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Not everything has to be understood.
 
 
 
 
PROLOGUE
 
 
 
 
 
In 1989, Christine Jorgensen lay dying in a hospital cancer ward.  Her friends and family all visited, trying to give her comfort and encouragement.  She also had three other visitors who were strangers to her and to one another.  
The first was a tall man dressed in women’s clothing.  He wore makeup, but the coarse stubble of his beard poked through the foundation.  His nostrils were flared and his eyes, intense. 
The second was a stout blonde woman dressed in white and black.  On her left hand she wore five bulky rings, each adorned with a stone in the shape a platonic solid.  On her right wrist was a charm bracelet bearing a cross, a crescent, a star, two interlocked commas, a figure of a fat man and a dancer with six arms.  Her lips were chapped and she constantly shifted from foot to foot.
The third was dressed in jeans, a sweatshirt and a baseball cap, and its gender could not be immediately determined.  It stood with arms crossed.  
All three of them had felt the same impulse, the same wordless sense of immanence.  All three had come to see Christine Jorgensen, a 72-year-old who had been born George Jorgensen.  George had gotten the first publicly acknowledged sex change operation in 1952, and now three strangers had come to watch her die.  
The woman with the chapped lips spoke first.  “I want you to know how much I honor and respect you.”  The cross-dressing man snorted, but she continued.  “Your life has been exemplary, in terms of… of contacting your true self, of connecting to something higher.  I’ve, uh, strove to do the same, and I want to continue your work, expand it… you’ve made so much possible for people with, uh, other sexualities… I think that, if I become the godwalker, I can expand that, can build tolerance and, and…”
“Shit,” the man interrupted.  “Do you really want your dried-out peacenik crap to be the last thing she hears?”  He leaned in over the bed.  “Look, I unnerstand what you’re really about,” he told Christine.  “You’re not about unity and connection.  You’re about rebellion.  You were the only one in the fifties with the guts to say ‘I’m this, I’ll be this, and fuck nature and society and anyone else in my way.’  I’m not gonna beg for your blessing, but I’ll tell you this: I’m the one following your path.  I’m the one breaking the rules.”
The third visitor looked at the patient’s chart, but didn’t speak until Christine’s croaking voice emerged.  “And you?  What do you have to say?”
The androgyne shrugged.  “I am what I am.  What I have to be.”
The woman tried again.  “I give you my pledge that, if I assume your mantle, I will only…”
“Oh, cram yer pledges,” the man replied.  “You really don’t get it, do you?  Promises and oaths mean nothing to us!  It’s, it’s the violation.  That’s the only thing that matters!”
“I think I know a little bit about this,” the woman sniffed.  “The entire purpose of the Great Work is fusion and transformation, the philosopher’s stone is…”
They were interrupted by a rasping laugh from the bed.  
“Hah,” Jorgensen said, actually speaking the word between her laughs.  “Listen.  Water might want to be ice, but if it’s not cold it ain’t happening.  I didn’t become… what did you call it, ‘godwalker’?… because I wanted to.  I didn’t try to.  I didn’t even understand what I was doing until I was far along the road.  I guess if you’ve all been called to me, by whatever… force, whatever spirit is going through all of us, then it means you’re tuned in too.  But if you think my… opinion is going to have any effect, you’re just wrong.  Look.  What’s so important?  Do you think this made me any happier?  Do you think you’ll understand everything, the more tuned-in you become?  It just raises more questions.  You won’t die contented.  Believe me.”
Then she started coughing, very hard.  The androgyne leaned out the door and called out in an authoritative voice.  A nurse responded, and then doctors, and then the three strangers were firmly but politely asked to leave.  They did, drifting together towards the parking structure.  
Their footsteps echoed off the oil-slicked concrete floor, off the low concrete ceiling.  Late afternoon sunlight lanced through the lot’s open sides.  
The woman had just asked, “What do we do now?” when they all felt Christine die.  They did not feel any particular loss, any movement of her individual spirit.  Instead, what they felt was the redoubling of a looming, impersonal observation.  
To the man, it was what a dog feels when its master stands over it, a treat in one hand, a rolled up newspaper in the other.  
The woman felt like a young child, who doesn’t know if a watching parent approves or disapproves of its behavior.  
For the androgyne, it was like lying in bed as an adolescent, contemplating infinity, knowing it goes on forever… only this time, it felt that eternity was looking back.   
“Whoa,” the sexless stranger whispered.
“That’s it then,” said the woman.
“The king and queen is dead,” said the man.  “The question is… which one of us takes the crown?”
“Well, if you look at the question of intention and who’s the most worthy…”  The woman began to speak, but stopped when the man’s hand cracked across her face, backhanded and hard.  She stumbled back, pale.
“This is not a democracy,” he started, and then realized that someone else was watching them.  He turned and saw two people standing by the door into the hospital, a woman and a man, her standing behind him with her hands at her mouth.  Both of them were still and had wide eyes.
“What’re you looking at?” he demanded, taking an aggressive step towards them.  “You wanna fuck me or something?”  They backed into the hospital.
“They’ll get the police,” the woman whispered, her tone self-righteous, her mouth pursing and her face turning red.
“Fuck the police,” the man replied.  “They ain’t gonna help you now.  We’re gonna settle this godwalker thing right here.”  He opened his purse and looked down into it.  
“If you think you can take the position by force,” the woman said, and then stopped when his hand emerged holding a small, black pistol.
“That’s exactly what I think.”
The woman shrank back.  “By losing I will win,” she muttered, backing away.  “By retreating I will triumph,” she said, but her eyes were afraid and she didn’t believe it.  All three of them could tell.  The pressure of cosmic attention shifted away from her and pressed harder on the two who remained.  
The woman burst into tears and ran as the man turned the gun on the sexless one.  Both of them were silent for a moment.
“You’re tougher,” he said.  The androgyne nodded, breathing in through its nose and biting its lips.
The man’s mouth cracked in a mean smile.  There was lipstick on his teeth, and his pupils were just pinpoints.  
“Your hands are shaking, though.”
“Are you going to shoot me or not?”  Its voice quivered, but only a little.
The sound of the gunshot echoed harsh in the concrete garage.
Ten minutes later, the cross-dressing man was in the emergency room.  His arm was broken and so was his neck.  
The androgyne slipped out a side door, shaking, still nervous.  It had run to a bathroom and thrown up after the short fight.  It walked away, awkwardly trying to hide the bloodless bullet holes in the front and back of its shirt.  


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You never get a second chance
To make a first impression
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 
 
 
The sun was straight overhead as Kate Mundy drove through Kansas.  The temperature was cool, but it was a cloudless day and the light seemed so powerful that she winced and squinted, even through sunglasses.  The highway had been patched with stringy ropes of black asphalt, and they flashed under her tires so fast they made her eyes squirm.  
Kate was driving a 1989 Honda Accord.  Rust made pimples under the plum paint by the wheel wells, but it still ran well.  The needle on the fuel gauge was below the red E.  Kate had checked the map and taken a calculated risk that she’d make it to a gas station before going dry.  Kate always made calculated risks.
She was not alone in the car.  Sitting in the shotgun seat was someone who was and was not Kate’s son, who was and was not her daughter.  The passenger’s name was Leslie Mundy.  
“Today was supposed to be a female day,” Kate said.  It wasn’t the first time she’d said it.
“Please, just drop it, okay?”
“I’m just saying, every little bit helps.”
“Mom, I’m not taking a long car trip in drag.”  Leslie shifted in his seat.  “It’s not very comfortable.”
“I just don’t want you to lose all you’ve gained.”  
Leslie scowled out the window, not wanting to hear or think about losses and gains.  Instead of listening to Kate’s voice, Leslie watched the rows of cut-down grain march past.  He couldn’t watch them spin by without thinking of the spokes of a wheel, or of a giant’s legs marching unstoppably over him.  
They drove silently through another mile.  Like the one before it and the one after it, this mile was absolutely flat.  Kate frowned.  For a moment, she thought she’d seen words rising out of the blur of cracked and fixed concrete, but she couldn’t quite catch them.  
“Think we’ll run into Dad?” Leslie asked.
“Oh yeah.  Not a doubt in my mind.”  There was another pause.
“I think it’ll be kind of good to see him again,” Leslie said
“You do, huh?”
“Lighten up on him, Mom.  Maybe he’s… uh…”
“Maybe he’s what?”
“I don’t know.  Gotten back all that good stuff you guys used to be about.  You know, a new loving age?  Saving the world?  Remember?”
“I remember.”
“Well, maybe he could believe in that again.  I mean, if he did once, right?  No reason he couldn’t.”
“He burned out, Leslie.  Took his eyes off the prize for a split second and never found it again.”
“I thought that was the whole point of this trip, finding the lost prize,” Leslie said.  There was a touch of bitterness in his voice.  Kate, who was and was not his mother, looked over at him.  He was looking out the window, not at her.  He was watching the wheat, the horizon, the giant’s spinning legs.  
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Yeah, I know.”
Another silence.
“So, you’re not looking forward to seeing Dad?” Leslie asked.
“Well, it’s not like I dread it.  There’s a lot worse things in the world than Fred Mundy.”
“Oh, I know, I know.”
Kate bit her lip, squinted over at Leslie.
“Look, I…”  
She trailed off and didn’t finish her sentence.  Leslie didn’t look at her.  Kate tried again.
“Your father…”  She furrowed her brow, tried one more time.  “Fred is a good man.  He is.  At one time I thought he could be a great man.  I thought he had what it took to, you know, go the distance.  But this is a hard life, you know?  There’s a lot of bastards, just plain bastards out there who want power and nothing else and don’t care what it takes.  Fred was never one of them, but… well, he went through a lot.  It wore him down.  I know you want to admire him, but you have to recognize that he got worn down.”
Leslie didn’t turn his head, but his eyes flicked over at Kate.  “So why’s he started looking again, after all this time?”
Kate didn’t answer for a while.  
“What I dread is running into one of those hit squads,” Kate said eventually.  “Talk about bastards who just want power.”
“So you believe those stories?”
“Not all of them, no.  Stories, there’s always a new story.  A guy gets high in Newark and suddenly there’s a story that people are learning to walk through walls.  Tabloid stories about two-headed spider babies, about Hillary’s secret sex change operation…  The hit squads, it’s the same thing, one little fish of truth swimming in an ocean of nonsense.  They’re all ghosts, they’re all priests, they’re all bankrolled by the Israelis.  Garbage, mostly.  But I know something put a scare into that old crazy spider Boniface.  I know that Stealin’ Dan’s death didn’t just happen, and that Neal Brinker was scared shitless by something more than puppet shows and shadow-play.  Coretta Rowlands takes them seriously, and she’s nobody’s fool.  So there’s something there.”
Leslie bit at the inside of his cheek, then named his fear.  “What I dread is the Freak.”
They’d turned off the heater miles ago: The sun on the roof had warmed the enclosed space until both of them had taken off their sweaters.  Nonetheless, Leslie shivered.  He had never, to his knowledge, met the Freak.  But he wouldn’t know, would he?  Maybe it had scoped him out and passed him by, like God’s reaper walking by a bloodied door on Passover night.  Or maybe it was unaware of him, maybe he was beneath its notice entirely.  Leslie hoped so.  He didn’t want to compete with… that.  Didn’t want to compete with anything, with anyone.  That was his parents’ dream.  Only they were and weren’t his parents.
Even Kate, who was usually hard to faze, shifted in her seat.  “The Freak’s just one person, I hear.  The hit squads… they’re organized, somehow.  They got money and people to use it, questions to ask and people to think about the answers.  If anyone’s going to poke around a potential godwalker, it’s them.”
Leslie almost said, “They never came for me, did they?” but decided against it.  
The car sputtered, then died.
“I told you we weren’t going to make that gas station,” Leslie said.  
 
* * *
 
In Chicago, a woman named Tina woke up in a strange bed, next to a strange man.  She experienced a moment of disorientation, but then her memories caught up with her senses.
He was very handsome.  She’d noticed that first thing, last night.  Half Justin Timberlake, half young Harrison Ford.  In repose, his face was perfectly smooth and unlined, like a mask or the face of a young child.  His name was Lance.
He wasn’t the first stranger Tina had ever picked up, but was by far the best.  As she shifted in the bed, she could feel soreness in her thighs, her calves and stomach.  The muscles burned from clenching over and over as she clutched at him, ground herself against him harder and harder…
Feeling her move, his eyes flicked open.  There was no morning dimness in them—they went straight from out cold to wide awake.  Maybe he hadn’t been asleep at all, just lying beside her with his eyes closed.  
“Good morning,” he said.
If Lance had the face of an angel, he had the voice of a dying man.  It was hoarse, scratchy, harsh as sandpaper on rusted metal.  At first it had bothered her, but in the course of their evening she’d gained a new set of associations for rough, raspy voices.  She knew that if she heard it on the phone in a week, she’d respond.
He smiled and reached out to stroke her hair.  That was a first: Usually the one-night men were up and out the door at top speed.  Then again, Lance had been very different from their first embrace.  He was slow, confident, proficient… he looked like he was barely twenty, but he fucked with the lazy skill of a much older man.  
Tina liked sex best when she was in love, and she’d only been in love once.  But this stranger—Christ, she didn’t even know his last name!—had made her feel almost as well-known and cherished and free as Ramon, a man she’d lived with for three years.
If only it wasn’t for those things in his chest.  As she came more awake, Tina realized there were bruises on her breasts and stomach from driving herself against the cold metal links.  
He kissed her, lips closed to keep in morning breath.  “I’ve got to go,” he said, standing.  She thought he looked a little sad.  She couldn’t think of anything to say.  She considered “Thank you” but didn’t want to sound sappy or make him conceited.
“Lance?”  He didn’t look at her.  He was pulling on his pants.  “Uh… you did say your name was Lance, right?”
“Did I?”  He turned to her and smiled again.  Heartbreaking.
“Uh, did I give you my phone number?” she asked.
“No, you didn’t.”
“Do you want it?”
The smile faded.  “Tina,” he said gently.  “I thought we understood one another.”
Tina had to sit up so that she could hang her head and start twisting her hair around her finger.
“Well, we do.  I mean, we did.  No strings, no repercussions, no expectations, yeah, but… I don’t know.”  Suddenly she felt ugly.  She turned away from him, saw her contact lens case on the anonymous bedside table.  She wore blue contacts, even though she had perfect vision.  She wasn’t a real blonde either.
“Tina, don’t be sad.”
“I’m not.  I mean, it’s flattering just to get hit on by a guy as good looking as you.  And you, you really know your way around a woman’s body, that’s for sure.”
Lance laughed, and Tina cringed.  Then she felt his warm, knowing hands on her shoulders.  He touched her with just the right tenderness.  His lips brushed her neck, her ear, as his hands slid down her arms.  He embraced her from behind.
“Tina, you were wonderful, I loved every moment, and it was perfect.”
“But you don’t want to see me again?”
He squeezed her close, then spoke.
“I can’t… afford to be meaningful to anyone.”
The rasp in his voice seemed even harsher than usual.
“Besides, the next time you see me, you probably won’t even recognize me.”
She turned, deeply confused.  In his youthful face, his eyes looked ancient.
“Lance… why did you do that to your chest?”  She thought that might be the key.  If she was never going to see him anyway, why not risk it?  Why not find out the truth?
He shook his head, eyes relaxed and remote and accepting.  “You really don’t want to know.”  He kissed her on the forehead, then stood and left.
Outside, in the anonymous hotel hallway, the man (whose name was not Lance) took a deep breath.  He thought about women, about men.  Thought about himself.  Unconsciously, one hand reached up to toy with the links of chain that were punched through the skin of his chest, threaded through flesh and even under bone.  Breathing out, his chest and hips bulged, features softened, and then there was the peculiar swimming, jumping sensation inside as organs changed and rearranged.  When the entity that had called itself Lance breathed in again, it was a plain, dark-skinned woman.  She adjusted her clothes and walked off down the hall.  
 
* * *
 
Leslie and Kate had walked a mile down the cold highway before an old Chevy Blazer pulled over in front of them.  The man inside was a bit fleshy and overweight, cheerful, with his left arm still deeply tanned from a summer of hanging out the driver’s side window.
“Cold day to walk,” he said.  Kate smiled.
“We ran out of gas,” she said.
“That so?  Well, I ‘spose I could give you a ride up to the Kaycee’s if you promise y’ain’t gonna carjack me.”
“We promise,” Leslie said.  Kate kept smiling, sure that the driver couldn’t see the outline of the revolver in her purse.
He reached across to unlock the side and back doors.  Kate got in front next to him, and Leslie got in the back seat.  
“We really appreciate this,” Kate said.
“Well, you hear about people doing carjackings, but not around here.  I mean, you’d have to be pretty dumb to try and pull that on a road that gets maybe twenty cars a day.”
“Right, we’d have no way of knowing someone would be along.  I should have gassed up at the last station, but I really wanted to make good time…”
“Yeah, well, a stitch in time saves nine, ain’t it the way?”
Kate had toyed with the idea of robbing this man, but not seriously.  He was far too nice, and she didn’t want to punish him for it, not even to advance a worthy agenda.  
They soon pulled up at a Kaycee’s General Store.  Their rescuer turned off the engine.  
“You know, I just now remembered I’ve got a siphon in back.  Heck, we could have just turned around and pumped you up by the side of the road.  I wasn’t thinking.”
“Well, we still appreciate what you’ve done for us.  Thanks.”
“You can thank me when you’re back at your car.”
“Oh, you don’t have to go out of your way…”
“Aw, it’ll take me ten minutes to drive you back, but an hour and a half for you to walk it.  Greatest good for the greatest number, and all that.”
“You’re very sweet.”
“You know, I could give ‘em a ride back.”  The voice came from the doorway of the convenience store.  A teenager stood there, chemistry textbook in hand, looking at the trio.
“You sure?”
“Yeah, no one’s come by here for hours.  I’ll just lock the door.”
Leslie started to feel a prickling sensation on the back of his neck.  Were people really this kind?  He looked at his mother and made a subtle gesture.  She shook her head, so she wasn’t doing anything.
Kate didn’t even have to pay for their gas.
 
* * *
 
Box elder bugs are each about the size of a single Rice Krispie.  They are red and black, they’re found around box elder trees, and they like sunlight.  They don’t sting, and they don’t carry disease.  They’re harmless.  However, they do have a tendency to sun themselves on walls in colonies in the tens of thousands.  As a rule, people find it unsightly when a two foot square patch of their home is covered with a squirming red and black mass of insects.  This was particularly true of 58-year old widow Edna Brukitt.
The mass congealed on the west face of Mrs. Brukitt’s house was ragged around the edges.  In their random, Brownian crawling, the insects in this colony formed out symbols, letters.  First they spelled the word “VOTRE” for a brief, wiggling moment.  Then the letters shifted to “VIE EST EN”.  Wavering, they remained for a few seconds, then changed to “DANGEUR.”  Then they were, once again, just a mass of mindless bugs.
Only one person was present for this peculiar transformation, and he wasn’t paying attention.  His name was Joe Kimble, and he didn’t even speak French.
Joe was dressed in brown coveralls and combat boots.  The coveralls were unzipped to the center of his chest.  Underneath, he wore a black Metallica “Kill ‘Em All” t-shirt with a small stain on the stomach.  He had an old Walkman tape player and was listening to “Master of Puppets” as he sprayed the bugs with poison.  The back of the coveralls said “Kimble Exterminators.”  On the front was a patch that said “Joe.”  
Joe stood about five foot eleven, and his skin had tanned a deep, dark brown.  He was trying to grow his hair out until it came to the middle of his back, like he’d had it in high school, but so far he only had an inch and a half of wiry black thatch sticking straight out from his scalp.  His full lips were now, as usual, set in a resigned, sullen pout.  
He didn’t hear the stranger approach, so he flinched, jumped and turned around when the man touched his shoulder.
“Jeeziz!” Joe snarled.
“Uh, hello.”
“You try’na gimme a heart attack?”
“Sorry, sorry.”
Joe squinted.
“Who the hell’re you anyway?”
“You don’t know me, but I’m a friend of yours.”
Joe didn’t like the stranger’s looks.  He had lines around his cheeks from grinning and no matching smile lines on his eyes.  His teeth were crooked and cigarette-yellow.  In his sixties, maybe, with straw-and-gray hair under a fussy brown old-man fedora.  He wore oxblood wing-tip shoes, khaki Dockers, and a three-button jacket over a white polo shirt.  It was marked with yellow sweat on the collar and armpits.  He stuck out a hand.
Dubious, Joe shook it.
“So…” the man squinted at the name patch “Joe.  Pleased to meet you.”
“What’s your name, buddy?”
“Dobbs.  Seth Dobbs.  We haven’t met.  But if I were you, I’d get used to meeting strangers.”  He tried a knowing smile.  It was hideous.
“Huh?”  Although phrased as a question, Joe’s tone indicated that he was bored already and didn’t want to hear more.
“You don’t know it, but people are looking for you.  Tell me Joe, ever notice anything… odd?”
“You mean, like some old dude showing up from nowhere and smirking at me?”
“Like unexplained cold spots.”  Dobbs’ voice took on a harder tone, and he squinted, trying to look mean.  It didn’t work.  “Missing time?  Spontaneous injuries?  Visions?  Dreams that later came true?”
“What the hell you talking about?”
“Why so defensive?”  Dobbs said it incisively, like Perry Mason trapping someone into a confession. 
Apparently Joe didn’t realize he’d been trapped.
“Who you think you are, coming’ up to people on the street and throwing all this dumbass bullshit down?  If you got something to say to me, say it awready.  If you don’t, you mind if I do my job here?”
Seth essayed a cool, knowing smirk.  He pulled a wallet out of his pocket and flicked it open.  Credit cards and ATM receipts spilled on the grass.
“Oops!  Oh damn,” Seth cried, pulling at his pants legs as he grunted and bent to retrieve his possessions.
“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Joe muttered, and bent to help him.  When Seth straightened out, his face was beet red, but he had a business card in his hand.  
“Here, take this.  If you change your mind…” he said significantly.
“Change my mind about what?  You haven’t asked me nothin’ or told me nothin’ or given me any kind of choice, so what the fuck am I s’posed to change my mind about?”
“If you decide you want someone to explain what’s going on.  Or if you decide you need a friend.  I’m at the Sleepy Teepee motel, got it?”  He turned and left, willing himself not to look back.
“What, are you a fag?  Is that it?” Joe yelled at his retreating back.
The card said “Seth Dobbs, Extraordinary Investigations.”  It had no address, just a phone and fax number.
 
He almost tossed the card away, but figured widow Brukitt might yell at him for littering.  He stuck it in a pocket instead.
Seth walked across the street, unlocked his car and got in.  There was a large, sealed glass jar on the passenger seat.  Inside, floating in some clear, preservative liquid, was a shriveled human fetus.  Care had been taken to bind its left arm to the side of its head with wire, and to contort the fingers of that hand so that it pointed.  The entire tiny body was like an arrow.  Floating free in the liquid, it turned like a compass needle.  As Joe Kimble returned to his poisoning, the fetus made minute adjustments to point directly at him.  As Seth drove away, it continued to turn, pointing always directly at Joe.  
 
* * *
 
Hundreds of miles up the road from Joe and his dead bugs, Kate and Leslie at last pulled their own car into the gas station.  When Leslie was done pumping gas, he accompanied Kate to the pay phone.  While Leslie watched, notepad in hand, Kate took a deep breath, bit her lip softly, ran her tongue across the front of her teeth.  Then she dropped her coins into the machine, turned her back counter-clockwise, closed her eyes, put her left hand behind her back and stabbed blindly at the keypad, just as she had been taught.  Quietly, she muttered, “Calling Fred Mundy, calling Fred Mundy…”  Leslie, watching closely, jotted down the number.  
Kate suppressed a shiver when a familiar voice answered roughly.  She almost spoke, but simply cut off the line.
“Did you get it?”
“Uh huh,” Leslie said.  “Let’s go check those hospital records.”
Back at the car, Leslie opened the back door and rummaged briefly in a cardboard box containing eight or nine old manila folders.  He frowned, then consulted an atlas, then smiled.
“Four one seven,” he said.  “Downstate Missouri.  Got it right here.  Joe Kimble.  He’s the one.”
He looked up when he heard a metallic click, and saw Kate with her snub-nosed Colt revolver in hand.  One thin, pink-nailed hand had fetched an unmarked box of .38 caliber ammunition from the glove compartment.  As he watched, she fitted a bullet into its socket.
“You think we’re going to need that?” Leslie asked.
Her face was inscrutable, she said, “Naw, probably not.”
 
* * *
 
Mordecai Thanatos was not happy.  Truthfully, he was scared, and he found fear distasteful, unless other people were experiencing it.  
“Listen to me, Raven,” he growled into his phone.  “I do not want you to have anything to do with Abel’s puling little errand boy, unless it be to pound on his face until he shits his pants.  Clear?”
This was not supposed to happen.  Mordecai had gone through a lengthy, intense and expensive process of self-invention.  He owned a luxurious home in the desert outside L.A.  His furniture was leather.  His drink was an aged and expensive armagnac.  His cigar was smuggled from Cuba.  His Satanic death-cult was the largest and most illustrious in the Los Angeles basin.  He had close to a hundred followers, and probably a half-dozen of them would kill or die on his command.  
He was not supposed to be afraid of a bumbling, ignorant billionaire with a taste for the occult.  He was not supposed to be scared by Alex Abel.
The man on the other end of the line was nowhere near as confident as Mordecai.  He’d spent as many years trying to be someone new, but unlike Mordecai he’d gone about it in a haphazard fashion involving drugs, tattoos and very loud music.  He felt like he was finally making some progress with Satanism, but (truth be told) his mentor Mordecai was less interested in creating rival leaders than obedient followers.  Consequently, the new Raven (as opposed to his old self, which had been named Robert) was prone to shut up and do as told.
On the other hand, Alex Abel’s emissary to the Church of Death Triumphant had been a very persuasive man.  
“But master,” Raven said.  “What does it matter if we agree to Abel’s terms or not?  Surely you would know if he had opened his soul to the Powers, and since he hasn’t, what’s wrong with allowing him to think we’re his allies?”
A heavyset man named Carl, who was also listening, grunted in approval.  Neither of the other men could hear him, of course. 
“What’s wrong with it?”  Mordecai’s hand clenched convulsively around his silver pentagram medallion.  “It’s an inversion of the proper order, you imbecile!  Perhaps from your position at the bottom of society’s shit heap, any higher position looks enviable, but let me assure you, Death’s emissary on Earth bends knee to no man, especially not some uppity rich nigger with delusions of grandeur!”
Carl made a soft tsk noise in his throat at the “n-word.”  Looking through his 8X scope, he could see that Raven wasn’t terribly happy either.  He was picking nervously at his earlobe, which had been expanded by a succession of stretching rings until it he could fit his pinkie tip inside it.  
“I know, Master, but he said he could make himself useful…”
“Sweet bestial night, do you continue to defy me?  Can’t you see how his poisonous maneuverings endanger us even now?  If you, whom I had judged to be reliable, contradict me, and continue to do so, it is a sign that the faith I had in you was poorly placed indeed.  Do you cling to life?  Is that it?”
“Oh no master!  No!  Death is my only truth, death and what comes after!”
“Cut yourself in penance to me.”
As Carl watched, Raven dug into his pocket and produced a switchblade of illegal size.  He popped the blade open and with no hesitation drew it across the back of the hand that held the receiver.  
“Your will, the will of death and Satan, is my only will.”
“That’s better.”  Mordecai sounded satisfied and Carl wondered if the man could know, even miles away, that his command had been obeyed.  He suspected it was a bluff.  
“Raven, do not be uneasy.  Alex Abel and his ‘New Inquisition’ have no real idea what’s going on.  I don’t care how much money Alex Abel pours into his private occult war, the man is no adept.  He has no comprehension of the powers with which he toys.  In time, they will toy with him.”
“I believe you.”
“That’s good Raven.  That’s why, the next time Abel’s lickspittle comes to talk to you, I want you to smile, and act pleasant, and kill him.”
“Shall I bring him for a ritual?”
“Mmmm… no.  No, such a one isn’t worthy to even be present at one of our celebrations, let alone give his blood to it.  Do it as you will, slow or fast.  Do it to your pleasure, not his own.”
“You don’t need to tell me that, master.  You’ve taught me well.”
“I should hope so.  Who rules this world?”
“Death, my lord.”
“And who rules the next?”
“Satan.”
With that, Raven hung up his phone.  He turned to go to the bathroom for a bandage.  His hand throbbed.  Raven was used to pain—he was actually more distracted by the sticky feeling of his blood on the phone receiver.  Perhaps that was why he didn’t see the tiny ruby glow that a laser targeting scope made on the grime of his window.  Carl sighted on Raven’s throat, then temple, picking his shot, taking his time, giving Raven a lead, then sending a high velocity round through the Satanist’s neck.  The rifle made a sound no louder than a clap.  There was no muzzle flash.  Carl fired two more times.  His face had no expression.  Then he began dismantling his wiretap and preparing to flee, leaving the rifle at the scene.  Rumors would soon be in place that Raven was a smuggler who crossed his connection.  
Miles away and still irritated, Mordecai Thanatos leaned forward to set down his sleek black telephone.  On the mahogany table was a smoldering cigar and his snifter.  He chose the drink, sipped, and set it down as he leaned back, relaxing.  As the base of the glass touched the glossy surface of the table, a left hand in a black leather glove snaked silently around from behind his chair.  So perfectly did the hand’s speed match the rate of his head’s movement, that its presence did not really register for the split second between when he saw it and when it covered his mouth and pulled his head back against the chair.  The left hand did not kill him.  It merely held his head steady as a right hand in a matching glove shoved a four-inch awl through his right ear hole and into his brain.
He did not have time to react to his death, not even to close his eyes.  
His assassin looked down at the top of his head, then took a step back, leaving the awl where it was.  She walked around to the side of his chair, by the table.  With his eyes wide and his mouth slightly agape, he looked mildly surprised.  
The killer’s name was Jolene.
She took a deep breath, trying to be calm, but it still came out of her ragged.  She looked around the place a bit and scratched her chin, waiting for his blood to settle in him a bit.  Took another shuddering breath and frowned, annoyed that she was so affected by a murder that had gone so smoothly.  Too smoothly, perhaps.  Usually, there was a struggle.  Maybe that was why.  Or perhaps the Satanic trappings had affected her more than she would consciously acknowledge.
As a gesture of bravado, she took a deep drag from the dead man’s cigar and knocked the ashes off in his mouth.
When she was sure no blood would spurt or leak, she gently tilted his head to the side and withdrew her weapon. After a moment’s hesitation, she closed his eyes.  She wasn’t sure if a forensic technician could tell if a corpse burned with its eyes open or not, and she decided not to take the chance.  It had all gone so easily, she didn’t want to screw up in the final stretch. 
Once she had carefully taken his pentagram pendant—her superiors might find it useful, as a psychological bargaining chip if nothing else—Jolene splashed his drink on his chest.  Then she set the cigar on him, roughly where it would have fallen if he had dozed off with it in his mouth.  The brandy on his clothes caught easily.  
It would be judged a murder if they looked in his ear, but L.A. was a busy town for suspicious deaths.  Finding a dead man burned in his own home with cigar ashes in the tray next to him, the conclusion was obvious.  He fell asleep while smoking.  
It took a while for the leather recliner to catch fire, but after that the flames grew quickly.  She waited until his body fat caught before she left.  
It smelled awful.  
 
* * *
 
Joe Kimble had stopped by Lee’s Liquors on the way home from his last job, pausing just long enough to hoist a Budweiser with his buddy Luther.  When he got back to the house he shared with his father, he wrinkled his forehead at a strange car parked in front, a Nissan Sentra.  
He went straight into the kitchen through the door on the side of the house.  A stranger was sitting at the kitchen table with Ralph Kimble, talking.
“…were really just passing through,” the stranger said “When all of a sudden she gives this yelp and says ‘Fred!  My water broke!’  And God help me, my first thought was the leather bucket seats!”  Fred laughed a little at his story.  Ralph just frowned slightly.  
The two men had a certain old-man sameness to them, Joe thought.  Two different songs in the key of geezer.  Ralph Kimble was the fatter, and the newcomer—“Fred”—was taller.  Ralph, like his son, wore “Kimble Exterminator” coveralls.  His body had a heavy, set look to it, like a sack of wet cement that had been dropped and left to dry.  The same immobile truculence seemed to radiate from the firm wattle of his second chin, from the way his ass overflowed his wooden chair without drooping and the way his belly surged straight out from his body.  He had a layer of dense suet, not the loose, jiggly flab of the truly obese.
Fred had a small potbelly himself, but his arms and legs were still skinny, and with their age spots and wrinkled suntan they looked almost withered.  He had on white patent-leather loafers, a pair of sky-blue sansabelt slacks, a white mabuhey shirt and a gray cardigan sweater.  A pair of gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses peeked out of his shirt pocket, and there was a clunky black digital watch on his wrist.  His head was bald, his eyes were shifty, and the wrinkles made his face look like too many promises had been broken across it.
Ralph, on the other hand, had a bullet-shaped head with an iron-grey crewcut.  His blue eyes and thin mouth peeped out of frown line folds with the impenetrable cynicism of an old toad.
“Son, you know this gent?” Ralph asked.
“No,” Joe said, glaring at no one in particular.
“No, we haven’t met, uh, Joe.”  Fred stood and shook the younger man’s hand.  Joe thought his eyes looked oddly eager—as he ran them over Joe’s face, Joe felt like he was being frisked.
“I was just telling your father about something that happened to me about twenty years ago.  My wife and I were traveling, she was pregnant but not due for a couple months, and then all of a sudden her water broke.  We had to pull in to the first hospital we could find…”
“Wait a minute,” Ralph said slowly, bulging eyes starting to narrow with suspicion.  “You said you were here to see Joe.  You’ve seen him, he don’t know you, you don’t know him…”
“Yeah, what’s going on?” Joe demanded.
Fred cleared his throat.  “Uh, well.  Yeah.  I’m just trying to set up a funny story, you know?  Not funny ha-ha though, um.  A kind of strange story.  See, I was in the hospital the day you were born, Joe.”
“Huh?”
“Yeah, I was there because my wife was giving birth too, you see?”
Ralph’s eyes weren’t wide with shock, and they weren’t narrow with disbelief.  They were locked square on Fred, immobilized by some feeling so powerful that it left his entire face still.
“Get out,” Ralph said, low, just as Fred said “I think my wife may have given birth to you, Joe.  I think you’re my real son.”
“Get out!” bellowed Ralph, surging to his feet with enough force to shift the heavy oak kitchen table.  “Get the fuck out my house!”
“What?” Joe demanded, looking between the two men, back and forth.  Fred was staring at him, even as Ralph’s arm shot straight out, pointing at the kitchen door.
“I know, this is a shock,” Fred said, eyes still locked on Joe.
“Joe, get my gun!” Ralph said.  Fred flicked his eyes over at Ralph, gauged the situation expertly and started to back towards the door, hands open.
“Look, I realize this is a lot to take, it’s sudden…”
Ralph looked at Joe, clenched his jaw and strode off towards the living room.
“You better beat it,” Joe said, moving towards Fred and moving Fred towards the door.  “He’ll fuckin’ do it.”
“Yeah, okay, okay…”  Joe and Fred stumbled out to the driveway and down towards the Nissan.  
“So… Fred.”
“Fred Mundy,” the older man replied quickly.
“Do you know a guy named… hold on a second,” Joe said, fumbling a card out of his pocket.  “You know Seth Dobbs?”
“Lemme see that!” Fred said.  Joe saw the corners turn in around Fred’s mouth, tightening all the lines of betrayal.  Then Fred glanced up and relaxed his face.
“Nah, don’t know him.  Why?”
Joe squinted.  “He came up to me today, talking all kinds of weird bullshit.”
Fred peeked over Joe’s shoulder at the house, looking for Ralph, then spoke.
“Look son, you could run into a lot of really weird people, and you’re right to be damn suspicious.  You’re important Joe, in a way you don’t and probably can’t suspect right now.  Lots of people are going to try to bribe, or threaten, or otherwise fuck with you, but you’re going to have to trust me for now…”
“That’s what Dobbs said.”
“Huh.”  Fred unlocked the door of his car and stood between the door and the interior, the dome light shining up on his face.  “Well, look, I brought this for you,” Fred said, pressing a crumpled envelope into Joe’s hands.  “This kind of proves what I said.  Watch out for Dobbs.  Actually, watch out for everyone.  Even someone you think is your best friend, if they start acting funny, get away quick.  Especially—this is most important—be scared of anyone with a scratchy voice, got it?”
“Joe?  Get’cher ass back in here!”  Ralph was silhouetted in the doorway.  To punctuate his request, he racked the shotgun in his hand.  
“I better go,” Fred said with a strange little grin.  “Call me—I’m at the Sleepy Teepee hotel.”  He got into his car, slammed the door and started it.
“Dobbs said that, too,” Joe muttered.  When Fred—his “real father”?—drove away, Joe realized the old man had taken Seth Dobbs’ card.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s a wise child that knows
His own father
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
 
Joe walked back to the porch with his face twisted into a grimace of confusion.  None of this made sense. Besides, he was getting hungry.
When he got into the living room, his father was squatting beside the gun cabinet, carefully unloading the shotgun and locking the shells in the drawer beneath.  Joe thought about saying something, then walked past into the kitchen and pulled two instant burritos out of the freezer.
Over the soothing whirr of the microwave, he heard his father step onto the linoleum behind him.  
“Jesus, what a weirdo,” Ralph Kimble said, his voice rough with disbelief and residual anger.
“You have any clue what he was talking about?”
“No idea.”  The older Kimble pulled a beer from the fridge and sat at the table.  “Y’ever see that guy before?”
“Hell no,” Joe said.  “You figure he’s just crazy, or what?”
“Could be.”
“Why y’let him in the house, anyway?”
“Said he had important news for you.  How was I to know he was a nut?”
“So, wait, he knew my name and everything?”
Ralph scratched his chin.  “Yeah, he did.”
“Well, shit.”  The microwave dinged.  Joe pulled out his food and sat across from his dad.  “You know, some other guy came up to me today while I was spraying at Mrs. Brukitts’.  Some guy named Seth Dobbs, gave me his card and everything.  You know him?”
“Who?”
“Seth Dobbs.”
“Never heard of him.  Lemme see the card.”
“I threw it away,” Joe said, unwilling to admit the truth.  
“Well, that was kind of stupid.”
“Sheesh, sorry!”  He moodily bit a burrito.  “I mean, hell, how was I to know?”
“So what did he say to you?”
“Who, Dobbs?  Just some weird line about how people were gonna come looking for me, and that when I wanted it all explained out, I should come see him at the Sleepy Teepee hotel.”
“Huh.”
The Kimbles munched and sipped in silence for a moment.
“You know, that other guy?  Fred?  He said he was at the Sleepy Teepee too,” Joe added.
“This has to be some kind of set up, or a con, or something.”
“A con?”  Neither Joe nor his father had, as far as they knew, ever been conned, defrauded or swindled.  They were consequently on their lookout all the time.  “What for?”  Joe glanced around the kitchen, his eyes lingering on the grease spatters on the back of the stovetop, the black detail of mold around the sink, the stubborn clots of grimy crumbs in the corners.  “It’s not like I’m rich or something.”
“I don’t know.  Maybe they’re small time.”
“No one’s that small time.  You think it’s some kinda practical joke?”
“Could be.”  Ralph finished his beer, and reached for the bag of pretzels that sat, in a wooden bowl, as the table’s centerpiece.  
“Naw, that doesn’t wash either,” Joe said, finishing off his second burrito and reaching for the pretzels as well.  “I mean, they know me in particular, right?  Why would they pick one guy who don’t know ‘em, and decide to fool him?”  He thought back to the few practical jokes he’d seen, or played, when he was in high school or in the army.  “It’s only ever any fun if you know the guy.  I don’t know these guys.  Why are they looking for me, then?”
“I don’t know, shit.  Just stay away from ‘em, you’ll be okay.”  Ralph crunched a pretzel.  “They’re probably fags.”
“What the hell makes you think they’re fags?”
“Well, that one told you where he was staying, right?  Made a point of telling you his hotel, now didn’t he?  Huh?”
Joe scratched himself, stood and went for a beer of his own.
“I don’t think they’re fairies, dad.”
“You never can tell, son.  Would you have guessed Rock Hudson?”
Joe cracked the can, took a long slurp.  He’d gone off to the army when he was nineteen, and it was still weird to drink with his old man.
He ran his tongue over the front of his teeth, furrowed his brow and said, “You don’t think it could be true, do you?”
“What?”
“You know, that I was… switched.  That I ain’t really your son.”
Ralph turned his chair away, jaws tightening.  “It’s bullshit.  Total bullshit.”
“Yeah, but why would he tell me a lie like that?  Hell,” Joe said, his brow clearing and eyebrows rising.  “We could find out.  Get a blood test, like.  I toldja about that guy in the army who got a paternity test on his kid, right?”
“I ain’t getting no blood test!  Jesus, I can’t believe you listened to that old fuck.”  Ralph stood, made his way towards the living room and television.  “I’ma go watch Tim Allen.  You coming?”
“Yeah, but I’m just saying.  Why would that guy say that knowing that we could catch him in the lie so easy?”
“I don’t know, Joe, now would you shut up about it already?  Fuck.”
Joe’s mouth opened, but he said nothing.  He was thinking, though.  He saw his alleged  father settle heavily into their squeaking couch, seize the remote and turn on the TV with an overhand motion like cracking a whip.  Joe scratched his stomach, right over the stain on his shirt.  As he shifted his body, he felt an envelope in his pocket, the envelope Fred Mundy had given him.  He pulled it out and looked at the crumpled contents.
Inside, there was a birth certificate for “Leslie Hermes Aphrodite Mundy.”  The birthdate was identical to Joe’s own, and it had been issued by the same hospital.  There was also a wallet-sized picture with no name.  It was a lean-faced teenaged boy with straight, wispy hair.  He had blue eyes and a thin mouth, but what really caught Joe’s attention was the space between the boy’s nose and upper lip.  It was long and prominent, an unusual feature that Joe had seen only on his mother’s face and the faces of her family.
He stared.  
“Dad…”  he said at last.
Ralph wrung his lips together, ignoring him.
“Dad, you should look at this.”
“Can’t it wait for the commercial?”
“Jesus, Dad, look.”
Ralph looked, and the corners of his mouth twisted harder.  Then he swung his head to the side like an infant rejecting its food.
“So what?”
“Look at it!  Don’t you think that looks like Mom?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ralph muttered.
“Christ, don’t you think I got eyes to see?”
Don’t you think I got eyes to see was a phrase Joe only used when he was upset.  He’d picked it up from his father, and as he said it, he realized his dad had only used it when arguing with his mother.  The arguments had been loud, taking place after Joe’s childhood bedtime, decreasing in frequency as he’d aged.  He’d never been able to hear his mom’s side; only his dad’s deep bellows had penetrated the walls to his young ears.  “Don’t you think I got eyes to see?”  “Just tell me who it really was.”  The phrases had always seemed mysterious and scary to young Joey.  The other phrase he’d heard, one time when he was very young, was “Not even any Italians!”  That one had come at the climax of a particularly loud and lengthy fight, punctuated by the sound of smashing crockery.  It had all been cleaned up the next morning when he got out of bed, but a plate on which his mother had painted a landscape was gone forever and no one ever spoke of it.  “Not even any Italians.”  Joe had no idea what it meant, but he knew that he’d shoved Tony Serino over at recess the next day and gotten a reprimand for fighting.  He knew that for some reason he’d taken great glee in high school history, hearing about Mussolini’s corpse being strung up and beaten after World War Two, that he’d been felt a grim satisfaction looking at a picture of gangsters killed in the Saint Valentine’s Day massacre.  
“Oh fuck,” Joe whispered.
Something about Joe’s tone made Ralph turn, blue eyes wide, to stare into Joe’s brown gaze.  
For a moment, the two just stared.  Maybe each was trying to find a piece of himself in the other.  
“You believed it, didn’t you?”  Joe asked.
“No, listen, it’s not what you think,” Ralph said in a low voice, barely audible over the laugh track of the TV.
“What was it, then?  You thought Mom had stepped out on you?”  Joe’s voice was incredulous, but it all made sense.  The way his parents had always seemed nicer apart than together—hell, maybe he was what made them uncomfortable around one another.
“That’s it, isn’t it?  That’s what you were always yelling at mom for, wasn’t it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  Ralph’s nostrils flared.
“No, when I was a kid.  You were always fighting.  And after you’d fight, she’d have to go to work early the next day.  Jesus, you were fighting ‘cause you always thought I wasn’t your son.  That’s it!  That’s it, isn’t it?”
“No, goddamn it!”
“Then what were you fighting about, huh?  Lookit the picture, this… this fucker looks just like mom, doesn’t he?”
“You’re imagining things, now shut up!  Please, shut up,” Ralph said, and it was the first time, ever, that Joe had heard his father plead with him.  
It was like that small desperation was a pinprick, letting all the air out of him.  Joe slowly sagged into a threadbare chair with wooden arms and plaid cushions.  
“Hell, who could blame you?  You an’ I don’t look one goddamn thing alike do we?”
“Joe…”
“It’s the hair, isn’t it?  Jesus, I’m an idiot.  Mom’s family, they’re all blondes and redheads.  Your family’s got straight hair back to Grandpa Miller, right?”  Joe pinched and pulled gently at his own tight black curls.
“So you figured some other guy had f… screwed my mom, knocked her up, and you raised me anyhow, raised your wife’s bastard?”
“Shut up!”
“Did you believe it?”
“No!  No, I didn’t want to think that!  God, I loved your mother, Joe.  I loved her!”
“So what were you yelling all those nights, huh?  What were you yelling about?  Huh?”
Ralph dropped his head.
“I didn’t want to think it,” he said.  “But… I mean, shit… what was I supposed to think?  Jesus.”
“So you did believe it.”
“I did and I didn’t.  Sometimes, looking at you when you were a little boy, I couldn’t think it, it was like it was impossible.  But look at your skin.  We’re not that dark.  I wasn’t the only one who noticed.  Jim Brannon?  I blacked his eye when he said something, got a night in the drunk tank, and all night all I could think of was ‘Who was it?  Who was it?’  And then I believed it.  I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t help it.”
Neither man spoke for a moment.
“Did you forgive her?” Joe asked.
Ralph thought about lying, but when he opened his mouth the truth came out.
“We just stopped talking about it.”
“Shit.”
Another pause, in which Ralph lifted the remote control from his lap and turned off the TV.
“When were you planning on telling me?” Joe asked.
Ralph shrugged.
“Well, after your… uh, after Lisa died, I thought that… well, I guess I just stopped thinking about it.”
“Stopped thinking about it?  What, it didn’t bother you, thinking you’d raised someone else’s son?”
“When I thought like that, I… I guess I figured she’d taken the secret to her grave.  Other times, I felt so, so goddamn guilty I’d ever suspected her.  And I couldn’t know.  I couldn’t ever find out.  So most of the time I just didn’t think about it.”
Again, they paused, and this time the only sound was the creaking of old furniture as they shifted their weight.
“So… should we go get blood tests?”  Joe asked.
“What for?  Jesus, what’s the point?  It’s been twenty-one years!  What could you possibly gain?”
“I don’t know, but come on!  I mean… that old guy was probably my father, wasn’t he?”
Ralph Kimble slammed both his hands down on the coffee table, palms flat.
“I’m your father!  Jeeziz, what’s the matter with you?  Ain’t I put a roof over your head for all your fucking life?  Didn’t I put food in your mouth, clothes on your back, give you a job when the army kicked you out?  If I ain’t yer blood daddy, you ought to be goddamn grateful!”
“Well shit, Mr. Kimble, sorry you had to put up with me for so long!  I guess I should just shut up and not wonder about anything—the way you did for twenty-one years, huh?”
“I didn’t wanna ruin my family!”
“I’d appreciate that more, if it was my family too.”
“You ungrateful little bastard!”
Joe jumped to his feet.  “I ain’t a bastard, I was just switched at birth and raised by a moron who couldn’t put two and two together!”
Ralph surged to his feet too.  “Oh, and you think this, this Fred asshole is going to welcome you with open arms?”
“At least he bothered to look for me!”  Joe flung the photograph at Ralph.  “Here, take a good look at your real son!  Too bad Mom isn’t here to meet him!  Too bad you never got off your ass to get this straightened out!”
“So this is my fault?  My fault?”
“No Dad… oops, sorry, ‘Mr. Kimble.’  No one could blame you for anything, since you didn’t do jack shit except sit down, yell at your wife, and try not to think about it.”
“I don’t have to take this crap.”
“No, I guess you don’t, not from someone who ain’t even your son.  Hey, I guess that means I don’t have to put up with your bullshit either!”
“I didn’t hear you complaining about putting up with me when you washed out of the army!”
“Well, I’m sorry I was such a big burden.  Since you ain’t got no more blood tie, I guess I ought to pack my bags and go, huh?”
“Son or no son, I won’t be sorry to see you move out.  About time you learned to stand on your own two feet!”
“Look on the bright side: Your real son is probably a total winner, went to college, maybe even a doctor or something.  Just think of it: Your son could be anything, instead of a fucked up, second rate bug smasher like me.  You must feel like a kid on Christmas morning, getting ready to unwrap a brand new son!  Hey, maybe you should see about getting a new damn wife while you’re at it!”  Joe stomped down the hallway to his room and slammed the door.
Ralph almost followed him.  Almost said “I don’t want another son.”  But it felt too wrong, too alien to him.  Showing vulnerability in front of the boy wasn’t in Ralph’s vocabulary, and suddenly admitting how much he cared would have been as bizarre to him as continuing the conversation in Japanese.  
 
* * *
 
On the other side of town, at the Sleepy Teepee hotel, Seth Dobbs was indulging himself.  He was always vaguely embarrassed when he watched reruns of “Sabrina, the Teenage Witch” on TV.  He only did it alone and would have been mortified if anyone in the know had caught him at it.  A carping, critical interior voice excoriated him for watching a kid’s show, centered on a fantasy of magical power.  Talking cats and wish fulfillment and flying around on a vacuum cleaner: He thought it was fucking stupid, told himself he watched it for camp value and because the chicks on it were cute, but at a deeper level he knew that for some twisted reason, he found it comforting.  
Seth Dobbs knew things.  He was small fry, but even a small fry in the know saw things most people never even glimpsed in nightmares.  Seth had seen men reach through walls like ghosts to slap their imprisoned children.  He’d been in a blood bank when the ranks of bags started slithering one against the other, he’d heard a hundred voices whispering out of the chilled, taut rubber.  He’d watched Simon Linnbid blacken the sun, causing an eclipse that only ten people in one block of downtown Kansas City had seen.  He knew men who trapped demons in blue robins’ eggs, then ate them to gain insight into the lands beyond death.  He knew women and men, adepts, nicknamed “dukes,” who knew how to turn their obsessions and needs into poisons for natural causality.  It might be books or flesh or suicide, but they followed their fixations and brought their will to life.  They were the occult underground, and he’d lived a decade on its hairy, weird inside.  He didn’t even have any power: Only experience.
“Sabrina, the Teenage Witch” comforted that part of him that wanted all the blood voices and tarot sorcerers and homunculi to be lies.  By showing a stupid, insipid version of magic-with-no-k, it could temporarily dull the fear of the real thing.  
(Experienced as he was, Seth still thought spelling it “magick” was stupid, but that was how the big timers who could melt skin with a harsh word or turn your dreams inside-out spelled it, and he figured they had the right.)
His little unconscious smile vanished when a knock came at the door.  Hurriedly, he clicked off the TV, ground out his cigarette, flicked a glance at his valise, then scrambled to the peephole.
He felt a tiny bit of relief when he saw it was Fred Mundy.  Fred was paying their way on this junket across what Seth considered America’s bland back side, but Dobbs couldn’t find it in himself to respect the man.  Mundy might have a little juice, but everyone knew what had happened to him in ‘68.  Power without will, without the guts to use it—Seth felt he could handle that, even as he enviously wondered how far he’d have gotten with Mundy’s abilities.
He put on his best smile and opened the door.
“Hey Fred, how’s it going?  You eaten yet?”
“Yeah, I grabbed a burger.”  The adept slowly entered the room while Seth scuttled past him and took the chair by the window.  Fred looked around, then sat on the edge of the bed.
“So… you find the kid?” Seth asked.
Fred put a fingernail in his mouth and cleaned it on his lower teeth.  “I thought that was what I was paying you for, Seth.”
Seth paused before answering.  He felt there was something wrong here, but decided to bluff it.  
“Well, you know how it is.  I’m following leads, you know, looking around, but this stuff takes time.  I mean, I got you to this town, right?  Now it’s just a matter of, er, narrowing in.”
“Really.”  Fred’s voice was flat.  “I talked to him this afternoon.”
Seth began to sweat.  His forced grin got a notch wider.  “No shit?  That’s great!  I guess that means you don’t need me any more, right?  Man, you sure are on the ball!”
Fred’s breath hissed out of his nostrils, and Seth crept towards the edge of his chair as he watched the other man’s face flush.  Seth gulped as Fred reached into his pocket, and flinched as the other man produced a card and flung it towards his face.
“My son gave me this.  Said some ‘old weirdo’ gave it to him.”
Seth didn’t need to look to know it was his own card, but he looked anyhow.  
“Who was it?” Dobbs asked, feeling a pearl of sweat roll down the side of his chest.  “It was that exterminator guy, wasn’t it?  I thought he might be the one.  How’d you, um, narrow it down to him?  ‘Cause you know, I was thinking it might be him, but I wasn’t sure.  Are you positive he’s the one?”
“Don’t fuck with me, Dobbs,” Mundy said in a tired voice.
“Me… fuck with you?  Fred, I’m, you know I… I respect you way too much, and… and…”  Dobbs felt a wash of despair that he was so frightened by Fred Mundy, by a man who was a joke in occult circles.  The shame and exasperation crashed on him with such force that he recklessly lunged across the table to his valise, reached inside and pulled out a gun.
Fred leaped to his feet as Seth made his move, but he’d have to take two or three steps before he could reach Dobbs.  Seth pointed the gun—a huge, .50 caliber semi-automatic—at the other man and chambered a round.
“I don’t… you’re… I, I hoped it wouldn’t come to this, Mundy.”
Mundy didn’t look scared.  Eyes wide and tight, nostrils flared, mouth hard, he looked mad as hell.  
“What are you gonna do, Dobbs?  Blow me away?  In a hotel full of witnesses?”  He took a step forward, and the hairs on Dobbs’ neck stood up.  
“I’m unarmed,” Mundy said in a low, close voice.  “You let me in here yourself.  You think you can get away with it?  That’s a big gun.  You’ll probably kill me with the first shot, and that’s murder two, manslaughter at least.” 
Dobbs was not an adept.  He could not reshape events just by grabbing reality with desire and shaking it with symbolism.  He could not draw in mystic power though the specialized avenues of the true initiate: But he was sensitive.  He could feel the flow, and he felt it flowing towards Mundy.
“Chaos is my meat.  You know that, Dobbs.  Every risk I take just makes me stronger.  So you’d better kill me now, before I get the power to really fuck you up.”  He took another step.  He was close enough to grab the gun.  
Seth slipped his finger inside the trigger guard, licked his lips.  “Fred, look, don’t get crazy, maybe we can work something out.  You’re a good guy, right?  You’re a, a reasonable man?  Look, I’ll give your money back and we’ll call it even, that’s cool, right?”
“Too late for that,” Mundy whispered. He lunged in and seized the gun with both hands, wrenching the barrel to his right so that it faced neither man.  
The two struggled in silence for only a second before Mundy hissed, “Let go!” and Dobbs screamed.  
Mundy had done it, and blood was pouring from Seth’s right hand.  As Dobbs pulled it back and cradled it against his chest, he saw the words ‘LET GO’ were inscribed in his flesh, over and over, on each finger, on the palm and the back of his hand, up to his wrist.  
Seth whimpered as Mundy took a step back, raising the blood-stained pistol.  Fred frowned, then flicked off the safety catch.  
“Dobbs, you’re a fucking idiot.  You know that, right?”  Mundy sucked his teeth a little, thinking, then turned on the TV.  He cranked up the volume.  
The injured man was weeping, but he sucked in his mucus and tried to give Fred a hard glare.  “So, what?  Now you’re gonna shoot me?  You got the guts for that much risk?  You in the mood to go back to the slam, this time for a crime you did?”
“Dobbs, you got no idea how close I am.”  Fred’s face twisted with rage and contempt.  “I am good and goddamn sick of being the good guy who gets fucked up the ass and walked over, you understand me?  I am tired of trusting people and getting screwed.  I’m fed up with little sneaky shits like you taking advantage of me.  Fuck it.”  He switched the huge gun to his left hand and reached into his pants pocket.  “Meet the new Fred Mundy.  This one doesn’t let people off so easy.  You’re gonna help him with a little experiment.”
Seth’s eyes widened as Fred pulled out a lock-back knife, about four inches long.  It was the cheap kind of knife you can buy at Target, but as Fred opened it one-handed, Seth’s eyes were drawn to a series of swirling symbols that had been hand-etched onto the blade.  
“No, Fred, no, c’mon,” Seth muttered as Fred approached, still pointing the gun at him, knife in his other hand.  
Fred jabbed the blade into Seth’s thigh.  Not hard, not really deep.  The extraordinary investigator yelped with pain at the inch long slit, and tried to cower deeper into his chair.  
Then the wound began to shriek at him, and Seth began to howl with fright.
“Give up!” yelled the injury in a high, grinding voice.  “You’re mine you bastard, faggot, weakling, shitbag!  Submit!  Give in to me!”
In terror, Seth slammed his skinny fist into the gash, but the sharp flare of pain made him gasp.  
Fred took a step back, eyes wide, gun raised.
“Submit!  Give it to me!”  The voice was actually painful, like a dentist’s drill or nails on a chalkboard.  The sides of the gash moved like lips.
“No, no, noooo…”
“Quit fighting!  Give up!  You’re mine!”
“Please, aw God, aw Jesus, no, please, no…”
The two voices rose, mixed, mingled, and suddenly the high, harsh tone was all that remained.
“Yes!  At last!  At last!”
Now the voice came from Seth Dobbs’ mouth.  Dobbs’ body leaped to its feet, standing with an eager posture totally alien to its habitual cringe.
“You remember our deal, right?”  Fred bit his lip, taking a deep breath through his nostrils.
Seth—or the spirit possessing him—looked at the huge gun and grinned.  “I remember, don’t worry.  I’m not eager to go back.”
“You take off, and keep the cops off my tail, and in return you get the body for as long as you can keep it.”
“It’s pretty beat up,” the spirit said, looking at its red right hand and the spreading stain on its left pants-leg.  
“Yeah, well, play square with me and you might get another when that one wears out.”
Someone started pounding on the door.  “Hey, what’s going on in there?” yelled a muffled voice.
“Nothing’s going on!  Can’t I just watch a little television in peace?”
“Turn it down!”
“Screw you!”  Nonetheless, Fred leaned his hip against the “off” knob on the TV.  Seth’s possessed body was wrapping a towel around its hand and making a crude bandage for its leg.  Fred was unwilling to put the gun down, but he grabbed one of Seth’s shirts and wrapped it around the bloody knife.  Awkwardly, feeling his age, Fred opened the window and kicked out the screen, then clumsily let himself out into the parking lot.  Seth’s body followed him a moment later, grinning wildly, car keys in hand.  
Fred went off to the right, pausing only to stuff the gun in the back of his pants and pull his shirt over it.  Dobbs’ body went to the left, looking for a car that matched the key in its hand.  
As Fred headed back towards his own room, a plum-colored Honda Accord pulled into the parking lot.  Its headlights swept briefly across him.  
Inside the Honda, Leslie Mundy spoke.  “Christ, I think that’s dad.”  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Blood will tell
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
 
Fred Mundy was of two minds as he drove away from the Sleepy Teepee motel.  At one level he was horrified by what he had done—that he had, with cold calculation, put a dead soul in a living body to punish a man who was (in his estimation) more pathetic than dangerous.  He could not kid himself that he had acted in the heat of the moment.  No, he had passionlessly checked out of one motel and checked into a different one specifically to create a space between himself and the man who had become his victim.  He had taken care not to touch the doorknob.  He had opened the window with his hand swaddled in cloth, so as not to leave fingerprints.  Not to mention the effort of preparing a demon-blade knife.  
Yet, even as one part of Fred regretted his own actions, another part worried that he had done a poor job of them.  Like all mystic adepts, Fred was very good at thinking in contradictions.
“Okay, evidence,” he muttered to himself as he drove.  “Fingerprints on the gun—gotta wipe that off.  Blood on the gun is his, that’s okay.  Shit, I really shouldn’t have shoved it in the back of my pants, now they’ve got his blood on them… blood on the knife too, gotta wipe it.  Keep the knife?  There’s thousands like it, it’s not like a bullet, they can’t trace it if the blood’s gone, right?”
If he was in his hometown of St. Louis, he would have been looking for a good river to chuck the gun into, but all saw were trees and streetlights.  He wondered what the trees were saying.  (He’d known someone who could read the future, sure as a newspaper, in the shapes taken by growing twigs and branches.)  The density of the small town was thinning as he got towards the highway, towards the town’s other motel.  Then his eyes widened.  He left a tiny dab of Seth’s blood on his turn signal as he turned it on.  
He turned into a truck stop.  Instinctively he drove under the flickering, dying lamp post at the back of the parking lot.  He pulled up behind a hulking trailer full of cars and took a deep breath.  
He bent down and pulled the shirt-wrapped knife from underneath the driver’s seat.  The blood was starting to dry and clot, sticky.  He wondered if the cops could get fingerprints off cloth as he scrubbed the knife with the shirt.  When he couldn’t see any more blood on it, he closed the blade and put it back in his pocket, vowing to boil it later.  Even if it messed up the knife, the runes would still make it worth something.  
Next, the gun.    
“Damn,” he muttered, marveling at the size of it.  “How’d he even hold this thing?”
The grip had quite a bit of blood on it, so he put that in the armpit of Dobbs’ shirt and wiped around it.  He took the bullet from the chamber, fingers clumsy through cloth.  He put on the safety and popped the clip—wouldn’t do to put a bullet from Seth’s gun into his dashboard, no way—then moved on to the barrel, rubbing it briskly.   When that was done, he wrapped the rest of the shirt around it, leaving him a vaguely L-shaped white cloth bundle.  Someone who looked close might see faint stains, but most of the bloody fabric was inside, against the metal.  
Not bad.  
He took a deep breath and tried to control his shaking hands.  No dice.  Then he closed his eyes and tried to control destiny, with more success.  There’d been a real chance that Dobbs would cap him, a chance he’d taken.  He’d spent part of that chance scrawling his will through Dobbs’ flesh, but there was enough left for a little request.
“Privacy,” he muttered.  
In the truckstop, a family that had just about gotten its act together to set out again for their uncle Steve’s had to stop and search for a dropped toy rabbit.  A waitress who’d been about to leave her shift got a phone call from her husband, asking her to pick up some milk and cereal on the way home.  A trucker leaving the bathroom stepped on his own shoelace, which broke when he tried to retie it.  All ordinary things, but they meant that no one went into the parking lot because Fred wanted to be alone. 
He took another moment to wipe down everything he thought he’d touched in his car, anything he might have smeared with Dobbs’ blood.  As he opened the door, he concentrated on what a lucky bastard he had to be now, and that was when he caught a glimpse of his bloodstained turn signal.  He made a clucking noise as he wiped that on the shirt, then took the white bundle over to the transport truck and wedged it in good between the tire of a strapped-down Chrysler and the rusty metal on which it sat.  
Then he got into his car and awkwardly drove to the Super 8, still trying to keep the bloody back of his clothes from rubbing the car seat.  The fire doors were locked, and he worried that desk clerk might notice something odd about him, but as it turned out the night man was preoccupied with a bloody nose and didn’t even see him come in. 
As he entered, Fred had no way to know he’d missed Joe Kimble by minutes.  
 
* * *
 
The front desk of the Super 8 Motel had an electric buzzer—just a doorbell from True-Value, Joe figured—and while Fred had been hiding the gun, Joe had leaned on it for a full five seconds before poking his head over the counter to look in the back.
“Hey!  How about some service here?”
A door into the manager’s office opened, and there stood Dan Hamilton.  Joe’s eyes narrowed and his lip pouted out a little.  He hated Dan Hamilton.  When Joe was just a freshman in high school and Dan was a junior, Dan had picked on him for no reason at all that Joe could discern.  By the time Joe got his growth spurt, Dan had gone off to college.  
“Well well.  If it isn’t Joe Kimble.”  Dan had put on the freshman fifteen at college and had kept right on going.  His beady eyes peered from fatty folds.
“Hey Dan, you got a room for me?”
“You got a reservation?” Dan asked playfully.  Behind him, through the open door, Joe could see a small TV playing.  He recognized it as a Jerry Springer “Too Hot For TV!” tape.  
“Gimme a break,” Joe said, glaring at him.  
“That a yes or a no?”
“I don’t need no reservation.”
“Language, Mr. Kimble,” Dan said, aping the voice of one of their hardass high school English teachers.  
Joe had spared only a moment’s thought that Dan might be at the Super 8.  Dan’s dad owned it and Joe knew Dan had started working there after flagging out from U of M.  Nonetheless, nothing was going to make Joe check into the Sleepy Teepee.
“Dan, I saw the fucking ‘vacancy’ light on your sign, so you can cut the crap and give me a room, okay?  Just do your job, all right?”
“Ooh, you know Joe, there’s a little ‘no’ thing ahead of ‘vacancy’ on that light.  Like, on a separate circuit.  Burns out a lot.  It might be burned out now.  Lemme check the books…”
Joe gritted his teeth as Dan casually flipped open the registry and started languidly reviewing it, leaning on his right hand, flipping pages with his left.
“So Joe, what brings you here tonight?”
“It’s none of your goddamn business.”
“Yeah, that’s what your mom used to say.”
Joe’s eyes and nostrils both got wide.
“What was that, Dan?”
“‘S what your mom used to say when she’d check in here.  You know, after she’d have fights with your dad.”
“Dan, I wouldn’t be talking ‘bout that if I was you.”
If Dan had bothered to look up at that moment, he probably would have shut his mouth.  Or, better yet, said something kind and sympathetic to take the sting out of his words.  But Dan hadn’t really looked at Joe for years, just as he rarely really looked at himself in the mirror.  He didn’t realize that Joe had put on some weight of his own, but weight gained at boot camp—not from starchy campus food.  He still considered Joe Kimble the scrawny kid he’d shoved around, crammed into lockers and tripped in the hallways.
That’s why he didn’t dignify Joe’s warning with even a look.  Instead, he said, “You know, my dad was always real nice to your mom.  I think a couple times she didn’t even have to pay her bill…”
Joe reached over the counter with both hands.  His left hand grabbed Dan’s right wrist and yanked it outwards, while his right cupped the back of Dan’s head and flung it forward, hard, onto the book.  Dan didn’t even see it coming.  There was a crack and Dan’s nose started bleeding.  
“Owww!  You cocksucker!”  Dan straightened up and stared in shock and anger.
“C’mon out here and say that.”
“I ought to call the fuckin’ cops on you!”
“Go ahead.  Luther’s on duty tonight.”  It was a bluff, but Luther had also suffered from Dan’s high school attentions.  
Dan looked at Joe.  Weighing his chances, his anger started to bleed away into fear.  
“You’re just lucky your pal’s a cop,” he said at last.
“I ain’t the one hiding.  C’mon Dan.  Come on out and get some, if that’s what you want.”
Dan looked in Joe’s eyes and realized he’d never seen anyone look that crazy before.  He’d seen actors try it on TV, but this was the real thing.  
“Can’t take a motherfucking joke,” he muttered, lowering his eyes, turning away.  
“Not when it’s my mother,” Joe said.
Dan reached for a paper towel for his bleeding nose, then sullenly handed Joe a key.  
Minutes later, Fred Mundy walked through the lobby doors.  Not long after that, it was Leslie and Kate.
 
* * *
 
In his room, Fred took several deep breaths and kneaded the scrawny muscles of his shoulders.  They were tight with tension.  He checked the bed for Magic Fingers, but no such luck.  (The Sleepy Teepee had them.)  He was in the bathroom splashing cold water on his face when he heard a knock at the door.  He hadn’t had a chance to change out of his lightly-bloodstained clothes.  
At the sound of the knock, he felt an elevator lurch in the middle of his chest and a cold prickle on his skin.  Instantly, his shoulders were tense again.  He thought about going for a gun, but unlike Seth he’d packed his at the bottom of a suitcase.  
“Who’s there?” he called.  He couldn’t think of anything better to do.  He didn’t want to look through the peephole.  Jada Skinks in Topeka had made that mistake.  The gunman on the other side had been watching her back through it, using an optic device that reversed the tiny lens.  When he saw that she was standing in front of the door, he’d shot her through it.  Somehow, Fred didn’t think the pressboard doors at a Motel 8 would stop a bullet.
“It’s Kate and Leslie.  You wanna open up or what?”
His first reaction was relief, then surprise that he was relieved.  He hadn’t exactly parted from Kate on the best of terms.  On the other hand, he’d take her over a vengeful duke or a curious cop any day.
“Uh, hold on, okay?  I gotta put some pants on,” he said, yanking off his trousers and shirt.  He rolled them into a bundle as quick as he could and shoved them under the bed, then groped in his suitcase until he’d found an old pair of sweat pants and a polo shirt he’d only worn once.
He peeked out the door at last then opened it for the woman who was no longer his wife, and the man who had never been his child.  
For a moment, they all just looked.  
“Well, one big happy family, huh?” Leslie said in an overbright tone.  Both his parents scowled.  There was a tense silence as Kate and Leslie shuffled in and seated themselves in the room’s two wicker chairs.  Once again, Fred took his seat on the edge of the bed.
“Don’t everyone talk at once,” Leslie said at last.  Fred blew out his breath across slack lips, making a horselike sound.  Both Leslie and Kate knew it was his expression of exasperation.
“I guess I should be surprised you’re here,” he said.  “But somehow, I’m not.  So.  How’d you manage to find me?”
“Aw Fred,” Kate said, “The phone trick.  Don’t you remember teaching me that one?”
“Oh I remember,” he said.  “I guess I’m a little surprised you’re willing to go the distance for it.”
“Did you forget the first lesson you taught me?  ‘Life is full of surprises.’”
“So how you charging up then?  Picking fights?  ‘Lady or the Tiger’? Chainsaw juggling?”
“Blind driving, if you have to know.”
“Look, Mom, Dad,” Leslie said.  “Could you two cool off for a little bit?  Ever since we came in here, you’ve been glaring at each other like…”
“Like divorcées,” Kate said, with a sneering little grin.  
“Well could you take it down a notch, huh?  ‘Not in front of the children,’ right?”
“I’m sorry son,” Fred said, looking away from his ex-wife.  “I guess I’m just a little curious about how your mama’s been risking her life, that’s all.”
“Probably as smart or smarter than you have!” Kate replied.  “But I suppose big risks are pretty easy to take in prison, right?”
“You better believe it.”  
Fred’s tone had changed, subtly.  It was still bitter, but the sarcasm had dropped out, replaced by an echo of genuine loss.
Kate was silent for a moment.
“You shouldn’t have taken the fall for Braunfeld,” she said quietly.
“I disagree.”
Leslie tried again.
“Look, could you two just say it’s water under the bridge?  Seriously.  I mean I… do you have any idea how much it hurts me to watch you two fight?  What is under all this?  The two of you haven’t seen one another for years, and the first thing you’re doing is copping attitudes like two old-west gunslingers.  Jesus.  You were married.  You had a kid.  Do you still need to impress one another?”
The two parents were silent again before Kate spoke.
“He started it,” she said, and when she looked up there was a mischievous smile on her face.
Fred flexed his mouth for a moment, then guffawed.  
“All right, you got me, you got me.  Shit.  Look, can you forgive me for going to jail for Donna Braunfeld instead of you?”
“Well, it sounds like you paid for that piece of dumb more than I ever would have asked.”
All three were smiling, but only Leslie’s was wide and unguarded.  Fred could feel his shoulders relaxing again, when Kate said, “So, we followed you from the Sleepy Teepee.  Was that Seth Dobbs I saw jumping out the window with you?”
Fred’s smile evaporated.  “Yeah,” he said, “But I don’t think you’ll see him around any more.”
“Oh?  You weren’t working with that shithack, were you?”
“Are you kidding?  I know he’s bad news,” Fred said.  “We were having a frank and honest discussion, and we agreed that it would be best for all concerned if he left town.”
“Uh huh.  Is that why his hand was bleeding?”
“As a matter of fact, yes it was.”
She nodded.  Leslie’s smile had been replaced by a look of concern.
“Dad… was there any other way…?”
Fred let out a long sigh.  
“Son, I know we raised you to be a pacifist, to turn the other cheek, and… all that.  But sometimes, you have to do what’s expedient.”  It rang false in his ears even as he said it.
“I’m not going to shed many tears for Seth Dobbs’ misfortunes,” Kate said.  “Do you know why he was here?  Somehow I’m guessing a finder of his skill wasn’t just passing through.”
“I’m pretty sure he’s here for the same reason we all are.”
“Do you know who sent him?”  Kate’s voice was tense.  “Dobbs strikes me as just the kind of hustler who’d sign up with this New Inquisition racket.  If he tips them that there’s something big going on here… Jesus, I don’t even want to think about it.  Did you hear they got Stealin’ Dan McKay?”
“I heard he was dead, and that this New Inquisition was involved.  The way I heard it thought, it was Neal Brinker who did the deed.”
“Neal?” Leslie asked, incredulous.  “I don’t believe it.  I know he and Dan had their quarrels, but Neal would eat glass before he’d hurt Dan.”
“Maybe.  Unless he was gambling for some big mojo.”
They were quiet for a moment.
“You think Neal would do that?”
“I don’t know, son.  I’ve seen people do crazy shit, evil shit, for a lot less power than that.  I know Brinker and McKay were close.  I mean, that’s what makes it work, isn’t it?  Risk the death of someone you love, win a big magickal prize.  That’s the rules.  Our rules.”
“I don’t think Neal would go that far.”
“‘If you’re not going to go all the way, why go?’” Fred quoted softly.
“That’s ridiculous!” Leslie replied, his voice and his face both tight with emotion.  “Just because a deadly path is the most powerful doesn’t mean it’s the best or most worthwhile.  You yourself said that the people who want power at any price usually burn out fast…”
“Leslie, I think that comment was aimed at me,” Kate said quietly.  
Leslie turned, puzzled.  
“Mom?” he asked.
“It was a long time ago,” Fred said.  
“Yeah well,” Kate said.  “I forgave you for Donna Braunfeld.  Can you forgive me back?”
Fred smiled again, and his voice was gentle.  “Like Leslie said, it’s water under the bridge.”  He ran his hand over the freckled top of his head and spoke again.  “For what it’s worth, I asked Dobbs if someone had sent him, and he said he was just nosing around on general principles.  I don’t think he’s New Inquisition.  I’m pretty sure.  I know he was hanging out with Harvey Duopulous, and Harvey was tight with Brinker and McKay.  Duopulous is never going to be anybody’s soldier.”
“Yeah, but he ain’t exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer, either.”
“So does Dobbs know why you’re here?” Leslie asked.
“I think generally yes, specifically no.”  Fred squinted at his two guests.  “The question is…do you two know why I’m here?”
Leslie looked him in the eye and calmly said, “If you mean, ‘do I know I’m not your child’ the answer is yes.”
Fred bit at his lips.  He was terribly proud.
“So,” Kate said, her eyes boring into him.  “Do you know who he is?  The ‘fruit of our loins’?  The gemini baby who was supposed to dethrone a god?”
Fred nodded.  “Uh huh.  His name’s Joe, Joe Kimble.  He’s working for his dad—or, the guy he thinks is his dad.  They’re exterminators.”
Kate blinked.  “You mean, bugs?  Like, pest control?”
“Exactly that.”
Leslie looked back and forth between them.  “What?” he asked.  “Why is that significant?”
“It probably isn’t,” Kate said, and at the same time Fred said, “Well, there always was the possibility he’d be a born killer.”
“A born killer?” Leslie asked.  “I thought you two wanted the Hermaphrodite’s replacement to be, you know, kind and virtuous and good.  To improve the world.  I thought that was the whole point.”
“Yeah, well, there’s always unpredictable factors,” Fred said uncomfortably.  “Shit, you know chaos magick.  You know there’s always a chance that a monkey’s gonna crawl into the works.”
“That’s probably how you wound up switched,” Kate said without thinking.  Then her left hand went to her mouth while her right reached out to touch Leslie.  
“It’s okay mom.  I mean, it happened.”
“You know that I love you like my own?  You know that, right?”
“I know, Mom.”  Leslie glanced at Fred, who shifted uncomfortably.  He thought about saying the same thing, but then worried that he’d look like he was just chiming in.
“Leslie, I gotta say… I’m sorry about all the stuff we put you through.  I mean, I know a lot of it was kind of rough.  If I’da known, I would’ve…”
“What, wouldn’t have wasted your time training me?  Would have set off immediately looking for your real baby, the one perfectly aspected to be the Mystic Hermaphrodite?”
“Look, I’m trying to say I’m sorry!  I mean, I know you resisted sometimes.  I mean, like… well, you know.”
“I can think of a couple times,” Leslie said with a squint.  Then he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and flexed his neck.  “But you also taught me to be forgiving, and kind, and to look for the greatest good.  Remember all that?  So I can’t hold it against you.  You thought you were doing the right thing.”
“Switched babies though,” Kate said.  “Damn.  That’s straight out of ‘Guiding Light.’  You don’t think it could be some kind of magickal blowback, do you?”
Fred shrugged.  “I wouldn’t be one fucking bit surprised.  ‘You want chaos to give herself to you, you have to give yourself to her.’  Weirder things have happened to entropy sorcerers, though I gotta say I’m hard pressed to think of one right now.”
“Either that or someone got wind of what we were doing and caused the switcheroo.”  She gave him a pointed look.  “After all, we know that’s possible.”
He met her gaze blandly.  “My, this is the night for dredging up the past, isn’t it?  Okay, yes, that occurred to me too.  But I don’t think it’s right.  If they had done it, they’d have killed the Kimble boy for sure.”
“If who had done what?” Leslie asked.
“Oh, a long time ago your father and I crossed paths with a rather nasty couple.  It’s nothing you have to worry about.”
“Mom, I’m not a little kid anymore.  I may not be the godwalker you were hoping for, but I can take care of myself and I think I’m old enough to know about your past.  Did you and Dad do stuff you’re ashamed of?  Well, so what?  You think I’m not going to love you any more?  Or is it that you think I can’t take it?”
“Fine,” Fred said.  “This couple, the McCallums, were trying to give birth to the antichrist, or something very much like it.  They were bad people.  They killed two men and a little girl in order to carry out their plan.  Your mom and I tried to stop them, and they were too strong for us.  So we got their baby switched with another couple at the hospital.”
Leslie sat for a moment, quiet.
“So you only think there’s some connection between that switch and this one?”
“Well, the question is, what’s the connection?  Are the McCallums around, after all these years?  Or was it some kind of weird feedback from the magick we used on them?”
“So, wait.  This happened before I was born?” Leslie asked.
“Of course.  Even with magick, the cause tends to precede the effect.”
“That’s what gave you the idea, isn’t it?  You saw them trying to have a… a destroyer, and you decided to do the opposite.  You decided to have a good baby, one who’d join the Invisible Clergy and tilt the world that much further towards virtue and kindess?”
Fred looked embarrassed.  “Well, we thought about it a little harder than that.”
“And now your perfect mystic child got raised by some small town, blue collar workman instead of being raised in the heart of the occult mysteries.”
“Yep.  That’s about the size of it.”
They were all three silent for a moment.
“So the question is, then.  What do we do about Joe Kimble?”
 
* * *
 
Seth Dobbs’ mind was not in a good place.  It resembled a nightmare more than anything else, if for no other reasons than he was terrified and was trapped within his own unconscious.  Unable to wake up, unable to focus the power of rational thought, he still knew intuitively that something was very wrong.
A normal nightmare rallies our hidden and denied fears against us.  The traumas we face in them are terrifying because they are so personal.  Imprisoned and unconscious while his body was possessed, Seth faced something different.  With two souls twisted together in one physical frame, he was entangled in the night terrors of a stranger.  He saw crushing metal, a man’s coarse mouth, the high breasts and long hair of a young woman… but all these things were alien, freighted with connotations that came from another experience entirely.
Trapped between his own mind and another, Seth Dobbs screamed and screamed and couldn’t wake up.
 
* * *
 
As for Dobbs’ body, it wasn’t doing very well either.  To the spirit that possessed it, Dobbs’ flesh was a vehicle, only a little more important than the car that all of them—one body and two souls—were sitting in, barreling down a two-lane country road.
Trance possession rituals are common throughout the world.  From Greek fire walkers who invoke saints, to the peyote rituals of the American southwest, to the famous voudoun ceremonies of Haiti—people all over the world believe that unseen spirits from other spaces can occupy their bodies.
Some believe they’re possessed by gods, or animal totems, or by honored ancestors.  In fact, those people are generally ridden by nothing more than spirits who are accomplished liars.  One such liar was the spirit possessing Seth Dobbs.
Once, the spirit had been a living woman named Pansy Henschele.  She had died deeply troubled, and at the moment she crossed death’s threshold, her obsession and need were so strong that she pulled away from whatever fate awaited her and became a ghost.  Or, as dukes like Fred or Kate Mundy would call her, a demon.
Even those adepts who knew the real source of those conjured spirits named them demons.  It was a useful reminder that people who would never lie, steal or kill in life were often quite cheerful to do so afterwards. 
Pansy the demon had lied to Fred Mundy.  She’d told him she wanted to return to look in on her beloved daughter, who was in the custody of a drunk and no-good uncle.  All that was untrue.
Living people are complex.  Demons are simple.  The living have many conflicting emotions.  The dead have only one.  The pull of death is strong, strong enough to vanquish all but the most fanatical desires.  Lesser impulses—those that could keep a fixation in check—are cast aside with the body, leaving a creature of pure craving.
Those who knew Pansy in life would never have called her a creature of pure craving.  She had two sisters and a brother, she got B and C grades in school, she looked very pretty at the senior prom.  She went to trade school, got married to a guy named Scott and worked at a factory operating a die press.  
The day she died was pretty bad, but not nearly as bad as the day before it.  That was the day she walked in on Scott and his girlfriend Sally, who was younger and perkier than Pansy.  Sally was a blonde, and she had the kind of sassy, flirty self-confidence that girls whose names sound like “panty” rarely achieve.  
Scott had told her he wanted a divorce, and she’d cried and begged him to get out of the house.  He’d gone off to Sally’s apartment, leaving her all alone in an empty home with a bed that still stank of sex.  She’d tried to sleep on the couch, but had tossed and turned all night.
The next day at work she was groggy and distracted and unhappy, so when a misaligned piece of metal fell back into the die press, she leaned in after it.  Most modern die presses won’t operate unless two buttons, one on either side of the unit, are pushed.  That way they only go off when the operator is safely out of the crush zone.  Pansy’s die press was an old one, however, and it had just a single button, on the front.  She leaned against it.  She had time to experience a terrible, blinding ache through her entire skull and to think, “That fuck Scott’s going to get the insurance money” before the hydraulics had crushed her brain into paste.  
That brief flare of rage and indignation swallowed the rest of her personality whole.  She still remembered her sisters and her prom dress and the rest of it, but Scott and Sally were the only things that signified.  The rest of her memories were just there, possibly useful, probably not.  Just like everything in Seth Dobbs’ mind, and everything in his car.  
Pansy had to drive nine hours straight to get to her old home town.  She didn’t turn on the radio.  She didn’t hum to herself.  Rather than pause in her mission, she let Seth’s bladder go in his pants, right about one in the morning.  
By four, she was outside the house where she and Scott had lived.  It was his family’s old farm house, out in the middle of Iowa.  No one was around for miles.  
She parked by an old machine shed and began to walk towards the house.  The fields were trimmed down, just harvested stumps, and it was cold enough to see breath, but Pansy wasn’t bothered when the feet and hands of her stolen body went numb.  
A hundred yards from the door, Scott’s dog started barking.  Fifty yards, she heard Scott yell out, “King! Pipe down!”  Then she reached the front door and started pounding on it.  
“Who the hell is it?  I’m warnin’ you, I got a gun!”
She kept pounding.  The door had little windows set in it, and those windows had little white curtains Pansy had hung, during her living days.  She saw one twitch to the side, then saw Scott’s eyes get wide.
“Holy fuck!  What happened to you?”  He unbolted the door and opened it, staring aghast.  During the long drive, the blood from Seth’s hand had soaked through the towel and trickled down his forearm, where it had dried.  The stab wound on his leg had soaked a ring around his thigh before it to had begun to crust over and brown.  
“I was in an accident,” Pansy said in Seth’s hollow voice.  “Please let me in.  I… my wife…”
Scott set his shotgun off to the side and gingerly reached out a hand in support.  Pansy saw Sally peering at her from the hallway up to the stairs.  She was wearing a Bon Jovi t-shirt and sweatpants.  
“Sally, get the man a chair!”
As Sally complied, Pansy shook the towel off her mangled hand and reached for Scott’s face.  He recoiled, and with her left hand Pansy grabbed the shotgun.  She knew he always kept it loaded.
“Hey!  Buddy!  What the…?”
“Sit down, Scott.  Sally, get on his lap.”
“Listen, you’re…”
Pansy pulled back the hammer on one barrel, then the other.  Scott and Sally sat.
Pansy didn’t explain. She made no dramatic proclamation. She didn’t taunt or toy with them.  She knew what death was and wasted as little time as possible before giving it to both of them.  
Right barrel for Sally.  Left barrel for Scott.
Pansy went away and Seth woke up.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Toil, then the grave
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
 
 
The first thing Seth did was vomit.  Then he stared around himself, wildly, trying to figure out where the hell he was.  Then he realized that his fifty-six year old body had been run long past its normal endurance, compounding the bleeding and the shock.  He stumbled to a chair and sank into it, heedless of the blood he smeared all over it.  
Morbidly fascinated, he stared at the two corpses.  The woman, on top, had a hole in her belly the size of both his fists.  It looked like whoever did this (which, he dazedly realized, must mean himself) had shot her, then shot the man behind and beneath her through the original blast hole.  
He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut.  When he opened them, his head was pointing down at the ugly carpet and it seemed like there was a dark tunnel closing in on either side of him.  
He took a deep breath and willed himself not to pass out.  It didn’t work.  
When he came to, he was still slumped in the chair.  His neck was stiff and painful, but nothing next to the dull throb in his leg and his hand.  The sun was up outside, barely.  The two corpses didn’t look any better by daylight.  He took a deep breath.  
“Okay,” he thought.  “If the cops aren’t here yet, that means no one heard the gunshots.”  He checked his watch and pinched a tiny button on the side.  The digital numbers reformed into the word “SAT.”
“Good, good,” he thought.  “It’s the weekend, so they’re less likely to be missed at work.  Unless they work on the weekends.  But I’ve still got time.”
It wasn’t until he was in their kitchen, opening the fridge, that he realized his stomach was rumbling fiercely and he was still light headed.  He finished off a quart of milk and tossed the carton in the sink.  Seeing a red and white bucket, he looked inside for leftover fried chicken.  It was extra-crispy, his favorite, and he dazedly thought, “Well, at least one thing’s gone right.”
As he sat down at the table to eat left-handed, he mulled over his situation.
“Do I know where I am?  No.  Do I know who I just killed?  No and no.  Did I leave evidence all over the place?  Hell yes.  Is there any way I can know what my body did while I wasn’t using it?  Who it might have talked to, or what dumb screwups it might have made that reveal my guilt?  No, no and no again.  Am I fucked?  Yes.  I am fucked good.”
Seth grabbed a couple dishtowels and wiped off everything he’d touched in the kitchen.  He was wiping off the shotgun when he saw dirty smudges on the floor.  They corresponded, of course, to his shoes.  
He looked through the house and determined that his victims were Scott and Sally Henschele, residing on rural route 2 near Dubuque, Iowa.  No sign of any kids, he noticed with acute relief.
After some long, hard thought, he pulled a card out of his wallet.  It had three letters and nine numbers on it.  The numbers were to a phone in a Chicago area code.  The three letters were “TNI”.
The voice that answered was cool, female and only marginally polite.
“Hello?”
“Hi.  This is Dobbs.  Seth Dobbs.”
“Should that mean something to me?”
“Yeah, really it should.”
“Right.  Please hold while I punch up your file.”
While he waited, Seth poked his leg wound idly with his injured fingers.  The hold music was Vivaldi.  
“Unbelievable,” he thought.  “The biggest, baddest, scariest occult conspiracy in the freakin’ world, and they act like an insurance company.  I suppose I’m lucky they don’t have a voice mail thingie.  ‘If you’re calling about demonic possession, press one.’”
The music stopped and the woman spoke.  
“Mr. Dobbs.  I’ll be transferring you through to my supervisor.”
Another few bars of Vivaldi, then a man’s voice, clear, deep and professional.
“Mr. Dobbs?”
“Uh huh.”
“I see from your file you discussed employment with one of our recruiters and… conditionally declined.”  His voice sounded disapproving.  “At that time, you established a password with that recruiter to verify your identity?”
“That’s right.  ‘Pigeon.’”
“‘Pigeon’ is correct.  May I assume from this call that you’ve reconsidered working with us?”
“You could say that.”
“May I ask why you’ve changed your mind?”
Seth sighed.
“Well… the thing is… I’m in kind of a jam.”
“Ah.”
“I hear you guys are real good at getting people out of this kind of jam.”
“I should warn you: Our phone lines are secure, but I can’t speak to the line you’re calling from.  Do you understand me?”
“Uh, yeah, I get it.”
“So don’t say anything you might later regret.”
“I said I get it.”
“With that warning in mind, can you tell me the kind of problem you’re having?”
Seth glanced through a doorway into the crime scene.
“I guess you’d call it an OJ kind of problem.”
“I see.”
“So I’ve reconsidered your previous offer.  I’m ready to come aboard.  I get a new identity and all that, right?”
“Well Mr. Dobbs, it’s not quite that simple.”
“‘Not quite that simple’?”
“Right.  We offered you a job, you said no, all well and good.  But now your circumstances have changed.  Surely you don’t expect to enter our employ under the same terms?”
“What, as soon as I’m in trouble you don’t want anything to do with me?”
“You’re misrepresenting me, Mr. Dobbs.”
“Oh, well I’m very fucking sorry.”
“Mr. Dobbs, there’s no need for such language.  I understand you’re under a lot of stress and pressure.  But you should understand this.  If you annoy me enough, my next call is to the Dubuque police.”
“You traced this call?”
“Oh Mr. Dobbs.”  The voice sounded positively paternal, dammit.  “We trace every call.”
“Okay, fine.  You want me to sweeten the deal?  I’ll sweeten the gosh darned deal.  I understand you people have had a few problems with the Freak.  Like, Jeffrey Dahmer style problems.  How would you like to know the source of the Freak’s power?”
“We already have an extensive dossier on… that particular individual.  You’ll have to raise the ante, Dobbs.”
“All right.  Did you know the Freak’s not just a cut nut, it’s a godwalker?  Not only do I know which archetype, I know the name and location of a kid who was literally born to replace it.  A godwalker waiting to happen, and no one even knows it.  Somehow, I suspect you’d like to yank the rug out from under the Freak by replacing it with another avatar, now wouldn’t you?”
There was a pause on the other side of the line.
“How did you find out about this child?”
“I got hired to find him.  Hired by someone who knows what I’m really worth.”
“I see.  And why should we trust you to come to us when you’re selling out your previous employer?”
“Hey, he sold me out.  Way I see it, turnabout is fair play.”
“You’re starting to interest me.  But what’s to stop us from checking your credit card records, seeing where you’ve been recently, and then finding this ‘golden child’ ourselves?  I appreciate the tip, but you still haven’t made the risk of consorting with an ‘OJ style problem’ worth my while.”
“Shit, you are a hardass, aren’t you?”
“Language, Mr. Dobbs.”
“All right, I’ll go you one better.  I got me a gadget that locates avatars of a certain stripe—the Mystic Hermaphrodite, which means the Freak and this kid.  The Freak can hide itself from just about anybody, but it can’t hide from this thing.  How’d you like to track it down?  Learn where it lives?  Find out all its secrets?  I can hand you the Freak on a silver platter, dammit!  How much more do you want?”
“Can I put you on hold for a moment?”
Dobbs dropped his face into his hands as the Vivaldi came back on.  It played through to the end of the song and started again before the man spoke to him again.
“We’ll have a team at your location soon.  Call us back in exactly one half hour.  Until that time, don’t answer the phone.  Welcome aboard, Seth.  Anything you’re going to need?”
“Yeah, be sure to send a doctor.”
“A doctor?  Are you all right?”
“No, I’m really pretty damn far from being all right.  Send a doctor.  An’ another thing.  The guy who did this to me?  I want him to have a problem.  Like… a Lee Harvey Oswald kind of problem.”
There was another pause.  
“That can be arranged.”
The voice was cool and patronizing.
 
* * *
 
While Seth was waiting for his TNI rescue squad, the Mundy family was just waking up.  After a long night of debating, in which nothing was decided, Leslie and Kate had gone back to their room on another floor of the same hotel.  
Leslie woke up and showered first, thinking long and hard about whether to shave or not.  Not shaving would leave him a short but discernable stubble—a male sign.  If he was going to have a female day, he’d need to carefully shave, and do his legs too.  
He didn’t particularly want to.  He wondered if his parents—or, he reminded himself, “the Mundys”—would give him a hard time about skipping another female day.  He figured they would.  He was almost tempted to do it just to give them something in common, something they could agree on.  If they weren’t fighting with him, he figured they’d fight with each other.  But in the end he lathered up his legs and reached for the razor.  
Growing up, Leslie’s parents had stressed obedience.  That and mercy and justice and peace, but they’d always seemed to have an easier time teaching obedience.  Obediently, their son got out of the shower with smooth legs and armpits, and lathered his face while waiting for the mirror to clear off.  Leslie shaved with total intensity, knowing that a single nick could shatter the illusion.
He heard his mother rising as he scraped off the last of the foam, unthinkingly grateful once again that he was blonde and had a thin beard.  Next he combed out and dried his shoulder length hair, pulling it straight back.  He wound a headband around his forehead, got it good and tight, and pulled it back to the hairline.  The old actress who’d shown him that trick called it “instant facelift” and it went a long way towards feminizing his features.  True, his long face didn’t look good with the hair going straight back, but the point wasn’t to look pretty.  The point was to look authentic.  
Foundation followed, along with light lipstick, a little rouge and eyeshadow.  A scarf went around his neck, flight attendant style, concealing his adam’s apple.  He squinted at the mirror.  Yes, from the neck up he could pass.  
His mother knocked on the door.  “Leslie?  You gonna be long?”
“Just about out, ma.”  He wrapped a towel around his waist and left the bathroom.  Seeing the makeup, his mother smiled and gave him a little kiss on the cheek.  
In the bedroom, Leslie smoothed the covers before putting his suitcase on the bed.  Part of it had his “man clothes”—t-shirts and jeans, sneakers and a ratty Braves baseball cap.  The rest of it was blouses, skirts, flats and (of course) falsies.  
Leslie had, in his life, met a lot of transvestites.  Many of them had, in his opinion, caricatured femininity more than they had enacted it.  On his female days, Leslie had no desire to be a “tramp” or a “hottie.”  Where other TVs dressed for attention, Leslie considered it the highest compliment when he could pass as a she and never be suspected.
When he heard the shower go on, he dropped his boxers to the floor and (with a little sigh) tucked his penis and scrotum back between his legs, reaching for the Ace bandage.  Then panties, padded bra, blouse, slacks, stockings, a cardigan and a pair of low-heeled boots.  Rings, earrings and a small pendant completed the picture.  
He looked in the mirror and concentrated on being a she.  Hip cocked slightly to the side, not rolled forward.  Ankles and knees together.  Hands by the face or the hair, not in the pockets.  Looseness in finger joints, the elbows and wrists and shoulders, but tightness in the neck and eyes.  
There.
She was ready, not to look, but to be looked at.  Hopefully, to be looked over and overlooked.
When Kate came out of the bathroom, wearing a Greenpeace t-shirt that came to her knees, she said, “You look nice, honey” and gave Leslie a kiss on the cheek.  Leslie’s hand automatically touched the other woman’s arm and she smiled in return.  “Thanks mom,” she said in a soft voice.
 
* * *
 
Fred had woken from a nightmare—something about a blonde woman and a heavy machine with a button on the front—and hadn’t fallen asleep again.  He wondered what had happened to Seth, and tried to tell himself that it probably wasn’t that bad.  After all, when he’d called up the ghost it had sworn up and down that all it wanted to do was protect its little girl.  Still, he’d had quite a turn listening to it scream at Seth and watching it take him over.  That voice… anyone who heard would know that nothing human made that voice.  He’d been mad as hell at Dobbs, but in hindsight he wondered if he hadn’t overreacted.
“Shit,” he muttered.  “That weak-think ain’t doing no good now.”  
He tossed and turned for a few moments, then got up for a glass of water.  As he turned around, he saw pants cuffs peeking from under the bed.  He bent over, wincing as he felt his spine pop a little, and pulled out the bundle of clothing.  In the dim, midnight light you couldn’t see the bloodstains at all.  He supposed he ought to wash them—or better yet, burn them—but another idea came to mind.  
Burning them would be the safest, certainly.  But the danger the clothes posed also offered him the chance to take a risk.  Not just any risk, but a particularly stupid and dangerous risk.  Meaning, in his circumstances, a powerful risk.  
He’d seen a laundromat not far away—quite near, in fact, to the place he’d ditched the gun.  A prickle combining fear and excitement tickled his neck hairs and made him smile in the darkness.  He glanced at the clock.
Three A.M. didn’t offer much in the way of witnesses, but anyone who was there would certainly remark on a stranger doing such a tiny load.  Not to mention what would happen if someone walked by the washer—right out in the open!—and saw the stains.  He didn’t have much of an alibi, since the only people he knew in town could attach him to Dobbs and… oh yes, this was shaping up into a tasty chance indeed.  The odds in his favor were quite good, but the stakes were also quite high.  After all, he was a convicted felon, and any investigation into Dobbs’ stab wound would likely focus on the jailbird he’d come to town with…
Yes, the safe thing was definitely to skip town and go to ground.  Fred immediately decided to stay and do laundry.  
As it happened, there was no one in the laundromat, no one even saw him enter or leave: But even as he was leaving the hotel to run across the highway, he felt his squirreled-away store of mojo increase.  
This put him in a pretty good mood when he got back, and he was able to sleep several more hours before the alarm went off, awakening him for his date with his not-wife and not-son.  
Waiting was not easy, however.  His interrupted sleep had left him feeling groggy and dull, and time to think over his past with Leslie and Kate never put him in a good mood.  At the diner he bit his nails and ordered coffee and looked at his watch a lot.  When they walked in, he stood up and waved, but his smile was pure reflex.  
“Hey ladies,” he said, and it felt completely natural.  “Breakfast is on me.”
“Big spender,” Kate grinned.  
They sat, had coffee, runny eggs, salty hash browns and waffles soaked in syrup.  When the waitress left, Fred cracked his knuckles, grimaced and spoke.
“So… where we at, here?”
“You mean in regards to… uh, Joe Kimble?”  Kate’s eyes flicked over at Leslie as she spoke.  
“Yeah.”
They were quiet for a moment. 
“Do you really think it’ll do any good to find him?” Leslie asked quietly, not even looking up from her waffles.  
“How y’mean?”  Fred was working at a piece of sausage gristle that had gotten lodged in a back molar.  
“I mean this: I have spent the better part of twenty years—or at least the bigger part—trying to attune myself to the Mystic Hermaphrodite.  I was raised to do it and have done little else.”  A tiny edge of resentment crept into her voice, but she pushed it back.  “I’ve been fairly successful.  But look around you.  If I had to pick a place in America that was least conducive to either mysticism or sex-crossing, this would be a strong contender.  Never mind mixing both together.”
There was quiet for a moment, then Fred replied “Well yeah, but… I mean, he was kind of born to do it.  We think, anyhow.”
“And we come back to nature vs. nurture.”  Kate gave a short laugh.  “What’s the old joke?  ‘Either way, it’s mommy’s fault’?”
“Who brought up fault?” Fred asked.  “I mean, shit happens.  I thought we’d agreed that the switch was, you know, just one of those things.  Blowback.”
“Calm down Fred.  No one’s blaming anyone.  I guess I’m just with Leslie a little bit here.  Is it going to do any good to start from scratch?”
Fred squinted.  “Somehow, I don’t think you’d have driven all the way out here if you didn’t want to at least see how the ‘big experiment’ turned out.  I’m gonna find him with or without you.  I hope it’ll be with you.”  He turned to Leslie.  “You, in particular, could help me a lot when it comes to gauging how far he is on the path.”
“If he’s on it at all,” Kate said in a low voice.
“Okay, yeah, I’ll grant that.  Maybe the whole thing’s a screwup and there’s nothing special about him whatsoever.”  Despite his agreeable words, his tone made it clear he thought this unlikely.  
“Aren’t the two of you overlooking something?”  Fred and Kate looked up.  “What about Joe himself?  Doesn’t he have any say in his fate?”
There was silence for a moment, then Leslie added, “Sorry to bring it up but, you know, you did raise me to be a moral paragon.”
“Of course Joe has a say in his fate,” Fred said in an aggrieved tone.  “It’s not like we can force him to do anything, or lay any claim on him.  But—as I believe one of those philosophers you studied would tell you—the only meaningful choice is an informed choice.  Joe has to know the truth about his… his position.  Hell, he probably won’t even believe it.  But he still needs to be told.  If he wants to ignore us and live out his life as a small town exterminator, that’s his choice.  But I think we owe it to him to tell him.  Not to mention, letting him know who his parents really are.”
“Besides,” Kate said “Dobbs might know more than we hope, and might blab it.”
“I don’t think that’s likely,” Fred said.
“I know, but it’s possible.  The Freak might get wind of him—or worse, the New Inquisition.  If that happens, I don’t think they’ll be in the mood to give him a lot of choices and options.
“He’s been safe for twenty-one years,” Fred said.  “Why would they notice him now?  I mean, other than Dobbs.”
“Who can say?  It could just be ‘one of those things,’ like us getting… changed in the first place,” Leslie said.  
Fred didn’t have an answer to that.  He sucked down the last of his cooling coffee.  “Well, in any event, we are agreed that we have to find him, right?  We agree on that much?  Okay then.  We’ll find him and Leslie will check him out.  And then we’ll tell him… well, as much as it seems like he can handle.  Is that the plan?”
“That sounds okay.”
“All right then.  Lessee, Leslie had the waffles…”
“I thought you said breakfast was on you, dad.”  The last word slipped out before Leslie thought about it.
“Oh, that’s right.  Thanks for reminding me, kiddo.  We all know it violates moral precepts to heedlessly disregard promises.”  He said it with a smile. 
 
* * *
 
While the Mundys were finishing their brunch, Carl and Jolene were on a long stretch of two lane highway that had, less than 24 hours earlier, held Seth Dobbs’ car as it barreled north for vengeance.  The two of them had endured a busy and exciting morning, but less than halfway into a long drive the boredom was starting to set in.  They were driving a small white panel truck.  Other than the license plates, it had no identifying marks.  
As Carl drove, Jolene worked the radio.  Politics, politics, religion, adult contemporary, then country.
“Is this okay?  You like country okay?”
Carl shrugged.  “Eh.  I liked old country more than that new stuff.  Shania Twain’s okay though, I guess.”
“All right.”
They listened to two songs.
“Damn, my butt’s falling asleep,” Carl said.
“Yeah, I think I heard it snoring,” Jolene replied.  Carl laughed.
They heard another song and an ad for insurance before the station was lost in static.  
“Shit.  Abel’s a fucking millionaire and he can’t afford to put a CD player in a truck?” 
Jolene snorted.  “Hell, he can’t afford to fly us in?”
“Well, it’s probably less suspicious and all.  Makes us harder to track.  Besides, we might get noticed, what with the ordnance and all.”
“What ordinance?” Jolene asked.
“No, ‘ordnance.’  You know, the guns and stuff.  Not to mention that freaky thing we got in Iowa.”
“Yeah.”  Jolene spared a hard look for the fetus in the glass jar.  “That’s not something you can exactly stow in the overhead compartment.  What’s it supposed to do again?”
“It’s like a compass, I guess, only instead of north, it points towards avatars.  You remember avatars from the class, right?”  Neither Carl nor Jolene had experienced the occult before going to work for the New Inquisition.  Their talents were more mundane.  However, they had been treated to a crash course in practical sorcery by one of their boss’ more mystically with-it instructors.  
“Were those the people who survived at sea by cannibalism and got cursed?”
“No!  Jesus.  Avatars are the people who act in a certain way to get weird powers.  Like the guy who acts deliberately stupid because ‘fortune favors the Fool,’ and who gets really lucky as a result?  Or, what was the other one.  You know, the Tarzan one?”
“Oh yeah, I kind of remember that.  Like actors in a play, only the roles come true… was that it?”
“I guess.  It may not be all that important.  We’re just supposed to use this thing to find Joe Kimble and give him the standard recruitment pitch.”
They were both quiet for a few miles, thinking of how Mordecai and Raven had responded to the “standard recruitment pitch.”
After a few miles of silence, Carl coughed.  It wasn’t a polite, “let’s start a conversation” sound but a deep, congested bark.  He reached in his pocket for an inhaler and used it.
“Smoker’s cough?” Jolene asked.
“Naw, just asthma.”  He shrugged.  “I blame all that L.A. smog.”
Jolene fiddled with the radio a little more.  Adult contemporary, religious talk, some guy plugging his book, then staticky 70s hard rock.  
“So Jolene,” Carl said at last.  “What did you do before?”
“Before?  You mean, before I got hired by TNI?”
“Yeah.”
She fiddled with her hair.  “You sure you want to know?  I mean, it could be something pretty rotten, right?”
Carl glanced over to see if she was kidding.  “Look Jolene; I know you, like, murdered that Satanist guy, pretty much in cold blood.  So I don’t think you’re going to shock me.”
“You go first.”
“What is this?  We’re playing doctor now?”
“That’s right.  You show me yours, I’ll show you mine.”
“All right.  Uh… well, I was a cop for a while.  Worked on the SWAT team in Los Angeles.”
“Why’d you quit?”
He moved his head around a little, considered lying to her.  “Aw… yours had better be pretty bad to make up for this.  Okay.  I got fired.”
“Because…?”
“Well, I was kind of taking some bribes.  Piddly shit—like, fixing tickets and stuff.  And I stole some stuff out of the evidence room.  Not like drugs or anything.  Nothing that would be missed, not even anything from current cases.  Just some old stuff that was going to get auctioned off anyhow.  So I got caught, and the commissioner was looking for someone to be an example, and my lieutenant didn’t want it to be him.  Check this out—he was, I swear, cheating on his wife with, like, a fifteen year old.  The lieutenant, I mean.”
“Shit.  So you were a dirty cop?”
He shrugged.  “After that I got into doing bodyguard work.  I was a bodyguard for Kathy Griffin, for a while.”
“Who?”
“You know, from ‘Suddenly Susan’?”
“I thought that was Brooke Shields.”
“She was the other chick on ‘Suddenly Susan’.  That didn’t last long though.  She didn’t really need much guarding.  And after that it was this guy from Vegas who turned out to be a gangster or a smuggler or some fucking thing, ‘cause these three vatos showed up at his place in L.A. one day to kack him.  I shot two of ‘em, but the third one got me right through the leg and got to the guy and did him, then drove the other two away.  They got caught at a hospital, though.  Anyhow, TNI heard I was loyal enough to take a bullet for the man, so they offered me a job.”
“Wow.  So you didn’t even need the face surgery?”
“No.  Carl’s my original name and everything.”
“You’re lucky,” she said enviously.  “I used to be named Laurel.  I like that much better than Jolene.”
They both shifted in their seats.  
“Okay, so I’m done,” Carl said.  “What did you do before you were hired by the New Inquisition?”
Jolene pulled a lock of hair into her mouth and chewed it before answering.
“You really want to know?  Okay.  I was a deep cover agent for Soviet military intelligence.”
Carl swiveled his head, stared, then burst out laughing.
“Damn, that’s a good one.  You had me going!  But seriously, what did you do?”
“I am serious.  I worked for the GRU in America.  That’s ‘Glavnoye Razvedyvatelnoye Upravlenie’. ‘Chief Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff.’”
“You’re jerkin’ my chain.”
“Shit Carl, what do I have to do to convince you?  Who do you think taught me how to shoot a gun and the right way to strangle somebody?”
Slowly, Carl realized she was serious.
“So you were a… a fuckin’ spy?  What did you do?”
“Pretty much the same thing I do for Abel now.  Follow people around, find things out about them, blackmail, steal, kill… though I have to say, I’ve nailed a lot more people on Abel’s dime than I ever did for the Soviets.  How many people have you offed since you started working for TNI?”
There was a pause before Carl said “Two.”
“See?  I’ve done three, myself.  For the Reds I only ever did two, and that was in fifteen years of service.”
Carl was quiet for a moment before speaking again.  “So, were you, like, a commienist then?”
She shrugged.
“Not really, I guess.  I mean, they recruited me when I was just fifteen.  They had something on my dad, who didn’t have any good access and so wasn’t much use to them.  They pegged him for a rummy even before the Air Force did.”  She was looking right out the front windshield and her voice had become bitter.  “They tried to indoctrinate me, but when you came down to it, as long as I got results they didn’t give a fuck what I thought.  I got the impression that a lot of Russian spies working in the U.S. were only giving lip service to communism anyhow.”  
“Damn.”  They drove on in silence for a moment, then Carl asked “So, how’d you go from working for the Reds, to working for TNI?  I mean, Abel’s about as capitalist as they come.”
“Don’t I know it.  Well, after the Soviet Union started falling to shit, I didn’t hear from my controller for a while.  Like, for years and years.  So I just kept at my job and figured I was retired from the spy game.  Then one day I get this call from some smooth-talking guy who wants to invite me into an ‘exciting new employment opportunity.’  The more I talked to him, the clearer it got that this mainly meant ‘staying out of jail.’  I suppose they could have even hanged me.  Treason is a capital crime, though this was way before the Patriot Act and all that.  Anyhow, I signed on.  You want to know what I think happened?  I think my old controller sold me to Abel.  Like, gave him my dossier and enough info to blackmail me good, then took off.”
“So wait, you’ve got no criminal record?”
“None.”
“Then how come Abel had to get you a new face and a new identity?”
“Well, partly to encourage me to cut ties to my old life, but mostly (I think) so my old bosses couldn’t get hold of me and use me against Abel.”
He sucked his teeth, mulling it over.  “Makes sense, I guess.”
“So now you know my dirty secret.”
“That’s pretty wild.”
“I haven’t met any other ex-spies, that’s true.”
They drove in silence for a while, before Carl raised a new subject.
“How long you figure before the cops find whatsisname?”
Jolene shrugged.  “No way of knowing.  I figure Henschele’s boss will miss him on Monday and that will kick things off.  They’ll look for a motive and bother all his friends, since it was done with his gun and he unlocked the door.  That’ll keep ‘em busy for a while.  They’ll never tie the two of them to us, if you’re worried about it.”
“What about the other stiff?  You think anyone’s going to get upset?”
“You mean the wife?  Same thing as with the husband.”
“No, our stiff.  Whatsisname, Dobbs.”
“Oh.  No way to say.  Looking at his file, I don’t think anyone will miss him.”
 
 
* * *
 
(Carl and Jolene had dug a shallow grave before they even met Dobbs.  They did it on a stretch of prairie preserve in the back of a state park.  It was on their way from Iowa to St. Louis.  Jolene had killed him in the truck.  He’d been in the middle of complaining to Carl about the shitty attitude he’d gotten when he called TNI, and she’d slipped her belt around his neck and throttled him dead.  They dumped him and threw quicklime on him and buried him.  At the next exit there was a Quizno’s, so they stopped and had a late lunch.)
 
* * *
 
The Mundy family drove to Ralph Kimble’s house.
“Well, the truck’s gone, so they probably aren’t here,” Fred said.
“Why don’t we just ring the doorbell?” Kate asked.
Fred didn’t respond to her, instead asking, “Leslie, is there any way you can… you know, scope it out through the walls?”
“It doesn’t work that way, Dad.  I can check someone over if I can see ‘em, but it’s not like X-ray vision.”
“Heh.  If it was, I guess they’d call it ‘sex-ray vision’ eh?”
Leslie smiled a little.  “That’s a good one.  I’ll have to remember that.  So are we going to ring the doorbell?”
Fred cleared his throat.  “I’ll do it, but fair warning—I don’t think I’ll get a very good reception.  Uh, last time I saw the man of the house… Ralph Kimble, Joe’s dad…    er…”
“The man who raised him, anyhow,” Kate said, helping him along.
“Yeah.  Well, Ralph was kind of threatening me with a shotgun from that front porch there.”
“Ah.  Worked your usual charm on him, huh?”
“Well Kate, I’d like to see you waltz up to someone and take their son away without them getting bothered.”
“Oh for Pete’s sake,” Leslie said, opening her door.
Fred scrambled after her.  It was absolutely imperative to him that he not let her take a risk he was unwilling to take.  In his particular belief system, that was damnation.  
Kate rolled her eyes, got out of the car and caught up with Leslie and Fred half way to the front door.  When the doorbell got no response, they peeked through a few windows.
“Doesn’t look like anyone’s at home,” Kate said.  
“I told you.  Still, did you check the garage?”  Seeing the look in his ex-wife’s eyes, he said, “Fine, I’ll do it.”
Like him, she could not encourage anyone else take a risk she would not, so they checked it together, then returned to the car.
“Nothing,” he reported to Leslie.
“Well, what now?” she asked.
Kate shrugged.  
“Uh… We could break into the house, but I don’t think it would do a lot of good,” Fred said.
“Yeah, that’s not likely to get you on Ralph’s good side.”
“Other than that…?”
“Call ‘em,” Leslie suggested.  “Maybe they’ve got a cell phone.”
(The Kimbles didn’t have a cell phone.) 
“I guess we could look for the truck…” Fred sighed.
“How?”
“I don’t know… it’s not like this is a gigantic town.”
“Oh, you’re kidding,” Kate said, “…right?”
“Let’s just look.”
So, for two hours, they looked.  When that didn’t work, they got lunch.
“Any more good ideas, Fred?”
“Well, I know one thing that might work.  So far, we’ve been trying to find him at random, right?  So it’s really a matter of luck.”
“…and luck can always be helped along,” Kate said.  “All right, I’ve got you.  But how do we pay for it?”
They wound up in a small park by an artificial pond.  It wasn’t cold enough to freeze the water yet, but it was still a dark and windy day, so there was no one around to see.  Fred pulled out his knife, opened the blade, and tossed it at Kate.  With a wince she jumped back—but caught it by the handle.  She squinted at the blade.
“Hey Fred… what gives with the etching?”
“Don’t worry, it’s not loaded,” he said.
She gave him a hard look.  He met it calmly.  
“Huh,” she said at last.  “Well, I suppose if it was loaded, I’d have gotten more of a charge off it.”
“What are you talking about?” Leslie asked.  “What’s so special about that knife?”
“Nothing in particular,” Fred said, as Kate tossed it back to him.  Someone watching from a distance might almost think they were a family having a friendly game of catch.  Then Fred tossed it to Leslie, and when she caught it, blood welled out of her finger.
“Fred,” Kate said, “You know she can’t do it.”
Fred looked from his wife to his daughter.  “Still haven’t been able to make it work?”
“I’ll give it a try,” Leslie said resignedly, tossing the knife back to him, “But no, I never have.”
“Well, you’re still taking the chance.  Maybe today’s the day it clicks, huh?”
“I’ll try,” Leslie said.  She closed her eyes and whispered, “C’mon… luck be a lady… lead me to Joe Kimble.”  She was quiet for a moment, then said “Nothing.  Sorry, but… I didn’t feel anything at all.”
“I’ll try,” Kate volunteered.  She knelt by the knife and spun it in a circle.  When it stopped, she looked in the direction indicated by the blade, frowning.
“…no, I’m not getting anything either,” she said.  “Fred?  Maybe you’ve got a better fix on them?”
He sighed.  “Let’s toss the knife some more.  It never hurts to be charged up good, right?”
“No, it just hurts to get charged up,” Leslie said, sucking on her finger.
Kate caught the knife without injury on the second round of tossing, but Fred lost a round piece of flesh about the size of his pinkie nail off his left hand.  
“Shit,” he muttered, wiping the knife and pocketing it.  “This better be enough to find Kimble.  You got a map of the town, honey?”
“No I don’t,” Kate said, ignoring the ‘honey.’  “I do have some band aids, though.”
“Much obliged.”
When their hands were bandaged, they found a pay phone with a phone book.  Fred ripped the map out of the front of the book and pinned it to the ground between his two feet.  Then he grunted the word “Kimble” and dropped the knife on it, point first.  He nodded with satisfaction.
“That time it worked.  I could feel it.  We’ll find him there, on… Locust street.”
As predicted, the Kimble Exterminator van was on Locust street.  The Kimble they found there, however, was not Joe.  
 
* * *
 
In Chicago, a man looked at a manila file folder and bit his lip.  That morning, he had shaved with an electric razor that was less than a year old.  He replaced his electric razor every year.  His suit was tailored wool.  His shirt, pure Egyptian cotton.  His wife had given him diamond cufflinks on their twentieth anniversary.  This man’s haircuts cost over a hundred dollars.  He got manicures, and pedicures.  He owned a tiny pair of silver scissors that he used exclusively to trim his nose hairs.  
That morning he’d ordered Carl and Jolene to kill Seth Dobbs, but that wasn’t what put a pensive expression on his moderately jowled and expensively groomed face.  He made tough calls.  That was why he made the big bucks.
He worked for a multibillionaire named Alex Abel who had stumbled across the truth of America’s occult underground.  Abel (like anyone with money and power would be) was shocked to learn that the people who were influencing the metaphysical future of humankind were generally crackpot weirdos who could barely manage a bank account.  Yet they were the ones who would (in theory) set the schedule for the apocalypse.  They were the ones rewiring the universe with nothing more than a strange set of mental associations and a lot of peculiarly focused willpower.  They were the ones who charted and navigated currents in the collective unconscious—currents that ordinary people never sensed or even suspected, even as they were swept along unheeding.  
Abel had decided that this circumstance was intolerable and had set out to bring a little order and organization to something that was simultaneously amorphous, invisible, and crucial to the future of humanity.  The means to the end was dubbed “The New Inquisition.”
Of course, the key to leadership is often delegation, and Abel had delegated part of his authority (largely in the form of a great sum of money) to the expensively-shaved man.  That was fine.  Previous to his employment with Alex Abel’s occult conspiracy, the man had been vice president of a pharmaceutical company, and had shouldered the responsibility for fatalities resulting from the testing (and later, the marketing) phases of drug development.  Now he was causing the deaths on an individual, rather than a collective basis.  That was fine.
What put a furrow on his brow and a frown around his mouth was the possibility of fatality on a more personal level.  Specifically, he was contemplating his own, and that of his younger sister.
In the end, he took what he construed to be the noble route.  He reached across his lovely desk to an ergonomic telephone and pushed the button marked “secure line.”  He dialed a cell number that was supposed to be unassigned.
A bead of sweat ran down his side, from his armpit to his ribs, despite his comfortably climate-controlled office.
He heard ringing on the line, then a computer generated voice said “There is no answer.  Please leave a message after the tone.”  There was a flat noise, and he spoke.
“Hello.  You don’t know me, but I have information that you’ll be very interested in.  I’ll call back tonight at…”
“Hello?”
A voice had broken in on the other end of the line.  A raspy, tortured voice.
“Oh.  Hello… is this…?”
“This is just who you think it is.”
“I’m sorry… I got the machine and I thought…”
“Look, what’s this about?”  The voice was slightly impatient, but not unkind.
“Well, I have some information.  Information that will interest you.”
“I’ll be the judge of that.  What are we talking about?”
“The location of a rival godwalker.”
There was silent before the harsh voice replied.  “I see.  A godwalker of…?”
“The Mystic Hermaphrodite.”  The man licked his lip, took a gamble.  “Same as you.”
“Hm.”  There was a pause.  “We should meet.  Are you in Chicago?”
“I could be.”
“Could you be downtown in an hour?”
He swallowed, hard.  “Yes.”
“You know the Berghoff, down in the Loop?  Meet me there in an hour.  Get the private room—the one no one’s supposed to know about.”
“How will I know you?”
“Give me the name of a famous woman.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Name some famous woman.  Anyone you’d recognize.”
“Uh… Julia Roberts?”
The raw voice made an irritated sound.  “Personally, I can’t stand those lips.  Pick another.”
The man ran a hand through his hair and confusedly said “Nicole Kidman?”
“Much better.  See you in sixty.”
The line disconnected.  The man blew out a sigh—half relief, even though he knew the worst was yet to come.  He tapped the folder on his desk again.  It was very thin.  There was almost nothing in it.
The label on the folder said “The Freak.”
 
* * *
 
“Ain’t there laws against this kind of bullshit?”
Fred stopped in his tracks, dismay visible on his face.  He’d been looking for Joe Kimble, of course, and had never thought that he might find Ralph Kimble instead.
“Hi there Ralph,” he said, licking his lips.  “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot…”
“I oughtta call the cops.  This is malicious harassment, or something.”
“…and I just want you to know I don’t hold it against you, you know, the shotgun and everything…”
“If I had that shotgun, I’d be holding it against you.”
The three Mundys were standing on the sidewalk in front of a two-story house with a lawn full of wind-propelled wooden decorations.  Ralph had been by the front stoop, checking for termites.  When he saw them approaching, he stood and strode forward, to the middle of the lawn.
Kate pushed past Fred and held out her hand.
“Look, whatever my ex-husband did, let me apologize for him.  He didn’t mean it.  I’m Kate.”
Ralph looked at her hand like she was offering him a dog turd.
“Lemme guess, you’re supposed to be Joe’s mother.”
“That’s kind of a loaded phrase,” Kate said calmly, “But I’m pretty sure he’s the baby I carried to term, yes.”
“Look, I don’t know what kind of bullshit you weirdos are selling, but I ain’t buying none of it and neither is my son.  You got that?  Joe Kimble is my son, and neither one of us wants…”
“Why are you so angry?”  This was Leslie, who had stepped forward to look Ralph right in the eye.  
Looking at her, Ralph turned pale.
Ralph had married Lisa Kuppinger when she was twenty-six—pretty late, by the standards of the time.  He’d met her when she was twenty, and Leslie Mundy’s resemblance was strong enough to hit him like a hammer.
“Who are you?” Ralph whispered, staring at the eyes, the hair, that long upper lip.
“I’m Leslie Mundy.”
Ralph was perfectly still.  Kate slowly lowered her hand, watching.  
“I think something terrible happened, all those years ago,” Leslie said.  “A horrible mistake was made.  It’s no one’s fault.  We’re all suffering from it.  But if we could all look past our individual hurts…”
“How… how did this happen?”
Leslie shrugged.  “I have no earthly idea.”
“Goddamn it… I mean… I mean, shit!  How could the doctors screw this up?  I mean, this isn’t the fuckin’ dark ages!”  Ralph stomped over to the edge of the curb and sat down suddenly.  “I mean, how the hell could a doctor exchange my… my daughter for your son?  We’ve got a fuckin’ lawsuit on our hands here, is what we’ve got!”
Fred cleared his throat, and Kate shot him a glare.  He scowled back and said “Well, there may be more to it than that.  It may not be the hospital’s fault, completely.”
“Huh?  Not their fault?  You’re pretty forgiving of a bunch of people who gave your baby to strangers!  You can do what you want, but I’m gonna take them for every dime they got!”
“Maybe we should talk about that later,” Leslie said gently.  Hesitantly, she put a hand on Ralph’s shoulder.  He twitched, then looked up at her.  
“Is there somewhere we can go and iron all of this out?” she asked.
“Uh… my house is probably the best,” Ralph said.  He rubbed his face, like he was hoping to wipe off his dazed expression.  “God.  I can’t believe it’s true… if Joe only knew…”
“So…” Fred cleared his throat.  “So, where is Joe?”
“I wish I knew,” Ralph said bitterly.  “We had a fight last night and after, he… well, he took off somewhere.”
“Any idea where?”
“Oh, he’ll turn up,” Ralph said.  “He’ll probably come back when he’s cooled off.  Or when he runs out of clean clothes.”  He shook his head, then stood, turned and dusted off his knees.  The Mundys had drifted closer to him.  “So… er, Leslie.  Tell me.  What… shit, I don’t even know what to ask.  What do you do?”
“I do makeup for shows in Las Vegas, part time.  I also drive a limo sometimes, to make ends meet.”
“Oh.”  Ralph blinked.  “That must be very interesting.”
“Not too bad.”
There was an intensely awkward silence.  Ralph and Leslie broke it at the same moment.  
“I’m sorry,” Ralph said, just as Leslie said “You know, I should really…”  Then Kate stepped over to Leslie and gave a gentle nudge with her elbow.
“There’s a lot for Ralph to take in,” Kate said, with a significant look.
“Exactly,” Ralph said, with a sickly smile.  “I mean, the idea that I’ve got a daughter… you know, instead of a son.  That’s… that’s a big change.”
“Not as big as you might think,” Leslie said.  Behind Ralph’s back, Fred shook his head urgently.  Ralph caught the movement from the corner of his eye and turned to the other man with a frown.
“What’s going on here?”
“Well, this is all just so… so much,” Fred said.  “I mean, the three of us have had some time to get used to things…”
“Kate, did you raise me to be a liar?” Leslie asked.  Kate rolled her eyes.
“I’m not asking you to lie, but…”
“A lie of omission is still a lie.  Don’t you think this man has suffered enough without having more shocks in store?”
“What lie?” Ralph asked.  “What are you talking about?”
“Nothing,” Kate said.  Ralph didn’t believe her.
“Think about, what was it, the doctrine of double effect,” Fred said, nodding at Leslie and Ralph.  “If something has good and bad effects, you have to weigh both…”
“Hey, wait a minute here,” Ralph said, all of his old suspicion crashing back on him.  “What are you three talking about?  I’m still here, you know.  What the hell is going on?”
The other three were silent for a moment.  Fred shrugged and threw up his hands.  “If you think it’ll spare him suffering…”
Leslie’s face turned red beneath the makeup, but her words were composed.  “They don’t think I should tell you that, uh, I was born your son.”
Ralph just stared.  With a jerky movement, Leslie pulled off her scarf.  
“Oh… oh no…” Ralph muttered.  Then his teeth clenched and his hand lashed out in a powerful backhand.  
Leslie’s hands flew up to protect her face, but there was still a loud impact as flesh hit flesh.  Kate lunged in, trying to grab Ralph’s arm.  
“You!”  Ralph couldn’t think of a word bad enough.  His face was clenched, bright red, and he shoved Kate back as hard as he could.  She stumbled and fell, skinning her palms on the rough concrete sidewalk.  Leslie lurched back across the lawn, hands up, as Ralph chugged forward at her.  
“Trip,” Fred muttered.  He took two small, quick steps in and body-checked Ralph just as the big man’s foot caught on a wooden duck whose wings spun in the wind.  The wood tore and splintered as the exterminator took three offbalanced steps to the side, but he did not fall.  Instead, he turned and punched Fred in the face as hard as he could.  Fred crumpled to the ground, both knees hitting the concrete hard enough to make him shout.
“What’s goin’ on out there?”  A window opened in a house across the street, and a concerned and curious face appeared.  
“Mind your own fuckin’ business!” Ralph bellowed.
“I’m callin’ the cops!”  The window slammed shut.
“You bastard!” Ralph shouted, aiming a kick at Fred’s fallen form.  “You fuckin’ bastard!”  Fred covered his ribs with his arms and scuttled away from the kicks as fast as he could.
“Leave him alone!” Leslie cried, getting between her father and Fred. 
“And you!  You sick, lyin’ piece of faggot shit!”  Ralph shoved Leslie as hard as he could.  She stumbled back, tripped on Fred, and sprawled on the lawn.
“That’s enough of that,” Kate said.  While no one was looking, she had stood up and drawn a revolver from her purse.  When Ralph turned to look, she drew the hammer back.
Ralph stared, breathing heavily, face contorted with rage.  He glanced at Leslie and Fred, who were stumbling to their feet, and his eyes narrowed.
“I will,” Kate warned, stepping forward and raising the pistol slightly.
“Get out of here,” Ralph said in a low voice. “Take your lying husband and your freak sicko kid and haul your nigger ass outta my town, bitch.”
“We’re going,” Kate said, slowly backing towards her car.  
Nothing more was said until the Mundys had slammed their doors and started to drive away.
“Well, that didn’t go so well,” Kate said.  Leslie made no reply.  She was shaking slightly.  She turned and looked at her father, who was crumpled in a ball in the back seat.
“Dad?  You okay?”
His breathing was choked and ugly.  Blood was pouring from a cut lip, and he was obviously trying not to sob.
“Don’t look at me.”
Reluctantly, Leslie turned away.
In the back of the Honda, rolled in a ball of hatred and humiliation, Fred’s soul caressed the power it had gathered with the knifeplay, with the trip to the laundromat, with other stupid risks, other blatant invitations to bad luck.  The bad luck had come and now it was his to mold and cast, and he focused his mind and whispered the words “My curse on you, Ralph Kimble.” 
Behind them, a cop eventually arrived to find Ralph sitting on the steps, head in hands, crying.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There’s no place
Like home
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
 
 
At the Berghoff restaurant in Chicago, there were mutters, whispers and stares.
“Is that…?”
“Can’t be…”
“Wasn’t she in…?”
The overall consensus was that, although the woman who walked right in, ignoring the reservations podium, bore a great resemblance to Nicole Kidman, it probably wasn’t her.  The features and figure were right, but there was a certain stiff, plain awkwardness—not only in the way she moved, but in the way she held her aloof expression on her face.  She couldn’t quite carry it off.  Maybe the hair wasn’t exactly right.  
Nonetheless, many men paid attention.  Some even found her slight limp alluring.  They had not, of course, heard her speak.
The woman who wasn’t quite Nicole Kidman walked straight back through the doors into the kitchen, then up a small flight of stairs to a private room.  The private room had been something of an architectural accident—too big for a second pantry, too small for a banquet room, but just right for people who didn’t want to risk being overheard.  
The middle manager from TNI half-expected what he saw, but it shocked him anyhow.  He stood reflexively and held out a hand, but instead of a calm and confident greeting, what he said was “Jesus Christ, it’s true… you really can change…”
“No,” growled the Freak in its serpent voice.  “This is how I naturally look.  I just do all this magick shit as a sideline to my acting career.”
The sarcasm in the torn, tortured words violated the illusion, and the middle manager repressed a shudder.  It wasn’t just the voice.  There was a masklike quality to this… being’s… features, and he found it disturbing.  Especially knowing that it had killed four highly trained assassins, any one of whom could have taken out the middle manager with one hand and an empty Coke bottle.
The Freak looked him up and down, coolly.  “So,” it said.  “Who’s paying your way?”
“I don’t see how that’s really relevant to matters between you and me.”
“Don’t try to yank my dick: I don’t have one today.  It’s Abel, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.  What’s ‘Abel’?”
The Freak blew out an exasperated breath and turned towards the door.
“Where are you going?”
“None of your damn business.  If you want to tell lies and jerk me around, you can do it on my voice mail.”
“I’m not jerking you around!”
“Oh really?  Listen, there are two kinds of people who know that phone number.  One group is people I’ve given it to, and that clearly isn’t you.  The other group is occult fuckos, and pretty high grade ones at that.  Any occult fucko who has that number and claims he doesn’t know who Abel is, is either a liar or too ignorant to bother with.  Now, you want to tell me which one you are?”
The middle manager shook his head and gave a little sigh.
“I’m a liar,” he said.
“I figured.  You work for TNI, don’t you?  And don’t lie to me again.  I can smell it on you, you know.”  This was a bluff, but the Freak knew its reputation went well beyond even its own considerable powers.  In truth, the Freak had pegged the middle manager for TNI simply because other occultists usually looked shabby.  
“Okay, yes.  I work for the New Inquisition.”  He took a deep breath.  “But in this instance, I’m here unofficially.”
The Freak sat down.
“Now that’s interesting,” it said.  “Abel’s got leg breakers and mystics up the yin-yang.  What would make you come to me?  What have I got that’s worth betraying a powerful billionaire who thinks you can’t make an omelet without breaking skulls?”
The middle manager was quiet for a moment, then said “I have a sister.  She’s very sick.”
The Freak leaned back.  “The best doctors are at the end of their rope?”
The middle manager nodded.
“Abel doesn’t have anyone who can cut the mustard?”
“We’re not allowed to use company resources for personal purposes,” the manager said, with a touch of bitterness.
“What’s she got?”
“Ewing’s sarcoma.”
“Ooh.  That is nasty.”  
At that moment, the waiter came in.  The manager got veal.  The Freak ordered the white sausage.  When the waiter left, it leaned forward and said “Miracle cures are a specialty of mine, but you have to make it worth my while.”  One perfect hand stole up to the front of its black blouse and tweaked a button out of its hole.  “There’s a price I pay, and it’s not easy.”  A second button, and the middle manager could see the top of one perfect breast over a black lace brasserie.  Punched through the flesh was a thin link of metal chain.
“I understand,” he said, eyes glued to the conjunction of cold steel and warm skin.  The Freak leaned back, redoing its front.  
“So.  What have you got for me?”
“First and foremost, a rival godwalker.  I know where he is, I know his name and I can hand him over for you to deal with as you see fit.  As a fringe benefit, we’ve come into possession of a device that tracks Hermaphrodite avatars.”
“What do you mean, ‘a device’?”
He shrugged.  “I haven’t examined it myself, but apparently…”  He coughed into his hand.  “Er, apparently it’s some kind of fetus in a glass jar…”
The Freak leaned back and laughed.  It wasn’t attractive.
“The Hotchkiss compass?  I always thought it sounded too good to be true.  I guess you never can tell.”
“I’m sorry?”
“The story goes that some time in the late 1800s, a guy named Hotchkiss was running around the country with a sleazy kind of circus or fair or something.  One of his attractions was a fetus preserved in a glass jar.  This kid had died in the delivery room, and it was a perfect biological hermaphrodite—that is, it had both sets of genitals.  Today we’d call it an intersex baby.  Anyhow, some kook stole it from him and, using the principle that like attracts like, made it a kind of dowsing rod for those people who stand betwixt and between.  Just as the baby was between male and female, preserved at the moment between birth and death.  There’s a lot of stories about who took the thing and who’s had it, but I suppose it doesn’t matter in the long run.”  The Freak reached for its water glass and took a long sip.  It usually spoke in short sentences to take it easy on its scarred vocal cords, but it rarely had the chance to show off its knowledge on a topic so close to its heart.  
“Clearly you know more about this device than I do.”
“Clearly.”  A flawless hand stroked a flawless cheek.  “One miracle cure for this ‘rival’ and the Hotchkiss compass.  Who does the legwork?”
“You do.  There’s no way I can hand him over to you without my boss finding out.”
“And then it’s the forty-five caliber retirement plan, huh?”  The Freak shrugged.  “Who else knows about this?”
“Just two of my people.”
“Oh, is that all?  So I have to run off, tangle with two pro killers who can see me coming with the compass and then reveal myself to a rival?  Look, you do know how avatar politics tend to play out at high levels, right?”
“Look, I’m sorry, this is the best I can do.  Take it or leave it.”
“This reeks of setup.”
“It’s not a setup.”  The middle manager sighed, pinched his nose.  “Look, if you absolutely have to… heal my sister, then rat me out to Abel.  Watch the papers for my obituary.  Then you’ll know I was on the level,” he said with some bitterness.
The Freak just stared, silent.
“Well?”  The middle manager shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “Am I lying?  You can smell it, right?”  
He wasn’t sure himself.
The Freak stroked its chin.  “So, why does Abel want the kid so bad?  As a threat to me?”
The man from TNI shrugged.  
“Does this mean the truce is off between TNI and myself?” The Freak’s voice was low and even—the man couldn’t tell if it was dread or simmering anger.
“God, I hope not,” he replied.  “Honestly?  I think he’s just hedging his bets.  He’s got nothing to gain and a lot to lose by crossing you.  Trust me, he hasn’t forgotten last time… hell, for all I know, he was planning on getting the kid and handing him over to you.”
“If that’s the case, why do I need to help your sister?”
“Because this way, you get him free.  You know Abel would make you pay dearly before he put a rival godwalker in your power.”
The Freak shook its head.  “All right.  You’re playing a dangerous game for someone.  I’m going to hope it’s for yourself.  Tell me where to go.  I’ll take care of your sister when I get back.”
The middle manager swallowed, then shook his head.
“I’m sorry, that’s… that’s not acceptable.”
“Oh?”  It was a single soft syllable, pronounced after a short pause, but it frightened him more than anything he’d heard in his life.
“I… I mean, there’s no way I can know you’ll survive this.  More importantly, I don’t know how long she’s going to last.  I’m going out on a limb here.  I need some assurances.”
“So you think… what?  I’m going to go, get the goodies, then leave you hanging?”
The middle manager said nothing, just concentrated on mastering his fear.  He stared, but when the Freak moved, he was still taken by surprise.  It was that quick.
One moment it was across the table from him.  Then, with the speed of a blink it was standing, and it had jerked him back from the table, chair and all, and before he could react both its hands were on either side of his well-shaved chin.  It picked his two hundred and ten pounds out of the chair as easily as his wife would lift and inspect a melon in the supermarket.  He felt the bones in his neck pop as they took the unfamiliar weight of his entire body.  He didn’t want to scream, but he tried involuntarily, his fear was just too great.  It didn’t matter.  He couldn’t scream, couldn’t even open his mouth, could only wave his hands feebly and kick against the empty air as the Freak pushed him against the wall.
“You little shit,” the Freak said calmly.  “You pathetic bag of crap.  You know I can kill you.  But did you know that I can warp you?  I can shrivel your face and wither your hands and distort your ribcage until it’s torment just to feel your heartbeat.  Now think carefully.  Are you going to trust me, or are you going to insist that I trust you?”
Gently, the Freak lowered him until his feet touched the ground.  He stumbled back into the chair, rubbing his chin and his neck.  He was hyperventilating.
“Oh for Pete’s sake,” the Freak said crossly.  “Bend down and put your head between your knees.”
When the middle manager looked up, the Freak was sitting calmly, sipping its water.  At that moment, the waiter arrived with their entrees.  He gave the middle manager a concerned look.
“He has the hiccups,” the Freak said.  “He’ll be fine.”
The waiter nodded and put down their meals.  
“Don’t come back without knocking,” the Freak said as the waiter backed away.  Then it took a forkfull of sausage and said “So, you gonna tell me where the guy and the compass are?”
“Please…”  The middle manager wiped his face with his napkin, then said “Please,” again.  “Please try to see this my way.  I have very little to bargain with.  I have no way to make you keep your promise.  I’m putting my life in your power just meeting with you.  You can kill me… you don’t even need to do it yourself, just say the word to Abel.  But before I die I want to see my sister better.  I need that.”
The Freak just stared.
“Shit,” it said at last.  “Now I have to respect you.”  It sighed.  “Your sister—she here in Chicago?”
The middle manager nodded.
“All right, fine.  Lemme finish dinner then I’ll do it.”
He blinked.
“Just like that?”
“What, you figured I’d need to kill a brindle calf at the full moon?  I’ll get my stuff while you’re paying, then you can drive me to the hospital.  If it’s a doublecross, I guess I’ll just kill you and fight my way out.  Won’t be the first time,” it said, frowning down at its sauerkraut.
The middle manager couldn’t think of a thing to say.
“Well, eat up,” the Freak said.  “I’d hate for that poor veal calf to have suffered for nothing.”
Despite that, the manager found he had no appetite.  The Freak left first, after telling him to pull his car around to the front of the restaurant.  As he paid the parking attendant, his head was spinning.  Was the Freak going to betray him?  He didn’t have a very high opinion of his ability to withstand torture, and he was certain the Freak was capable of it.  But what would it gain by forcing him, instead of cooperating?  If it killed him, its truce with TNI would be off.  His stomach turned at that thought.  The Freak was just one person, but among the occultists who knew its reputation, there wasn’t much that scared them more.  If it tortured him without killing him, he could turn TNI on it with some story, but it would know that.  So if it was going to betray, it would have to kill him for good and certain.  
Did it have more to gain from betrayal than from collusion?  That was the key question.  Without any idea how difficult it would be for it to heal his sister, he couldn’t make an informed judgment.  He just had to guess, and trust in a being whose most stable property was “unity of opposites.”  Sinner and saint.  Healer and slayer.  
He waited, and wondered which face it would show him.  
 
* * *
 
The Mundy family found Joe Kimble in the lobby of their motel.  It was a complete accident.  They were coming in tired and discouraged; he was at loose ends and going out to see a movie.
Fred stared at Joe, who stopped in his tracks, frowning, his eyes on Fred’s swollen lip.  Kate and Leslie didn’t notice and kept moving, and then Joe’s eyes shifted to Leslie.  
“Oh man,” he muttered.  He looked back at Fred, then over at Kate briefly, but his eyes came back to Leslie. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure Dan wasn’t at the desk, then turned back.
“Kate, Leslie, I’d like you to meet Joe Kimble,” Fred said.
Both women stopped and stared. 
“Shit,” Joe muttered.  “I mean… shit.”
He recognized Leslie from the picture Fred had shown him, and like Ralph he was struck by the resemblance to Lisa Kimble—the woman he’d known all his life as “mom.”  But at the same time, some part of his mind was working on the fact that the birth certificate he’d seen had said “male” and that this… person… was feminine.  About his height but thin, like… Lisa.  Ralph’s straight lank hair hung long from Leslie’s scalp.
Seeing his scrutiny, Leslie turned her head a little, dropped her gaze, closed her posture.
As for Kate, she was shorter than Joe, with a huge straw purse.  She had on blue jeans and a loose blue sweatshirt with a fading print of a dolphin on the front.  A little heavyset, with a deep suntan.  Her kinky, frizzy hair was pulled into a puffy ponytail that reached halfway down her back.  He felt a tiny pinprick of suspicion thinking she looked Italian, and then realized, no, she was actually black.  
“Hi Joe.  It’s a pleasure to meet you after all this time,” Kate said at last.
When he took her hand, he could feel it trembling a little.  Her brown eyes bored deep into his, and he knew he’d seen eyes that color, every time he looked in a mirror.  
“Uh…”
Leslie cleared her throat, but didn’t say anything.  
The awkward pause stretched out.  
“So, you had dinner?” Fred said at last.  Joe shook his head.
“You, uh, want to have dinner with us?”
“Yeah, sure,” Joe said slowly, his mind still trying to take the three of them in.
“Okay,” Kate said.
“That’ll be nice,” Leslie said.
“So… since you’re, uh, local, how about recommending a place?”
Joe nodded.
“One with a bar okay?” he asked.
Everyone agreed enthusiastically.  
 
* * *
 
The manager had been in his car long enough to start wondering if the Freak had ditched him, but not long enough for his suspicions to really be reasonable, when it showed up carrying an old fashioned doctor’s bag.  He had to look twice, because the resemblance to Nicole Kidman was eroding.  He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but the hair color was subtly different.  He thought maybe her breasts were smaller, too.  But the clothes were, of course, exactly the same.  He opened the door.
“Take me to her.”  When he heard the voice, he knew.  The one thing the Freak could never change.  
It was a long silent drive, and periodically he would sneak a glance over at his passenger.  The first time, he saw that its face had become a little puffier—the cheekbones no longer stood out, and the mouth was less of a perfect bow.  The Freak had pulled down the car’s sunshade and flipped open the makeup mirror on the back side.  
At a stoplight, he glanced again.  Now there were crow’s feet around its eyes, and smile lines.  Its hands looked older, thinner, with the veins more prominent.  The hair was definitely several shades darker.
The Freak turned its head and caught him looking.  “Well, I don’t want to attract a lot of attention at the hospital, do I?”  As it spoke, its eyes darkened into a dull brown.  
The driver behind had to honk to get him moving.  
At the hospital, two nondescript people emerged from his car—himself, a portly businessman in his fifties, and a shorter woman.  If anyone had cared to guess, they would have put her age at forty or so, but no one cared.
“From here on, you refer to me as ‘doctor,’ got it?  Is it past visiting hours?”
“I think so, yes.”
“Good.”
To his surprise, the Freak had an actual ID card to show the nurse.  Apparently it was valid and the picture matched, because they were given permission to see his sister despite the time.
“Her name is Judith,” the manager said.
“So I see,” said the Freak, looking at Judith’s chart.  It clucked its tongue.
“You weren’t kidding about her.  Lean up against the door, okay?”
He obeyed.
The Freak walked to the head of the bed.  “Judith?” it said in a quiet voice.  “Judith, can you hear me?”
Judith muttered and rolled in her sleep, frowning.  The manager bit his lip.  The Freak reached out and gently brushed Judith’s hair back from her face.  It looked at the patient, looked at the chart, looked at the machines.  Finally, it opened its bag and, after rummaging around, produced a hypodermic and vial.
“What’s that?” the manager asked.
“A sedative.  Very gentle, very safe.  What I’m going to do will probably be quite painful to her, and I don’t want her to get the nurses in here.”
“Are you sure…?”
The Freak silenced him with a cool look.  Then it injected the fluid into Judith’s IV.  
“Please remain silent until I’m done,” The Freak told the manager.  He nodded.  
The Freak pulled the covers off the unconscious girl, and with practiced, professional hands pushed up the paper gown to reveal wasted, bony legs, pale and hairy.  
The manager winced and looked away.  His sister had been an athlete once, in college.  
The Freak was silent, looking.  It needed to put its mind into a special state, a state in which it was perfectly reasonable, perfectly obvious that it could do the impossible.
“Cells,” It thought.
“An individual cell is tiny.  It has negligible weight or inertia.  Countless cells drift off the surface of every body, every day, and they are never missed.  The molecules and atoms within those cells are exchanged and replaced constantly.  There is not one atom in my body that was there seven years ago.  Cells are transitory.  The spaces between molecules are the reality, and solidity is the illusion.  It’s almost all emptiness, relieved here and there by little more than energy with a sense of place and a few simple preferences.  Protons, neutrons and electrons.  Despite their complicated tricks, that’s all we’re looking at, at the most essential level.”
The Freak put its hands on Judith’s right hip, and its hands sank into the flesh, through it.  It was as if the patient’s skin offered no more resistance than the surface of a bowl of cream.  It reached down, fingers swimming through the sartorius muscle and into the greater trochanter—the knob at the top of Judith’s leg bone.  
“So far so good,” the Freak thought, as its probing fingers found no tumors.  It combed its fingers down from towards the knees.  They passed through the vastus muscles, scraping the interior of the femur, and partway down the Freak felt it.  
The Freak glanced up at the patient, but she was still out.  Good.  
“Can you get me a paper towel please?”
The middle manager opened his eyes when he heard the Freak’s voice, and he gasped to see its right hand holding up a crimson glob, while its left was still stuck into his sister’s thigh.  
He stared.
“Please?” The Freak’s voice was impatient, and the manager shook himself before going to the bathroom to comply.  
“Just put it on the floor there.”  When he obeyed, the Freak bent, wiped its hands on the towel, first one then the other, and then put them back into his sister.  As he watched, it continued to pull downward through her right leg, pausing now and again to scoop out a handful of red muck.
“Back to the door, okay?”
He opened his mouth to say “Oh, right,” then remembered he was supposed to be silent.  He did as he was told.  
When the Freak was done with the right leg, it went on to the left, leaving bloody fingerprints at its points of entry.  That leg went faster, as it did not pause to pull its hands free and scrape them off.
“Good,” it said.  “I think it was localized to that leg, but just to be sure I’m going to give her a once-over.”
As he watched, the Freak rolled his sister onto her stomach and reached through her spine and ribs, working up her body until it finished by raking through her arms.  It left fingerprints, but no other mark.
“She’s clear.”
“I don’t believe it,” the manager said.
The Freak stood, picked up the bloody paper towel, and went into the bathroom.  There was the sound of a toilet flushing, then the sink.  It came out wiping its hands.
“Look, you saw it.  I did my bit.  Now tell me where I need to go to get the compass and the boy.”
The manager was still staring at his sister when the Freak reached over slowly and grabbed his chin.  He jumped as if stung and turned to face it.
“Your sister will be fine.  Really.  I recommend you wash those bloodstains off her before the doctors check her next.  I’d do it, but I figure your people already have a headstart on getting the compass, understand?”
He nodded.
“So…?”
He told it everything.  As it gathered its things, he said “Hey… take it easy on my people, okay?”
“No promises,” the Freak replied.  It didn’t even look back at him.  
 
* * *
 
They were registered as “Carl and Jolene Spokes” at the Motel Six.  According to the cover story, they were brother and sister.
When they got into the room, neither said much.  Jolene flopped down on one bed and pulled her shoes off.  Carl rummaged in a black gym bag and emerged with a black device.  It looked like a primitive cell phone without enough buttons.  When he turned it on, it made a whistling sound.  
While he walked around the room waving the device at the molding and wainscoting, Jolene flicked the TV on with the remove control.
“What’s on?” Carl asked over his shoulder.
“Crap… crap… Jesus, how many of the channels are showing ‘M*A*S*H’ reruns?”  Then she sat up.  “All right, skating!”
Carl rolled his eyes.  He took one last look at the black device and folded it closed.  Then he took out a smaller, gray machine and stuck it to the window with a suction cup.  Silently, almost imperceptibly, the window began to vibrate.
“Okay, we’re clean,” he said.  “Unless, of course, we got Norman Bates next door listening through a hole in the wall.  But we’re safe from high tech shit.”
“Hush,” Jolene said.  “Oksana Grischuk is on.”
“Oh yeah, your favorite right?”
Jolene glared at him.  “I hope that slutty little bitch breaks her spine,” she muttered.
“I prefer football myself.  Damn shame the Rams left L.A.”
“Football’s all right, but there isn’t the artistry.”  Jolene’s eyes shifted to him again, briefly.  “I’m surprised more guys don’t like skating.  After all, it’s a bunch of girls in great shape, wearing tiny costumes, and most of ‘em retire before they hit twenty-five.  What’s not to like?”
Carl laughed a little.  “Yeah, but football… where else can I watch a pack of millionaires pound on each other?”  Jolene nodded, conceding the point.
Carl sat on the other bed.  “At least we got two beds.  If I hadn’t of been thinking, they would have registered us as man and wife.”  He bit his lip, thinking he might have said something dumb and that Jolene would rag him for it.  She just shrugged, never taking her eyes off the screen.
“I don’t see why we couldn’t have separate rooms,” he added.
“Company policy.  Safety in numbers, don’t you know.”  She gave a little smirk.  “Shit, if some freaked out weirdo comes through the door at two AM, I won’t be sorry to have a corrupt cop between me and the door.”
He laughed a little.  “Glad to know you care.”
As a commercial came on, she looked over at him.  
“So, what’s the plan for tomorrow?  Find the kid… whatsisname, Kimble?”
“Eventually.  First order of business is the kid’s daddy.  You saw what he did to Dobbs, right?”
“Uh huh.  So do we recruit him, or ice him?”
“Extreme sanction.”
“Two in two days?  Who does Abel think he is, Al Capone?”
“More like Quentin Tarantino.  I think it’s a sound idea, actually.  Daddy-o is one of those… shit, what was it… ‘entropo’-something.”
“Entropomancer?”
He raised his eyebrows.  Jolene shrugged.  “I looked over my notes while you were in the can at that truck stop.  ‘Enchanters of primal chaos,’ it says.  They’re the ones who get off on taking risks, right?  Like, high stakes gamblers and Russian roulette and all that jazz?”
“Right, so if they do something stupid and you shoot ‘em, you may have just given them the mojo they need to kill you.  You ever tangle with one?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Well, Cage an’ Bob got the smackdown from a pair of ‘em not long back.”
“Who’s ‘Cajun Bob’?”  The skating was back on, and Jolene was distracted.
“No, ‘Cage and Bob.’  You know Cage, right?  Huge guy, looks like a Hell’s Angel?”
“Oh right.  Cheerful redneck, got the beard, not too bright?”
“I didn’t think he was all that cheerful, but yeah, that’s him.  And Bob’s the other ex-cop, always looks like he’s waiting for an anvil to fall on his head?”
“Him I don’t know.”  Jolene winced at a popped Triple Flip on the TV.
“Doesn’t matter, I guess.  Point is, one of those chaos dukes messed both of them up pretty badly.”  Carl got off the bed and opened a steel briefcase.
“Huh.  What’s the plan, then?”
“Surprise and overwhelming force.  Don’t give him a chance to take a chance.”  In the briefcase was a pistol, a silencer, and two clips.  Carl pulled on a pair of cotton gloves and with practiced, meticulous care began to clean and load the gun, making sure to leave no fingerprints.
“Surprise and overwhelming force.  Check.”  
 
* * *
 
“So… what do you guys all do?”
The Mundys plus Joe were in a restaurant called “John’s Tiki Room.”  It had been “John’s Tiki Room” since it was opened in 1961, and it continued to be “John’s Tiki Room” even though John had died in 1989 after having his first-ever grand mal seizure while driving across state lines with a trunk full of cheap fireworks.  His son Tom had run the Tiki Room for a while and had even talked about changing the sign, but he’d been a boozer and had eventually sold the place, sign and all, to a consortium of two local dentists and a doctor.  They’d also talked about changing the sign, but also never had.  
The history of John’s Tiki Room had been Joe’s contribution to the before-dinner small talk while they all waited to get their drink orders.
Before ordering an Amoretto Stone Sour, Leslie had talked about the long drive from Nevada and about how the land here was just as flat as she remembered from childhood.
Fred had gotten a shot of Maker’s Mark with a Miller High Life back, and had awkwardly told Joe that he and Kate were divorced and had been for several years.
Kate had gotten a martini and told Joe he looked a lot like her uncle Franklin, only without the glasses.  
Joe had ordered a High Life and, when it arrived, had asked what they all did.
Fred was silent and looked at Kate, who looked back at him and said, “I do some waitressing in Vegas.”
“Bet you’re still playing poker, too,” Fred added.
She nodded.  “Still haven’t hit the big time though.”  She had a tight little smile.
“I do makeup for shows,” Leslie broke in, trying to defuse the tension between Kate and Fred.  “It’s a pretty interesting job.”
“Oh yeah?”  Joe said.  “So, like, what shows?  Like… uh… like Blue Man Group?”
“No one that big time, I’m afraid.  Just a lot of showgirls.  It’s like an assembly line, almost.”
“Huh.  I’d have thought they did their own.”
“No, the management likes to keep it very uniform.”
“Well, I don’t know much about showgirls.  Never even saw the movie,” Joe said with a shy grin.
“It’s not that kind of show,” Kate said.  
Their drinks arrived and Fred knocked back his shot, wincing as the alcohol burned his fat lip.  
“Kate, you used to know someone who worked ‘that kind of show,’ right?  What was his name?”
Kate put her hand to her forehead with a wry grin.  “Scotty,” she said.  “Oh, there’s someone I haven’t thought about in… man, years.”  She turned to Joe.  “Scotty had a job most men only dream of.  He worked backstage for one of those topless shows—not a really good one but one of the sleazy ones off the strip—and his job was basically ‘nipple rouger.’”
“No way!”
“That’s what he said, anyhow.  Though he always had terribly shaky hands, so I think he was probably putting everyone on.”
“How about you, Joe?  What is it you do for work?” Leslie asked, even though she knew and part of her was uncomfortable with the implied dishonesty.
“Oh, I work for my dad’s exterminator business.”  Joe frowned, looked down at his beer glass.  “That is… uh… for Ralph…”
“Look,” Kate said, “Ralph’s your dad.  I mean, in just about every way that counts, he’s your old man.  He raised you and fed you and I suppose, you know, taught you how to shave and all that…  we’re not trying to horn in on his territory or anything.  I want to be clear about that.”
“Well… I…”
“Does this mean I can call you ‘daddy’?” Leslie asked, giving Fred a calm look. 
His mouth twitched, but not towards a smile.  “No one’s stopping you,” he said.
Kate glared at him and said “Looks like we’re going to need another round before the group hug.”
“I could do with another beer, thanks,” Fred said, returning her glare.
“Joe,” Leslie said quietly, “Can you tell me about… your… mom?”
“Uh, okay… Her name was Lisa.  Uh, you’d have liked her, she was real nice.”  Joe rubbed his right temple with his left hand.  “She worked at an insurance place three days a week, and she kept all the books for the extermination business.  Uh… lessee… she sang in the church chorus, had a really nice voice.  I remember…”  He scratched his face, lost in thought.  
Kate turned to him, and her face softened.  “You talk like she’s not around any more.” 
“Yeah,” Joe said slowly.  “She got breast cancer when I was sixteen and… uh… didn’t last very long after that.”
They were all quiet.
“That must have been terrible,” Leslie said, looking at Joe intently.
“Well, it wasn’t a trip to the circus, I’ll tell y’ that.”  He looked up and said “So… that other round?”
Kate waved down a waitress and they requested refills with their dinners.
“Actually,” Joe said when their server walked away “I sort of walked out on my dad that night I met you, Fred.  We had kind of a fight.”
“No shit?  Huh.  Who’da figured he had a temper?”  Fred winced as Kate elbowed him in the ribs.  
“When we saw you at the hotel, I thought it might be something like that,” Leslie said.  “This isn’t really an easy situation.”
“You can say that again,” Joe said.  
“This isn’t really an easy situation,” Fred repeated.  Joe laughed a little, but not very well.  
When their meals arrived, they all tucked in silently for a while.  After several forkfulls, Joe glanced at Kate.
“So, uh, Kate,” he said hesitantly.  “I was wondering… something.”
“Well, ask away.”
He chewed, swallowed, opened his mouth, then said “Naw, forget it.  It’s not important.”
“Is it about being black?”
Joe reached for his beer.
“Uh, yeah, I guess.  I suppose you could say that’s, really, it.”
She drummed her nails on the table, twisted her mouth to the side and said “Well?  What do you want to know?”
“Well, I don’t know,” Joe said defensively.  “I mean… just forget it.  Never mind.  Forget I said anything.”
“Only one of my grandparents was ‘black-black.’  That’s the phrase we used for people who were visibly, obviously black.  He married a white woman, and their only son did the same thing.  I married white again, so you’re one eighth black.  Though I suppose it doesn’t really matter, since you’re light enough to pass, right?”
Joe just looked confused, but he was thinking –“Most of the time, yeah.”
“Jeez Kate, don’t you think you’re being a little hard on ‘im?” Fred asked.  “I mean, fine, he’s ignorant of his black heritage.  But don’t you think he’s got a pretty good excuse?  Given all the circumstances and all.  I mean—no offense, Joe—this doesn’t look like the most diverse or, like, cosmopolitan town in the world.”
Kate sighed and sat back in her chair.  
“I guess… I’m sorry Joe, it’s just…  Well, it’s frustrating.”  She took another sip of her martini.  “I mean, I guess part of me thinks it shouldn’t be a big deal.  Wishes it wasn’t a big deal.  But at the same time, I know it’s a huge deal.  You’re not prepared to be black, you didn’t grow up knowing what it’s all about, but… I mean… you’re black.”
“My best friend’s black,” Joe said.
The Mundys were nonplussed.
“It’s not… I mean, it was never a big deal.  I mean, we knew, but it wasn’t like this thing,” Joe said, guiding the glass to his mouth one more time.  “And there aren’t a whole lot of black people in this particular town, you’re right about that.  So Luther got dumped on by the shitheads growing up, but I mean, they’re just shitheads, right?  They dumped on everyone.  One reason was as good as another.  So… I guess… if someone’s gonna shit on me ‘cause I’m ‘black’… well, he’s just a shithead who’d find some other reason if it wasn’t that one.  So what’s the big deal?”
“Ever told a joke about jungle bunnies, Joe?”
Joe flushed.  “Well, y’know…”
“That’s the terrible thing.  It’s not just shitheads.  The world is full of fine, upstanding people who don’t even realize they’re doing it when they’re doing it.  There are people who don’t think they’re racist, even while they’re doing and saying things that cripple black communities because it’s not in their back yards…”
“Uh, Kate?” Fred put his hand on hers.  She glared and yanked it away.
“What?  You got something to say?”
“Not as much as you, seems like.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I think he means that this may be a little much, for Joe, to take in all at once,” Leslie said.
“What are you now, my interpreter?” Fred asked. 
“Maybe if you just said what’s on your mind, she wouldn’t need to interpret you,” Kate said, overlapping Fred as he told Leslie “You’re a fine one to talk about giving people too much to handle.”
“Okay,” Fred said, squinting at Kate.  “I think it’s time we got back on task here.”
“On task?”
“Yeah, setting up a happy family reunion,” Leslie said bitterly.  She turned to Joe.  “Aren’t you excited about your brand new parents?”
Joe looked down uncomfortably.  
“Uh, maybe I should go.”
“Nice going, Fred,” Kate said, glaring at her ex-husband.
“No Joe, stick around, look, we’re sorry, we won’t fight any more…”
“It’s just, I got a lot to think about, you know?  I mean, I don’t hold it against you.  I don’t.  But I mean, yeah, this is a lot to take in.  You ain’t gonna be mad, are you?”  He was starting to stand up.
“Joe, please stay,” Kate said.
“Uh…”  He looked pained.  “I don’t think… I mean, is that a good idea?  How about I see you tomorrow?”
“Breakfast?  At that diner across from the motel?”
“Yeah sure,” Joe said.
“Ten o’clock a good time?”
“Uh… well, I was planning on going back to my dad.  You know, we have work to do…”
“How about eight?  Is eight okay?”
“…Yeah,” Joe said reluctantly.  “I’ll see you then, I guess.”  With that, he took off through the dim room.
“Nice going, Malcolm X,” Fred said.
“Hey, he asked.” Kate responded.
“Sure, blame the victim.  Nice to see you picked something up from your years married to the honky oppressor.”
“Oh, now you want to blame your skin color for the divorce?”
Neither one of them noticed when Leslie left the table and followed Joe outside.
 
* * *
 
The Freak’s apartment was part home, part doctor’s office.  It had gotten the idea long ago, watching the movie “Dead Ringers.”  Having an attached clean room was extremely convenient for the Freak, even though it rarely brought patients (or other clients) to its residence.  
For this job, it decided on plain clothes, thinking it would wear plain bodies to match.  One set of sexy women’s clothes got thrown in with the jeans and flannel shirts—one never knew.  In the same spirit, the Freak packed a handgun.  Even though it was a lousy shot and couldn’t think of many circumstances in which a gun would be more useful than its native abilities, it had learned over many painful years that its ability to anticipate trouble was not sufficient.  No one’s was.  
It was a six hour drive to the nowhere town that this “Joe Kimble” called home.  An all night haul would put it in town at three in the morning.  As it wadded panties and boxers into its gym bag, the Freak frowned, wondering if it should wait and make a fresh start of it in the morning.  No, it decided, better to get down there as quickly as possible before things got too hectic.  
It briefly considered using magick to maintain its alertness on the trip, but decided against it.  Best to conserve its power.  Caffeine tabs should do just as well.  
Toothbrush, deodorant, scalpels, disinfectants, a police band scanner, tampons (the Freak’s cycles were erratic, to say the least), bandages, cash—It figured $10,000 should be enough, then decided to double it—its traveling gear looked pretty complete, and anything else it could pick up in town.  
The Freak bit its lip, impatient to be on its way, but decided to play it safe and build up a charge before it left.  Curing deadly illness was always exacting, and the Freak did not want to push its luck by facing two TNI assassins low on juice.  It scrubbed up and put on a rubber glove.  
In its doctor’s office, the Freak had a custom-built chair with powerful restraints on the armrests.  For a while, it had made do with leather straps, until it had made itself strong enough to stretch them when it flinched involuntarily.  Now the seat had padded steel manacles.
The Freak sat and latched down its left arm.  Then, with calm and professional movements, it wiped the arm down with disinfectants and injected itself with Novocain.   Next, it took a scalpel and made a three inch incision through the dermis and epidermis, gently pulling the skin aside to reveal the muscles beneath.  It clamped the blood vessels and applied a little suction, then slowly probed between the short and long radial extensor muscles.  It flexed its wrist slightly, watching the revealed muscles contract and expand.  They were far denser and stronger than the muscles it had been born with—the Freak had spent decades on itself, improving on nature.  Similarly, its bones were harder and stronger than those of an ordinary person.
As it probed, the Freak thought the special thoughts that gave it power.  The thoughts that paid for its abilities to coldly manipulate the cells of its own body and the bodies of others.  It thought about those mysterious, invisibly tiny cells being somehow a part of itself, of its body being like a city or a nation, made of uncounted tiny animals that were, together, something more than the sum of their parts.  
“This is me,” it thought, staring, but knowing that there was more to itself than this.  
The cells.  Intensely personal and profoundly distant.  Alien and familiar at once.  Poised on that contradiction, the Freak was open to the power, the power to resolve the paradox, to control the legions of cells with nothing but the essence of its personality.
It held the contradictions, strangled in its mind with an unbreakable grasp.  Like all mystic adepts, the Freak was very good at thinking in contradictions.
When it felt the power come, the Freak smiled slightly.  It set the scalpel aside and sutured up its arm, carefully blotting the blood away.  That would do, for now.
When its arm was well bandaged, the Freak picked up its suitcase and left.
 
* * *
 
Leslie caught up with Joe as he was hanging up the phone in the lobby, pouting slightly and annoyed.  
“Need a ride?” she asked.  They’d all driven together in the Honda.  He shrugged.  
“I could phone my dad,” he said.  “I mean… Ralph.  Shit, you know who I’m talking about.”
“Ralph’s your dad, and I’ll call Fred my dad.  It’ll just be a whole lot simpler.”
“Okay, my dad then.  I could call him.”
“You don’t want to, do you?”
“What makes you say that?”
Leslie shrugged.  “I dunno.  You just don’t seem too eager to do it.  Who’d you call first?”
“Luther.  That’s the friend I was talking about.  But I got his machine.  He’s probably at the movies.”
“So, you didn’t call your dad first?”
Joe shook his head.  “I… well, I was sorta in the army for a while.  And I washed out. Anyhow.  My dad’s been kind of riding me about how he’s been bailing me out.  You know?”
“Not really.  A couple times I’ve had to bail Fred out.”
Joe couldn’t imagine what it would be like, having his father depend on him.  
“Huh,” he said at last.
“Look, if you and your old man have been fighting, you don’t want to give him leverage by calling for help, right?  So why don’t you let me drive you back to the hotel.”
“What about… you know, Kate and Fred?”
“Well, they’ll either fight, make up or get loaded.  I’ll come back and get them after I drop you off.  Hopefully they’ll be done by then.”
“Shit.”
Leslie nodded.  They started walking towards the parking lot.  
“So, did they always fight that much?”
“I don’t know… I just don’t think they’re a very good match.  In some ways, I think they’re too much the same?  But they’re from different backgrounds, so it’s hard for them.  And I think each one of them reminds the other of their own flaws.  Does that make sense?”
“It makes as much sense as anything else has lately.”
They got into the car.  Joe slammed the door shut behind himself, then turned and said “Leslie?”
“Yeah?”
“Are you a boy or a girl?  I mean, not to be rude or anything… but the birth certificate said male, but here you are dressed up like a woman.  I mean, I’m not prejudiced or nothin’.  I just…”
“Just want to know?”  Leslie laughed.  “Okay, you got me.  I’m cross dressing today.”  It didn’t escape Leslie’s notice that Joe edged towards the door.  But she gave him credit for trying to spare her feelings by doing it subtly.  Maybe it was even involuntary.  She started the engine.
“It’s not a big deal, I guess,” she said.  “I’m not going to hit on you, if that’s what’s on your mind.”
“Well.  You know,” Joe said.  
“I knew this one gay guy who went through this with his straight room mate.  The roommate asked him, like, if he was attracted to him.  And the gay guy goes ‘Look, I have enough trouble getting dates without mooning over somebody I know is going to turn me down.’”
Joe gave a weak little laugh.  
“It doesn’t bother me, I guess,” Joe said nervously.  
“That’s sweet of you to say.  Maybe it’ll be the truth some day.  But really, there’s a lot more to me than just… you know, cross dressing.  It’s just a thing.  It’s not like you see on Ricky Lake, you know.”
“Huh.  Well, whatever,” Joe said.
“So you never had any inclination to…?”
“No!”
“Just asking.  I didn’t think so, but you never can tell.”  Leslie smiled, a little sly.  “You big butch army stud, you.”
Joe grinned weakly back.  “What ever happened to ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’?”
“Some people can tell even if no one asks.  Haven’t you ever heard of ‘gaydar’?”
“Huh?”
“Some gay guys claim they can spot other gays—even the ones who are so far back in the closet they smell like mothballs.  Even the machos, you know?  And they call it gaydar.”
Joe frowned.
“Well, whatever,” he said.  
“Don’t believe in it?”
“I don’t know,” he said warily.
Leslie laughed.
“Look, I’m not going to jump down your throat like mom did, all right?”
“Yeah, what was up with that?”
“Eh, mom’s just sensitive.  I think it kind of hurts, you know?”  Leslie glanced over at Joe.  It was clear from his face that he didn’t know.  She sighed, trying to blow the alcohol fuzz out of her brain.  
“Well, when you’re white there’s whites and there’s blacks, right?  But when you’re black, there’s all different kinds of blacks.”
“What, you mean like, uh, the Hutus and the Zulus or what?”
“No no.  A lot of people don’t even know where in Africa their ancestors came from at all.  No, it’s like, how dark are you?  Are you black-black, or just kind of black?  Like Tyra Banks, or Vanessa Williams.  They’re blue eyed blacks—not so black as Tracy Chapman, say.”
“People care about that?”
“I’m afraid so.  I mean, you grow up with nothing but whites on TV and sometimes it’s hard to feel anything except ‘black is bad’—and the blacker you are, the worse.  But then in the sixties you had these radicalized blacks, and the whole ‘sweeter the juice’ thing, and now if you’re a light skinned black they don’t trust you as much.  It’s particularly bad, or it can be, if you can pass.  The easier you can pass, the more you have to prove.”
“Jesus.  And two days ago my biggest problem was I didn’t like working for my dad.  Now I’ve got politicized negroes—hey, is it ‘negro’ or ‘black’ or ‘African-American’ or what?”
“Depends on who you talk to.”
They pulled in to the hotel.
“Well thanks, I guess.”
“Yeah, see you tomorrow,” Leslie said.  She hesitated, then added “Look, take it easy on Mom and Dad.  I’m not sure, but I kind of think they’ve had it worse than your folks did.  I mean, I don’t know?  But… well, there’s issues.  Give ‘em some slack?”
Joe shrugged.  “Sure, I guess.”  He went into the hotel.
 
* * *
 
When Leslie got back to John’s Tiki Room, her parents were sitting on the curb, arms crossed, not looking at one another.
“Thanks for coming back,” Fred said, his voice hard with anger and sloppy from alcohol.
“I thought one of us should look out for Joe Kimble,” Leslie said, and immediately regretted it.
“I am looking out for him.  Don’t forget he’s my actual son,” Fred said, glaring at Leslie as he stood to get into the car.
“You bastard!” Kate said, and punched him in the shoulder, hard.
Fred turned and grabbed her, flinging her up against the car door.  His face was inches from hers and he hissed, “Don’t ever hit me.  Do you understand?”
Leslie leaped out of the car and started to run around to the other side, where her “father” had her “mother” pinned with his body, one hand holding her purse shut and the other on her throat.
Kate didn’t fight, and for the first time ever she was afraid of Fred Mundy.
“I’m sorry, Fred,” she whispered, and she meant it in more ways than one.
Leslie arrived just as Fred let go and slumped down on the curb again, face in his hands.  Kate’s hand went to her throat, and the other to her purse, but she didn’t even think of pulling the gun.  Fred was crying in earnest now, making no attempt to hold back.
“Dad…?”  Leslie said.  Fred waved her back.
“I’m sorry, Kate,” he sobbed.
“It’s okay,” she said, not sure where to look.  Hesitantly, she sat down next to him.
“Shit Kate, what happened to me?  What happened?”
“Shh,” she said.  She looked around.
“Look, let’s get in the car, okay?  You’ll get sick, out here in the cold.”
“You two should just leave me.”
“That’s not happening,” Leslie said.  “Come on Dad.”
“You’re so good to me,” he blubbered.
“Well, you’re my dad.”
That produced more sobs.  Eventually, the women got him into the car and started back towards the hotel.  Kate stayed in the back seat with Fred, her arms around him.
“Fred… what did happen to you?  I mean… my God.”
He took a deep breath.
“When I was in prison?  It was terrible, Kate.  I mean, it wasn’t like when we got tossed in jail for protesting or picketing or that stuff.  Prison.  It’s like the whole thing is designed to break your soul.  It just makes you as cruel and dead and boring as it is.”  Kate gave him a tissue, and he blew his nose.  His lip was bleeding again.  “People treat prisoners like shit in this country.  Like sub-humans.  And eventually they’re right, because prison makes you sub-human.  It grinds you down, until there’s nothing left.  Nothing but shame or violence.”
He took another deep breath.  
“Most of the convicts at my prison were, you know, ordinary folks.  They didn’t know anything about the way the world really works, weren’t in the know.  But there were two others who knew something, had a few tricks.  And it turned out they’d known Donna Braunfeld.  So, one time I overheard them talking, and they didn’t know I was there, and they said she’d bragged about how I took the fall for her.  That I was her chump.”
“I always knew she was a bitch,” Kate said.
Fred sighed.  “Maybe you’re right.  Half the time, I think so too.  But maybe just weak.  I gotta think she’d have died in prison.  Even if women’s jail isn’t so bad, there’s only so good it could be, and she couldn’t have… anyhow, it was too late to do anything.  But it just broke me.  Knowing that the biggest thing I’d ever done… was be someone’s chump.”
 
* * *
 
“Shit, I don’t believe this,” Carl said the next morning, hurriedly pulling on his socks.
“So the alarm didn’t go off.  It’s not like there’s a time clock,” Jolene said crossly, rolling out of bed.
“Bullshit there’s no time clock,” Carl replied.  “The later it gets, the more people are awake.  The more people are awake, the more potential witnesses.  Didn’t you pay attention to anything about the plan?”
“Carl, look.  We overslept.  Deal with it.  The bullets aren’t going anywhere.”
“I just want this taken care of as quick and easy as possible.”
“Me too.  Jeez.  Just take it easy, will you?”
Twenty minutes later, still annoyed and unshowered, they pulled their truck up in front of a nondescript, ranch-style house.  Carl was dressed in coveralls, with leather gloves and a cap that said “Instant Delivery.”  The cap had the same logo as a removable metal sign on the side of the van.  
“This the place?” Jolene asked.  He nodded, shaking his inhaler.  He fired it down his throat and held the medicine in his lungs.
“Neighborhood looks pretty quiet.”
He nodded again, then breathed out.  He looked over at Jolene.  
“We good to go?”
“A-OK.”
He nodded and got out of the truck.  
Ralph Kimble answered the door in his work coveralls.  The two men’s jumpsuits were almost the exact same color.
“What is it?” Ralph asked.  He was irritated.  He didn’t like being interrupted at breakfast, and was only partially mollified to see that it wasn’t that fucker Fred Mundy.
“You Ralph Kimble?”  The guy at the door had a cardboard box and a clipboard balanced on top of it.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Nothing personal.”
Carl dropped the box, revealing a pistol with a silencer.  Before it could register in Ralph’s mind, the gun had gone off into his chest.  He fell backwards.  The clipboard clattered to the porch as Carl worked the slide, ejecting a spent cartridge.  He fired a second shot into Ralph’s chest, worked the slide again, aimed, and put a third shot between the older man’s eyes.  Then he dropped the gun on Ralph’s chest, picked up the box and the clipboard, and pulled the door closed, pausing only long enough to nudge Ralph’s feet out of the way.
He walked back to the curb at a controlled, businesslike pace.  
“I think that went well,” he said to Jolene as they pulled away from the curb.  
“I couldn’t really see much even from the van here, so I think we’re okay.”
“Didn’t hear anything?”
“Nope.  That’s one quiet goddamn gun.”
“Uh huh.  You want some breakfast?”
“Yeah, I’m starving.”
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When his alarm went off, waking Joe in an unfamiliar bed, his first instinct was to turn it off, roll over and fall asleep again.  He almost did it.  At first, it was only some half-conscious dread that his dad would yell at him that made him fight towards awareness.  As his rational mind started to slowly kick in, he remembered that he was in a hotel, that he’d quarreled with his father, and that he had a breakfast date with his (other? “real?”) father.
He sighed, shoved the covers off and got up.  The nice thing about living in a hotel room was that someone else made the bed, and that he could leave the heater on as high as he wanted.  His bedroom at home was always cold and messy.  Still, he figured it was a good thing he’d decided to patch things up with his old man.  He couldn’t afford the Super 8 forever.
In the shower, he jerked off, thinking about a model in a Victoria’s Secret ad.  Then he put on jeans, and his Nirvana t-shirt with the stain over his stomach.  
Crossing to the diner, he could see the Mundys waiting for him.  
“Here he comes,” Kate said, looking out the window and waving.
Fred glanced, nodded, then looked at Leslie.  “Well?” he said.
He had just asked Leslie (who was unshaven today, wearing a St. Louis Rams sweatshirt and a Utah Jazz windbreaker) if he had sensed anything unusual about Joe.  Leslie was reluctant to answer but, given his upbringing to be obedient and truthful, he did just as Joe reached the front door.
“It’s a little odd.  Like static, or a double exposure, if that makes sense.”
Fred smiled with cold excitement.  Leslie didn’t like the look of it.
Joe arrived at their table.  “Hi,” he said.
“Hi there!” Fred replied, his eyes a little bloodshot.  “Pull up a chair!”  As Joe did, Fred said “Listen, let me apologize for the other night.”
“It’s all right.”
“No, really, it’s not.  I made a jackass of myself.  I’m sorry.  I’m under, uh, a lot of strain and everything… but that’s no excuse at all.  I was just, kind of drunk and nervous and…” he shot a look at Kate, who was rolling her eyes.  “Well, I’d just like to put it behind us.  Can we do that?”
“Sure, I guess,” Joe said.
“Terrific!”  Fred waved at the waitress, who dawdled over for their orders.  
“Did you sleep well?” Kate asked.
“Uh, pretty good I suppose,” Joe said.
“Nervous about seeing your dad?” Leslie asked.  Both Kate and Fred gave him a quizzical glance.  Joe shrugged.
“So Joe… you mind if I ask you a question?”  As Fred said it, Kate shot him an alarmed look and cleared her throat loudly.  Joe didn’t notice, just said, “I guess not.  What is it?”
“Well… are you superstitious at all?”
“Superstitious?”
“Uh… yeah.  You know, black cats, ouija boards, tarot cards, any of that?”
“No.”
Fred blinked.
“Not at all, you mean?”
“No,” Joe said.  Seeing the confusion in Fred’s eyes, he shrugged.  “That stuff just never seemed real sensible to me,” he said defensively.  Kate snickered quietly.
“What about religion?” Leslie asked.
“Well, like I said, my mom sang in the choir down at Grace Lutheran.  We went pretty much every Sunday.  Well, until she died, that is.  After that, uh, we kind of… you know, sort of trickled off, I guess.”
Fred opened his mouth, then closed it.
“Do you believe in God?” Leslie asked.  Joe shifted uncomfortably, hoping he wasn’t about to get some kind of Jesus Freak lecture from his new family.
“Uh, yeah, I suppose.”
“Just one?” Fred asked.
“Fred,” Kate said, in a warning tone of voice.  
“No Kate, I think it’s time we were square with Joe.”
“Huh?”
Fred turned back to Joe and said “Joe… I’m going to tell you some things that you may have a lot of trouble believing.  You know how the ancients believed in polytheism?”  Seeing his son’s blank look, Fred clarified.  “They worshipped many different gods?”
“Oh… like the Egyptians?”
“Exactly!  The Egyptians had different gods representing different… principles of life, I suppose they could be called.  Osiris was the Dying King.  He died every year and rose from the dead, giving life to the land and restoring the crops.  Isis was the High Priestess, keeper of the hidden mysteries.  Meanwhile, over towards the fertile crescent, there was another Dying King, Tammuz, and another High Priestess, called Ishtar.”
Fred paused.  Eventually, feeling that something was expected from him, Joe said “Uh huh.”
“All across the world, there are startling similarities between religions.  It’s not just religion, of course.  Folk stories and history have the same personality types, or ‘archetypes,’ recurring again and again.”
“Who had the ham, eggs and hash browns?”  Fred looked up at the interruption and gestured for the waitress to put the breakfast in front of him.  When they all had their food, Fred watched her walk away.  When she was out of earshot he spoke again.
“The Greeks had legends about people becoming gods—about being lifted to heaven and becoming constellations in return for some special deed.  Now Joe, what if I told you that there is a special, invisible world full of gods and goddesses… and they were all once human?”
Kate and Leslie both held their breath.  This was the point, they felt, at which Joe would either be hooked, or dismiss Fred as a nut.
“Uh… well…”  Joe swallowed part of a sausage patty.  “I guess I don’t know.”
Fred could see that Joe hadn’t had the epiphany.
“Look Joe, I’m not surprised you don’t believe this.  I didn’t at first either.  Hell, you’d have to be pretty gullible to just hop on the bandwagon like that.  I believe because I’ve seen proof.”  His eyes got distant for a moment.  “I’ve seen the Masterless Man continue to fight even with the roof of his head blown clear off.  I’ve seen a boy sell his youth for seven thousand dollars and a scholar’s skill at translating cuneiform.”  He blinked, mixed some grainy cooked egg yolk with hash browns and forked it into his mouth.  “All this was done through attunement to the archetypes,” he said, mouth full.  
“I’m… not sure I’m following you.”
“Think of it this way,” Kate said.  “Superstitions?  You know, break a mirror, seven years bad luck?  Some of them work.  They work because the action of the superstition brings you into alignment with a member of the Invisible Clergy.”
“That’s what the ‘gods’ and ‘goddesses’ are called, sometimes,” Leslie added.
Joe was silent.  He took another bite of sausage.
“Look, you’ve known someone who hit a home run while wearing, I don’t know, a particular shirt, right?” Leslie said.  “And afterwards, that was his ‘lucky shirt’?  There’s no reason to assume there was a connection between the shirt and the hit, but people seem to intuitively know there is.”
“Most people, anyhow,” Fred said, narrowing his eyes.
“The connection isn’t logical, it’s symbolic.  Symbolism is older and, in a lot of ways, stronger than logic.”
“Huh?”
It was Kate who answered.  “With the exception of Jimmy Carter, every presidential election since the advent of TV has gone to the taller candidate.  That ain’t logic.  It’s symbolism.  It’s obvious that symbols have psychological power.  But if you get enough symbols, of the right kind, they have genuine objective power as well.”
“The symbols need psychology to power them,” Fred said.  “The human mind and spirit is the engine that activates the symbols, but there is an objective reality to the symbols.”
“Is this making any sense at all?” Leslie asked.
Joe took a deep breath.  “Not really.” 
“I told you it was too soon,” Kate said.  
“What, you think he’s too dumb to get it?” Fred replied.
“Hey!” said Leslie.  
“Dumb has nothing to do with it,” Kate said.  “Jesus, you said yourself he’d have to be a moron to buy into your half-ass explanation.” 
Joe just sighed.  “Do you two ever do anything except fight?”
“For your fucking information, we’ve done a lot of things,” Fred said, turning on him.  “We’ve broken cults, cast out demons and… and done some things you’re not even equipped to understand.  Oh, and don’t forget we had you.”
“Gee, thanks for reminding me.”
“Look Joe,” Leslie broke in.  “I know you don’t believe in all this business yet, but can you at least accept that we do?”
“No skin off my nose, I guess.”
“That’s mighty big of you,” Fred muttered.
“Well, we’re not the only ones.”  Leslie sighed.  “Okay, remember what you asked me in the car last night?”
Joe shifted.  “Yeah,” he said uncomfortably.
“Well, now I’ll tell you why.  That’s how I was raised.  One of the archetypes—one of the ‘gods’ Dad was talking about—is the Mystic Hermaphrodite.”
Joe’s brow furrowed.
“The Hermaphrodite is a particularly difficult archetype, but also a powerful and important one.  It’s simultaneously male and female… it represents the unity of opposites, and the resolution of contradictions.”
“So… you uh… cross dress… because you want to be a man and a woman at the same time?”  Joe felt sweaty, prickly and incredibly uncomfortable.   
“It’s not a question of wanting to, I guess,” Leslie replied.  “I’m supposed to.  It’s like… like I’m a radio?  And by doing certain things, I can tune in that station.”
“Okay…”
“Here, let me show you this book,” Leslie said.  He fumbled in his pocket and produced a small volume, bound in cracked brown leather and missing the spine on the side.  
“This is ‘The Marriage of Venus and Mercury,’” he said.  “It was written in 1665 by Georges Schroeder, though he didn’t dare put his name on it… only a hundred copies were printed, and most of them have been destroyed.  It’s a play, and if you understand what it means, it explains the Mystic Hermaprhodite—what it is, what it does, how to get in tune with it.”
Joe opened it about two-thirds through and read.
TIRESIAS: But by what do you swear your troth?  For, though blind, I see truly, and in truth thou art false indeed.
MERCURY:  Then I swear on the truth of my falsehood.  I pledge on my honor as an oathbreaker, that I may marry this profane goddess, this virgin harlot.  
VENUS:  Yes, that is one oath he can never break, nor I.  I pledge on my honor as an oathbreaker as well, that I might take as mine this honest liar, this messenger of occlusion.
He scratched his head and gave the book back.  Leslie continued.
“Because I’ve gotten in touch with the Mystic Hermaphrodite certain… well, certain things happen to me.  I have unusual perceptions.”
Joe just stared.  He glanced at Fred and Kate.  Leslie continued.
“I know it’s hard to believe, but my attunement puts me in touch with the larger, magickal world.”  Leslie swallowed, cleared his throat.  “Now, when I use these senses on you, Joe, there’s… something weird.”
“Really.”  Joe said it flatly, and Kate exchanged a look with Fred.  It seemed to her that the more they explained, the more skeptical Joe became.
“Well, the thing is… Fred and Kate raised me to attune to the Hermaphrodite.  And they did that thinking I was their… uh, biological child.  My birthday, Joe—our birthday, really—is a well-aspected time in Gemini, the sign of the twins.  And their child would be half black and half white—another resolution of contradictions…”
“Wait, wait wait.  You’re telling me I’m one of these… uh, radio people?”
“You’re supposed to be,” Fred said.  He leaned forward, his eyes intense.  “It’s what you were born to do.”
Joe was silent for a moment.
“You realize, this sounds all like horseshit to me.”
“Oh, and Christianity is any better?” Fred exploded.  “Ritual cannibalism that makes you into some kind of holy zombie in two thousand years, when God comes back to kill some seven headed dragon?  Or, how about microbiology?  Yeah, we get sick because these invisible creatures get inside our bodies.  You can’t see them because they’re so tiny, smaller than a pinhead, smaller than a speck of dust, but something that small can still kill a full grown man?  Shit, the round Earth sounded stupid to people because they could see it looked flat, and heliocentrism was dumb because they could see the sun go up and come down.  Every person alive believes a pack of implausible things, one way or the other.  What’s one more?  One that happens to be true, for once.”
“Calm down man,” Joe said.  “You said yourself I’d be stupid to believe you.”
“Well, your choice is probably going to come down to ‘stupid’ or ‘dead.’”
“What?”  Joe blinked, hard.  “Are you… what, threatening me?”
“Not me.  But it doesn’t matter if you don’t believe in occultism, because occultism believes in you.  Believes enough to kill and die.”  He leaned back, took a breath, wiped his mouth.  “You’re just lucky that your mom and I found you first.”
“Actually, it was that weirdo Dobbs who found me first.”
“Okay, you’re lucky I was around to save you from him.  He’s a cold-water predator, son, and don’t you forget it.”
“I thought you told me you didn’t know him.”
Fred bit his lip.
“Well… okay, yeah, a white lie, you caught me.”
Joe blew out an exasperated sigh.
“So, wait.  You admit that you lied to me?  But I’m still supposed to believe you about all this, this Invisible Hermo-whatever?  Sorry man.  My dad thought you were full of crap from the first, and I’m starting to come over to his point of view.”  He turned to Leslie and said, “You look a lot like my mom did.  I mean, a lot.  So I guess there might be something to this whole business about us being switched at birth.  But the rest of it?  Sorry, no sale.”
“Are you calling me a liar?” Fred asked.
“Dad…” Leslie said, in a warning tone of voice.
“No, Joe.  Are you calling me a fuckin’ liar?”
Joe looked away, blushing, embarrassed.  “Shit Fred.  I don’t… look, let’s drop it.”
“You want proof?”
“You don’t have to…”
“No, come outside with me, I’ll show you proof.  I’ll show you right fuckin’ now that magick is real, and it works.”
Kate opened her mouth to say something, but remembering the previous night she couldn’t decide what to say.  
“Otherwise I’m a liar, right Joe?  Right?”
“C’mon… I just…”
“I’ll show you right now.”
“Dad, don’t!”  But it was too late.  
Joe didn’t know what was happening, but he could see Kate’s fear and hear Leslie’s alarm, and he shrank back, instinctively raising his arms.  It did no good.
Fred reached out with his willpower, with the same clutching violence that had carved into Seth Dobbs’ hand, focusing on Joe’s belly—after all, he didn’t want to put the mark on the boy’s face or anything—and through clenched teeth he hissed the word “Proof.”
Nothing happened.
Fred blinked, then his eyes got wide.
“Holy shit,” he muttered.
“What?” Joe whispered.
“I don’t believe it,” Kate said.
“What’s going on?” Leslie asked.
Fred cleared his throat.  “Uh, well.  There were certain… preparations we made… while Kate was pregnant.  And it seems that Joe is, uh… resistant to magick.”
“What?” Joe and Leslie said it almost at the same moment, though both were expressing different things.  Leslie was just confused.  Joe’s skepticism had returned, redoubled.
“Are you sure you didn’t just flub the spell?” Leslie asked.  Fred shook his head.  “I felt the juice go, son.  The spell worked fine, except for not doing anything.”
Joe grimaced.  “How very convenient,” he said at last.  
“I never thought that part would work,” Kate said, to no one in particular.
“Lady, I never thought any of this abra-crap-dabra would work.  Shit.”  Joe shook his head.  “So you can’t prove this ‘magick’ works, because I’m magick-proof?  And what, because you put a magick spell on me when I was just a baby?  Jesus Christ.”
“Joe, you gotta believe me…”
“Oh give it up Fred,” Kate said.  She sat back and threw up her hands.  “Look Fred, we lost.  Get it?  We are not going to replace the Mystic Hermaphrodite with our son.  He’s not going to be the godwalker.  He’s probably not going to do anything except stay here, work for his dad, and kill a lot of insects.”
“But, don’t you see? The pregnant male!  This proves we were on the right track!”  Fred’s voice was full of painful frustration.
“Hey Joe.”
All four of them looked up.  They had been so involved in their conversation, that none of them had noticed the arrival of a short, young black man in the uniform of a police officer.  
“Hey Luther,” Joe said.  
“Who are your buddies, here?” Luther asked, with a friendly smile.
“Oh, some folks from out of town,” Joe said, giving the Mundys a dismissive glance.  “What’s up?”
“Been busy,” Luther said.  “Some strange doings at the Sleepy Teepee.”
“Yuh huh?”  
Luther glanced at the Mundys and decided there was no harm.
“Yeah.  Seems like people heard someone yelling, couple nights ago.  When the maid goes in, she finds blood on the table and the screen window busted out.    Right now it’s just some guy ditching his bill, but you never know.”
“Huh, weird,” Joe said, eyes narrowed.  “So, what was the bill jumper’s name?”
“I got it right here,” Luther said, consulting a notepad.  “Signed in as Seth Dobbs.  How come you ask?”
“Say Fred,” Joe said, turning, his eyes narrowed with a touch of malice.  “Didn’t you just tell me you knew someone named Seth Dobbs?”
Luther took a closer look at Fred, and his eyes narrowed.  The older man had an edgy guardedness that he couldn’t quite hide, and it made Luther suspicious.  
Fred ran his tongue over the front of his teeth, then smiled.
“Yeah, I think the guy’s name was Dobbs.  Kind of a weirdo,” he said, widening his eyes and broadening his voice just a touch.  “Nothing I could put my finger on real exactly.  I mean he seemed friendly, but kind of too friendly?  There was just something about him.  One thing was, he paused too long when you asked him a question?  Kind of like he was, you know, a little off.  Like, off in his own little world.  You know the type?  And he’d say these kind of creepy things and sort of giggle about it.  You know, I think he gave me his card, even,” Fred said, reaching for his wallet.
“But Fred,” Joe said, unwilling to let the older man off the hook.  “You’re staying at the Super 8, aren’t you?”
“Uh, yes.  I am now, yeah.  Actually, I switched hotels because Dobbs gave me such a funny vibe.  At the time I felt kind of silly.”  He handed the card to Luther, but looked at Joe as he pointedly said, “But maybe it was smart of me to follow that irrational gut feeling.”
Luther looked at the card, tapped it against his hand like a fan and said, “Would you mind giving me a statement, sir?”
Fred’s body instinctively shied away, but he forced a grin and said “Why certainly, officer.”  He stood, and the two of them went off to a quiet corner booth.
Kate stared after them, and her hand drifted up to her throat.
“Joe, you should stay away from him,” she said abruptly.
“Huh?”
She sighed.  “Fred had a big plan, and you were a big part of it… and I don’t think he’s going to give it up easily.”
“What plan?”
She shook her head.  “If you don’t believe, it doesn’t make any difference.  Hell, it doesn’t matter one way or the other.  You’re not going to be the godwalker, and if he tries to force you he’s just going to waste his time and hurt you in the process.”  She looked at Leslie.  “I think we both have something to answer for in that department.”
Seeing the look, Joe looked at Leslie too.  Leslie shrugged.  “Everyone’s life has static,” he said.  
Kate grinned.  “Well, I see you’ve got the forgiveness business down pat.”
“That another part of being a radio person?” Joe asked.
“No, it’s part of being a decent person,” Kate said.  “The plan was, we have this perfect child—perfect for being the Mystic Hermaphrodite, anyhow—and we raise him to be decent and kind and forgiving and moral.  At the same time, we train him to be the best embodiment of the Hermaphrodite, so that eventually he ascends to the Clergy, displacing the old Hermaphrodite and… well, making the world one three hundred and thirty-third part better.”  She saw Joe’s confusion and shook her head again.  “Don’t worry about it.”
Joe sighed.  “Look, I feel like I should… I dunno, like I ought to get to know you better and stuff.  But is this going to come up every time I see you?”
Kate nodded, sadly.  “Probably.  That’s our life, Joe.  It’s what we do.”
“For some of us, what we are,” Leslie added, in a quiet tone.
Now it was Joe’s turn to shake his head.  
“I don’t get it.  I really, just… don’t.  Look, I gotta go, patch things up with my dad.  You have my phone number?  Call me, some time, I guess.”  He stood, glanced over at the corner.  “Give Fred my regrets.”  He reached for his wallet.
“Breakfast’s on me,” Leslie said.
“Naw, I got it.”
In the corner, Fred became agitated as he saw Joe leaving, but he felt he couldn’t afford to put Luther on his guard.  By the time Fred was finished with his statement, Joe was crossing the street to the Super 8.  
“Why’d you let him get away?” he demanded.  Kate rolled her eyes.
“What was I supposed to do?  Handcuff him to his chair?”  Fred started towards the door, and Kate grabbed his wrist.
“Fred, let him go,” she said urgently.  “He’s not…”  She sighed, looked down at her plate.  “Fred, the plan is not going to work.  We have to face that.  We tried hard, we fought the good fight, but it is not going to work.”
“How can you be so sure?  ‘If you’re not going to go all the way, why go?’”
“Don’t you throw that back in my face.  It’s not going to work because he doesn’t believe in it and doesn’t want to be part of it.  Or do you think you can force him?”
Fred sat, a disgusted look on his face.
“So, what?  We just sit back and wait for a predator like Dermott Kane to come along and punk him out?  Or do we just step aside and let the Freak turn him into a grease spot on the floor?”
“It’s been twenty-one years and no one’s found him yet.  Besides, you yourself said he’s spell-proof.”
“Yeah, but spell-proof ain’t bulletproof.”
 
* * *
 
Joe kept shaking his head the whole way home.  None of it made any sense, on the face of things. Leslie… he (she?) looked so much like his mom.  But then they all started talking bizarre moon pie invisible mystic bullshit!  And looking at him like they expected him to go right along, like it was the most sensible thing in the world.
He knew he should be figuring out what to say to his dad, but his mind kept drifting back to Kate and Leslie.  Was Kate really his mom?  And Leslie would be… hell, about the only person in the whole mess who wasn’t related to him, one way or another.  Yet he was the one who seemed to have his head screwed on tightest.
“Fuck,” he muttered.  “Family’s in bad shape when the gender bender is the sensible one.”
He parked in the driveway, put his key in the front door, and only looked up when the door got stuck on something.  He pushed harder, and saw his father sprawled in the entryway.
“Dad?”
He stumbled forward, saw the tidy hole in his father’s face, saw the open staring eyes.
A fly landed on Ralph’s eye, and Ralph did not blink.
Joe threw up on his father’s corpse. 
 
* * *
 
Back at the diner, the Mundy family had fallen into a familiar pattern.  Kate and Frank were bickering and Leslie was trying to defuse the argument.  It lasted them through their second cups of coffee and the pointed division of the bill.  It only stopped when Leslie noticed Luther talking urgently into his radio, then standing abruptly and running towards his car.  
“Mom, Dad,” Leslie said as Luther pulled out.  “Isn’t that cop car headed towards Joe’s place?”
The two older Mundys exchanged a look.
“Probably nothing,” Kate said.
“Still, might as well be sure,” Fred replied.
 
* * *
 
In the Super 8, the Freak woke up.  It had the covers pulled up over its head, as it always did.  Sometimes, in its sleep, the Freak would change back to its original appearance.  The last time it had happened, it had been with someone—another pickup, one who fell asleep with his arm around the man of his dreams and woke up with a mousy woman screaming and staring across the room at a mirror.
As it came more awake, the Freak remembered that this hotel room did, in fact, have a mirror across from the bed.  That was pretty common, really.  A trick to make a small room look bigger.  It took a deep breath and closed its eyes, taking stock.  
Its face hadn’t changed.  That was good.  There was a little ache in its leg, from where the bone had healed years ago, and it figured the weather might be changing.  Its arm was sore from yesterday’s probe, probably a little stiff and slow.  Maybe even slowed down to human levels. 
Man today, it decided.  Overall, it was easier to deal with strangers as a man, especially when traveling.  Being a woman was better for getting to know someone.  Over the years, the Freak had noticed that.  Specifically, it found that women reacted better to brunette women, while men really did prefer blondes.  
It also decided to be a little chubby.  Its weight stayed at a steady 250, no matter how short or skinny it decided to be, but its density changed dramatically.  People tended to relax around fat people.  Certainly they never expected them to be quick. 
With the covers still over its head, it made the superficial changes—the height, the weight.  When it was changed, it got up and showered.  Only when it was clean did it make the most important change of the day.
With a deep breath and an effort of will, the Freak changed from woman to man.  It flexed its soul, and for a moment it was open to everything, naked to the universe, all things at once.  All its petty concerns and irritations vanished like leaves in a hot fire, while the greater drives—revenge, safety, the need to be someone else—yielded more slowly.  
For just an instant, the pain of being, of having once been, a shy and confused and miserable woman named Chris Indrick was totally gone.  In its hotel room, for a brief moment, the godwalker touched the truth.
 
 
* * *
 
In Fred’s rented Nissan, Leslie sat back abruptly and sucked in an unsteady breath.
“What is it?” Kate asked.
“Somewhere nearby, an adept is gathering power,” Leslie said, his eyes distant and hollow.
“What?  You sure?” Fred asked, glancing into the backseat.
“How much?” Kate asked.  “Can you tell what kind, or where?”
Leslie closed his eyes and didn’t bother answering his father.  “It was… strong.  A pretty good charge.  The adept is somewhere behind us… and I don’t think he’s far.”
“What kind was it, Leslie?  What kind of magick?”
“Something I haven’t felt before… something alien and very, very pure.”
 
* * *
 
Joe was carefully not looking towards the front door.  He glanced at the TV, and wandered over to the china cabinet.  For the first time in years, he noticed how dusty everything was.  He opened a drawer, then closed it.
“Jesus fuck!”
He turned halfway to the door at Luther’s voice, then flinched back.  
“Hi Luther.”
“Shit Joe, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m all right.”
“You didn’t touch nothin’, did you?”
“No, I didn’t touch… uh, anything.  It doesn’t look like anything got stolen.  I’ve been looking around.”
Gingerly, Luther reached towards the mortal remains of Ralph Kimble.
“God Joe, he’s still warm!”  He looked up.  “Whoever did it, you must have just missed him!”
“Huh.”  Joe moved towards the couch to have a seat, pausing only to turn his body so that he faced away from the door.
“Seriously Joe… are you okay?”  Luther had never seen Joe look so empty, and he was starting to get scared.  
“I’m not hurt, if that’s what you mean.”
Luther walked over and sat by the window, so that he was in Joe’s line of sight.
“Listen Joe, this is important.  Can you think of anyone who had a motive to kill your father?”
“Actually, I’m not sure he is my father.”
Then, in an instant, Joe’s face changed.  He lunged to his feet.
“Them!  Luther, them!  They did it!”
Luther turned to follow Joe’s gaze out the window, where he saw the strangers from the diner driving slowly past.  Then he heard the rattle of the gun cabinet door.  He turned back just in time to see Joe bolting towards the front door, shotgun in hand.
“Joe!  Shit, don’t!”
Joe hesitated a split second before stepping over his father.  Luther sprang from the chair and tried to grab Joe as he ran through the door, but missed his friend’s arm by inches.  
“You fuckers!” Joe screamed, running across the front lawn, pumping the gun.
In the back seat, Leslie’s jaw dropped. 
“Dad, go!” he said, but Fred’s foot was already stomping the gas pedal.  
Joe halted, put the gun to his shoulder, aimed with a furious stillness, and pulled the trigger.  
His reward was the click of a dry fire.  
“Shit!” he shrieked.  He pumped the gun and pulled the trigger again, even though he remembered his father unloading it, and then Luther pelted up behind him, knocked the gun upward and yanked it out of his hands.
“What the fuck are you doing?”
“They did it Luther!  They’re the ones!  They killed my dad!”
“Shit…” Luther stared after the racing Nissan.  “You stay here, got me?  You sit right here.”  Then he ran to his squad car, Joe’s shotgun in hand, reaching for his radio at the same time.
Joe stared after the Nissan.  Then he sat down on the lawn and put his head in his hands.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
 
 
Police Chief Walter Stelke took a swig of Maalox straight from the bottle and sucked his teeth, thinking.  On his desk was yesterday’s arrest report on today’s murder victim, Ralph Kimble.
Ralph had been hauled in for disturbing the peace and creating a nuisance.  According to the witness, Kimble had been yelling at two women and a man, and it had turned into some sort of a scuffle.  She hadn’t seen much more than that.
Kimble said he’d been minding his own business when “this nigger bitch, some faggot and this other bastard” started harassing him, eventually threatening him with a gun.  The gun threat was unsubstantiated.  Initially Walter had discounted it.  Now he wondered if maybe the gun had come out while the neighbor was away from the window, getting the phone to call the cops.  
Kimble had been crying when the patrol car pulled up, and had gotten angry and defensive in a hurry.  If one of the younger officers had hauled him in, there might have been a case made for resisting arrest or assaulting a police officer.  As luck would have it, however, Andy Brault had made the arrest.  Andy was a plodding, patient man whose premature wrinkles made him look sad and beat down.  Most people just didn’t have the will to argue with Andy for long, because he’d sigh, shrug and say, “Hey, I just gotta do my job here.”  So Ralph had calmed down and switched to complaining about “Those three fuckers” instead.
Walter’s interview with Ralph hadn’t gone too well.  The exterminator was still touchy, sulky and tightlipped.  The chief was pretty sure Ralph had known more about those three people than he’d let on, but in the end he’d let Kimble walk.  He’d given him a little speech about how, if strangers started to harass him, he should call the police and not try to solve the problem himself, but he could see Kimble was hiding something.
Then, this morning, someone had blown his brains to mush.
There weren’t a lot of killings in Walter’s jurisdiction.  In fact, in the twenty years he’d been chief of police, there had been exactly two.  The first was Duane Monroe, who’d strangled his wife after she knocked over his motorcycle and scratched the paint job.  He’d been picked up making a run for St. Louis.  That had been as open and shut as a cop could want.  The suspect had immediately fled the scene.  The upstairs neighbors had heard him shouting “I’ll kill you, cunt!”  But the icing on the cake was, Duane hadn’t even thought to wipe his fingerprints off her neck.
The next one had been a little trickier, but not much.  An early morning hit and run with no witnesses, out by Dan’s Highway Tap.  During Walter’s routine questioning of Dan’s regulars, a saucepot named James Palmer had seemed exceptionally antsy and nervous.  Then it turned out that Palmer’s car was missing.  After a night in jail and a little browbeating, Palmer had admitted that he’d hit the girl driving home—so drunk he’d forgotten to turn his lights on.  In a panic, he’d hidden the car in his cousin’s back barn.  The car was where he said, with a huge dent and blood on it.  Case closed.  
This one looked as straightforward as the others.  One day, the Ralph Kimble gets into an argument with three strangers.  The next day, Ralph Kimble is dead and the three strangers are seen fleeing from his house.
Simple.
Still, Walter thought, it’s best to take things slow and easy.  He sighed, pushed himself out of his chair, and went to take a look at his suspects.  
 
* * *
 
“I still don’t see why you hadda go and arrest him,” Luther said, scowling at his fellow officer Roberta Mueller.
“I had three witnesses who said he brandished a shotgun at them.”
“Yeah, but he thought they killed his old man.  Hell, they probably did it.”
“So what?”
“So what?  You think you could walk in, see your daddy lying all bloody and stay all calm and not do nothin’?”
“Okay, he was upset.  ‘Upset’ is not a valid defense in a court of law.”
“Yeah?  How about temporary insanity?”
“I wouldn’t doubt it, but that’s for a court to decide.  Are you going to deny that he was pointing the gun at them?”
Luther thought about the gun that had been found in the back of his squad car, with his fingerprints and Joe’s on it.  In his mind, he could see the windows up and down Joe’s street, with the curtains pulled back where people were looking to see what the police car was doing.
“Yeah, but… I mean, Joe’s a friend of mine.”
“That’s no defense either.”
“Shit, don’t be all…  I just mean I know him.  He’s no criminal.”
“Again, that’s for the courts to decide.”  Roberta looked at Luther, her lower lip moving around uncertainly.  “Look,” she said.  “I know Joe is upset.  I mean, ‘upset’ doesn’t begin to cover it.  I couldn’t imagine… going through that.  I don’t personally blame him for what he did.  But do you really think everyone would be better off with him out and around, you know, disturbed, and carrying a gun?”  Then her eyes shifted and she sat up straighter.  “Hello, sir.  Any news?”
Walter looked down at his two newest officers.  One brown-nosing, know-it-all woman and one black man with a buddy in jail.  Both of them the first of their kind on the force.  Walter didn’t consider himself racist or sexist at all, but he figured both of them had something to prove.  That might work out all right.  Roberta was obviously smart as a tack, and she might make a good officer if she could just shitcan the smug princess act.  Luther Washington didn’t have every traffic code memorized, but Walter could see that Luther understood people in a way Roberta didn’t (or maybe just didn’t yet).  Luther understood how to defuse people and deal with them and come off as a regular guy in a way that was useful for a cop anywhere, but maybe especially in a small town.
“Nothing yet.  They’ve been in there how long now?”
“Half hour, sir,” Luther said.
“You separated ‘em, right?”
“Yes sir.”
“Certainly don’t want them to get their stories straight,” Roberta said.
“Who’d you put where?”  Keeping four criminals separated was not easy in their small jail.
Luther coughed.  “Well, we’ve got the woman in the ladies’ cell, and the younger man in the drunk tank.  The old guy is in the questioning room, and Joe Kimble is handcuffed over in processing.  Sir.”
Walter shook his head.  “Haven’t had a full house here for some time.  Not since Grahm Hurd’s graduation party got all out of hand.”  He scratched his chin.  “Well, it’s time for the quiz show.  Who would you pick for the first contestant?”
The officers looked at each other, and Roberta answered first.  
“Go for the old man.  I think he’s the weak link.”
“How come you think that?”
“Well sir, he’s got the most to lose.  An older man is statistically less likely to commit a violent crime.  It’s more likely that he’s along for the ride.  If he was just an accessory, he’s more likely to roll over to protect himself.”
“Hm.  Luther, who do you think?”
“I’d talk to the woman first?”
“And why?”
Luther smiled shyly.  
“I just don’t think anyone in a Greenpeace shirt is going to drill someone in the head.  Sir.”
Walter guffawed.
“Luther wins this round.  Ladies first, I guess.  Move the old guy into the ladies’ for now and put the woman in the questioning room.” 
 
* * *
 
At the parking lot outside McDonald’s, Carl was listening to a police band scanner, a smile on his face.  He’d been translating the cop talk for Jolene ever since he’d killed Ralph Kimble, pausing only to get three egg McMuffins, two hash browns and a large coffee.  
“We’re good,” he said, and burped a little.  “No one’s looking for a white truck, no one fits my description.  It doesn’t sound like they’re looking for anyone.”  He shook his head incredulously, marveling at the small town police inefficiency.  “We got away clean.”
Jolene snorted.  “Speaking of which, you think it’s okay to go shower up now?  I still got that dried sleep crud in my eyes and my hair feels all greasy.”
“Next stop, Motel 8.”
 
* * *
 
“Come along please,” Luther said, putting a strong hand on Fred Mundy’s arm.  Fred stood, saying nothing, and walked with him.  
It wasn’t until they got into the actual jail that Fred started to hyperventilate.  Luther looked at him, alarmed.  The old man’s eyes were wide, and his mouth was twisting, clenching with horror and rage and disgust.
“Shit,” the old man whispered.  “Oh shit, shit, shit…”
“You all right, sir?”
“I just got… arrested for murder… an’ you’re asking… if I’m all right?”  Fred was taking a deep breath between phrases, and he stumbled against the bars.  Luther wondered if this was some kind of trick, but the old guy was (honestly) puny, and handcuffed, and unarmed.  If he made a run for it, Luther couldn’t imagine him getting very far.  Still, he kept his hand on Fred’s arm and kept his eyes on Fred’s face as he turned his head to call back into the office.  
“Roberta?  Lil’ help here?”
Roberta came running.
“What happened?”
“Oh Jesus… I’m… fine,” Fred said, swallowing hard.  His face was rigid with humiliation.
“Roberta, how about you open the cell an’ I’ll help him in.”
“He needs a doctor, Luther!”
“No I… don’t…” Fred gasped.  
“We’ll sit him down and then get him one,” Luther said, annoyed.  “Would you just open the damn door?”
Roberta did.  Luther helped Fred into the cell and sat him down on the hard bunk.
“You gonna be okay, old timer?”
Fred dropped his head between his knees, but held up his cuffed hands.  Luther thought for just a moment that Fred might wait for him to unlock the cuffs, then lunge off the edge of the bed and tackle him.  But looking at the old man’s pallor, he didn’t think it was likely.  He unlocked Fred, backed out of the cell and closed the door.  Fred twitched at the sound.
“We’re gonna get you a doctor,” he said.  
“I’ll be fine,” Fred snarled.  
Luther stood and watched silently for a moment.
“Shit, can’t you give me privacy for one single minute?  I didn’t kill that guy, but even if I did I wouldn’t deserve this kind of treatment.”
“Sounds like you got your breath back,” Luther said, walking back into the office.
Roberta was hanging up a phone.  When she saw Luther enter, she stood and looked at him.  
“What did you do to him?”
Luther stopped cold and stared.
“I didn’t do nothin’!  Shit, what you think I’ma do, beat a confession out of him?”
Roberta put her hands up.  “Hey, all I know is he looked pretty sick.”
“I didn’t do shit to him.”
“Fine!”  She blew out a choppy breath, shaking her head.  
Luther flung himself into the chair behind his desk.  There was an uncomfortable silence.
“You think he’s faking it or something?” Roberta finally asked.
“If that was faking he’s one fine fuckin’ actor,” Luther said.  But he relaxed a little.  “Maybe he’s claustrophobic.”
In the cell behind them, Fred stuck his hands through the bars, and thought about prison, and realized that he couldn’t make himself cry.
 
 
 
* * *
 
Kate took a deep breath in through her nose, and out through her mouth.  The police chief was a big, swaggering white man with a gun and a badge, and she was determined to show him nothing but courage.
“Hi,” was his opener.
“I want a lawyer,” she said.  It came out higher pitched than she’d wanted.
He nodded.  “Okay.”  
He stood and left the interrogation room.  Kate waited, trying to decide if this was a victory or not.
Ten minutes later, he was back with a middle-aged white woman in tow.  She was a redhead, with gray and brown both showing in her roots.
“Kate Mundy, meet your attorney, Phyllis Feldmeyer.  Phyllis, meet Kate.”
The women shook hands.  Walter had a bulky tape recorder and microphone in his hands.  
“There’s supposed to be a video camera behind that mirror,” he said apologetically, “but it keeps chewing up the tapes.  The county says the city should fix it, and the city says it’s the county’s job, so until they get that hashed out I’m taping.”
All three of them sat around the table, and Walter smiled.  “I shoulda figured you’d want a lawyer.  Everyone else I’ve hauled in on a capital crime has.”
“So why didn’t you have her in here from the first?”
He shrugged.  “Oh, we usually do things a little more casually around here, I guess.”
Kate shot him a withering glance.  “Please spare me the good ol’ boy routine.”
He smiled placidly back.  “All right then.  Did you kill Ralph Kimble?”
“No.”  She drew the syllable out, making her lips into a round hole of utter contempt.
“You sure?”  Walter laughed a little at his own joke.  “Oh hey, wait a second.  I forgot to offer you a cigarette.  That’s what the latest rule book from them big city cops says to do, y’know.”  He held out a pack.
“I don’t smoke.”
“Yeah, your teeth are too white.”  He rubbed a finger under his nose.  “So.  You didn’t kill Ralph Kimble.  Great.  Know who did?”
“I have no idea.”
“Did you know Ralph Kimble?”
“Not really.”
“Not really?  Huh.  How come you were driving by his house?”
Kate took a deep breath and looked away while considering her answer.
“You don’t have to answer if doing so would incriminate you,” Phyllis said.  Kate glared.  
“I’m aware of my rights, Ms. Feldmeyer.”
“It’s Mrs.”
“Whatever.”  She turned back to Walter.  “We went there because we were worried when we saw a police car going towards Joe’s house.”
“Ah.  So you know Joe Kimble?”
“Yes.  Not very well, but I know him a little.”
“Why did you think there might be trouble at his place?”
“When I see a cop car speeding off with the lights flashing, I tend to think there’s trouble brewing.”
“You in the habit of chasing police cars?”
“I’m in the habit of going to my friends when they might be having a problem.”
Walter was nodding, nodding, and then he said “So, the gun in your purse.  You got a license for that?”
“Yes.  It’s in my wallet.  I’m surprised you didn’t look.”
“You know, concealed carry is against the law in Missouri.”
“I didn’t know I’d been arrested for concealed carry.”  She turned to the lawyer.  “If that’s the charge, I might be willing to plead no contest in return for a reduced fine.”
“You seem to know a lot about the justice system.”
“I’m a big fan of those cop and lawyer shows.  Shouldn’t you be doing ‘good cop, bad cop’ with someone?”
“That’s what the city cop book says, but I’m kind of short staffed.”  His little smile was back.  “So, how come you’re packing heat?”
“I’m a single woman traveling.  I feel vulnerable, so I got a gun and I carry it for self-protection.”
“That why you pulled it on Ralph Kimble yesterday?”
Kate bit her lip, remembering the neighbor yelling about cops, wondering if there were other, silent witnesses.
“Yes,” she said.  “That’s why.  He was very abusive towards me, my ex-husband and our son.  In fact, Fred has a split lip and bruised knees courtesy of Ralph Kimble.  If I hadn’t intervened, it would have been a lot worse.”
Phyllis put her hand to her forehead, rubbing her temples, and Kate realized she’d done something stupid.
“I didn’t kill him,” she insisted.  “Neither did Fred.  Hey, if I’d wanted to kill him, why wouldn’t I have shot him when he was beating up my son?  I’d have had a much better case, right?  Self defense?”  She turned to her lawyer, who shrugged.
“Yesterday, Ralph Kimble made a statement that three people unknown to him approached him, became verbally abusive, and then threatened him with a pistol.  The descriptions match the three of you.”
“We talked to him.  He was the one who became abusive.”
“I can believe that,” Phyllis said.  Walter frowned at her.
“Oh come on Walt.  Tell me it’s not plausible, given Ralph’s history.”
“Ralph’s history is no worse than half the men in this town.  He just got caught, is all.”
“What?  What history?” Kate demanded.
“Never you mind,” Walter said, his condescension maddening.  “What were you talking to him about?”
Determined not to make another mistake, Kate said, “That’s a personal matter.”
“That so?  It must be mighty personal indeed to kill him over it.”
“I didn’t kill him!”
“Fine.  It must be mighty personal if it makes you unwilling to cooperate with the police.”
Kate sighed.  Walter sat.  Phyllis looked at him.  
“Walt?  Maybe you could leave us alone for a minute?”
He nodded and heaved his bulk out of the chair.  When he’d closed the door, Phyllis turned to Kate and said “Well?”
“Well what?”
“What’s this ‘personal matter’ you referred to?”
“It’s not important.”
“If it’s not important, tell him.  Staying silent just makes you look uncooperative, by which I mean ‘guilty’.”
“Trust me, telling him about it isn’t going to help anything.”
“Why don’t you let me judge that?”
“Oh sure.  How do I know he’s not listening behind that mirror right now?”
“Let me assure you, anything you say right now is protected by client privilege.”
“Hell, how do I know you’re even a lawyer?”
“What?”
“Don’t think I don’t know what goes on in these cozy country jurisdictions where all the cops and judges and lawyers go to the same church and have barbecues together,” Kate said, leaning forward.  “Some of these small town sheriffs set themselves up like they’re lord of their little domain, punching up evidence to support their prejudiced conclusions.  I’ve seen the frame go on,” she insisted.
Phyllis just stared, blankly, for a few seconds.  Then she said “Given any thought to an insanity defense?”
Meanwhile, outside the interrogation room, Officer Andrew Brault was reporting.
“Got the prints back, finally,” Andy said dolefully.  “Interesting stuff.”
Roberta and Luther flanked Walter, trying the difficulty task of reading over his shoulder while maintaining a respectful distance.  Luther was up on his toes.
“Hm,” Walter said.  “Nothing comes up for Leslie Mundy…  His mom, on the other hand, got arrested in 1988 at some kind of political rally.  Pled no contest to disorderly conduct and got a suspended sentence.”  He flipped a page, and the corner of his mouth turned up.  “Daddy, on the other hand, is a real winner.  Paroled from an Ohio prison in 2000 after serving a term for arson.  Hm.  Before that, a guilty plea to disorderly conduct in 1991.  Sentence suspended on condition of psychological counseling.  Another disorderly conduct before that in ‘85, and a public nuisance in ‘79.  One parole, one fine and community service.”
Luther looked at Roberta.  “So I guess that’s why he doesn’t like being in a cell.”  She didn’t even look embarrassed.  
At that moment, Phil King—Chief Stelke’s fourth, biggest and last officer—walked into the office.
“What y’all got there, the newest Penthouse?” he asked, a wide grin on his face.
“We’ve been solving the murder,” Luther said.  “You?”
“I been beating you to it,” King said, producing a plastic bag from behind his back.  Inside was a .32 caliber revolver.
“Found it in Fred Mundy’s hotel room,” he said.  “And lookee here… the serial number’s filed off.”
“Oh Fred,” Walter said, shaking his head.  He nodded to Luther.  “It’s his turn.”
“That’s not all,” King said.  “You know Dan Hamilton?  You won’t believe what he told me…”
 
* * *
 
When Walter came back into the interrogation room, Kate was ready for questions.  She wasn’t ready for him to say “That’s all for now.  Officer Mueller will take you back to your cell.”
“Are you going to charge me?”
“Not yet.  But we ain’t letting you go either.”  Walter shrugged apologetically.  “The wheels of justice grind slow sometimes.”
“Justice,” Kate said, rolling her eyes.  
When she was back in her cell, Luther brought in the old man.  
“Hi,” the police chief said.  
Fred cleared his throat and said, “I’d like my lawyer to be present during the questioning, please.”
Walter nodded, opened the door and called out to Phyllis.  
He introduced her to her second client of the day, and Fred shook her hand listlessly.  His hand was ice cold.
“You feeling all right?” the police chief asked.  “I hear you had, uh, kind of a reaction in the cell.”
“I’m fine,” Fred said, resigned.  “Doctor whatsisname had a look at me, said it was a ‘panic attack.’”
“He give you anything?”
“He had me breathe in a paper bag.”
The chief nodded, tapping a sheaf of papers against the tabletop until they were all lined up.  
“Fred Mundy?”
“That’s my name.”
“Also known as Frank Modine?”
Fred crumpled into his chair a little lower.
“I guess you got my records, huh?”
“I guess so.  Moving up the food chain from arson to murder?”
“I never…”  Fred bit off his reply, looked away.  “I never killed anyone in my life.”
“How’s that lip feel?”
“It feels fine.”
“Looks kind of nasty.  Ralph Kimble give you that?”
Fred nodded, and his posture became a notch more weary.
“Yesterday afternoon?”
“Uh huh.”
“That piss you off?”
“No officer, actually I’m an S&M freak and I had to pay him sixty bucks to beat on me in public,” Fred said, suddenly angry, suddenly sarcastic.
“So later that night you got a gun, went to his house, and you popped him.”
“No, later that night I got drunk, argued with my ex-wife, and crashed out at my hotel room.”
“Alone?”
Fred drew a sharp breath for another sharp reply, then slumped again and said “Yeah, alone.”
Walter nodded.  “So, what I’m really wondering is, what did you and Kimble argue about?”
“That’s your only question?”
“In the mystery books, they call this ‘establishing a motive.’”
“So you made up your mind that I did it?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Fred shrugged, turned his head the other direction morosely.  “I didn’t kill him, y’know,” he said tonelessly.
“I’m tryn’a keep an open mind here,” Walter said, “But you gotta admit it looks bad for you.  You’re an ex-con.  You got a gun in your hotel room.  Somehow, I’m guessing you bought it without a background check.”
“I bought it from a buddy of mine,” Fred said.
“Unlicensed?”
“Walter,” Phyllis said, in a warning tone of voice.
Fred glanced at his lawyer and tonelessly said, “I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it may tend to incriminate me.”
Walter chuckled.  “Making us do our own legwork, huh?  Well, I suppose someone’s gotta keep us honest.”  He leaned in.  “Seriously.  What did you and Mundy argue about?”
Fred was quiet for a moment.  “He called my son a faggot,” he said at last.
“That’s your story?”
“That, and ‘I didn’t kill him,’ yeah.”
Walter felt like he should ask Mundy some more questions, but the old guy was clearly clamming up.  Besides, it was lunch time.
“All right.  You’ll have some time to think things over in your cell.”
Fred just nodded.
 
* * *
 
While Phil walked Fred back to his cell, Walter spied the county coroner, Nicole Cortez, talking to Luther.
“You’re sure—absolutely certain?”
“Uh huh,” Luther said, nodding.  “I even said something about it to Joe.”
“Good, good.  Saves me some trouble when it comes to establishing time of death.”
“Hey Doc,” the chief said.  “Done with the prelim already?”
“Yeah, I’ll really dig in after lunch.  You want some food?”
Walter smiled.  “You keep making deductions like that, you might get my job.  How’s the Tiki sound?”
Phyllis Feldmeyer came up behind them and said “Nicole?  You got any first impressions?”
“Sure.  If you don’t mind eating with your opposite number, I can fill you both in over lunch.”
The three of them went off together.  Andy saw Roberta frowning and asked her what was the matter.
“I don’t know… is it really appropriate for the chief of police to go have lunch with a defense attorney?”
Andy looked after the trio, but he was really thinking back to Janice Carmody.  Phyllis had defended Janice against charges of child abuse and neglect.  It had been Andy’s case, and he’d screwed up while gathering the evidence.  Phyllis had known it, too.  She could have nailed him, gotten the proof thrown out and sprung the Carmody woman from jail.  She hadn’t done it though.
“Phyllis is all right,” he said.
 
 
 
 
* * *
 
“So, what we got?” Walter asked, digging into his pineapple fried rice.
Nicole chewed and swallowed.  “Well, it’s weird,” she said.
“Weird how?  I mean, it looks pretty straightforward.  He opens the door, someone shoots him, pow pow pow.”
“You’d think, but there’s weird elements.”
“What kind of weird elements?” Phyllis asked, before wrapping her lips around the straw in her Diet Coke.
“First off, the ammunition.  Ralph Kimble was shot with safety slugs.”
Walter shrugged, and Phyllis gave the doctor a puzzled look.  
“They’re like dumdum bullets,” Walter clarified.
“Right,” Nicole said.  “Instead of punching clean through, they mushroom up inside the body, doing immense damage but leaving no exit wound.  Essentially, they’re mankiller bullets—no one buys them to go hunting.”
Phyllis nodded.
“Don’t see what’s weird about that,” the chief said.  “You plan to kill someone, you go get good bullets.  I use hollow points myself.”
“Yeah, I’m just saying.  It argues against a crime of passion.”
“That’s conjecture,” Phyllis said automatically.  “Take Kate Mundy, for example.  If you’re carrying a gun specifically for protection, why not get ammo with a lot of, uh, stopping power?”
The coroner nodded.  “Okay then.  How’s this for evidence of premeditation?  There are no fingerprints on the gun, or on any of the shell casings, and it was left at the scene.  That means the shooter wore gloves while firing it and while loading.  That’s not the action of someone blind with rage.”
Phyllis said nothing, but idly flicked the tip of the straw with her thumb.
“Not only that,” Nicole continued, “The gun is pretty bizarre.”
“Yeah?” Walter leaned in.
“Oh yeah.  You saw there was a silencer, right?  But there’s no automatic, uh, clearing mechanism.  If you fire it, the shell stays in the chamber until it’s ejected manually.”
“So it’s a primitive gun.  So?”
“No, it’s not a primitive gun.  I think it was built that way on purpose to minimize sound.  When you fire a normal semiautomatic, the chamber opens and sound waves escape.  Even with a silencer.  This one though, the chamber stays shut, while the silencer dampens the sound waves from the front.  I think it was built specifically to be a silent kill.  I’ve heard about guns like this, but I never thought I’d see one.”
“Huh.”  Walter scratched his chin.  “I think I heard about the CIA using them.”
Phyllis’ eyebrows went up.  “I never would have guessed those three prisoners were spies,” she said archly.  “Must be the perfect disguise.  And Ralph Kimble?  Was he an agent of SMERSH or something?”
“I dunno,” Walter sighed.  
“Hey, you haven’t heard the weirdest part yet,” the coroner insisted.
“Yeah?”
“The gun has no serial number.  It’s not just filed off, it’s blank.  Like there never was one in the first place.”
Walter scratched his head.
“So, can you trace it?”
“If it was used in the commission of another felony maybe… but the odds aren’t great, especially since the shooter went to the trouble of keeping it clean and leaving it at the scene.”
“Hm.”  Walter used his fork to pick a limp green pepper to the side of his plate, then speared another chicken chunk.  “So, got any idea of a recreation yet?”
“Vaguely, vaguely.  So far, here’s what it looks like.  The shooter walks up to the front door, rings the bell, and Kimble opens it.  When he does, the shooter raises the gun and puts one in Kimble’s chest, pow.  Kimble drops, while the perp clears the chamber and puts a second in Kimble’s chest.  He clears again, and one between the eyes.  He doesn’t bother to clear the gun a third time: the empty brass is still in the chamber.  He just drops the gun on Kimble’s chest, closes the door and walks away.”  The doctor took another bite.  
“Two in the heart, one in the head, huh?”  Walter scratched his chin thoughtfully.
“Why, that mean something to you?”
“Not really, no.  It’s a cop thing though.”
“A cop thing?”
“Yeah.”  A noncommittal frown flexed on his lips.  “You’re told that, if you shoot at someone, put two in the center of mass and one in the head.”
“You think a cop did this?”
“Or someone who hangs around with cops,” Walter said significantly.  Then he paused, considering.  “Or a convict who heard guards talking about it in jail.  Or, hell, a social protester who’s a big fan of cop and lawyer shows on TV.” 
“Canvas the neighbors,” the doctor advised.  “Someone probably saw something.”
“You think?”
“That time of morning, sure.”
Phyllis blinked.  “What do you mean, that time of morning?  You have a time of death?”
“Not officially, but Luther said the body was warm when he got there.  He made a point of it.  Sounds to me like Kimble hadn’t been dead long at all.”
“Wait, wait,” Phyllis said.  “Back up.  Luther was the first officer on the scene, right?”
“That’s correct,” the chief said, slowly, wondering what she was thinking.
“The three strangers—they showed up after he did, right?  Didn’t the woman say something about following him there?”
“Yeah… yeah, because Luther said they were in the restaurant with Joe, and they stayed there after Joe left.  They were still there when Luther left, and they arrived at the house right after he did.  Oh….”  The chief’s eyes got wide.
“You see?  If he was killed right before Joe got there, none of the strangers could be our shooter.  They were in the restaurant, with Luther, when the crime was committed!”
“Well shit, who am I gonna suspect now?” Walter wondered aloud, poking at his lunch.
“Kimble’s son discovered the body according to his story, right?” the coroner asked.  “He left the restaurant first, right?”
“Yeah, a little ahead of the others.”
“What if he did it?  He comes home, shoots his dad, takes off the gloves and calls the cops.”
“You think?”
“Do you really think Joe Kimble would kill his own father right after breakfast with a police officer?” Phyllis demanded.
Nicole shrugged.  “Don’t ask me about motive or behavior.  All I do is physical stuff.  Unless Luther seriously misjudged the warmth of the corpse, I don’t think we’re going to fix the time of death so specifically that it rules out the son.”
Walter was still pulling at his lower lip.
“Even if the three strangers didn’t do it, they’re involved.  Somehow.  It just doesn’t make sense without them.  I mean, Ralph lives his whole life here without any kind of serious trouble.  Then these three show up.  One day, he’s arguing with them on someone’s lawn.  The next, he’s dead.  There’s some kind of cause and effect there…”
He turned to Phyllis.  “Look, I’ma keep the three strangers a little longer, see what I can shake loose.  Do me a favor?  Don’t tell them they aren’t suspects any more?”
“Walter, you can’t be serious.”
“I’ll keep them on suspicion of conspiracy if I have to, but unless things take a hard turn I’ll let ‘em go tonight, is that okay?  I want a chance to sweat them some more.  They look like they might jackrabbit if I let them out.”
Phyllis frowned.
“C’mon Phyllis.  You can’t think their hands are clean, can you?  There’s got to be a connection.  Gimme a chance to find it.”
She nodded.  “Tonight though.  Early.”
“You bet.”
 
* * *
 
While the cop, the lawyer and the doctor were splitting up their tab, the real killers were starting a late lunch.  When done, they went to their truck for the fetal compass.  
“How’s this thing work again?”  Carl asked, holding it in his lap with a look of distaste.
“The finger points the way.  Doesn’t get much easier than that.”
“All right, let’s find this Kimble kid and give him the offer.”  Carl craned his head and said, “Looks like it’s pointing east.”
Jolene put the truck in gear and started pulling out of the parking lot.  
“Wait a minute… it’s pointing back south.”
“You think he’s moving?”
“Try something,” Carl said.  “Drive in a circle around the motel.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
“No, serious…”  As they turned a corner, Carl started shaking his head.  “Don’t believe it.  The guy we want is in the same hotel.”
“What are the odds?”
“Actually, I think there’s only two hotels in town.  So the odds are fifty fifty, I guess.”
“Can you pinpoint his room?”
“Sure enough.  Slow down here… bingo.  Room ten.  Suppose he’s in?”
“He must be in if the compass is pointing at him, right?”
Carl smacked himself on the head.  “Right, right.”  He put the jar on the floor.  “So, who makes the approach?”
“You want to?”
“I could.  Unless you want to.”
“He’s a guy, you’re a guy.  He’ll listen more to you.  Especially if you need to talk tough.”
“If that’s the way you want it.”
“I’ll stay out here with the rifle?”
“Yeah, in case things get hectic.”
Carl stepped into the back of the truck and selected a snubnose revolver with a silencer.  Not as quiet as the gun he’d used that morning, but this one he’d be carrying away with him, and he wouldn’t need to clear it between shots—should it come to that.  He holstered it and zipped up his coat.
“I look all right?” he asked Jolene.
“How you mean?”
“I dunno… do I look like someone you gotta take seriously?”
“Sure.  Good thing you changed out of those coveralls.  Now put your game face on.”
 
* * *
 
Back at the police station, Chief Walter Stelke was questioning Leslie.
“Hi,” he said—his usual opening gambit.  Leslie stood and held out a hand.  The chief stood as well and shook it.
“So.  You’re Leslie Mundy.”
“That is correct.”
“You’ve met your attorney?”
“I have,” Leslie said, nodding to Phyllis.  
“All right then.  You do it?”
“No,” Leslie said, with a little smile.
Walter shrugged, with a wry grin.  “You never know.  I gotta give it a try, right?  So then.  You didn’t do it.  Who did?”
“I’m not sure, but I have some theories.”
“Care to share ‘em?”
“They’re just conjecture at this point,” Leslie said modestly.  “Am I a suspect?”
Walter put a finger in his ear, scratched it, then made a noncommittal seesawing gesture.  
“Did you have an argument with Ralph Kimble yesterday?”
“I did.”
“Called you a faggot, is that right?”
“Yes.  I mean, it’s true that he called me that.”
Walter was nodding, nodding, nodding.  “That get you mad?”
“I’ve been called worse things.  Sticks and stones—you’ve heard the rhyme, right?”
“I seem to recall it.  I understand there was some kind of, uh… physical brouhaha?”
“He hit me in the face and hit Fred Mundy in the face and knocked him down.”
“Fred Mundy…” Walter said, thoughtfully.  Something was wrong about the way the boy had said that.  Not “my dad” but “Fred Mundy.”
“So… can you tell me in your own words what happened the day of the argument?”
Leslie shifted in his seat, a frown creasing his face.  
“Well, it’s a little complicated.  There’s some, er, odd background involved.”
“Odd background?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t have to say anything that might incriminate you,” Phyllis chimed in.
“Thank you,” Leslie said graciously.  “This isn’t incriminating, though, as much as just… well, rather difficult to believe.”
Walter leaned forward.  “Try me.”
“All right.  Here goes…”  Leslie took a deep breath.  “Back in the ‘70s and ‘80s, Kate and Fred Mundy came to believe in a certain set of… uh, esoteric principles, I guess.  They’re not the only ones.  These principles seem to indicate that, if… certain events transpire, and certain… conditions are fulfilled, that people have the potential to… uh… well, become important in ways that aren’t readily apparent.”
Walter blinked and rubbed under his nose for a moment.  “I think you lost me somewhere.  Can you be maybe a little more specific?”
“I don’t think the specifics matter, really.  Let’s just say that twenty-one years ago, Fred and Kate conceived a child in a manner calculated to be harmonious with these principles.  This child was supposed to be important, to fill an important role.  A metaphysical role.”
“Metaphysical?” Phyllis asked.  “You mean like… what, like a prophet or some kind of messiah figure?”
“Or an antichrist.”
Walter sat quiet for a moment, taking it in.  “That child… that was you?”
“No, that child was Joe Kimble.  He and I were born at the same hospital on the same night, and we were switched at birth.”
“Stop right there,” Phyllis said.
“What?” Leslie asked.
“As your counsel, I’m advising you not to say any more along those lines.”
“Why not?”
“Because it makes you look like a nut,” Walter said pleasantly.  
“Actually officer, I find ‘nut’ more offensive than ‘faggot.’”
Walter raised his hands, lowered his eyelids.
“I’m not calling you a nut, I’m sorry.”
“I’m willing to get a blood test to substantiate this.  I’m not Leslie and Fred’s son.  My parents were Ralph and Lisa Kimble.”
Walter’s eyes got wide and he leaned in.
“Huh,” he said, staring at Leslie’s lip.  “That’s… that’s really somethin’.”
“If Joe Kimble consents to a blood test, you’ll find that what I’ve said is true.”
“What you’ve alleged about his parenthood, you mean,” Walter said absently, trying not to get distracted by how much that would explain about the unhappy Kimble family.
“Yes, that.”
“Had you ever met your biological father before?”
“No, yesterday was the first time.”
“And he rejected you.”  It was a statement, not a question.
Leslie’s eyes fell.  “Yes, I guess you could say that.”
“So now we’ve established motive.”
Leslie looked up, eyes wide.  “But I didn’t do it!”
“And who did?”
“I don’t know, but someone who thinks Joe Kimble is important.”
“Metaphysically important.  Like a messiah or an antichrist.”
“I know it’s hard to believe…”
“You still haven’t explained why they’d kill his dad.”
Leslie raised his hands, palms up.  “I… I guess they might be trying to isolate him, cut him off from people who could give him advice…”
Walter raised a hand too, palm out for silence.  “So, let’s review,” he said, and all the humor was gone from his voice.  “On one hand, I’ve got some supposed group of metaphysical kooks that no one’s seen or heard from who drift into town and kill Joe Kimble’s father in some vague attempt to confuse Joe.  On the other hand, I’ve got Ralph Kimble’s long lost son showing up after twenty-one years.  This son’s greeting from his estranged dad is a sock in the face and some verbal abuse.  Now, between those options, which one would you finger as the killer, in my place?”
Leslie just gaped.
Walter leaned back.  “I think we’re done here.”
 
* * *
 
The Freak had just returned from its lunch when Carl knocked on its door.  Still a little groggy and out of sorts after its long drive, the Freak was instantly on its guard.  It contemplated casting a defensive magick, but decided to save its strength.  Instead, it asked, “Who’s there?”
“Joe Kimble?”
For a moment, the Freak felt an odd mixture of exhilaration and fear.  Had the challenger it sought found it instead?  But then it realized that it was a question, not an answer.  A grin creased its currently unimpressive face, and a few years dropped off its visage.  
“Yeah, this is Joe Kimble.  Who’s that?”
“Somebody with important news for you.  News I don’t feel like yelling through a door.”
The Freak took a look through the peephole.  Oh yeah.  This guy was not from small town Missouri.  
“Uh, okay.  Let me put some pants on, all right?”
The Freak hadn’t unpacked much the night before, and it took it only seconds to throw the clothes and toiletries it had removed back into a suitcase.  Then it unlocked the door.
The man on the other side strode in like he owned the place.  “What are you doing in the dark?” he asked rhetorically, pulling the shades open.  Then he took a seat next to the cabinet with the TV on it.
“So, uh, who are you?” the Freak asked, closing the door and taking a second chair, close to the stranger.
“My name’s Carl, but that’s not important.  What matters is, I’m here representing an organization that has a lot to offer you.”
“Really?  Uh, like what?”  Good leather jacket, heavy knuckles, dead eyes… this guy might as well wear a baseball cap with “TNI” on it.  The Freak was curious to see how he was going to handle things.
Carl reached into a pocket and the Freak tensed, coiled to spring if it saw a gun.  But what emerged in Carl’s hand was not black, but green.  
Wordlessly, Carl peeled off a hundred-dollar bill, crumpled it one handed and tossed it at the Freak’s chest.  The Freak smoothed it out and widened its eyes, trying to act like it had never seen one before.  Carl wadded up another and threw it, then again, mechanically flinging money off a seemingly infinite wad.  
“Is this… is this real?”
“Shit yeah.  And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”  Carl punctuated his statement with another bill.  “You got value to people you’ve never met.  You’ve got potential you don’t even suspect.  And you’ve got enemies you can’t imagine.”
“Enemies?”
“I’m afraid so.”  Carl glanced out the window, as did the Freak, now trying to look nervous.  “You’re in a position to be a threat to someone very powerful and dangerous.  We can protect you if you join up with us, but if not, you probably won’t last long.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yer daddy didn’t tell you much, huh?”
The Freak put on a mournful face and shook his head.  “No.  I didn’t understand all that talk about… what was it now?”
“Being an avatar?  Being a godwalker?”
“What’s a godwalker?”
“You could be one, with training.  But right now, there’s another godwalker out there who sees you as a threat—and it’s a relentless monster that would erase you without a second thought.”
“Really?  Who… who is it?”
“No one knows its name, but they call it the Freak.  By all accounts, it’s a good name.  I heard a rumor that back in the seventies it cut its own lover’s throat rather than let someone else kill him.”
The Freak’s cheek twitched slightly under its left eye, but Carl paid no attention.  The Freak wondered why no one had thought to warn Carl about the danger of raspy voices.
“You really think this… Freak… would hurt me when I haven’t done anything to it?”
“Absolutely.  But if you’re willing to sign up with us, we can stick it to this bastard before it even sees it coming.”
The Freak said nothing, because it was concentrating on the cells, on their looseness, on the apparent solidity of its body being an illusion like the stillness of a pond…  its body was like a still pond, a still pond…
“I’m not sure,” it said.
“Well, the alternatives are pretty grim,” Carl said, and opened his jacket so that his shoulder holster could be seen.
Carl had no time to react.  The Freak was out of its chair and onto him before he realized what was happening.  He reached across his body as the Freak reached into his face, its fingers probing through skin, through skull, past the eyes, its mind and will locked on Carl’s cells, making them slippery and inconsequential.  It reached through his face like putty until it hit the pons, then scooped that out with a generous chunk of medulla oblongata.
Carl died.  His fingers had just brushed the butt of his gun.
The Freak stepped back and flung the wad of tissue into Carl’s lap.  It was thinking vague thoughts about cleaning up and leaving.  Then it saw a flash of light from a van outside and heard the bang as a bullet smashed through the window and into its shoulder.  It dropped to the floor instantly.
The bullet should have left it nearly dead.  It didn’t.  The “still pond” spell it had cast before killing Carl reduced the injury to a minor annoyance.  The Freak crouched and, with a shower of glass, jumped through the window, sprinting towards the van.  
Jolene saw it coming and fired again, her eyes widening when she saw that the two bullets hadn’t even slowed it.  She turned the ignition with her right hand and started rolling up the window with her left.  
The whole van rocked on its springs as the Freak jumped onto its side, one hand clinging to the roof rack.  The window was up, but it only took the Freak a moment to smash through it.  Still, it was enough time for Jolene to put the van in gear and floor it.  
The Freak pulled its arm back for a second blow and Jolene slammed her fist into the center of its face, as hard as she could.  
Her hand sunk into the flesh as if it was watery bread dough.  She screamed in revulsion, pulling her hand back as the Freak’s face reformed.  Then it was the Freak’s turn to punch at her, but Jolene swung the steering wheel hard, banging her unwanted passenger against the side of the truck and ruining its blow.  Hysterically, she reached for it again.
At that moment, the Freak’s defensive spell wore off.  Jolene was able to seize it by the throat with a powerful, crushing grip.  Years of training taught her to reach around the trachea, like pinching shut a garden hose.
The Freak did not have Jolene’s years of close combat training, but it did have extensive knowledge of human anatomy, along hands strong enough to crush walnuts between two fingers.  Jolene screamed again as her wrist was seized, twisted, and dislocated.  Then her eyes flicked forward and widened.  The Freak turned to see what she was looking at. 
It was a light pole, and Jolene had just adjusted the truck’s direction.  Before, it had been on a collision course.  Now, instead of hitting the van, the pole was in position to scrape the Freak off its side.
With a hoarse bellow of its own the Freak braced a foot against the truck and kicked hard, letting go and flying aside.  It missed the pole by inches and barely remembered to tuck its head and roll before striking the asphalt.  It leaped to its feet, ready to bolt if the van turned to run it down, but Jolene was making tracks.  
At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to get as far away from that thing as was humanly possible.  
As for the Freak, it stood with a wince, taking stock.  It would have to cover the shirt—bullet holes and blood made it too conspicuous by half.  There was a puncture mark on its shoulder and another in its chest, leaking blood on the loops of chain.  They should have been gaping bullet holes, but they were reduced to oozing sores.  Nothing too serious.  It put a hand to its throat—sore on the inside with old scars—but that wasn’t too bad either.  Its arm was sore from the self-inflicted cut, but that was a wound its magick couldn’t touch.  It would just have to cowboy up.  No, the worst was probably the fall.  It stretched; big hematomas, a couple spinal subluxations and what felt like a cracked rib.  It clucked its tongue.  It was spending its magick at a rapid rate, but there was no help for it.  It had to be in good shape when that assassin in the truck came back for more.  And there was plenty where that had come from.
With an effort of will its rib was made whole, its spine clicked back into place and its bruises faded from sight.  
 
* * *
 
“Hi Joe,” Chief Walter Stelke said, clicking on the tape recorder.  
“Hi yourself,” Joe said sullenly.  
“Got something you want to tell me?”
“Yeah.  Your jail sucks.”
The big cop smiled mirthlessly.  “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, Kimble.  You might think you won’t do hard time as a first offender, but Missouri doesn’t look too kindly on patricides.”
Joe looked confused for a moment, because he’d thought the Chief had said “pesticides.”  Then it clicked.
“What, you think I did it?  Jesus fuckin’ Christ, what are they paying you for?”
Walter sucked his teeth.  Joe was the obvious suspect.  The chief had Dan Hamilton’s statement that Kimble had checked into the motel after an argument with his father, and that he’d seemed angry and upset.  The timing was right.  But Joe sure as hell wasn’t acting guilty.
He decided to put the pressure on.
“Yes Joe, I think you did it.”
“That’s crazy, man!  He was my dad.”
“So?  All that means is, you probably had the strongest feelings towards him of anybody.  Who else in the world cared about him enough to kill him?”
“Who else?  You talk to those three Mundy fuckos?  Shit, there’s, there’s your killers right there.”
“You think so?”
“Who else?”
“Well Joe, it was someone else, since they were still in the diner when your father was killed.”
Joe opened his mouth and then shut it.  
“That can’t be right,” he said at last.
“Officer Washington said your dad was still warm.  That means he was killed real soon before he got there.  The three Mundys were in the restaurant, with him, right up to the point that he got the call from you.  Sorry Joe, that dog won’t hunt.”
“Well, shit.”  Joe’s face was slack, his eyes distant with pure bafflement.  “I don’t know then.  I got no idea.”
“Maybe I can jog your memory,” the police chief said.  “Someone close to him.  Someone who had an argument with him.  Someone who left in a huff and stayed in a hotel.  Someone who bloodied the nose of a hotel employee.  You know anyone like that?”
“Look, I didn’t do it!”
There was a tentative knock at the door.  Walter’s lips got tight.
“I’m busy in here,” he barked.
“Sir, this is pretty important.”  It was Andy’s voice.
The chief got up, glared at Joe and said “We ain’t done.”  Then he went outside. 
It was Phil King who came back a few minutes later and escorted Joe back to his cell.  Joe asked what was going on, but got no straight answer.
Behind him, in the interrogation room, the tape reached its end and stopped with a loud click.
Out in his car, Chief Stelke tried to make sense of a second murder in a single day, this time at the Motel 8.  He shook his head and reached for the Maalox once again.  
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Chief Stelke stood in the doorway to Room 10, not thinking about anything in particular, just trying to sort out the impressions of his senses.
The odor had gotten him first, while he was still walking down the hallway.  He’d smelled puke first, and had seen it right outside the doorway.  Then, in the doorway, the smell of shit started to blend with vomit.  He guessed that the victim had made in his drawers when he died.  The puke was probably from the first witness on the scene.
He felt a shudder in his gut, reacting to the aromas and the sights.  He sucked on Maalox-tasting teeth, hoping he’d keep it down himself.  
There was less blood than one might expect, but the victim’s face was just gone.  Where most of it should have been was a meaty hole, right above a slack but intact lower jaw.  Blood dripped down the chin and glistened on the nameless man’s shirtfront.
“Sir?”
Walter blinked, and turned towards Roberta.  She looked kind of green but was staying professional.  Good.
“Yeah?”
“The desk clerk, Evan Hamilton, called in at 3:33.  He reported hearing loud noises in the parking lot, then squealing tires…”
“Roberta?  Just hold on a second, okay?”
“Oh.  Yes sir.”
He took a step towards the body.  A big guy, strong looking.  He squinted and pulled a pencil from his breast pocket.  Slowly he bent forward, waving a few flies away, and used the pencil to push the man’s coat open.
“Huh.”
Shoulder holster.  Empty.
He turned and looked at the room as the corpse would have seen it.
The first thing that caught his eye was a gun lying on the floor, between the bed and the shattered window.
Next, he noticed a shirt, crumpled on the bed, covered with blood.  
Third, on the floor—money.  Wadded up bills, quite a few of them.  
“So let’s see,” he muttered aloud.  “We got another dead guy, and another weapon left at the scene.”  He glanced at Roberta.  “You suppose this gun is clean too?”  
She just shrugged.
His eyes narrowed as he spotted the glitter of glass in the bed and on the floor.  He went to the window, put his head gingerly through the gap and looked out.
“Hm,” he said.  He turned to Roberta.  “So, what do you think?”
“Think?  Uh, sir?”
“Yeah.  What do you think went down here?”  Walter only had the vaguest of theories, but he figured asking her would keep her from asking him.  That could only make him look smart.
She cleared her throat.  
“Well.  The manager, Mr. Hamilton, said that he heard loud noises from the parking lot around 3:30, then tires squealing.  He thought it was firecrackers.”  Walter nodded, and Roberta, encouraged, continued.  “He went out to take a look and saw a man in a bloody shirt sprinting across the parking lot.  The man jumped through the window into Number Ten, this room here.”  That earned her another nod.  “He—Hamilton—ran back to his desk and called the police.  Then he heard three more gunshots.  He stayed in the room behind the front desk until I arrived.  The two of us came to the room, I entered it, and I found it as you see it.”
“Uh huh.  He the one who sicked up in the hall?”
Roberta swallowed.  “No sir, that was me.”
Walter shrugged.  “Yeah, well.  So those are the facts.  What do you think?”
“Without the identities of the assailant or the victim, there’s no real way to calculate motive.  Right now it’s forensics, I guess.”  She looked around aimlessly, then slowly walked to the discarded gun.  She squatted, careful of the broken glass, lowered her nose, and sniffed.
“It’s been fired,” she said.  
She looked at the glass, and the corners of her mouth tucked slightly.
“There’s something odd,” she said.  
“What’s that?”
“The glass is both inside and outside the window.”
“I noticed that.  You think it got broken inward, or outward?”
“The biggest chunks are broken outward… the ones inside are smaller and farther and… hey, look at this!”  
She strode across the room and stood next to the bathroom door.  “Did you see this?”
Walter turned and saw her pointing at a large hole in the doorframe.  
“Missed that,” he said, smiling.  “Must have been distracted by something.”  He looked through the hole like a spyglass, and saw that the edge of the medicine cabinet had stopped the bullet before it entered the hall.
“How many loud noises did the desk clerk report?”
“He said there were two at first and then three later.”
“We’ll assume those were gunshots… so here’s one.  One, presumably, went in the victim’s face.  Where are the other three?”
“Great Jesus fuck!”
Walter turned and saw big Phil King staring into the room with horrified fascination.  
“Hey Phil.  Bring the camera?”
 
* * *
 
At first, Jolene just drove, foot to the pedal in desperation to escape.  But she was a pro.  She regained self-control after just a couple blocks and started driving more responsibly.  It wouldn’t do her much good to get pulled over with two incriminating cartridges on the floor of the van and a fresh-fired rifle riding shotgun.  Not to mention Carl’s blood on her swelling left hand, transferred there by his killer.  Not to additionally mention that fucked up dead baby gadget.  
She took a deep breath, started using her turn signals and headed out towards the highway.  She didn’t have any kind of plan until she saw a phone booth.  
When she pulled over and killed the engine she realized her left hand hurt like hell.  She looked down and saw the wrist bruising badly and starting to swell.  
The phone booth was at a gas station, next to the outdoor ice cooler.  She put her wallet on the top of the cooler and got out the phone card, only to find that the phone was the old kind that didn’t take cards.  
“Shit!” she hissed, almost ready to cry in frustration.  But she was a pro.  She opened the truck door, went into the ashtray where they kept the change for tolls, got a roll of quarters and started feeding them into the machine.  When she’d dialed the Chicago number, she held the receiver with her right hand and put the left into the cooler, laying it gingerly on the sacks of ice.  
The voice that answered was cool, female and only marginally polite.
“Hello?”
“Betsy.  It’s Jolene.  I gotta talk to the boss.”
“He’s kind of busy right now…”
“It’s a no-shit emergency, Betsy.”
“I’m not sure where…”
“Betsy.  Find him.  Now.  Or I will kill you dead.”
There was a moment of silence from the other side of the line, then “I’ll put you right through.”
In Chicago, the middle manager raised his perfectly shaved chin as Betsy poked her head in.  “Sir?  Jolene on one.  She says it’s urgent.”
He found his lips were suddenly dry, and he licked them before he could stop himself.  He’d been waiting for this call, and dreading it.  “Put her through.”
He took a deep breath and picked up.  “Yes?  How’s the project going?”
“Carl’s dead.”
The manager felt a little lurch in his chest—part the dark feeling of a fear coming true, part habitual dislike for people saying things obviously on a telephone line.  
“Really?  What happened?”
“He went in to talk to Joe Kimble, and Kimble tore his goddamn head open!”
The manager blinked.  This was unexpected.
“When you say…”
“I mean just that!  I mean Kimble stuck his hand in Carl’s face, like you’d, you’d, reach into a jar of peanuts!  Not only that, I tried to shoot him and the bullets just went right through him!”
Something clicked in the middle manager’s brain.  
“Good grief,” he said automatically.  “What happened next?”
“Well, Kimble jumped through the window and grabbed on the side of the van.  When I punched him in the face, it just, just… just sank in.  Like punching a pillow or something!”  Jolene took a deep breath, and realized something.  “Not only that, when I, uh, pulled my hand out… it was a different face.  Like he had just turned into someone else.”
“But you got away?”
“Yeah, I scraped him off on a light pole, but not before he broke my fucking wrist.”  Jolene bit her lip and then said “You gotta pull me out of here.  Without Carl I don’t stand a chance in hell against him.  Shit, the two of us together probably couldn’t do anything.  You need to send down some serious heat to take care of this!”
The middle manager was still, but his brain was ticking along violently.  He couldn’t send more people.  Even if Jolene hadn’t figured out she had seen the Freak, someone would eventually piece it together.  Then the questions would start.  Everyone would want to know, how did the Freak find out?  
His sister was doing much better.  He couldn’t get discovered now.  
The only person with the clues was Jolene.  If the Freak killed Jolene and then Kimble, the links between him and it would all be severed.  By the time he sent investigators to see what had happened, the Freak would be long gone and the trail cold.  Tidy.
But Jolene would have to die.
“Okay, I’m on it Jolene.  I’m going to see if I can get the Weather Channelers down there from Arizona, you know them?  I haven’t seen any… manifestation yet that Uriel Sterne couldn’t handle.  That may take a while, so I’m sending Cage and Officer Bob down now, understand?”
At the gas station, Jolene breathed a sigh of relief.  
“But Jolene, I need you to do something.”
Her relief was short lived.  “What?”
“You have to stay in town and keep track of Kimble.”
“Oh boss, no… you don’t understand…”
“Jolene, I do understand, but listen to me.  If you bail out now, don’t you think Kimble will bolt?  If he’s onto you, he’ll be back later, but when he decides.  Have you still got the Hotchkiss compass?”
“You mean the jar thing?  Yeah…”
“Then you’re able to track him, right?”
“Uh huh…”
“Good.  Keep tabs on him.  Don’t engage.  Wait for reinforcements.  They’ll be down there today.”
“Boss… I don’t think…”
“You’re not going soft on me, are you Jolene?”
“No!  But you didn’t see…”
“Jolene, lots of our operatives see lots of terrible things.  I need to know I can rely on you to stick with this.  Can I rely on you?”
“Yeah…”
“Because if I can’t I’m sure I can make other arrangements.  Odds are good that the… that Kimble wouldn’t be able to get at you in a federal prison, right?”
Jolene was quiet for a moment, her eyes widening.
“You wouldn’t.”
“Jolene, you must have a pretty good idea that I would.  If I have to.”
“Dammit…”
“Language,” he said automatically, then sighed.  “Jolene.  Everything will be fine.  Honestly.  Cage and Bob are top notch—they’re the ones who uncovered the, the thing with the sugar packets at the millennium, remember?  They’ve faced stuff as bad as this and come through it.  They’ll be there today.  You just have to stay safe for the five hours it’ll take them to get there.  Do you understand me?”
“Yeah, I fucking understand you.”
“Jolene, I…”  But she’d hung up.
In his office, the middle manager looked down at his hands and tried to concentrate on his sister’s “miraculous remission.”
Squatting in the dust in Missouri, Jolene wept.
 
* * *
 
Elsewhere, at the Sleepy Teepee motor lodge, the front desk man nodded genially at the portly lady checking in.
“You hear about the doings at the Motel Eight?” he asked, his grin showing a missing canine tooth. 
She shook her head.  “I just got off the highway.  I was hoping to get farther south, but I got a migraine coming on.”  
He nodded sympathetically.  She seemed pale and tired, and it looked like she’d spilled something on the front of her navy blue sweatshirt.
Plus that raspy, hissing voice didn’t sound very happy.
 
* * *
 
Chief Walter Stelke was torn between his desire to stay at the crime scene (or go to the first one) and his need to go back to the station.  He wound up leaving Nicole Cortez on the scene scratching her head, while Phil King kept shaking his.  
At the station, he sat in his office with the door closed for about fifteen minutes, then called in Andy Brault.  
“You wanted to see me, Walt?”  After a few years on the force, Walter made it a habit to take his officers to Kandyland, a raunchy strip dive two counties over.  He’d take a couple other officers along, they’d all get loaded, stay out all night and sober up at Dade’s Rib Shack the next morning.  Then he’d drop the officer off at home and say, “Oh—you can call me Walt.”  
(When he didn’t have anything else on his mind, he sometimes worried how he’d handle it with Roberta.  But today, he had other concerns.)
“Shut the door please.”  Walter gestured at the chair across from him.
“What can I do for you?”
“We have to call in Trevor.”
Andy nodded.  They’d both known it, and Walt knew he’d have to tell everyone eventually.  But Roberta would be optimistic about bringing in the county Sheriff’s Department.  Luther wouldn’t understand the problem.  Phil would curse up a storm talking about how Trevor Lee was just a shitheel politician in cop’s clothes.  But Andy took the news with a sad little nod, as Walter had known he would.
“Yep.”
“I want you to handle him an’ his guys.  You know he’s going to want to take over the whole damn thing.  You make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“Uh huh.”
“I’ma need people watching the jail, doing traffic, handling the standard daily calls.  That’s gonna be you and the deputies and maybe Luther.”
“You don’t think he’ll be mad at missing out on the murder?”
“Luther’s a big boy, he can handle disappointment.  Beides, I’ll bring him in on the actual bust, once Roberta does the detecting.”
“‘Kay.  You want I should make the call?”
“Naw, Trevor will wanna hear it from my mouth, an’ it’ll go down easier if I’m the one who asks for help.  You fill in the others, all right?”
“You got it, Chief.”
“An’ Andy?”
“Uh huh?”
“Make sure they understand the situation.  The deputies are here to free us up for this murder case, not to fuck with it.  The deputies don’t know this town, they don’t know the area and they don’t know the people.  We do, so we’re in the hot seat.”  He bit the inside of his lip thoughtfully.  “Get it across to Nicole and Phyllis too, if you don’ mind.  Not real obvious, of course.  But make sure they know that everything moves through us.”
Andy nodded.  “Sure.  ‘Cause otherwise, the left hand won’t know what the right is doing.”
“‘Zactly.”
Andy turned to go, but halted when Walter said “Oh, one more thing.  Can you bring me the Mundy woman’s gun?  I wanna take another look at it.”
“You know, we can still hold her on the guns charge.”
“Yeah… but that’s like impeaching Clinton for banging his intern.  If I’m gonna charge her, I want it to be something worthwhile.”
When the door was closed again, Walter reached into a paper bag under his desk.  Before coming to the office, he’d stopped by his home to pick up a medium grade rat-tail file.  
 
* * *
 
“C’mon out,” Luther said, and when the old man in the cell looked up at him, the cop almost shuddered.  Fred Mundy had stopped hyperventilating after the doctor had talked to him, and had just sat, staring at the wall opposite his cot.  Luther had figured this guy would be pleased as pie to be let loose, but his face was so blank it was scary.  
Slowly, Fred Mundy stood.
“C’mon buddy, we’re burnin’ daylight here.  You do want to get out of here, don’t you?”
“I’ve told you everything I know.”
“Sure,” Luther said impatiently, with a tiny roll of his eyes.  He stopped when he saw the abject fear in Fred’s eyes.  It just flashed for a moment and then the older man hid it away again, hid it in the blankness.  But it was the same terror that had shaken Luther when he opened the door.  
If anyone had asked Luther about the last time someone was scared of him, he could have told stories about women giving him wary glances as a teenager, or white guys studiously not looking when he was going down the street with his cousins in St. Louis.  But when he caught those brief hints from Fred, Luther realized that those women and men had only been nervous or cautious or a little skittish.  Before Fred, no one had ever been truly, deeply afraid of him, and he found he didn’t like it one bit.
“Look,” he said, then stopped as Fred froze.  Luther just shook his head, stepped back and gestured for Fred to leave his cell.  Hesitantly, the prisoner complied.
Fred didn’t really believe they were letting him go until he was outside in the sun, with the Chief of Police giving him a last look and telling him “Don’t you leave town, now.”  He squinted up at the sky, his teeth showing in something between a grimace and a grin.
“Well, that was close.”  Fred turned towards the voice and Kate was standing beside him.  He hadn’t even noticed her stepping down behind him.  Her skin had an unshowered sheen and her hair was thick and clumpy, but he wound his arms around her and held her as tight as he could.  A moment later, he felt the arms of his son around the two of them.  In the sun, in front of the police station, the Mundy family embraced for maybe half a minute.  Not one of them thought anything.  They just held.
The moment passed, and Fred said, “We ain’t done yet.”
“Well, what should we do?” Kate asked.
“I’m for a shower, first thing,” Leslie replied.  
“Yeah,” Kate said.  “And then some decent food.”
Fred nodded.  “Yeah.  Uh, can I get a ride from you two?
“Of course.  You’re at the Super 8 too, right?”
“Like everyone else.”
No one had told them about the second murder.  Their first intimation came when they saw the police tape around the shattered window.  They parked and went in through the front lobby, where Phil King gave them a look like they were shit and he’d just stepped in it.
“Guess it’s true what they say,” the policeman said, crossing his arms so that his worked-out pectorals bulged.
Kate said nothing.  She knew a gambit when she heard one.  Leslie, too, had heard his share of provocative statements from aggressive men.  He didn’t even make eye contact.  As for Fred, years of jail had taught him.  When a man in a uniform made a comment to him, he instinctively dropped his gaze and tried to look as blandly ass-eyed dumb as he could.
Phil waited for a response, but as the Mundys shuffled past, he was forced to respond to himself.  “About returning to the scene of the crime, you know.”  It felt weak to him, and he was irrationally annoyed that they hadn’t followed his script.  
Down the hall towards their room, they spotted another cop, the woman.  “What happened here?” Kate asked.  Roberta stepped into the middle of the hallway and put her hands on her hips.  She replied to Kate with a question.  “What are you doing here?”
“This is where we’re staying,” Leslie said.  
Roberta narrowed her eyes.  “What an interesting coincidence,” she said, significantly.
Fred gritted his teeth.  “You mean something by that?”
Roberta met his gaze and said nothing.
“‘Cause there’s two fucking hotels in this shitwater burg, you know?  So that there’s a fifty-fifty chance, not an ‘interesting coincidence.’”
“Whatever you say, old timer.”
“Look, can you at least tell us when this happened?” Leslie asked.  Roberta started to shake her head, so Leslie continued.  “It was today, right?  I know there wasn’t any of this in the morning when we left, so it happened while we were in your jail, right?”
“We haven’t fixed a time of death,” Roberta said, but she unwillingly knew that what Leslie said made sense.
“Forget it son,” Kate said.  “Sherlock Holmes here has us pegged for it, even if it doesn’t make sense.  Hey, we’re from out of town, we’re blacks, we must be criminals, right?”
“Look,” Roberta said, now seriously annoyed, “It’s none of your business, ‘kay?  I mean, there’s nothing to see.  Might as well move on.”
“We’re going,” Fred said.  “I suppose we’ll find out what happened when we get blamed for it.”
Roberta just shook her head and scowled at their backs as they went towards their rooms.
“I dibs first shower,” Leslie said, opening the door ahead of his mother.  
“Okay hon,” she said, absentmindedly, looking at Fred.  He stood in the hall in front of her room, not meeting her gaze.
“You okay?” she asked him.
“Uh… yeah, I suppose,” he said.  He didn’t make a move to leave.
“Well, I guess I’ma get cleaned up,” she said.  He nodded, but still didn’t turn to go.
“Fred, you wanna… I dunno, go get dinner after this?”
He nodded.  “Good.  That’ll be good.”
Another pause.
“Fred.  Are you okay?”
Silently, he shook his head.
“I guess not,” he said.  “Uh… being back… I mean, being in a cell again, it kind of…” he shrugged.
“You’re not going back,” Kate said.  “They got nothing on us.”  They both knew, or thought they knew, how little that mattered.  Still, Fred nodded.
“Look, I saw a Steak and Shake west of the highway.  You want to go there for dinner?”
“I do like their shakes,” he said.  She nodded.
“Okay, we’ll drive together.”
“Okay.”
She stepped out into the hall and hugged him.
“You’re going to be okay,” she whispered to him.
“I cannot go back.  Ever.  I can’t,” he said in return.  
 
* * *
 
At the police station, Dr. Nicole Cortez had brought a big bag of McDonald’s cheeseburgers along with her preliminary autopsy findings.  As she spoke, her hands were busy with ketchup packets.  She would grab each one in her right hand and shake it a few times until one end bulged.  Then she’d tear the other edge and squeeze out every drop into the center of a white paper napkin in the middle of the conference room table.  She didn’t look as she did this, nor even think about it.  When she’d emptied five packets, she started picking up french fries, dipping them, and eating them just as mechanically.  
“It’s weird,” she said.  “It’s very, very weird.”
“Weird how?”
“Well, the cause of death is kind of baffling.”
“You’re kiddin’ me!”  Phil King paused to tongue a half-chewed hamburger wad into his left cheek so he could talk around it.  “I’ll give you a hint.  He died when his face got blown off.”
Cortez scowled at him.  “At first I thought that the facial injury was an exit wound too, but it can’t be: There’s no entry wound in the back of the head.”
Walter Stelke frowned, pulling at his lower lip.  “So what did it?”
“That’s what’s so hard to say.  I’m starting to wonder if that injury wasn’t postmortem.  Or maybe done after he was sedated or tasered or something.  There’s so little blood spattered around—if someone was doing that to your face, you’d struggle, right?  But all the blood fell straight.  It just poured out the wound until his heart stopped pumping.”
“You’re sure he wasn’t shot?”
“Well, I won’t be sure until I do the full autopsy, but the wound on his face did not come from a gunshot.  There’s no gunpowder burns on the flesh, and again, no splash.”
“So where did the wound come from, then?”  Phil had finished his second cheeseburger and reached for his diet coke.  
“Well, it looks like a very clean cut.  Very.  Like you’d get from a surgical bonesaw.  But again, no spattering, which argues for a postmortem injury.  But if it was postmortem, the killer was on a tight timetable, because the body was still flexible when we got there.  The blood hadn’t even finished pooling in his feet.  And if the killer did butcher the body after, I’d love to know where.  There aren’t any drag marks in the carpet, so the killer either carried the body to the chair or the victim sat down under his own power.  If the killer had carried him, you’d have blood everywhere, so I’m guessing he died in the chair and was mangled there too.”
“Damn,” King said, reaching for a french fry.  
“What about the gun found on the scene?” Walter asked quietly.
“All kinds of interesting stuff with the gun too,” Nicole said, reaching for her second sandwich.  “A lot of it doesn’t add up, but it’s interesting.  The gun was modified for a silencer, for one thing.”
“Oh really?  Gee, now didn’t someone get shot with a silenced pistol just this morning?”
“Uh huh.  In fact, we found the silencer under the bed.  Also, the gun was recently fired.  There were three empty cartridges in the cylinder, and some very nice prints on the handle.  There were also prints on all the cartridges.  Specifically, the prints on the cartridges belonged to the victim—so he’s the one who loaded the gun.  Some of his prints are on the barrel and handle too.  But there’s no powder burns on his hands—meaning he loaded it, but someone else fired it.”
“Did that gun put the bullet in the bathroom?”
“Nuh uh,” Phil said, and Nicole spoke at the same time.
“No, the pistol was a .38 special.  The slug in the bathroom was significantly larger.”
“I think I can speak t’ that,” Phil said, then swallowed.  “Hamilton wasn’t the only one to look outside.  There’s a lady from Minnesota who made a statement to me.  Wanna hear it?”
“Sure.”
“All right.  She heard the first two bangs and looked out the window in time to see a big white vehicle—like a van or a truck or something—tearassin’ down the parking lot with a guy clinging to the side.”
“No fooling?”
“That’s what she said.  The guy fell off and the white truck ran away.  She ran out her room to see if the guy was hurt or needed help, but he wasn’t in the parking lot.  Then she heard another bang, looked, and saw the guy waving a gun out the window.”
“Out the window of number ten?”
“Uh huh.  He fired again, into the air, while she was watching, and she ran back into the building.  She heard another shot after that.”
“So this is probably the same guy that Hamilton saw?  The guy in the bloody shirt?”
Phil shrugged.
“Let’s recap,” Walter said, pinching the bridge of his nose and giving a gentle burp.  “Shirt guy and the victim are in room ten.  Someone—probably the shirt guy—kills the victim, then mangles the body.  Then someone else—the van man—shoots through the window, lodging the bullet in bathroom.”
“We found the second shot, too,” Phil said.  “It hit the exterior wall of the motel and lodged in the bricks.”
“Right.  So van man shoots twice.  Then shirt guy… what, jumps out the window?”
“It would explain how glass got broken on both sides,” Nicole said.
“Shirt guy jumps out the window and grabs on the side of the van.  Van man shakes him off.  Why doesn’t he just shoot him?”
“Doesn’t want to kill him?” the coroner suggested.
“Out of ammo, maybe?” contributed Phil King.
“Hm.  Van man drives off.  Shirt guy jumps back into the hotel room after being knocked off a moving vehicle.”
“So we’re looking for someone tough,” King muttered.
“Shirt guy grabs the victim’s gun, leans out the window and fires three times.”
“Probably firing at van man.”
“I don’t think so,” Walt said.  “Shirt guy is tough, but even a tough guy is going to be shook after being knocked off a truck and jumping through a window twice.  No, by the time he’s got the gun, van man is long gone.”
“Don’t forget the silencer,” Nicole said.
“Yeah… now, we’re sure this is the victim’s gun, right?”
“Pretty sure.  His prints are on the bullets, remember.”
“Maybe he hadn’t put the silencer on it, maybe it fell out during the struggle.  Probably doesn’t matter.”
“Wait, I thought you said the guy with the silencer was probably Kimble’s killer.  You think the morning’s killer is the afternoon’s victim?”
All three were silent for a moment.
“That would make things pretty damn tricky,” Walt said.  “Maybe victim and shirt guy are in it together.  They have some kind of falling out and shirt guy snaps.”
“You’d have to be pretty crazy to do what he did to that other guy’s face.”
“So who’s van man then?  Who are the two of them hiding from?”
“Maybe van man and the victim double crossed shirt guy?”
“And all this begs the question: Why would it take three people to kill one small town exterminator in downstate Missouri?”
“Let’s get back to the timetable,” Nicole said.  “Shirt guy fires three shots.  Then what?”
“Flees the scene, presumably.”
“No one saw him go,” King replied.
“‘Course not.  They were all hiding in their rooms because… aw shit, because of the gunshots.  Your Minnesota woman said he fired into the air, right?”
“That’s what she thought.”
“He wasn’t shooting at anyone.  He was trying to scare people away so no one would see him go.  That’s why he left the piece behind.  Did we find any luggage in the room?”
“Nope.”
“Who was it registered to?”
King flipped through his notes.  “Someone named Kim Franklin.”  He frowned.  “So where was she when these guys were shooting up her hotel room?”
“In the van, maybe?” 
Nicole cleared her throat.  “Kim is a man’s name too.  I knew a guy named Kim in med school.”
“So we’re back at square one.  Assuming Kim is shirt guy, he fires out the window to clear the area, grabs his suitcases, jumps out the window a third time, gets in his car and drives away.”
“Unless Kim is the victim.”
“Who may be Kimble’s killer.”  Walt grimaced.  “It’s starting to sound like some kind of big metaphysical conspiracy,” he muttered.
“Huh?”
“Nothing.”
There was a knock at his office door.  
“C’mon in,” the police chief said.  It was Luther Washington.  He looked back and forth between Nicole and Phil.
“Is this a bad time, sir?”
“Naw, we’re just trying to piece all this…” Walter struggled for a word to sum up ‘all this’ but couldn’t find one, so he just said “…together.”
“Well, I, uh, had something to maybe contribute.”
“Let’s hear it.”
Luther cleared his throat.  “Well, before I got the call to the Kimble residence this morning, I took a statement from Fred Mundy about Seth Dobbs.”
“Who’s Seth Dobbs?” Nicole asked.
“The Sleepy Teepee bill jumper,” Phil said.
“Oh, the blood on the chair by the window, right?”
“Uh huh.”
“Well, Mundy gave me his card,” Luther said, handing it to the chief.
“Extraordinary Investigations, huh?”  
Luther shrugged.
“Basically, Mundy said the guy was acting suspicious.  Nothing he could put his finger on, just responding strangely to questions and, you know, behaving funny.”
“You think he’s maybe one of our killers?”
“What you mean ‘one of’?”
“Never mind… the idea isn’t really fully cooked yet.  So you think this Dobbs character could be part of it?”
“Well, if Mundy is part of it, maybe Dobbs is too.  He is another suspicious out of town guy in a hotel room.”
“I guess.  Hm.  Well, thanks Luther…”
“There’s something else.  Sir.”  Walt waited.  Luther cleared his throat, flicked his eyes between the two silent others in the room and said “I’d like you to release Joe Kimble into my custody, sir.”
There was silence.  Then Phil King said “What the hell for?”
Luther turned to him and made a tight little face.  “Look man, Joe’s my friend.  He didn’t do this.”
“He may be your friend, but right now he’s a prime suspect,” the chief said, tilting his head to the side.
“Aw, c’mon,” Luther said.  “No murders in this town for, for how many years, and then two in one day?  What are the odds that it’s not the same guy?  Joe for sure didn’t do that second guy, and he didn’t kill his old man either.  He…”  Luther sighed.  “You didn’t see him.  I mean, right after.  He was like, like a zombie.  Not like he’d gotten away with anything.  Like he just couldn’t believe it.  I mean, he was astonished.  And then when he saw those other folks, the ones he thought did it?  I never seen him so mad.  He was not faking that.  I’ve known him since we were, like, twelve years old.  Joe Kimble may have had his fights with his dad, but he was never killing mad.  And even if he was, he wouldn’t do it like that, not so smart and… cold.”
Walter Stelke drummed his fingers on his desktop.  
“You know, Luther, I gotta say I didn’t get a guilty feeling off him either.  But I can’t spring a capital suspect just on a feeling.  Until I have a better scenario, the safe thing to do is keep him in jail.”
“You know he didn’t do it.”
“I don’t think he did it.  I don’t know anything.”
Luther shook his head.  “You’re letting an innocent man rot in jail, with everyone thinking he killed his own daddy.”
“Calm down there, Luther,” King said.
“Naw, he’s right,” Walter said.  “You’re probably right, Luther.  I’m probably doing just that.  For your friend’s sake, I really hope I am.”  His left hand went to his mouth, pulling the corners together briefly while his eyes got distant.  “But consider this, Luther.  If Joe didn’t do it, anyone who’s got a motive to kill his dad might have a motive to come after him next.  If that’s the case, he’s probably safest right where he is.”
 
* * *
 
Jolene had gotten a big bag of ice at the gas station, and her whole body shivered as she gritted her teeth and kept her left hand shoved deep in it.  The van had a good heater, but not good enough to keep the back area warm on an autumn night, with her freezing her hand and knowing that thing was out there somewhere.
She thought about going to a hospital, but not seriously.  They’d want to know how it had happened, and that would connect her to the hotel room.  The cops were probably picking it over already.  She’d have to change her appearance—not too much of a problem.  But first she’d have to take care of her hand.
She pulled it out of the ice and poked at it gingerly.  It was mostly numb, with the sensation of a dull ache in towards the bone.  Not fun, but better than the fiery pain that had come before.  
Jolene was no doctor, but doing close combat training she’d seen her share of wrist injuries.  She didn’t think anything was broken.  More likely the tendons were out and the little round bones at the base of the hand were shifted.  It was just a question of getting them back into place and keeping them there.  
At the gas station, she’d thought about getting herself some liquor, to dull the pain a little, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  It didn’t seem wise to lower her guard.  
She took another glance at the fetal compass.  Still holding steady.  She’d stuck on a dab of tape so she could make sure it was pointing the same way.  She gave herself permission to hope that Kimble had settled for the night.
With a deep breath, Jolene wrapped her left arm around the seat, hugging it the chair from behind.  With her right hand she grabbed her wrist.  Another deep breath—she wanted to do this quick, before the sensation returned too much.  Then she tightened her right hand and pulled out hard, compressing her bicep against the seat and stretching her forearm.
The pain was sudden, intense, and even through the dulling ice it was sharp.  She bit her lip and felt bones shift beneath her fingers.  Her breath rushed out as she relaxed.  
Her left hand was throbbing, and the ache went up her bones all they way to the shoulder, but the worst was over.  At least, the worst she was going to do to herself.  Slowly, monotonously cursing under her breath, she pulled out a roll of athletic tape and began the awkward process of bandaging a hand without assistance.  Half the roll later, her hand was mostly immobilized.
She gave herself another look at the compass.  Still the same direction.  Another deep breath.  
There were disposable contact lenses in the glove compartment, colored a light, cloudy blue—not the fake Paul Newman blue of a lot of colored lenses, these were a color no one would think was bogus.  There was disposable dye too, enough to turn her dishwater brown hair into a light, brassy red.  She’d wear it up and strap her tits down with an ace bandage, and hope that standing next to Carl had made her look shorter than she really was.  Her GRU trainers had instructed her in body language tricks that were supposed to make her look smaller, but she didn’t have a lot of faith in that kind of psychological bullshit.  In her experience, going from being a sturdy brunette with a big rack to being a flat-chested redhead was enough to disorient most people.
She could use the wash-in dye at a truckstop a few towns up the road.  She could eat there too, pull the van over in an unlit corner and spend the night.  Come back to Kimble’s town in the morning as a different woman.
Before she did anything else though, she started loading some guns.  
 
* * *
 
In his cell, Joe was crying.  He tried to keep it very quiet, because he didn’t want the cops to know.
He was all by himself in the jail, so he guessed the police had cut the Mundys loose.  Normally Joe wouldn’t have thought about it much, but being in jail, alone, with nothing but those damn soap operas on the three lousy TV channels, he’d had plenty of time to think.
Chief Stelke had to be right.  He’d been with the Mundys when his dad got killed.  But he was still sure they were in it, somehow.  They had to be.  Nothing else made sense.  No one else would kill his dad.  No one.
That was how the thought had snuck up on him.  His father was dead.  He started to cry.
After his mom had passed away Joe and his dad hadn’t gotten along all that great.  Neither one was a great talker—Lisa had started most of the conversations in the house, and without her it had just gone quiet.  But Ralph had still been there.  There had even been a few times when they were working together—quietly, but together, maybe with the hoods on during a fumigation—that Joe and his father (or not his father?  Joe still didn’t know what to think) had gotten into a synchronization.  Their tasks had meshed and integrated perfectly, working side by side, each moving out of the other’s way like an intricate dance and it had been perfect.  Perfect.  Those few times, and they weren’t many, they hadn’t needed words.  Joe had just known Ralph the way he’d known how to breathe, the way he knew the sky was blue.
Now it was like the sky was gone.  Except for his brief stint in the Army, all of Joe’s life had interlocked with Ralph’s, had affected and been affected by it.  Now all that had simply vanished, leaving Joe spinning like a wheel in a deep icy rut, whirling madly but making no progress because there was no connection.  
Joe lay on his side in his bunk with his knees pressed to his chest, holding them, and a quiet whining sound crept out of his mouth as he tried, tried so hard, not to wail.  Periodically, his whole body would shake as he sobbed.  He had to breathe through his mouth, because of the snot.
The door opened.  
It wasn’t the door of his cell, it was the door to the cell block, and Joe hurriedly sat up, grabbed a handful of rough toilet paper and wiped his nose savagely, rubbing his eyes, blowing so hard he got dizzy.
“Hey Joe?”
Joe sniffed and tried to sound casual as he said “Hey Luther.”  It didn’t work.  Not at all.
“Uh…”  Luther looked at his friend and was simply at a loss for words.
“Shit, you fuckers ever clean out these mattresses?” Joe asked.  His breath hitched and he winced but he went on.  “I think there’s, like, something I’m allergic to in here or something.”
“I’ll see what I can do ‘bout that,” Luther said, wondering what he should say.  He thought about “Are you okay?” or “Are you okay, man?” but he wasn’t certain how Joe would take it.  He’d never seen his friend like this, except maybe when his mom died, but that was different.  Joe had been younger.  And when he needed to, he’d been able to go out for long rides on the highway on that shitty motorbike that he’d sold off when he went to the Army.
“Uh…”
“Hey, is that supper?” Joe asked.
“Yeah,” Luther said, relieved.  “I actually got you some good food instead of the usual institutional crap you’d get in here.”  He set the tray down and passed a McDonald’s bag through the bars.  “Better eat them fries quick before they get all cold and nasty.”
“Thanks man.  You get me a box of those McDonaldland cookies?”
“Like, the sugar cookies?  Yeah, I know you like ‘em.  Next best thing to a cake with a file, right?”
“Really.  Man, I thought you had to pony your ass out to get stuff like this in jail.”
Luther snorted, and for a moment it was like old times.  But the bars snuffed the feeling quickly.
“I uh, also got you some magazines.  ‘Soldier of Fortune,’ ‘Maxim,’ one with all that heavy metal bullshit you like…”
“You the man, Luther.”
“You ain’t seen the best yet,” Luther said, glancing toward the door.  Then he pulled a bottle out of his pocket and twisted off the top.
“Here, hand me that styrofoam cup.”
“MGD?  No shit!”
“Nothing but class, my friend.”  Luther poured the beer and handed it through the bars.  Joe guzzled it quickly, then held the cup back for the rest.
“I’m gonna get you out of here, you know,” Luther said, as Joe tucked into his food.
“Yeah?”
“Shit Joe, we got no case on you.  The chief knows it, I know it, your lawyer knows it.  I hear we’re bringing in the county on this, so we’ll find the real shooter soon.”
“Yeah, well, I hope so.  ‘S my taxes that pay your salary, you know,” he said, grinning a little around his full mouth.
“No worries.”  The words echoed hollowly around the bars.  “So… Joe… I was thinkin’…”
Joe swallowed, said “Yeah?” and took another bite.
“Would you, I dunno, wanna stay with my family and me for a while?  When you get out I mean.  Like, just until you get your shit together.”
Joe thought about it, and suddenly he remembered that his father was dead.  It wasn’t like he’d forgotten.  In his mind, he always knew it, the knowledge was there.  But emotionally, all his life he’d been used to assuming that his father would be involved and he caught himself constantly thinking that it was still so.  His eyes teared up and he snorted and sniffed.
“Uh… we got that futon bed in the basement.  You could, like, stay on that for a while.”
Joe had turned away.  His voice was cracked as he said “Yeah.  Uh, that could work.  I think it’d be good.”
“Okay then.”
“Yeah.”
Luther heard his friend sniff and thought again about asking, about saying “Are you okay?”  But having not said it right off the bat, it seemed even harder and more awkward to ask it now.  So instead he said, “I’ll, uh, get going, I guess.”
“All right.”
Luther picked up the tray, and as he was about to leave the cell block Joe’s voice stopped him.
“Luther?”
“Yeah Joe.”
“Thanks.  I mean, you’re my best friend.”
Luther was silent a moment.
“‘S nothing.”
Then he closed the steel door and left his friend in jail.  
 
 
* * *
 
Out at the Steak and Shake, the Mundys had burgers as well.  
“These really are just the best shakes,” Fred said.  “The burgers are all right, kind of overpriced maybe, but these shakes are just fantastic.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” Leslie said, a little smile on his face.
“What, that I got a good milkshake?”
“No.  I’m glad to hear some joy in your voice.”
Fred shrugged, blushed a little.  “Nothing like jail to make you appreciate the finer things in life outside jail.”
“Hmph.” Kate swallowed and said, “Now that we’re out, how do you plan on staying out?”
“I’m hoping that won’t be too much of a problem.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“No really.  You saw that redneck sheriff.”
“Police chief.”
“Whatever.  He had us pegged as the shooters, no doubt about it.”
“Well,” Leslie said, “We were the obvious suspects.  I mean, we roll into town, get into a public brawl with Kimble, and the next day he’s dead.  You can’t blame him for connecting the dots.”
Fred gave Leslie a light glare.  “You know, I’d forgotten how often you do that.”
“Do what?” Leslie asked, taken aback.
“Take the other guy’s side.”
“I’m not taking anyone’s side…”
“No really, I remember driving you to high school.  If I cursed at someone for cutting me off, you’d always say something like ‘Well, he did have his turn signal on’ or something.”
“So what?” Kate demanded.  “I seem to recall someone telling him how important it was to be kind and forgiving.”
Fred shrugged.  “I’m just saying it gets a little old, for those of us who aren’t moral paragons.  I mean, always having him stick up for the other guy who can’t even hear what I’m saying.”
“Anyhow,” Leslie said, looking down at the table and taking a deep breath, “You were saying why we don’t have to worry?”
“Oh, right.  That cop never would have cut us loose unless we were proven innocent.  Not just that, proved innocent some way he wouldn’t be able to dummy around, you know?”
“Hm,” Kate said.  “You know, he did give me my gun back.”
“Really?  Now that’s interesting.  Do you really think he’d do that if we were murder suspects anymore?”
“I think he knows we didn’t do it, but he’d probably love to stick us with some kind of related charge,” Kate replied.
“So what do you think we should do?” Leslie asked.  “Skip town now that the heat is down?”
“That would look awfully suspicious to him, but he’s suspicious of us anyway,” Kate mused.
“Well… if we got away, that’s true.  But he’s got to be watching us like a hawk.  If we try to run, he’ll nail me on a weapons charge.”
“He could do the same to me,” Kate admitted.  “Besides, if we run now, we’re really leaving Joe in the lurch.”
“Uh, the last time I saw Joe Kimble, he was trying to hole me with a shotgun,” Fred said.  “Do you really think he’d miss us if we blew town?”
“Not for long,” Kate said, glaring.  “Only as long as it took TNI to cap him.  Or whoever it was that did his old man.  If you think it’s too risky to stay here…”
Fred slammed his hand on the table.  “Don’t you try to taboo me, baby,” he hissed.  “Just ‘cause maybe you think it’s too dangerous to run away…”
“Would both of you just stop it?”
Leslie’s parents turned, eyes wide.  So did half the restaurant.
“Damn boy, no need to be yelling,” Frank muttered.
“Oh, it’s okay for you, but the paragon of virtue isn’t allowed to have a temper?”
“Calm down,” Kate said.
“What for?  Why should I bother?  I’m never going to be the godwalker, never going to ascend into immortality, so why shouldn’t I be as petty and irritable as the two of you?”
“Leslie that’s enough.”
Something in Fred’s voice backed Leslie down.  Maybe it was simply father-fear.  Or maybe it was a touch of what he’d seen Fred do to Kate, the other night, in the parking lot.  In any event he looked down at his cooling dinner and picked at a french fry.  For a moment, there was silence.
“Leslie, honey, what’s the matter?” Kate asked.
“I don’t know.”  Leslie had another fry.  “Maybe I didn’t like going to jail.  Or maybe it’s because my father got gunned down in cold blood.”
There was another long pause.
“So what are we going to do?” Fred finally asked.
“What can we do?  Joe doesn’t want us around.  It’s pretty clear to me that, one way or another, we brought this trouble on him.  Maybe if we leave it’ll come along with us.”
“Nah, I don’t think you can put the juice back in the orange,” Fred said.  “Someone’s taken notice of the boy.  The minute he’s out of that prison, he’s a target.  Like us or not, without us he’s good as dead.  Maybe if we could…”  He trailed off.
“Could what?” Kate prompted.
“If we could convince him of the truth.  Show him what his real destiny is.  I mean, Kate, that spell just did not work on him!  That proves we were on to something, right?”
“You still want to cram him into the godwalker mold?” Leslie demanded.
“As a Mystic Hermaphrodite, he’d at least have some sense of what was going on.  If he could sense when people charge up around him, he’d be a lot better set to get away from them.  I mean, we can’t protect him forever!”
“Do you really think we can protect him now?” Kate asked.
Fred looked down into his meal as he spoke.  
“Kate, you know we can get as much power as we need.”
Both the others were silent for a moment.
“I mean, he did give you your gun back, right?” Fred continued.
“You’re suggesting…?”
“The big risk.  The big payola.  You have to admit, with that kind of juice we’d be able to hold off all comers—probably for quite a while, if we play it out right.”
“I don’t believe this,” Leslie exclaimed.  “You’re willing kill yourselves over him?  Jesus, you weren’t even willing to stay married for me!”
“Leslie!  That’s a terrible thing to say!”
“Oh why?  Because it’s true?  Well it’s also true that I’m the fucked-up changeling child who’s never going to ascend.  That’s a terrible thing to say and it didn’t stop you two from reminding me.”  He turned to Fred.  “How about this one?  You’re a wife-beater!”
“You better just shut before I become a child-beater too.”
“Careful ‘Dad,’ I don’t have to be forgiving any more.”
“No one’s asking you to!”
“Uh, pardon me?”
The three Mundys turned as one to look at a portly man with a nervous expression but a rather handsome moustache and soulful brown eyes.  
“Who the hell are you?” Fred demanded.
“Um, I’m the manager here.  I’m afraid…”  He cleared his throat.  “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
“What?” Kate squawked.
“I’m sorry, but the other patrons are complaining.  You’re creating a disturbance.”
“Buddy, if I decided to create a disturbance, half the fucking state would notice,” Fred replied, glaring.
The manager took a deep breath and met Fred’s gaze.  “I hope we won’t have to get the police involved here,” he said.
“I’m out of here,” Leslie said, standing.  “You’re rid of one third of the disturbance, anyhow.”
“C’mon Fred, let’s go.”
Fred sat, glowering.  “I haven’t gotten the tab yet.  And if Leslie thinks I’m paying for him…”
“Just go,” the manager said, half firm, half pleading.  “This one’s on the house.”  He even managed a faint touch of irony.  
“Mighty big of you,” Fred said, pointedly staring at the manager’s belly, but he stood too.  He and Kate were halfway to the door when Fred turned back.
“One more thing.”
The manager tensed up.
“You make a mighty fine milkshake.”
It wasn’t the greatest parting shot ever, and Fred was still simmering with anger and humiliation in the parking lot.  He walked with his head down and took two steps past her before realizing Kate had stopped.
“What?”
“Leslie took the car.”
“Shit!”
 
* * *
 
Leslie drove back towards the hotel, lips tight with anger but eyes pouring tears.  He was amazed by his own actions.  He didn’t want to be a jerk to the only parents he’d ever known, but he couldn’t stop himself.  It was like they’d slowly been turning the heat up inside him for years.  His training as a Hermaphrodite—the systematic erosion and reconstruction of his sexual identity—he’d seemed accepting through most of it, despite the humiliation.  There were a few flare-ups, but mostly he acted cool.  When his father left, the temperature went up a few more notches.  Being jailed for murder was almost as hot, but he still tried to stay calm, to be nice, to forgive and be the bigger man.
Then, suddenly, in the restaurant some part of him had said “Fuck that shit.”  Getting chucked out of a fast food joint because of his parents was the last matchstick and Leslie had, at long last, melted down.  All the pain he’d blocked for years came roaring out, sucking the oxygen out of his lungs, scalding his flesh and tearing his eyes.  He knew he should care about Joe, should forgive Fred, should stick by his mother… but the pain eclipsed all that, burned it like paper, leaving him no chance to think of anything but his own suffering.
 
* * *
 
“Well ain’t this some shit,” Fred said as they started the long walk back to the hotel.
“Oh Fred,” Kate said, tiredly.  “Do you really blame him?”
“Hell yes I blame him!  I’m freezing my nuts off here, and I’m tired and… aw, you’re right aren’t you?”
“I don’t even know anymore.  Maybe he did fly off the handle.”
“Well, maybe I had it coming.”  They walked in silence for a few steps.  “It was probably inevitable, sooner or later.”
“Save your breath for the walk.”
They walked on.  
Fred heard a sound and moved closer to his ex-wife.  
“Kate?  Are those your teeth chattering?”
“Uh huh.”
He put his arm around her.  She moved closer.
They walked.
Neither one of them knew Morse Code.  Even if they had, neither was likely to listen for a message in the irregular clatter of a cold woman’s jaws.  But although Kate didn’t know it, her involuntary shivering was making her teeth tap out “DEATH… POWER… DEATH… POWER…” over and over.
“I could get us a ride, you know,” Fred said.  “I still have some juice left.”
“We should save it.  Whoever got… you know, Kimble…”
A truck rumbled by.  Fred stuck out his thumb.
When Kate began to cough, Fred decided to do it anyway.  Covered by the sound of a passing car, he muttered, “Ride” and stuck out his thumb.
The next car pulled over—and flashed them with its police lights.
“Hitching’s illegal, you know,” Chief Walter Stelke said, leaning out of his window.
“I don’t fucking believe this,” Fred muttered, wondering if something was going twisty with his mojo.  First he found Ralph instead of Joe, he got a cop instead of a no-hassle ride… hell, maybe it went all the way back to Leslie’s conception.
The chief looked at them both.  “Well, you coming?  It’s a nasty night for a walk.”
“If we don’t want to come, are you going to bust us for hitching?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it, but probably.”
They got in.
“Heard there was some kind of domestic dispute at the Steak and Shake?”
“Your spies must be everywhere,” Kate said, clutching herself for warmth.
“Leslie ditched us,” Fred explained.
“That’s a shame.  No grasp of the, what is it, sixth commandment?”
“Beg your pardon?”
“Isn’t that ‘Honor thy father and mother’?”
“The sixth commandment is ‘Thou shalt not kill’,” Kate said.  “‘Honor thy father and thy mother’ is the fifth.”
“Ah.”
They drove on.
“So, what shall we talk about?”
 
* * *
 
“What do you mean he checked out?”
Dan Hamilton looked at Kate and Fred, a touch of fear in his eyes.  Fred’s slow burn in the restaurant had cooled on the chilly walk, but the embers were still banked, and playing verbal patty cake with that fat cop hadn’t quenched them at all.  He was spoiling for a fight, and Dan—face still bruised from Joe’s beating—was suddenly paying a lot of attention to other peoples’ anger.
“I’m sorry man, he just, you know, took his bags and went.”
“All the bags in the room?” Kate asked, incredulous.
“Uh, no.  He asked if he could leave some of the bags here for you.  I’ve got them back in the office.”
“Well, that’s something.  Can I get the room again?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Fred said.  “You can stay with me.”
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Drifting up from sleep, Fred Mundy felt a tickle in his nose and on his face.  He twisted his lip trying to get rid of the itch and rolled over.  It still itched, and to scratch it he had to wake up a little more.  When enough of his brain was awake he vaguely remembered how familiar the tickle was, that it was Kate’s hair and he hadn’t woken up next to it for a long time.
Realizing the implications of this brought him to full wakefulness.  Slowly, he turned.  He didn’t want to wake her.  
He mouth was open, snoring gently and exuding that terrible, acidic morning breath she developed even if she only napped for a couple hours.  Her hair was getting a little salt mixed in with the pepper, and there were crow’s feet around her eyes, and she hadn’t had that soft little second chin when they were married.  But he still just stared.
“Shit,” he wondered.  “If a dumbshit like me gets a woman this beautiful to marry him, what could ever make him let her go?  I should have been grateful to be some sad, sorry, pussywhipped bastard.  Damn.”
Thinking back over their break, he shook his head ruefully.  Leslie had been the wedge between them—or more accurately, “the Leslie project.” Kate had wanted to quit when Leslie, sixteen, had taken a whole bottle of aspirin and washed it down with Maker’s Mark (Fred’s drink).  That had been right after the whole scene in Des Moines with The Fruit, which even Fred was willing to admit, in hindsight, had been a very bad idea.  Fred had thought Leslie was on the verge of apotheosis, had even said that maybe the suicide attempt was a good sign, a walk along the boundary between life and death that would cement him more to that penultimate boundary crosser, the Hermaphrodite.
Kate had thought Leslie was on the verge of a full-blown breakdown and had served Fred a salad of divorce papers and restraining orders.  She’d withdrawn the orders a year later when she—or they—needed money just at a time he happened to have some.  By then he was in with Donna Braunfeld, and not long after that he was in for her.
But basically, Kate had wanted to pull back and he’d wanted push ahead.  It was almost funny, given the way her apprenticeship had ended.  He’d gone upstairs to kill the Solipsist, but he hadn’t been able to do it.  He knew the Solipsist was a bad man, cruel like a sickness, dangerous as a mad dog and getting worse all the time, but seeing him, lying there helpless, he hadn’t been able to do it.  Then Kate had gone up and put a pillow over the Solipsist’s face and come down and said “If you’re not going to go all the way, why go?” and Stealin’ Dan McKay had laughed at that and then Kate hadn’t been Fred’s apprentice any more.  Word had gotten out, and even once they got married that was a problem, that she had the rep as being the hard one and he was the soft one.  Maybe that role reversal had been what put him on the track of the Hermaphrodite concept. They hadn’t been married for even five years before he just lucky-stumbled on the copy of “The Marriage of Venus and Mercury,” which had led the McCallums to him and him to them, and neither he nor Kate was hard enough to deal with those two sick fucks.  But at first he’d been the softy, the idealist, and she’d been the rugged, street smart tough-gal. Now he was the hardened criminal who threw curses and sicced dead souls on his enemies and choked women in parking lots.  She had become the soft mother who protected her children and was reasonable and didn’t want to go all the way if there was a chance of hurting them.
“How did we get all mixed around?” he whispered out loud.
Her eyes opened, and Fred leaned back a little.  He was scared, more scared than he’d have thought, that she would find it creepy, him watching her sleep, but she smiled.  She actually smiled.
“Gotta pee,” she said, rolling out of bed.  She’d slept on the left side, just like when they were married.  
“Didja sleep well?” she asked.  She left the bathroom door open—also just like when they were married.
“Like a rock, actually.”
“Yeah, me too.”  He heard the toilet flush, the sink run, and Kate gargling.  “I had this funny dream about Skylab, do you remember Skylab?”
“Yeah, I think so… what was the dream?”
“I don’t remember much.  Just that Skylab was in it.”  She came back to bed and he got up to take his turn in the can.  Looking in the mirror, he was shocked at how old and bald and saggy he looked.  It had crept up on him, but being with Kate had apparently tricked his time sense into thinking he was still in his forties, like the last time they’d slept side by side.  He couldn’t deny it.  She’d held up a lot better than he had.  Of course, she was ten years younger.
He spotted her bottle of Scope and helped himself.  When he came out, she was back under the covers, but had propped two pillows behind her back and was sitting up.
“What did you dream?” she asked.
“I dreamed I woke up next to a beautiful woman.  Oh wait, that was no dream…”  He gave her a smirk with his head cocked to the side, making it ironic, making it mean less.
“Fresh,” she said, but she smiled.  
“What were you muttering when I woke up?” she asked.
“You heard that?”
“I heard something, but I didn’t catch it.”
“It was nothing.”
“Oh.”  That was all she said, but her face shifted, subtly, and it was like a door that had been opening was starting to close, and Fred realized he didn’t want it to.
“Okay, what I was muttering was ‘how did we get all mixed up?’”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not even sure what I meant, just… I guess we’re not really the people we used to be, right?”
“Thank God,” Kate said.  “Remember me in my stupid, outdated Black Panthers getup and that huge Afro?”
“Hey, I always thought you looked sexy in that getup.”
She rolled her eyes.  “I said ‘Black Panthers,’ not ‘black panties’.”
“I heard what you said.”  He sat on the edge of the bed.  “I’m glad you changed for the better.”  Suddenly, he felt ashamed, and he turned so that he wasn’t quite facing her.  She put a hand on his back.
“Well, now we know people change.  If you don’t like what you are, you can change too.”
“You think?”
“We have proof, don’t we?”
He was quiet for a moment.
“I’m really sorry,” he said.  “About the parking lot.  I’m really, really sorry.  I lost it, and that’s no excuse, so I’m just sorry.”
“Well, I hit you pretty hard.  I mean, as hard as I could.”
“That’s no excuse.  You had reason.  I’m a mean drunk.  But again, I’m making excuses.”
“Here,” Kate scooted closer to him on the bed and shrugged around so her back was facing him.  “You can make it up to me.  Rub my neck?”
“If you like.”  He put his hands on her shoulders and gently started to rub his thumbs in circles, up and down the spine.
“Ah, that’s good.  Harder there… yeah, my neck’s been killing me ever since I drove down here.  And my back.  Actually, wait a minute.”  She turned again and stretched out, on her stomach, her head dangling over the edge of the bed.  
Fred found his heart starting to pound as he moved his hands down her spine, still on the outside of her Amnesty International t-shirt.  He found a knot, where the muscles were tight and tender.
“Ah!”
“Right there?”
“Uh huh.”  She winced.  
“You want me to stop?”
“No go on.  It hurts, but it’s good.”  He kept rubbing.  “You know what else hurts?  My right leg.  That Honda doesn’t have cruise control, and the calf is really sore.”
Fred could feel his hands trembling as he massaged her leg through her sweat pants.  He wondered if she could feel it too.  
“Ahhhh, perfect,” she moaned.
Fred wondered what the hell was going on.  Sure she didn’t want…?
He stopped.
“Thanks,” she said.
“You know, Kate, if you really want me to go at your neck, you should roll faceup and let me lift it from underneath.”
“Okay!”  She eagerly rolled and scooted back up the bed, bending her knees and leaving her hair spread out behind her.  
“Hm,” he said, running his fingers through her hair and shifting to the edge of the bed.  “How about if I sit like here, with your head in my lap?”
“Long as I get a neck rub out of it, I’m game.”
They changed positions, Fred being careful not to pinch her hair.  
She had her eyes closed as he reached underneath her, bending his body forward over her face, and pushed up into the muscles between the tops of her shoulder blades.  She smiled and turned a little this way and that, then opened her eyes halfway.
She could see him getting hard through his boxer shorts, and she grinned.  “Still the dirty old man, eh Fred?”
He let out his breath in a gust.  He hadn’t realized he’d been holding it.  
“Kate,” he said.  “Uh… You probably don’t…”
“Don’t what, Fred?”
“Look, I’m… you were always the best for me.  You know that, right?  No one, no one even came close.”
“Not even Donna Braunfeld?”
“Donna Braunfeld wouldn’t let me lay a finger on her,” Fred said irritably.  “Look, I made a mistake, I lost my head over a woman, I’m sorry, but shit…  I lost my head over you too.  I respect you, totally.  You know that.  I have no right to even touch you, look at you.  I’m shocked you even agreed to come to my room last night, but I was glad ‘cause I’m still… I still want to…”
“Why don’t you?”
He leaned in and kissed her, and felt as tender a mix of sweet pain as he ever had in his life.  
“I don’t deserve to.”
“Oh hell with that!” she said, glaring up at him from his lap.  “Jesus, you’re right about one thing.  We are mixed up.  We both want to do this and we won’t let ourselves?  Is that what’s going on here?”
“I don’t know.”
A sly grin creased her face.  “Maybe,” she said wickedly, “It’s too risky for you.”
Suddenly he grinned too.
“You think so, huh?”  He kissed her again, deeper this time, longer.  His hands slid down beneath her, under her back, outside the t-shirt, feeling for the edge of it.  
“You’re such an old man,” she said.  “You could have a heart attack, or a stroke.”
“I’ll give you a stroke, little girl,” he replied, and he did it, he slid his hands along her sides, across her round little belly and then up, peeling back the shirt, cupping her breasts, feeling a little dried sweat underneath them and then running his fingers over her nipples.  He felt them start to perk up.  She closed her eyes and her smile got less sly and more sensuous. 
She turned her head and warm breath eased through his shorts, and he felt a thud as the blood pumped into his cock.  His hands crept up and caressed her cheeks and ears, combing through the tight coils of her tangled hair.  She kept nuzzling at him as he leaned down, gently, and put his mouth around her right nipple.  
They did that for maybe twenty seconds, not saying a word but communicating with their deep and ragged breath.  Then Kate slowly sat up, raising her arms and pulling the shirt over her head.  Fred did the same—momentarily ashamed by his white chest hair and the pallor of his belly, but Kate didn’t seem to mind, she climbed his lap and then they were sitting up, facing one another, her legs coiling around him and her mouth on his.  Her fingertips were scraping lightly up and down his back and the back of his neck, and her hips rolled back and forth, shifting her weight from one thigh to the other as she rubbed against him.  
He put both hands on her buttocks and pulled her tight to him, kissing her neck and working his mouth down to the little hollow as the base of her throat.  She squeezed him close with legs and arms.
“Your sweat pants have got to go,” he said.
“But then I’ll be naked,” she said, feigning shock, but already climbing off him and jerking the pants to her ankles, stepping out of them, revealing her heavy thighs.  Fred moved to the edge of the bed, reached out and pulled her to him again.  His face was to her belly this time and his hands roamed along the back of her legs, from the hollow behind her knees up the muscles of her thighs, then between them, feeling for that musky slickness. He found it, and she rolled her hips forward to push against him.
Then she pulled away and bent down, delicately brushing her hair back.  The gesture made Fred’s nipples hard just to see.  Gently she lifted the waistband of his boxers, and he moved up on the bed, reaching down to help her.  He hoped he wasn’t too sweaty as she ran her tongue up and down his penis, which was now rock hard.  Looking down, he could see the slope and curve of her back, and just the tops of her buttocks, and he was amazed.  He couldn’t believe he was doing this, with this woman.  
Fred’s member was thick, just like Kate remembered it.  She’d had sex with three men in her life, and while one of them had been longer, Fred’s was by far the thickest, almost as thick as three of her fingers.  That had made for some problems early on: If one of them got impatient and tried to put it in too soon, it was terribly painful.  But once she’d given birth they hadn’t had that problem any more.  
Kate pushed Fred back on the bed and climbed up on top of him.  His cock was lying back against his stomach, and she brushed her opening forward and back on it a little, teasing him and herself.  He groaned.  She leaned forward and scraped his chest with her nipples, she knew that made him crazy.  She could actually feel his body shaking.
“C’mon,” he muttered, and she nodded, reaching down to guide him in.
They both made inarticulate sounds as he slid inside, his hands reaching up for her breasts, her toying with his nipples, then leaning back with her hands on his legs.  Her hip joint popped ominously, but didn’t really hurt.  
(Fred wouldn’t let himself think about how much he liked seeing his pale hands on her dark skin, liked seeing the whiter pale of his belly matching up with her dark pubic hair.  He liked what it meant about him, even as he wouldn’t acknowledge what it meant about him that he was aware what it meant.  For Kate, it was even more complicated.  The politics of being a light-skinned black woman fucking on top of a white man, mixed with shame, and the longing to defy that shame and underneath it, the desire to understand and be the same alongside the desire to stay different and be mysterious.  But neither one of them could speak of this, or consciously think it.  They put it out of their minds, so it remained in their hearts and souls.)  
(Both of them were very good at dealing with contradictions.) 
“Mm, mm, mmh,” Kate went, grinding down on Fred, and it felt really good inside her but she wasn’t quite getting what she needed in the front, on the outside, on that swollen little bud that was aching to be crushed against him hard, that little trigger of tissue that would fix everything.  She bounced up and down, and Fred shifted his hands to her hips to hold her, to keep her from flying off him entirely.  He arched his hips up a little to thrust into her deeper, but the pain in his back told him that wasn’t something he could do again, so he sat up, holding her close to him, kissing her neck and sucking on her earlobe.
She was almost there, but not quite, not quite, and then the rhythm got a little off and she felt the fire cooling down a bit—still hot, still very hot, but not as close to the combustion she wanted.  “Fred,” she panted.  “Hold on a moment.”
He slowed his thrusts, though not stopping them completely.  “Yes?”
“I need you on top of me.”
“Your wish is my command.  Uh, hm…”  He glanced around.  “How you want to do this?”
“You could just pull out,” Kate said, but neither of them really wanted to break the connection.  
“How about I lay back, and you lay on top of me, and we roll?”
“Roll to the right?  My right, I mean?”
“Okay.”  With some rustling of sheets and creaking of limbs, they made it so.  He almost slipped out, but not quite, and then they were in the missionary position, him flat on top of her, her hands on his skinny white ass while he reached behind her shoulders so he could pull himself harder into her.  
“Ah,” she said, and he wasn’t scraping across the roof of her like she liked, but that didn’t matter because her trigger was getting pressed, hard, and it was very very good.
“I love you,” he whispered in her ear, his voice tight with different feelings.
“Mmmm,” she replied, wrapping her legs around the back of his, rubbing her feet along his calves to encourage him on.
“Nearly there?”
“Umm, come with me Fred…”
Fred’s years had stretched out his time from arousal to orgasm considerably, but getting with Kate had been so unexpected and emotionally overwhelming that he was fighting his ejaculation already.  He concentrated furiously on her, her, making it all go her way, pumping into her hard (even though it kind of strained his knees), whispering in her ear about how much he loved her, how good he wanted her to feel, how beautiful she was, and then he pulled almost all the way out.
“Nooo,” Kate moaned, writhing lower on him, and just the tip was inside, just enough to keep her open and yearning and incredibly frustrated, he was poking it and moving it enough to give her a taste but it couldn’t put her over the edge, couldn’t give her fulfillment.
“Please,” she whispered.  “C’mon Fred, please.  Oh please.”
“You want it?”
“You know I do, c’mon, please, please…” and Fred was amazed that it was him she wanted so much, that he had the power of relief for this woman who looked so beautiful to him that he could hardly believe she was real.
“Okay,” he said, and plunged in has far and as hard as he could.
“Yesssss!”
“Uhhh,” he moaned, his jaws slack, thrashing in and out of her as hard and fast as he could, and he felt all her muscles tightening beneath him, his cheek pressed on hers he felt her facial muscles lock and then they both fused, exploded, sizzling, consumed.  For a moment there was no bad past between them, no mistakes, no race, no age, no woman or man, no “him” or “her” but only a single, only a shining moment, only an “us.”
Then the moment passed and they were separate bodies again, sweaty and flushed and a little sore, but filled with good feelings and, momentarily, both very happy.  
 
* * *
 
Walter Stelke had been up for hours when the Mundys were waking.  He hadn’t slept well after dropping them off, even after a hot bath and a massage from his wife.  Kathleen Stelke was a big woman whose husband liked his backrubs hard, but last night she’d leaned into him with her not-inconsiderable weight and still hadn’t been able to work out all the knots in his muscles.  
This morning he’d gotten to the office bright and early—wouldn’t do to have Trevor Lee beat him there, no sir.  Walter wanted to be there if anything came in and, sure enough, something did.
Glancing between the smeary fax and his computer screen, Walter dialed the LAPD and, after a half-hour of explaining himself over and over, got to talk to Captain Reed Rutledge.
“Thanks for taking time to talk to me, Captain Rutledge.  You must be a busy man.”
“Anything for a fellow officer.  What do you need?”
“I was hoping you could tell me something about Carl Foechs,” Walter said, pronouncing it to rhyme with ‘dukes.’  “That’s F-O-E-C-H-S.  Am I pronouncing that right?”
“You can pronounce it ‘fucks’ for all I care.  What’s that bastard done now?”
“He was killed in our town here.”
There was silence from the other end of the line.
“Captain Rutledge?”
“Well shit.”
“Somehow you don’t sound surprised.”
“Carl was… hell, I don’t want to bad mouth a dead ex-cop.  Even if he was a dirty cop.”
Walter adjusted the phone and started taking notes.
“He was dirty?  What did he do?”
“Carl Fuechs was on the LAPD for eight years, and he had a pretty good career.  He worked on the SWAT team for the last three years, and then he got caught in a couple dirty deals.  I’m not privy to all the details.  I know he was stealing stuff out of the evidence room.  Confidentially, I heard he was involved with a fifteen-year-old girl.  You know, sexually involved.”
“Do you know what he did after he got the boot?”
“He worked as a bodyguard for a man named Karol Grimes, a heroin middleman in Las Vegas.  After Grimes got kacked—on Fuechs’ watch, no less—Carl kind of disappeared.  How’d he die, anyhow?”
“Someone carved through his face and cut out part of his brain.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“Does that sound familiar at all?  I mean, do you think it might be someone who knew him back in… Los Angeles?”  Walter thought about saying ‘L.A.’ but somehow felt it would be too familiar.
“No.  It’s not ringing a bell.”
“You’re sure?”
“Look, I don’t know what you’ve heard about Los Angeles, but a guy getting his brain pulled out through his face?  Something like that would stand out.”
They talked for another fifteen minutes, going over Carl’s training and history, but all the time Walter was a little distracted because he kept thinking “Two in the heart, one in the head.”
 
* * *
 
Leslie had checked in late at the Sleepy Teepee, and he woke up uneasy.  He’d had a disturbing dream in which his penis had come off in his hand and turned into a brilliant white butterfly, flapping away from him.  When he’d chased it, a man with no face and bleeding wrists had stopped him.  When the man had touched Leslie, breasts had appeared on his chest.
What jerked him out of the dream was a mystic shockwave, impacting on senses that normal people simply did not possess.  Leslie felt it when adepts made their exchanges, performed their ceremonies, pressed their lips to the world and drank in power.  
He’d felt a surge the other day—something potent and strangely pure—and he felt it again, wrenching him awake with its strength and, more terrifying, its proximity.
He was familiar with the sensation of his parents charging up, and he knew the scurrying, fuzzy feel of leashed chaos (even though he’d never been able to cage it himself).  This was something different, though just as powerful.  And it felt close.
Although he did not know it, the Freak was two doors down, making its first sex switch of the day—this time from female to male.  Looking in the mirror, it decided white skin was essential for this region.  It bumped its height up half an inch—still short for a man, but not short enough to be memorable.  Its hair stayed the same dull brown and the same limp texture, but it decided to part it on the left today.  It wasn’t in the mood for a beer gut, deciding instead on well-defined veins and muscles on darkly tanned arms.  Looking in the mirror, it nodded.  It checked the bandage on its arm (because only time could heal the injuries it inflicted on itself) and started pulling on jeans, work boots, a flannel jac-shirt.  There was no grease under the nails, but otherwise it was a reasonable facsimile of a midwestern blue-collar man.  
Ten minutes later it opened the door and started walking towards its Lexus (which was hardly a blue-collar car, but oh well).  Out of the corner of its eye, it noticed the flutter of a venetian blind.  It kept its head still and its body moving, but its eyes flicked left and focused, wondering just who was looking at it.
It didn’t see anything much—a vague form, a hand, a single eye—but what it felt made it turn abruptly and walk straight at the door.  Like Leslie, the Freak had an unusual compliment of senses.  The one it had used had no name.  Unwitting avatars called it “gaydar,” and Fred Mundy had jokingly said it was “sex-ray vision.”  To the Freak it was just knowing, and that was how it had suddenly known its watcher was another Hermaphrodite.  
It knocked on the door, expecting no response and getting none.  With a frown and a thought it made its cells loose and watery, resistant to injury (though not impervious).  Then it braced itself, put a hand on the knob and pushed hard enough to splinter the cheap doorframe, ripping the deadbolt mounting out whole.  But it hadn’t shoved suddenly, hadn’t damaged the door or swung it open, so now it peeked inside.
Nothing.
It stepped to the side and pushed the door all the way open—alert, ready to dodge anything that might emerge.
Nothing did, but it could hear sounds of effort in the back of the room.  It ducked its head in, out, quick as a lizard’s tongue-flick, but it saw no one within.  
Worried that the defensive spell might run out before it actually started fighting, it walked it and saw bare feet cycling madly, framed in the bathroom doorway.  Puzzled, the Freak looked in and saw a man in pajamas trying to crawl out a small window over the toilet.  Vaguely, the Freak wondered why this room had a bathroom window while its own did not.  With a small shrug, it reached up, grabbed the legs and pulled slowly backwards.  As the man in the window struggled and drew breath, the Freak said, “Scream and you’ll hurt.”  It gave the legs a little tug for emphasis, and then the man was clinging to the windowsill with both hands.  The Freak gently lowered his legs until they were on the floor and stood back, ready.  
The man turned and looked, apprehensive.
“Joe Kimble, I presume?” the Freak said.
The man’s face turned red and his brows surged down over his eyes.  “No, dammit, I’m not.  I’m not Joe Kimble.  I’m Leslie fuckin’ Mundy, but you probably don’t give a crap about that because Leslie Mundy isn’t important and doesn’t matter.  Sorry to disappoint you, but Joe Kimble’s was in jail the last I heard, so take your duke ass over there if you want to talk to him.  He’s the important one, after all.  He’s the godwalker.”
The Freak blinked, smiled slowly and then said, “No, I’m the godwalker.”
Hearing the raspy voice, Leslie’s face instantly drained from red to paper white.  All the strength went out of his legs and he sat down on the toilet lid, hard, his hands raised.
“Please don’t kill me,” he whispered.
The Freak couldn’t decide if it was pleased or peeved that its reputation had gotten so obviously frightening.  
“Why don’t we come out of the bathroom and have a chat?” it suggested.  Leslie nodded, still scared, but he stumbled to his feet and inched past his uninvited guest, careful not to touch the Freak.
Quickly—but not hurriedly—the Freak sat down on the bed.  Leslie inched his cautious way into a chair next to the dresser.
“So, you’re also on the path of the Hermaphrodite,” the Freak said.  Its expression was pleasant, open, but the harshness of its voice made it hard to tell if it was small talk or an accusation.
“Uh… yes.  I am.  But not very advanced,” Leslie hastened to add.
“Don’t sell yourself short.  You felt the ripples when I… awoke… didn’t you?”
Leslie nodded.  “Yeah, but… I’m thinking of quitting.”  He didn’t realize it was true until he said it.
“Really?  How come?  Too many bohunks kick your ass when they found out about the Crying Game?”
“Uh no, I just… I’m not sure I can take it anymore.”  The Freak was quiet for a moment, and Leslie added, “I never really wanted to.  It was my parents’ idea.”
The Freak rolled its eyes.  “Crap,” it said sympathetically.  “Some cut-rate Svengalis trying to live out their dreams through their kids?  That sucks when they’re just pushing you to play football or learn the piano.”  
Leslie shrugged, eyes still wide, but he tried a joke.  “At least I never had to act out as a plea for attention.”
The Freak didn’t laugh.
For a second, they were quiet.
“So.  What do we do?” The Freak asked
Leslie took a deep breath.  
“Why,” he asked, “Do you possibly think I’m a threat to you?”
“All kinds of reasons.”
“Look at me!”
“I’m looking.”
“I’m nothing!  I, I’ve got no power and you… you’re…”
“I’m what?”
“You’re the Freak.  I mean, you’re it, aren’t you?  Pretty much the apex of the whole occult underground movement.  No one’s more feared.  No one’s more envied.  You just, everything anyone hears about you, you just come in and rip people’s lives to shreds and then, then change and waltz away with a new face and…”  Leslie sank back in his chair, voice sinking with despair.  “…and you never get caught.  And you never have consequences.  And you never pay.”
“I never pay?  I never pay?”  The Freak laughed loud and harsh.  “I pay every day and I have paid for decades and I will pay until I die—unless this world dies first.”  It said that last like it was a real possibility.
“Do you?”  Leslie leaned forward, and the Freak saw an awful fascination on his face.  “You do, don’t you?”
“I pay.  There’s always a price, for the wish to come true.  You have to know that, right?  There’s always a price.”
“And what’s yours?” Leslie whispered, eyes getting wider.
“I pay the flesh,” the Freak replied.  “I pay the pain.  I pay in fear and in being feared, I pay with the loneliness that comes from no trust…”  It leaned back and barked out another mirthless laugh.  “I pay by not being able to afford mercy.”
“You can’t mean that.”
“Look at this from my point of view,” the Freak said, hands wide, a sarcastic smile on its features, and then Leslie grabbed a lamp and threw it.  
The lamp was in midair while Leslie bolted for the exit, and he probably wouldn’t have made it.  Even if the lamp hadn’t been plugged in behind his own chair, so that the plug didn’t come out and the cord wrapped around the chair, swinging around to land right under his feet—he probably wouldn’t have gotten away.  
He stumbled, then tripped, and would have fallen headfirst into door if the Freak hadn’t been their first.  Arms, gorilla-strong, wrapped around Leslie, jerked him up like lifting a sack of groceries, and slammed him back down onto the bed.  Leslie struggled, but the Freak was on top of him with a hand over his mouth, his right arm pinned in a grip so strong he couldn’t even shift it, couldn’t even make it move, the Freak’s legs clamped around him tight and he was stuck.
Leslie tried to twist, weakly, but he gave up quickly.  
“You don’t fight too good, do you?”  The Freak lifted its hand a bit, ready to clamp down on a scream.
“I’m a pacifist,” Leslie wheezed.
The Freak snickered.
“I shoulda known,” it said.  “You didn’t even try biting.”
Leslie glared.  “I was worried what I’d catch.”
“Ouch!  This battle of wits is at an end.”  
“Now you kill me?”
“I might.”
“You’re pathetic.”
“I’m pathetic?  I don’t know if you’ve noticed which one of us is on top and which one’s splayed out in the date-rape position.  Just how am I the pathetic one?”
Leslie was silent for a moment.
“C’mon,” The Freak said, digging in its heels.  “I really want to know.”
“You’re pathetic,” Leslie said slowly, “Because you can’t tell if something really is a threat or not.  Can you?  And because you have to treat everything like a threat.  And because you can’t let a threat go unmet.  You’re a paranoid, and you lash out at everyone who might, conceivably, one day get in the way of your grand ambitions.  You live out your fear, all the time, and in so doing you make it real.  You have so much power… and all you’re doing with it is making your own life hell.  And that’s why you’re pathetic.”
“You’re either really brave or really stupid, saying that to me.”
“I try to treat everyone honestly.”
“That’s no way to prosper.”
“I guess not.  Are you going to kill me?”
The Freak sighed.  
“The strong,” he said, “Know strength, and they respect it.  If you beat a strong man, you can let him go.  He’ll respect you.  He’ll keep out of your way.  But a weak man… no, to him you can’t show mercy.  A weak man who gets away, it preys on him, and he knows only fear.  Like you said.  And no matter how much power he gets for himself, he’s always a weak man, and he has to get his revenge, has to pay back, has to make it worse.  I’ve hurt you, pacifist.  Now the question is, can I let you go?  The question is, are you weak or strong?”
Leslie swallowed hard, turned his head and closed his eyes.
“Do it,” he whispered.
He felt the Freak’s weight lift off of him.
“Like I said, you sell yourself short.  You don’t know your strength.  And all I know is my weakness.”
Leslie opened his eyes, just in time to see the Freak’s hands plunge.  One grabbed Leslie’s belt buckle and pulled it downward, and the second dove into the flesh of Leslie’s belly.  
“Forgive me,” said the Freak.  Leslie felt an icy pain as its hard fingers dug through him, deep, and he screamed.
 
* * *
 
Jolene drove down the road.  She had one hand on the wheel—the sore, bandaged left.  Her right hand was down between the two front seats, three fingers and thumb around the massive handle of a .50 caliber Desert Eagle semiautomatic.  It was a big gun, and heavy, but she would not put it down.  The thought of its big bullets comforted her.  
Trying to sleep on the floor of the van the previous night, she’d kept going over Carl’s death.  She hadn’t been able to stop herself, not with relaxation exercises, not with deep breathing, not until she’d self-medicated with something out of the small and illegal first-aid kit from a second, hidden glove compartment.  But before she’d taken that little white pill, she’d pictured her enemy running at her, pictured her bullets slamming home and leaving little blood spots.
Not big gaping holes like that gun was supposed to, but holes nonetheless.  She’d made the thing bleed.  If she could make it bleed enough, maybe it would stop.  That was her plan.  Get Bob, get Cage, get everyone the office had sent and go to town.  She’d called in this morning and been assured that they’d be waiting for her.
Her eyes flicked to the fetal compass, then back to the road.  She glanced at it every few seconds.  Compass, road.  Compass, road.  Back and forth, like her eyes were pacing.  The safety catch on the gun was engaged.
When she got to the town, she added a third corner to her glance.  Road, compass—and then the direction it was pointing.  Her eyes inscribed a triangle.  She had decided she’d take the safety off when she saw it perceptibly turn—that would mean the thing was close.
Her finger was outside the trigger guard, lying along the barrel.  Her left hand hurt bad, but she ignored it.  
 
* * *
 
Kate had taken the first shower, and when she came out, Fred had his knife out.  It was open, and he was tossing it up in the air, making it spin edge over handle, then catching it.  He spun it fast.  The cuts on both hands attested to the risk he was taking, and that was what it was all about for them.  Risk.  He picked the little pulses of power, unaware that the Freak could feel it as he did.
“What are you doing?” Kate asked, toweling.  “I thought we were going for the big score, not the little nickel and dime stuff.”
He shrugged, got off the bed and went towards the shower, setting the slightly bloody knife on the edge of the sink.  “You don’t want to do it here, do you?”
“Where else?”
And with that, although they hadn’t really discussed it, they decided to gamble with their lives.  They’d both spent years risking humiliation, poverty, imprisonment and abuse.  When they were really desperate for power, they’d risked their lives—driving blind, dancing with traffic, playing Russian Roulette.  But there was a higher level still.  The major charge.  
To gain it, Fred would have to risk not only his own life, but the life of someone he loved.  In this case, Kate.  She would be taking the same risk, of course, receiving the same payoff.
If either one survived.
Major charges were rare and powerful.  Few chaos magi ever laid hold of one.  The foolish or impetuous (for whom the simplicity of chaos magick was especially attractive) usually died misjudging the risk of a lesser charge.  Some were canny enough to survive and greedy enough for the big risk—but those with such a strong power jones often didn’t love anyone enough for the risk to exist.  Those adepts who did have that kind of love were rarely willing to gamble it, even for a massive influx of power.
“You want to shower first?”
“Don’t see much point,” Fred said.  “Let’s do this thing.”
Kate nodded and took her pistol out of her purse.  She opened it, loaded a single bullet and spun the cylinder.
“Ladies first?” she asked.  Fred shrugged.
They pulled two chairs together, awkwardly, in the little space between the windows and the bed.  Kate had the gun pointing toward the ceiling, her finger resting on the trigger guard.
“Wait,” Fred said.  He leaned in, closed his eyes, and gently kissed his wife.
“I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you too, Fred.”
He leaned forward a little more and leaned in so that his left temple pressed against hers.  He put his arms around her.  Her left arm went behind his neck.  His eyes were closed.  Hers were open, but only so that she could take the safety off and cock the weapon.  She closed them when she put the barrel to her temple.
Neither one could pray as she pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If wishes were
Fishes
We’d all have some to fry
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fred’s eyes shot open when he heard the click.  He jerked back.  Kate was slumped in her chair, breathing heavily.
“What the fuck?” he said.  “Did you feel anything?”
Kate shook her head.  “Maybe you don’t feel the big ones?”
“That doesn’t sound right.  I mean, you hear about major charges… you hear about fugues, unexplained ball lightning, sourceless screams for miles around… unnatural phenomena as far as the eye can see.  We should have each gotten one.  We should have felt something.”
“Well, the gun was loaded, the risk was real…” Kate said.  Then she narrowed her eyes and looked closely at the pistol.
“Motherfucker,” she muttered.
“What?”  Fred leaned in.
“Look at the hammer.  See how shiny it is at the tip?”
“It’s been filed?”
“That fucking cop!  That asshole filed my hammer down!”
“Shit.”  Fred leaned back.  
They were both silent for a moment.  
“Well, I guess we have to get a new gun.”
They left the Super 8, tailed by Phil King in plainclothes, a few minutes before the Freak pulled into the parking lot, checking on the charges it had felt from Fred Mundy.
 
* * *
 
In his hotel room, Leslie sobbed and sniffled.  He was curled up in a ball on the bed, curled in the fetal position, both hands cupped around his groin.
His scrotum was empty.
The Freak had reached down into him like he was a jar of olives, and it had bloodlessly plucked out his testicles.  The pain had been intense, but worse was the sense of violation.  He’d only felt that helpless and degraded once before… in Des Moines…
That was when he’d curled up, started crying.  He felt the Freak rise, heard the toilet flush and the sink run.  He’d heard its footsteps as it came back.  There was a pause.  He thought it might speak, but he couldn’t stop crying.  
Saying nothing, the Freak had opened the door and gone.  And still Leslie had cried.
It made sense, of course.  A eunuch was no man.  It couldn’t be a real man or a false woman.  To be a Mystic Hermaphrodite, he had to be both, and now he was neither.
In time, he got the hiccups and his chest hurt from sobbing, so he got up and took a hot shower.
“Fuck,” he muttered.  “Does this mean I’m going to get fat?  High voice?  I can kiss sex goodbye, that’s for sure.  Shit.”
As he toweled off, he pinched his empty sac.  It fascinated him, the absence.  It gave him goosebumps, but it was him.  When he couldn’t take any more, he put on pants and sat on the bed.
Rummaging through his suitcase, he found his dad’s copy of “The Marriage of Venus and Mercury.”  He snorted.
“Guess what Dad,” he thought.  “I am now, absolutely, completely absolved of godwalking on your behalf.  You’re going to have to do your own dirty work.  Maybe you can ascend as The Inadequate Parent.”
He felt a moment of lightness and possibility, and then he figured something out.  
It made him feel cold and it made him hate himself.    
 
* * *
 
The Freak didn’t see anything suspicious at the Super 8, so it decided to swing by Joe Kimble’s house.  It had changed, becoming female, redheaded and pretty.  It knew from experience that was a recipe for attention, but it wanted to be different.  It had washed its hands after Leslie, but that hadn’t been enough.  It had felt dirty, it had wanted to be a different person, someone who flirted and got smiled at, so it had shrunk and taken innocent features.  It wasn’t a smart move, but the Freak did it.
The phone book had given it the only Kimble address in town.  The Freak hadn’t been expecting a police line and a sheriff’s cruiser parked out front, but it wasn’t terribly surprised, either.  In the Freak’s experience, people who got involved with mysticism were often deficient in social skills.  At least, the ones who got into the real thing were—the ones in the occult underground, with possession, and conjured rains of spiders, and making TVs defecate.  (As opposed to the more appealing occult society of New Age bookstores and crystals and cleansing meditations that didn’t do jack except make you calm and serene.) 
They had poor social skills, so they got frustrated with people easily.  Considering that the strongest of them were able to bend reality with their obsessions, the results of that frustration were often dangerous.  
Even lethal.
“What happened here?” it asked, batting its eyes at the deputy on duty.
“Ain’t you read the papers?” he replied, straightening his posture and trying to reconcile the luscious vision with the grating voice.  
The Freak shook its pretty head, eyes wide.
The deputy looked away, holding his face in a reasonable facsimile of Clint Eastwood’s resigned tough-guy face.  “The resident here was murdered,” he said, grim but determined.
“Not Joe!” the Freak said.
“Do you know Joe Kimble, ma’am?”
“Well, we went out a couple times.  I didn’t hear anything about… murder.”  It thought about using a tiny taste of power to open the tear ducts but decided it wasn’t necessary.  He was looking at her tits more than her face.  “Poor Joey…”
“It wasn’t him, Mrs…?”
“Frank.  And it’s Miss,” she said.  “Who died?”
“It was his father.”
“Oh no!  Do you have any idea who did it?”
“The police are making inquiries.”  He narrowed his eyes and gave her a tough, but disarming half-smile that he’d seen on Bruce Willis.  “Can I get you to give me a statement?”
“Well, I don’t know anything,” she said coyly.  “But if you want.  Should we go inside?”
“We have to preserve the integrity of the crime scene.”
“Oh.  Is Joe in there now?”
“I believe he’s in custody, ma’am.”
“Call me Chris,” the Freak rasped.  “Where exactly is he being held?”
 
 
 
* * *
 
Andy Brault worked his tired smile as Leslie Mundy walked into the police station.
“Good morning, Mr. Mundy.  Or is it Miss?”
“Mr. today, officer.  Why?  You like me better as a lady?”
“I’m sure I like you the same amount either way.  What brings you down to the station?  Yesterday you couldn’t leave fast enough.”
“I’d like to see Joe.”
“Joe Kimble?”
“No, Joe Mama,” Leslie said, amazed at himself.  But what did he have to lose?  What was possibly going to happen that was worse?
Andy’s smile widened.  “He’s on the phone right now, but I’ll tell him you’re here.”
Leslie waited, and then got searched with a metal detector, and eventually found himself face to face with Joe.  
“I can’t believe they use the same room for interrogation and for prisoner visits,” Leslie said, looking around.
“Yeah, well, it’s a cheap little town,” Joe replied, slouched in his seat.  In his jailhouse coveralls, he looked more like a bad actor in costume than an actual prisoner.  
The were silent.
“So, how’s it going?” Leslie asked.
“I’m in jail, numbnuts.  How do you think it’s going?”
“Hey, I just got my…”  Leslie bit his cheek and looked away.  “Never mind.  Sorry I asked.”
“I’m just glad I ain’t been ass-raped yet.”
“I’m sure you’ll be out of here soon.”
“If you were my lawyer I’d feel a lot better ‘bout hearing that.”
They were quiet for a moment, and then Leslie sighed and spoke again.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“What for?”
“About your dad.  I mean… you have my condolences.”
Joe’s face made a minute shift, and instead of being defensive and sullen he was suddenly washed out and sad.  
“Hell, he was probably your dad, after all.”
Leslie sighed.  “Well, if you want to look on the bright side…”
“Sorry,” Joe said.  “I’m just… I’m really, really… you know, on edge.”
Again, Leslie almost told Joe about his morning, but he didn’t.  He wasn’t ready.  Didn’t even want to think about it.
After another pause Joe asked “So, Fred.  Is he, you know, a pretty good dad?”
Leslie leaned back and looked up at the caged ceiling light.  “I really don’t know,” he said, and suddenly he felt like crying—actually felt the tears welling up and heard his voice getting cracked.
Joe looked embarrassed.  “Sorry I brought it up.”
“He made sure I had a roof over my head and food, I guess.  When he was able, that is,” Leslie said.  “He… I don’t know, he taught me a lot of stuff.”  Suddenly his eyes narrowed.  “Though a lot of it I didn’t want to know.”
Joe was hooked by the spite he heard, in a voice that had previously only been patient and kind.  Warily he asked “Like what?”
“He taught me that my whole purpose in life was to become godwalker, then to unseat an immaterial being of incalculable power, in order to benefit all mankind.  To do that, I had to learn to be a faggot and, eventually, a woman.  He taught me to surrender.  To sacrifice.”
Joe’s skin crawled.  “When you say… learn to be a…”
“It means exactly what you think it means.”
Joe sat back, his eyes downcast, face red with embarrassment on Leslie’s behalf.  “That’s… Jesus Christ, that is so fucked up.”
Leslie shrugged.  “If he’d had you instead of me, it all might have worked.”
“Shit, don’t say that.  I don’t even want to think about that.”
“I’m sorry.  If I keep complaining you’ll probably ask to go back to your cell.”
“You got no idea how boring it is in there.”
“‘The only thing worse than the boredom of prison is the excitement of prison.’  Something else dad taught me.”
The two men sat in quiet again.
“So what about your father?” Leslie asked.  “What was he like?”
Joe shrugged.  “I dunno,” he said irritably.  “He was just my dad, you know?  I mean… he punished me when I did something wrong or stupid, and he taught me a trade, I guess.  Gave me a place to stay when I left the army.  Clothes on my back and all that.”  Joe shifted in his seat.  “I remember when I was sixteen, this guy up the street was selling his old motorbike.  It was this ancient, piece of crap Honda, really just beat to hell, but I wanted to buy it.  So I saved up all my allowance and all my, like, lawn mowing money and I took this job pumping gas that my dad didn’t know about, and I still didn’t have enough.  Dad told me he thought it was stupid to buy a machine to break my neck when we had a perfectly good flight of stairs in the house, but he lent me the rest of the dough.  He helped me take the bike apart and clean all the parts, and there were so many fucked up pieces that we had to replace… I was spending all the money I made that summer on that bike, but it was okay, it was cool.  Then, when my mom got sick… a lot of nights when she was in the hospital we’d just go out and work on the bike.”  
“Sounds nice.”
“Eh.  I guess he was a good dad.”
“Sounds like you loved him.”
“He was my dad,” Joe said, like that was the obvious answer to the question.  “What, don’t you love your old man?”
Leslie sighed.  “I guess I do.  I mean, I complain, but he taught me to be a good person too.  He always concentrated on that, always, always always.  All the philosophy and morals and ethics, over and over.  Tolerance, forgiveness, kindness, charity.  Christian, Buddhist, Taoist… whatever.  And looking back, I can see how much of it he ignored himself, but still… I guess I wouldn’t trade him.  I’ve met some people whose parents just plopped them in front of the TV for most of their childhoods, and they don’t have a clue.  Sometimes I think those poor fools without even a rudimentary moral compass are a hundred times more miserable than I am, even with a childhood warped and distorted by my parents’ ambitions.  I mean, at least they were good ambitions.”  He chuckled a little.  “At least they took an interest.”
“All I’m gonna say is, I’m glad we got switched.”
“Yeah, that,” Leslie said.  He sighed.  “Joe, I’ve got some more bad news for you.”
“Fuck, what now?  You gonna hand in proof I did it?”
“No, but this morning I got a visit from someone.”
“Yeah?”
“Remember me telling you about the statosphere?  The Invisible Clergy?”
“Uh… I ain’t sure you did.”
“At breakfast?”
“Oh boy…”
“Listen, Joe.”  Leslie ran his hands through his hair, chewing his lips, trying to find the words to convince Joe, to make him believe implausibilities that could kill him.  
“The shape of the universe, of the lives we lead, is mapped out on the statosphere.  The statosphere, in turn, is shaped by the archetypes—by people who embodied something so important to humankind that they were transformed into pure Idea, like Motherhood, or Scholarship, or Kingship.”
“Leslie, man…”
“Just fucking listen!”
Joe raised his hands, palms up.  “Okay, okay, I’m listening.  Shit, probably more interesting than what’s on the TV in my cell…”
“The archetypes shape the statosphere, which means they influence our lives.  Someone who matches a given archetype is called an avatar.  That’s what I am—what Fred and Kate made me, and whatever you think of what they did it worked.  I can sense things you can’t because I’m in touch with something outside the world, in touch with the archetype.  The best avatar—the one closest to the archetype—is the godwalker, the physical embodiment of the principle on earth.  Their power is immense, Joe.  It goes far beyond just sensing things or minor influence.  There are godwalkers who can fly, who can read minds, who can cheat death…”  He took a deep breath and looked away.  “…and this morning, one of them… cut my balls off.”
“What?”
“It’s called the Freak—no one knows its real name, but it’s come here looking for you…”
“Wait, no, back up.  It cut your balls off?”
Leslie nodded.
“Jesus Christ!  How come you’re not in the hospital?”
“It did it bloodlessly.  Ever heard of psychic surgery?”  Seeing Joe’s blank look, Leslie shook his head.  “Never… look, it just did it, no blood, poof, bang, I’m castrated.  Can we move on?  It found me instead of you and I only survived because I convinced it I’m no competition.”
“Then why would he come after me?  I don’t even believe in this shit.”
“Because you’re born right, Joe.  I… I don’t know what Fred and Kate did, but somehow you’re better suited than I am.  Or at least that’s what the Freak thinks, and if it gets hold of you you’re going to die.” 
“Why you keep saying ‘it’?”
“The Freak doesn’t have a fixed gender.  That’s what I’m trying to tell you about, Joe.  Where I’m… I was…  Where I had to make do with cross-dressing, screwing around with gender roles, this… thing, this godwalker, can just change, literally change from a man to a woman the way you’d change your pants. Its appearance changes too—it could be black, white, woman, man, tall, short—it could be anyone.”
Joe lowered his head.
“Leslie, look, I’m sorry, but I don’t believe this.”
“You have to, Joe, you…”
“No.  No, I don’t.  I don’t have to.  Your dad tried to… he tried his thing and nothing happened.  And you say you got your fucking nads stolen, only you didn’t get cut up or have to go to the hospital or anything and it just… No.”
“Joe, at least listen to me for…”
Joe got to his feet.  “I can’t Leslie.  I’m sorry, you seem…”
“It didn’t have to happen!  Shit, after it was done, after it left, I figured out how to stop it!  And you, you can do it too, if you just listen…”
“…You seem cool but I can’t be part of this.”  He hit the buzzer for his guard.
“Joe, listen!  It’s in the book Joe, it’s what it is, listen!”  He pounded his hands on the desk as the door opened.  “Listen!”
 
 
 
 
 
* * *
 
Kate and Fred had spotted their tail pretty quick, and once they had Fred just muttered “lost,” when he signaled left and turned right hard.  A couple more turns and they were clean.  Fred even wondered if he could have ditched the cop without magick.  He didn’t think so.
After a couple wrong turns, they parked at a Wal-Mart and made their way to the sporting goods section.  
“Can I help you?” asked the burly woman behind the counter.  Her smile revealed teeth with shiny nicotine stains.  Her name-tag said “Carla.”
“Yeah,” Kate said.  “I’m looking for a gun for self-defense?  Can I look at that one there?”
“This Glock?” the woman asked, opening the counter.  “How much do you know about guns?”
Kate shrugged and smiled, looking a little abashed and uncertain.  Fred rolled his eyes, playing the indulgent husband to the hilt.
“You may not want a Glock,” Carla said.  “It’s got no safety features to speak of.  Cops buy them because they want a gun they can use to shoot people reliably, but this thing will go off with the clip out…”
“How about that Ruger, honey?” Fred said, pointing.
“Can I look at that one?” Kate said, looking at Fred as if for approval.
Carla pulled it out and Kate gingerly hefted it.
“Kind of heavy,” she said.  Fred took it and sighted down the barrel.  
“Could you take the trigger lock off, so I can check the pull?” he asked.  
“Sure,” the woman behind the counter said.
Fred and Kate examined it some more.  “What about that revolver?” Kate asked.
“The Smith & Wesson here, or the Colt?”
“The chrome one.  It looks a little more… manageable.”
“Well, it’s smaller and lighter, that’s for sure.  And I know some people who swear revolvers are more accurate.”  Carla put the Ruger away and brought out the revolver.
“Ooh, I think this one feels better,” Kate said.  “What about the trigger?  Can I check the trigger on this one, too?”
“Sure, just let me unlock it,” Carla said.
Kate sighted down it, held it in her hands, gently tried the trigger.
“What about that one?” she asked, pointing with her left hand and putting the gun down.  As the weapon touched the glass, the barrel hit the trigger lock and knocked it down to the floor by Carla’s feet.
“Oopsie,” Carla said, bending down to pick up the lock.
Fred and Kate left a few minutes later without having given Carla a decision.   Kate’s old pistol rested in the display case with the trigger lock on it, while a new one—the same make and model—rested in her purse.
 
* * *
 
Back at the Sleepy Teepee, a remarkable coincidence occurred.
The Freak had decided to cut itself to get more magick power, since someone was already shedding blood and it didn’t want to run out of gas in the final lap.  It had sterilized the bathtub in its hotel room and given itself a Novocain injection.  As it was making a shallow incision—nothing as deep as the arm cut, just something minor it could seal up with butterfly bandages—Jolene drove past on the road and saw the compass make a rapid swing.  She pulled over by a pay phone and called her boss.
“Jolene?” the well-manicured man said, somewhat surprised that she was still alive.  “How goes it?  Did you meet Cage, Bob and the others?”
“Negative boss.  But I’ve found Kimble.  He’s staying at the Sleepy Teepee motel, room three.  Can you get the others on the horn and get them here?”
The manager breathed a false sigh of relief.  “They’re already there, Jolene.  You used the compass, right?”
“Uh huh.”
“Well, one of the people we brought in, uh, is a Hermaphrodite avatar too.  That’s what your compass picked up.”
“Why did you send in someone who’d jinx the compass?  Now how the hell are we supposed to find him?”
“I’m sorry!  You know how unpredictable magick artifacts are.  We assumed it would track the strongest signal, not the closest one.  But now you’ve found the people you’re looking for.  Just go knock on the door and say ‘It’s Jolene from TNI.’”
Jolene hung up and took a deep breath, hoping the nightmare was about to end.  
As she stepped up to the door of Room Three, Phil King pulled in.  He’d been keeping an eye out for a white van or truck all day, and seeing one at a motel made him suspicious.
This was not, in fact, a total coincidence.  The conjunction of the cop, the magus and the assassin had been ordained by chained chance, by the will and power of a chaos magician.  The spell had not yet been cast, but with powerful magick (as with advanced physics) the effect can sometimes precede the cause.
 
* * *
 
“Okay,” Kate said.
“Okay,” Fred replied.
“It should really work this time.”
“Yes.”
They had tried to drive out of town into the barren fields, but county patrol cars had the exits watched.  After some aimless driving around, they’d gone back to the park with the frozen pond.  This time they sat in the gazebo.  
“Do you mind if I pull the trigger again?” Kate asked.
“Makes no difference to me,” Fred said, wondering why but not asking.  
They pressed their heads together.  This time, Fred held Kate’s free hand in both of his own, pressing it to his chest, to his beating heart.
This time, the gun was functional.  The danger was real.  The potential for power became actual, and as it drained into the two adepts the ripples of its passage were felt all over the county.
In the town grade school, there were three classes of third grade students.  In each class, at the exact same moment, the child in the third seat of the third row developed a nosebleed in his or her left nostril.  The nurse was quite puzzled.
At the Steak and Shake, the manager had a vision of his own face, reflected back at him from each frying patty, burning in agony.  He went and had a sit-down in his office.
A brief rain of fish fell in the county dump, but no one was around to see except the rats, who made short work of the evidence.
Eight miles away on Shane Steiner’s farm, an unfertilized hen egg hatched anyway, giving life to a two-headed chick.
Leslie felt the psychic double shockwave so powerfully that he passed out.  Fortunately he had just parked his car in the diner lot.
And a few people who lived by the park and were home during a weekday heard the sound of the gunshot.
 
* * *
 
There was no question in Fred’s mind that this was, at long last, the Major Charge—the ultimate risk of the ultimate loss, yielding the ultimate power to change the world.  For a thin sliver of a moment, Fred could view the whole world, perceive the grand murky shapes behind every chance meeting, every unplanned event, every roll of the dice and draw of the cards and beat of a loving heart.  He could feel the powers of order and chaos, he could feel the archetypes, and then he realized he could feel his wife’s blood and brains on the side of his face.
He wondered what the odds were that the bullet would go through her head but not his own.  But in his state, at ground zero of a magickal implosion, all states merged.  Every possibility was within his grasp, he simply had to pick what to make real.  Every likelihood in the future or the past could be seized.  What was bound could be loosed.  The improbable could become inescapable.  The future could be inflexibly molded, or the past loosened and recast.  
A breeze blew by, and a strand of her hair—somehow unbloodied—tickled his nose.  He had a moment’s regret for Joe Kimble, but he knew what he wanted to do with his power.  He knew what event he had to unmake.
 
* * *
 
“Do you mind if I pull the trigger this time?” Fred asked, before Kate had a chance.
“I guess not,” she replied, though she secretly wanted to be the one who did it.  
Within seconds there was the sound of thunder, and the nosebleeds, and their son passed out, and the fish, but this time—which was the only time, which was the unchanged, uninterrupted flow of time as understood by anyone but the late Fred Mundy—it was Kate who was covered with a lover’s blood.
She ran to the pond, cracked the thin ice and dunked her head, her face instantly as numb as her heart, and then she pulled out and ran again, this time for the car.
She only paused to retrieve the gun.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 
 
The Freak was wrapping its fresh injury when it heard a knock on the door.  Suspicious, it looked out the peephole and saw a tired looking woman with big bones and red hair.  
“Who is it?” the Freak rasped.
“It’s Jolene.  From TNI,” she replied.
The Freak was stunned.  How could this be?  The Hotchkiss Compass, of course.  But Abel wasn’t in the habit of hiring dumb bitches, and how dumb would she have to be to just come up bold as brass like that?  Now that it knew, the Freak recognized her from the van.  She’d done an all right job of changing her appearance, but the Freak was an old hand with the tricks of disguise.
“Just a minute,” it said.  “Let me put on some pants.”
Something about its tone made Jolene suspicious.  In fact, she’d been getting increasingly suspicious all day when her “backup” hadn’t shown up.  
“Hurry up, willya?” she said, pulling the Desert Eagle out of her purse.  Then she kicked the door in as she racked the slide.  The room was a little dark and the figure springing at her was just a blur, but she fired, saw blood, fired again and then it was on her.  A numbing blow sent the pistol spinning into a corner and she felt a powerful hand seize her by the hair…
…as miles away, the Mundys embraced for the last time and gathered a charge of staggering power…
The Freak gasped and dropped to its knees.  Jolene dove to the corner, grabbed the pistol and spun just as Phil King shouted “Police!  Throw out your weapon!” 
Jolene shot at the Freak again, was rewarded by a little spot of blood again, but it had recovered and it was screaming as it charged her again.  Jolene judged her chances and dove through the window, firing a fourth round and missing.  The Freak thudded into the wall, rebounded and was about to go through the window itself when it heard the crack of more gunfire and felt its protective spell wear off.  It heard more shouts of “Freeze!  Police!” and it crouched down, peeking out the window.  It couldn’t see the woman, but it could see a big man with a gun and a badge running toward its door.  
The cop ducked his head in, saw her and said “Jesus fuck!”  He glanced out the window and then back at her.  “I’ma call an ambulance for you right now.  Just stay put!  Don’t move!”  Then he ran out to his car.  
The Freak had no intention of getting put into an ambulance.  It, and it alone, was the master of its body.  To allow someone else to change its body—even to heal it—would leave it powerless, at least for a while.  It briefly wondered why it even bothered to pack as it slung its smaller suitcase—the one with the gun, the money and other necessities—over its shoulder.  
“Ma’am!  You’ve got to sit down!  Please!  You’re in shock!”  The big cop had his hands spread wide open and in front of him.  The Freak stopped, doing its best to look dazed.  His eyes were wide and his face ashen as he put a hand around its shoulders.  “Sit down now, ma’am…”
“Okay,” the Freak said, but what it did instead was reach both its hands into his jacket.  The left hand undid the velcro strap on his holster while the right hand pulled out his gun—a big one.  He looked down at the velcro sound and grabbed the Freak’s right wrist.  He didn’t have time to register that both his muscular arms were unable to force down the one hand of this apparently slender woman before “her” left hand had gone into his armpit, and, with a powerful torque of its hips, the Freak flung him back against his own car.  It retained the pistol.  
“Down,” it said, indicating the pavement.  Phil King knelt.
“Belly out and count fifty.  Out loud.  Hands behind your back.  Head under your car there.  Feet up in the air.”
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Shooting a cop if he doesn’t obey,” the Freak said, flicking off the safety.
“Goddammit,” King muttered, but got down as ordered and said “One, two, three…”
“Slower,” the Freak said as it went to the van.
By the time the policeman reached fifty, the Freak had the compass and was driving away.  
 
* * *
 
Kate Mundy stumbled back towards her car, got in and drove aimlessly away, not sure what to think, the crash of the gunshot still ringing in her ears, the loss of Fred still too big to comprehend.  That and all the power.
Cops.  Would cops come to investigate shots in the park?  They wouldn’t find her.  A thought, a tiny pinch of the power, and it was so.  
What else?  What else should she make happen?  Joe.  She had to protect Joe.  He should be released from prison.  Another portion of power hummed out, drawing Phil King towards the evidence that would free her son.  
She should protect Joe.  And find Leslie.  As simple as that, she set off towards where they would both eventually be.  But she had time, she knew.  Time to stop by the hotel for a quick shower.  No one would see her going in.
“I’m gonna wash that man right out of my hair,” she murmured, and then laughed hysterically.  Then she pulled over to weep and weep and clench her hands, not into fists, but into hooked little claws, pulling every muscle tight until it hurt, wanting her hands to hurt as much as her heart hurt, but nothing could ever hurt that much.  She slouched down in the front seat of Fred’s car, knees on the floor, shoulder pressed against the dashboard, the gearshift almost in her throat, and she cried until her face burned.  When the first moan came out, she turned on the radio, not wanting anyone to hear her.  The song was the same one she’d been singing.
She howled and sobbed and snot dripped and she hugged herself and drove her nails into her ribs until they left little marks.  But eventually she stopped.  She sat up, wiped off and realized she might not have time for a shower after all.  
A few sobs still shook her, unexpectedly, like hiccups.  While she waited for them to subside, she reloaded the pistol.  This time, she filled all six chambers. 
 
* * *
 
When the call came in about gunshots at the Sleepy Teepee, Chief Walter Stelke and the county sheriff had a short, loud discussion that ended with the sheriff sending his more numerous deputies out to look for two redheaded women, one large, one small.  Roberta was sent to the scene with Phil King, while Luther and Walter went to talk to Joe Kimble. 
Kimble wasn’t in his cell.  The police had agreed to let him use the phone as much as he wanted, as long as there was an officer in his presence, so he was sitting at Luther’s desk talking to his dad’s bank on the phone.
“Look, just bring me the papers here in jail then.  C’mon, what good do you think the money’s gonna do me here?  I just want to have enough to pay for his funeral.”
“Joe, can I speak with you?”
Joe glanced up.  “Look, I’ll talk to you later,” he said into the phone.  “Yeah.  Thanks for nothing, asshole.”
He hung up and looked at the police chief.  “Yeah?” he asked, not bothering to stand.
“You heard about the second murder?”
“Read the paper, yeah.”
“We were following a lead on that and we found a cache of guns.  Silenced guns.  Exactly like the ones that were used to murder your father.”
Joe felt a cold trickle fall down his spine.  “Yeah?” he whispered.
“In light of this new evidence, we don’t really have much reason to hold you.”
“Excellent,” Joe said, standing.  “Where are my clothes?”
“Joe,” the chief said, holding out a hand to stop him.  “We’d like to put you in protective custody.”
“Meaning what?”
“Sir, he can stay with me,” Luther said.  
“I’d really prefer it if you stayed here.  We can protect you here, Joe.”
“C’mon Chief,” Joe said.  “I been in here for days.  I gotta go take care of my dad’s funeral.  You really think I’m going to stick around when I don’t have to?”
“Joe…”
“It’ll be okay, Sir,” Luther said.  “If you want, I’ll stay by him 24/7 until we get this thing solved.”
Walter looked between the two men.
“Sheriff!” someone shouted.  “They found her!”
Walter looked over his shoulder and winced.  “Okay Luther.  You’re Joe’s bodyguard until further notice.”
“Hot damn!” Joe said.  “C’mon Lou.  Lunch is on me.”
“Joe!” the Chief said.  “Do not, repeat, not go to your house.  Do you understand me?  It’s off limits.”
“Is that an order?”
From some old movie, Walter dredged up a line and said it with a smile.  “Let’s say it’s a request.”
 
* * *
 
Five shots left in the pistol.  Abel had sold her out.  Traitors got the death penalty.  
That’s what Jolene thought about as she ran through the orderly little Missouri town.  She also thought about dodging the cars as she raced across the streets.  She thought about what the police were doing when the good folks around stared at her gun with astonishment.  
Did this town have a bad part?  Somewhere she could go and hide, steal a car, get away… but where would she go?  Shit, if TNI wanted her dead they’d just sic the FBI on her.  Or one of Alex Abel’s witch doctors would kill her with a voodoo doll from three states away.  She could try to find some other occult gang to bang with, but none of them had the kind of cash Abel did—the kind of cash she’d need to hide from a couple murder raps on top of espionage.
She heard the squeal of tires and saw a blazer come around the corner, lights on but no sirens.  With no hesitation the gun swung up and a fat jet of flame shot from the barrel.  The truck—a Sheriff’s Department vehicle—swung right, went through some bare shrubs and crashed into the corner of a brick house.  
Four shots left.  Jolene ran.
 
* * *
 
Leslie was sitting in the diner when Joe and Luther came in.  The conversation was rather awkward at first, but the three men ate lunch together.
 
* * *
 
“My God,” Roberta said, looking in the back of the van.  “Who were these people?  Terrorists?”
There were two pistol-grip shotguns.  There was an M-16, fully automatic.  A couple different sniper rifles.  When she got there, Phil had counted an even dozen pistols—five silenced ones of the type that had taken Ralph Kimble’s life.  Two small semi-automatics, easy to conceal.  Bigger ones with more capacity.  Fully automatic machine pistols.  Boxes and boxes of bullets.
“They’re mostly nine milllimeter,” Phil said, “But it goes up to fifty caliber.  They’ve got safety slugs, armor piercing, subsonic sniper bullets.  Enough for an army.”
There were optic scopes.  Light intensifier goggles.  Infrared scanners.  
“What’s that thing?”
“I think it’s a parabolic microphone.  I don’t know what these gadgets are.  Phone taps, you think?”
Roberta crawled into the van, latex gloves in place.  The walls of the van were covered with metal drawers, the type craftsmen use to carry their tools.
She opened one at random.  Inside was a bulletproof vest and a box of paper facemasks.
“What is this stuff for?”
“I don’t know,” Phil said, “But I think we owe Joe Kimble a great big apology.”
 
* * *
 
While the deputies were circling their quarry, Andy Brault sat back and thought.  Clearly, this woman they were chasing wasn’t from around here.  So she’d probably want to get away on the interstate.  For that she’d need a car.  With a gun she could carjack someone, but that would be hard to pull off in broad daylight.  No, she’d want a car that wouldn’t be missed.  But the car lots were on the other side of town—it’d take her forever to get there on foot, if she even knew where they were.
But the truck stop, now.  You could easily see the sign for that from the Sleepy Teepee.  And hitching a ride on a truck would get her through the roadblocks, too.
Andy was calling it in and turning a corner towards the truck stop when she crawled out of a culvert pipe right in front of him.  
“That’s her!” he shouted.  He was in his own car, in plainclothes—he’d been scheduled to watch the Mundys that afternoon—and she was right up by the side of the road, panting, hands on her knees, when she turned and saw him.  He was pulling over when she turned and dove back into the culvert.  
“Police!  Come out of there!” he shouted, but he wasn’t going to stand in front of the pipe.  No, he was climbing up above it, on the mound of dirt through which the pipe ran, so that he could see both sides.  He wished he had his uniform on, had his radio so he could call in her position.  But he had his gun in hand, ready to shoot if she made a break for it.  
 
He waited.  
“You can’t win,” he bellowed, wondering if she could even hear him in there.  “Throw out your weapon!”
He saw a rustling in the brush on the right side of the pipe.  He peered closer, but saw from the corner of his eye when she ran out the left side.  (Later, they found out she’d tied a string to the undergrowth and played it out.)  He turned, raised his gun, shouted at her.  She’d run behind his car for cover.  She fired and missed as he dove for the ground, getting his legs behind the berm of earth.  He fired and hit his own car, and then she turned and ran.
The Desert Eagle is an enormous gun, and it makes a very loud bang, which was probably why Jolene did not hear the car coming.  When she saw it, it was too late.  She didn’t hear the squeal of tires or the horn, but she smelled the burning rubber and felt the impact on her hip.  She fell onto the hard concrete and the pistol spun out of her hand. 
 
* * *
 
The Freak bit a nail.  It was nervous.  That psycho gun nut bitch was out there still, but what really scared it was what it had felt.  Someone had managed to score the Big Mojo, and while the Freak was tough, it had no delusions about being able to survive if one of those was aimed its way.  It thought about cutting itself some more, but that was a delicate balance.  Harming itself would give it the power to protect itself, but it had known too many flesh mages who’d gone overboard, who’d weakened themselves so much powering up that they’d died of blood loss halfway through a fight.  The Freak could cheat—its position as godwalker gave it access to some free juice every day, but it had already spent it on its brief time of bullet resistance.  The bullets—two of which had gone through its heart—had done only mild injury, thanks to the power of the Still Pond spell.  But its chest was sore and bruised, its arm was stiff, it still hurt every time it walked.  
Did it dare reach for more power?  Did it dare not?
It looked into its lap at the Hotchkiss Compass.  It was moving.
The Freak took a deep breath and made up its mind.  Best to just find Kimble and be done with it.
It put its car in gear.
 
* * *
 
Jolene didn’t pass out, but she pretended.  She lay on the pavement with her eyes almost completely closed as the cop came up, gun in hand, and called in for backup and an ambulance.  
The deputies arrived first, and she got chills when she heard them talking about her.  She’d shot one of their own, made him crash his truck, and they personally hoped she wouldn’t survive the ambulance trip.  
When the paramedics arrived they looked her over, and she thought about trying to take one hostage, but without a gun or knife or other credible threat she didn’t have a chance, not against three armed and jittery cops looking for a reason to kill her.  She waited, thinking about the punishment for treason.  
The paramedics said there didn’t seem to be any broken bones.  They shone a light in her eyes and said she probably had a minor concussion.
The deputies tried to get around the EMTs to frisk her, and they took her lighter.  Too bad.  The damn thing had a one-shot flame thrower built into it.  Then they handcuffed her—paranoid bastards.  They put her on a gurney, strapped her in and lifted her into the ambulance.
If Jolene had thought God would listen, she would have prayed for one of the cops to get in the ambulance with her.  As it happened, the plainclothesman did.
“So what did this woman do, anyhow?”
“Probably killed Ralph Mundy,” the plainclothesman said, sounding shaken.  Jolene fluttered her eyes a little, looking to see where the two technicians were, and the cop.  He looked like an okay guy.  A shame, really.  
They’d put a blanket on her, under the straps.  Standard operating procedure, in case of shock.  That was good.  They’d be less likely to notice her slipping a hand into the top of her jeans.  But to make sure, she started muttering.
“Hey, I think she’s coming around,” one of the medics said, leaning over her.  Through barely open eyes she could see him only as a blur with a shiny stethoscope, but that was good, now he was shielding her from the cop.  
Safety-pinned to the top of her panties was a handcuff key.  She always kept a couple hidden on her—a remnant of her GRU training.  Many law enforcement cuffs in the U.S. use the same key.  She would have been out of luck if this department had started using the disposable plastic ones, but they hadn’t.  Under the blanket, she unlocked the cuff on her right wrist and, quietly as she could, put it on her left.  
“…hit assignment…” she muttered.  “…Kimble…fuckin’…”
“What’s she saying?”  The plainclothesman leaned in, and the EMT moved to make room.  Jolene wormed her hand out from under the strap and moved it toward the edge of the blanket.  
“…money…” she whispered.  “The money… from… bastard…”
He took the bait and leaned closer still, close enough for her hand to snake up into his jacket, slip around the butt of his gun and then she screamed at the top of her lungs, screamed so he would jerk back, wouldn’t hear the snap of his holster, wouldn’t feel the tug as the gun came free.  He jerked back as she flicked the safety and pulled back the hammer, it was a revolver, and she shot Andy Brault in the chest with his own gun.
One of the medics screamed too, and Jolene pointed the smoking pistol straight down between her feet.  “I’ll shoot the driver!  Get back!  I’ll do it!  Back up or I shoot the fuckin’ driver!”  She cocked the gun again.
They backed up.
“You, woman.  Undo these straps.  Driver!  If I hear you get on that radio, I’ll hole you, we’ll crash and we’ll all die.  I got nothing to lose, nothing!”
Gingerly, the female EMT undid her straps.  Jolene sat up.  “Thanks,” she said, getting off the gurney.  “How long until we’re at the hospital?”
“Another five minutes…”
“You,” Jolene said, gesturing at the male EMT.  “On the cart.  You on top of him,” she said to the woman.  “You slow down,” she ordered the driver “And keep your hands where I can see ‘em, on the fuckin’ wheel.”
“Okay, everything’s cool,” he said.
“Shut up, too.”
“Okay.”
When the woman had mounted the man, Jolene pressed the gun to the back of her head, looking out the back of the ambulance.  The windows were good and high: The two deputies following probably couldn’t see what was going on.  She strapped the two technicians to the gurney.  
“Where’s your window-breaking tool?” she asked.  The man told her, and she took it off his belt.  
Jolene squatted down and grabbed Andy Brault’s body by the collar.  She noticed that his eyes were still open: She must have got the shot right through his heart.  Good. 
“Okay driver.  When I tell you, slam on the brakes.”
“But…”
“Don’t argue, dammit!”
“Okay,” again very softly.  
Neither of the EMTs was bawling.  Jolene was impressed and decided not to kill them if she could avoid it.  She propped Brault’s corpse by the back door and pulled the handles, gently, not all the way open but just on the verge.  Then she braced herself and told the driver “Now.”
He slammed on the brakes.  The deputy cruiser behind him slammed its brakes on too, but not quite fast enough.  It rear-ended the ambulance and its back door swung open, spilling the dead policeman onto their car as both airbags deployed.  
The two deputies looked up through airbag smoke to see a dead man on their hood.  The driver didn’t even notice Jolene leaping out of the ambulance, didn’t see her until she was beside him, smashing open the window.  He didn’t even try to draw.  The deputy in the passenger seat did reach for his gun, but was too distracted by the spray of blood and bone from the driver, and then it was his turn to die.
 
* * *
 
“I just wish this shit was all over with,” Joe said.  Luther nodded.  “I mean, okay, I’m not averse to a little excitement.  It’s not like I’m scared, or anything.  I mean, I was going to be a soldier.  But shit, if all this crap was gonna happen, I kind of wish it was over something that made sense.”
“You know, you don’t have to do this right now,” Luther said.  
They were standing outside Geloff’s Funeral Home.
“Aw, I don’t think it’s going to get any easier if I wait.”
“Afterwards, maybe we can go to that Tiki place and get beers,” Leslie said.
“Sounds good,” Joe replied.
“Well, I’ll be on duty, but I suppose I can watch,” Luther said glumly.  The radio on his shoulder crackled.  
 Luther frowned and asked the staticky broadcast to repeat itself.
The unit hissed again and then a voice asked “What’s your twenty?”
“I’m at Geloff’s Funeral Home with Kimble,” Luther replied.
“And how do I get there, exactly?”
Luther rolled his eyes and muttered something about county men.  “Where are you now?”
“I’m, uh, by the hospital.  Just dropped off the suspect.”
“Okay, you’re not far at all,” Luther said.  “Who am I talking to, anyhow?”
In the squad car, Jolene looked at the nametag of her headless passenger.  “Deputy Altmeyer,” she said.
One mile away, a Lexus made a right hand turn towards the funeral home.  
Behind it, on a small residential side street, Kate was already parking Fred Mundy’s rented Nissan. 
 
* * *
 
Joe was in Mel Geloff’s office, leaving Luther and Leslie sitting out in the front parlor.  Luther was giving Leslie suspicious looks.  
“So, let me get this straight,” he said slowly.  “You’re Ralph and Lisa Kimble’s son?”
“By blood, yes.”
“And Joe’s parents are the Mundys, those two we arrested?”
“Uh huh.”
Luther squinted.
“Wow, you sure look like Joe’s mom,” he said, shaking his head.
Leslie looked away, toying with a small engraved ashtray on an end table.  “You think so?”
“I guess.  It’s that upper lip.”
“Was she nice?”
“Yeah,” Luther said.  “Joe’s mom was a real nice lady.  Shame she had to go out like that.  Any time me and Joe were over there, you know, playin’, she was always in and out with the Hi-C and crackers with cheese.  She’d melt the cheese in the microwave.”  He shrugged.  “She was there just enough, but not too much, you know?  Enough that you weren’t ignored.”
“But not so much that you felt spied on?” Leslie said.
“Something like that.”
“My parents watched me all the time,” Leslie said.  “At least, before the divorce.”
“My folks were kind of that way too,” Luther said.  
Leslie burped and put a hand to his chest.
“Excuse me,” he said.  “I shouldn’t have had those green peppers at lunch.  You know where there’s a bathroom?”
“Back through there, I think,” Luther said, gesturing towards a door on the right.
Seconds after Luther heard Leslie enter the toilet, the front door crashed open and a woman with a shotgun in her hands entered.  Her jeans, her face, the bandage on her wrist and her Chicago Bulls sweatshirt were all splashed with dirt and blood.  In fact, the trails left by the spattered gore indicated that she’d been hit by more than one spray of it.
Luther went cold all over, grabbed for his gun as he stumbled to his feet.  The shotgun pointed his way and he felt his muscles strain as he lunged aside, jerking the slide to chamber a round.  
“Where’s Kimble?” she howled as she fired, hair floating wildly, eyes mad.  Luther’s chair sprouted splinters and tufts of stuffing.  The rookie cop felt his whole left side start to burn and ache and he didn’t look, didn’t see how bad it was.  He just aimed at her center of mass with a Glock nine millimeter he’d bought from Carla Cates at the Wal-Mart, aimed for her heart and fired and hit her in her right side.  She spun from the impact and he fired again, missing this time.  He aimed as she dove forward.  She did a perfect roll, pumping the gun in the middle and coming up in a crouch behind an ornate desk.  He fired and the desk splintered but he didn’t think he hit her, and she was aiming over the top of the desk when a third person ran into the room through the front door.
Though Luther and Jolene didn’t know it, the third person—a slender man with aquiline features and blue eyes—was the Freak, who had seen Jolene go in, had heard shots, and had decided to get involved before things could get any more chaotic.
Jolene turned and fired the shotgun, but the Freak’s body was like a still pond and the pellets simply splashed through organs and bones that reformed after impact.  Tiny pinpricks dotted the Freak’s shirt but it had a good running start and had its hands on the gun barrel before Jolene could shoot again.  Luther aimed, but didn’t dare fire for fear of hitting this unknown man.  
The Freak plowed into Jolene and the two of them stumbled backwards through a door on the left, grappling for the shotgun as they staggered.  
Luther reached for his microphone and touched only shattered plastic and something sticky and warm.  He made the mistake of looking down and saw that his body from the left shoulder down to the left hip was all blood.  He started to hyperventilate but wouldn’t let himself freak out, wouldn’t disgrace himself, he pushed back against the wall and got to his feet, stumbling towards the phone on the desk and the door the two had gone through.
He made it three steps before he collapsed.
Jolene and the Freak had stumbled into the room where coffins were displayed, and they careened between them, all four hands on the shotgun, wrenching it this way and that.  The Freak was definitely stronger, but Jolene had better balance and better training and was, moreover, quite out of her mind with rage.  She sensed, somehow, that this was the same entity that she had twice failed to shoot dead, and even through her haze of conflicting urges—the urge to escape, the urge to get revenge on TNI—she had the urge to kill this fucking monster, this goddamn godwalker, this Kimble.  
When the Freak jerked the gun back and to the side, Jolene unexpectedly lunged into its tug, getting a leg in to knock it down.  The Freak fell but clung to the gun, tucking its head (fleetingly aware of the danger of concussion) and pulling Jolene forward.  The Freak’s injured arm slipped and Jolene wrenched the gun free, but was so far off balance that the unexpected release brought the side of the barrel up into her own face.  She took two steps back and sat on her ass, hard.  She was scrambling to her feet but the Freak was already up, and Jolene was trying to get her finger in the trigger guard when it shoved a coffin off a display cart and tumbled it onto her.  She abandoned the shotgun and desperately crabwalked backwards, trying to get her feet beneath her and a dead cop’s pistol out of her waistband as the Freak sent the cart flying at her.  Jolene dodged the cart but then the Freak was on her, one hand on her wrist yanking her close, the other going under her opposite armpit.  She tried to free her hand and the Freak let it go, grabbing under her ass and lifting her by her left side and her right thigh.  It jerked her up like a sack of flour, grunting, and flung her into a coffin on display.  The coffin crashed to the floor, landing on its hinge side and closing halfway.  She’d lost the gun somewhere.  She put her hands on the edges of the casket to pull herself out, but the Freak lunged into the box’s base and slammed it shut on her hands.  Jolene felt bones break.
The Freak opened the lid and its face was twisted with hate.
“You don’t hurt me!” it screamed as its left hand grasped Jolene by the hair and yanked her head to the edge of the box.
“You don’t fuck with me!” it shrieked as its right hand grabbed the lid and slammed it shut on Jolene’s head.  Jolene hollered in pain and pure terror as thick, fuzzy black spots appeared in her vision.
“No one!” the Freak howled as it slammed the top on her head again, catching it like a pecan in a nutcracker.  Jolene’s hands came up again, but this time just begging.
“No one!”
This time Jolene’s head gave a loud crack and changed shape slightly.
One room over, in Mel Geloff’s office, Mel was on the phone dialing 911.  Joe licked his lips and peeked out the door, then flung it open.
“Luther!”  Unthinking, he rolled his best friend over.  Luther’s eyes fluttered open and he hissed in pain.  There was a trail of blood from the wall to where he lay, and his gun was discarded on the edge of a spreading pool of it.
“Joe…” he whispered.
“Joe?”  The voice that repeated the word was low, gravelly and cracked.
Joe turned to see a blue-eyed man coming out of the coffin room, blood seeping through his shirt.
“Joe Kimble?” The man asked.  His eyes narrowed and his face twisted.  “What the fuck did your parents do to you…?”
“Leave him alone,” said a voice from the front door.  
Joe and the Freak both looked up, but only Joe recognized Kate.  She was aiming a revolver.  
The Freak took a deep breath.  It was getting tired of this shit.  It was low on juice, but it had more than enough for another Still Pond.
“Lady, I got business with this man.  If you want to get in my way, take your best shot.”  The Freak opened its arms and stood there.
“Mom, that’s the Freak!”  Fly unzipped, Leslie had just returned, was standing in the doorway to the foyer.
“Bullseye,” Kate whispered, and fired a single round right between the Freak’s eyes.
Joe stared as the man’s flesh rippled, and reformed, unharmed.  A single drop of blood trickled down the side of its nose.  Joe’s lower lip started to quiver, his legs went weak and he sat on the floor next to Luther. 
“That the best you can do?”
“No,” Kate said, letting the gun fall to the floor.
She’d been playing out her major charge quite a bit.  She’d arranged the meeting between Jolene, Phil King and the Freak (although she didn’t know it, any more than the rest of them did).  She’d shielded herself from capture.  She’d guided herself to Joe and Leslie.  So perhaps half of her caged chaos had been dribbled out.
She hooked her fingers into claws, raked them through the air, took the rest of her power and flung it into the Freak’s body.
The Freak’s will had made its cells like a still pond, able to flow around bullets and blows, but Kate’s will was greater, her sacrifice more profound, and the still pond was whipped like an ocean in a hurricane.  The Freak couldn’t scream very loud with scarred vocal cords, but it tried as ten deep furrows appeared down its front, ripping through skin and muscle and bone.  It dropped to the floor, curled in a fetal ball.  
Joe turned his ashen face to Kate and muttered, “What did you do?”
“Sweet Jesus,” Leslie murmured, tentatively creeping forward toward Luther and Joe.  
Then the Freak uncoiled off the floor, exploding up like a sprinter coming off the mark.  It crossed the room in less than a second, and before Kate knew what had happened it had slammed her into the door frame.  She heard a crack, felt it through her entire body, and she went limp.
“Mom!” Leslie screamed, and he didn’t even think about it before picking up Luther’s gun and aiming it.  Leslie had never fired a gun before, but (as Carla had told Kate) the Glock has few safety features, so he was able to just shoot and shoot.  Even ignorant, he was in close quarters.  He missed, then hit, then missed again twice while the Freak was staggering back from the gunshot—a gunshot that had hit it without the protection of magick, a gunshot that had blown a chunk out of its shoulder and made its left arm useless.  But with its right arm the Freak grabbed a chair and threw it as hard as it could, turning its hips to put its back muscles into it.  
The chair sailed through the air and knocked Leslie clean off his feet.  The gun went under a sofa.  While Leslie was struggling to disentangle himself, the Freak stomped over to him.
“Ballsy,” it said, “You borrow a pair?”  Then threw a right cross and Leslie lay still.
It was suddenly very quiet in the funeral home.  The only sounds were distant sirens, getting closer, and Joe’s moans.
Turning to face Joe, the godwalker considered its rival.
Joe desperately tried to remember what Leslie had tried to tell him at lunch.  How he could stop the Freak.  How he could do an end-run around it.  But all he could think was that this was real, all real, all true, all the invisible ascensions and radio people and magick was real and everything he’d known, that stuff was the bullcrap and this thing had caught a bullet with its face and he was going to die.
“Oh Jesus, don’t hurt me,” Joe moaned.
The Freak shook its head.
“This is the big confrontation?  I kill two professional assassins, face down a mage and an avatar to get to you, and all you say is ‘Jesus don’t hurt me’?  They thought you… you… were going to dethrone me?”
“I don’t know nothing ‘bout that.”
“If I hadn’t killed so many people, it would be almost funny.”
“I’m nothing special!” Joe screamed.  “I don’t want to be you!  I don’t want to do anything to you!  I ain’t one of those radio people, I don’t know jack shit!”
The Freak took a few steps closer and looked down at him.  It felt pity and contempt twisting in its guts.  From the smell, it was pretty sure Joe had shit himself.
It was tired, and it heard sirens, and it just wanted to be done.  It reached forward to grab Joe’s heart and make it stop.
Only its fingers touched shirt, and skin, and they stopped.
“What the…?”
As he’d been taught in Basic, Joe rammed his knee up into the Freak’s groin and slammed his hands into its ears on both sides.  He tried, anyhow.  The knee connected, but he misjudged the Freak’s instinctive hunch forward, so Joe’s hands hit the bone on the back of its skull, bouncing off and clapping together.  The Freak’s right shoulder slammed into him, knocking Joe back and down.
“Guess I’ll just kill you the old fashioned way,” the Freak snarled, but its voice was drowned out by another gunshot.  It whipped its head around and saw Leslie, hands shaking, still holding Luther’s gun.
“Stop,” Leslie croaked, and the Freak wasn’t sure why Leslie’s voice had a begging tone.  Was it afraid the Freak would continue?  Or was it afraid to pull the trigger again?
“How many bullets does that gun hold, hm?”  The Freak asked, turning towards Leslie.  “You been counting?”
“I’m pretty sure there’s one left in here,” Joe said.
Looking, the Freak saw that Joe held Kate’s discarded revolver.  His aim looked considerably more stable.
The sirens were closer.
“You’ve seen me take gunshots.  You really think you can put me down?”
“I’ve seen you bleed, too.  You’re bleeding now,” Leslie said.
“Just leave me alone,” Joe said, and his voice had gotten cold and flat.  “Why can’t you just let me be?”
The Freak thought about the times it had been helpless, had been confused, had been the victim.  It thought about Scotty and Roger, watching them die, watching Dirk kill them—casually, just in passing, just because they got in his way.  
“I have to protect myself.”
“What the fuck can I do to you?”
The Freak looked away. “You can become godwalker.  Not today or tomorrow, but in fifty years maybe.  And that’s all I’ve got, Joe.  That’s all I am.”
“He won’t,” Leslie said.  “He’ll swear.”  
And just like that, Joe remembered.  “I swear it on my honor as an oathbreaker,” he said.
And he felt something.
The Freak felt it too.  
Something was watching them.  Something big and immaterial and not so much powerful as simply Power Itself.  The Freak had felt this regard before, in 1967, when it had swallowed acid to gain the power to change genders at will.  It had felt it again in 1982, watching the old godwalker die and taking her place as the Mystic Hermaphrodite.  
Beneath reality, something seethed and surged, and the Freak knew this was a turning point.
“Your honor as an oathbreaker, huh?  So if you keep it, it’s invalid, you’re no oathbreaker and you break taboo.  But if you break it, you’re consistent and break taboo there, too.  Thinking in contradictions.  Nice.”
The Freak panted for a few moments, then stood up straight.  Both men kept their guns pointed, but it was unafraid.
“I think that’ll hold,” it said.  “I think you got me.  ‘Cause I have to contradict, don’t I?
I can’t be true to anything.  Not to vengeance or mercy.  Not to violence or peace.  Not even to self-interest.”
It turned toward the door, stopping in the doorway to look back.
“You’re a lucky man, Joe Kimble.”
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The local hospital had green linoleum floors.  Joe’s boots made muffled clunks as the tromped down the hall.  Leslie’s footsteps were shorter, quicker, light taps in flat-soled wingtips.  Luther was off duty, but he wore his cop shoes anyway.  They made little sound.
Joe remembered the floor.  He hadn’t been in the hospital since his mother died, and he only now remembered that he’d had his head down so much, then.
They reached the door.  
“Do you want me to…?”  Luther gestured at the door.
Joe shrugged.  “You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to.”
“Then if it’s all the same…”
“Yeah,” Leslie said.  “Maybe it’s better if you stay out here.”
Things had quieted down.  No one had died in four whole days, not since Jolene.  Everyone was still on guard though.
Sheriff Lee and his men were still all over town.  One of them nodded to Luther from his chair by the door.
Chief Walter Stelke had buried Andy Brault two days ago.  Big Phil King had openly wept at the funeral, while the two newest officers just stared on, faces blank.
Leslie was still at the same motel.  The charges against him had been dropped.
Joe was staying with Luther, with deputies making periodic sweeps by the house to make sure he was all right.
“Is it okay if we go in?” Leslie asked.  The deputy nodded.
Joe and Leslie went in to Kate’s room.
 
* * *
 
Miles away, an expensively groomed middle manager was called in to see his boss.  When his secretary gave him the news, he nodded and put his desk in order.  But he didn’t take the elevator up to his boss’ office.  Instead he went down to the car park and, with the calm and measured movements of someone who is doing exactly what is right and expected, he got behind the wheel and turned his key.
Nothing happened.
“I told him you’d run.”
The middle manager jumped and let out a short scream as he worked at turning around in his seat.  
The man in the backseat was enormous.  He had a scar on his face and it seemed impossible that he could have gotten there unnoticed.  But he had.
“There are two ways this goes,” the large man said.  “We go upstairs and you tell him the truth and I break your neck with one quick snap.  Or you waffle and play innocent and act indignant and resist.  If you go that route, I go home with sore hands and your blood probably ruins a set of my clothes.  But either way we get the truth and you die.”
“Look, I… you should know…”
The big man put a finger to his lips.
“Shh.  Save it.  Take a moment and think.  Okay?”
The manager thought.  He considered running but knew it was absolutely hopeless.  He knew what this man behind him could do, had done… had done on the manager’s orders.
He closed his eyes and thought, for the last time, about his sister.
“Let’s go upstairs,” he said.
 
* * *
 
“How are you?” Leslie asked, his voice quiet.
Kate gave him a grim smile.  “The bad news is, I probably won’t be able to walk into my murder trial.  The good news is, the penitentiary for paraplegics is minimum security.”
There was an awkward little pause, and then the sound of Leslie’s muffled sobs crept in.
“Oh Mom,” he whispered.
“Sweetie, no, hey, I’m sorry… Joe, bring him over here.”
Awkwardly, Joe complied, guiding Leslie to his mother’s bed.  She reached out and brought her son to her.
“Shh…” she said.  “Sh, it’s okay.  I had to.  I had to do it.”
“No, Mom, you…”
“I had to,” she repeated.  “To save you.  It’s okay.  I wouldn’t change anything.”
Leslie sniffled and wiped his eyes.  He raised his head and looked at his mother.
“Not even the part where he… it… where your back got broken?”
Again, the sad smile.  “Maybe that part.  But you know how chaotic systems work.  You can’t just change one element.  If you pull off the butterfly’s wings, the storm becomes a breeze.”
“Well, thanks anyhow,” Joe said, awkwardly, standing off to the side.  He kept looking around the room, then looking at Kate, then looking around again.
Her gaze stayed on him, while her hands kept patting Leslie.
“It was the least I could do,” she said.
“I don’t think so,” Joe said.  “I mean that… fuck, that thing – I wouldn’t of asked anyone to fight that for me.  You could’ve run.  Anyone could.”
“I had to save my baby,” she said, looking straight at Leslie.
He hugged her again, hard this time, and she started to cry.
“I just hope I made it up to you,” she said.
“Mom, there’s nothing…”
“No, there is, I know there is.  We were wrong, Leslie.  What we did to you was wrong.  We wanted to go all the way and we… we treated you like you were just…  just something to use.”
“It’s okay,” he whispered.  “I forgive you.”
“And Joe, I’m sorry for what we did to you too.”
Joe shrugged.  “Hey it’s not… not your fault that that crazy guy k… killed my dad.  You didn’t make him do it.”
“No but we brought him into your life, we…”
“Nah,” Joe said.  “Don’t think like that.  It’s not your fault.”  But he wasn’t looking at her as he said it.  He was looking out the window, squinting.
“And there’s… there’s something else.”
Her tone made Leslie release his grip and slowly rise up.  He looked her in the face.
“What?”
“Joe you… you had a sister.”
“Huh?”
“A sister.  You had a twin sister.  In fact…”  Kate’s lip was trembling, and when she drew breath, it was something like a gasp, something like a mirthless laugh.  “You still have her.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Have you ever had an abdominal x-ray?”
Joe shook his head.
“Well, if you did, they’d see… something.”
“What are you talking about?”  Without thinking, Joe had put a hand to his stomach, to the spot where all his shirts seemed to develop stains.  
“You had a twin sister and… and when you were both inside me you… engulfed her.”
“Huh?”
“It’s sort of like a molar twin.  That’s what they call it.  People have had tumors removed and the doctors find hair or teeth in them.  In the tumors.  And…”
Leslie stood up, face pale.
“So wait,” Joe said, “You mean I… I got…?”
“That’s what protects you.  Her spirit, it’s bound to you, lives through you.  And she, she defends you – that’s why spells can’t harm you, she leads them away…”
“…And they can’t hurt her because she’s already dead,” Leslie said, stepping backwards.
“The pregnant man,” Kate whispered.  She chewed her lips.  “Leslie, sweetie, you have to understand…”
“Oh mom…”
“Listen!”  Kate’s voice rose as her son moved away from her.
“You killed her?” Joe asked.  
“No,” Leslie said.  “They made you kill her, Joe.  That’s what Dad meant, wasn’t it?  That Joe might be a born killer?”
“It was the only way!” Kate wailed, straining her arms at her retreating son.  “Don’t you see?  He was alive and dead both!  Male and female both!  We had to!  We did it for the world, for everyone!”
“I gotta get out of here,” Joe muttered, heading for the door.
“Leslie?  You understand, right?  You forgive me?  Please son, it was wrong but I’m sorry, it saved him, I’m sorry, forgive me!”
Leslie turned through the door without saying a word.
 
* * *
 
In its apartment, the Freak looked down at its left arm.  There weren’t really that many stripes.
It could never heal the wounds that it inflicted on itself, but scars were something else again.  It had offered a sacrifice for mastery of form, and that meant that all the cuts and marks that showed its work could be written over with only a thought.  Some things were forever, of course – the damage to its throat from drinking acid, the shortness in the leg from which a ring of bone was cut.  But a simple mark from a knife?  It was of no consequence.  It could become nothing.
But since its return from Missouri, it had left the marks on its arms.  The looked like suicide scars – on a less careful creature, might well have been them.  
It thought about its ultimate mutability.  It thought about its limit – how the damage it did to itself was sacrosanct.  Its damage to others?  Like scars, those thoughts were once easily swept aside, rinsed from its thoughts with little more effort than it took to wash hands.
Still.
The weak one in the coffin-house, who foiled all its strength.
The strong one in the motel room, flung from the path with such brute cruelty.
Little men, of no consequence.
But the Freak thought of Joe and Leslie and, for a while at least, left marks on its flesh as reminders.

