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SAIL AWAY, SWEET SISTER

 

By Patrick Goodman

 

Dedicated, with love and respect, to Dan Johnson, who taught me the beauty of the English language, and his wife Laura, who taught me how to type. Thanks, both of you; I couldn’t have done it without you.

 

 

 

17 December 2073

 

Karla Marshall remembered a time when she could sleep in on a Sunday morning. That had ended when she started working for NewsNet, but she still remembered it.

The obnoxious air-raid-siren noise her commlink was making belonged to only one person in her address book, and he was the last person she wanted to talk to. He paid her, though, so she sat up and grabbed her ’link from the nightstand. She made sure it was set to audio-only—the damn thing still synced with her home comm system every time she came back from an assignment, no matter how many times she reprogrammed it, and she wasn’t about to give the creepy pervert a free show if it could be helped—and answered. “It’s five in the goddamn morning, Eddie, and this is the first time in nearly three weeks I’ve slept in my own bed. What the hell do you want?”

His voice sounded like a rusty chainsaw. “Sorry, sugar; I’m in London right now and I always screw up the time difference.” She tried to think of a way to reach through her ’link and strangle the man; on her list of things that made her homicidal, being called “sugar” was right up there with devil rats and NukIt Burgers from Stuffer Shack. “Nice stuff on the Halloween killings. The Denver piece was especially good.”

“You’re complimenting me on my work. Worse, you’re complimenting me on old work. So you want something. What is it?”

He chuckled; she was positive now that he was up to something she was not going to like. “Someone was looking for a reason for your ex to be in Denver twice in less than a week. Of course, there were leeches involved, so it didn’t surprise me.” He paused, then added, “I found something interesting while I was reviewing the file.”

“Cut to the damn chase, Eddie.”

She could almost see him running his hand through his thinning hair as he replied. “Simpson sent me a bunch of art from around Denver the day after Halloween; we were lucky he was there. I saw a familiar face pop up a couple of times in a few of the images.”

She frowned; that couldn’t be good. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

“Pretty sure it was your sister-in-law.”

Karla felt the room get colder. “Ex, Eddie. My ex-sister-in-law.” After fifteen years of listening to her bitch about Thomas, she thought for sure that Eddie would know not to push that button. Probably why he’s pushing it, she thought. She pulled a bottle out of her nightstand and took a swig; it was far too early for the whiskey, but the glass of water sitting there suddenly didn’t seem like nearly enough. She began getting dressed as she asked, “You’re sure it was Lenore?”

“Pretty sure,” he said. “She’s changed her hair since the last time I saw her, and her taste in clothes, but it sure looked like her to me.”

“Shit.”

He chuckled mirthlessly. For the third or maybe fourth time in the conversation, she wanted to kill him. “I’ve sent you the art. Let me know what you find out.” He closed the call before she could reply.

“Anything you want, you colossal prick,” she said to the silent ’link. She brought up the lights and an AR window, propped a pillow against her headboard, sat back, and began sifting through the images Eddie had left in her inbox. The young woman in the pictures was a pretty human in her early twenties who didn’t seem to notice she was being photographed. Of course, like most journalists these days, Simpson was using an eye-cam, so if she noticed anything, it would be a youngish, semi-decent-looking guy staring at her.

The images were taken before dawn on November 1, at the scene of the Mealtime Killer’s murder in Denver’s UCAS sector; news of the Halloween Killings had already broken, but there was somebody else covering that. Simpson was on the street, just before he snuck up to Corinne Lawrence’s apartment. Knight Errant was about to release the scene for cleanup, though the actual cleanup crew hadn’t arrived. He had been able to get the only images of the MTK’s Denver killing site, while she had worked both stories from the Las Vegas office. She saw that she hadn’t seen anywhere near all the art available for the story.

The first shot was Simpson checking out the woman’s ass. The next was Simpson checking out the woman’s tits. Karla groaned, and made a promise to herself to beat both of the perverts with a baseball bat the next time she saw them. The next three images showed the woman more completely. Karla sighed. Hair she remembered as a honey-blonde cascade that hung past her shoulders was now sleek, neck-length, and black as coal. Flowing Bohemian-style clothes had been replaced by an unremarkable set of biker’s leathers. There was no mistaking the face, though, in spite of the dirt and smudges applied in an apparent attempt to blend in.

It was Lenore McAllister. There was no mistake there.

She hadn’t aged a day in nearly twenty years. No older, but the innocence Karla remembered in her face was only a distant memory, replaced by a hardness it was almost painful to look upon.

Karla sagged wearily against her headboard. “Oh God, Lenore,” she said to the image. “The Monster finally caught up to you, didn’t it?”

 

 

 

Most days, you needed a breathing mask if you went out on the streets of Pasadena, but a front had come in overnight and blown the most pernicious of the pollution out toward what most Texans still referred to, in spite of four decades of Aztlan propaganda, as the Gulf of Mexico. The air was, at least by the standards of the Houston sprawl, quite fresh and clean. Thomas McAllister made his way through the throng of people on Strawberry Road, keeping a careful grip on the old-fashioned doctor’s bag he wore slung across his chest. He’d carefully arranged it so that he could easily reach the shoulder holster he wore beneath his armored black longcoat should it become necessary. He felt confident that it wouldn’t; his other weapons were far more potent, though he hoped he wouldn’t have to use any of them at all.

As a human in a suit, he stood out, if only a little. The neighborhood held mostly working-class orks and trolls, though there were enough humans and dwarfs in the crowd to keep him from feeling completely outnumbered. This particular area of Pasadena was mostly owned by some division or another of Ares Macrotechnology, though he couldn’t recall which one it was; he seldom came to this part of town if he could avoid it. Today, he hadn’t been able to.

Parking here was nearly impossible during daylight hours, so he’d parked by the college, a couple of kilometers away, asked a city spirit to watch over his car, and walked the rest of the way. He could have driven up to his patient’s house, but the exercise would do him some good. Seamus’s call to the answering service had sounded important enough to drag Thomas into Pasadena on a busy Sunday morning, but not life-threatening. He maintained a brisk walk as he turned off Strawberry into a depressing low-rent residential neighborhood.

He walked a few more blocks, winding his way through streets that all looked alike, past row upon row of houses, which also all looked alike. He could never remember the correct address, though he knew which street to turn down. He occasionally took a moment to look at the street in astral space, which was even more depressing than the mundane view—the general mood of the neighborhood left the astral plane looking muddy and dull. It did, however, make it easier to spot the house he was looking for. Seamus was a lot of things, but one thing he was not was subdued. Thomas could never remember the street number on Seamus’s house, but he didn’t have to. He had the only house for fifty kilometers in any direction with a fire elemental standing watch in the front yard. He was at least subtle enough to have the brute stay in the astral instead of manifesting on the material plane. Thomas approached the small yard, shifted his senses, and said, “Morning, Aloysius.”

The elemental was roughly humanoid, tall as a big troll and half again as broad. It turned its blazing head to greet him. “Morning, Doc,” it rumbled, more or less cheerfully. All the time it had spent working with Seamus had definitely affected its personality—for the better, in Thomas’ opinion. “Haven’t seen you for a while; the last couple of house calls have been Doctor Cassie.”

Thomas shrugged. “She had some personal business. He’s lucky I was in town.” He gestured towards the house. “Any idea what happened?”

Aloysius shook its head. “Started screaming about half an hour after sunrise, but wouldn’t let me in. A little while later, he said you’d be coming out and I should watch for you.”

“I’ll bet he’s been drinking again,” Thomas said. “You’d think he’d get the idea after a while.” He started for the house, but paused as the elemental rumbled behind him, a noise it made in lieu of clearing its throat. He turned around to face Aloysius again and chuckled ruefully. “Do we really have to do this? How long have we known each other?”

“Long time,” the elemental said. “I’ve still got orders to flambé anyone who tries to get in without the password.”

Thomas looked skyward and shook his head. “I suppose he’s still on the outs with Molly.”

“She has three different lawyers looking for him. Managed to send the last one running without blowing anything up.”

“How very disappointing for him.”

“He was depressed for days.”

“I can imagine,” Thomas said. “The password is, ‘Look what that bitch has done to me!’ At least that’s what it was the last time she was mad at him.”

Aloysius moved symbolically to one side. Thomas made his way up the crumbling sidewalk to the front door, which he found unlocked. Sloppy, he thought as he entered. He found himself in a cramped living room, dominated by a comm system and trideo set of truly epic proportions. The small couch was threadbare and completely unremarkable, the carpet on the floor was patchy and approximately the color of oatmeal, and the walls were in need of a fresh coat of paint that they were unlikely to see any time in the immediate future. There was no sign of vomiting, however, which spoke against his initial idea that his patient had tried drinking alcohol again.

The most prominent thing Thomas noticed about the living room, though, was the fact that the drapes were wide open, letting sunlight spill into the room. Considering Seamus was a vampire, this seemed like a very bad idea. “Seamus?” he called out. “It’s Thomas.”

“Bedroom, Doc,” a weak voice called from the short, dim hallway to Thomas’ left.

The doctor pulled the satchel off his shoulder and made his way down the hallway to the bedroom door. He looked in; unlike the living room, the bedroom drapes were securely and sensibly closed. The windows, Thomas knew, were also all painted over. Why he didn’t do that with the rest of the house was a mystery. Thomas didn’t reach for the light switch immediately; his AR contacts also gave him some vision enhancements that compensated, at least partially, for the darkness of the room. He could tell from where he was standing that Seamus O’Toole was putting out a lot of heat. Too much heat, even for a dwarf, and especially for a dwarf turned vampire.

“What’s going on, Seamus?” he asked as he approached the bed. “You’re burning up.”

Seamus chuckled mirthlessly. “Funny you should put it that way, Doc” he said. His voice, usually boisterous and loud, was a pale shadow of itself. “I feel like I’ve gone three rounds with Aloysius.”

“Just three?”

“He’s got a lot of reach on me. Not to mention his skin temperature’s about 600 degrees.” He made that dry chuckle again. “You gonna turn that light on?”

“Sure.” Without another word, he did so. A moment passed as his eyes adjusted to the brightness; he then dropped the bag on the floor and breathed, “Goddess …”

Seamus’s chest and left arm were a sea of livid blisters, as was the left side of his face. The right side of his face and the upper part of his right arm were a shade of red Thomas normally associated with the jerseys of the Roughnecks, a local minor-league combat biker team he’d taken a liking to a couple of years ago. It was a shade one rarely saw in a metahuman’s skin, and never in a vampire’s. “Seamus,” he said as he sat down on the edge of the bed, “these are second-degree burns. What the hell happened?”

The dwarf chuckled, then winced. “Fell asleep on the couch watching one of those ‘dragons are aliens from another planet’ documentary things on the trid last night, forgot to draw the fucking curtains,” he said. As he spoke, Thomas placed his hand on the dwarf’s head and closed his eyes. “I’ve been caught in the sun before, Thomas, but Christ Almighty damn! It’s never done this to me!”

Thomas didn’t respond to him immediately. Instead, he cast the simple diagnostic spell which had been his first gift from the Great Mother when he’d Awakened nearly forty years ago. His magic, as much a part of him as his flesh and blood, flowed from his fingertips and into his patient like a whispering brook. It streamed through the dwarf’s body, wrapped around it like a caress, and began to tell Thomas everything that was wrong with his patient.

There was the fractured right ulna that had been the first injury of Seamus’s which he’d treated, tidily knit together now for more than a decade. Multiple bullet wounds had also long since healed. The dwarf’s liver had recovered from the years of alcohol abuse he’d subjected it to after his divorce, and his vampirism had ensured he didn’t damage it that way again. Then there were the burns covering his arms and most of his torso. They were deeper than Thomas had suspected, but not life-threatening.
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