eventually destroy thenmselves, but only after all of humanity is
bl ed dry.

Soneone has got to at least try to stop them"

"You? O all the people in the world, why you?"

"Because," he said quietly, fixing her with his gaze, "I'mhere. And | know
their ways. Wwo else is there?"

"Let the police do it!"

"The police? Ah, yes. | know firsthand how efficient the police can be. No, it
has to be ne. Alone, if that's the will of God. Now go upstairs and pack your
things." He turned back to the paper bag.

Jo did not nove. "I won't |eave," she protested. "You can't nake ne."

"You're a fool," he said.

"I love you."

Pal atazin | ooked at her and grunted. "Twice a fool then. Haven't you
understood a word |'ve said?"

"I understand ny place is with you. I'mnot |eaving."

He stared at her for a silent nonent, and she could feel the heat of his gaze.
She returned it stubbornly. "All right," he said finally, "if you' re going to
stay until norning, you can help ne prepare for them Cut the garlic into



pi eces.” As she noved to get a knife, he reached into the bag and brought out
a can of black spray

(???) The last bell had rung at Fairfax H gh School. The classroonms and halls
were enptying rapidly. Toyotas and Triunphs squeal ed out of the parking | ot
onto Fairfax Avenue and left trails of rubber ained toward the nearest
McDonal d's. (??7?)

paint. She didn't want to ask himwhat he was going to do with it.

He wal ked to the front of the house, shaking the spray paint, and opened the
door. On the wood he sprayed a | arge black crucifix and beneath it the
Hungarian word OVAJQODI K

Bewar e.

Tommy Chandl er, one of the few el even-year-old freshnen who had ever wal ked
the not-so-hallowed halls of Fairfax H gh, carefully dialed the comnbination of
his Yale lock, pulled it open, then opened his |ocker. Inside there were the
usual Anerican history, algebra, and Latin textbooks, a pack of Bic pens, and
a few Nifty notebooks. Taped to the inside of the | ocker was a picture of
Oion Kronsteen in his Jack the Ri pper nmakeup from London Screans, clipped
reverentially froman old Famous Monsters of Filnl and nmagazi ne. There was a
pi cture of Raquel Welch in a bikini, too, but that took a | ower place of
honor .

Tommy took out his history and al gebra books and the correspondi ng not ebooks.
M. Kitchens would probably throw a sneak history quiz at the class first
thing in the norning, and Tonmy wanted to do sonme advance reading in al gebra
because what they were covering now was just plain booooring.

Across the | ocker room Ji m Bai nes and Mark Sutro were di scussing the physica
attributes of Melinda Kenninmer, head majorette for the Fairfax H gh Marching
Band and an untouchabl e but deliciously stacked senior.

"I saw her in the hall today, fifth period," Mark was saying as he gathered up
a biology text and a geonetry notebook. "God, | al nbst creanmed ny jeans! She
smled at me. Actually smiled for God' s sake! She's got a smile like Farrah
Fawcett . "

"Better than Farrah Fawcett," Jimsaid. "Mre |like CGo Derek. God, what a bod!

| hear she's going with Stan Perry, the |lucky asshole! Last week at the pep
rally when she flashed those thighs and the drum corps was putting down a

jungl e beat, | thought I was going to shoot to the moon. It's unnatural for a
girl to look so good. I'll bet she's got a nean streak in her."
"Who cares? | like 'em nean. Have you got a date for Honecom ng?"

"Not yet. I'mgoing to ask Ronni MKay."

"Ha!" Mark slamed his | ocker door and spun the | ock. "Too |late! Johnny
Jackson al ready asked her, and she said yes."

"What ? Keerist! | had nmy lines all ready for her! Dam! Wo are you asking,
Sel ma Verone?"

Mark made a sickened face. "Are you kidding? Ad Pizza Cheeks Verone? |'d
rather go stag." He nudged Jimin the ribs with an el bow and notioned toward
Tomy. "Bet Selma would go with Chandler if he'd ask her."

Here it comes. Tommy thought. Hurry and get it over wth.

"Hey, Chandler!" Mark called to himacross the aisle. "Wiy don't you ask Sel ma
Verone to go to Homecoming with you? You |ike nonsters so much, she'd be
perfect for you!"

"I doubt it," Tommy nunbl ed. He heard the | ocker room door open and cl ose, but
he was concentrating on what the next jibe would probably be, so he didn't
noti ce who cane in. Tomy closed his | ocker, spun the dial, and turned right
into a slab of beef wearing an Aerosmith T-shirt. A hand shot out, catching
Tommy on the col |l arbone, and shoved hi m back against the |ockers. He hit his
head on netal, and his ears rang like a fire drill alarm Hi s eyegl asses
dangl ed fromone ear, but he didn't need to see to know who it was. He heard



t he raucous laughter like the snorting of pigs. JimBaines and Mark Sutro were
as quiet as the dead.

"You're in ny way, fuckface!" the slab of beef grow ed.

Tommy adj usted his glasses. There were three boys standing before him Jules
"Bull" Thatcher with his usual entourage of Buddy Carnes and Ross Wir.
Thatcher's faces was broad and ugly, as cratered and hostile as the surface of
the nmoon. He had shoul der-1ength brown hair, a scar through one thick eyebrow,
and bl ack ferret eyes that radiated hatred. He towered over Tommy. Bull had
been a pretty fair running back on the freshman football teamuntil Coach
Maxwel | had caught himselling 'ludes in the parking | ot about two weeks

bef ore. He shoul d' ve been a junior, but the sixth and ei ghth grades had been
beyond his capacity. Now he nostly cheated to squeak by. H s eyes gleanmed with
bl oodl ust as he stared at Tormy. Hi s face was sl ashed by a cruel, thin-1ipped
nmout h, and Tonmy could well believe the stories he'd heard about Bull's | ove
of pure violence. It was his msfortune to have been assigned the | ocker right
next to Bull.

"I said you're in ny way . . . fuckface!" Bull said grimy, his hands on his
hi ps.

"Uh . . . sorry," Tommy said, rubbing his collarbone. "I was just |eaving."
"He was 'just leavin','" Ross Wir mmcked Tormy's high, childish voice. "He
sounds like a fairy. You a fairy, punk?"

"Don't you guys know?" Buddy Carnes said. "This here's the little brain. He's
in my algebra class, gets A's on every goddam test and fucks up the curve for
everybody else. He's the reason I'mflunkin' ny ass off!l"

"Ch yeah?" Bull said quietly. "A brain, huh?"

"Looks like a fairy to ne," Weir said, and cackl ed.

Bai nes and Sutro tried to slip past the Unholy Three, but suddenly Bull's head
turned, and Tomry saw his eyes gleamlike Gort the robot's power blast from

The Day the Earth Stood Still. "Were do you think you're going' ?" Bull said
om nously.
"Nowhere . . ." Mark stamrered. "W're just . . . nowhere . . ."

"Better not be!" Bull said, and turned his attention back to Tomy.

Ah, yes, Tonmy thought. He needs an audi ence for his performance. Over Bull's
massi ve shoul ders his cohorts' faces |ooked |ike the half-human animals from
The Island of Lost Souls. Tommy could feel his heart thunping against his thin
rib cage. The "flight or fight" instinct was punping adrenaline through his
body-his head said fight, but his feet said flight.

Bul | stepped closer and shoved Tommy agai nst the | ockers again. "You think
you're smart, don't you? Don't you?"

"Not particularly, no."

"You callin' Bull a liar?" Ross Wir snarl ed.

Tommy thought. Caught by the deadly triangle! Hs face flushed with a m xture
of anger and fear. Bull reached out and plucked off Tommy's gl asses.

"Hey, don't!" Tommy said. "Those are expensive!"

"Ch yeah? You want 'em back? Cone take 'em™

"You' re about three guys bigger than ne."

"He's a chickenshit fairy, too," Wir said.

Bull narrowed his eyes into fierce slits. "I've seen you in here before, kid.
You got the | ocker next to mine, don't you? I'mgoing to give you sone advice.
I find you in here tonorrow afternoon, I'mgoing to smear your little fairy

ass up and down Fairfax Avenue, you got that?"

"Just give nme back ny . " Tommy began, but in the next instant a massive
hand had grabbed his collar and was choking him

"Maybe you didn't hear ne," Bull said evenly. "I don't want to see you in
here"

agai n. Understand?" He shook Tommy |ike a dog shakes a bone. "Under STAND?"

"Yeah," Tommy said, tears beginning to swmin his eyes. He felt nore rage
than fear, but he knew if he swng a blow, Bull would probably snap his arns
out of their sockets. "Yeah, | understand."”



Bul | |aughed, blowing fetid breath in Tomy's face. He flung Tomy back"

and sneered at Baines and Sutro. "You want some of it, too?" he grow ed. Their
heads shook in unison

"Huh?" Bull glowered at himand then smiled. "Sure, kid." He held them out and
dropped themto the floor as Tomry reached for them "Sorry," Bull said.

"Il '" get "em" He placed his boot on a |lens and ground down on it. The
crack sounded as |oud as a gunshot. Buddy Carnes how ed with | aughter. "There
you go, kid," Bull said, bending to pick up the glasses and then handi ng t hem

to Tommy.
"Put "emon and let's see how they |ook."

Tommy was | ooki ng through one clear | ens and one crisscrossed with cracks. The
damaged side kept slipping off his ear, and he had to hold it in place.

"Looks real good," Bull said. His face contorted viciously. "Now get out of
here, fuckface! And you don't cone back, you got it?"

Tommy slipped past Bull and started for the door. He was al nost there,

thi nking he was really going to make it, when Ross Weir stuck a leg in his
path and pushed him He went down in a tangle of arnms and | egs, his books
falling everywhere. Laughter exploded as he gathered up his books again and
hurried out of the | ocker room I|eaving JimBaines and Mark Sutro to their own
unfortunate fates. Tonmy wal ked across the enpty parking | ot and turned south
on Fairfax, heading toward Hancock Park. Hi s knees were trenbling, and within
himthere was a great urge to turn around and shout, "BULL THATCHER SUCKS!" as
| oud as he could. But what good would that do? He'd only end up with a busted
head and a mout hful of |oose teeth. Soon he'd left Fairfax H gh behind and was
out of shouting range.

He wi shed he had muscles |ike Hercul es; he wi shed he could deliver a flying
kick Iike Bruce Lee. Then the Bull Thatchers of the world-and there were so
many of themwould think twi ce before they bothered him Ah! The perfect fate
for Bull Thatcher. He imagi ned the boy running through the fog-shrouded
streets of old London, fear glistening in his eyes beneath the whale oil |anps
as he heard the approaching footsteps. Oion Kronsteen's Ri pper was afoot in

t he darkness, his three-foot sickle seeking new victinms to behead. The

Ri pper's eyes woul d | ook |ike black holes behind a nmask of gray cloth, and as
t hose eyes made out the running figure of Bull Thatcher, the thin nouth woul d
twitch into a cunning smle. There's nowhere to run, boy! The Ri pper woul d
call out. There's nowhere to hide! Cone, let Mary Death take a taste of your

bl ood!

O course, he'd catch Bull Thatcher, and then . . . hell, hell, helll Tonmy
caught the snell of oranges and cloves in the breeze. It was the deceptively
fruity smell which had |ured thousands of prehistoric saber-toothed tigers,

gi ant ground sl oths, and mastodons into the clinging trap of Hancock Park
Tommy |iked to roam around over there on Saturdays when his dad was working at
the Achilles Electronics plant in Pasadena and his nmom was out naking

tel ephone calls for whatever volunteer group she'd hooked up with this nonth.
Last nonth it had been the Society to Aid Canbodi an Orphans. Now it was the
Save the African El ephant bunch. While his nother crusaded, Tomrmy woul d sit
beneath a tree in the park and watch the roller skaters or read H. P.
Lovecraft. He was accustoned to bei ng al one.

He turned onto Lindenhurst Avenue, across fromthe park, and wal ked al ong a
street lined with Spanish stucco houses that seemed to stretch on out of
sight, hundreds of houses that | ooked simlar except for the different colors
of paint and different cars in the driveways. But, Tonmy had noticed, there
was even a pattern to the cars. Mst of themwere inports or econony cars,

i ncluding his dad's Pacer and his nother's Toyota Celica. There were a few
Porsches and Mercedes Benzes sitting around, too, but nost of these were

i nconspi cuously driven and usually covered over with protective canvas. It was
a firmy mddle-class nei ghborhood, conplete with Boy Scout troop neetings and
backyard barbecues on weekend evenings. It was quite simlar to the



nei ghbor hood Tommy and his parents had lived in when his dad was wor ki ng at
the Achilles plant in Scottsdale, Arizona; and about the same as the one in
San Antoni o, Texas; and al nbst identical to the old nei ghborhood in Denver,

Col orado. Actually they'd lived in a small town just outside Denver, and that
pl ace had been Tomrmy's favorite-streets lined with elmtrees and white picket
fences, chimey snoke stirring in a crisp northerly breeze, people wearing
sweaters and raking | eaves into orderly piles. That had been a really neat

pl ace. California was different.

Everybody was wacky, everybody had ulterior notives. It wasn't the noving that
bot hered Tommy so nuch because he knew his father was being pronoted gradually
t hrough the Achilles corporation. It was changi ng schools so much and | eaving
behi nd whatever few friends he'd managed to make. In his experience rea
friends were few and far between. But there was one definite advantage to

L. A, though. So many nonster flicks were shown on the tube! Al nost every
weekend on "Creature Features" or "Horror Hotel," he got to see an Orion
Kronsteen, Vincent Price, or-very rarely-a Todd Sl aughter flick. At the end of
the sunmmer, he'd hel ped his dad attach a giznp to the TV antenna that pulled
in a couple of Mexican stations, and down there they really rmade creepy horror
novies. So all in all, it wasn't too bad.

H s heart suddenly gave a kick. A silver Vega was parked in the driveway of
the house across the street fromhis. Her silver Vega. Her name was Sandy
Vernon, the daughter of Pete and D anne Vernon, and she was a sophonore at
UCLA.

Tomrmy had fallen in love with her while watching her now the | awn on a Sunday
afternoon, clad in tight denimcutoffs and a dark bl ue halter

She was tanned and blond and . . . stacked! She nade Melinda Kenniner, Farrah
Fawcett, Go Derek and Raquel Welch |ook |like Selma Verone. He'd nelted into a
little puddle, like the goo the cones out of a chocol ate-covered cherry, when

he'd seen the tight nuscles of her thighs and buttocks as she shoved a
sputtering red Toro nmower back and forth across the [awn. He woul d have

of fered to hel p, but then he woul d've been deprived of watching that heavenly
body. So he'd sat on the front steps, leafing through an ,, jl| Eerie nagazi ne
and not making a bit of sense out of the stories.

And when she'd finished, she'd cut the nower and then turned toward him that
mane of blond hair flowing |ike hair does in shanpoo comercials. Even from
across the street Tommy had seen that her eyes were a bluish violet.

"H there," she'd said, and sm | ed.

"That's a pretty neat |awnnower you' ve got there," was the only thing he could
manage to say.

She'd snmiled wider as if she could read the thoughts-STUPI DI ASSHOLE! STUPI D!
ASSHOLE. ' -that were battering against the walls of Tommy's brain. "Thanks.
It's ny dad's. What they need to invent is one that does all the work by
itself."

"Uh . .. yeah. | think sonebody's cone up with a robot nower. It runs along a
wire you put down in the grass. My nane's Tommy Chandl er."

"I'"'m Sandy Vernon. Your folks just nmoved in?"

"Since July."

"That's nice. What grade are you in?"

"Uh . . . I'll be a freshman at Fairfax H gh. In Septenber. You sure did a
good job on that lawn." STUPI DI ASSHOLE! STUPI D

"Thanks, I'Il be seeing you, Tonmy." And she'd pushed the nower away, her cute

little behind moving as if on ball bearings.

Tommy' s body, in the bew | dering throes of change, was never quite the sane
after that Sunday afternoon neeting. Once he woke up in the mddle of the

ni ght, | ooked down at his pajama bottoms, and al nbst passed out thinking he
had some hi deous kind of VD. But that was inpossible since he'd never had the
opportunity to dabble in the nysteries of the opposite sex, and he deci ded
that it was one nore of nature's tricks to make sure he was ready for nanhood.
Now, as he stood in front of his house and | ooked across Lindenhurst at the



silver Vega that neant she was hone, he saw a collie sitting on the steps in
front of the Vernons' door. Wose dog is that? he wondered. Maybe the Vernons
bought it in the last couple of days? It was a |arge, beautiful dog, and right
now it seened to be sleeping. Tommy strolled out into the street and said,
"Hi, boy! H there, fellal!"

The dog didn't nove

What's wong with it? he wondered. Is it sick? He crossed the street and stood
on the sidewal k. "Hi, fella!" He cl apped one hand against his leg, but the
collie didn't react. When Tomry pl aced one foot on the Vernons' |awn, the
dog's head came up, the eyes staring blankly at him "H , boy!" Tomry said.
"Whose dog are you, huh? Are you Sandy's dog?" Dogs have all the luck! he

t hought. He took another step closer, and the collie bared its teeth, growing
very softly.

Tommy froze. The collie slowy rose to its feet but didn't nmove fromin front
of the door. A drop of saliva fell fromits lower [ip and spattered onto the
wal kway. Tonmy backed away, very carefully, and the collie imrediately curled
up again. On the other side of the street, Tonmy stopped and stared across,
knowi ng that Bull Thatcher was going to grow |ike that when he stepped into
that | ocker room again tonorrow afternoon. It was either that or carry all his
books around all day. He wondered if a kid could buy a can of Mace. Funny the
way that dog acted, he thought. | always heard that collies were friendly.
Well, after all, | guess | was invading his territory or sonething.

And then he renmenbered that "The Invaders" was on television in fifteen

m nutes, so he dug the key out of his pocket and hurried inside so he woul dn't
mss the first part, where the saucer cones down.

FOURTEEN

Dar kness, Twenty mi nutes before eight o'clock

Pai ge LaSanda cursed as her pal e blue Mercedes crashed over yet another

pot hol e on serpentine Bl ackwood Road. God! she thought. Wiy did | ever tel

that Fal co character Yd come up this nmountain in practically the nmiddle of the

night? Wiy didn't | make himsend a car to pick nme up and take ne back hone?

If that Prince whatever-his-nane-is can afford to rent that castle, then by

God he could afford to send a lim to pick me up! She could hear the w nd

whi ni ng through the dead trees out there, so she turned on her radio and

searched for nmusic. She cane across the tail end of a newscast from KVET.
regi stered 3.4 on the open-ended Richter scale, but San Diego residents did

suffer some broken windows in a series of aftershocks . . ." Another

eart hquake, she thought. Christ! If it's not forest fires or nudslides, it's

eart hquakes! She turned the dial and found a song she liked, the new Rory

Bl ack single."... I'mnot the kind of guy who gets a second chance with pretty

girls like you . "

She was wondering what this Prince what's-his-name woul d | ook |ike when she
realized that there was sonething out there in the dark, running al ongsi de her
car.

A coupl e of dogs, caught in the backwash of the headlights, were running on
either side like royal escorts.

She shivered, wondering what dogs were doing way up here, and accelerated to

| eave them behind. In another few minutes she turned a corner, and there was
the massive hulk of the Kronsteen castle. There were candles in some of the

wi ndows, shining with different colors. She had to admit that if the place was
not, quite attractive, then at least it was mysteriously appealing.

She drove through the open gate, parked her car in the driveway, and wal ked up
the stone stairs to the front door. She was wearing a sleek black dress and a
silver necklace with dianond stars clustered around a gl eanm ng hal f-noon, and
she knew she | ooked stunning. She was going to knock the prince' s socks-or



what ever they called themin Hungary-off tonight. She knocked on the front
door and wait ed.

It opened al nost i medi ately, and standing there was a young Chicano girl in a
long white gown. "Hi," Paige said. "I'm M ss LaSanda, and Prince \Vul kan
expects me." The girl nodded and notioned for her to enter. She stepped
across the threshold. The door was closed behind her. She followed the servant
girl-her makeup is atrocious, Paige thought-under a chandelier studded with

gl eam ng candl es. Paige glanced up at it, realizing that it was where the cops
had found Orion Kronsteen's headl ess body. It was as cold as a refrigerator

i nside the place, and above her head Pai ge could hear the whi ne and noan of
conflicting wi nds across the high ceilings. They noved down a long hallway lit
by nore candles, then up a curved, stone stairway that had no banister. On
the second ,} floor the servant girl notioned Paige through a rough-hewn door
into a huge roomwith two roaring fireplaces on either side of a highly
pol i shed, gl eam ng bl ack dining table. Mre candles guttered froma chandelier
overhead and the two silver candel abra set equidistantly on the table. There
was only one place setting, at the head of the table, with a silver dish and
gl eam ng silverware. A crystal decanter half-filled with red wine and a single
gobl et were set beside the dish, both catching golden light fromthe
fireplaces. "Were's Prince Vul kan?" Pai ge asked the servant girl as she sat
down.

The girl poured a glass of wine for Paige but didn't answer. Then, without a
word, she noved like a waith to the door and vani shed.

What's this guy going to do? Pai ge wondered. Make a grand entrance or
somet hi ng?

She sipped the wi ne and asked herself what the hell she was doing there; then
she | ooked up, startled. She thought she'd seen a face way down at the other
side of the room floating in the shadows that had gathered at the limts of
the firelight. Now it was gone, but she was left with the distinct inpression

of white flesh, white hair, and . . . red eyes. Now there was nothing there at
all. She | ooked away quickly and thought she heard footsteps echoing off stone
in the distance, not wal king but. . . scurrying. Voices seened to be

whi spering all around her, and she was al nbost certain she heard a cold
chuckl e.

Maybe, she thought, just maybe | ought to call this whole thing off. Maybe
ought to get my little ass out of here right now because there's sonethi ng
definitely screwy about this whole thing.

She drank down anot her swallow of the wine and started to rise fromher chair.
And that was when the hand came down very gently on her shoul der.

Pai ge gasped and turned her head. She was staring into a pair of green cat
eyes set in a pallid, high-cheekboned face.

"M ss LaSanda," he said, and slightly bowed his head. "I'm Prince Vul kan."
"Prince . . . Wulkan?" she said in a whisper
"That's right. I"'msorry you had to wait. There were sone things | had to take

care of before |I could come."” He wal ked around from behind her and stood

besi de the table, staring down at her with a piercing, intense gaze.

"You? You're the prince?" She al nost | aughed, but the shock was too great. Al
her Omar Sharif fantasies were shredded |ike so nuch rotten tapestry. She

| ooked at hi mw de-eyed, thinking that his flesh mght well have been scul pted

fromwhite marble. "You're . . . you're just a boy!" she finally managed to
say.

He smiled slightly, his eyes sparkling with firelight. "Am|[?"

"I was expecting sonmeone older ... in his forties at least!"

"Were you?" He nodded. "Forty years old? |'msorry | disappoint you."
Pai ge saw the yellow streaks in his hair and stared at them What sort of kid
was this anyway? Hi s face | ooked |ike a seventeen-year-old' s, but there was



something in his voice, his manner, his eyes that seemed nuch, nuch older. "Is

M. Fal co your guardi an?" she asked.

"Falco is... was ... in my enploy. | sawfit to termnate his services | ast

ni ght."

"Ch. But what about your parents? Surely you didn't come all the way from

Hungary without sonebody!"

"I"'mnot a child, Mss LaSanda,

can take care of nyself!"

"Well, sure. | just thought, you know .

Vul kan | eaned over the table toward her, and she found herself inwardly

cringing. "You' re disappointed, aren't you? You wanted ne to be ol der. You

wanted nme to be handsone and weal thy, didn't you?"

"No, not at all. I"'mjust. . . surprised.” She tore her gaze away from his

with an effort that made her neck rmuscles thrumli ke bad guitar chords. She

was afraid to | ook at himagain, but when she |ooked into his eyes, she felt

there was a caul dron bubbling at the center of her brain. "Listen, Your

Royal ty or Your Hi ghness or whatever, | think this has all been a big m stake.

| really shouldn't be here. It's late, and | have some work to do at home, so
." She started to rise.

"You'll stay where your are," he whispered.

Instantly her back was rigid against the chair, her hands gripped tightly

around the arms of her chair. She felt as if a seat belt had suddenly been

drawn tight around her stonach. She gasped for breath.

he said, his lower lip curling. "I'mnot!

"There," he said. "I don't want to hear anything el se about your |eaving. |'ve
got too much on my mind tonight to worry about you, Mss LaSanda, so pl ease
sit quite still. For some tine, |'ve been planning to entertain you, and

don't want you spoiling the evening. Drink your wine."

She shook her head and gasped, "No . . ."

"Drink it," he said, his eyes boring through her skul

Her hand went out, obediently grasped the crystal goblet, and tilted it to her
lips, then returned the glass to the table. Her eyes were shining with fear
and a pulse ticked at her right tenple. The prince picked up the glass,
swirled the wine dregs around for a silent nmonment, then sniffed it and slid it
back to her.

He smiled. "You' re a very attractive woman, M ss LaSanda. Very attractive

i ndeed. 1'msure"lJ you have many suitors. Don't you?" When she didn't reply,
he | eaned forward and touched her throbbing pulse with a cold finger. Then he
brought the finger back and passed it under his nose a couple of tinmes. "Very

attractive," he whispered.
"Pl ease," she said, her jaw nuscles aching with the effort, "let me go hone. |
don't ... | don't care who you are. Just ... let me ... go ..."

"That woul d spoil everything. You want to stay here with me. Don t you?" His
eyes wi dened slightly.

Her head nodded involuntarily, like a marionette's.” " 1 "Good." He regarded
her for a nonent in silence, then wal ked across the room one of the
fireplaces, where he nmade a gesture of warmng his hands. "lI'mcold he said
softly. I've been cold now for several nights, and | can't stand it any
longer. " But you wouldn't understand that, would you? When you're cold, you
sinmply turn r J up the heat. You don't know pain, M ss LaSanda, that pain that
roars through the body like a blizzard." He | ooked over his shoul der at her
"I"'mglad you're here, tonight. | needed sonebody to be with me, to talk to.
Sonetimes | get lonely for people . "

The woman's nout h worked, but no sound canme out. Two tears trickled down her
cheeks, leaving twin nascara trails.

Vul kan stared into the fire. "It was only a matter of time before you found
out .

My checks are worthless. My bank account in Switzerland has been closed for a
| long time. | didn't know how rmuch you knew about ne. So it was nuch sinpler

| you see, to bring you here. To ne." 1"l don't ... | don't know



anything . . . about you . she whi sper ed.

"Ah, but there are things you m ght have found out." He turned back to her,
rubbi ng his palns together. "You m ght have called the police. You nmight have
hurt me before it had even started.” "Started? Wat . . .?"

"Everything!" he excl ai ned, making a sweeping gesture with his arnms. "The
future!”

Pai ge heard the door open. Vul kan gl anced up. "Here's your neal," he said.
"It's a true Hungarian beef gyulash. | had it rmade just for you."™ Agirl in a
white gown brought in a silver bow brimmng with a thick-1ooking broth in
whi ch bits of potatoes, beef, and carrots floated. She set it down in the

pl ate before Paige and |l eft the room Paige stared at it but didn't nove. |
want you to eat it," Vulkan said quietly.

Paige's arms were still pinned to the chair, and tears were dripping fromthe
poi nt of her chin. "Eat your neal," Vulkan said as if he were speaking to a
small child. Her right hand whi pped out, grasped a | arge spoon, dipped it into
the bow and brought it to her lips. Her nouth jerked open. The spoon returned
to the bowl. Then again. "Swallow it or you'll choke," he warned her. "That's
a good girl." He stood over her and watched. "There are so many things | want
to know about this land called California," he said eagerly. "You can help ne.
You can tell me everything. Like . . . who are these?" He touched the T-shirt
he wore, printed with a picture of the Beach Boys. "Are they religious
figures, like the novie stars? | have to know about the rmusic |I've heard
pl ayi ng. What instruments are those? Lutes? Harps? The world changes so fast.
The years pass |like days to ne, the days like mnutes. It becones nore crowded
and conpl ex.
Every tine | leave ny refuge, | find nyself in a different world . . ." He
squi nt ed suddenly, hearing something (MASTER!'!) but he tried to force it away.
Waves of need crashed through himas he stood in the hot presence of Paige
LaSanda. But there it was again (MASTER HELP ME!), urgent and conpelling. He
touched his forehead, eyes rolling back, and tried to focus on where that
t hought had cone from And then

he coul d see the detectives in that |large rectangul ar building with al
t he wi ndows, bringing his servant Roach into a room where they were going to
ask him questions. Roach sat at a table, and one of the detectives-a black
man- swi tched on a cassette tape recorder. "All right, Benefield," the black
man said. "We're going to ask you a few nore questions."
"Questions? (MASTER HELP ME!) Wien can | go hone?"
"Remenber the photographs | showed you this afternoon?” the black man said.
"The four bad girls?"
"l remenber them" Roach said.
"Good." The detective opened a fol der and | ooked through sonme papers. Then he
shivered and gl anced up at a larger nan who sat across the room "Does it fee
cold in here to you, Karris?"
"Yeah, kind of," the one called Farris said. "Alittle chilly."
"Chilly, ny ass! Feels like a north wind blewin!" He shivered again and then
returned to the folder. "Wiat were you going to do to Vicki Harris after you
knocked her out with that stuff, Benefield?"
" Not hi ng. "
"Real | y? Let me read you sonething fromyour rap sheet. Do you renenber a
young wonman naned G lly Langford from August of 767"
"No. (MASTER HELP ME!)"
"That's odd, because she knew you when she picked you out of a lineup in an
attenpted rape case. She said you tried to strangle her, and she had the
brui ses on her throat to prove it. Then there was a little girl, Janis
Chessl er, eight years old. Novenber 1977. Do you renenber her?"
Roach cl osed his eyes tightly, clenching his hands into fists. (SAVE ME
VASTER
THEY' RE GO NG TO TRY TO MAKE ME TELL!)



"Do you renenber Dr. Carl Friednan, Benefield?" the black nan asked. "He was
the State Mental Health Board psychol ogi st assigned to your case after your
nol est ati on sentence was suspended. W've been in contact with him Shall
tell you what he says about you?"

"Lies," Roach said. "Everybody |ies about ne."

"He says you're what's called a paranoi d-schi zophrenic,
J

"That things get mxed up in your head sonetinmes and you | ose track of past
events. He says you conpl ain of severe headaches and you have abrupt nood
changes. Dr. Friedman says you show hostility to women. Are those |ies,
Benefi el d?"

"I"ll ask you again. What were you going to do to Vicki Harris?"

Roach trenmbl ed and whi spered, "He . . . doesn't want nme to tell . . .He"

Who are you tal ki ng about ?"

"The Master." There were beads of sweat on his face. "He says |'m not supposed
to-"

the bl ack man sai d.

Prince Vul kan broke mental contact with Roach and | ooked over at PaigeJ
LaSanda.

Her spoon was scraping the bottomof the silver bow ; her chin dripped with
beef gyulash, and it had splattered dowmn onto her dress. The woman's eyes

were glazed, brimrng with tears and totally insane.

"That's enough," Vul kan barked. | medi ately Paige's hand opened, and the spoon
clattered to the floor. He turned his gaze away from her, |ooking inward

agai n.

He wasn't certain how strong Roach's will was and how | ong the man coul d bear
this sort of questioning. The night before, Vul kan had nmade the castle trenble
with his screans of rage when he'd realized Roach had been caught. The man was
bringing his offering-and Vul kan's food-up the nmountain. But Roach was a | oyal
servant and could be put to future use, so now he had to be saved fromthe den
of the eneny. Vulkan put a hand to his left tenple and | ooked deep into the

ni ght, concentrating on what he wanted done. Hi s dark essence, like a formnl ess
shadow, left his body and travel ed upward, squeezing through a chink in the
wal | and movi ng outward; it was something the Headmaster had taught himto do.
Al of the city gleamed underneath. In just a nonment he could see the bats
spinning in the black sky like a nmad whirlw nd, hundreds of themflying from
their caves in the San Gabriel and Santa Mnica nountains, gathering directly
above Parker Center in downtown Los Angel es. They churned there, a squeaking
cyclone of wi ngs, awaiting his next command. Wen the sky was filled with
them he watched in his mnd

the bats dropping lower, still spinning in a huge circle, hovering like a
bl ack noose around the gray-green buil ding. They began to split formation and
fly into the walls and wi ndows. Those that didn't smash thensel ves to death
flew a di stance away and then canme back to strike again ..

Vul kan shifted focus, linked with Roach again and saw . . . the bl ack
detective | ooked up suddenly fromthe folder. He glanced at Farris, his brow
creasing. "Wiat was that? Did you hear sonething?"

"Wait a minute," Farris said, |istening.

Roach's eyes were full of tears. He smiled as he heard sonething shatter glass
out si de beyond the door. "The Master!" he shouted joyously. "It's the Master
cone to take nme home!"

"Shut up!" the black man said, rising fromhis chair. Mre glass broke, and
now t here were people shouting in the corridor. "Wat the hell's going on out
t here?" He opened the door and stood on the threshold, transfixed by what he
saw. W ndows expl oded |ike gunshots. A dozen bats flew over his head into the
room and Roach | aughed as Farris ducked away fromthem

The bl ack detective suddenly shivered and took a step backward.

"Reece?" Farris shouted.

The one call ed Reece staggered back, a ragged cry torn fromhis throat. He



whirled around, his face covered with bats. A stormof themswept into the
room darting into Farris's hair, catching onto his shirt. Roach cl apped and
shouted, "YES! YES!'" None of the bats touched him they attacked the other two
men, covering their bodies like a crawling tide. The walls were covered with
bats, and they spun around the roomlike bits of black paper caught in a high
wind .

"Roach," Wul kan said softly, speaking through his mnd. "Conme to ne."

"YES!" the man shrieked. He leapt up fromthe table and ran past the bl ack
man's body, which \vas twisting on the floor in agony. He ran into a | arger
room where there were other nmen trying to fight off the creatures, but the
bats nunbered in the thousands now and were still coming in through the broken
wi ndows. Roach passed a man whose head and back were swarming with furry

bodi es; another man ripped blindly at his shirt, his eyes reduced to bl eedi ng
hol es. The bats parted to |l et Roach through and closed in his wake. He ran
into the corridor, which was also filled with bats, and on to the elevator. A
few bats tangled in his hair, but they felt the Master's presence on himand
fl ew away. When the el evator came, he stepped in, escorted by two dozen or
nmore swirling protectively around him chittering and squealing. On the first
floor he ran toward the main doors, where a uniformed officer shouted and drew
his gun. A phal anx of bats whirled away from Roach and shredded the

pol i ceman's face.

Roach burst through the doors and ran into the night along a w de avenue
bordered by huge buildings. "Thank you, Master!" he shouted. "Thank you, thank

Prince Vul kan brought hinself back and opened his eyes; the pupils were
tightly slitted and seenmed to be glowing with green fire. He thought Kobra and
i n another nmonent Kobra stepped through a door at the far side of the room
"Roach is comng to join us,” Vul kan said. "Take a few of the others and go
down to help him Hurry."

Kobra left to find Viking and D cko and any ot her nenbers of the Deat hV
Machi ne who' d al ready awakened. It would be good to ride his Harley again, to
feel the cold wind in his face, to see the stars burning savagely in the
night. He'd been right-this was the greatest drug there was.

When Kobra was gone, Vul kan turned his attention back to the madwoman in the
chair. He approached her, saw her eyes noving feebly toward him her nouth
opening in a soundless "no." He took her hand and felt the bl essed heat
flowi ng like volcanic currents beneath the flesh. As he kissed the back of her
hand, he could snell the sweet, delicious blood nmllineters away fromhis
fangs. He ki ssed al ong her arm pushing the sl eeve back, licking with a bl ack
forked tongue.

Pai ge Lasanda shuddered, her eyes rolling back to white. "Boogeyman, Manmg,"
she said in alittle girl's voice. "Boogeyman . . . boogeynan . "

When he reached the pul se at the crook of her elbow, the coldness within him
turned unendurable. Hi s head snapped forward, his fangs piercing the flesh. A
bubbling fountain filled his nouth, and he drank with great, thirsty heaves.
In a few m nutes Pai ge whi npered, her face chal ky yellow, and then she was
silent.

Wednesday, October 30

THE HEADMASTER S d FT

Ri co Esteban, hands thrust deep into the pockets of a silver jacket and head
bowed i n thought, was wal ki ng hone al ong Sunset Boul evard. Around himthe
boul evard swirled with nightlife-the sidewal ks were crowded with rockers in
sl eek bl ack jackets, their hair cut rooster-style and dyed in a variety of

out rageous col ors; transvestites hung around the entrances of the El Lay O ub
and the Disco 2001, hoping to be escorted in by sone unaware stud; teenage
girls in jeans so tight they nunbed the ass stood in groups on the corners,
tal ki ng anong thensel ves about shoes and records when they weren't trying to



flag down the driver of a passing Jaguar or Porsche; furtive ol der nen stopped
to ask themwhat time it was or howto find a good disco, and when the

| aughter hit, they hunched down and scurried off into the shadows; pinps in

| ong Cadillacs cruised up and down the Strip, dianond rings flashing on their
hands, their eyes alert for action or trouble. Misic crashed around Rico |like
t hr obbing el ectric thunder froma dozen rock clubs; the lightning was bl ue and
white and green neon, pulsating like silent fury.

He' d made some good sal es tonight-a couple of granms of coke in front of the
Whi skey a Go Go, sone Col unmbi an Red inside Disco 2001. Now there were a couple
of ounces of Red left in the Iining of his jacket, and he knew he coul d' ve
sold that, too, if he'd stayed around the disco any longer. But he'd gotten a
creepy feeling in there just as the Jets were singing "Body Heat" and the
strobe lights hadstarted flashing so fast everybody | ooked |ike w ndup dolls
gone berserk. The walls had started closing in around him rem nding himtoo
much of the feeling he'd had in that building on Dos Terros Street. As he'd
rushed out, shoving through a knot of people who stood around a couple
writhing on the floor, urging themon, a girl wth bleached blond hair and
glitter on her cheeks had gripped his hand and whispered, "Come honme with ne,
baby. "

He' d seen somet hing horrible nmoving behind her vacant gaze, and her hand was
as cold as death. Suddenly the girl on the floor whinpered-Rico heard it quite
clearly, though no one el se seened to-and when he | ooked down, he thought he
saw t he boy astride her, his lips pressed against her throat. Rico jerked free
and ran.

He wal ked on, keeping his head down to avoid eye contact. Things were goi ng
crazy. Everything was falling to pieces. He al nost bunped into a skinny kid
with a crew cut. Wen he | ooked up, Rico saw that the kid wore a T-shirt with
VWHO | S THE GRAVEDI GGER? scrawl ed across it in red crayon. The kid cursed and
stunbl ed on, his eyes aflame with uppers. Rico hurried away, the gold chains
around his neck merrily tinkling against each other. In another nmonent he felt
hi nsel f bei ng wat ched and | ooked up again. On the corner there were two
teenage girls, one in a winkled violet dress and the other in a pink satin
jacket and dirty jeans. They stared at himw th hunger in their eyes, their
childlike faces vul pine and as pale as the ashes of a long-dead fire. Rico
shuddered and found he could not | ook away. The girl in the violet dress
sm |l ed and notioned for himto conme over. He had al nost reached them when a

bl ue Porsche with two guys inside swerved to the curb. One of the guys said,
"Want a ride, baby?" and the girls clinbed in wthout hesitation. The car
roared away, and Rico felt cold beads of sweat trickling down into his
eyebrows. He went on, wal king rmuch faster now.

It seened to himthat the endl ess party had gone on nmuch too |ong, and now it
was out of control. Sonething unspeakable had invited itself in because here

t he door was al ways open and everyone was too stoned or crazed to guard the
entrance. Rico shivered; someone had just wal ked past hi mwho gave off cold
like an icebox. He was afraid to see who it was. He kept noving, the blare of
music fromthe Mad Hatter's Tea Party al nost blasting himout into the street.
Soneone el se bunped into himan older man in a white shirt. Rico felt those
waves of cold gnawing at himagain. Lifting his gaze high enough to see brown
spots on the front of the man's shirt, he suddenly pushed a couple of kids out
of his way and was running, hearing a long shriek behind himthat turned into
a chilling howl of |aughter

He t hought he coul d hear the noise of boots striking the concrete, chasing
after him He seened to be at the center of a din of screans and | aughter
rising like a dark wave, crashing over the nmusic. A girl's hand clutched at
his sleeve. He cried out and pulled away, alnost tripping in his haste to
escape. It was only two blocks later that he dared to slow his pace and | ook
over his shoul der.

There was no one following him no one at all. Just figures noving along the
si dewal ks and back and forth across the boul evard, bathed in cold neon



What's wong with me? he thought. |I'm cracking up or sonething! He wal ked
anot her bl ock, then turned into a doorway centered between the Tenple of the
Al'l - Seei ng Eye and t he Rubens Nude- Fi ngerpaint a Real Live Nude!-Art Studio
He clinbed a narrow, dimy lit stairway and stood in the hall. H's was the
third door on the right; he'd been lucky to find an apartnent with a view of
Sunset Boul evard. He switched on the Iights and | ocked the door behind him It
was a one-roomwi th a kitchenette and cracks in the ceiling that sonetines

| eaked brown drops of water. There was a long mirror on the wall beside the
door, and now Rico peered into his face to see if he | ooked crazy. H s eyes
were a little bl oodshot fromthe snoke at Disco 2001, but otherw se he | ooked
okay. He wal ked across the room his weight making the | oose fl oorboards
squeal , and | ooked out a small w ndow onto Sunset. A few figures were running
al ong the sidewal k; one of them a woman, tripped and fell. A man stopped and
hel ped her to her feet, then they all ran out of Rico's field of vision. In
anot her few seconds a pack of grinning teenagers passed, running in the sane
direction. A car's tires screeched far in the distance. Somewhere a siren
wai l ed like the voice of a worman, rapidly fading.

Soneone knocked at Rico's door

He whirled around, his heart racing with fear. For a long time he stood where
he was, staring across the roomat that door. In another monent the knob

rattl ed.

"Go away!" he shouted, and instantly thought, Ch, God! Now they know |I'm here!
The knocki ng was repeated. Then a voice in an urgent whisper-"Rico! Open the
door! It's me!"

"Whio . . .? Merida?"

"It's me, Rico! Hurry! Open the door!"

He | et out his breath, alnpst overcome by dizziness. God in heaven! Merida! He
stepped to the door, unlocked it, and threw it open. Instantly she stepped
forward into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder. "Meridal" he said.
"\Where have you been? |'ve been . . . |'ve been crazy |ooking for you!"

"Don't say anything, please,” she whispered. "Just hold ne. Tight. Tighter."
He squeezed her against hinself, feeling her cold |lips against his cheek

Tears threatened to spill fromhis eyes, and he realized then how very much he
did | ove her. She was shivering, and her flesh was so ... so cold

Sonet hi ng dark stirred; in the pit of his belly. "You're freezing!" he said.
"\Where have you been? God, |'mso glad to see you!"y "Don't talk," she said,
burrowi ng closer. "Just love ne . . . make nme warm..." And it was then that
Rico turned his gaze toward the mirror. He was enbracing an enpty dress,
wrinkl ed where it mght have been pulled by the novements of a human body. But
he knew, and the know edge al nbst made him scream that what he was enbracing
was no | onger human ..

| She Iifted her head, her dark eyes swirling with tendrils of red and silver.
"Make me warm ny darling," she whispered. "Make nme warm" Her nouth opened. "
The fangs slid out like a rattl esnake's.

"NOOOOOOO " he screaned, pushing her away and taking a step backward. He

tri pped and crashed down against the wall, cracking his head on the edge of a
junkshop table. Through a red mi st of pain, he saw her approach as silently as
a puff of snoke. "Ricooooo," she whispered, her eyes yearning. "l've cone back
to you. |I've cone back . "

"Cet away!" he gasped, trying to scrabble to his feet. They wouldn't work; his
brai n spun between poles of frost and fire. . . for you," Merida said. "Now we

can be together forever
"NO NO" His voice cracked, his eyes about to pop out of their sockets. Deep
i nside hinmself he heard the first faint chucklings of mad | aughter

"Yes," the vampire whispered. "Forever and forever and forever." She reached
toward Rico, her eyes glinmering |ike Sunset Strip neon. He screaned and
thrust out his arns to protect hinself, to give hinself a few nore seconds of
life.

Merida grasped his right arm grinned, and sank her fangs into a vein at his



Wi st.

He was shot through with pain, and now he could hear her sucking the life out
of him He tried to strike at her with his other hand, but she grabbed that
wist and held it with extraordinary strength. Her fangs plunged deep, not

m ssing a drop. Her eyes began to roll back in her head with pleasure, and

Ri co began tunbling down into a dark place that was so terribly cold, so ..
terribly ..

terribly ... cold ... Wen she was finished, she let his armdrop to the

fl oor.

She crouched down on.all fours and licked up the few red spots of bl ood that
she had m ssed. Then she crawl ed over to Rico and cradl ed his head agai nst her
bosom gently rocking his cold body back and forth. "Now," she said. "Now
we' |l be together for always.

W'l always be young . . . and we'll always be in love. Sleep, ny precious.

Sl eep." She held himawhile | onger, then she went to the unmade sofa bed and
pul l ed off the sheets. She laid the sheets down on the floor, dragged himinto
the mddl e, and wapped hi mup. Now, she thought as she finished the task, you
can sl eep undisturbed until the Master bids you to awaken. She knew he'd be
filled with hunger when he got up and mi ght not be able to hunt for hinself,
so she woul d come back to help him Her |ove knew no bounds. She dragged
Rico's shrouded forminto the closet, piled a couple of cardboard boxes around
him and closed the door. Now the sun, that hated bringer of pain, couldn't
get to him

The Master woul d be pleased with her work.

She left the roomand raced al ong Sunset Boul evard to help the others in the
hunt. She was getting quite good at follow ng the blood scent.

TWD

"Arista wants you, Wes," Jimy Kline was saying as he drove al ong Sunset,

di sregardi ng the kids who were stal king the sidewal ks in what seened to him
record nunbers for this hour. "They'll kill to get you after the Brooks dea

i s hanmered down. And that is when our price goes up. Waaayyyyy up. Hell, they
can't afford not to grab you up while you're hot!"

Wes sat in the back seat of Jimmy's custombuilt white Cadillac, his arm
around Sol ange. The eveni ng had been too much for her, and now her head was
nestled on his shoulder. "That Chuck guy was pretty funny, wasn't he?" he
said. "What was his [ast nanme?"

"Crisp or Kripes or sonmething like that. I'Il tell you how|l'mgoing to play
Arista, Wes. Long and cold. 1'Il give "emthe old bal eful stare when they
quote facts and figures to nme. Ha! 1'Il have "emclinbing the walls ready to

sign anything. 'Sheer Luck' is going to be a hit for ABC, and the record
conpani es are going to cone crawling to us on their fucking knees! You want to
hear a tape or sonethi ng?"

"No," Wes responded quietly. "lI'mfine."

"Ckay. Hey! How d you like to do a couple of Vegas dates? W could wite our
own ticket!"

"I don't know. |'ve got bad nenories of Vegas. Maybe | shoul d just keep a | ow
profile for a while and see what devel ops."

"Low profile?" Jimry said as if Wes had uttered the ultimate profanity. "Did
hear you right, man? Low profil e? The only people keeping |low profiles in this
town are the has-beens! W've got to strike while the iron's hot. You know
that as well as | do. Christ!" He suddenly twi sted the wheel to the right,
swerving to avoid a group of spaced-out kids who'd run out into the street
right in front of the Caddy. "You fucking jerks!" Jimy shouted, giving them
the finger as he drove past. They scattered, grinning and jeering. "Bunch of
freaks!" Jimy said, his face flushed. "Christ! W alnost killed us about four
punks back there. What an itemfor Rona's columm, right?"

"Yeah, right," Ws said nervously. He gl anced back and saw the kids | eaping
out again in front of a Spitfire convertible. The car screeched to a halt, and



the kids noved forward. Then he turned away and didn't | ook anynore because
suddenly he was filled with dread.

"Where do all these freaks live?" Jimy said, glancing around at the people
hangi ng out in front of stores and bars. "What do they do, just cone out at

ni ght or sonet hi ng?"

Sol ange suddenly sat up as if she'd never been sleeping at all. "Wat's
happeni ng?" she said, her tone of voice alert.

"Not hi ng. Jimry's driving us hone. Go back to sleep."

"No." She | ooked around. "Aren't we there yet?"

Wes smiled. "W just left the Inmprov about fifteen mnutes ago. | suppose you
don't remenber the three glasses of Chablis you put away?" He | ooked into the
rearview mrror at Jinmmy's eyes. "What'd you say that guy's nane was agai n?
Chuck what ?"

"Kreskin. No, that's not it."

"He's a good conedian. H's material's really sharp. The audience liked him
too."

"I guess they did. O course, everybody knows you could get up there on your
wor st ni ght and bl ow hi mor anyone else right off the stage. Creamrises to
the top, Wes. That's why he's working the Inprov and you' ve got an ABC
contract."

"Footsteps,"” Wes said quietly.
"What ?"
"Foot steps,"” he repeated. "Footsteps in the dark, com ng up behind you. You"

can run your ass off, run until your heart's about to burst, and then when you
slow down, you think you won't hear them but there they are right behind
you. "

"Sol ange, what's our crazy gol den boy tal ki ng about ?"

"Sometines | wonder," Wes nused, "what woul d've happened to ne if | hadn't
stepped up on that stage for the first tine. It was right there in the Conedy
Store on a Monday ni ght-amateur night-and | was just off the bus from Wnter
H 1l and scared shitless. | was supposed to nmeet an old frat buddy at the
Greyhound station, but the bastard didn't show up, so | started wal ki ng,

| uggi ng suitcases. Jesus! | rnust've dragged those things twenty bl ocks. |
didn't even know where | was going. Anyway, | saw this poster tacked up-Mnday
Ni ght's Potluck at The Conedy Store. The Stage Is Yours! | found nyself a
nmotel room and started practicing in front of the mirror. Which had a big
crack init-1"Il always renenber that-and | was afraid it was going to be bad
luck. But | figured sonmebody el se broke it, so it was sonebody el se's bad
luck. Right?"

"Definitely," Jinmy said.

Wes smiled at the flood of menories. It all seened so very |ong ago, but then
time in L. A was deceptive. Wen you're riding high and surrounded with
friends, tine speeds up, turning the nonths and weeks into days and hours. But
when you're down and all alone, every nminute stretches into a poi sonous
eternity. "l never saw a stage as big as that one was," he said. "I never
again saw one as big either. There was a long line of people waiting to go on
in front of ne.

Sone of themwere really good; the others just slunk off stage when they were
finished beating their dead horses. God, what a night that was! The guy in
front of ne was a short order cook named Benny ... uh ... Kramer, | think his
| ast nane was. He did sound effects-ray guns, flying saucers, machi ne guns,
and bormbs with a hal f-assed running commentary. He was a nice guy but as stiff
as a board up there. El Stiffo. After they carried himout, sonmebody pushed ne
frombehind, and | went stunmbling out into the lights. Christ, they were ..

so bright." His voice had steadily becone | ower, his eyes glazed with
remenbrances. Jimmy glanced at himevery once in a while in the rearview
mrror. They were driving through Beverly H lls now, heading toward Bel Air
"So bright," he said. "They burned into you like |lasers; they nmade the sweat
pop out of your pores. | could just barely see the people sitting up close to



the stage, but | was aware of the whole staring . . . nass of themout there.

I could see light glinting off glasses and ashtrays, and it seened |ike the
whol e place was full of noise-people coughing Iike they'd swallowed their

di nners whol e, talking back and forth across the roomlike | wasn't even there
at all, hollering for a waitress. It was then that | knew | was a | ooooong way
fromfraternity parties and podunk clubs. This was the big tinme, and it was
going to be tough." He paused, staring out the w ndow.

"Were you good?" Sol ange asked, hol ding his hand.

"I was shitty," he admtted, and snmled. "My tinmng was off, | bl ew nost of
the punch lines, and | stood like | had a poker up ny ass. About two minutes
into the act, the crowd started calling for nmy blood. It was Gong Show reject

all the way. | forgot the rest of ny jokes and went nuts, started bl abbering
on about growing up in Wnter Hill and how funny ny folks and friends had
al ways thought | was. That drove the last nails into nmy coffin. | think

must' ve crawl ed off that stage on ny hands and knees because | sure don't
renmenmber wal king off. And that was my big debut in Hollywod." He squeezed her
hand. "But | got nyself a job selling shirts at The Broadway, and | went back
t he next Monday night. And the next, and the next. | found out that if you
want ed God on your side, you had to work |ike a demon, and | did. | threw out
all the jokes that had worked at the frat parties and started from scratch.
After a couple of nmonths of that, they wouldn't |let me do amateur nights
anynore. People were asking for me. | started doi ng shows on New Conedi ans

Ni ght. Sometinmes | bonbed, sometinmes | won them over. But | always worked ny
ass off. And then one night this guy cane backstage and asked nme if | was
interested in witing sone material for the Carson show. Rags to riches." He
pondered that for a nmonment and then added, "To rags to riches."

"Rags? Shit!" Jimy said. "In your worst year, after 'Just You 'n Me' went
under, you were clearing a hundred thou!"

"Whi ch went just about as fast as it cane in," Wes renmi nded him "You forget
how far a hundred thousand goes in this town these days."

"Tis true,"” Jimy said. "Regrettably true."

Sol ange shivered and drew closer to him "Wat's wong?" he asked. "Are you
col d?"

"Il turn up the heat," Jimy reached for the clinmate control
"I"'mall right," she said. "I"'monly tired."

He | ooked at her closely. "You' ve been acting strange all day,"
softly.

"You comi ng down with a cold or sonething?"

She shook her head. "I only want to get to sleep."

Wes saw there was sonething nore to it than that, but he knew from experience
t hat when Sol ange wanted to keep something to herself, nobody on God's earth
could get it out of her. He renmenmbered yesterday norning. It had taken him

al nrost ten minutes to snap her out of the trance she'd fallen into. She'd been
sl eeping with her eyes open

"So just think about a couple of Vegas dates, will you, Wes?" Jimmy said.

They were driving along a curving boulevard lined with tall palmtrees, and
they hadn't seen another car for five mnutes.

"Vegas?" Wes repeated. "I don't know . "

"Las Vegas?" Sol ange gripped his hand tighter. "Could you get a job there?"

he said

"Babe, when ' Sheer Luck' starts rolling in the Neilsens, old Ws could get a
job in Fairbanks!"

"That woul d be nice, Ws," she said, |ooking at himhopefully. "A week or two
in Las Vegas maybe? O a nonth? Why not ?"

"I"'mnot ready for that right now | want to take it easy."
"Easy, sneasy," Jinmry muttered.
"Why not do it?" Solange continued. "It might be good to ... to get away front

Los Angeles for a while. You could relax in-"
"CGet away from Los Angel es?" Wes said. He'd caught the enphatic tone in her'"



voi ce, and his eyes narrowed slightly. "Why? What's so inportant to you about
going to Vegas?"

"It's not inportant to ne. | just thought you m ght enjoy the change."

"I wouldn't. You know what | think about working in Vegas. It's an arnpit town
as far as progressive conmedy goes. Those people just want sonebody to ease
them down after losing their shirts . "

"HOLY CHRI ST!'" Ji my suddenly shout ed.

Wes twi sted his head around. He heard the high squeal of brakes and saw a gray
car hurtle into the intersection on a collision course with the Caddy. Ji my
wr enched the wheel and sl ammed on the brakes, but Ws saw that the gray car, a
Maserati, was com ng too fast. He saw a face behind the wheel -eyes wi dened in
horror, mouth opened in a soundl ess scream He grabbed Sol ange, then the two
cars hit in a jarring whump of rending netal. G ass shattered very close to
Wes's ear; the interior of the Cadillac seened to be filled with angry

hor net s.

Sol ange screamed. Wes's head rocked forward and hit the back of Jimmy's seat,
then he was thrown against the door with rib-cracking force. For an instant
the Cadillac seenmed in danger of going over on its side; the Maserati seened
to keep on conming, its gray torpedo of a nose plowing into the Caddy's side.
Then the Cadillac righted itself, slamed against a palmtree, and was still.
The ticking of hot engines sounded like a bonb about to go off. "Are you
okay?"

Wes said to Sol ange. "ARE YOU OKAY?" She nodded, her eyes gl azed, a blue

brui se coming up over her right cheekbone. "You crazy or sonething?" he
shouted at the Maserati's driver, but all he could see was a shattered

wi ndshi el d. The sonof abitch nmust' ve been doing eighty! he thought. Mist've
been doi ng ninety fucking mles an hour when he came into the intersection
The entire right side of the Cadillac was folded in, all sharp angles of

| eather and netal. The front of the Maserati had been crushed |ike an
accordi on, the hood al nost ripped fromits hinges.

"Jimy," Sol ange whi spered thickly.

Wes | ooked, his heart pounding. There was bl ood on the steering wheel where
Jimy's forehead had cracked half of it away. Jimy was wedged under the
wheel , his left arm al nost turned backward. Hi s face was a sick purplish
color, and bl ood was strean ng down one side of his mouth. He made a soft
nmoani ng noi se, his lungs soundi ng wet and cl ogged. "Jimy!" Ws shouted, and
started to |l ean over the seat. Jinmy's eyes opened. "Ch, shit,"” he said
softly. "Looks |ike sonebody plowed our asses, didn't they? Christ, ny chest
hurts!™

"Don't nove. Don't nove. |I'Il find a phone sonewhere and call an anbul ance.
Don't nove." He had to shove against the door several tines to get it open
because it was jamed up against that pal mtree. He squeezed out, his ribs
laced with pain. He fell to the grass and puked |ike a hurt dog. Sol ange

hel ped himto his feet. His head was throbbing terribly; it felt like a
bal | oon expandi ng.

"CGot to find a phone," he told her. "Jinmy's hurt bad." He | ooked up and down
t he boul evard for a pay phone, but they were right in the center of Beverly
H1ls and pay phones were as hard to find as Skid Row wi nos here. Across the
street there was a large white stucco house with a wall around it. A light
shone in an upper w ndow, and a head popped out. "Hey!" Ws shouted. "Sonmebody
hel p us! Call an anbul ance, there's a guy hurt down here!" The person in the
wi ndow paused a few seconds, then withdrew into the room "The car nay bl ow
up!" Wes yelled suddenly to Sol ange. "We've got to get himout!"

"No, | eave himwhere he is," she said. "Don't nmove him Your head' s bl eeding."
"Huh? Shit!" He felt up at his hairline and | ooked at the red snear on his
fingertips. He staggered, but Solange's firmgrip on his armkept himfrom
falling. "I'mokay," he insisted. "How about you?" She nodded, and he wal ked
around the crunpled Caddy to the remains of the Maserati. G| and water were
bubbl i ng out of the engine bl ock, hissing where they kissed hot netal. Wes



couldn't see anyone inside the car. He stepped forward through a puddl e of
wat er and peered through the snashed wi ndow on the driver's side.

A mask of bl ood was suddenly thrust before his face. Before he could step
back, a hand clanped his arm The Maserati's driver was a man with silvery
gray hair, nowclotted with blood. H s face was twi sted with agony, the Iips
trying to squeeze out words. "Uhhhhhhh . . . they're comng!" he said in a
franti c whine.

"They took Denise, and now they're comng for me, they're not going to |l et any
of us ... uhhhhhhh . . . any of us get . . . get . . . get away . . .!"
"What's he sayi ng?" Sol ange asked.

"I don't know. He's drunk or crazy," Ws said. He could hear a siren
approachi ng fast. An anmbul ance. Thank God, that guy in the house nust've
cal | ed.

He started to pull away fromthe man, but the fingers dug deeper into his arm

"NO" the man cried out. "No! Don't |eave nel Please . . . please don't |eave
ne!"

"You'll be okay," Ws said. "There's an ambul ance com ng."

"Don't leave me . . . don't . . . don't. " Hs voice died to a faint noan,

and he slithered back down into the seat, his fingers dangling over the edge
of the door. Wes stepped away fromthe Maserati and peered into the Caddy
where Jimry lay crunpled agai nst the wheel. "You're gonna be okay, Jinmy!

Hel p's coming. You just hang on, buddy!"

"Right . . . hang on . " Ji mry whi sper ed.

An anbul ance, orange lights flashing, canme roaring around the curve and
screeched to a stop on the other side of the Maserati. The two unifornmed
attendants, one a Chicano and the other a | anky red-haired guy, got out and
approached the accident, wal king quickly.J "Jimy's hurt bad!" Wes told them
"He's all crushed up in the front seat!" Im"Yes, sir," the Chicano said
softly. But then the other guy was pulling the Maserati's door open and
reaching for the injured driver. The gray-haired man opened his eyes and
babbled in terror.

"Hey," Ws said, "what's . . . going . . . on. . .?" The gray-haired man
screamed. In the rippling orange |light Ws could see the glittering fangs
slide out fromthe jaws of the anmbul ance attendant. Sol ange made a soft sound
of horror and gripped his arm Ws could hear the chatter fromthe anbul ance's

radio-". . . got a two-car collision, corner of WIlshire and Detroit, two
peopl e involved ... hit-and-run, corner of Pickford and Orange, nan's down on
the scene ... car hit a tel ephone pole, Aynpic and Catalina, two victins
pinned inside . . . the hunting's fine . " The voice carried a cold hiss.

Sol ange pulled at him "Run!" she insisted. "W've got to run!" The Chicano
glared at her greedily and wenched open the Caddy's front door. Then he
reached in for Jimy and began to pull his body out from underneath the wheel
Ji my screaned in agony.

"Are you crazy?" Wes shouted. "You're killing him you bastard!" He started
forward to tear the mani ac away from Ji mmy, but instantly Sol ange grabbed his
armto hold himback. "No," she said, and he stopped to | ook at her as if she
were crazy, too. Her face was a grimlipped mask, an African goddess with

strange lights glimering in her eyes. He could hear another siren
approachi ng. The gray-haired man was on the ground now, his legs tw tching as
t he attendant bent down over him "Jimy!" Wes cried. "Jim... ny ..." And

then the Chi cano was | eaning over Jinmy. Ws saw orange light glimrer off the
fangs as they sank into Jimmy's throat. As he drank with thirsty heaves, the
Chi cane' s bl ack eyes sought out Wes and Sol ange.

And then, as if something had coll apsed at the center of his rational soul

Wes realized what kind of things they were. Sol ange shouted, "WES!" and pull ed
at him as the second anmbul ance rounded the curb, orange lights flashing. As
they ran, Wes | ooked back to see Jimy's body spread out on the concrete. It
shivered as if it had been plugged into a high-voltage charge; then he
couldn't | ook back again for fear of being caught by that thing' s hot,



CGorgon-like stare. In the next instant the second anbul ance roared up onto the
si dewal k behind them headlights bl azing.

Wes and Sol ange ran al ong a high wought-iron fence; beyond it was a sl oping

| awn and a dark Tudor-style mansion framed with palmtrees. The driveway,
closed off fromthe street by a | ocked gate, lay just a few yards ahead. Wes
could see that the bars had been forced apart as if with a crowbar. There

m ght just be room enough for themto squeeze through-1f they could get to
that house and a tel ephone . . .! But the anbul ance was gai ning on them
swerving around the high Washi ngtoni a pal ns, clunps of grass flying up behind
the tires. They reached the gate, and Ws shoved Sol ange through the bars. She
tripped and fell on the other side, but he squeezed through and pulled her up
then both of themran toward that house. The anbul ance crashed into the gate
behi nd them knocking it open and smashing both headlights with a noise like a
shotgun bl ast. Wes saw that sone of the mansion's w ndows were broken out; it

| ooked dead and desol ate, and he realized with a surge of panic that they
could already be inside. He | ooked back and saw the driver's pallid, grinning
face streaked with the orange light.

The anbul ance was again al nost on them Ws wenched Solange to the side as it
roared past and up the hill, cutting themoff fromthe house. It skidded up on
the lawn, turning in a tight circle, and slanmed into a palmtree.

They ran on, cutting across the |lawn and past the house. Just on the other
side of the hill's crest was a white, concrete structure that |ooked like a
storage shed. A stone wal kway | ed down through a | andscaped fl ower bed, and
bel ow that was a swi ming pool with a canopi ed bat hhouse. Ws coul dn't hear

t he anmbul ance anynore, but he knew they'd be com ng soon. He tried the shed's
door. It was | ocked, so he kicked it open. He stood anbng sacks of concrete

m x and potting soil, various tools, a fewlarge ceram c pots, and several
cans of paint. Even before he heard Sol ange shout, he heard the anbul ance
roaring across the | awn.

He Iifted one of the paint cans and pried its lid | oose.

"Stay here!" he yelled at Sol ange, and ran down into the flower beds where the
vanmpires could see him The anbul ance cane for him its grillwork grinning
like the mouth of a hungry ogre. He saw the flicker of recognition across the
driver's face. Before the anbul ance could sl ow down, Wes heaved the paint can
at the wi ndshield, then dodged to one side with Sol ange's screamringing in
hi s ears.

The gl ass shattered, bright blue sw nmmng pool paint covering the interior of
t he ambul ance and blinding the things inside. It swerved, roared on past Wes
t hrough the flowers, and pitched over a small brick wall that, separated them
fromthe pool area. The anbul ance nosed into the deep end of the pool with a
huge spl ash. Hot netal hissed. The orange |ight grew weaker, casting rippled
refl ections.

Wes didn't wait to see if the things could get out. He ran back up to Sol ange,
and at the crest of the hill they could both see the streaks of orange
flashing out in the street. Ws froze.

"The house, " Sol ange sai d.

It was the only choice they had. They got in through a pair of shattered
French doors at the rear of the house, which opened onto a large sitting room
\, where furniture, cabinets, and bookshel ves had been overturned as if in a
mad fury.

Wes funbl ed through the debris, trying to find a tel ephone in the dark

Sol ange picked up a |l amp and stood at the doors; her eyes were w de and
shining with fear but her hand was steady, with the lanp's nmetal base poised
as a weapon.

I n anot her nonent she thought she sensed novenent outside. Ws did, too; he
froze where he was, crouched on the floor with dirt all over his clothes and
face.

Sol ange listened, her heart beating hard. They were there, she was sure of it.



And now she heard the wet squeaki ng of shoes just beyond the doors. They woul d
I." be com ng through any second now. Her grip tightened on the |anp, though
she was well aware she couldn't fight them hand-to-hand.i And then in the

di stance, there were two gunshots. It mght have been from Ji the house next
door or from across the street. The shots were foll owed by a wonan's scream
and a man's rising, nadly babbling voice. Another siren began to shriek. She
heard the sl appi ng squeak of the shoes running away fromthe doors, quickly
fading. "They're gone," she said after she'd caught her breath again. | think
t hey found sonet hing better "

Wes shoved aside an overturned coffee table and found |ying underneath if an
ol d black antique that Ma Bell herself nust've used about a hundred years ago.
j When he picked it up, his heart sank-it had been ripped fromits term nal
"Dam it!" he breathed. "W've got to call the cops!"

"There's no use in that," Sol ange said quietly. "The police won't be able to
help. If they did come, they'd only . . . find those things waiting for them.

"What about Jimy?" It was all he could do to keep hinself fromshouting. H's
strai ned voi ce echoed through the room many ghosts speaking at once. "Wat in
God' s name are they?" He knew the answer to that already, and there was no
need for her to utter the awful word. "It can't be!" he said. They're not rea

not real. . .!" He steadied hinmself against an old sofa with red vel vet
cushions that had white nmusic notes and lettering stitched on them The

Sweet heart of Sigma Chi and Charl eston, Charl eston. "Sonebody rust |ive here,"
he said. "They nust be upstairs.” He was afraid to shout, though, for fear

t hose things outside nmight hear him

"I think you' re wong," Solange said. Wes stared up at her. "Look around. |

t hi nk the things have conme here and gone."

He forced hinmself to | ook. The mangl ed burglar bars were bad enough; a |arge
gilt-framed mrror was smashed all to pieces and now hung crookedly over a
cold fireplace. Antique lanps lay in fragments on the floor. A couple of
bookcases had been overturned, scattering old volumes and little ceramc
figurines.

Sol ange bent and picked up one of the figures-it was the remmants of a ball et
dancer, both | egs and one of the arns broken off. The tiny painted face smled
up at her.

"There's got to be a working phone somewhere in this goddammed tonb!" Wes
sai d, and moved through a pair of sliding oak doors into a carpeted corridor
that led to the front door. There were nore smashed mirrors and framed poster
of old novies-One Night in Madrid, The Prince and the Showgirl, Hollywood' s
Heaven.

Through the front wi ndows he saw the orange flicker and thought he saw figures
nmovi ng out on the | awn.

Sol ange was beside him "An elevator," she said, and Wes turned. Next to a
stairway with thick, ornately carved banisters, there was a mre-nesh el evator
shaft.

"Yeah. Fine. So what?" he said irritably. He glanced back toward the front
door, a shiver rippling through him "Were did those things cone fron? Wat
in CGod' s name made themlike that?"

Sol ange said, "W're not safe yet. W've got to find a place to hide in case
they come after us again." She started for the stairway, and he was about to
foll ow when a cold hand snaked out of the darkness and gripped his wist.

THREE

Roach was down on the cold stone floor, whinpering like a dog at Prince

Vul kan's feet. Vulkan, sitting in his chair at the |long, waxed table covered
wi th maps and di agranms, paid the hunman little attention. He stared into the
fire, his face caught between |ight and shadow. The roomstill snelled of

Fal co's charred body;



the dogs in the | ower basement had gone wild over the cooked nmeat. Dust to
dust, Wul kan thought, and ashes to ashes. Over on the other side of the table,
Kobra sat, his boots propped up before him and watched Roach through
narrowed, red-lit eyes; he held Falco's femur in his left hand |like a hideous
scepter.

Since after m dnight couriers fromVul kan's |ieutenants had been coming up the
mountain to report on the shifting concentrations of activity-troops were now
ranpagi ng through Hol | ywood and Beverly Hlls and a great part of southern
L.A., including an area called Watts, which had already fallen. There had been
several skirmishes with police officers who' d never known what they were
chasing until it was too late. The control tower at the Santa Moni ca Mini cipa
Airport had been overtaken, and some of the |ess-disciplined ones had anused

t hensel ves by crashing a few private planes. A nilitary school in Westwood
Vill age had been taken, and along with it sixty-eight young boys who had been
asleep in their beds when the attack cane; they woul d make fine soldiers
tomorrow night. But for the npbst part the action had been hit-and-run, which
was how Prince Vul kan preferred it right now.

I ndi vi dual houses broken into, the sleeping men and wonen and children quickly
drunk dry and shrouded away fromthe sunlight to sleep awhile |longer; cars

fl agged down on the avenues and boul evards, their drivers taken by surprise;
apartment |conpl exes taken silently, one cubicle after the next. Prince Vul kan
had been in L.A. a little over a nonth now, and by his conservative estinate
there were over six hundred thousand of his kind spread across the city.

Mor eover, the nunber doubled every night. H's fangs had sired the begi nnings
of a new race.

He touched Roach's shoul der; the man | ooked up at him his face as joyous and
dunb as a devoted puppy's. "You re safe now," Vul kan said quietly. "You
recogni zed your weakness down there, and you were wise to call for-"

"I could ve killed all those fucking cops," Kobra interrupted. "I could' ve
done it easy, the Death Machine and ne, killed themall "

"I didn't speak to you," the prince said coldly. "I didn't ask you to speak
Did I?" "You don't need him" Kobra's gaze burned with a sullen glare. "You
said | was going to sit at your right hand. You said that's why you called ne
from Mexi co, because | was special-"1 "I didn't speak to you!" \Wul kan snapped.
Kobra stared back at himfor only a second or so, then dropped his gaze and
flung the bone into the fireplace. "I need both of you," Vul kan decl ar ed,
"equally.” . i1 "Why do you need one of thenP" Kobra said, and this time he

| ooked away | i mmedi ately because Vul kan's green eyes had flared |ike blasts
of napal m

"Because," the prince said, "we'll need a human to go before us when we've
finished here. 1'll need himto arrange passage, to care for the crates, to
secure a proper dwelling just as ny last servant did. And sonetinmes | forget
how humans think, | forget what their needs are, what notivates them Having
one of themhere is essential. Look on Roach as a ... a mascot. Kobra stared
down at his knuckl es.

"You are at ny right hand, Kobra. You're inexperienced yet? but before we're

t hrough you'll lead ny arny to victory . . ."
Kobra | ooked up again, his eyes shining like headlights.
"Yes!" Vul kan said. "I called you from Mexico because | could feel your

presence, and the Headmaster hel ped me find you. Even as one of them you knew
how to use Death. You were a true brother, even as a human." He placed his
fingertips together and | ooked from Kobra to Roach. "To each their speci al

pl ace. Thi nk back to Al exander "

"Who?" Kobra asked.

Vul kan | ooked shocked. "Al exander! The boy king, the greatest warrior this
wor |l d has ever seen! Don't you read? Don't you know anything about mlitary
strategy?"



Hs lips curled in answer to his own question. "No, | suppose not. You'll have
to be taught, won't you? Al exander the Geat carried a full contingent on his
canpai gns-archers, infantry, carpenters, cooks, schol ars, prophets, even wonen
to serve the needs of his men. He left nothing to chance, and each man knew
his proper role. Am| less than Al exander? Wuld | not follow his exanpl e? As
| say, to each their special purpose.”

Kobra shrugged. He didn't know what the Master was tal ki ng about exactly, but
if the Master said it was inportant, then it was. The Master closed his eyes
now, |eaving Roach to fawn at his feet. Kobra didn't |ike that one. One the
way up the nountain, the human had sat behind himon his Harley, grasping him
wi th hot hands. If Kobra hadn't already fed tonight, he m ght've borne him

down to the ground and . . . but not. The Master wouldn't |ike himeven
thi nking like that;
he wouldn't like it at all. But he still couldn't see what good that one was

going to be. He would be slow and stupid, a |lapdog trying to keep up with

wol ves. Al ready Kobra was delirious with the sense of power that coursed
through him Right after he fed, he felt invincible, tuned |like a perfect
chopper flying along the hot currents on the highway, able to concentrate on
the glittering plain of the city and pick up bits of a hundred thousand
conversations going on all at once, |like overlapping radio stations that faded
in and out when the antenna noved. It mnust have been easy for the Master to
find himjust by concentrating on the feeling Kobra had in his brain, the dark
attitude under the trapdoor of his soul. Every tinme he fed, the power was
goi ng to grow stronger

he was going to learn nore, see nore, know all the secrets in hunan hearts and
mnds. It would take time, yes, but he was going to be twenty forever, and
time coupled with agel ess youth was the great gift the Master had bestowed on
hi m

"Leave ne," Vul kan said. He opened his eyes and stared at Kobra. "Take Roach
to his quarters. See that no harmcones to him"

Kobra stood up. "Cone on," he said to Roach. He notioned with his hand, and
the man scurried after him "No one is to touch him Kobra," Vul kan ordered.
"Do you understand that? He is to have free run of the castle, and the one who
touches his flesh or blood will answer to ne."

Kobra bowed his head slightly and ushered Roach through the door. It closed
behind themwi th a holl ow noi se that echoed up toward the vaulted ceiling.
Prince Vul kan turned his head and stared into the fire. He thought he'd felt a
cold breath stirring across the back of his neck, and his senses snhapped on
vivid and aware. Paige LaSanda's blood, thrumed in his veins; it had nmade him
sleepy for a while, but now he sat straight-backed, the pupils of his cat eyes
slowy w dening. The red enbers in that fire rem nded himof the ironsmth's
forge in his father's castle, a long time ago. He renenbered watching the
ironsmth-a huge bear of a man with gray hair on his arms and

shoul der s-hamrering out the raw bl ades that the swordsm th woul d pai nstaki ngly
fashion into rapiers that glimered |ike blue lightning. And he recalled those
afternoon drills in a dusty hall with the sunlight stream ng in through high,
arched wi ndows. Forward and back, forward and back, parry, thrust, attack. Hs
father had been proud of his progress and proclai med himan even better
swordsman than his own father, Sinon Vulkan the Strong. Now his father had
been dust for many hundreds of years; now the castle of his birth was so many
br oken stones on a nmountain ridge; now the pieces of the carriage that had
crashed over a serpentine road on that wild, w ndswept night lay in a Budapest
museum al ong wi th ot her odd nmenorabilia of the WVul kan brood.

That ni ght - Sept ember 29, 1342-had forever changed himand forever kept himthe
same. He renenbered the scene vividly, could recall it down to the finest
detail, sinply by closing his eyes. H s father, Jon the Hawk, sitting across
fromhimin the i swaying gol d- and- ebony coach, his father's w fe, Sonya,

besi de her husband, pressed | close to himbecause the storm nade her fearful
Sonya the Barren, she was called in the village nmead halls, though never

[ oudly enough for any of the Hawk's merce- ' naries to overhear. Conrad knew



she wasn't his mother. The Hawk was regal ed by the minstrels for his prowess
in bed as well as on the battlefield. Sonya bore himno ', grudge because the
Hawk was agi ng now and had needed a son. The land was a wild, crazy quilt of
powers, nen building nountain fortresses and calling thensel ves ki ngs and
hiring mercenaries to take the next man's land. ' The Vul kan provi nce had
spread in all directions as far as a horseman could ride in a day,
enconpassi ng a great deal of what is now the northern part of Hungary. It was
a varied | andscape of harsh rock citadels, sudden deep valleys of dense,
unexpl ored woodl and, grassy plains, and | akes that caught mrror imges of the
sky. The | and was beautiful, though unforgiving, but never at peace;

there were very few nights when the torches of sone ragged army or anot her
didn't burn along the strategic mountain passes. The Germanic tribes were

al ways on the march, and if | the Hawk was not battling themin the wild
northern forests, he was faced with the crawl of the Huns or the nercenary
arny of sone jeal ous nei ghbor

As the Hawk grew ol der and sl ower, assassination attenpts becane bol der

Three nights before that fateful coach trip, returning fromthe new
fortifications the Hawk had built on the eastern frontier where groups of
bar bari ans had been seen gathering in the nountains for a raid, one of his
nost trusted advisors had been caught rinming a wi ne goblet with poison. The
man's arns and |l egs were torn fromtheir sockets, his mutilated torso thrown
to the castle dogs. Such was the fate of all traitors.

Conrad Vul kan had been weaned on warfare, drilled in classical mlitary
strategy by such warriors as Jozsef Agna and Ernst the One-Eyed, taught to
ponder the scope of his world by the philosopher Bran Lazlo, tutored in the
nmyri ad ways of man at the knee of his father. He was destined for greatness,

t he Hawk had al ways said. Conrad's nind had been steadily honed |ike the

bl ade of a newly fired rapier. Even now, sitting in a high-backed chair worlds
away fromstrife-torn Hungary, he i recalled a favorite | esson his father had
taught him Attack like the wind. Seemto be in all places at once. And never
be there when the eneny turns to grasp at you.

Bef ore the coach incident there was only one nonent of foreboding in Conrad's
life. It happened during the celebration of his tenth birthday in the castle's
great hall. One of the guests had brought, as a gift, a gypsy woman who read
fortunes in the palmof the hand. In the ruddy Iight of hearth and torch, she
had grasped his wist and bent over to see, her toothless gunms masticating raw
tobacco. Instantly she'd recoil ed and asked hi mthrough a transl ator because
she spoke only a crude Germani c gypsy | anguage-if he'd had those few hairs at
the center of his pal msince he was born. He'd nodded, and she'd begun
clucking like a frightened hen. She'd dropped his hand and said sonethi ng

el se, which when transl ated conveyed that she saw a great and terrible change
ahead for him Hs line of |life had hardly begun when it seemed to di sappear
under the flesh and nanifested itself in a thin blue thread that curved around
the base of the thunb and circled the wist once, twice, three tinmes, and
again. She refused to read anything nore and had been sent on her way with a

| oaf of bl ack bread.

But it was that night in Septenber that remai ned nbost pronminent in his
nmenory-that night of terror and nmagi c. The coach was noving through the
Keydi ng Pass escorted by four soldiers when the driver suddenly slowed. One of
the sol diers had sighted huge rocks, fallen fromthe slab of stone overhead to
bl ock the road. Suddenly, as the horses pawed the earth wildly and the driver
tried to calmthem figures leapt fromthe rocks and trees, attacking the
nmount ed sol di ers. The horses screaned and reared. They took off with the coach
raci ng, and suddenly a filthy, grinning death's head of a face peered in at a
side wi ndow. The horses broke their harnesses; the coach shuddered and pitched
of f the road, crashing over and over down a rocky incline into the cold arns
of a nmountain stream



Conrad had opened his eyes inside the coach to see dark, ragged figures
scurrying outside, breaking in through the shattered wood. Hi s father and
Sonya lay before himlike broken dolls, and he knew at once that they were
dead. He'd tried to fight off the things as they canme swarnming in, but one of
his arms wouldn't work, and a hulking formcovered with filth and |lice grabbed
himup like a piece of kindling and carried himoff into the night. Qhers
chased after, and he was flung aside several tines as the things fought,
rolling over and over on the ground, hammering at each other, hissing and
snarling with demonic fury. Finally, a long way fromthe Keydi ng Pass, he was
carried into a cavern that snelled of Death and vermn. The thing that held
himthrew himto the floor, and it was then that he saw the vampir's face and
recogni zed it for what it was. The thing | ooked nore |like an aninmal than a
man, with long dirty black hair and a scraggly black beard. Its eyes gl owed
with bursts of red and silver, its fangs dripped saliva, and its fingernails
wer e hooked |ike claws.

The vanpir had approached, whining in its eagerness to feed, and had cl asped
on to the boy like a |eech

And the follow ng night Conrad Vul kan had awakened as one of the Undead.

For a while he'd lived as the rest of themdid-in a series of deep, w nding
caverns cut through the nountains, feeding i ndependently on whatever he could
find, usually rats, boars, or an occasional hunman who'd taken the wong road.
He fought like an animal to defend his sleeping and eating spaces, |osing both
of them many tines and al ways di ggi ng out new ones in the cavern's clay

fl oors.

Eventually he realized that several of them always followed himto the stream
where he washed the lice and roaches out of his clothes. They watched him
curiously and eventually began to do the sanme thing. Many of them babbled in
strange tongues he'd never heard before, and nost of them couldn't comunicate

at all. After a while he began to speak with several of themthrough a crude
sign | anguage and organi zed theminto hunting parties. And then came the great
realization of his new existence. He was, after all, a prince. Wiy could he

not be a king to his new subjects? He organi zed the group into foodgatherers,
scouts, and firetenders, and he began teaching thema comon | anguage. It was
a slow process, but after a long while they began to trust each other, to see
t hensel ves as brothers and sisters of the night. They expanded their hunting
range, raiding the nearby villages for children who would add the gifts of
yout h and speed to the collective. In those days ' Conrad knew very little of
what he was or the powers he could control; he sinmply craved survival and
recogni zed bl ood as Life.

And finally he was ready to return to the castle of his birth. H's scouts
reported that it was in Germani ¢ hands now. So this was to be a nission of
warfare as well as a mssion of survival. Vul kan contenpl ated the probl em of
taking the castle. He knewits interior as well as he knew the pal mof his
star- crossed hand, but its high sheer walls would stop even an arny of the
Undead.

And while he contenpl ated, he watched a rat scurrying back and forth fromits
nest down in the guts of the cavern where the rock was riddled with cracks and
hol es.

He began to stretch his power, to test its limts. He stared at the scuttling
rat and, concentrating fiercely, made it freeze in md-step. He made it turn
made it run backward, made it spin like a child' s top. Then he let it go
deeper into the cavern, following it with his mnd, and made it return to him
day after day. Then he did the same to two rats. Three. Four. A dozen rats,

spinning in circles before jji himwhile the other vampir | ooked on in
amazement. He | aughed and cl apped his hands because now it was becom ng
effortless. He could feel his will build upon itself, like the dark stones of

his father's castle piled one on top of another. Soon a hundred rats danced
for him chittering and squeaking in mndless ecstasy. Wen he could bring
three hundred rats out of the cavern's bowels and control themwith Hj. a
nmere squint of his mnd, he sent his arnmy out into the nmountains. The rats



found it a sinple task to squeeze through the holes and cracks in the walls of
Castle Vulkan. It took less than a week for the plague to follow Prince

Vul kan coul d stand on a hillock, hidden by the forest, and see the dark plumes
of snoke rising fromw thin the castle keep-bodi es were being burned by the
dozens.

The death wagon rattled in and out of the castle every night with its cargo of
i corpses. He could hear the screans and nobans of the dying, and the death song
brought a smle to his face. On a cold, snowy February night, while the doors
were unbarred to | et the deathwagon out, he led his vanpir arny into the
castle. They net no resistance.

Prince Vul kan opened his eyes. Again he'd felt a cold breath stirring at the
back of his neck

A bow sobbed across violin strings. The nusic echoed like a wail through the
chanber.

Vul kan turned his head and saw t he Headmaster standing before the fire, |
hol di ng a bone-white violin beneath its chin; a gnarled claw gripped the bow
wi th cunni ng delicacy. The Headmaster's eyes burned | ow, as deceptively cool
as the last enbers of the fire. The nusic went on for a few mnutes nore and
ended with a low grow that sent vibrations shivering through the prince.

"My pupil, ny favorite," the Headmaster said. "Your army grows. How many?"
"More than six hundred thousand," Vul kan repli ed.

"Ah, good. Very good. But we must have nore, Conrad. And quickly. You recal
our agreenent: In return for my services you nmust hand this city over to me on
Al -Hallow s Eve. That time approaches quickly, Conrad. | expect eight mllion
in my service as my due by tonorrow m dnight."

"We double in strength every night. How can | give you that many?"

The Headrmaster's teeth flashed. "An orgy of hunger, Conrad. A celebration of
power unlike any the world has ever seen. Let them gorge and throw up and
gorge again, like a vast Roman orgy. Let themrun wild and take as many
victinms as they can. |'ve observed how you saw fit to deal with the probl em of
your servant Roach. That may have been |l ess than w se, Conrad. You forget the
power of the nedia, and you also forget that special elenent that blinds the
human race to your existence, their dogged deternination-no, let's call it
hope-t hat your kind doesn't exist. The el enent of surprise and confusion my
soon be gone. W have to act now, in accord." The Headmaster's eyes cl osed for
a few seconds. Wen they reopened, they were as bright as blast furnaces, and
the prince could hardly stand to | ook at themfor fear of dwindling to a

ci nder.

"I hunger for souls, Conrad. | hunger The headmaster held the white
violin in its hands and very slowy crunpled it into a ball as if it were
paper .

The cl aws cl apped shut. WVul kan stared, seeing sonmething begin to gl ow

yel | ow or ange between the Headmaster's hands. The Headmaster opened its hands
as slowy as it had crushed the violin. Sonething was taking shape between
them gl owi ng gol den. \Wen the brightness dinmed, the prince sawit was a gold
urn about two feet high, filled to the top with coarse sand. "I give you this
gift,"

t he Headmaster said softly, and held the urn out to Vulkan. It radiated heat.
"Take up a handful of sand.”

The prince hesitated only a second, then scooped up sonme sand. It burned in
his palm

"Drop it back in," the Headmaster said. Vul kan did so, and the Headmaster

| eaned forward, blowing softly on the falling colum of sand. It began to
withe, slowy at first, but rapidly gaining speed. The colum stood upright,
about six inches high like a small cyclone. Vul kan thought he coul d hear the
di stant shrieking of wi nd.

The Headmaster stepped past Prince Vul kan and set the urn at the center of the
table. "Qur powers are united. No one is to disturb this in any way, Conrad.
Do you under st and?"

He nodded.



"Good. The sun's graying the sky to the east; soon you'll sleep. Rest well and
easy. When you awaken, you'll see that ny gift has brought you the ability to
move at will with your entire arny throughout the whole of this city. And the

humans will be powerless to run, powerless to escape in their cars or planes
or boats.
So sleep well, Conrad, there'll be much work for you when you awaken." The

Headmaster stared at the urn again, grinned, and then began to fade away. The
last thing to di sappear was the terrible fanged grin. Then it, too, was gone.
Prince Vul kan | ooked at the golden urn. The sand was twisting with nore force
now, a corkscrew of power. The cry of distant wi nd sounded |ike the droning of
an insect, greedy and voracious.

The fire was al nost cold now. CQutside the hateful sun would be clinbing the
eastern peaks of the San Gabriel Muntains. It was time to rest, to plan, to
prepare for the next night.

And oh, he thought, oh, what a night that will bel

FOUR

Pal at azi n awakened to the sound of something creaking. At |east he thought he
was awake because he could see the ceiling and feel Jo pressed agai nst him
He' d been dreaning of a shadowy forest where hands seened to snake out of the
underbrush to grasp at him The trees bent over from both sides, making the
pat hway | ahead | ook |ike a narrow tunnel walled with thorns and brush. Pallid
faces grinned, | floating in the foliage |ike balloons froma satanic

car ni val

Jo was with him and Jn they were running headl ong through the tunnel when
somet hi ng hul ki ng and nonstrous stepped into their path, reaching out to

wel cone them with hooked cl aws.

And now he knew he was awake, and somet hing was creaking softly in his

bedr oom

Anot her earth trenmor, he thought, and he reached out for the lamp switch. The
f creaking stopped i medi ately. Palatazin later regretted not switching on the
light, but instead he turned his head and peered into the darkness.

H s nmother was sitting in her rocking chair again, watching him her face bore
a stern, grimexpression that rem nded himof the tines when she got so angry
if he dared creep back iftto bed for a few extra nmonents of sleep before
getting dressed for school. Sleepyhead! she'd chide, wenching all the covers
of f the bed. And then, clapping her hands with the noise of righteous thunder
CGet up!

Get up! Get up! He didn't realize until later how she'd equated sleeping with
deat h.

Pal atazin stared at the figure in the chair. Her eyes were frightened but
determ ned, too. They were the eyes of the woman who'd fired a shotgun at the
unholy thing that wore her husband's flesh like a suit of clothes. She rose
fromthe chair, and Pal atazin could see the windowwith its spray-painted
cross at the center- through her form She notioned to him Get up

sl eepyhead! He was frozen with "I wonder for a few seconds, but then he
carefully rolled out of bed so as not to disturb Jo. She murnured sonething in
her sleep, stirred slightly, and then was quiet.

H s nmot her notioned himcloser. He took a step forward; he could see the deep
I ines around her nouth and eyes as if they were superinposed on the wall. Then
she turned and pointed past his shoulder. He | ooked and saw she was pointing
toward the closet door. He gl anced between her face and the cl oset, not
knowi ng what she nmeant. Her face was cl ouded with despair, her mouth working
but no sound comi ng out. Then, abruptly, she stepped past himhe felt a breath
of air, and for a second he snelled the chil dhood aronmas of cookies baking,
the breeze through a stand of pines, a coat Papa had bought her in
Budapest - and then she wal ked right into the closet through the closed door.

Li ke snoke that has whirled through an open wi ndow, she was gone.



Pal atazin found hinsel f unable to nove for a nonent. He realized he'd been

hol ding his breath, and now he let it all out. He turned, switched on the
bedsi de I anp and went to the closet.

"Andy! What is it?" Jo was sitting up in bed, her face as white as the sheets
that were bunched around her

"It's all right," he said, and heard his voice shake. "It's nothing." But no,
he knew it was sonmething. Hs nmother had been trying to speak to himthrough
the barrier between Iife and death, and he knew the nessage was of vita

i mport ance.

He gripped the doorknob, turned it, and pulled open the cl oset door

He didn't know what he'd expected to find-his nother's spirit standing in

t here, perhaps, staring at himthrough the clothes? The closet all torn up as
if a violent storm had whi pped through the walls?

But there was nothing. The clothes were undi sturbed. On the top shelf

car dboard boxes were stacked up just as they always had been

"What is it?" Jo asked. "What are you | ooking for?"

"I ... don't know," he told her. What's in here? What is it that's inportant
enough to disturb ny nother's rest?

"It's getting light outside,” Jo said. "Can't you sl eep?"

"No." He pushed the clothes back and forth for a nmonment, even felt the wall
behi nd them What am | |ooking for? A secret passage in ny own house? He
reached up to the shelf and noved a couple of the boxes around. Jo's skeins of
wool and knitting materials were in one, sone old shoes he'd even forgotten
he'd had in another. There were sone sweaters packed in nothballs. He was
putting the boxes back when he saw the glint of rusted metal in the far corner
behi nd a box he used to store his gun and hol ster

The netal box his nmother had saved all her newspaper clippings in. The box
that had been at her bedsi de when she'd died.

Pal atazin lifted it down fromthe shelf. "Andy . . ." Jo began to protest, but
she was instantly quiet when she saw how tight his face had becorme and how his
eyes had begun to shine with what | ooked like to her a mani acal fascination
She watched in silence as he sat on the bed, opened the old nmetal box, and
began to | ook through the clippings, some of themso yellowed they were barely
| egi bl e.

She coul d see some of the headlines-Prom nent College Prof Says Vanpires Do
Exi st ;

What Strange Force Turned Lizbethville Into A Ghost Town?; Fourth Cow Found
Killed By Vandal s; Line MRae, Powhatan G vic Leader, Still On M ssing Persons
Li st; Bats Plague M dwestern Town For Third Day. Most of themwere cut from
the National Enquirer, Mdnight, The Star, and Fate nagazine, but there were
dozens clipped fromthe pages of the Tines, the Heral d-Exam ner, a host of

smal ler L. A

papers, and whatever out-of-state papers Andy's nother could get her hands on
At one time her roomin this house had been filled with ol d magazi nes and
newspapers, and there were boxes stacked tall with them down in the basenent.
The silverfish had started coming in droves, and Jo had demanded that the
papers go i mredi ately. Andy had haul ed them away but only to nake room for the
next batch his nother had begun saving. Jo had gone half-crazy trying to keep
t he place cl ean, always vacuum ng and dusting and pi cking up scraps of
newspapers.

It had been the worst just before she'd gone into CGol den Gardens.

Pal atazin turned the box upside down, dunping all the clippings out in a thick
pile.

"What are you doi ng?" Jo gasped. "You'll get the sheets dirty!"

He paid no attention to her. He began reading the clippings one by one. The
first was ragged and yell ow and bore the headline: Crate Filled Wth Dirt
Found I n NYC Hotel Room The story fromthe New York Times was only two

par agraphs | ong but went on to say that police had found the inprint of a
human body on top of the dirt and speculated that it had served as sone kind



of strange makeshiftl casket. The next itemwas also fromthe Tinmes and was
headed Rash of Di sappearances Conti nues- ConEd Exec Latest M ssing.

Pal at azi n picked up the next yellowed item a small squib with the headline
Bats In NYC Subways? A worknman inspecting a section of track had seen sone,
thing | arge and bl ack down there, clinging to a wall |ike a bat wth enfol ded
Wi ngs.

When the nman had shined his flashlight, the thing had screeched and cone
swoopi ng toward him but he'd run like hell to the nearest platform One of
the man's quotes intrigued Palatazin-"M. Luftek told police, '"If it was a
bat, it was one the size of a man! It'Il be a cold day in hell before | go
back down in that tunnel! Palatazin went through the next few stories, al
about di sappearances and prowers in the New York City area, and found one
that chilled his blood-H storic Cemetery Vandalized. It was dated August 24,
1948, and the cenetery was | ocated near Martha's Furnace, Pennsylvania. There
were nore clippings of people nmissing, aninmals found drained of blood, npst of
themin the Pittsburg area. Another cenetery was vandal i zed near Canton, OChio.
The town of Paul i nwood, |ndiana, had to be evacuated because of a siege of
rats and flies. A banker and his famly were nissing fromtheir hone in M.
Carmel, Illinois, and his neighbors were frightened because they'd heard

i nsane |l aughter in the mddle of the night. In May of 1950 the townspeopl e of
Dean's Field, Illinois, vanished overnight; food was still on the table in
farmhouse kitchens, sheets were turned down in beds that would never be slept
in again, lights were on, and doors unl ocked; the only sign of "foul play"
were several shattered mrrors. The next few clippings concerned simlar
events in M ssouri.

"My God," Pal atazin said softly. "They've been noving westward all this tine."
"What ?" Jo's brow was furrowed deeply. She rose fromthe bed and put on her
robe. "Do you want some coffee?"

He | ooked up at her, blinking heavy-lidded eyes. "My nother knew. Al these
years she knew they were slowy noving west. My God! She knew and had to keep
silent because no one woul d believe . " He quickly turned through the rest
of the clippings his nother had saved just before she died. The | ast one was
an Enquirer article about a nman in Caborca, Mexico, who'd nurdered three wonen
with a hatchet and drank their bl ood because, he told the police, he'd felt
possessed by a vanpiro.

"I"l1l make coffee,"” Jo said. "Do you want yours the usual way? Black with
sugar and nail s?"

"Yeah, fine," he said. She grunted, rolled her eyes and went out the bedroom
door. He went back to his reading. There was an itemfromthe L.A Times with
the headline No Bats In Reno? Don't Ganble On It! The pilot of a Delta jet,
circling for a landing at Reno International, had suddenly picked up a huge
mass on his radar, closing in fast. The control tower had advised himto drop
a couple of hundred feet, and as the pilot started down, the jet was engul fed
by a cloud of bats headi ng westward. Luckily none were sucked into the jet

i ntakes, and the pilot was able to bring his plane in. "Mist've been hundreds
of the things," the pilot said when he got his feet firmy on the ground.

Do the bats precede the vanpires, Pal atazin wondered, or do they follow? In
either case, their presence had meant something to his nother in the days just
bef ore her death. He picked up the next itemand saw with some anmazenent t hat
it was a Rona Barrett columm dated Septenber 3. He read, " a maj or
Hol | ywood studio is searching for a successor to the late JOHN WAYNE in a

pl anned renmake of the Duke's classic Red River. Mentioned nost often are
Dal | as big daddy JI M DAVI S and new face CLAY SANDERS. Watch for CLAY in the
new Paranmount film The Long Haul ... for the fans who asked, JANE DUNNE is
alive and well and living in Beverly Hlls. She'll be interviewed by this
reporter on an upcom ng ABC special . . . nore royalty's nmoving to Hol | ywood.
It's all very hush-hush, but runor has it that a European prince, no |ess,
wi Il soon be renodeling the Hollywod Hlls castle that once bel onged to
horror-filmstar ORLON KRONSTEEN . . . wedding bells nay soon be tolling for



JOHN TRAVOLTA. The lucky girl's name is still a secret, but this reporter
hears the church bells ringing on Christnmas Day . .
H s eyes snapped back to the reference to Orion Kronsteen. He'd worked briefly
on that case about ten or eleven years ago. He'd never seen the decapitated
corpse, but he'd seen the expressions of a couple of the officers who had.
Their faces were pale, and their lips drawn up into grimgray lines. That case
had never been solved, he recalled. But what bothered hi mabout those |ines of
type were the two words European prince. Those were the words, he was certain,
that had caught his nother's attention. If this prince were the vanpire king
he sought, the castle would be a perfect refuge, hidden away in the hills and

probably high enough to be a strategic observation point as well. And now he
recal | ed how the Roach had stared up into those hills and begged his naster
for help.

Hi s bl ood went cold.

Yes, he told hinself. This is what ny nother wanted ne to find.

And now anot her question racked himwas this the sane European prince and/or
vanmpi re king who had conquered the village of Krajeck on a stornmy w nter night
so |l ong ago? Was this the sane creature who had taken his father?

He put the clippings back in the box and snapped the lid down. Rising fromthe
bed, he stepped to the wi ndow and | ooked down on Rommine Street. The earth was
still layered with blue shadows. The sky was a dull slate gray, but he could
see the faint pink light coming up in the east. There was a bitter coppery
taste in his nmouth-the taste of utter dread at what had to be done. H's

fingers clanped on the windowsill; the black-painted crucifix was centered in
his vision and seened to be burned across his face. Terror withed in his
stomach. "l can't do it alone,” he heard hinmsel f whisper. "Not that. | can't."

But then who will?

"I can't." He shook his head, his lower lip trenbling. He would have to go to
that crunmbling old castle and find the vanpire king to drive an ash stake
through the thing's heart and sever the head fromthe body, then do the sane
to as many others as he could find. He would have to set the bodies on fire or
drag themout to let the sun bake theminto dust. God help himif he was
caught up there when the sun went down.

He renenbered his father's face, streaked with orange light fromthe hearth.
Those gl eaming, terrible eyes. Renenbered the shotgun blasts and the hi deous
t hi ng- not Papa anynore-that rose fromthe floor, its face ripped away and the
| ong, glistening fangs exposed.

"I can't,"” he said to his reflection in the gl ass.

Then who will?

He didn't hear Jo call himfromdownstairs, finally yelling in exasperation
"You don't want coffee? You won't get coffee!"

Ch, God, why me? And then he answered the question hinself. Because you know
them Because you ran fromthem once, never know ng they were follow ng, day
after day, year after year, all across the United States. And now they are

here, and there is nowhere else to run. If you don't do it, what will happen
to this city? To the millions of people, all of them unaware? Los Angel es
woul d eventually fall, just as Krajeck had fallen, and a tidal wave of

vanmpi res woul d nove eastward across Anerica, possibly to link up with other

i sol ated pockets of vanpires that awaited their com ng. The entire world woul d
lie before them before their ravenous thirst.

In the window s glass his face | ooked thirty years older. H s remaining hair
seened to have gone white all at once, |ike a man who has had a ni ghtmare of
grinning Death slowly stal king cl oser.

There was nuch to be done, and it had to be finished before dusk. But he knew
he couldn't do it alone, and he was going to have to have protection. The
taste of fear in his nouth was acrid.

Across the street and one house down, he saw a German shepherd settling itself
on a front porch. He hadn't realized that the Zenkes had bought a watchdog.
Good luck to you, he nmentally told the sleeping fanmily in that house. You'l
need every bit of it and nore.



He turned away fromthe wi ndow and began to dress hurriedly.

FI VE

"Bl ackberry brandy," the old wonan in the wheel chair offered as she poured
froma crystal decanter into three tulip-shaped gl asses. There had been four
in the set, but the fourth nowlay in shards on the hardwood floor. "One
hundred proof," she prom sed, w nking at Wes. "Knock the fear of Satan right
out of you. Here."

Wes handed one gl ass to Sol ange and sipped fromthe other one. H's mouth
instantly flaned, and he could feel the liquor spiraling down into his
stomach, where it seethed for a monent |ike |ava. He drank down the rest of

it, squeezed the tears fromhis eyes, and held the glass out again. "Mre," he
sai d.

Jane Dunne sniled, the lines across her heart-shaped face deepening, but there
was a center of cold fear in her brown eyes that refused to thaw. "Sure you
can handle it, kiddo?" He nodded, and she poured again.

Sol ange stood on the other side of the wecked room and drew asi de a heavy

wi ne-red curtain to |l ook out onto the lawn. The first trace of new |ight
hovered in the sky. "The sun's com ng up," she said softly. "It'||l be daylight
soon. "

"Thank God," Wes breathed. "Any of themstill out there?"

"No. At least | can't see any."

He cane over beside her and peered out. The boul evard was deserted, the houses

dark. Nothing nmoved. "I think they've gone. They can't stand |light, can they?"
"I wouldn't be so sure about that, kiddo," Jane said, turning her wheel chair
around to face them She drank down her third glass of brandy. "I wouldn't be

so sure of anything in this screwed-up world anynore."

Wes stepped away fromthe wi ndow and eased hinself into an overstuffed antique
chair with one broken arm A single candle burned on a coffee table beside
hi m

Over near the door a grandfather clock had been thrown over on its side; the
hands, frozen behind shattered glass, had stopped at ten minutes after one.
Wes put his glass aside and wi ped a cold sheen of sweat from his forehead.
"We've got to find Jimmy," he said suddenly, |ooking up at Sol ange. She stared
at himw thout speaking for a few seconds, then turned back to the w ndow
"We've got to get the cops," he insisted. "W've got to get sonebody!"

"When the sun rises," Solange said. "Not before.”

"So you put two of the bastards in the sw nming pool, did you?" The old wonan
| et out a high-pitched cackle of glee. "Hot damm! | was about to drain the
thing, too! Hope they weren't wearing their Mae Wests. " She | aughed again
and then stared into her glass. Her smle quickly faded, |eaving her eyes dark
and hopel ess. She nuttered softly and reached for the rapidly enptying
decanter.

"The thing | can't understand," Wes said quietly, "is why they didn't... uh

get you after they'd broken into the house.™

"Because | live right, that's why. Plenty of Johnny Wal ker Red and bl ackberry
brandy-that'l|l keep you young forever." She patted the useless sticks that |ay
beneat h a bl anket on her lap, then | ooked back up at Wes. "I saw their faces,"
she said. "Two of them both just kids. The girl had a safety pin through her
ear. Rock and rollers, | guess. | took one |ook at them and thought, This is
it, Janie. You' ve gone through four marriages, a string of box-office bonbs,
one hell of a smashup on the Pacific Coast H ghway, and here's the finale-a
coupl e of dope-heads who are going to kill you in the mddle of the night." |
t hought they'd cone to steal ny tons of paste jewelry." She drank from her

gl ass.

"Then the boy came toward ne, and he ... it... opened its nouth. | could ..
see . . . those teeth. Fangs, just like in the Dracul a novies, except there



were a couple on the lower jaw, too, and they just slid out like a
rattl esnake's does when it's about to strike. God!" She shivered and said
not hi ng nore for a noment or so.

"Then he stopped right beside nmy bed. He seened to be ... sniffing the air. |
think I saw nyself reflected in his eyes, and | ... | realized how cl ose Death
stood to ne. Then they were gone, just like that. | didn't even see them

| eave.

O course, they'd screwed up the lights and the phones, and | had to wheel
around in the dark not knowing whether 1'd run into one of themor not. Wen

was downstairs, | heard all the shouting and commotion, so | hid in here.

t hought you two were ... you know . . . like they were until | heard you
talking." She swirled the brandy around her glass and drank it down. "I think
what saved ne is that |I... snmelled old. I'lIl be seventy-five in May and with
busted gans to boot. | think they wanted younger bl ood."

"They got ny friend," Wes said, glancing at Sol ange and t hen quickly away.
"Christ, how many of the things are there? And where did they come fron®"
"Hell, kiddo," Jane said. "Straight out of old Satan's black bag of tricks. I
t hought 1'd seen everything this world had to offer up, but | see now | was
way w ong."

Sol ange had gone cold. If there were vanpires stalking the streets of Bel Air
and Beverly Hills, too, and if there were so nmany that they could organize
thenmsel ves to hunt humans at the scenes of traffic accidents, then there nust
be-and she shivered to think of the possibility-hundreds of them Qutside the
light was slowly growing brighter, but there were still huge pools of shadow
lying in wait like treacherous oil slicks. O tar babies. She recalled the
stories her father used to tell her-Lemre go, Br'er Rabbit, |eme go! Sonmehow
her life had slipped away fromthat bright chil dhood, and now she wal ked on
the dark side of the noon

" seen you on the tube,
You're pretty good."

Jane was saying to Ws. "That show you' ve got.

He nodded, his shoul ders slunped forward. "Thanks," he said, his nind sheered
away fromthe inage of Jimy screanm ng in agony, being pulled fromthat
crunpl ed car by a grinning vanpire.

"Yeah, pretty good." She sniled, her eyes beginning to gl aze over now. "Not
great, mnd you. Jack Benny was great. But you'll do. PBS ran a special on ne
| ast nonth, showed clips fromsone of ny hits. You catch it?"

Wes shook his head.

"Too bad. You know what they called ne? Anerica's Grl Friend. | was wearing
sweat ers before Lana Turner was even a gleamin her daddy's eye. | had good
boobs, too. Oh, Jesus." She | ooked over at Sol ange, where the gray |ight was
slipping in around the curtains. "Those were the days. H gh noon, that's what
| called it." She returned her gaze to Wes, who was sitting slunmped over with
his face in his hands. Hi gh noon. "H gh noon. You better enjoy it while you
can, kiddo. Wen that sun starts going down, it can get nighty cold."
"There's a police car!" Sol ange said, and Ws's head jerked up. He hurried to
t he wi ndow and | ooked out. The prow car was slow ng, probably to investigate
the smashed cars on the curve of the boul evard. Wes ran out of the room

unl ocked the front door, and ran onto the |lawn, waving his arns. "Hey! Stop
Hey!"

The car slid to the curb. Two officers got out, one of them dropping his hand
to his holster as Wes canme running down the driveway, shouting |ike a naniac.
As Wes neared the car, he abruptly froze. In the dingy light he'd thought he
m ght have seen the glitter of fangs. Oh God, he thought, not the cops, too!
They came around the car, and Wes took a few steps backward.

"He's scared shitless,” one said to the other. Then to Ws, "Wuat the hell's
been goi ng on here, buddy?"

Sol ange stood in the doorway, watching as Ws began talking to the officers,
nmoti oning with his hands. How def ensel ess he | ooks, she thought. How small



Jane wheel ed up behind her. "Wat now, kiddo?"

"I don't know." Sol ange | ooked at the old wonman over her shoul der. "There are
nore of them Many nore. | think that soon they' |l be all over this city."
"Does he think the cops are going to believe hin?" she asked. "Do you really
t hi nk anybody's going to believe any of us?"

"I don't know "

"Well, | wouldn't have believed it nyself if | hadn't seen two of them | may
be alittle on the senile side, but | sure as hell ain't crazy. Not yet, at

| east.

But | will be if I stick around here.’
wheel toward the el evator

"\Where are you goi ng?" Sol ange asked her

"To pack. Next stop, LAX Like | say, | may be old, but I'mnot crazy. Not by
a long shot." She reached the el evator and cl osed the cage behi nd her

"Good luck," Solange called after her, but the elevator had already started to
rise. Solange left the house and began to wal k down the driveway to Ws and
the two policenen. A sudden cold breeze came to her, hitting her diagonally
and 251

rolling over like a great invisible wave. Somnething sharp speckl ed her cheek
She brushed it away with her fingers, then | ooked down at the bits of grit
clinging to her skin.

Sand.

She wal ked down to where they were standing, the two officers staring

i ncredul ously at Wes. A great feeling of dread had suddenly | eeched onto her
back and seermed to be wei ghing her down with every step. The sun was coming up
out of a red slash across the sky, but the sky itself seemed w cked-a

pat chwork of clouds that |ooked as thick as slate-gray bricks veined with
purple. They were scudding fast, being driven westward over the sea. As

Sol ange wat ched, she saw a cloud split apart by a cross-current of winds; its
interior glowed red with reflected sunlight, |ike hot coals stirred by a
denoni ¢ breath. Wen she reached Ws, she grasped his hand tightly, afraid to
| et go.

She turned the chair and started to

SI X

The tel ephone was ringing, and the floor trenbled. Gayle d arke, her eyes
shadowed by sl eepl essness, canme out of her kitchen with a cup of Mrning
Thunder tea and stared down at the little black bastard on the shivering

tel ephone table. She was wearing a dirty pair of jeans-which she'd slept

i n-and a ragged workshirt she'd had since she was a high school sophonore. Her
face was swollen, her entire body sluggish fromthe dangerous m xture of
Valiums, liquor, tea, and coffee that she'd been putting away since that night
at the Sandal wood Apartnents. She'd been wal king around in a daze since she'd
left the police station-kicked out, rather, by a very irate |ieutenant-and had
even started taking 'ludes again. Now she kept all her curtains and blinds
drawn, the door securely bolted with a chair next to it, ready to be used as a
barricade. This is what cracking up feels like, she" told herself. The sudden
floor-jarring earth trenmor was over now, but it had only hei ghtened her sense
of being out of control. If Jack's hideous face hadn't sent her over the edge
i medi ately, the recurrent nightmares of himchasing her across the apartnent
courtyard eventually woul d. She'd lost track of tinme. The kitchen clock said
it was ten twenty-five, but with the wi ndows shrouded she had no idea whet her
it was night or day. The ringing tel ephone told her it was norning, and it
woul d be Trace on the other end, wanting to know where she was for the second
day in a row and why she wasn't working on the fucki ng G avedi gger story.
"Shut up," she said to the phone. "Just shut up and | eave ne al one."

The phone kept shrilling, |ike the nagging voices of her parents-Gyle, why
don't you dress better? Gayle, why aren't you maki ng nore noney? Gayle, you
shoul d be thinking about narriage. Gayle, Gayle, Gayle



"SHUT UP!'" she said, and lifted the receiver to slamit down again. There.

That fixes you, you bastard! She wal ked over to a wi ndow, pulled aside the
curtains and | ooked out. The sunlight was weak, hidden behind a strange viol et
pal |l or, but strong enough to sting her eyes. Earthquake weat her for sure, she
t hought. She dropped the curtains back and deci ded she was going to have to go
out si de t oday;

she'd be okay in the daytime, the things couldn't nove around when it was
light.

O could they? A 'lude, she told herself. That's what | need.

She was heading for the medicine cabinet when the phone started ringing again.
"DAMN I T!'" she shouted, |ooking for something to throw at the thing. Ckay, she
t hought. Cal m down. Cal m down. She was afraid of that phone. Last night-or was
it last night? she couldn't remenber exactly when-she'd picked up that

recei ver, said "Hell o?" and had been treated to a |long silence that was
finally broken by a voice speaking a single word, "Gayle?" She slamed it down
and screaned because it had sounded too much Iike Jack's voice, calling to
find out if she was hone so he could conme pay her a nice, friendly visit,
fangs and all.

Cal m down.

If it was Trace, she knew he'd keep calling until she answered. She'd tell him
she was sick, that she couldn't |eave her apartment. She picked it up and said
in atrenbling voice, "Yes?"

There were a few seconds of silence. Gayle could hear her heart pounding. Then
a famliar voice said, "Mss Clarke? 1'd like to see you . "

"Who is this?"

"Andy Pal atazin. Captain Pal atazin, from Parker Center."

"What is it? What do you want?" Cal m down. You sound fucking frantic.

He paused and then went on. "I need your help. It's very inportant that | see
you as soon as possible.”

"My hel p? Why? How did you find ne?"

"I called the Tattler. A man there gave me your nunber. | need your help
because ... |I'd rather not tal k about this over the phone."

"I'"d rather you did."

He sighed heavily. "Yes. Al right. 1'd like to tell you a story, and |I'm
hopi ng you'll believe it enough to wite about it in your newspaper "
"Why? | thought you called the Tattler a rag." She sipped her tea and waited
for himto speak again.

"I can tell you who the Gravedigger is, Mss Carke," Palatazin said. "I can
tell you why those graves are being torn up. | can tell you all that and nuch,
much nore."

"Yeah? Well, I'mretired. |I'mthinking about driving up to San Francisco for a
whil e-"

"LI STEN TO ME!" he said so furiously Gayle junped. She was tenpted to hang up
on him but there was a pleading note in his voice that held her attention
"Yours is the only paper in this city that would even consider printing the
story I'"'mgoing to tell you! And by printing it, you could save lives, Mss
C arke.

Possibly mllions of lives! | thought you told me you were a journalist. You
said you were a good one, and | believed you. Was | wrong?"

"Maybe you were."

"Perhaps. But were you?"

She gripped the receiver. Her knuckles were white. She wanted to tell himto
go to hell; she wanted to tell himto go over to the Sandal wood Apartnents and
hel p the other stunble-bum cops | ook for about twenty-five tenants who'd

vani shed overnight. Instead, she heard herself ask, "What kind of story is
it?"

"One that you'll have to have courage to wite. | think you have it, Mss

C arke. That's why | called you."

"Cut the bullshit," she said irritably. "Where are you? Parker Center?"



"No, I'm... at hone." He gave her the address. "When can you be here?"

"I don't know. | ... whenever | get there, | guess."

"Al'l right. That'll have to do. I'll be here all afternoon.™

"Good-bye." As she was hangi ng up, she heard himsay "Thank you." And his
voice was so full of relief and real gratitude that she was nonentarily
stunned. The line went dead, and she slowy put the receiver down.

She drank the rest of her tea and went into the bathroom Her face in the
mrror | ooked awful. She opened the medi ci ne cabinet and took out a snall

yel low bottle. There were three Quaal udes rattling around at the bottom She
shook one out into her hand and lifted it to her nouth; her hand was shaki ng,
and she had to grasp her wist to hold it steady. Is this what cracking up

feels |ike? Wo said that? She | ooked down at the pill. No, she told herself.
If 1"mgoing to get back to work, |'ve got to stay straight. She | ooked at the
pill longingly for a while, then dropped it back into the bottle.

She turned on the cold water tap in the shower, undressed, stepped in before
she coul d reconsider, and stuck her head beneath the torrent.

SEVEN

At twel ve noon Bob Lanpley stood next to the Hell's Hole Hilton and wat ched
the sky. On top of the Hlton, enclosed by a chain-link fence, a great radar
cup turned snoothly on its tower. In the space of a half-mnute, a netal

wi nd-direction indicator twirled, first due west, then west-northwest, due
north, back to northwest, then slowy returned to due west, where it hung
steady. The winds swirled around Lanpley as hot as the breath of a bl ast
furnace. Every so often he felt the sting of sand on his face or hands, and
his scalp itched. Thermals were com ng up fromthe M)jave Desert, the
strongest winds bringing sand with them That's odd as hell, Lanpley thought.
That's one for the record books, | guess.

The Hell's Hole Hilton was a wood-framed weat her station 5,012 feet up on Ad
Bal dy about twenty-five mles fromthe heart of L.A and sixty miles from what
Lanmpl ey considered the fiercest place God ever created-the hot, sand-choked
throat of the Devil's Playground at the center of the Mjave Desert. He'd
tried to hike across that nonstrous place a few years ago with sone friends
who were as crazy as he was. They'd wound up scorched to the bone, babbling
with sun fever, packed into a Jeep racing toward a case of cold Coors in

Ludl ow.

But the weird thing about this new weather picture was that the sand was bei ng
bl own such a |l ong way. The weat her station at Twenty-nine Palns had reported
some strong winds this nmorning centered between the Cady and Provi dence
Mount ai n ranges in the Playground, but any | oose sand shoul d' ve been caught
m | es back by the peaks that stood between the San Bernardi no National Forest
and the desert.

If the winds were strong enough and hi gh enough to carry the sand over those
nmount ai ns, then by all the rules of weather forcasting they should I ose
strength dramatically the farther they got fromthe center of strongest
activity and dunp the sand at the |lip of the forest. That wasn't happeni ng,
and this new change in the rules was beginning to bother him The hot w nds
were nelting snowaps for mles in all directions, the wind-direction

i ndi cator seened to point due west mpost of the time when it wasn't spinning
around crazily to show the progress of a sudden corkscrew, and Lanpley was
getting sand in his face 5,000 feet up

wn't do, he thought. Nope. Wn't do at all

Directly overhead the sun shone weakly through chinks in cirrus clouds as
thick and gray as an iguana's hide. Those cl ouds were racing, tunbling over
each other in what seenmed to Lanpley like frantic haste away fromthe storm
center. And there it was-he'd finally all owed the thought that had been
lurking at the back of his brain to come forward-a hideous pupil allowed to
sit in the front row

Storm center. What storn? he asked hinself. Some high desert winds in the



Pl ayground sure as hell don't constitute a storm Lanpley. You' re thinking in
ternms of tornado or a dust-devil, and neither of those can be right. There's a
pretty slimchance of a tornado, and if this is a dust-devil formng, it's got
to be the biggest bastard of a dust-devil that ever spun out of a whirlw nd.
kay, he thought. How about a plain old sandstorn? They happen all the tine,
ki cked out of the Mjave Desert by two or nore pressure ridges that neet and
don't like each other, stonping around trying to get out of one another's way.
The Mojave, like all the world's deserts, crept. It already covered roughly
25,000 square miles of southern California and still wanted nore. Every few
years it | apped up to the back doors of sonme nearby town, as slowy and

i nnocently as a gol den dog who woul dn't bite you, not for anything in the
wor | d.

But then when the forty-five- and fifty-mle-an-hour w nds cane scream ng out
of that furnace-always quite unexpectedly -the golden dog turned into a
ravenous beast who slithered over sandbag barricades and brick walls to | eave
its shifting spoor.

Can't be a sandstorm Lanpley told hinmself. There's supposed to be a high
pressure ridge sitting astride California and six other states in a sl ow
eastward sweep, supposed to be clear skies with noderate westerly wi nds unti
Monday. And no stormthat Lanpley had ever heard of or read about in his six
years with the National Wather Service had ever shot tendrils of sand so

hi gh.

It was as if the Mojave had decided it was better to leap than to creep
Lanmpl ey watched the sky for a nonent nore and then wal ked up a slight grade to
the Hilton. The place was weat her-beaten outside and | ooked as old as the
surroundi ng nmountains, but inside it was quite confortable with a woven
red-and- brown Indian rug on the floor, a couple of castoff but good chairs
around a wood- burning heater, which was not needed now since the tenperature
up here had risen to the low sixties. There was a desk and a bookcase with
dog- eared paperbacks set before a window that afforded a westerly view of the
Mount Bal dy wi nter sports area and Silverwood Lake. On the other side of the
wi ndow was a battery of electronic gauges, and a radar screen that now showed
t he soupy green clunps of the cloud nasses novi ng overhead. A black tel ephone
sat on the desk next to a photograph of Lanmpley's w fe, Bonnie, and their
two-year-old son, Chad. On the wall over a teletype nachine, there was a red
phone hooked up directly to National Wather in L. A

Lanmpl ey sat down at his desk and di al ed Twenty-ni ne Pal mns Weat her on the bl ack
phone. In the distance he could see a ranger tower that |ooked like a spindly
War of the Worlds Martian machine. "Hal ?" he said when the phone was picked up
about forty-five mles away. "This is Bob up at the Hilton. What are you
showi ng down t here?"

Hal ' s voi ce was weakened not only by the distance but also by the strange

weat her. "Still got sone high winds on the Play . . . crackle squeal. . . Bob.
Wait a sec. Let me check the figures. Ckay. West and southwesterly . .

squeal lI'lIl. . . fromthirty to forty mles per hour, gusting to forty-five.
Air pressure's dropped from. . . crackle-crackle ... in the last ninety

m nut es.

What do you have up there?"

"Cloud city," Lanmpley said. "Pressure's still hanging steady, though. |'m

pi cki ng up sone kind of electrical interference on this end, so you'll have to
speak | ouder."

"What ?" Hal said. "I didn't ... all of that . . ."

"Tal k louder!" he said. "I don't understand what's going on. Did a pressure
drop creep in on us or what?"

"Not from Canada it didn't. Funny. Vegas weather . .. clear and sunny, high in

the m d-eighties .
"So whatever's happening is right over the Mjave?"

"Sorry . . . didn't hear "

"I guess we've got a bad connection. Listen, I'll call you back around two. If
t hose wi nds build anynmore, give me a call.”



"Sure thing. Talk . . . later
Lampl ey hung up and | ooked at the red phone on the wall. He'd feel like a foo
calling L. A National about some desert wi nds, no matter how hard they were
gusting. So it was an infant sandstorm so what? LAX Wat her woul d keep the
pl anes out of trouble, and the nountains would take the brunt of the w nds.
Sooner or later the stormwuld spin itself out.

But what if it doesn't? What if this bastard gets so big and wild it whirls
all the way across the nountains and into L. A ?

| mpossi bl e, he reassured hinself. Los Angeles nmight get a little grit, but

t hey needed the winds to blow off their snbg cover anyway. Nothing to worry
about .

He stared at that phone for a few seconds nore, |ooked out the wi ndow at the
lizard-hide sky, and returned to the M ke Shayne mystery he'd been readi ng
before he'd heard the grate of sand agai nst gl ass.

El GHT

Gayl e C arke pulled her Mustang up to the curb on Romaine Street and stared at

the house with the black crucifix painted on the front door. There was a word

witten underneath it in a foreign | anguage. Some of the wi ndows were painted

with crosses, too-the house | ooked |ike some kind of weird church. She gl anced

at the mail box: Pal atazin. Reluctantly she got out of her car and wal ked up

the porch steps to the door. The bl ack paint was new, she could see where it

had dri pped. She knocked on the door and waited.

It was al nost one o'clock. It had taken her two hours to get out of her

apartment, then she'd driven over to Pancho's and forced herself to eat two

tacos before driving up through Holl ywood. She wore clean denins and a |ight

bl ue bl ouse; her face was scrubbed and, if not exactly infused with a pink

gl ow, much healthier- looking than it had been this nmorning. There was still a

gl assy, shocked | ook in her eyes that wouldn't go away. Behind her, wi nd

swirled through the trees and hedges al ong Rorai ne, maki ng a noise |ike barely

restrained | aughter.

The door opened, and Pal atazin | ooked out at her. He nodded and without a word

stepped back to allow her in. He was wearing gray slacks and a white pullover

shirt that showed his belly in its full splendor; he | ooked oddly vul nerable,

j ust anot her human bei ng when not seen fromthe other side of a captain's desk

at Parker Center. His eyes were dark and troubl ed, and when they | ocked wth

hers, she felt the skin at the back of her neck prickle.

He cl osed the door, |locked it, and notioned toward the sofa. "Please sit down.

Can | get you sonmething to drink? Coffee? Maybe a Coke?"

She could still taste the tacos, and now her stomach was doing flipflops. "Uh
a Coke would be fine."

"Al'l right. Just make yourself confortable." He di sappeared toward the rear of

t he house, and she sat | ooking around, her purse in her lap. It seened to be a

cozy house, nuch warner than she would have thought. It snelled vaguely of

oni ons and pot at oes; probably some kind of foreign dish he favored, she

guessed.

There was a rusted netal box on the coffee table in front of her.

"So you're Gayle O arke," soneone said, and Gayle | ooked up into the icy eyes

of a gray-haired woman who stood gazing at her from across the room She was

pretty with high, sharp cheekbones, but now the flesh was stretched tight to

gi ve her face a hard, masklike appearance. "You're the one who wote such

awful things about my husband. "

"I didn't wite anything-"

"Are you denying your trashy paper said he ought to be fired?" Her eyes

flared.

"Maybe it did, but I don't wite editorials."

"Ch. OF course you don't," Jo said with a bitter edge."Do you realize the

strain you' ve put on nmy Andy? You and all the rest of the filthy papers in



this city?"

She canme forward a few steps, and Gayle tensed. "Well, you got what you

want ed.

You can be happy now." Her lower lip was trenbling, and now tears of anger
were beginning to dance in her eyes. "Wy did you want to hurt hin?" she said
quietly. "He never did anything to you . "

"What's this?" Palatazin said, coming into the roomwith Gayle's drink. He

| ooked at Jo in bew ldernent, then at Gayle. "Wat's going on?"

"Not hing," Gayle said. "Your wife and | were just getting . . . acquainted."
He handed her the glass and picked up the norning Tinmes fromwhere it lay in a
chair. "Have you seen this, Mss d arke?"

"No." She took it fromhimand | ooked at the front page. The headl i ne was
about the M deast situation, the tal ks breaking down agai n. But another story
just above the fold caught her eye. The headlines said "Bats Kept Com ng,"
Says Shaken Officer. There was a shorter kicker line above it, Six Die At
Parker Center. "What's this?" she said, |ooking up at Pal atazin.

"Read it." He sat down in the chair and fol ded his hands before him "Those
men who were killed were nmy friends." H's eyes seemed al nost black. "Wen
you're finished with that, 1'd like you to ook through the clippings in that
box on the table."

Gayle read the article, feeling Jo Pal atazin's gaze burning into her skull
"This says a suspect in the Roach killings got away. Is that right?"

Yes.

"A suspect? O the Roach hinsel f?"

"It was him" Palatazin said quietly.

"My God!" She | ooked up sharply. "Wat is this all about? What's with the
crosses scrawl ed on your doors and w ndows?"

"In time," he said. "There's soneone else conmng to join us. He should be here
soon. "

"Who?"

"A priest fromEast L. A nanmed Silvera."

"A priest? Wiat's this going to be, a confession?"

Jo said coldly, "I think you're the one who has sins to confess
"Pl ease,"” Pal atazin said, and touched his wife's arm "She's a guest in this
house, and she was very kind to cone."

Gayl e opened the netal box. \When she saw what the clippings were about, she
felt as if she'd been kicked in the head. She | ooked through themfor a few

m nut es, her hands beginning to trenble.

There was a knock at the door. Pal atazin answered it, and Father Silvera stood
there staring darkly at the crucifix painted on the front wi ndow. "Cone in,

Fat her," Pal atazin said. Wen Silvera entered the house, he instantly caught

t he sane odor Gayle had snelled. He recognized it as the aroma of garlic.

Pal atazin introduced Jo and Gayle, and Silvera sat down on the sofa.

"Thank you for com ng, Father," Palatazin said. "I appreciate your driving al
this distance. Can | get you a cup of coffee?"

"Yes, please. Cream and sugar."

"Il get it," Jo said; she glared once nore at Gayle before | eaving the room
"Did you bring what | asked, Father?" Pal atazin asked quietly, |eaning forward
in his chair.

Silvera nodded and reached into his coat. He brought out somnething wapped in
white cloth and handed it to Palatazin. "Just as you asked," he said. "Now |I'd
like to know what you need it for, and why you called me since there are maybe
thirty Catholic churches within a five-nmle radius of this house."

Pal atazin was stripping away the white cloth. Inside was a small corked bottle

hol di ng about two ounces of clear liquid. "I called you," he said, "because
t hought you woul d understand the . . . gravity of the situation. You were in
that tenenent building in East L. A You saw the bodi es being carried out.
hoped you' d-"

"I see," the priest said. "So that's what this is all about-your belief in

vanmpires. That's why you' ve painted crosses on your doors and wi ndows. That's



why you felt you needed a vial of holy water. M. Palatazin, | don't wish to
seem. . . condescending, but |I'mafraid vanpires should be the least of this
city's concerns. | still don't know what was wong with those people, but I'm
sure it's strictly a nmedical question and not one of vanpirism" He glanced at
the girl beside him who was going through some clippings froma netal box.

Her eyes were glazed and she didn't even seemto realize he was sitting there.
Did | break my gasoline budget for the week for this? he asked hinself.

"I suppose you've called Mercy Hospital to check on those people?"

"Yes, | have."

"Then let nme tell you what you found out. Absolutely nothing. | called Mercy
this nmorning, and I was shuffled around fromdoctor to doctor until a press
relations man told me no informati on was being given out about these cases. Is
t hat what you were tol d?"

"Roughly," Silvera said. "But what does that prove?"

"This is not a matter of proof!" Palatazin said, his face flushing with sudden

anger. "This is a matter of knowi ng! | know, Father! |'ve spent my entire life
in their shadow, and now that shadow has fallen over this city!"

Silvera nodded and rose to his feet. "If you'll excuse ne, | have to get back
to nmy parish.”

"No! Wait, please. You can't stand there and tell ne you didn't feel the
presence of evil in that tenenent! You're shutting your mind to it, Father

You don't want to believe because you know that if you do, you'll realize how

nearly hopeless this situation is and that perhaps you're not strong enough to
face it!"

Silvera | ooked at himsharply. "There are many evils in this world, M.
Pal at azi n. The heroin pusher, the childbeater, the homcidal maniac, the
killer . . . as you well know. | think we both have enough work to do wi thout

inventing nore evils." A chill suddenly rippled through himas he renenbered
the blood- witten graffiti on the tenenment walls and the strange, al nost
transparent eyelids of those stricken people. Can you really-1ogically-explain
t hose? he asked hinsel f.

Gayle was fixedly staring at Pal atazin. She | ooked up at the priest. "Father,"
she said, "he's . . . he's right."

"What ?"

"I"ve seen them He's right. They do exist, and they're here in L.A" She told
t hem about the Sandal wood Apartnents, the figure squirmng beneath the bed,
the dark things in the courtyard, and her own narrow escape. Wen she had

al nost finished, her voice cracked like a thin pane of glass. "I was afraid,"”
she said.

"I was . . . scared to death, so | locked nyself in ny apartnment, and | didn't
want to come out. | think | knew it would just be a matter of time before they
found ne . " She | ooked up. Jo was standi ng behind her husband, holding a
cup of coffee on a tray. Gayle's eyes were wide and fearful. "They are here,"
Gayle told the priest.

Silvera's nmouth had tightened; he seemed to have aged ten years in the | ast
few m nutes. He gl anced over his shoul der through the wi ndow at his car. Wnd
stirred the trees across the street. How easy it would be to | eave this house,
get in the car, and drive back to East L. A, pretend he'd never heard any of
this, pretend he hadn't wal ked into that tenement with its |iving corpses
jamred under beds and in closets. Pretend this evil did not exist. Easy? No.
He felt himself poised on the point of an irrevocabl e decision. Slowy he

| ooked back into Palatazin's face.

"Sit down," the policeman said. "Please."

Silvera took the coffee fromJo and drank nost of it down in one swall ow,
wishing it were |laced with whiskey. Jo pulled a chair up close beside her
husband and sat down, as did the priest.

"How coul d you be so sure?" Silvera asked. "How did you know?"

"Because ny . . . father is one of them" Palatazin said with an effort. "No,
not nmy father. What used to be ny father. | was born in a village called



Krajeck in northern Hungary. There the people recogni ze and fear the vanmpir.
They don't fully understand how the vanpir cones to be, or why God all ows such
an evil to walk the face of the earth, but they know enough to mark their
houses with crucifixes and garlic. They know that Satan gi ves power and unholy
life to the vanmpir, just as God gives life to all the good things of this
worl d. The vanpir can never be satisfied. They will forever be thirsty, not
only for human bl ood but also for |and. Possessions. Power. They want to rule
the earth, and I'mafraid that if this city falls, they will be well on their
way to amassing an arny |arge enough to take it. |I'mnot tal king about three
or four or fifty or even a thousand vanpires, Father. |'mtal king about
mllions of them If Los Angeles falls to them they will have increased their
arnmy by nore than eight nmillion. And no country on earth can withstand a force
like that. You ask me how | can be so sure? | was given the ... opportunity to
see themwork. | know their signs, their track. | see themon the nove
everywhere now, and very soon they'l|l attack in earnest, going fromhouse to
house, street to street, all across L.A

Krajeck fell to themwhen | was a child, and |I've seen the sanme things
happeni ng here that prefaced that terrible night." He | ooked at Gayle. "That
wave of vandalismin sonme of the ceneteries, for instance. The vanpir needed
native soil. They nust sleep secure fromall sunlight when the transformation
fromcorpse to living dead is conmplete-"

"Just a minute," Silvera interrupted. "Wat do you nean by 'transformation'?"
"The creatures we saw in that barrio tenenent were neither corpses nor vanpir"
Pal atazin said. "They'd been bitten and drained and protected fromthe Iight
as much as possible, though in that transitory stage | don't think the sun is
as painful to themas it is later. Wen the last of their humanity dies within
them they awaken. Sonme sooner than others, | think. And they awaken thirsty.
When they drink their first blood . . . then they're conplete.” He gl anced
over at Gayl eagain, then back to the priest. "Somewhere in this city,
somewhere close to their Master, they nust be hiding by the hundreds. It would
have to be sonewhere secure fromboth sunlight and intruders. | think it's
probably in an abandoned building . . . possibly a warehouse or factory.
Soneone woul d have to lock them' away at dawn and return to |l et them out at
dusk . . ."

"A human?" Gayl e asked.

"Yes. | don't know what part Roach-VWalter Benefield-plays in this, but he
could be the human pawn used by the vampir king."

"The king?" Silvera's eyes narrowed. "You nentioned something about a master
Is that the sane thing?"

Pal at azi n nodded. "The vanpires see their master-their king or maker or

what ever you choose to call it-as a kind of savior figure. He commands their
respect and loyalty, and they will do whatever he says."

"Al'l right." Silvera shrugged. "Supposing | believe all this about vanpires
and caskets and ki ngs. How can you be so certain they're being cormanded by
anyone?

Couldn't they exist without a |eader?"

"This is sinply nmy opinion," Palatazin said, "but | think they need a strong
gui ding hand, an intelligence to |lead the collective body. If the vanpire king
is destroyed and there's no one able to take his place, the resulting
confusion might cause themto fight anmong thensel ves or to make mi stakes. They
m ght stray too far fromtheir hiding places, for instance, and the sun m ght

catch themout in the open. |I don't know But | want you to think about this:
If the vampires feed just once every night-creating others of their kind by
totally draining themand instilling that terrible hunger-then they're

doubling in number every twenty-four hours. Sonme of themmay feed three or
four times in a single night.

Again, | don't know. |'m speaking fromthings |I've read and fromthe | egends
of my homeland. But of one thing | amcertain-if we hope to stop them we nust
destroy the king."

There was a | ong nonment of silence in which they could hear the w nd hooting



around the house. Gayle peered uneasily out the window at the scuddi ng gray
cl ouds.

"Destroy," Silvera whispered. His throat felt dry, and he couldn't think
beyond the menory of that graffiti in the alleyway just outside his

wi ndow Fol | ow The Master. "How?"

"I"'mnot sure," Palatazin said grimy. "I can only suggest the nethods used in
Hungary, stakes and decapitation. The stake must pierce the heart, and
decapitation both rids the vanpire of his hypnotic gaze and . . . prevents
regeneration."”

"Regeneration?" Gayle asked sharply. "I thought they were like . . . ghosts or
somet hi ng. "

"No. Unfortunately, they're very solid. They can be wounded, but if they
haven't fed for a while, they won't bl eed because evidently the blood is
absorbed quickly into the tissues except for a reservoir within the heart.
When they've just fed, their victims blood would seemto circul ate through

the veins, and in that case they' ||l bleed until their regeneration ability
heal s the wound. | don't know whether they all have that power or not.
renmenmber ... in Krajeck, when my father touched ne after he'd cone back from
Mount Jaeger. He was so ..

terribly cold. | think human bl ood warns them keeps them supple and young in
a way we can't understand. Whatever it is, it's the devil's work. Hungarian
tradition suggests that they fear fire as well, and their eyes may be their

weakest point. Blinding themwould nake them nonmentarily hel pl ess, though

what ever ot her senses they m ght have | dare not imagine."

"You tal k about themas if they' re another race altogether,"” Silvera said.
"They are. Their powers are superior to ours. They can nove faster, and
they're stronger as well. They can live forever as long as they can feed on
human bl ood." He | ooked from Silvera to Gayl e and back again. "God nade

manki nd, " he said. "And Satan nade the vanpir."

Silvera | eaned back. He was working the knuckles of his hands, aware of the
spr eadi ng nunbness.

"Pl ease believe nme," Pal atazin said. "I know they're here."

"It's all so ... strange. | nean, people have learned to scoff at such things.
Anyone in this day and age who says he believes in vampires is, forgive ne,
consi dered i nsane . "

"The world may change, Father. But you and | both know that Evil remains
constant. | think that for many years the vanpir have worked quietly in this
country, taking a village here, a town there. Al very quietly. Now they want
much nore, and they feel strong enough to reveal their existence to the world,
knowing it will soon be too late for us to fight back."

"Fi ght back," the priest repeated, his brow furrowi ng. "How do we? If you're
right-and I"'mnot ready to say you are-what do we do?"

"We find the vanpire king," Palatazin said. "And we do it quickly."

"Jesus!" Gayl e whi spered

Pal atazin's gaze darkened. "I think I know where their master nay be hiding.
There's a castle up in the Hollywood Hills somewhere that once bel onged to a
horror-filmactor named Kronsteen. He had the thing brought over from Hungary,
and | inmagine the vanpire king would find it to his liking."

"Orion Kronsteen?" Gayle said. "I renenber reading about his murder, back in
the early seventies, wasn't it? My boyfriend Jack-" She stopped herself, her
face going pale. "A ... guy | used to go with was ... a docunentary fil nmaker

He wanted to do a filmon the honmes of old novie stars, and | think he

nmenti oned somet hi ng about that castle. It's supposed to stand on top of a
cliff, isn't it?

I think Jack . . . ny friend said he drove up there a few years ago. He may
have spent the night, knowi ng him. " She sniled painfully, her eyes

cl oudi ng over. \Wich surprised her, because up until that noment she'd never
really admitted to herself that she cared anything for him Her smle began to
slip.



Too | ate now, kid, she told herself. No anpbunt of caring would change hi m back
fromwhat he becane.

"Kronsteen's castle," Palatazin said. "That's where | have to go, though God
knows | don't want to. If there was any other way ... but there's not. So now
| have to ask you the question, Father. WIIl you go with ne?"

Silvera tensed. An aval anche of thoughts began to tunmbl e through his brain,
gathering force and speed. |'mnot ready to believe this but-Mudre de
Dios-what if it's true? I've got to tell the people in nmy parish, |I've got to
hel p them get to safety. How can | nmake them understand? Stakes, caskets,
vanmpires hiding in a castle? Surely this is sone kind of wild nightmare! Hel p
him You should do as he asks. No, my parish cones first, I'mdying. | need
tinme, so nuch tine.

What should | do? I don't want to die. Ch, God, | don't want to ..

"I would like to go today," Palatazin said, "while there's still light. If you
choose not to go, then | have another thing to ask of you. But in any event,
"1l understand your decision."

Silvera realized the palms of his hands were cold with sweat. What if this man
is right? he asked hinself. |'ve never been afraid of anything, never! No, he
heard the cal mvoice echo at the back of his brain. No. You're afraid of dying
before your time. You're afraid of that cold, dark place where God is going to
send you because you've done nothing for Hmin this world but chase sonme dope
pushers and squeeze a few hands because that was expected of you. You weren't
called to the priesthood; you drifted into it after everything else in your

life went bad. So what is it going to be? I... I"'mgoing to have to say no,"
he said, trying to keep his hands from shaking. "I have the people of ny
parish to think of. If you're right, I'lIl have to find some way to ... protect
them |'msorry."

Pal atazin | ooked at himin silence for a nonent, then nodded. "All right." He
stood up, opened the closet door, and brought out a cardboard box filled with
short wooden stakes. "I bought these this norning," Palatazin said. "Ash
stakes, two feet long. There are two dozen. | al so bought a good strong
hamrer. | don't knowif 1'll ever get to use them but... I'd like you to say
sone words for ne.

Just... whatever you can. WII you do that?"

"Yes. O course." Silvera stared at the cardboard box. Then he said, "I'l|
pray for you." Pal atazin nodded, clasped his hands together, and closed his
eyes.

Silvera bent his head and began to pray out |oud, asking God to guide

Pal atazin's steps and to shield himfromdanger. But as he was praying, he was
withing inside. He felt as if his soul were shrinking, and very soon there
woul d be nothing left at all. He suddenly thought of hinmself years ago, a punk
kid in the drunk tank at the police station in Puerto Grande, a cranped pl ace
wi th obscene drawi ngs on the walls and puddl es of urine on the floor. He and
two friends had been thrown in there, stinking drunk on tequila, after a fight
with some sailors at the Navegar C ub down on the docks. The sailors went to

t he hospital

But there'd been another man in with them an old man in tattered, dirty
clothes with scabs all over his face. He had npbaned for npbst of the night,
twisting and turning in his bunk as if fighting off something that was com ng
down fromthe ceiling to snmother him Toward norning Silvera, a brash teenager
with needl e marks on his arns and a hunger for violence, realized the old man
was dyi ng.

He'd sat on the floor, one of his eyes black and swollen and several teeth

| oose, watching that old man fight death. It was a brave struggle but a

hi deous nmi smatch. Silvera had found hinmself wondering where that man had been
what he had seen of the world, who he'd | oved, and what he'd done.

Across the cell Silvera's friends slept, snoring |like young bulls. He'd crept
closer to that bunk, listening to the old man's hoarse nutterings as if they
were radio transm ssions from another world. " he knows he should pay ne



that noney, all of it like | asked . . . what am| gonna do? . . . sure, sure,
am go, you and ne gonna tear this port apart . . . now, that Gselle is a fine
pi ece of ass, take your noney and give you the best... the best... ohhhhh
shit, that stuffll fuck your head up ... said | was gonna kill that bastard .

dol phins. | love to watch them dol phins when they conme flying up fromthe
water . . . anchor's fucked up, won't hold a rowboat . . . WATCH THAT CABLE
DAWN | T!

one nore drink, amigo, that's all I'm asking
Just before dawn the old nan had opened his eyes and turned his head to | ook
at the boy sitting beside him He'd stared at Silvera for a long tinme with the
whi skey-swol l en slits he had for eyes. He coughed several tinmes violently, and
Silvera saw the flecks of blood on his lips. The old man had reached out and
gripped his hand with a | eathery, four-fingered paw

"Padre," the old man had whi spered. "Help ne . . . make it easy for ne .

pl ease . "

"I ... ain't a priest," he'd said. The grip had tightened.

"Padre . . . I'ma sinner ... | don't want to die!" A tear squeezed from one
eye and trickled down through the dark folds of his face. "Help ne . "
"How? | can't ... do anything."

"Yes, you can. You can. Say sonething for nme . . . sonme words . "

The man's grip was about to crush Silvera's hand. H's eyes glistened, but the
spark of life within was rapidly dying. "Please," the old man whi spered. M
pray to God? the boy had asked hinmself. Shit, that's a |laugh! Me on ny knees
like a peon, sinpering and crying? But the old guy was al nost dead, he was
drying up right there, so maybe he should at least try. But howto do it? \Wat

to say?

"Uh, CGod," he said softly, "this man . . . uh, what's your nane?"

"aulf Star," he whispered, ". . . sailed on the aulf Star . . ."

"Uh, yeah. God, this man sailed on the Gulf Star and | ... guess he's a pretty
good man." Hi s knuckl es cracked under the pressure of the nman's grasp. "I

don't know anything about him but he's . . . uh, sick and he wanted ne to say
some words for him | don't knowif I'mdoing this right or not, or if You're

able to hear me. This man is really in bad shape, God, and | think he's going
to ...

awww, this is a lousy place for any man to be. A lousy place to die, Cod.
Shit, what am| doing talking to myself!"

"G on . . ." the man insisted. "Please, padre."

"I told you I ain't no fuckin' priest!" he said sharply, but he knew the man
hadn't heard. He was smiling, muttering sone kind of prayer over and over

agai n.

"Ckay," Silvera went on, looking at the ceiling. "If this man's got to die in
this place, make it easy for him God. | nean, don't let himsuffer or
anything like that, all right? Just ... lay himdown easy." He | ooked down at
the old man. "That's all. | don't know anything else to say."

The old man was silent.

From across the cell his friend Chico lifted his head. "Hey, Ramon? Wo you
talkin' to, man?"

Father Silvera finished his prayer for Pal atazin and then crossed hinmself. "I
hope you're wong," he told the cop. "But if you're not, God go with you."
"And with you," Palatazin said quietly. He got up, opened the door for the
priest, and watched as Silvera walked to his Ranbler. Silvera did not |ook
back, and Pal atazin noticed that he was trenbling. He heard the rush of w nd
along the street and saw Silvera's coat flutter. The sky | ooked strange
pregnant with stormclouds. He'd never seen the sky over L. A |Ilike that

bef ore.

Silvera was al nost knocked down by the wind. He felt sharp grit strike his
face and, as he clinbed into his car, he noticed the residue of sand al ong the
bottom of his windshield. He turned the key in the ignition and drove away,
speared by shane.



Pal atazin cl osed the door. "I have to go, Mss Carke," he said, turning to
Gayle. "WIIl you wite the story for ne?"

"Yes," she said as she got to her feet. "But 1'd like to go with you."

"Why?" he asked her. "If Father Silvera wouldn't go, why should you?"

"Let's say a ... conbination of professional and personal interests and |eave
it at that."

"No," Jo said suddenly. "If anyone is going to go with you, it nust be ne."
"You're staying here," he told her. He glanced at his wistwatch. "It's al npst
four. W'll have to hurry, Mss Carke. Did your friend ever tell you how he

got up to Kronsteen's castle?"

"Not exactly, but | remenber sonething about Qutpost Drive."

"We could | ose nore than an hour trying to find the way," Pal atazin said
grimy.

"I'f we're there when the sun goes down-"

Jo said, "You didn't hear nme, did you? | said | was going. \Whatever happens to
you happens to ne-"

"Don't be foolish, Jo!"

"Foolish? I'"mnot staying in this house by nyself! If you want to argue about
it and waste nore tine, then that suits me fine, too." She stared at him her
eyes defiant and sure.

He net her gaze, then reached for her hand. "Gypsies!" he said with nock

di sgust. "You had to cone froma famly of them Al right. W' Il have to
hurry.

But I warn both of you-this is not for the weak-hearted. O the
weak- st omached.

When 1 ask for your help, you'll have to give it. There'll be no time for
squeamn shness. Under st ood?"

"Understood," Jo agreed.

"Al'l right then." He | eaned over and hefted the cardboard box full of stakes.
"Let's go."

NI NE

The Hell's Hole Hilton was trenbling. Boards squeal ed as the wi nd, which had
risen to alnmost forty miles an hour in the last thirty mnutes, swept across
the mountains fromthe east. The glass rattled in the wi ndow franme, and Bob
Lampl ey coul d see handfuls of sand hitting it |ike buckshot. The eastern sky
was veined with gold and gray, the clouds swirling together and breaki ng apart
like fast-noving armes. Lanpley felt his heart hamering. The w nd-speed

i ndi cator was still clinbing, passing forty now and rising to forty-two. The
H lton seemed to lurch suddenly on its rock and concrete base. Jesus! Lanpley
t hought, his brain buzzing. This whole place is going to give if the w nds
keep buil di ng!

He'd made his last call to National |ess than an hour before. L.A was getting
twenty-five and thirty-five-an-hour winds all the way fromthe San Fernando
Vall ey south to Long Beach, and bl owi ng sand had even been reported in Beverly
H1ls. The National Wather forecasters were going crazy trying to figure out
what had kicked up this storm It had started right in the mddle of the

Mbj ave and seened to be noving in a direct line toward Los Angel es.

The bl ack tel ephone rang. Lanpley picked it up, trying to make out the tinny
voi ce on the other end over the cracklings of electrical interference. Hal
from Twenty-ni ne Pal ns was sayi ng sonet hi ng about radar

"What is it?" Lanpley shouted. "I can't hear you, Hal!" The message was

repeat ed, but Lanpley could grasp only fragments " wi nd speed is up to

energency procedure . . . watch your radar!" Wod cracked, the sound loud in

Lanmpley's ear. Hal's voice was frantic, and it scared the shit out of Lanpley.
Radar? he thought. \Wat the hell's he tal king about? He gl anced quickly at the
sky and saw t he undul ati ng gol den tendrils of sand whi ppi ng through the higher
pi nes. He saw a tree branch crack and go tunbling away. The sand was begi nni ng



to build Iike a snowfall, covering every crevice of bare rock. "Hal!" he
yel | ed.

"What's your wi nd speed down there?"

The answer was a high, shrieking garble that was cut off in md-sentence. The
phone shrilled and crackled like mad | aughter. Lines down, Lanpley figured.
That's it, sure. Lines down between here and Twentynine Palms. The Hilton

| urched again, and now he seened to be able to taste sand as it found its way
t hrough the chinks between the boards. Better get my little ass out of here
before this whol e dammed pl ace caves in! He checked his w nd-speed i ndicator
again. Forty-eight. The pressure gauge was going crazy, too. It would fal

fast and rise, again and again. Right nowit was taking a long, terrible
tunmbl e. He went quickly to the red phone and plucked it off the wall. He could
hear the tones clicking Iike a conbination |ock. Then a famliar voice garbled
slightly by static said, "National Wather, L. A"

"Eddi e? This is Bob Lanpley at . . ." And then he couldn't find his voice
because he'd gl anced down at the radar screen

It was showi ng somet hing that he just couldn't believe, as intensely as he
examned it. The screen indicated a huge mass coming up fromthe east, bigger

t han anyt hi ng Lanpl ey had ever seen before. It seemed to be ... rolling.
"What's that?" he said, his voice choked with fear. "Wuat's that?"
"Bob? What . . . you . . . showi ng?" Static crackled and squeal ed.

Lampl ey dropped the phone and | eaned over the radar screen. Watever it was,
it stretched for mles. H's eyes al nbst bugged out of their sockets. Hi s panic
was conpl ete when he saw the barometer hit rock bottom and hang there. The

wi nd had stopped. He could hear the Hilton resettling, |ike broken bones
nmeshi ng agai n.

He stepped to the w ndow and | ooked out.

Very high up the clouds were still racing. The light had turned a nmurky gold,
the color of piss after an all-night drunk. Around the Hilton the trees were
so still they could ve been painted agai nst the stone. A vacuum he thought,
it's as still as a vacuum out there. He glanced back at the mass on the radar
screen and froze with the realization that something huge was sweeping in to
fill that vacuum

Lampl ey | ooked back out the w ndow.

"Ch ... my God . . ." he whinpered.
He could see it now, filling up the whole eastern horizon, churning and
rolling and thrashing but still terribly silent. It was the Lucifer of

sandstorms, a troubled nmonster of nature. Lanpley couldn't see the ends of it
at the north and south, but the radar indicated it was at least thirty mles
thick. Lanpley, his brain clutching at the edge of rational thought, estinated
its speed at between forty and fifty mles an hour. It seened as |large as the
Mbj ave itself, now scream ng toward himon tortured winds with the m ngled
colors of white, gray, and yell ow

He stood transfixed as the thing rolled forward. In another monent he could
hear a faint, terrible hissing.

The sound of bark and | eaves being stripped fromtrees. In the wake of that
storm he knew, the earth woul d be skel etal

Sand spattered agai nst the wi ndow, stream ng down to the sill with little
rattl esnake hisses. Of to the right he saw the ranger tower consuned, as if
into the maw of a grinning yell ow beast. He backed away from the w ndow,
bunped into the desk and knocked the pictures of his wife and child onto the
floor. He caught a glinpse of the baroneter; its needl e was quickly rising.
Then he was gripping the red phone again, placing the receiver to his ear. The
line squeal ed with scranbled circuits.

Lampl ey | ooked back over his shoul der and saw with growi ng horror the storm
about to descend upon the Hilton. There was no tine to waste. He ran out the
door into a hot and dry atnosphere-the breathable air thinned to a gasp-and
out the fence toward his green International Scout. Sand ground beneath his
boots and spun past himin dust-devil spirals twice as tall as hinself. There
was a |ight sheen of sand on the Scout, covering his w ndshield. He was six



feet away fromthe door when he heard a thunderous freight-train roar and felt
the first stinging |ash of heavy sand. It whipped into his eyes, blinding him
and as he opened his mouth to cry out in pain, the sand was sucked into his
lungs. He felt the hot weight of the storm pressing close, closer, closer. As
he groped wildly for the door's handle, a furnace-blast of wind hit him
slamming himto his back. A yellow shadow fell upon him and as he screaned
with the agony of sand flailing the skin off his body, a torrent of sand
filled his nouth and eyes and nostrils, choking himto death in less than a
mnute. The Hilton, all its white paint scraped off to bare wood, sagged and
caved in under the next barrage of w nds. Lanpley's Scout was reduced to
scarred netal

The storm churned on toward Los Angeles, leaving the mountains little nore

t han sand-heaped piles of bare rock. Like the vanpires it was neant to shield,
the storm was ravenous.

TEN

Qut side his house on Charing Cross Road, Wes Richer was throw ng suitcases
into the trunk of his silver-blue Mercedes. He was aware of the buil ding w nds
and the occasional sting of sand on his cheek, but tinme was his primry
concern. He and Sol ange had to catch a Delta jet to Las Vegas at four-fifty.
They' d spent nost of the day in police stations or being shuttled back and
forth between them Jane Dunne had cursed |like a sailor when she was infornmed
by the police that she couldn't |eave L. A yet, then asked if she would be so
kind as to stop fighting the cops who were attenpting to lift her out of the
wheel chair and into their prow car? Ws and Sol ange had seen her briefly at

m dnor ni ng, bei ng wheel ed al ong a corridor at the Beverly Hills police
station, loudly demanding a drink. Ws figured her brain was so scorched she
wasn't even frightened of what mi ght happen to her if she found herself
face-to-face with vanpires again.

Wes and Sol ange had been taken into separate roons at the Beverly Hills
station and were patiently questioned by a couple of solid cops who tried to
make themrealize the difference between real vanpires-ha-ha-and kids who

m ght belong to sone kind of weird vanpire cult. Wes's interrogator was a
chunky officer named Ri ccarda, who chai ned-snoked Sal ens and kept sayi ng,
"Fangs? You're trying to tell me you really saw fangs, Ws? Well, you're a
comc, right?" But Wes thought the cop believed hi mbecause he seened to be
just going through the notions and his eyes did | ook scared. Ws had seen a
few peopl e wal ki ng around the corridor in pajamas, robes, and slippers; they
seened shel |l -shocked, their eyes unfocused and bl ank. When Wes started asking
one of them some questions, Riccarda cane over and gui ded hi maway. There were
a few reporters running around, too, and one of themgot a picture of Ws
before the fil mwas yanked out of his canera. The rest of the newsnen were
herded into a room and that was the | ast Ws saw of them

Then Wes and Sol ange were put in a van with sonme nore people and shuttled over
to Parker Center, where they were slipped in through a rear entrance. In the
el evator a young girl fromBeverly HIls suddenly began babbling about a
Camaro that her nother had bought her and how she and her nother were going to
fly down to Acapul co. But as she tal ked, her face grew pal er and her voice

hi gher until she was al nost shrieki ng about how her nother had come hone | ast
night with her new boyfriend, Dave, and how Dave had said he wanted to kiss
her good ni ght.

Then she'd seen the fangs, and her nmother's face had been fish-belly white,
the dark eyes gl eam ng. She had run out of the house and just kept on running.
When the el evator doors opened, two cops took the girl away into a room where
Wes could still hear her scream ng

Wes and Sol ange were left in a roomtogether, and finally another cop canme in
to ask them basically the sane questions they'd been asked in Beverly Hills.
At the end of an hour, the cop, who | ooked |like he could take on three or four
Marines with no sweat, stood up fromhis chair and | eaned over toward \Wés.



"You saw what were nenbers of a vanpire cult, didn't you, M. Richer?" he said
quietly, but his voice was not very steady, and the lines in his forehead had
deepened into trenches.

"We both know what we saw," Wes told him "What's with this cult bullshit?"
"You saw ki ds who were dressed up as vanpires, didn't you?" the cop said.
"Like | said, a cult. That's what you saw. Isn't it?"

"Shit," Wes nuttered. "Ckay, okay. A cult, for Christ's sake!l Now can we get
out of here?"

The cop didn't reply for a while, but then he said sinply, "I'll have an
of ficer drive you horme." And that was it.
Cult my ass, Wes thought as he slammed down the trunk. | know what | saw, and

by God I"'mgetting us out of this town right now What's taking Sol ange so
long to get ready for Christ's sake? He was exhausted, but there would be tine
to grab some sleep on the plane. He was afraid of the nightmares he knew he
was going to have for a long time to come-the way that vanpiric anbul ance
attendant had grinned, those fangs glistening, and Jinmy's agoni zed scream

pi ercing the night.

He couldn't think of those things without feeling a little insane. He | ooked
at his Rolex. It was alnost four-fifteen

"Dam it, Sol ange!" he said, and started wal ki ng back to the house. She
stepped out the front door then, wearing a long white coat with a hood. She

| ocked the door, glanced up at the sky, and hurried to the car. "Wat's the
probl en?" he asked her as she slipped into the passenger seat. "W're going to
m ss the plane.”

"No, we won't," she said. "Were's all this sand coning fron®"

"Who knows?" He slid behind the wheel, started the engi ne, and backed down the
driveway. He drove up to Sunset and turned west to pick up the San D ego
Freeway. Qccasional blasts of wind rocked the car, and Ws had to use the

wi ndshield wi pers several times to clear away the sand.

"I was nmaking something for you," Sol ange said after they'd |left Bel Air. She
reached into a pocket and brought out a little ball of something wapped in
tissue paper and tied with a rubber band. Wes caught the sharp odor of garlic.
"What is it?" he asked, taking it in the pal mof his hand and sniffing it.

"A resguardo. A good-luck talisman to keep away evil. It hasn't been di pped
into holy water or blessed at seven churches so it won't be as powerful as it
shoul d be. You nmust keep it in a pocket, always."

Wes gl anced at her, then | ooked back at the thing again. A few days ago he
woul d' ve | aughed at sonething like this. Now things were different, the
spirits and amul ets and Sol ange's spells didn't seemso far-fetched. In fact,
he felt relieved to have her with him "Wat's in it?"

"Garlic. Yerbabuena, perejil, and a touch of canphor." She squinted as nore
sand hit the windshield in front of her face. "I had to make it quickly so
don't know how long its positive influences will last. Don't lose it."

He nodded and slipped it into his jacket. "How about yours?" he asked her, and
when she remained silent, he said, "You did make one for yourself, didn't
you?"

"No. There wasn't tinme."

"Keep this one then." He started to dig it out, but she stopped himwith a
slight grip on his wist. "No," she said, "That one won't work for me. It has
a few strands of your hair in it. Watch where you' re going."

Wes | ooked back to the boul evard and swerved away fromthe center line as" a
Porsche swept past, horn blaring. He reached the freeway ranp and turned up
onto it, heading south toward the airport. The sky was a strange, dark gold
color with grayish-gold clouds racing fromthe east. Wes couldn't even tel
where the sun was, and nost of the cars on the freeway had al ready sw tched on
their headlights. He heard a Bugs Bunny voice w thin himsay, Uhhhhh, ya wanna
know what's up, doc? Doooonsday!

He increased his speed, whipping around slower cars. Wnd hit the Mercedes and
pushed it several feet to the right. He had to fight the wheel for a mnute to
steady the car. As they passed over West L.A they could see spirals of sand



danci ng ahead and sheets of it being blown across the freeway. Sol ange's heart
was poundi ng. She sensed sonething dark at workman unexpected hand that had

ti pped the bal ance of power in favor of the vanpires. Not nmuch tine |left, she
t hought suddenly.

He put a hand on her thigh. "We're going to be fine," he told her. "W'Il| get
ourselves a roomat the Sands and lay out in the sun for about a week."

"What's going to happen to these peopl e?" she asked quietly. "The ones who
can't get out?"

He pretended not to hear her. "I've got sone friends at the Sands. Maybe | can
work up a show two or three nights a week. Yeah, that would be great. Just a
nice |ight showto keep the ganblers happy. | wouldn't even have to work very
hard . .."

"Wes, " Sol ange repeated. "Wat is going to happen to these peopl e?"

He didn't answer for a nonment. "I don't know," he said. "I just know | want us
to get far away from here . "

"How wi || we know if anyplace is ever far enough away?"

He didn't answer, couldn't answer. He pressed his foot farther down on the
accel erator.

Wes took the ramp that swung traffic off toward LAX and al nost i rmediately
found hinmself in a jamof cars, vans, cabs, and buses. Wth horns bl ow ng, the
traffic slowy inched forward toward the nmain term nal. Ws hamered the
steering wheel in his inpatience as Sol ange watched the residue of sand slowy
growi ng at the bottom of the wi ndshield. Up ahead there were a couple of cops
in orange slickers trying to direct traffic and at the sanme time keep their
bal ance agai nst the wind. As Ws neared them he thought he heard one of the
cops shout something like "All flights grounded,” but he couldn't be sure. He
roll ed down his wi ndow and instantly caught grit in his eyes. He rolled the

wi ndow back up to a slit and shouted frantically to the nearest cop. "Hey!
Aren't the planes flying?"

"You kidding, man?" The officer kept his hand up in front of his face to
shield his eyes and nose. "They can't even get off the ground in this!"
"Shit!" Wes nuttered, and started |ooking for a way to get out of the airport
| ane. He pounded the horn and slid in front of a bus, trying to edge out

bef ore he was caught in the vortex of traffic that swirled in a circle in
front of the terminal. He hit the horn again as a black |linm squeezed past,
scraping paint off his side of the car; he caught a glinpse of a man in the
rear seat, whose eyes were wide with terror. Ws swerved in front of a cab
hearing the wail of brakes and the respondi ng di scordant chorus and bl aring
horns. Then the Mercedes was clinbing up and over a concrete nedian strip,

al nrost slamming into a nad pack of cars racing back fromthe airport. Ws
heard one of the cops shout something at him but he sank his foot to the
floor, heading north again back toward the San D ego Freeway.

"Where are you goi ng?" Sol ange said. "Maybe we should just wait at the airport
for the weather to clear.”

"And when night that be? Damm it, where'd this stormcone fron?" He sw tched
on the windshield wipers to clear away the sand; the glass was pocked and
scratched in long arcs. He could see tiny glints of bare netal show ng through
the paint on the hood. "A sandstornf? Christ!" He took the freeway ranp at
fifty, tires screeching. Another blast of wind hit the car, alnmobst wenching

t he wheel | oose fromWs's grip. The sky had turned amber.

Oh, God, he thought, night's conming fast! "W're driving to Vegas," he said,
trying to picture the serpentine twistings of the L.A freeway systemin his
m nd:

Veer off onto the Santa Monica Freeway, curve north through the downtown
district to the San Bernardi no Freeway across East L.A and Monterey Park
Interstate 15 out past Ontario. He'd drive to Vegas as if they were being
chased by all the denons of hell. Even Vegas night not be far enough away.
Maybe t hey should just keep driving east and never | ook back

Sol ange turned on the radio and searched for a station that wasn't drowned out



by static. At the far end of the dial, she caught the faint sound of a

newscaster's voice. "Today the President announced . . . gas rationing
menbers of Congress ... denied ... Los Angel es businessman ... found guilty
the tremors were felt as far as Sacramento . . . and registered four on the
open-ended . . . the National Wather Service advises . "

"Turn that up," Ws said.

Sol ange did, but the crackle of static was overpowering. traveler's
war ni ngs extend as far north as Lancaster-Pal ndale and to the south as..

Weat her Services advises all drivers . " Static squeal ed and chuckl ed, then
the stati on was gone.

The Mercedes was rocketing through downtown L. A Sol ange saw that the tops of
several of the taller buildings-the Union Bank, the twi n black Bank of America
nmonol iths, the silver cylinders of the Bonaventure Hotel, the | oom ng Arco

Pl aza-were shrouded in a shimrering golden mst. Sand was being blown in
sheets back and forth ahead of them across the freeway; w nd roared past the
car. Wen she | ooked at Wes, she saw a slight sheen of sweat clinging to his

face. He glanced at her and smled grimy. "We'Il be fine," he said, "as soon
as we make it to Interstate 15 and start headi ng through the nountai ns.
They' Il cut this wind down to a . "

H s eyes riveted on sonething in the road, and he sl ammed on the brakes. There
were three cars | ocked together in the mddle of the freeway. He felt the
Mercedes begin to slip to the left and realized with a start of terror that

t he sand had covered the highway |ike ice. He quickly turned into the skid.
The tangl e of wecked cars | ooned up ahead, one of themwith a red taillight
still blinking. As the Mercedes swept past them still skidding, Ws heard the
loud grinding of nmetal, and the car pitched sideways, but then they were in
the clear, and the car snapped itself steady. He increased the w per speed,

but now he could barely see where he was going. On the right side of the
freeway, a car had smacked into the guardrail, and Sol ange thought she saw a
body hanging out of the driver's door. But then they passed, and she didn't

| ook back.

Not much tine left, she thought. And went col d.

They crossed the sand-glutted ditch of the Los Angel es River and began to pass
over the crowded houses and buil di ngs of Boyle Heights. Wes switched on the
air-condi tioner because the tenperature had risen sharply in the last five

m nutes. The air was stifling, and it was hard to draw a breath wi thout
tasting grit. They passed an overturned car that was burning fiercely, the
flames fanned by the sweeping w nd.

And then a dark brown cloud that seenmed to shake the earth with its fury
filled the sky, rolling forward |ike the dust kicked up fromthe heels of an
advancing arny. It engulfed the Mercedes, conpletely blinding them and
snothering the windshield with sand. The wi pers died under its weight. Ws
cried out and steered the car to the right, his heart hamrering. A pair of
headl i ghts cane flying fromhis rearview mrror, and then a car spun around
and around in front of them and di sappeared into the dense curtain of sand.

"I can't see, | can't seel" Ws shouted. "W're going to have to pull off and
stop, but Jesus Christ, | don't even know where | am" He tried to graze the
right guardrail, but he couldn't even find it. The engi ne coughed and
stuttered.

"Ch, Jesus," Wes whispered. "Don't go out on nme now Don't!" Coughed again. He
stared at the lurching rpns on his dash gauge. "CGot enough sand in the engine
to choke a fucking canel!" he said. He punped the accel erator as the Mercedes
gave a last gasp and went dead. It rolled perhaps ten yards and then stopped.
Wes squeezed the steering wheel until his knuckles cracked. "No!" he said.
"NOL

Wth the end of the air-conditioner, the air had instantly becone as stale as
the inside of a desert tonb. Wes turned on the ignition but the air that cane
t hrough the vents was searing-it seened to be sucking oxygen out instead of
letting it in. Wes wiped his face with the back of his hand and stared at the



shi ni ng beads of sweat. "So," he said quietly. "Here we sit."

They were silent for a long while, listening to the taunts of the storm and
the dry rasp of sand on netal

"What time is it?" Sol ange finally asked.

He was afraid to | ook at his watch. "Alnost five,'
"It's going to be dark soon . "

"I KNOW THAT!" Wes said sharply, and was instantly ashaned. Sol ange | ooked

qui ckly away from hi mout the w ndow, but she couldn't see anything because
the currents of sand were too thick. Ws switched on his emergency blinkers
and prayed to God that any car com ng up behind them would see the lights in
tine.

The soft click click click sounded like a sepul chral metronone, ticking away
the few breaths of air they had left. Ws could see Sol ange's
profile-delicate, stoic, said, "I'"'msorry," he said softly.

She nodded but didn't | ook at him

Hardy to Laurel: This is another fine ness you've got us into! Wes felt a grim
smle spread across his face, but it faded quickly. The car was stil
shuddering under riptides of wind, and now the w ndshield was al nost

conpl etely cover ed.

Wes could taste sand every time he inhaled; it gritted between his teeth. "W
can't just sit here and . ." He let his voice trail off. "W can't. But,
Jesus! How |l ong would we | ast out there?"

"Not very long," Sol ange said quietly.

"Yeah." He gl anced at her and then away. "I guess those shei khs who bought
houses up in Beverly Hlls feel right at home in this, huh? They can just open
up their two-canel garages and hit the trail. If they can find the trail

Hmm

| could do sone material on that-a nice five- or six-mnute bit about Arabs
buyi ng up Beverly Hills. | can see the signs on Rodeo Drive-Chez Saudi

serving camel burgers around the clock. If you can't eat 'em we'll sew you a
nice coat... oh, shit." He'd suddenly gone very pale; he'd felt the presence
of Death every tine he took a shallow breath and sucked more grit into his
lungs. He gripped the door handl e and barely nanaged to stop hinsel f before
flinging it open. Uh-uh, he told hinself, No way. | sure as hell don't want to
die, but I'd rather go slow than fast any old day. He forced hinself to

rel ease his grip and sit back

"I haven't been very good to you, have |?"

She sai d not hi ng.

"I"'ma taker," he said, "just like all the rest of them Shark, barracuda,
piranha ... all those predatory-fish netaphors apply. | think | just wear a
slightly better mask than nost of them M ne doesn't slip often because
wearing a mask is what | do for a living. It has slipped, though, and I don't
like what lies under it. Maybe the cops'|I| be along pretty soon. Maybe we can
get towed out of this mess, huh?"

Sol ange | ooked at him There were tears in her eyes. "l've seen behind your
mask. There's a Bantu saying: You are what you are when you awaken. Before you
open your eyes, before you swimup out of sleep, that's the real person. Mny
nmorni ngs |'ve watched you, and |'ve seen you curl uplike a little boy needi ng
protection or love or just . . . warmh. | think that's all you ever really
needed. But you mistrust it. You push it away and | ook for it sonewhere el se,
and so you never really find it at all."

He grunted and came up with a line from"Sheer Luck." "Elementary, Dr. Batson
Deucedly clever, what? Shit! This fucking storms not going to stop. |'ve
never seen so much sand wi thout a bottle of Coppertone in ny hand and a
transistor radio beside the chair."” He told hinself to start taking shall ower
breat hs, maybe then she could get nore air that way. "That's where 1'd like to
be right now The beach at Acapul co. How d you like that?"

"It would be ... very nice."

"Dam straight. That's what we'll do when we get towed in. We'll make
reservations at the Royal Aztec . . ." He stopped speaking as the car

he said. "Mybe later."



shudder ed agai n.
"You're the best of themall," Solange said. "No one was ever any better to ne
than you are. | will take care of you-if |I can." Then she hugged hersel f cl ose
to him and he held her very tightly. He kissed her forehead, tasting her
honey- pepper flavor, then listening to the nmoaning winds. He was starting to
strain his breath through his teeth.
And around the stranded car the wi nd whispered like the voice of a little girl
in a dream Wes had had a couple of nights ago. Come out. Cone outside and play
with ne. Conme out, cone out

or I'lIl come in ..

ELEVEN

Pal atazin brought the Falcon to a halt. "Wait a mnute," he said, staring up
t hrough the wi ndshield; the wipers were turned to full-speed, the headlights
on bright. "I thought | saw something." Wat he thought he'd seen was a huge
dark shape up there ami dst the rocks and trees through a quick break in the
swirling amber clouds. Now there was nothing, just sand spinning against the

gl ass.

"What was it?" Gayle leaned forward fromthe back seat. "The castle?"
"I"'mnot sure. | just sawit for a second before the clouds closed up.
couldn't tell very much except that it was big and way up on the nmountain. It
m ght' ve been a couple of mles fromhere, | don't know Wiit! There!" He

poi nted. The cl ouds had broken again, and for an instant they all could see it
quite clearly, its high turrets standi ng agai nst a darkening gold sky. From
this distance it |ooked to Palatazin nmuch like the ruins atop Munt Jaegar

Yes, he thought. That's the place. That's where he's hiding. At that height

t he vanpire king woul d have an unobstructed panorama of L.A.; he could gl oat
as the lights went out in house after house. The castle | ooked as sturdy and

i npregnabl e as any fortress Pal atazin had ever seen in the nountains of
Hungary. Seeing it was one thing, he thought, reaching it was quite another
thing entirely. The cold knot of tension that had formed in his stomach
suddenl y expanded, sending out chill tendrils into his arns and legs. He felt
pitifully weak and frightened out of his wts.

"The wind's getting worse," Jo said in a tight, strained voice.

"Yes, | know." Sand had been spinning across the road for fifteen ninutes now,
and Pal atazin could see piles of it collecting in pockets between rocks.

H gher up the clouds tunbl ed over each other |ike great yellow dogs hearing
the dinner whistle. They cl osed again, sealing off the Kronsteen castle. The
Fal con' s engi ne gave out a sudden wheeze and a trenble, and Pal atazin revved
it a couple of tinmes. He | ooked at his watch and saw with horror that it was
twenty mnutes after five. Wth these thick clouds rolling in, darkness woul d
fall within thirty mnutes. The naggi ng thought that they would not make it to
the castle in time nowrang out in his brain like a clear clarion of warning.
"We're going to have to turn back," he said finally.

There were no objections. Now the trick was finding a place to turn around. He
drove on, conscious of the aged engine's sputtering. Suddenly a wall of w nd
canme roaring through the scrub trees to the right, parting themlike a conb
through hair. It hit the car like a bulldozer, forcing it toward the rocky lip
of the road. Pal atazin fought for control. Jo screanmed as the car shuddered to
the I eft-hand shoul der and started to totter over the edge; she could see toy
houses with their red roofs bel ow and toy cars scattered on black and gold

ri bbons. Nothing noved down there for as far as she could see.

Pal atazin sl ammed the gearshift into first and wenched up the parking brake.
The wind roared on, carrying wild, twisting coils of sand down into Hol | ywood.
Very carefully Pal atazin put the Falcon in reverse and backed away fromthe
edge, slowy rel easing the brake.

"We' |l have to go up to find a place to turn,"” he heard hinself say. H s voice
was dry and thin. "Neither one of you should ve conme. | was a fool to |et
you. "



He clinbed farther, looking for a cut in the trees or rocks that he coul d back
the Falcon into. The stormwas steadily worsening; another quarter-mle up the
terrain was conpletely covered with blowing sand. It rem nded himof the
blizzards that had roared through Krajeck, particularly the stormthat had
been npani ng outside the night his father had cone hone. A thought struck him
like a blowto the tenple, Did the vanpires have any neasure of control over
the weather? If they did, this freak sandstorm woul d be an effective way to

i mobilize the city's popul ation

It would cut people off fromeach other, keep them confined to hones or

of fi ces.

Pl anes woul dn't be flying, and the sea would be thrashed into a frenzy as
wel I .

And driving? Palatazin realized they m ght not get down off this nmountain
alive.

If the winds didn't take them crashing over the edge, if the sand didn't choke
off the engine, if darkness didn't fall too soon ... He could feel the castle
crouched above them perhaps less than a half-mile away al ong this tw sting,
sand- sl i ck road.

Sonet hi ng huge and gray suddenly bounded up onto the hood, its snarling face
pressed close to the glass. Gayle said "Jesus!" and Jo grasped Pal atazin's
arm

The thing | ooked nore wol f than dog, but he could see the nail-studded coll ar
and the tags around its neck. Its thick coat was full of sand, its eyes yell ow
and fierce. Over the sound of the wind, Palatazin could hear its |ow, nenacing
grow s. The nessage was obvi ous. Pal atazin saw ot her dogs slinking on the road
ahead-a boxer, an Irish setter, a few nmutts. They all shared the sane gl azed
expressions of ferocity. So, he thought, the vanpire king has rmade sure his
fortress is well protected. Even if we could reach the castle, we'd be mangl ed
by these dogs when we got out of the car. \Wen Palatazin slowy drove on, the
wol f-dog howl ed with rage and started scratching at the glass; it snapped
repeatedly, as if trying to bite Palatazin's hands on the steering wheel. In
anot her monent he saw a space on the right |arge enough to turn the Fal con
around in. The wol f-dog stayed crouched on the hood, its bal eful eyes
glowering into Palatazin's until the car was turned back down the nountain.
Then it junped off and di sappeared with the rest of the pack

The Fal con chugged |i ke a weary | oconotive, w nds buffeting it from al
directions. Once the engine rattled and quit, and they were rolling down to
Hol | ywood, but Pal atazin kept trying the key and finally it caught again,
wheezing like an old man with enphysema. He raced the darkness back toward
Romai ne Street, threading his way across Hol |l ywood and Sunset boul evards-both
dotted with stranded cars-and finding some streets bl ocked by wecks or dunes.
The Fal con crossed a deserted Santa Mnica Boul evard and made it about three
nore bl ocks before it staggered and stopped dead. Palatazin tried the engine
several times, but now the battery was groaning. Sand filled the engine. They
were stranded al nost five blocks fromthe house, and night was falling fast.
The interior of the car was already stifling. "Can we run for it?" Gayl e asked
softly.

"I don't know. It's five blocks. Not so far naybe. Maybe too far." He | ooked
at Jo and then quickly turned away. Sand was al ready covering the w ndshield,
sealing themin. It was as if they were being buried alive. "It's a | ong way, "
he said finally.

"What about these other houses?" CGayle asked. "Can't we ask for shelter?"

"W could, yes. But do you see any lights? Any |life? How do we know we won't
be stepping into a nest of vanpires? How do we know some ot her poor souls

won't mistake us for vanpires and try to kill us? My house is protected with
the garlic and the crucifixes. These are just . . . waiting for invasion."
"So what do we do? Sit here and suffocate?"

" or suffocate out there?" Palatazin pointed out. "The wind will slow us

down. You'll get nore sand into your lungs than air, just like this car did.



Just like all these other cars did. But no. W definitely cannot stay here.
The vanpires won't be hanpered by the storm because they don't breathe. So

" He | ooked at Jo again and snmiled weakly. "Shall we flip a coin?"

"Hell no!" Gayle said. "lI'mnot staying here!"
Jo shook her head. "W try to make it back."

"Al'l right then." Five bl ocks, he thought. God, what a di stance! He was going
to have to | eave the stakes, mallet, and holy water in the trunk; there would
be no way to carry them No, he had to have the holy water at all costs. He
took the keys out of the ignition and shrugged out of his coat, handing it to
Jo. "Keep that up to your face," he told her. "Both of you, renenber to
breat he t hrough your nouth with your teeth gritted. 1'mgoing to get sonething
out of the trunk
When | knock on your w ndow, Jo, | want you to step out and grasp ny hand.
When you touch me, knock on Mss C arke's window, and she'll take hold of your
shoul der. Then we'll start to nove. | doubt if we'll be able to see very far
out there. If one of us |oses the others, don't nmove from where you are. Just
keep shouting and cover your face with your hands. Ckay?"
They nodded.

He started to open the door and then stopped. The car vibrated with the force
of the wind. He got the trunk key in position so he wouldn't waste precious
seconds fumbling. "Al'l right," he said. "I'mgoing." He sat there for a few
nore seconds, then he stepped out of the car
A bl ast of oven-hot wi nd seemed to suck himout. He got the door closed and
pul l ed hinsel f along the side of the car, his | ower face tucked into the crook
of his left arm He couldn't even take a fraction of a breath w thout sucking
in sand. A crosscurrent of wind hit him behind the knees, knocking himto the
ground. He began to crawl, his face flayed raw. He pulled hinmself around to
the trunk, got the key in, and tw sted. The trunk shot open. He found the

cl ot h-w apped vial and used the cloth to shield his mouth and nose, putting
the vial in his back pocket. Then he struggled around to the other side of the
car.
The wi nd and sand nearly dragged hi m down.
When he rapped on the glass, Jo stepped out and alnpbst fell, crying out as
their hands slipped. Wien she was ready, she knocked on the gl ass behind her
and Gayl e cane out. She grasped Jo's shoulder like a vise. The short human
chain started off, being whi pped and shoved al ong the street. |In another
nmonent Pal atazin felt Jo's hand grinding his fingers together, and he knew she
couldn't get a breath.

"NOT FAR'" he shouted, instantly choking. She nodded, her slitted eyes weak
and gl azed. Al he could see of Gayle was a faint dark shape.

Jo fell. As he hel ped her to her feet, dark notes spun before his eyes, and he
knew they were all slowy suffocating to death. They weren't going to make it;
there were still three blocks to go. "COVE ON'" he shouted, and pulled them

toward the gray shapes on the right-hand side of the street. The shapes slowy
materialized into wood-franed, two-storied houses not much different in design
fromhis om. They were all terribly dark, and Pal atazin was afraid of what
they m ght be holding. He tripped over sonething that |lay on the sidewalk,

hal f-covered with sand. It was the corpse of a young nman, a bullet hole in his
cheek. Pal atazin stared dunbly at the body for a few seconds and felt the hot
waspi sh buzz pass his face before he heard a muffled crack! He | ooked up in
time to see the orange flash of the second shot fired froman upstairs w ndow
in the house that stood before him The corpse at his feet shuddered. A nan's
voice rose to a frenzied wail, "Get away, ye heathen things of Satan! God

Al mi ghty shall strike you DEAD! And DEAD! And DEAD!" Pal atazin pulled Jo after
him running toward the next house. The front door, its paint scoured down to
t he bare wood, was closed but unl ocked. Pal atazin plunged inside as the
madman' s shrieking turned into a sob of angui sh.

When Gayl e was through the door, Palatazin slamed it shut and bolted it. The
air within the house was stal e and heavy, but at |least there were no torturing
wi nds here. Hi s face and hands felt raw, and he could see that Gayle's eyes



were terribly bloodshot. Jo was gaggi ng; she still held on to his coat, and
sand was slithering off it to the floor. He hel ped Jo over to a chair and

wi ped the beads of cold sweat off her face with his cloth. Her eyes were dark
and vacant; she didn't seemto know where she was. "Jo?" he said. "We're al
right now We're safe."” She began to cry very softly. Through the wi nd's how
Pal at azin coul d hear the madman's scream " show yoursel ves! | know you're
hiding in there, ye foul Satan spawn!" He began to sing in a high, croaking
voi ce, "Shall we gather at the riiiiiiver, the beautiful, the beautiful
riiiiiiver . . .?2"

Pal at azin shut himout. Now he was wondering if they were alone in this house.
The idea of being locked in there with an arned maniac filled himlike sour

wi ne. He was glad to have the reassuring weight of the .38 in its shoul der

hol ster, though fromthe size of the bullet hole in that corpse's face the nman
next door had to have a high-velocity rifle.

Gayl e had the sanme idea at the sane tinme. "What if we're not al one here?" she
whi sper ed.

"Anyone hone?" he called out. There was no answer. Pal atazin took his gun out
of its holster and rel eased the safety. He wal ked t hrough the neatly furnished
l[iving roomand into a short hallway where a flight of stairs led up to the
second floor. "Anyone here?" he said, watching for the slightest novenent. "W
won't hurt you! We just wanted to get out of the storm" He waited anot her
nmonent, but there was still no reply. He put his gun away and went back to the
living room "I think we're alone,"” he told Gayle. "Maybe they got out before
the stormhit."

Gayl e | ooked around. There was a circul ar red-and-blue braided rug on a

har dwood floor, a large, confortabl e-looking sofa with scrolled arnms and | egs,
a dark- stained coffee table where a few copies of Antique Monthly, National
Ceographi c, and Horizon magazi nes were neatly arranged, a couple of
overstuffed chairs with clear plastic on the arns; and a brick fireplace over
whi ch hung an upsi de-down horseshoe. She coul d see ashes being stirred in the
hearth by the wind' s force.

There were franed sepia-tone prints on the walls and on the fireplace mantel a
groupi ng of col or phot ographs-a m ddl e-aged couple smling and huggi ng each

ot her, kids and dogs at play.

The madman next door brayed with | aughter

"Jesus!" Gayle said softly. "That bastard tried to bl ow our heads off."
Pal at azi n nodded and stepped over to Jo, who'd regained at | east sone of her
color. "You're better now?"

"Yes," she said, and sniled weakly. "Better."

"Night's falling," Gayle said. "Very soon now." She pulled aside a curtain to
| ook out at the street and could see very little but the swirling sand. The
dar kness was creeping. She turned and stared at Palatazin. "This stormwlI.

keep them away, too, won't it?"

"No. They don't breathe, and they have sone kind of transparent eyelids that
will keep the sand out. They have us where they want us."

"And where it that?" she asked

"Trapped. All of us. Everyone in this city. No way out." He held her gaze for
a nonent and then | ooked away quickly because he'd realized they were in an
unpr ot ect ed house-no garlic sneared on the windowsills, no crucifixes on the
doors and wi ndows. He dropped his hand to his pocket to touch the bottle of
holy water there; it seened terribly small. "I'mafraid,"” he said softly,
"that it's rmuch too late for your story to do any good. The bal ance has
shifted in their favor. They hold the power-"

"No!" she said. "There's still sonething we can do! W can call sonebody, the
police or the National Guard or ... sonmebody-" She was silenced by the sand
that spattered up agai nst the wi ndow, hissing |like hot fat at the bottomof a
frying pan.

"I think you know better than that. |I doubt if the phones are working. I'd try



the lights if | wasn't afraid we'd stand out |ike a neon sign over a vanpire
diner. The air's none too good in here, is it?"

Gayl e put her head in her hands. "Shit," she said in a faraway dreaner's

Voi ce.

"All 1 ever wanted to do was ... be a good witer. That's all. Was that too
much to ask?"

"l don't think so."

"I wanted to leave ny mark. | wanted to ... do something inportant. Be
somebody i nmportant instead of a nobody . . . which-let's face it-1 am" Her
voi ce cracked a little bit, but she quickly cleared her throat, and then she

was okay. "All rnouth and fake guts,
fast or sl ow?"

Pal at azin pretended not to hear her.
The ni ght cl osed in.

Father Silvera had reached his church before the worst of the stormhit, and
now he opened the front door a crack and peered out. The street was deserted
and al ready heaped with small sand drifts. There were no lights in any of the
tenenent wi ndows sinply because there was no electricity. Silvera had turned
on the sanctuary lights for perhaps fifteen mnutes before they flickered
several times, dinmng steadily with each flicker, and then went out. Darkness
was filling up the church, deepening every mnute. He | ooked out for a while

| onger, narrowi ng his eyes against flying grit, then went back to his room He
found several candles, neant for either weddings or funerals, tucked away in a
drawer, and he lit all of them dripping wax onto saucers and sticking the
candl es into the hardening puddl es. He took the candl es out into the sanctuary
and pl aced them around the gl eami ng brass crucifix on the altar. Looking at
the Cross shamed him He prayed that Pal atazin would be safe in his journey
and that when he found that castle, there would be no master there, no
vanpires there at all

He prayed that Pal atazin was wong, that he was suffering fromfatigue or
overwork. But at the back of his brain a shadow had begun to stir, and he was
trying very hard to keep it fromfully awakening. He had recall ed sonething
that an ol der priest had told himduring his education in Mexico: "Some men
are prisoners of rational thought." Perhaps he had been seeing the world

t hrough bars for a long tine.

The sanctuary door creaked open. Silvera |ooked up fromthe altar, to see a
smal | figure come staggering out of the storm whirlw nds of sand spinning
around him It was Leon LaPaz. Before Silvera could reach him he fell
coughing violently, to the floor. Silvera hel ped himup onto a pew and then
used all his strength against the door to keep the sand out.

"Are you all right, Leon?" he asked the boy, kneeling down beside him Leon
nodded, but he was pale and there were tear tracks down his cheeks. "I'Il get
you sone water," Silvera said. He hurried back to his room took a glass from
a shelf over the sink, and turned on the cold water tap. The pipes stuttered
for a few seconds, then let out a thin trickle of brownish water. Damm it!
Silvera thought. The sand's even getting into the water! He sipped it, then
spat it into the sink. The stuff was undrinkable.

"I"'msorry, Leon," he said when he went back out to the boy. "The water's
going to have to wait." He put a finger under Leon's chin and tilted his face
up. The boy's lips were w nd-chapped, pul ped, and swollen. "What were you
doing out in that? You could ve died out there!" Then he suddenly asked,
"Where's Sandor? You father hasn't cone hone yet?"

she said. "WIIl . . . what they do ... be

Leon shook his head, his eyes glimrering with tears. He was still breathless,
and it was difficult for himto speak. "No ... aman ... came ... a little
while ago ... for my sister "

"A man? Wat nman?"

"A ... black man," Leon said. "To the apartnment. He was tall and . . . nean
and ... he told me to conme tell you . . . 'Cicero renenbers’ "

"Cicero?" Silvera renenbered the nane of the black heroin deal er he'd stuffed
into a garbage can. "Wen was this?"



"Maybe . . . maybe ten minutes." Leon gripped the priest's arns with small,
trenbling hands. "He took Juanita, Father! He said for ne to cone tell you he
renmenbered and then he ... took ny sister and left! Were' d he take her

Fat her ?

What's he going to do to her?"

Silvera was stunned. What was Cicero doing in this neighborhood during a
ragi ng sandstorn? Perhaps he'd been selling nore horse and had been caught by
the wi nds, unable to get out? And now that he had four-year-old Juanita, what
woul d he do to her?

"There are other people in ny building, Father," Leon said. "Alot of the

wi ndows are broken, and the sand's getting in. They can't breathe too good."
"How many ot her s?"

"Ms. Rodriguez, the' Caracas, M. and Ms. Mendoza, M. Ml azzo, maybe thirty
nore."

My God! Silvera thought. Wat woul d happen to the hundred of others trapped in
those flinsy tenenents as the sand whi pped t hrough enpty wi ndow franmes and
cracks that shoul d' ve been repaired years ago? They would slowy suffocate if
they couldn't find a better refuge! Silvera paused, then nade his decision
"Leon, you know where the staircase to the bell tower is, don't you?"

"Si. Through that door over there."

"That's right. Now listen to nme carefully. | want you to clinb to the tower
and crack open the shutters up there; you'll see the handles. The wi nd may get
bad after that so you'll have to be very careful. Then | want you to take the
rope that hangs down and pull on it as hard as you can. The bell may lift you
of f your feet, but that's all right, you'll come down again. Just don't let go
of the rope, and keep ringing the bell. Can you do that?"

Leon nodded, his eyes bright with the inportance of his mssion

"Good." Silvera squeezed his shoul der. Now he needed sonething to cover his
face. As Leon scurried back through the door, Silvera took a towel fromhis
bat hroom and jamed nost of it down into his coat so he could press the other
end of it against his lower face and not worry about the wind carrying it
away.

As he approached the sanctuary door, he heard the first clear peal of Mary's
Voice. It was an urgent, warning sound, nmetallic and determ ned. The bell's
noverrent made the tower groan over Silvera's head, and he coul d envision
Leon's little body being jerked upward. Silvera put his hand agai nst the door
and then he stepped out. The wind screamed in his ears.

Sand ripped into his face and hair. He was alnpost flung to the ground, but he
fought for his bal ance by | eaning against the wind. He could see absolutely
not hi ng; the darkness had conspired with the stormto isolate himinside a
well with spinning black walls. He struggled on across the street, hearing
tattered fragments of Mary's Voice-it alternately peal ed and noaned over head.
Slowy, the line of buildings energed fromthe nurk. He was gasping for a ful
breath by the time he reached the door of Leon's building. Sand covered the
towel, and sonme of it had slipped through into his mouth and nostrils. Hs
face felt as if it were shredded. Shattered glass fromthe building s door |ay
about his feet as he stepped into the front corridor. He could hear tortured
wi nds wailing along the stairs, and they tried to pull himin all directions
at once.

He tried to breathe without the protective sieve of the towel; his nostrils
and lungs instantly flaned.

He knocked on the first door he came to, and Carlos Al va peered out, his dark
eyes buggi ng above the gritty handkerchief he had pressed to his face.
"Carlos!" Silvera shouted, though he stood |less than a foot away fromthe nan.
"CGet your wife and children! You're going to have to cone to the church with
me!" Alva didn't seemto understand, so Silvera put his nouth next to the
man's ear and shouted again. Alva nodded and di sappeared into the roomfor his
famly

Silvera noved on to the next door

It took himnore than forty-five mnutes to get themall gathered together on



the first floor-thirty-three people not counting the infants in their nother's
arnms. Silvera had planned on getting themout in a human chain, hand-to-hand,
but the infants created a probl em

"Listen to me, all of you!" Silvera shouted at them "W're going to have to
make it to the church! Can you hear the bell ringing?" Now it sounded distant
and nuffled, and Silvera knew that Leon's arns would be about ready to rip
fromtheir sockets. "We're going to follow that sound!" he yelled, pointing in
the direction of the church. "Everyone clasp the shoul der of the person in
front of you and hold on tightly! | don't want the women to carry their

babi es. G ve themto your husbands! The wind's very strong out there so we've
got to walk carefully." He saw frightened eyes everywhere around him There
were cries for God and nmuttered prayers.

"We're going to be all right! Don't be afraid, just hold on! Be sure to cover
the infants' faces! |Is everyone protected? Al right! Are we ready?" Soneone
started sobbing. Carlos Al va, holding his baby son in one arm gripped
Silvera's shoulder. Silvera took a breath of flam ng air and noved out into
the street, the people trailing behind him

He couldn't hear the bell for a few seconds. Keep ringing it, Leonl he called
out nentally. Then he heard it, wailing for the I ost. Behind himthe human
chain flailed against the wind, sone of themfalling and having to be hel ped
up. The street had never seemed so wide or so wicked. Silvera felt he'd
reached the mddle of it because he couldn't see either side, but he couldn't
be certain.

Suddenly he heard a piercing scream behind himthat went on and on. It reached
a high crescendo and then rapidly faded. "Wat is it?" Silvera said over his
shoul der to Alva. "Wo screaned?”

Alva sent the question back. In another nonment he told the priest, "Ms.
Mendoza i s gone! Sonething pulled her out of the chain!"

"WHAT?" Silvera shouted. "STAY WHERE YOU ARE!" He felt his way back to the
hol e where Ms. Mendoza had been between her husband and M. Sanchez.

"\What happened to her?" he asked her husband, whose face was pallid with
shock.

The man coul dn't answer; he was muttering "Maria, Maria, Maria . over and
over again. Silvera | ooked around for her but couldn't see a thing. He peered
at Sanchez. "Wat happened?”

Sanchez's teeth were chattering. "I don't know, Father!" he shouted. "She was
hol di ng on to my shoul der one second, then . . . she wasn't there! | heard her
scream and when | | ooked around, | thought | saw ... | thought | saw . "
"What ? What was it?"

"Something ... a man maybe . . . dragging her off "

Silvera stared into the darkness, sand slithering down his neck. There was
not hi ng out there, nothing at all. He heard hinmself say, "C ose the hole," and

then he felt his way back to the front of the chain. H s heart was thundering,
his stomach roiled with fear. Alva clutched his shoul der again, and they
started off. Wthin ten seconds there was another scream fading into the

di st ance.

Silvera's head whi pped around. "Felizial" he heard a wonman wail. "Wat happen'
tony little girl? FELIZI AAAAAH The woman started to | eap out of the chain,
but Silvera shouted, "HOLD ON TO HERI WE KEEP MOVI NG "

A figure suddenly ran in front of him and then was quickly engulfed in the
storm He stopped so abruptly he could feel the entire chain bunp together
He'd gotten the inpression of a young boy in a black jacket, grinning out of a
silver-eyed skull. Sweet Jesus, protect us! he thought. Please help us get to
t hat door! PLEASE! He began wal ki ng again; Alva's hand dug into his shoul der
There was a scream fromfar behind, alnost at the end of the chain. "KEEP
MOVI NG " he shouted, though he knew they coul dn't possibly hear him back
there.

He hoped they'd close the gap and stagger on. And now he seened to be aware of
nmoverrent all around himfigures darting back and forth, shadowy shapes made
form ess by the blowi ng sand. He stepped onto the opposite curb. The church



door was only a few feet away at the top of five steps.

"WE' RE HERE! " he shouted, and realized at the sane instant that Alva's hand
was gone. When he | ooked back, he saw that both the man and his wife had been
taken out of the chain, leaving only their small daughter frozen with terror
her hand outstretched where she'd been clutching her nother's dress. Silvera
grasped her hand. The bell sang out furiously overhead. Silvera threw open the
church door and stood there, quickly herding themin whiled he counted them

O thirty- three who'd left the building, twenty-six had made it. \Wen the

| ast one had stepped across the threshold, Silvera slamred the door shut and

| eaned against it, the breath rasping through his lungs. Several people fel
down before the altar and began to pray; there were shrieks and sobs, a wild
tunul t of noise.

He hadn't believed in vanpires; he wasn't sure nowif he did or not, but he
knew one thing for certain-whatever could exist in that stormwasn't human. He
touched Juan Romero on the shoulder. "Go up to the tower and take over the

bell fromLeon," Silvera said. "Keep ringing it until | send soneone el se up
Hurry!™
Juan nodded and noved away. |f anyone could hear that bell, Silvera reasoned,

then maybe they could reach the church and safety. He put his face in his
hands and prayed for strength. He was going to have to go back out there, into
t he dozens of other buildings that surrounded the church, to help as many
people as he could find. He was afraid there would not be very many. But this
time he wouldn't go out unprepared.

He wal ked to the altar and picked up the heavy brass crucifix; it caught the
gol den candl el ight and shinmmered. But it was so cold. Though it was a synbol

of hope, he felt full of dark, bleak hopel essness. He gripped his hands around
the crucifix's sharp edges, aware of how many eyes were watching him He could
use this to break into a grocery store for canned goods and bottled water. The
stai ned- gl ass i mge of Jesus, occasionally shuddering with the violent wind,
stared down at himthrough stern gray eyes. You're dying anyway, Silvera told
hi nsel f, so why should you be so afraid? Wiy should you want to cling to life
like an old woman wringi ng drops out of a dishrag? Your days are nunbered.
Make them count.

Then he gripped the crucifix, adjusted the towel over his face, and stepped
back out into the mael strom

TH RTEEN

"Reminds nme of the blizzards we used to have back hone," Ws said softly,
wat ching as the | ast clear square on the w ndshield was covered over. Now he
and Sol ange sat in darkness. She had pressed against him |eaning her head on
his shoul der, and though it was terribly hot, Wes didn't mnd and neither did
she.

It was better sonehow to be near one another. "One day Wnter Hill would be a
study in golds and browns, then when the storm passed through during the night
and you | ooked out the wi ndow in the norning, the world would be white right
up to the horizon. Trees, houses, fields . . . everything. People ride sleighs
in Wnter H Il when the snow falls like that, no kidding. Did | ever tell you
I know how to snowshoe?"

"No, " Sol ange whi sper ed.

"What'd | say | know how to do?"

" Snowshoe. "

"Louder."

" Snowshoe! "

"CGesundheit! Now, what was | saying? Oh, yeah, about the sleighs. They were a
terrific way to get around. The last time | went hone for Christmas, everybody
was using those damed snownobiles. Progress, right? Wll . . ." He decided
he'd better shut up because he suddenly realized he couldn't breathe worth a
damm. He finally managed to find a gulp of air. He wanted to confort Sol ange,



t hough, because when they were silent for too | ong she began to cry. Qut of
all the thousand or so jokes he had told before audiences in L. A, Las Vegas,
and San Francisco he couldn't seemto remenber a single one, just fragnments of
conedy bits that didn't nmake sense-What's big, stiff, and bel ongs to Roy
Rogers? Trigger. Wat'd the hung over angel who'd visited earth overni ght say
to a furious St. Peter?

Sorry, Peter, but | left nmy harp in Sam Frank's disco. Mssionary in Africa's
out wal ki ng one day and cones face-to-face with a lion. He sinks down to his
knees and starts to pray for his life when the lion gets down on its knees
beside him "Dear brother lion," the m ssionary says, "how wonderful it is to
see you joining me in Christian prayer when just a noment ago | feared for ny
life . . ." And the lion grows, "Don't interrupt while I'msayin' grace!"
Prayi ng, Wes thought. Now that mi ght be an idea. Wat should | say? God pl ease
get us the hell out of here? God don't give up on old Ws and Sol ange j ust
yet ?

God whose side are you on anyway? The answer to that seemed painfully clear.
I've come a long way to die in a fucking sandstorm Wes thought. From frat
parties to bars to the Conmedy Store to the big tinme, nore or less, and all of
it could now be just so nmuch shit in a totebag. No agent to get the jobs now,
no accountants to find the tax | oopholes and the shelters, no fan mail pouring
into the slot. Nobody sayi ng how good | was and how rmuch noney | was going to
make and that | was going to be King of Conedy Hill for a long, long tinme .

nobody now but nme and Sol ange.

VWl |, he thought, that would have to be enough.

Hs brain felt feverish. Were the hell are we? Sitting on the freeway, maybe
right in the nmiddle of it, sonewhere over East L.A Probably no shelter for

bl ocks; the Mercedes stalled in what | ooked |ike a Sahara Desert sand dune.
And vanpires out there somewhere. Jimy dead. Scream ng in agony before he
died. A bell ringing. Anbul ance sirens wailing, lights flashing across a wide
green lawmn. A bell ringing. , Crazy old lady in a wheelchair, grabbing ny arm
scaring shit out of me. Blackberry brandy. Police car coming. A bell ringing.
Parker Center, and a girl cracking up in the elevator. A bell. . . RINGNG.
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He opened his eyes, hadn't even felt himself starting to slip away. Wat was
that noise? Wait a mnute, wait a mnute! WVAIT A MNUTE! A bell's ringing out
there somewhere! O is it my imagination? He thought he heard it again, a soft
di stant moan that had a nusical note to it, not like the shrill hissings of
the wind at all. But nowit was gone, if it had ever been there to begin wth.
He gently shook Sol ange. "What is it?" she said thickly, her breathing hoarse
and uneven.

"Listen. Wait a minute . . . there! Did you hear that? A bell ringing?"

She shook her head. "No. It's the wind." Her eyes dropped, and she |l aid her
head back on his shoul der

"Don't go to sleep!" he said. "Wake up and listen! I'mtelling you that's a
bell ringing out therel™
"Bell . . . what bell . . .?"

And now he heard it again, a distinct, low, nmusical note through the harsh
di scord of the storm He thought it was comi ng fromsomewhere to the right,

but he couldn't tell how far away. "Solange," he said, "I think maybe we're
closer to shelter than we thought! W can nmeke it there, | think! It won't be
too far away!"

"No," she whispered. "I'msleepy. W can't make it "

"W can!" He shook her again, harder, trying to stave off the |ong dark
rolling waves that were beginning to spread through his body. "W're going to
have to try, at least! Here, put your hood up. Cup your hands in front of your
face to keep the sand out of your lungs. Can you do that?"

"I don't know ... I'mso tired . "

"Me too, but we can't stay here if there's a safe place so close! W can sleep
when we get there, okay? Cone on. Put your hood up and try to shield your face



withit." He did it for her. "There you go. Ckay, |I'mgoing to get out first
and come around for you. Take a couple of deep breaths." \Wen she tried, she
winced with the effort; there was barely any air left to breathe. Ws's head
was buzzing fiercely, the dark waves closing in. "I'm opening the door now.
You ready?"

She nodded.

Wes pushed agai nst the door and found it jammed shut. Panic exploded in his
stomach. He shoved harder, the nmuscles in his shoul der straining. Sand began
to streamoff the windowin thick rivulets, and it slithered into the car as
Wes pushed. Then he'd opened it w de enough for themto slip out. He took

Sol ange' s hand as she slid across the seat and stepped out into a blinding
flurry of sand.

A wall of sand came sliding over him and as he tried to fight free of it, he
al nrost | ost Sol ange's grip. But then his face was clear, and he wenched

Sol ange after himthrough what he now realized had been a sand dune heaped up
agai nst the Mercedes's side.

It was dark now, and through the twi sting currents of wind, he could see faint
sparkles of light fromacross the river in dowmntown L. A Behind him East L.A
and beyond lay in utter darkness. The wind seenmed to have | essened sonewhat
since Wes had stopped the car; at |east he could stand w thout having to
struggl e for balance. Sand still stung his face like hellish nettles and
flamed the air he tried to draw between his teeth. There was air, though, and
he found he could breathe fairly well if he kept his teeth gritted and
renenbered to spit every minute or so to clear his mouth. Above himhe could
hear howing currents of air; the worst of the stormseened to have risen and
was now circling relentlessly over the city. Ws saw that the Mercedes was
stripped of all its paint. There were nore cars scattered on the freeway up
ahead, all of them scoured down to shining netal. Dunes six and seven feet
hi gh had heaped up around them coll apsing over hoods and roofs. Mst of the
sodi um vapor lights along the freeway had gone out, but those few that

remai ned cast a cold bluish gl ow down upon a scene of desol ation that again
rem nded Wes of the aftermath of a blizzard. One of the Iightposts had gone
down just ahead and | ay stretched across the freeway, its bulb crackling like
a dyi ng neteor.

Wes heard the noaning of that bell again way off to the right. Sonmewhere down
in the darkness of East L.A He spat sand out of his nouth, shielding his eyes
wi th one hand. "You okay?" he asked Sol ange, having to shout. She answered
with a slight squeeze of his hand, and he began noving toward the nearest

of f-ramp, his shoes sinking into a couple of inches of sand. They passed a car
with several bodies tunbling out of it, as if they'd died trying to dig their
way out. Sol ange caught sight of one staring, blue-fleshed face and quickly

| ooked away. Farther on they came to a corpse, half-buried in the sand, that
grinned up at themthrough a twi sted death rictus; Ws could envision that
thing sitting up, sand streaning off its body, and whispering, "See? | got
away fromthem OCh, no, | wouldn't let themtake ne, so | just laid down and
went to sleep. That's what you shoul d've done, too. It would have been so much
easi er "

The sound of that bell seemed nearer. Wes thought he saw an off-ranp just
ahead under the pale glow of a sodiumvapor lanp. "You still with ne?" he

sai d.

"I"'mfine! Don't worry about ne!"

Wes al nost stepped on two bodies, a nan and a worman hol di ng hands. He gui ded
Sol ange around them his nerve about to break

They had started down the of f-ranp when Ws heard a distant runbling. He

| ooked back over his shoul der and saw headl i ghts noving quickly toward them
fromthe west. Modtorcycles, about fifteen or twenty of them H s heart
stuttered- highway patrol cops! He let go of Sol ange and started waving his
arnms, shouting, "Hey!

Over here! COver here!"

"Wes, " Sol ange said. "Wait ... | don't think . . ."



The nmotorcycles curved toward them sending up spinning tails of sand. Ws saw
the face of the lead rider, white-fleshed and skeletal, red eyes burning with
hunger. The thing grinned, then opened its nouth wi de and notioned for the
others to hurry. The fangs glinted with ghostly blue |ight.

Wes turned in horrid slow nmotion and reached for Sol ange, but suddenly his
vision was filled with a blinding white light, and the stuttering roar of the
not orcycl es bore down on him He was struck in the side by a booted foot. Pain
shot through himas he fell to the pavenent. He hung motionless for a few
seconds over a dark void and then slowmy, slowy tunbl ed head-over-heels into

its mw. Fromits center he heard the shrilling of wi nd, cracking and poppi ng
not orcycl e exhaust, laughter, and Sol ange calling to him Her screan ng soon
st opped. "CGood-lookin' bitch ... so good, so fiiine," someone said, the voice

echoing in Ws's head. "You can have what's left of him Viking. Ch yeah,
baby, you're gonna be so gooood to Kobra . "

The throbbing of his ribs roused Wes. He was bei ng turned over by rough
freezing hands. Through a mi st of pain Ws saw the face over hi mbroad and
bearded, pallid and vanmpiric. "He's alive," the biker said. "Ain't nuch to
him but | figger he's worth a couple of swigs . "

"You said | could take the next one, man!" soneone el se called out.

"Vi king rates over you, Dicko," the one called Kobra said. "Let himfeed.
You'll take the next one."

"Shit!" Dicko said. "Ain't nothing but dead meat around here!"

"Take it easy, man. \Wen we hook up with those Ghost Riders and the rest of
the Death Machines, we'll flush "emout like rats. Be plenty for everybody."
Vi ki ng bent over Wes, his mouth slowy opening. Wes could see the bursts of
silver in his eyes, and his own face reflected in the nerciless mrrors.

"Gt sone, Viking!" one of the others called out, and | aughed.

Suddenly Vi king blinked and jerked his head back. "Shit! Burnin' ny eyes!" He
scranbl ed up and away from Ws, his large belly shaking as his body trenbl ed.
"Bastard's got sonmethin' in his clothes. Kobra! Got something that burns ny
eyes!" He rubbed at them and backed away.

Kobra shoved hi m asi de and towered over Wes; he | eaned down, staring balefully
at Wes, and seened to be sniffing the air. Alnpbst instantly his eyes squeezed
shut with pain, and he scranbl ed away.

"What's he got, Kobra, huh?" Viking said. "Wat's he got, what's he got?"
"Shut up!" Kobra rubbed his eyes and then glared at Wes. "Don't matter what
he's got. Bastard's ribs are caved. Wen the wind blows up again, he'll be

| yi ng under about two feet of sand. Forget about him"

Vi ki ng scooped up a handful of sand and flung it at Ws. "You're gonna die,
not herfucker!" he said savagely. "And death is cooolllddd . . ."

"Come on." Kobra noved past himand out of Wes's field of vision. "I'mtaking
your black bitch with me, mster. She'll be nice and warmup at the castle,
old Kobra'll see to that. You just lay there and think about that, okay?"

Engi nes revved. Wes tried to pull hinmself to his feet, but pain expl oded al ong
his left side, where he'd been hurt in the crash of Jimmy's Cadillac. He fel
back, panting. The notorcycles swept past him roaring like wild animals.

" Sol ange! "

he tried to shout, but the nane came out as a whisper

And then they were gone, the sound of their cycles rapidly fading.

"Sol ange ..." he whinpered, and curled up to die. Around himthe w nd began to
chuckl e.

The bell was still ringing, but nowit seemed a world away.

Anger ached within him "Can't die!" he shouted at hinself. "Got to find

Sol ange! Can't let her be . . . like them"™ He Iifted his head and whi spered

"Il find" you!" After a while he turned on his belly and started to craw,
sliding with the agoni zed nmovenent of a crushed jackrabbit. He thanked god for
t he amul et Sol ange had given him he didn't know how it had worked, but it had
kept the vanpires frombiting him

Now he counted the tolling of that bell to keep hinmself fromslipping into
darkness. "One . . . two . .. three . . . four . .. five .. ." Anger carried



hi m al ong, and just behind himoff in the shadows, he felt the presence of
some grinning, scabrous thing with a vaudeville stagehook, trying to catch
hol d of him and drag hi m back. He kept craw ing.

FOURTEEN

Lights glowed dimMy fromthe ceiling of a concrete-walled factory in Hi ghland
Park. Every so often they flickered out and, when they were gone, the conveyor
belt would stop, too, and the workers had to pull the coffins along in the

dar k.

But so far the electricity had been weak but fairly constant; the conveyor
belt humred, gears meshing perfectly. The gl eanm ng coffins passed one after
the other, faster and faster. Figures with shadowy faces grinned and nodded,

pl eased with their work. Soon they would be allowed to go out and feed, and
anot her shift would take over. From now on, according to the Master, the
factory would work from dusk until dawn, electricity or no. If the buzz saws
went out, there were always hand saws and plenty of files and pl anes and ot her
necessary tools.

At the end of the conveyor belt, where the big tractor-trailer trucks were
lined up at the | oading docks, there was a huge nound of sandy brown
California soil the dunp trucks had brought. Before the coffins were seal ed
and shoved into the trucks, the workers would |lay down a good bed of dirt

i nsi de each of them Then they were ready to go.

One of the workers, known as Mtchell Everett G deon in his previous life

| eaned on his shovel and waited for the next coffin to cone down the line. Hs
face was streaked with dirt, his eyes dark and sunken. He was cold w th hunger
but reassured by the know edge that the plant whistle would blow in about an
hour, and then he'd be allowed to feed. He woul dn't even have to spend tine
hunting, for one of the tractor-trailer trucks was | oaded with humans, the
Master's reward for work well done.

The next coffin came. He filled the bottomof it, pressed the dirt down wth
his shovel, and then it was carried away to a truck. Trucks were al ways com ng
and going, and it pleased himto see such efficiency. He was an inportant part
of the machi ne now, nuch nore inportant than he'd ever been in his life. He'd
even nmet the Master and had told himeverything he knew about the factory,
about casket making, about getting the best possible effort out of a work
crew. The Master was pl eased and had asked G deon if he could rely on himfor
hel p and suggestions. G deon said yes, of course.

Anot her coffin came. G deon filled it, working with a newfound strength, and
watched it being carried away. Another truck noved out of its slot on the
docks, and anot her backed in. He was ecstatically happy, ecstatic with his

| ove for the Master. He had been granted the gift of eternal life

et ernal yout h.

It was all a dream cone true.

FI FTEEN

At the end of two hours, Father Silvera had found nore than fifty people and
herded them back into the church. Sone of them were dazed, sone were
hysterical, others whinpered softly. The sanctuary teened with |ife-people
crying and praying, infants how ing, people babbling, nearly insane. Silvera
appoi nted four nen to act as supervisors over the group; some of them wanted
to go with himwhen he left again to continue his search, but he firmy told

t hem no.

It was all he could do to keep hinself steady out there. He didn't want to be
responsi bl e for | osing anyone el se. Stepping across that threshold and out
into the dark, sand-whipped street was the nost terrible thing he'd ever asked
hinself to do. He was shaking very badly now, his grip on the heavy brass
crucifix so weak that several times he thought he couldn't continue hol ding on
toit. But he did, nentally commandi ng those strained, deteriorating nuscles
to hold firmjust a nonent, just a second longer. H's hands ached with his



body' s insidi ous betrayal.

Now out on the street again, he was alert for running shapes. He'd seen them
several times, and once one of them had come dangerously close before it
suddenly stopped and dodged away. Silvera presuned it was because of the
crucifix. Perhaps thty were afraid of it, just like in all the old vanpire
novi es. He wal ked on, thankful that the wi nd had dropped enough for himto see
the buil dings on either side of the street. His face was raw and swollen from
the sand's abrasion, and it was by sheer habit now that he kept his eyes
narrowed into tight, protective slits. Mary's Voice called out behind him the
sound echoing fromstreet to street. He passed a grocery store where the front
wi ndow had been knocked out by a w nd-tossed garbage can; he made a nent al
note to cone back and get food and water for the people in the sanctuary. He
was about to step into an apartment building on Marquesa Street, just three

bl ocks from his church, when he heard a voice call, "Father Silvera! Help ne!"
It was a little child' s voice, and he didn't recognize it at first. But then
he heard "Please help nme!" and a series of broken sobs that faded away. He

| ooked across the street and up, and there in a broken third-floor wi ndow was

Juanita LaPaz, her tiny face barely visible over the sill. He could see her
fingers grasping the wood tightly, her eyes wide and terrified. "Please | wan'
ny papa!

I wan' ny . She started to cry again, her hands going to cover her eyes,
and then she di sappeared fromthe w ndow.

Silvera ran across the street, his shoes sinking down into sand, and entered
the building. It seened deserted and was as hot and dirty as a bowl of
street-corner chili. He took the stairs three at a time and was panting when
he got to the third- floor hallway, which was littered with newspapers and ol d
furniture and clothes. Gaffiti covered the walls, along with splatters of
what | ooked |ike paint and dried blood. He paused, listening for the little
girl's crying.

"Juani ta?" he called out. "It's Father Silvera! Were are you, querida?"

He heard her nuffl ed sobbing a couple of doors away. \When he opened the door
he found her standing barefoot in a roomwhose walls were covered wi th Power
to the Peopl e posters. Beneath her black bangs, her eyes | ooked dull and

gl azed, as if-oh, ny God! Silvera thought-as if soneone had gi ven her drugs.
She stood staring at himand shivered.

"Thank God |'ve found you!" Silvera said, bending down and huggi ng her. She
didn't respond; her arms hung linmply at her sides. "Are you all right?"

"Si" she replied very softly. She seened to be staring right through him
"Where's the man who took you, Juanita? Were did he go?"

"Gone far away. Please help ne, | wan' ny papa. CGone far away. Pl ease help ne,
I wan' mny . " Her eyes nmoved a fraction, staring over his right shoul der
and he saw a quicksilver glimer of the terror frozen behind the doll-1ike

mask of her face.

Silvera twi sted his head around just as Cicero | eapt through the doorway with
a triunmphant shriek.

They sl ammed together and crashed to the floor. Cicero hissed and tried to
force the priest's chin back to get at the jugular vein. Silvera tried to
gouge out the thing's eyes, but every time he struck, Cicero' s head whipped to
one side to evade the blow Silvera clung to the crucifix with all his
strength, and with his free hand he slamred an uppercut to the vanpire's jaw.
Cicero blinked but seemed unhurt. The vampire's head darted forward, fangs
glistening. Silvera threw his arm across his neck and spat into the thing's
eyes. Cicero recoiled, and Silvera struck out with his fist again, so hard he
felt the vibration thrumup his shoulder. Before the thing could regain its
grip, Silvera twisted and got a knee between them then kicked out with
tremendous thi gh-cracking effort.

Cicero was flung back across the floor, but he quickly scranbled to his feet.
Silvera stood up, his lungs heaving. He grasped Juanita's shoul der and shook
her hard to try to break the vanpire's power over her. "Get behind ne,



Juani t a!

Hurry!" She was too dazed to understand.

Cicero grinned, the fangs sliding out of his upper and lower jaws. "Ain't
gonna be so easy as that, M. Priest. Ch, nooooo. You in old Cicero's
territory now.

You got to play by ny rules.'
cl awns.

The vanpire stepped forward, hands curling into

Silvera took a step backward. The crucifix felt leaden in his left hand. He
held it up and thrust it forward at the vanpire, his armtrenbling. "Get
back!" he commanded. "Your master's dead, Cicero! He's destroyed!"

Cicero stopped, his face contorting. Then he threw back his head and | aughed.
"' Get back'? Ha! Man, you been watchin' too many old novies!" H s eyes flaned.

"Cicero dinton ain't ashaned of what he is! | never believed in that religion
bul I shit anyway, man, so that thing don't hurt me none now And you're w ong.
The Master lives! He's in me right now, and |I'm hungry, reallll hungry ..." He

cane forward, his claws twitching, his face split by that leering, terrible
grin.

Silvera grabbed the little girl and shoved her against the wall so he stood
bet ween her and the vampire. He heard her saying, |ike a broken record, "
gone far away. Please help me, | wan' my papa . "
"Gonna take you out slow, M. Priest," C cero whispered. "Gonna make you hurt
" He tensed, knees bending for the | eap. When he came for the priest's
throat, he was a savage blur of notion.
But Silvera stood his ground. He swung the crucifix around in a vicious arc,
aimng for the vanpire's head. Cicero twisted slightly, but the sharp brass
edge sliced a sizzling wound at the base of his neck. The dead flesh rippled
and withed, trying to close the snoking tear. There were yellow sh-white
tissues in the cut, but the vanpire did not bleed. Silvera stepped forward
qui ckly and struck agai n, aim ng
for the same place. The cut's edges now hi ssed and wi dened. Ci cero staggered
back, trying to shield the wound with his hands. Silvera's strength was
weakening rapidly, and he felt his grip slipping. He feinted toward the
thing's eyes, then struck again at the neck. Gray flesh ripped Iike rotten
cheesecl ot h, exposing dead tissue and veins. The next blow of the crucifix
al nost severed Cicero's head fromhis body. The vanpire staggered back, arns
flailing in pain.
Cicero's face hung at a right angle. It was contorted with fury; the fangs
clicked together, seeking a hold on human fl esh
Then Cicero shrieked and rushed forward, trying to get the crucifix away from
Silvera. The priest braced hinmself and swung out with the rest of his ebbing
strengt h.
Cicero's head ripped fromhis body and tunbled into a corner. The headl ess
body staggered on, its claws gripping Silvera's coat and hanging there; the
fingers still withed. Silvera could feel the waves of cold rolling off it,
and he heard hinself cry out in terror. He jerked away fromthe thing, and the
body crunpled to the floor at his feet.
It was then that Juanita screaned and ran into his arms. He hugged her cl ose,
pressing her head against his shoul der so she woul d not see anynore of the
horror. Across the roomthe fangs in the severed head kept clicking |ike
dreadful castanets. The body at his feet suddenly shuddered, twi sting like a
dyi ng snake. "God help us!" Silvera breathed. The body's linbs were stil
nmoving, it was pushing itself toward the head in the corner. Silvera didn't
wait to see what woul d happen when it got there. Wth Juanita around his neck
Silvera raised the crucifix high over his head and slamed it down through the
thing's spine. Bone and wood cracked; Silvera had driven the crucifix through
the body and into the floor. The vanpire withed, the feet trying to push it
forward, but it was firmy pinned to the floor. The fangs began to grind



together. Silvera left the crucifix where it was, put his arns around Juanita,
and raced out of the buil ding.

On the street he realized that he and the child were unprotected, but he felt
certain that if he hadn't left C cero' s body pinned, it would have craw ed
across that floor and sonmehow made itself whole again. H's stomach turned over
at the thought. The noving shadows seenmed to be on all sides. He was running
now as hard as he could, his lungs punping |ike bellows. He thought he heard
somet hing coning up from behind, but when he dared to | ook back, he saw
not hi ng.

Less than a hal f-block fromthe church, he saw a corpse lying in the m ddl e of
the street. He was al nost around it when the corpse's hand shot out, grabbing
his ankle and al nost tunbling himto the ground. The nan raised his sand-caked
face and whi spered, "Help ne . "

Thur sday, Cctober 31

t he ghost town

Tommy Chandl er stirred uneasily. The last bell was ringing, echoing down the
long, silent halls of Fairfax H gh School. He was running and trying to hold
on to his books. Wen he | ooked back, he could see the shadow that foll owed
himrelentlessly, its long arns swinging |like the orangutan's from"Mirders in
the Rue Morgue." And he heard the | oathsone guttural voice rolling down on him
like a tidal wave. "I told you not to cone back, fuckface . . . told you not
to ...

told you not toooooo . . .!"

"Go away!" Tommy shouted, his voice cracking. "Leave ne alone!" And then he
dropped his books all over the hallway, which suddenly started changi ng shape,
el ongated to incredible dinensions |like a set from The Thousand Fi ngers of Dr.
T. He stopped to gather up his books, but they kept slipping away from hi m
and he could hear the nuffled boom boom boom of Bull Thatcher's conbat boots
com ng up fast behind him A shadow fell upon himlike a winter storm and he
| ooked up in terror

at the clock beside his bed. He could hear the alarmringing, and he

reached out to shut it off. But before he could grasp it, the ringing stopped.
He heard his father's voice say, "Wwo is this? Wiy don't you say sonething?
Dam it, Cynthia, either soneone's naking crank phone calls or "

Tommy sat up in bed and funbled for his extra pair of eyeglasses on the table
besi de his bed. He put themon and | ooked at the clock; it was a w ndup and
hadn't gone off at nine-forty, when the electricity had died. It was five

m nutes after mdnight. Who could be calling now? he wondered. The wi nd was
still screami ng at his w ndow, punctuated by the scatter-shots of sand on

gl ass.

Before the tel evision had gone bl ack, the special KABC weather report had said
to expect winds of between thirty-five and fifty mles per hour. And then the
TV and lights had flickered out.

The tel ephone was ringing again. Tormy heard his father's nmuffled curse as he
pi cked up the receiver.

Tommy had wal ked hone from school that afternoon buffeted by hot western
wi nds.

He could | ook at the sky and tell a stormwas com ng because the clouds were

t hi ckening and cartwheeling for as far as he could see. He'd never seen
anything quite like it before, not even in Denver. But the freak storm wasn't
anything as incredible as the mracle at school yesterday. O course, he'd had
to return to the | ocker room and as he was hurrying to gather up his books
and get out, Mark Sutro told himnot to worry, that Bull Thatcher and Ross
Weir hadn't cone to school, so he was safe. Buddy Carnes did cone in while he
was still at his | ocker, but Carnes hadn't even given hima sidel ong gl ance.
Now t here m ght not even be any school today. That woul d be great, he thought,
then he could watch "Fl ash Gordon" and "Thriller"™ on the Mexican stations ..

if the electricity came back on.

He got out of bed. Fromone wall a poster of Oion Kronsteen, resplendent in



his King Vampire makeup, gl owered down at him He went out into the hall and
knocked on his parents' door. Hs father, a thin, pale man with thick

eyegl asses like his son's, |ooked out. "Wat are you doing out of bed?"

"Wke up. Heard the phone ringing." Tomrmy yawned, |ifted his glasses, and
rubbed his eyes. "Who's been calling?"

"l don't know. Some idiot who won't answer. | can hear a lot of static, but no
voi ces. Why don't you try to go back to sleep?”

"The storm s still pretty bad, isn't it, Dad?"

"Yes. It is." He paused for a few seconds and then opened the door w der. "You
want to cone in and talk for a while?"

Tommy' s nmother, a sharp-chinned Radcliffe grad with dark, intense eyes, was
sitting on the bed with her knees drawn up to her chest, naking a nmountain out
of the covers. She was staring at the pale green curtains drawn across the

wi ndow, watching themtrenble every tinme an errant whi sper of wind slipped

t hrough the casenent. She | ooked at Tomry and sniled her tight, crooked smle
"Can't sleep either, huh?"

"Nope. "

"Sounds like a hurricane, doesn't it? Gosh, who ever heard of a hurricane in
Cal i f orni a?"

"It's not as bad as it was a little while ago," his father said quietly. He
sat on the edge of the bed and | ooked at the tel ephone. "I wonder who the hel

t hat was? Sonebody pl aying a joke?"

"Not very funny," Cynthia said.

Tommy stepped to the wi ndow, pushed aside the curtain, and | ooked out. For an
i nstant he coul d've sworn he was back in Denver-there was snow all over the

pl ace out there! Heaps and heaps of it, even beginning to cover over cars! But
then he saw a felled palmtree, all its fronds stripped away to | eave a bare,
ugly nub, and then he renenbered this was California so that couldn't possibly
be snow. It was sand, hot and thick, slowy piling up into nountainous dunes.
"Where did all this sand come from Dad?" he asked. Hi s heart was beating a
little faster.

"The Moj ave Desert. The wind just carried it right over the nountains. That
woul d be our |uck, wouldn't it?"

"Yeah," Tommy said. "It sure would be." He strained his eyes to see across the
street through the swirling yell ow sheets to the Vernon house.

"I never wanted to conme to California," Tommy's father was saying. "I told M.
Oakes | was an Achilles man all the way and, of course, | wanted the
promotion, but. . ." He looked at his wife. "I wish we could' ve stayed in
Scottsdal e. That was a really beautiful city, and you didn't have to worry
about earthquakes or snmpbg or sone crazy mnurderer running | oose . "

"Dad," Tomry said very quietly. He wasn't sure what he was seeing, wasn't sure
at all, but he thought he shoul d say sonet hing.

"Now this," his dad said. "Christ! No electricity, no ... where's that

transi stor radi o, Cynthia?"

"Dad," Tommy said. "There's-"

"The one you bought at K-Mart? | think it's still packed away in a box, honey.
Probably out in the hall closet. | doubt if the batteries are still working."
"Il try to find it. Tommy, why don't you scare up sone candl es and matches
if we're going to stay up? Ckay?"

Tommy nodded and | ooked back out the wi ndow. Wat he thought he'd seen -a
figure standing anmidst the sand drifts on the Vernon's front yard, staring
across at his house and seemingly right at himwas no | onger there now He
craned his neck to either side but could see no one out there, if he had
actually seen anyone at all. Still, a shiver ran up his spine. He went to get
t he candl es and mat ches, passing his dad rummagi ng through the hall closet and
feeling his way down the stairs to the kitchen. The wind shrilled and whistled
around the house, trying to suck it off its foundations, but at the house's
center there seemed to be a hole of unearthly darkness and silence, the stuff
that had crept in when the electricity had gone. Tomrmy started opening
drawers. He found a couple of candles and now he needed mat ches. He searched



on a shelf above the sink and fromthe corner of his eye saw sonethi ng nove
near the w ndow t hat | ooked out over their tiny backyard. He wasn't sure what
it was, but it had | ooked |ike someone ... running. He stared out, his heart
punping ice water. "Hey, Mnl" he shouted. "Were are the matches?"

"Look under the sink!" she called down to him

He opened a coupl e of cupboards down there and finally found a | arge pack of
Fire Chiefs, the kind you could strike anywhere. And suddenly fromthe front
of the house, there canme an ugly-soundi ng whunp and he coul d hear things
crashing around in the living room A whirl of wind and sand hit him as he
raced out of the kitchen to the stairs. He could see the front door hanging on

one hinge, and a coffee table had gone flying against a wall. Hi s dad called
out fromupstairs, "Tommy? What was that ?"

"Door's open!" he said. "The wind knocked it loose ... | guess.”

"Christ! If that sand gets inside . . . Tonmy, can you prop it shut?"

"Il try!™ He noved across the room agai nst the wall of w nd and dragged a
chair over to secure the door. It held, although the whistlings through the
doorjamb had grown savage. Then he hurried upstairs, the flesh at the back of
hi s neck beginning to creep

H s father had found the transistor radio and tuned it to KALA. A rock song
was pl aying, the singer wailing something about everybody being part of a food
chain. Tomy lit the candl es and pl aced one on either side of the bed. The
gruff- voiced dj cane on after the song had ended, his patter garbled by

stati c.

"Yeaaah! That was Tonio K and 'Life in the Foooooodchain!' Thass what it's
all about now, ain't it, brothers and sisters? Lemme reeeelay to you what the
scouts are tellin' old Tiger Eddie. Got a whole |lot of fine young ones trapped
up in the Holl ywood Recreation Center on Lexi ngton Avenue. You get yourself up
there early for the best pickin's, you dig? Got a few scattered all al ong
Rosewood Avenue, you just got to keep knockin' on themdoors '"till you get

[ ucky . .
"What's he tal king about?" Tommy's dad asked nervously, |ooking at his son

" old Tiger Eddie's gonna be with you right up 'til night-night tine
about five-thirty this norning. Here's a little note to make your nouths
water. There are sixty-count 'em sixty-holed up over at the Westside Jew sh
Center between dynpic and San Vicente. Just a rem nder-the Master don't want
"emold, you dig?

You find some old coots, just do us all a favor and fling "emout in the wnd,
okay? Yeah! Digit!"

"Christ! What's . . . what's that idiot tal king about?"

And then sonething stepped through the open doorway into the bedroom

It was" M. Vernon. Hi s eyes shone in a ghastly chal k-white face. He was
wearing a dirty white shirt and dark trousers, and even in the di mcandlelight
Tommy coul d see the brownish spots on his collar. Tonmy's heart leapt into his
throat, al most choking him H's nmomgave out a little scream and his dad
whirled around so fast his glasses alnost flew off. "Pete!" his dad said in a
trenbling voice

"What are you ... | nean . . . why are . . .?"

"I've come to visit," Pete Vernon said in a soft hiss of a voice. "Oh, listen
to that wind. Isn't it wonderful ?"

"How did you . . . get in?"

"The front door, of course. As any visitor would enter. |'ve brought nmy wfe
with ne. Di anne?"

And then she was there, too, both of them bl ocking the doorway, both of them
pal e and gri nning.

"Don?" Tomy's nomsaid softly to his dad. Her face had gone white, her eyes
swiming with fear.

"Don, " Di anne Vernon whispered, gripping her nouth around the name. Her eyes
shifted very slowy and stared into Tormy's face. Her gaze burned I|ike
hellfire.

Then she grinned and opened her nmouth wi de, and Tommy's brain screanmed with



the terrible word-VAWI RE-he'd heard in a thousand nonster novi es- VAVPI RE -
when he was sitting in a safe chair at a safe distance-VAMPIRE-in his own
safe, private little world, but nowthis was real -VAWPIRE-real, real, rea

"No!" he tried to shout, but it canme out as a croak. Ms. Vernon swept past
himlike a gray wind, noving inexorably upon his father. He cried out, "NO"
and grasped at her, trying to hold her back. She hissed and twisted, and in
the next instant M. Vernon's freezing hands were on him flinging himlike a
sack of rags out into the hallway. He smacked against the wall hard and slid
to the floor, his brain reeling with pain and terror. He heard his nother
scream then there was a high peal of wi cked laughter that was so terrible
Tommy thought he would go crazy before it stopped. But when it did stop, the
sucki ng sounds began, and those were much, much worse.

And then a beautiful, terrible voice whispered, "Tomy?"

He | ooked up, cold sweat breaking out on his face.

It was her, mounting the stairs now and coming down the hallway toward him
with slow, supple steps. He could see the |long gol den hair splashed over her
bare shoul ders. She was wearing a violet halter, the deep dish of her navel
exposed over tight denimcutoffs decorated with different-col ored patches-one
showed Snoopy reclining atop his doghouse, another said Have a Nice Day! Her
t hi gh nuscl es tensed as she neared him and in the darkness he could see the
awf ul sheen of her eyes. That beautiful flesh would never again be touched by
the sun.

"Tormy?" she whi spered, and when she sniled, she was still so pretty, even
like this. She held out one graceful hand to him "How s about you and mne
gettin' it on, huh?" she said softly.

"You're . . . dead!" Tonmy said, the effort to speak maki ng sweat run down his
face in rivulets. "You' re not Sandy Vernon anynore. You're not human . "
"You're wong, Tomy. |I'mstill Sandy. And | know how rmuch you want ne, Tonmy.
| could always tell. That's why | liked to tease you and show off ny legs for
you.

| want you, too, Tonmy. | want you reeeeeeal bad . " She stepped forward,

about to touch him Her eyes blazed with wi cked and soul - shaki ng prom ses. He
felt all on fire and yet so cold, as if he stood facing an inferno while a
blizzard raged at his back. His mnd slipped toward her, and he began to
envision all the wonderful possibilities, how he could just put his hand into
hers-NO -and she would guide himright into his owmn roomto the bed-NO YQU
CAN T-and then it would be better than anything he'd ever known, better than a
Mexi can horror filmfestival- SHE' S IN YOUR MND, GET HER QUT.'-or even three
Oion Kronsteen filnms right in a row, all he would have to do would be to lie
back and let her-CGET HER QUT, SHE'S COM NG CLOSER. ' -do everything to him
everyt hi ng, everyth-

"CGET QUT!" he shrieked. "GET QUT!" He twi sted away from her grasp, fromthe
fangs that were com ng down out fromunder her full, luscious lips, and raced
back al ong the hallway. He burst through a door into the bathroom and | ocked
it just before the beautiful vanpire started battering on the wood. "Let ne
in"

she shrieked in a frenzy. "You little bastard, let me in right now"'"

There was a trenmendous bl ow, and the door shuddered; wood began to split. The
bl ows foll owed one after the other very rapidly now, and Tommy thought t hat
M.

and Ms. Vernon were probably out there, too, helping to batter the door down.
A great crevice suddenly appeared in the wood; the door started to cave in.
Tommy realized he was still gripping the pack of matches. But what good were

t hey? What could he do with then? He couldn't think; the noise outside was too
[ oud. Then he flung open the nedicine cabi net and was sweepi ng asi de bottles
of vitam ns, cough nedicine, and cold capsul es. There was nothing he could
use.

Suddenly the door shattered, and they were on him all three of themravenous



and fighting over him trying to tear himto pieces. They started to drag him
out of the bathroom

H s hand clutched a can of his noms hair spray, which was sitting on the

si nk.

As M. Vernon's grip closed on his throat, he shook a match into his hand and
flailed out, trying to scrape it across the wall. He mi ssed, and now Sandy was
trying to grasp his arm screamng shrilly, "HES MNEl HES MNE! | T'S NOT
FAIR"

Tommy reached out, al nost popping his shoul der out of the socket, and dragged
the match across plaster. It sputtered and flared, illunnating the sudden
burst of fear in the vanpire's eyes. Tommy knocked the cap off the hair spray
can, got his thunmb on the button, and pushed. |Inmediately he could snell sweet
flowers, and the image of his bl ood-drained nother lying in the next room
streaked through his head. He held the match up in front of the spray just as
M. Vernon nade a guttural aninmal noise and leapt for his throat.

A two-foot jet of flames shot out of the spray can. He heard Ms. Vernon
scream and he stuck that blue torch right in her husband s face.

M. Vernon roared in agony as the flame hit his eyes. He staggered back out of
t he bathroom he and Sandy fighting for an instant as they jamred into each
other in the doorway. Tommy charged them keeping his thunb pressed down. The
vampi res stumnbl ed over each other, trying to get away. "Come on back and
fight!"

Tommy screaned at them "Come on, you dirty bastards!" He forgot and rel eased
his thunb. The flane instantly went out. Sandy's eyes gl eaned, and she started
back al ong the hallway for him Tomry raced back to the bathroom where the
mat ches lay scattered on the floor. He struck another one and lit his torch
again; this time he kept nmore matches clutched in his hand. Sandy stopped just
beyond t he bat hroom door and i mredi ately backed away. "We'll get you!" she
prom sed fromthe head of the stairs. "W'll cone back for you, you'll seel™
And then they were gone, sweeping down the stairs and away.

Tommy couldn't Iift his thumb for another mnute. The flane went out, and he
stood in the mdst of a stinking swirl of snoke. He was trenbling, but he was
afraid to cry because he knew if he started to, he couldn't stop. He was sure
t hose things neant what they said-they woul d be back.

It was a long tine before he could nake hinself go into his parents' bedroom
On the floor Tiger Eddie's voice still growed fromthe transistor radio. "Ch
yeaaaaah, brothers and sisters, got sone real fine news for you if you happen
to be huntin' out Santa Monica way. Seens there's a whol e bunch of ' em stuck
out at the Santa Monica Airport waitin' on planes that never took off, can ya
dig it?

You be first over there and have yoursel ves sone fun for Tiger Eddie, okay?
Gonna be keepin' you up-to-date 'til sign-off time. Right now here's a fine
disc fromthe Mtels . "

Tommy picked up the radio and flung it against the wall. It shattered into
small bits of plastic and nmetal. Then he stood and | ooked down at his parents'
bodies, a sob trying to work its way out of his throat.

He began to cry, but he kept his finger on the hair spray button

T™™D

The madman next door was singing again, trying to outshout the wind. "Onnnn
Christ the solid rock | stand . . . alllll other ground is sinking sand,

alllll other ground isssss sinking ... | see you out there! You stay away, you

hear ne!" There was a quick crack of a shot fired at shadows. Then silence
except for a few hoarse sobs.

You' d better save those bullets, Palatazin thought. They may not be worth
much, but |I'msure they're better than nothing. He was sitting on the floor
besi de the wi ndow, his back against the wall. Jo lay on the sofa, drifting in
and out of a troubled sleep



Gayl e came back fromthe kitchen, eating a slice of ham "You sure you don't
want any mnore of this?" she asked himquietly. "It's just going to go bad in
that fridge."

He shook his head.

"There's fruit," she said. "Sonme appl es and oranges."

"No. | don't want anything." He watched as she stepped cautiously to the

wi ndow and peered out. "You'd better get sone sleep while you can," he told
her .

"How | ong until sunrise?"

"About three hours."

Softly, she said, "Wen is that wind going to stop?"

"The storms died a little bit," he said, "but | wouldn't suggest our trying
to |l eave this house. There's no telling what we might run into. | think we're
about as safe here as we could possibly be.™

"Some consol ati on. What happens at dawn?"

"What do you nean?"

"I know the vanmpires go crawing back into their graves or holes or whatever,
but what happens to us? Were do we go when the storm stops?"

Pal atazin al nost voiced his fears-that the storm had somehow been brought on
by the vanpires and woul d not stop, but would probably intensify during the
dayl i ght hours to keep the pockets of humanity isolated fromeach other-but he

didn't. Instead, he said quietly, "I want you and Jo to try to get out."

"Ckay, |'Il buy that. But what about you?"

"I"'mgoing to finish what | began. 1'mgoing to find a way up to the Kronsteen
castle . "

"Alone? You're crazy if-"
"Yes, alone," he said firmy. "And | may be crazy, | admt it. But who else is
there to do it? And if it's not done-if it's not at least tried-then from now

on every night will be just like this one. People hiding in the dark, waiting
for the vanpires. Wen they're finished here, they're going to sweep eastward,
town after town, city after city. Los Angeles is now, for all intents and

pur poses, theirs. How long do you think smaller cities would | ast? How | ong
bef ore they reach Chicago and New York? | think there are already vanpires in
those cities, placed there by their master as advance scouts. But | think
they're waiting to see how successful these vanpires are here before they
begin massing their arnies.”

"Surely sone news is getting out to the rest of the country!" Gayle said.

"Surely . . . sonebody out there knows . . . what's happening to us! Don't

t hey?"

Pal at azi n shook his head. "I doubt it. Right now all they know is that the
sandstorm of the century has hit L.A. OQher than that, what could they know?
How coul d the news get out? No, Mss Clarke, I'mafraid we're quite isol ated,

whi ch, of course, is exactly what the vanpires want."

She was silent for a nmonent, w ncing as a gust of wi nd bl ew sand agai nst the
gl ass. She sat down in a chair, drawi ng her |egs up underneath her. "Wy did

t hey choose L. A ?" she asked himfinally. "Wy begin with us?"

"I"'mnot sure. Ch, | have ny theories, but..." He shrugged. "Los Angel es may
be one of the largest cities in the world, but it's really a gathering of

vill ages, many of them having no real contact or intermingling with any of the
others. | think the vanpire king has had . . . nuch experience in taking

vill ages, and he began here because he recogni zed that fact about L.A Al so,
he probably realized how isolated this city already is fromthe rest of the
country, cut off by nountains and desert. And if you hear about strange goings
on in L.A -for instance that G avedi gger thing-nost people here and in other
parts of the country tend to sinply shrug and say, 'Well, that's life in Los
Angel es.'

Bel i eve ne, the vanpire king has studied this city thoroughly, and he saw how
he coul d take advantage of such attitudes. Also, to conquer a city of this
size . . . think of the confidence that's going to give the vanpires who are
scattered all over this country, waiting for their master's command. They're



going to think they're invisible, that nothing can stand in their way. They
may be right."

"How are you going to get up that nountain with those dogs standi ng guard?”

He | ooked at her and smiled grimy. "I don't know. "

Gayl e shivered. "Maybe | will try to get sonme sleep. God knows | need it. I'm
going to go scare up a pillow and a bl anket." She rose to her feet and started
toward the stairs.

"WIl you bring a pillow for Jo, too, please?" he asked her

"Sure. Back in a mnute." She clinbed the stairs in the dark, her hand

gri ppi ng the banister hard. She opened a door and peered in. It was a bedroom
There were a couple of pillows on the bed, but the bl anket and bedspread had
been ki cked off. She gathered up the pillows, hurrying because the noban of the
wi nd at the wi ndows sounded so ghastly, when her heart gave a violent kick.
She stared at the bed, an odd recollection ticking in her brain.

There were no sheets. Just as in Jack's apartnment before she'd found him.

"Pal atazin," she said. It came out as a dry, throaty whisper

Sonething rustled in the room shifting heavily. There was the nuffled noi se
of ripping cloth.

"Ch, CGod," Gayl e whinpered, one hand going to her nouth. "Ch, God, no, no, no

In the darkness the closet door began to open. Another novenent caught her

eye, and now she could see a cocooned shape withing out fromunder the bed.

It jerked and stretched and, with the soft tearing of cloth, a grasping white
hand protruded, fingers clawing at the sheet. A body came tunbling out of the
cl oset.

It was the gray-haired man in the mantel photographs, his legs still wapped
tightly. He fought to get free, and slowy his gaze turned upon Gayle. H's
eyes fl aned.

Gayl e screaned. She backed out of the bedroom and as she did, she saw a
worman' s head appear out of the other shroud. "WHAT IS I T?" she heard Pal atazin
shout from downstairs. "GAYLE?"

She started down the stairs, tripped and fell headl ong before she could grasp
t he bani ster. \Wen she | ooked back, she saw the man com ng at her, a black
tongue licking his lower |ip. He reached down and grasped her arm his grip
col der than the dead of winter. H s grinning sickle of a nmouth gaped, and
Gayl e alnost fainted with horror as the fangs began to close in on her throat.
Pal atazin stepped to the foot of the stairs with Jo behind him The vanpire,
its fangs a half-inch from Gayl e's jugul ar vein, |ooked up, its eyes narrow ng
as it sensed that sonething was not right.

Pal atazin flung out his armwith the bottle of holy water clanped in his hand
and saw the droplets spray across the vanpire's face. Instantly the vanmpire
shrieked in agony, trying to hold an armover its eyes. It let go of Gayle and
scurried up the stairs. Palatazin foll owed, his face gone gray.

In the bedroomthe vanpire whirled to face him and Pal atazin could see the
snoki ng hol es where the drops of water had struck. The fenal e vanpire had

al nost ki cked free from her shroud, and now she began to crawl across the
floor toward the scent of hot blood. The nal e vanpire hissed and advanced
toward Pal at azin.

He stepped back, slanmm ng against the wall, and flung out with the bottle

agai n.

A machi ne-gun slash of holes crossed the vanpire's forehead, putting out one
eye. The thing screaned and fell to its knees, withing in pain as if it had
been sprayed with acid. Wen Pal atazin stepped toward it, the vanpire
staggered up, shuddering with fear, and crashed through the wi ndow on the

ot her side of the bedroomin a silvery shower of gl ass.

The fenal e vanpire gripped Palatazin's ankle, pulling herself toward him He
poured a little of the water in the palmof his hand and flung it quickly into
her face. She howl ed and contorted, pulling free of her cocoon, both hands
pressed to her eyes. Then she was up and staggering blindly, trying to find



t he wi ndow. When her hand cl osed on the glass fragments on the sill, she
pul | ed herself up and over, falling out of sight.

Pal at azi n | ooked t hrough the wi ndow, wi nd whipping into his face. He saw the
two figures, still running, and heard the madman's strident cry, "Ye foul
spawn of Satan | strike the blow of God." There were three quick shots, and

t he vanpires di sappeared into the storm Palatazin was stunned; he'd had no

i dea the holy water would have that destructive an effect. Hi s stomach heaved,
dark motes spinning before his eyes. He could hear Gayl e downstairs, babbling
hysterically.

When his dizziness passed, he | ooked at the bottle of holy water. It was a
little less than half full now What was in this water that coul d ve caused a
reaction like that? he wondered. There was a single drop remaining in the palm
of his hand. He sniffed it, then licked it.

The water was salty.

Seawat er ? he asked hinsel f. Then perhaps the salt had an i nmedi ate, corrosive
effect on the vanpires' dead flesh? He didn't know why Father Silvera had
brought hi m seawater, but he was decidedly grateful for it.

"Andy?" Jo called fromdownstairs. Then in a pani cked voice, "ANDY!" He wal ked
back down the stairs on trenbling legs. "I'mall right," he assured her. "I'm
fine. But now we have to check this house fromtop to bottom | don't think
there are any nore of them hiding here, but we have to be certain." He | ooked
into the living roomwhere Gayl e was huddl ed on the sofa, whinpering like a
little girl. "You're going to be all right, Mss O arke?" he asked her

"Yeah," she said quickly. "Yeah. Yeah. Let nme get ny breath. Okay. Yeah." He
nodded, knowi ng there was very little that woul d keep her down for |ong. He
squeezed Jo's hand. "We'll start with the basement,” he said quietly.

THREE

Tommy was runni ng. Behind himhis house was on fire.

He hadn't thought it would go up so quickly, but he figured the wi nd had

hel ped fan the blaze. He'd stood over his parents' corpses for a long tine,
just looking at them and wondering what to do. He knew what was supposed to
happen now. Hi s nom and dad were supposed to sleep until the next nightfall
and then sonetine in the darkness they would awaken to wal k the streets with
the rest of the Undead. That's what happened in all the novies.

The Undead.

That sounds so cold, Tommy had thought. So final. Once you've stepped across
that line, you don't come back, not ever. But this is ny nomand dad |vying
here, not . . . vanpires! "Wake up," he whispered in the terrible darkness.
"Both of you . . . please . . . wake up . "

But they hadn't even noved, and Tomy coul d see the deep punctures on their
throats that told himthey weren't ever going to wake up as Don and Cynthia
Chandl er agai n.

So after a long time of just standing there, he'd gone to his room put on his
jeans, a shirt, and his all-weather jacket, then |ooked in his closet for the
old Arny surplus backpack he'd used briefly when he was a Boy Scout in
Scottsdal e. He'd put sone matches into his jacket pocket, then the rest of
them went into the backpack along with an extra can of hair spray and his
dad's Right Guard aerosol deodorant. He went downstairs and nmade hinself a
coupl e of peanut-butter-and- jelly sandw ches, put themin sandw ch bags, and
slipped theminto the pack along with a nmeat cl eaver he found in a drawer. The
mai n question that faced himwas whether he should try to make it to the ocean
or head up into the nountains.

He' d t hought about staying here in the house until sunrise, but he couldn't
bear the idea of letting his parents slip over that Undead |ine, and he
couldn't stay with themlying in the bedroomall white and enpty. The ocean
was too far away, so he decided on the nountains.

But one thing he couldn't be sure of was how many real people there were in

t he houses around him and how many vanpires waited out there for little boys



running in the night. He decided that is he saw anyone, he woul d assune the
worst. He folded the sheets around his parents and stuffed newspapers under
the bed. Then he cried a little bit before he could nuster the nerve to strike
the first match. He Iit his spray-can torch and touched the flame to the
sheet s;

they crisped and caught fire very quickly. There was no way he could wait to
see if the bodies caught or not. He turned and ran, his face scorched by an
agoni zing lick of flane.

Now he was racing along the edge of Hancock Park, sand stinging his cheeks,
the wind bringing the odors of oranges and cloves fromthe tar pits, the air
metallic in his gasping lungs. He could tell the storns had dinnished in
force during the | ast several hours. Now sand dunes |ay scattered across the
white field of the park, and broken branches littered his path. He was a good
runner;

he knew he could last a long time because whenever he jogged with his nmom and
dad in the evenings he always |left them behind and just kept on going until he
| ooked back and saw themas only two struggling dots. H's heart seened jammed
up in his throat. He turned and t hought he saw a faint reddish glow in the sky
where his house was-had been-but he wasn't sure. He decided not to | ook back
agai n.

He was headi ng northeast toward the only wooded refuge he could think of that
was anywhere near his house. In August his dad had taken himup to the Nature
Museum and Bird Sanctuary on Munt Hol |l ywood, then down into the four thousand
acres (so the guidebook had said) of Giffith Park. There were a lot of bridle
pat hs crisscrossing the park but very few roads, and Tomy renenbered bei ng
amazed at how close a really unspoiled nountain area was to the w ndi ng
residential streets of Hollywood. So that was where he had to go. He knew he
could lose himself in that park, but getting there meant crossing through the
heart of Hollywood, and he was bitterly afraid of what m ght be lurking there.
He still gripped the can of hair spray he'd repelled the Vernons with, and
there were good ol d dependable Fire Chiefs-what | used to burn up ny nmom and
dad wi th, he thought suddenly-in his jacket pocket. As he ran, he saw the w nd
rippling currents of sand before him and he thought of that terrified kid in
I nvaders from Mars, running across a sand hill that whirlpool ed beneath his
feet to send himinto a subterranean world of alien horrors.

And then he was aware of the figure running behind himabout thirty yards off
to the left. Tomy | ooked over his shoulder. There was a hi deous noon-white
face floating toward himfromthe darkness. He increased his speed, zigzaggi ng
deeper into the park. When he dared to | ook back, the thing was gone.

The high fence around the | argest of the tar pits had bl own down; a sheen of
sand, white nottled with black, covered the surface of a | ake fromwhich a
huge concrete mastodon struggled to escape. Tomrmy ran along its edge toward
the eastern edge of the park. He passed benches stripped of paint where the
old nen played checkers on Saturday nornings; he passed |ong strips of
paverent that woul d not be used by Sunday afternoon roller-skaters for a |ong
tinme to cone.

And then sonething slanmmed into the small of his back. A hand dug into his
jacket, alnost ripping it off his shoulders, and flung himto the ground wth
brutal force

He lay there fighting for breath, a shrill alarm Don't let thembite you!
Don't, don't, don't! screaming in his head. He'd lost his grip on the spray
can, and when he raised his head, he saw a coupl e of hul ki ng boys standi ng
over him both of themleering in anticipation. The one who' d knocked hi m down
was a fat-jow ed Chicano with thick eyebrows and a spill of dirty black hair
on his forehead; he wore a bl ood- spattered blue workshirt. The vanpire | ooked
at the can of hair spray at his feet and kicked it far out into the tar |ake,
where it sank with a burst of bubbles. Then he advanced on Tommy, his eyes

al ready glazed with pl easure

But before the vanpire could reach Tormy, a |l ength of chain cane snaki ng out



of the darkness, cracking the Chicano across the face. He fell to his knees,
how ing with rage. The second vanpire, a skinny, dark-haired kid with a
scraggly nustache and goatee, whirled around to face the attacker. The chain
whirred, striking himin the tenple. He staggered and was about to rush
forward when he saw who it was that had struck him

Tommy's heart had risen; nowit fell again to a sickening depth. Bul

Thatcher, arnmed with a three-foot chain, had stepped between Tommy and the two

vanpi res.

Tommy coul d see the bl oodl ess, awful face of the Fairfax H gh Horror

"You're on ny turf," Bull said nenacingly. "I'mhuntin' here. Get out."
"It's our kill, you . " the Chicano began. He was silenced when the chain

whi stl ed across his face again.

"CET QUT!" Bull roared.

Tommy, his arnms shaking so badly they noved |ike a jerky marionette's, slowy
began to slip off his backpack

"CGet out, both of you!" Bull repeated. "I'mhungry, and I'mtakin' this kill,
you under st and?" The vanpires gl owered at each other hotly but began to
retreat when Bull lifted that chain and cracked it to the ground |like a whip.
"We'll get you!" the Chicano shouted. "W'll find you when you're sleepin',
and we'll fix you . "

Bul |l noved forward a few steps, the chain swi nging above his head. The
vanpires were runni ng away now. Tommy threw his pack off, got to his feet, and
ran in the other direction. Bull Thatcher watched the vanpires run out of
sight with a defiant smrk and then turned for his prize. Running along the

| ake' s edge, Tommy heard his angered roar and flinched. He unsnapped a pocket
and reached in.

Bul | Thatcher was chasing him coning |ike the wind. Sweat popped up on
Tommy' s face; he could hear the thing gaining on him and he dared not | ook
back.

But then he heard the chain whistling toward his right ear, and he ducked his
head, spinning around to face Bull and bringing out the neat cleaver in a
tightly clenched fist at the same tine. Before Bull could stop, Tommy had
flung himself at the thing, burying that cleaver between the vampire's eyes
with all his strength. Bull, thrown off-balance, staggered and fell into the
tar pit on his back. Instantly bubbl es expl oded around his body, and he
flailed at the air for sonething to grab. "NOOOO " he roared |ike a naddened
animal . "NO | WONT LET YOU-!" Water and tar rushed into his mouth. He began
to sink, tar streaking his face in thick black lines. He fought wildly, but
the tar had himand he knew it. He began to scream the nmeat cleaver buried in
his forehead but the wound bl oodl ess.

Tommy knew t he ot her vanpires woul d hear and cone back. He started to run
again, slipping his pack around his trenbling shoulders. He wanted to be sick
he wanted to scream he wanted to cry, but there wasn't time for any of that
baby stuff anynore. \When he | ooked back, he saw Bull's face disappear, and the
scream bubbl ed away.

He ran on, breathing in great painful heaves. He left the park and ran
northward across Third Street and through dark, silent residential streets
where the merest suggestion of novenent was enough to nake himwhine with
fear. Then he was across Beverly Boul evard, still going north. Sand whi pped
into his face;

were it not for his glasses, he would have been blinded. H's lungs flaned, and
now he knew he couldn't go much farther. The worst part of it |ay ahead, those
main arteries through Holl ywood. He was certain the vanpires would be waiting
there. How many woul d there be? Dozens? Hundreds? Thousands? He crossed

Mel rose and started to veer toward the northeast; he saw a group of noving
shadows and di ved beneath sone hedges until they passed. He nade hinsel f
continue, staggering fromstreet to street, crossing through backyards and
alleys. A gust of hot wind hit him alnost stealing the last of his breath.

Li ght - headed, he tripped and al nost fell over sonething that he realized three
strides later nust have been a corpse.



And then a voice roared over his head. "I see you, child of the devil! Ye

| egion of Lucifer . . .!" There was a |loud crack! right behind his ear, then a
freight train knocked himoff his feet and runbled on past, |eaving him
crushed in the sand.

FOUR

"A boy!" Jo said, peering out the w ndow through wi dened eyes. "That mani ac
shot a boy!"

Pal at azi n eased over beside her and | ooked out. He could see the small figure
lying prone in the sand right in front of the house. At first he'd thought the
boy must be a vanpire, but if that were so, a single bullet wouldn't have
stopped him Pal atazin paused, his heart begi nning to hamer, then took his
.38 fromits shoul der-hol ster

Jo stared fearfully at the gun. "\Wat are you going to do?"

"That boy may not be dead. |I'Il have to go out and see." He noved past her
toward the door and, fromthe sofa, Gayle said, "For Christ's sake, be
careful I'"

Pal at azi n nodded and squeezed out the door onto the porch, where a furnace
breath of wind rocked himon his heels. Git stung his eyes, and he had to
wait a noment before he could see anything. Then he was noving down the porch
steps, his grip already sweaty on his .38. He was alert for any novenent in
the wi ndows of that silent house next door, but so far he couldn't tell where
the man was.

He tensed and then ran out to the curb where that boy lay sprawl ed on his
face.

Pal atazin could see a bl eeding gash across the back of his head, the dark
brown hair matted with blood. He got his arnms under the boy and started to
[ift him

"Heat hen!" the voice shrieked. "God's blight on the world!" A shot rang out,

ki cking up sand two feet away. Palatazin lifted the boy, struggled to his
feet, and started to run back to the house. Another bullet screanmed past

Pal atazin's face, |eaving what he thought was a burning red streak in the
sullen air. Then he was on the porch, and Jo was opening the door to pull him
in.

Gayl e had brought a pillow and bedspread fromupstairs, and now Pal atazin laid
the boy on the sofa, his forehead cradl ed against the pillow "How badly is he
hurt ?" CGayl e asked.

"I don't know. The bullet took off some scalp at the back of his head,
probably gave himone hell of a knock, too." He took off the boy's backpack
and laid it on the floor. It was heavy, and things clanked together inside. He
unzi pped and unsnapped several of the backpacks' pockets, rummagi ng through
them "1'd say he was prepared for a little of everything," Palatazin said. "I
wonder where he was trying to get to."

Jo was gingerly parting the boy's hair to | ook at the wound. I n the darkness
she couldn't see it very well, but her fingers were already sticky with warm
bl ood.

She reached over and grasped his wist. The pul se seened strong if erratic.
"Can you find me sonme towels, Andy?" she said. "Maybe we can stop sonme of this
bl eedi ng. "

He went upstairs to search the bat hroom

The boy suddenly stirred and noaned. He said in a weary, old-man's voi ce,
"You're dead . . . leave ne alone! . . . burned themup, | burned them burned
them. . ." Then he was quiet again

"Do you think he's going to die?" Gayl e asked.

"I"'mcertainly no doctor," Jo said. "But he's a small boy. | hope he's
stronger than he | ooks."

Pal at azi n brought the towels, one of which he'd soaked in cold water. Jo
started cleaning the crusted bl ood away, then pressed a towel against the



wound.

Gayl e watched for a few minutes and then turned away. She coul d hear the
wind's shriek outside, and it seenmed to her that it sounded much nore savage
than it had only half an hour before. She stepped to the w ndow and saw sand
corkscrewing in the mddle of the street like a mniature tornado. The w ndow
rattled in its frane. Oh, ny God, she thought. Ch, no ... "How long unti
sunrise?" she asked Pal at azi n.

"An hour or so."

"My God," she whispered. "I... | think the stormis building again. The wind's
getting stronger." Her control broke, hot fear flooding out of her. "Wy won't
the storm nmove out to sea? Wiy won't it just ... go away or die down or

| eave us al one? Why won't it?" She turned to stare at Pal atazin.

"Because sonmehow they brought it here," he said quietly. Jo | ooked up at him

fromthe boy. "It'll grow stronger during the daylight hours to keep people

i sol ated and trapped. Then when night falls again, the vanmpires will be out in
full force."

"W can't ... we can't last another night!" Jo's voice was thick with dread.

"I know that. Somehow |'ve got to reach that castle today. |1've got to find

the vanpire king and destroy him"

"How?" Gayl e asked. "Wen the stormgets worse, you won't even be able to get
two bl ocks fromhere, nuch |l ess make it all the way across fucking Holl ywood!
And what about those dogs up there? Do you think they' |l step off the road and
just let you walk right on past?"

"No. | don't. I'mgoing to make it up the nountain sone way other than the
road-"

"Cinb it? Now you're really flipping out."

"What woul d you presunme | do?" he shouted at her, his face reddeni ng. "Wat
are ny choices? There's Death on every side now, but shall we just sit here
and wait for it to come grinning in the night? NO | have to reach the
Kronst een castle before sundown!"

The boy stirred again. "Kronsteen . he nmoaned. "Vanpire. Bit you .
Pal at azi n | ooked down at the small body in surprise. What could this boy know
of Orion Kronsteen? But then the boy was quiet, and whatever questions

Pal atazin had for himwould have to wait-if he could ever answer themat all.
"You can't make it up to that castle,"” Gayle said. Behind her the wi nd gnawed
at the gl ass.

"I'f I don't" he answered her coldly, "who will?"

Jo could see that Andy had al ready deci ded, and there was nothing nore to be
sai d. She went back to work on the boy, her eyes burning. It was all hopel ess,
of course. Everything was hopel ess, she thought, fromhis reaching the castle
to her being able to save this boy. But perhaps in Andy's decision there was a
spark of hope that m ght keep themall alive for just one nore day.

FI VE

Prince Vul kan sat at the head of his council table in his attack conmand
chanber, the sane roomin which he had crushed Phillip Falco's skull and
tossed himinto the fireplace. The stink of charred neat still clung to the

wal I s. Maps of Los Angel es were snoot hed out before him and at the table sat
his lieutenants, Kobra on his right and Roach-the only human within a radius
of nore than a mile-at his left.

It was alnmost tine to sleep. Prince Vul kan could feel the heavy weariness
overtaking himfast, but he was elated. Fromthe reports of his lieutenants
those areas called Beverly Hills, Wst Los Angeles, Culver City, and Hi ghl and
Park had been conpletely overrun. The human popul ati on of Boyl e Hei ghts had
been reduced to a few hidden groups, and the central part of Hollywood had al
but fallen as well. His lieutenants were as fat as ticks. Like celebrants at a
Roman orgy, they had fed, thrown up blood, fed, thrown up again, and
feverishly hunted down nore victins.



"Master," a young black vanpire, who had in life been an admnistrative aide
to the mayor, was saying, "the East Division needs nore troops in Al hanbra and
Mont erey Park. We can take those areas in one night if we're all owed anot her
thousand." He wore the dirty remmants of what had been an expensive gray
vested suit; there were spatters of blood on his shirt.

"It's nmost inportant to concentrate on the canyon conmmunities, Mster," a
vanmpire across the table said. He had curly iron-gray hair and wore a
profusion of silver chains spilling down the open vee of his Calvin Kl ein
western shirt.

Up until several nights ago he had been a maj or power at the \Warner Bros,
studios. "lI've had reports fromboth Laurel and Col dwater canyons of scattered
sightings. They're trying to escape across the Santa Moni ca Muntains."

Vul kan's gaze flared. "Wre they stopped?”

"Yes. Most of them. . ."

"You didn't answer mny question. They weren't stopped, were they?" Vul kan
stared at himfor a silent nmoment, his cat eyes bl azing.

"W ... we need nore troops to patrol the . . . canyons," he protested softly,
begi nning to trenble.

Vul kan | eaned forward. "I want none of them escaping, do you understand that?
None of them | don't care if the Central Division has to go without food.

want those gaps filled. And they will be filled. Wn't they?"

The vanpire nodded. "I mediately, Mster."

"Perhaps Western Division can spare a thousand or so?" Vul kan | ooked across
the table at a young vanpire with shoul der-length blond hair and the | ast
yellow tinge of a surfer's tan.

"We can after we finish up in Venice," he said. "Lots of "emare still hidin'
in their basenents over there. Then we'll go right through the condos at
Marina Del Rey like shit through a goose, just slice "emto pieces. | figure

we can spare a thousand or so easy."

"Good." Wul kan's eyes were bright and giddy. He grinned and cl asped his hands
together, like a child at a carnival who sees so nany |lights he doesn't know
where to turn first. He wished his father could see himnow, he knew the Hawk
woul d be very proud, perhaps even a bit envious. H's father's greatest

canpai gn-a war of revenge into the wild northland after ranpagi ng barbari ans
had set two of the Hawk's villages to the torch-had | asted al nost six nonths
and resulted in a critical weakening of his army. Now here was Prince Conrad
Vul kan, son of the Hawk, who woul d be young and strong forever, on the eve of
conquering a city the size of which m ght have driven his father to nadness.
H's arny could never lose its strength; it would only grow in power, night
after night, faster and faster, until the world trenbled at its thunderous
approach. GCh, he thought, how good it was to be alive! He | ooked at Kobra.
"And the arnored infantry? How many do you conmand now, Kobra?"

"The Death Machine, the Ghost Riders, nost of the Angels, and the Undertakers
-about thirty-five hundred able to ride right now, another fifteen hundred

who' Il be ready tonmorrow night. W' ve got the hogs in a warehouse over near
the river, but | don't know how | ong the engines are gonna last with all this
sand blowi n' around. That shit gets in the carbs and the fuel lines, and

there's hell to pay. 'Course, we've got mechanics workin' on 'em but

"You won't have to deal with the sand rmuch | onger," Vul kan said. "Once our
objective is reached, the stormw | pass. Until then you'll have to make do."
He | ooked to the center of the table, where the sand was beginning to
corkscrew faster in the gl eam ng gol den bowl. The others had stared at it
fearfully when they'd come to the council, and none of them dared touch it.
"What powers that, Master?" Roach asked, his voice brimmng with wonder. It

| ooked to himlike sone gleamng jewel, a golden mechani smsent spinning by a
force he couldn't even begin to understand.

"The hand that powers us all," Prince Vul kan said. "It's a holy object, and
you would do well to renmenber that." He cast his gaze along the table. "Any
nore coments, reports, or suggestions? No? Then it is time to sleep. The
council is adjourned." They rose fromtheir chairs and noved toward the door



"Sleep well,"
Vul kan told them and then | ooked up at Roach, who'd |agged behind. "Yes?"

"I just wanted to ... say ... | want to be like you soneday. | want to ..
live forever, like you and the others. | want to know what it feels |ike,
Master."

H s eyes were huge and shining behind his gl asses, and he was al nost panting.
"WIl you nake me |ike you?"
Vul kan regarded himin silence for a nonment. "Perhaps sonmeday," he said

finally.

"Right now | need you as you are."

"I'"ll do anything for you, I'Il follow you anywhere! Anything you ask, but
pl ease let ne feel the power, too!"

Vul kan said, "Leave me. | want to be al one now. "

Roach nodded and backed away. He stopped at the door. "Do you want ne to go
down and feed the dogs now?"

Soneday, WVul kan thought, you shall. Just as Falco did when his useful ness had
ended. "No, not yet. But make sure they're out at sunrise.”

Roach left the room his footsteps scuttling away down the stone-fl oored
corridor. In the firelight the golden urn w nked like a mal eficent and
beautiful eye. The sand had begun to spin with greater force. WVul kan wat ched
it, nmesmerized.

And now he coul d sense the presence of spirits around him shades of beings
who had lived and died in Los Angel es for scores of years. They were
everywhere now, floating through the castle, like silver cobwebs. His activity
had stirred them up, brought them back fromthe dead in defiance. He recalled
the night he'd intercepted the nessages flowi ng between the spirit that had
wal ked here when he first came and a house in that section of the city called
Bel Air. The dead were restless and trying to halt his advance. But what
shoul d he care about then?

They were phantomns, things that noved wi thout shape or substance, and he was
wel | beyond their grasp. Now he was Prince Conrad Vul kan, King of the

Vampi res, and no power on or of earth could ever stop him He stared at the
urn and t hought he saw a specter noving toward it, trying to pass a shadowy
grip through the spinning colum of sand. O course, that couldn't be done,
and Prince Vul kan began to laugh with childish glee. The | aughter grew,
echoing in the rafters |like a denonic chorus.

Not hi ng could stand in his way now, nothing could halt the advance of his

arny.
When darkness fell again, the divisions would secure their own areas and then
begin to radiate outward, |like an exploding star, while the Central Division

continued to explore the inner city in wider spiral