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	My day at the factory had been overlong, but I couldn't keep saying no to Richard and hope to remain on his good side. He had connections in the business hierarchy that allowed him to take off more time than anyone else I knew. Truth be told, I never actually saw Richard working on the line or in the office. Whenever he appeared, he always seemed to be passing through between shifts without a care in the world. 

	Privilege came with certain benefits. As did associating with Richard. I had yet to take him up on his offer of a night on the town despite knowing it would improve my social standing. I hadn't worked up the nerve to accept. 

	"What? No takers?" 

	He flounced up and down the assembly line, looking for someone to succumb to his wiles. His blue eyes met mine before I could duck my head and focus on the task at hand—planting a square-shaped metal component on one side of a roundish aperture in a much larger cube-shaped mold. I didn't have a clue what these parts would eventually be used for. The management kept us in the dark about such things.

	Working beside me, stoop-shouldered Peter cursed under his breath at Richard's sudden appearance.

	"Ah, Anthony! Now there's a young chap with a keen eye for adventure. What do you say? Are you with me?"

	"I-uh—" 

	Peter's gnarled hand clamped my wrist, and I turned to find him glaring at me through his iodized goggles.

	"It's not for you," he grated out in a harsh rasp. Word on the line was he'd once swallowed something thinking it was vodka, but it had burned its way straight through him. His throat had never fully recovered—nor anything else along the fiery liquid's exit route. "I've heard horrible things about that place."

	"Is that what you are, Peter?" We had Richard's full attention. "Some fellow's old wife? Don't fill Anthony's head with such nonsense. Our Tony is a full-grown man!" He clapped me on the shoulder and squeezed what little muscle he found there. "Take it from me, chum. There are certain appetites that can only be satisfied when you have the right connections. I'll get you in, of course, and from there, you're on your own. No one will pressure you into doing anything against your will." He lowered his voice almost conspiratorially. "I'd go alone, of course, but where's the fun in that? Revelry loves company!"

	Peter released my arm, shoving it toward me and Richard as if to say he'd washed his hands of the situation. 

	"It is the same with any addiction," Peter said. "You must have someone to share in your debauchery. Then it does not seem so reprehensible."

	"You would know." Richard winked lewdly and licked his lips. Then he grappled with his own throat all of a sudden and shrieked, "It burns!"

	Peter cursed him and returned to his work. The conveyor belt before us slowed for no one. Except Richard, of course, who seemed unaffected by its demands. But I couldn't for the life of me figure out how. Was it truly just a matter of knowing the right people? Greasing palms, as my own father—God rest his soul—used to say? He'd never believed it possible to improve his station in life and had remained confined to his working caste till the day he died. Richard came from money, by all accounts. The way he wore his collar unbuttoned, his tie loose, and his dress shirt untucked, he had the appearance of a rich boy slumming it. But I couldn't help wondering if there was more to his story.

	Regardless, what mattered most was spending time with my girl. These sixteen-hour shifts on the line were killing me. When I saw Lenora in the evenings, I was so exhausted from standing on my feet all day in unyielding work boots that all I wanted to do was collapse beside the fireplace and have her massage my cramped feet. She deserved so much more: to be courted properly by a fine gentleman who would take her by coach out on the town to see the opera, followed by supper at an elegant restaurant with a hot meal cooked by someone else, where a string quartet would play as they dined by candlelight. That's what our evenings could be like if I was afforded more time off this blasted line. Even a less extravagant outing would be a great improvement.

	Often I feared she would leave me, though she never gave me cause for such a concern. There are worries a man carries regardless of reality, and they are what rob him of sleep at three O'clock every morning.

	"Is it a date then, Anthony?" Richard gave my shoulder another squeeze. "I'd say so. Soon as your shift is over, you come and find me, and I'll show you a night you'll not soon forget."

	With that he was off, sauntering up the line and playfully smacking a pair of buttocks here and there as he went—male, female, it made no difference to him.

	"Thought you were spending the evenings with your lady friend," Peter said beside me, his voice a low growl barely audible over the hum of machinery.

	"What's it any business of yours?" I jammed another square piece onto one of the round ones and glanced up to find Richard had moved on to another section of the factory floor, no doubt to pull one of his mischievous little pranks. How he managed to spend so much of the work day not working at all... It boggled the mind.

	"I am just saying, lad," Peter continued, "that if you go where that fool plans to take you, your girl may not ever want to see you again."

	My brow furrowed at such a perverse suggestion. 

	"You keep that long nose of yours out of my affairs. And stop talking down to me." He may have been as old as my grandfather, but I was no child.

	What passed for mirth appeared in Peter's grey eyes. 

	"You're not ready for what he will show you. That place—it's a den of evil."

	"How would you even know where he's taking me?"

	"It's where he takes all the young men." 

	That didn't make one lick of sense. I had certainly never seen Richard intent on inviting anyone else. For some reason, he'd set his sights on me alone. 

	I shook my head and determined to focus on the job at hand until the whistle blew and I could meet Richard for whatever he had in store for us. Lenora would understand that in the long run, this would be for the best. With a friend like Richard, there was no telling what sorts of benefits we would reap in the future. 

	That's what I told her over the telephone while Richard made faces and crude hand gestures at me through the booth's smudged glass—when he wasn't flipping off the rest of the factory crew who passed us on their way home for the night.

	"Go back to your miserable hovels!" he called after them. "You don't know what you're missing."

	"Is that your friend?" said Lenora over whirring static on the line.

	"That's Richard," I said.

	"Not like this fine bloke here!" He grabbed hold of me, tugging me away from the booth and stretching the phone's tether by its frayed cord. "Time to hang up, chum. We've got morals to violate!"

	"What?" Lenora said, her voice sharp.

	"Don't wait up for me," I managed, raising my voice as the receiver slipped from my grasp. "I love you!"

	It dropped from my hand and swung hard against the glass with a clatter.

	"Oh, how sweet." Richard guffawed, slapping me on the back as he steered me through the throngs of workers. We made our way down a backstreet sodden with rotting garbage and alive with skittering rats. "I have a feeling you'll forget all about your little missus before the night is through."

	"We're not married." Not yet.

	"Living in sin, are we?" He gave me a broad wink. "And here I thought you were such an upstanding citizen, young Anthony! Tell me, is the fornication going to damn your eternal soul? I've always wondered about that. How could something that comes so naturally be a sin?"

	"I'm not a regular church-goer—"

	"That makes two of us." He slapped me on the back again, and this time it stung. "A good thing, too. For I don't believe any of the Faithful could possibly pass through Madame Antic's doors with their salvation intact. They would most certainly burst into flames upon crossing the threshold!"

	A heavy weight slumped in my gut. I had been told Richard had no taste for brothels, and I was glad, for the last thing I wanted was to carry some foul disease back to my dear Lenora. But now I was beginning to have my doubts. I stiffened at the thought of visiting such a place of ill repute.

	"Madame Antic's?"

	"Heard of it, have you?" Another wink from Richard as he forged ahead of me half a yard in the lead, his chin held high, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his tight trousers. He walked these dark backstreets without fear, as if he had every right to be here. What's more, he had the air of a man who owned them. Perhaps he did, at that. Obviously, he did not have a care where the nightly curfew was concerned. "I'm sure half the stories you've heard won't hold a candle to actually being there, Anthony. You're in for a real treat, my friend."

	I licked my lips with a tongue that had suddenly gone dry. "They do use protection, of course?"

	Richard laughed. "Abandon all concerns you have for safety, my friend. Madame Antic's is the last place you'll need to worry about such a thing. Prepare yourself to feel more alive than you ever have before."

	Each alleyway led to another darker, dirtier, more slovenly backstreet, narrow enough for foot traffic alone. Richard and I were the only ones weaving our way through this maze that he had apparently memorized. We were delving deep into the city, digging our way into the folds of its ugly underbelly, passing lopsided tenements I had never seen before. In all honesty, I didn't think much of the little flat Lenora and I shared; it was all we could afford. But to see these towering monstrosities, I couldn't help but observe that we lived quite well in comparison.

	"Do you come here often?" I struggled to keep pace with Richard's longer legs. My sore feet made it no easy task.

	"The pits, isn't it? They call it HellTown, you know. Their term of endearment."

	I didn't know, but I nodded anyway. "Fitting." 

	"The Blue Men don't tread this far out of the city proper, and most here are fine living by one rule." He glanced at me to see if he had my attention. Of course he did. "Survival, chum."

	"You mean there's no law?"

	"A little slow on the uptake, but that's just one of your charms." He clapped me on the back again, and I tried to hide my wince. "Rape, murder, theft, battery—we're likely to see more than our share tonight. Survival of the fittest and all that. Isn't it thrilling?"

	Not the word I had in mind.

	"Ah, and here we are." Richard came to a dead stop at the end of the alley. Feet spread apart and hands on his hips, he stood like an explorer surveying a magnificent vista. 

	All I saw was a run-down hotel with jittery, scarlet-colored lights that would have spelled MADAME ANTIC'S if they'd all been working properly. Whatever colored gas had been pumped into the curvaceous glass tubes appeared to have lost its potency. Wedged between drab tenements on either side, the hotel's upper levels sported rickety iron fire escapes. They did nothing to alleviate my fear of the place; the whole block looked like a line of firetraps waiting to erupt. 

	"Looks closed." There were no lights in any of the windows, and no signs or sounds of life emanated from the dilapidated building. In contrast, screaming contests and crashing noises came from nearly every floor of the tenements on either side, bursting with irascibility.

	"All part of the fun, Tony. You don't mind if I call you Tony?" 

	"My friends do," I faltered.

	"Friends we are, then." With another wink, Richard struck off across the street without bothering to look both ways. 

	There was no traffic, wheeled or otherwise, to impede us, but it was force of habit that induced me glance up and down the uneven cobblestones before rushing to join him. Together we stepped up onto the curb of the cracked sidewalk.

	"The windows, you see, have been designed to give the illusion that no one resides in those rooms." Richard craned his neck back as he gestured toward the floors above us, each of them dark, devoid of any spark. Even the great double doors before us appeared to have gone long without use—carved ironwood by the looks of them, perhaps imported from the jungles of Africa or somewhere equally exotic. "One-way glass, I believe, is the name for it. Just a sample of the wonders you're about to witness, chum." 

	With a wink, Richard strode forward and raised his fist to pound twice upon the right-hand door.

	"How did you first hear of this place?" I glanced up at the jittery sign above us. The scarlet gases inside the glass seemed to slither like one long, non-corporeal serpent cut into several pieces, each alive and able to move autonomously. "Seems a bit out of the way."

	Richard's chuckle drew my attention back to him. 

	"My dear Tony, you really need to get out more. Madame Antic's is the only place that matters. There's nowhere else like it—not in this city, at any rate. The French, of course, have their own version of it, as do many other European city-states. But we can't afford to take a steamship over there anytime we like, now can we?"

	I knew full-well I couldn't—not that I ever thought about such things. The factory consumed my life, providing income that covered only necessities. I had never seen a steamship, much less considered affording an excursion aboard one.

	Which brought a single thought crashing into my mind: Who was going to pay for our night of adventure? My next paycheck wouldn't be cut until the following week, and my billfold was sadly lacking. 

	"Uh-Richard, I probably should have told you before, but I'll have to owe you..." 

	"Ah," Richard sighed with a satisfied smile that stretched his narrow features.

	The ironwood doors had creaked inside, just when it was beginning to appear that no one was there. Now they pivoted on their hinges, opening of their own accord. I looked for a doorman but couldn't see anyone of the sort—nothing at all beyond the threshold. Instead, the most impenetrable black met my eyes.

	"Wonders, chap." Richard clapped me on the back yet again, but I grit my teeth and didn't utter a sound.

	My complete attention had been stolen by the automaton wheeling out of the darkness to greet us.

	"Welcome, deviants." It uttered the words in a low monotone. Its eyes, a pair of magnifying lenses, locked onto each of us in turn, the metal box-head squeaking as it pivoted left to right. Its steel arms wielded pincer-claws that beckoned us to follow as it wheeled backward, returning from whence it had come. Wheeled was perhaps the wrong word to describe how it rolled upon treads similar to a tank's. In height and girth, the thing was only as large as an average ten-year-old child. "This way, if you please. Your night of transformation is about to commence." 

	With that, it disappeared inside—literally. On our side of the threshold, the machine had been clear to see; as soon as it crossed over, however, the blackness absorbed it completely from sight. Grinning at me, Richard followed the automaton into the darkness that swallowed him whole. 

	Alone now, I stared at the black wall that rippled like a vertical pool of ink. No sounds emanated from within.

	"Richard?"

	I reached forward, wondering if it would stir at my touch like a pond of murky water or a column of fog. Would my fingers dissolve into it, merging with the black, so that it appeared I'd lost them altogether? Would a force of some kind draw me inside once I had breached the darkness? Did it run on a power source of some sort, or was it merely an example of the same technique used to cover the windows? One-way glass, Richard had called it.

	How had he walked through such a thing?

	I paused before my fingertips breached the black. Less than an inch away, they hovered indecisive as my thoughts returned to dear Lenora, alone this evening. How long did Richard intend for us to remain at this strange establishment? Not even through the door, and I already wanted to return home. I missed her.

	But this had to be done. For weeks, I'd weighed the advantages and disadvantages of taking Richard up on his offer. If I truly wished to improve my station in life, I had to become his friend. I refused to imagine myself twenty years from now as a middle-aged man still chained to that damnable assembly line—standing on my feet all day with no concept of the bigger picture, simply a cog in a greater wheel, never knowing what sort of machines we assembled.

	"Coming along, chum?"

	I jumped back with a start at the sight of Richard's disembodied head floating before me. The black soup rippled as he laughed and wagged his face side to side. 

	"Through the looking glass you go! This is your night, Tony. We'll pretend you're getting married tomorrow to that girl of yours, and I'm your best man. Let the debauchery begin!" 

	After a wink, his head dissolved, vanishing inside.
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	Left with only one decision to make, I clenched my fists to my chest and shut my eyes, forging into what I was sure would feel as cold and wet as the deepest sea. But the sensation was nothing of the sort, and it took only a moment to pass into the glowing warmth of a small hotel's receiving area. Every surface that met my gaze was either velvet or silk in shades of crimson or the colors of autumn: golds and rust hues with silver ribbons, drapes and furnishings more lavish than any establishment I had ever set foot in my entire life. 

	I must have been a sight, gawking at everything like a country bumpkin, for Richard burst out laughing as he approached me. His arms had gathered two damsels cinched into rib-crushing bodices that exposed their ample cleavage so generously they resembled pairs of ripe buttocks rather than generous feminine curves. As I stared at their chests—for I found I couldn't take my eyes away—I realized with dread fascination that was indeed what they were, as if their own behinds had somehow been transplanted to sprout where their bosoms had once resided. 

	"Oh come now, Tony, let's see a smile!" Richard nudged my shin with the toe of his boot. 

	My face had often received the criticism that anyone could read it like an open book. I must have winced sourly at the two girls and their bizarre endowments. 

	"This is Cinderella," Richard said, squeezing the young woman on his left. "And this is Rapunzel. Or is it the other way around? I have no idea!" 

	The three of them laughed out loud.

	I nodded politely to each of them and averted my eyes from the obscene jiggle of their chests. This place had the look about it of a well-funded brothel, and I assumed Richard would be whisked away to one of the rooms upstairs in a matter of minutes by his companions. Did they mean for me to join them? Just the thought of it filled me with revulsion. These two females were Mutilators, by all appearances. I shuddered to think what they would do to him up there.

	Peter had been right. If this place was filled with such people, it was indeed the lowest den of debauchery in the city. No wonder it was so well-hidden in the heart of these hellish outskirts.

	"Come along, Tony!" Richard turned an about-face all of a sudden, and the two girls shrieked with delight as they were whipped around toward the magnificent spiral staircase. "We'll show you to your room. You've got a nice one next to ours, so you'll hear each and every scream." He growled that last word into Rapunzel's ear, and she jumped with a shrill laugh, slapping him hard across the face. Yet she smiled without a hint of malice. "They do like to play rough." 

	Richard winked back at me. His lip had broken and now blossomed with fresh blood. Cinderella noticed it and ran her tongue across his mouth with wild abandon.

	My stomach muscles twisted, and I flinched.

	"Feeling all right?" droned the automaton.

	I hadn't noticed the machine beside me. In fact, I hadn't been aware of there being anyone at all around me, so keenly had I been focused on the spectacle of the room. But now as I turned my attention to the blurs moving about, I recognized the shapes of dozens of people ascending and descending the stairs, most of them in pairs but many moving alone, all of them smiling and cheering one another on as if they were members of the same rugby team. Many of the women wore costumes as gaudy as Rapunzel and Cinderella's, but just as many looked to have come in off the street like Richard and myself, perhaps after a long day working under similar factory conditions. Which is to say, those of us wearing work clothes appeared to be your normal, run-of-the-mill human beings, while the men and women decked out in the garish attire of circus performers looked as much like mutants as I could ever have imagined. Whether their bizarre transformations were temporary or permanent, I could not ascertain.

	Rumors of illegal places such as this ran rampant, of course, but I had never known how to find one. Nor would I have wanted to. Growing up, there had been talk of self-made mutants—men and women who'd grown tired of their God-given flesh and bones and sought to change themselves into unnatural things: moving or adding limbs, replacing skin with a clear-coat or fur, turning one's face upside-down. I had never believed any of it, of course, just as I had never truly believed there were serpents in the sewer lines. But that didn't stop me from checking the toilet bowl every time I took a seat.

	Perhaps my fears were unjustified. The girls with Richard had merely been blessed with unnaturally large bosoms. As for the other guests...birth defects could explain their abnormal appearance. Madame Antic's was not a Hotel Grotesque. It was merely what it appeared to be: a very popular brothel for the discreet and adventurous. The problem was, I didn't belong there.

	More than anything, I wanted to go home to Lenora, and I would have embraced any excuse to leave the premises. Richard had already said we were friends, hadn't he? He'd called me Tony, a nickname I hadn't heard since high school—back in the days before I'd been drafted by the factory. Of course my fiancé called me Tony as well on occasion, but that was in an entirely different context. Regardless, enough progress had been made for one night. Richard would understand if I needed to leave. Wouldn't he? He couldn't possibly hold it against me. 

	"Sir?" The automaton prodded my arm with one of its pincers. 

	"I'm fine." I took a step away from the machine.

	"Your friend wishes you to follow him." The pincer rose to gesture halfway up the staircase where both Cinderella and Rapunzel were trying to kiss Richard at the same time. "It would be best if you did so. Madame Antic's can be a disorienting place without the proper guide."

	"He said I—" A frown creased my brow. "That I have a room...?"

	"Yes, of course. Tailored to your specific requests."

	"But I haven't made any requests." I wouldn't have known what to ask for in the first place. It wasn't as though I had put any advance planning into the evening. I was simply tagging along with Richard on one of his late night adventures. Had he known all along that I would join him—that I would say yes tonight? And if so, how? "Out of curiosity, whose name is my room under?"

	"Why yours, of course."

	"And that would be?" 

	"Peter Gideon—the name you use every time, sir."

	I blinked at the machine as if it would recognize my confusion and do its best to explain matters. Why would Richard have made a reservation in Peter's name—the old man with the burned throat who worked beside me on the line? The same man who had warned me not to join Richard in his revelry. Had the two of them come here before? I had some difficulty imagining a straight-laced man like Peter entering such a place; but if so, why did this robot seem to think I was him? We looked nothing alike.

	"You need your lenses cleaned," I muttered. 

	"How's that, sir?"

	"I'm not Peter."

	"My mistake, sir. Of course, within these walls, you can be whomever you wish." The treads retreated a few inches as if in apology. "Nevertheless, your room is ready. You are welcome to choose from any of the girls who suit your fancy."

	My gaze narrowed at the machine. I'd had quite enough of this place. But I didn't think it would be wise to leave without Richard as my guide. For one thing, I wouldn't have known how to get out of HellTown, and the screams I'd heard earlier were enough to keep me rooted where I stood. At least here I was among fellow human beings who didn't seem intent on tearing each other limb from limb.

	"Tony, they've got me!" Richard hollered as his two escorts hoisted him lengthwise between them, charging up the remaining stairs to the floor above. Their cackling laughter more suited to witches than princesses. 

	They whisked him away with glee, and just before they vanished from my sight, I saw something on Richard's face that gave me pause. Until that moment, he'd been his jovial self, in complete control of the evening's festivities. He'd had the look about him of a man who darkened these doors regularly. There was nothing here he hadn't participated in before; he'd seen it all, done it all. Yet as he'd called my name, as those two strong women hauled him like a length of rolled carpet—when just a few moments before, he'd been leading them up the stairs with an arm around each one, whispering things into their ears, making them giggle and blush—there appeared on Richard's face a brief look of uncertainty. In that instant, all his bravado disintegrated.

	The arms of the women seemed to have doubled in girth, rippling with hard muscle as they took him away. "They've got me, Tony!" he cried. No one else seemed to notice. They were too absorbed by their own boisterous frivolity.

	I sprinted after him, not entirely sure what I planned to do. Wrestle him free?

	"Enjoy your evening, Mr. Gideon," the automaton said with the congeniality of a butler.

	Not bothering to give it a second glance, I set my sights on the top of the stairs and moved as quickly as I could through the masses. They all seemed to know where they were going, laughing amongst themselves all the way. The human tide ascending and descending didn't seem to mind the brusque manner with which I pressed past. None of them recognized me as a presence worth noting. That suited me fine. 

	I took the stairs two at a time, dodging the revelers and craning my neck for a glimpse of Richard. How had they moved out of my sight so fast? A growing sense of cold foreboding grew in my gut. In contrast, the people I passed all wore the same glazed look, as if they'd gorged themselves and were now feeling the aftereffects: stupefied pleasure that manifested itself in easy laughter, heavy-lidded eyes, and loose smiles.

	I reached the top of the staircase and turned right, the direction I'd seen Cinderella and Rapunzel take Richard. But I came to a standstill at the sight of the vacant hallway stretching out before me, lined on either side by dozens of doorways. Some were closed, but most of them stood open. Out of them came the most unnerving sounds I had ever heard in my life: noises from human throats that were almost bestial in their intensity, mingling pleasure and pain in equal measure. 

	I could only imagine what sorts of perversion were going on inside those rooms. Why would anyone participating in such debaucheries want the doors to their rooms wide open for any passersby to witness them in the act?

	Then it struck me that the rooms with the doors closed were perhaps empty, that it might have been the custom at Madame Antic's to share everything with everyone, including those who desired only to watch. I had seen men and women downstairs flounce from partner to partner as if trying to decide who their first mate would be in a disgusting orgy about to commence. Would I hear a gong sound? Is that what they all were waiting for downstairs? Would I be trampled in a stampede of fleshly desire as they ran to their rooms? If so, then Richard and his escorts had beaten the rush.

	But to what end? Was he one of the victims I heard echoing now in this gaping hallway—so long it seemed impossible that it was even part of the hotel? What were those women doing to him?

	Before my imagination could get the better of me, I forged ahead. Fists clenched at my sides, I stared straight on as I passed the open doorways. In my mind's eye, I saw leather and lace, chains and whips, cavorting flesh—but that could not have been further from the truth. 

	When a guttural scream erupted from my right, I couldn't help but cringe away, half-turning to stare at the source of the horrible sound. This is what I saw: 

	A man hung in a leather harness, chained to the ceiling. Two women were with him, one on either side. Each wore the costume of a fairytale princess, and somewhere in the recesses of my recent memory, I knew they looked familiar. But at the moment, all I could do was stare at the man suspended between them. He no longer resembled any man I had ever seen. Stripped to the waist, his skin looked nothing like human flesh. It had been cut, peeled off. The man hung there with his upper torso, arms, neck, and face skinned down to the bloody pulp of his muscles and organs. Wide eyes stared back at me from the raw meat of his face, the whites standing out sharply against dark crimson that glistened and oozed. Gleaming chrome instruments sat on surgical trays at either side of the poor fellow and in the hands of the blood-spattered princesses.

	"Like what you see?" crooned one of them.

	"Richard?" I gasped.

	"No Richard here," snapped the other woman, dressed like Snow White; her partner could have been Sleeping Beauty—but not from the illustrated children's stories. These two with their low-cut bodices were mistresses of the night; that much was plain.

	"My mistake," I stammered, forcing myself to put one foot in front of the other as the bloody man kept his eyes fixed upon me in the silence. I found it impossible to shake his gaze until his teeth appeared in a tight grimace. A flash of white, and he growled with the menace of a watch dog. I quickly looked away.

	He didn't want my help. He wanted me to move on. I'd seen all he cared to share with an audience. Was he in that room of his own accord? If so, then what had been done to him, no matter how obscene, was his desire. The women carried no weapons, and they did not seem to be compelling him to remain in his harness. He was not chained to it; there were no locks on the leather that held him upright. The only chains present held the harness like a swing on a children's playground.

	As much as it horrified me, I had to believe he wanted to be there—to have his skin removed, no matter how terribly it pained him, no matter how it made him scream. But what psychosis would induce anyone to desire such a thing?

	Another shriek echoed from farther down the corridor. A cold dread shuddered within me. Were each of these rooms filled with such insane horrors? What else would I witness if I ventured on?

	"Back for more, Peter?"

	I jerked away from the voice in my ear, turning sharply to find Snow White before me in her blood-spattered frock, the chrome instrument in her hand resembling a large pair of tweezers. It sickened me to imagine them peeling that man's skin from his body in long strips that stretched as they were tugged from his raw flesh, as he screamed with everything in him.

	"I'm not—"

	"Your room." She pointed with the tweezers at a closed door halfway down the hall. This close, I could see she was an albino, her colorless hair tucked up into a black wig. "In case you've forgotten."

	The doors on either side of it stood open, and I remembered Richard telling me that my room was located next to his. Would I find him in there? Behind Door 1 or Door 2? The startled look on his face before he'd been carried off by Rapunzel and Cinderella—something hadn't been right. I doubted I would find him where he'd planned to be.

	"You…recognize me?"

	She pressed herself against me all of a sudden, her exposed cleavage gaping obscenely. "It was I who attended you last time, Peter. Don't you remember?"

	It had to be some sort of sick game they played with visitors. There was no way that Peter and I could be mistaken for one another. Ignoring our obvious age difference, our body types were complete opposites. I stood six feet tall, one hundred eighty pounds on a good day. I was strong, but lanky. Peter, on the other hand, had the bearing of an ox about him—five and a half feet in height and over two hundred pounds of solid muscle. 

	She ran her tongue over thick lips painted scarlet. "You should remember me. We...had quite a bit of fun together, you and I."

	I frowned, glancing back into the room where the skinned man growled like an attack dog. His eyes narrowed at me with hate. He didn't appear to be the sharing type, and it was obvious he wanted Snow White back where she belonged, at his side. I cringed inwardly to think what the women would do to him next. Would they continue flaying him from the waist down?

	"It was your first time, remember?" She smiled up at me with the look of a hungry predator toying with its prey.

	Now was my first time, and I was prepared to swear before God and all that was holy that I would never return to this awful place. "What did you do to me?"

	"Only what you asked." She winked, shoving me back a step with her weight before pivoting on her heel to return to the skinned man's room. "I'm surprised you still have a voice after all that acid."

	My insides turned over. Peter's rasping voice—had she been the culprit? 

	"Acid." My voice sounded hollow. "You—"

	"Poured it down your throat, just like you wanted." She giggled as she trotted away. "Good thing you dosed. No lasting damage!" 

	With a flippant wave, she turned her back on me and devoted her full attention to her current subject, tut-tutting at his bestial objections. She placed a finger on his lips and shushed him with her seductive prowess. He fell silent.

	I forced myself not to linger. The man's glaring eyes should have been enough to send me on my way, but a sick fascination festered in my mind. What would they do to him next? Would he scream as he had before? Worse?

	But the next shriek I heard came from the room on my left. I couldn't keep myself from glancing inside to find a middle-aged man harnessed in much the same way as the first. But instead of two princesses, this fellow's attendant was a male doctor in a white lab coat. The only light in the dark room was a single bulb that dangled from the ceiling. This victim appeared to still be in possession of his skin as well as his clothing, but as I looked closer, a wave of nausea overwhelmed me. I staggered back from the door. 

	The man's limbs had been amputated with clean cuts—no gore whatsoever—and both his legs lay on the floor like pieces broken off a toy. In their place, the doctor busied himself grafting bizarre appendages that looked to have been taken from a giant mantis. Neither man paid me any attention.

	A chill snaked its way down the back of my neck. The hallway seemed narrower all of a sudden, the air thinner. I needed to get out, to breathe. My lungs refused to inflate.

	I closed my eyes and focused on breathing in slowly through my nostrils. I squeezed my hands into fists.

	How could any of these atrocities be happening? They couldn't be real. Either I was losing my mind, or I'd fallen asleep during my trek through the outskirts with Richard. If so, had I collapsed into a gutter somewhere while I'd entered this waking dream-state? Yet even in my most vivid nightmares, my mind had never invented anything so hideous.

	In my youth, I had been plagued by an active dream life. My nighttime adventures always seemed incredibly real, and I'd often wake up in the morning feeling that I'd gotten no rest at all. Most of my dreams were the sort that would jar me awake in a panic, bolting upright in bed. But as I found myself in these nightmares more often, I learned to wield a certain power over them: I would tell myself in the dream that it wasn't real, that nothing there could possibly harm me, that I was free to do whatever I wanted.

	Oddly enough, my moral conscience tended to rule my unconscious mind. I never committed any immoral acts in those dreams, as much as I might have been curious about doing so. And no matter what horrifying prospects loomed before me in that dream world, I eventually stopped waking with my heart racing, thinking I stood on the brink of death. I learned to dream through anything, no matter how awful.

	I opened my eyes now and proceeded down the hallway, flanked on either side by unimaginable horrors. I told myself none of it was real. The men and women in those rooms committing unspeakable acts so depraved and disgusting—they could not possibly harm me. I would find Richard. We were free to leave whenever we wanted. We would. 

	And I'd never even think of Madame Antic's ever again.
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	A wild scream brought me back to the moment—such a visceral sound, so raw it shattered any wishful thought I'd concocted of not being there in the flesh. These victims harnessed in their dark rooms, attended by princesses, doctors, magicians, or any number of other costumed individuals... Each undergoing some sort of bizarre mutilation... How could their bodies withstand such incredible torture? Snow White had told me something about Peter, about the acid she had poured down his throat, about him dosing. Did each of these victims take some sort of drug to dull the pain during their bizarre procedures? The screams would have indicated otherwise.

	My trembling knees stopped moving. I had arrived at a closed door—the room indicated as mine, where the albino princess had fulfilled Peter's darkest desires. What would have induced him to make such a bizarre request? Perhaps dosing involved a complete disregard for one's own well-being. 

	I knocked. I don't know why. Perhaps to be certain no one was waiting inside for me. I glanced into the rooms on either side. They both lay empty, despite their open doors. In each room, a single bulb burned brightly over an empty harness dangling from the ceiling. Medical trays stood by with fresh instruments, waiting for their next victim.

	"Richard?" 

	I knocked again, hoping this was all some sort of practical joke, that he and the two princesses were indeed waiting behind the door, playing a ridiculous game of hide and seek. His look of fright could have been part of the ruse, his way of getting me to follow. And now that I had witnessed the perversions of this place? He had to know that I would want to leave—if he knew me at all.

	Which he didn't, of course. In all honesty, I probably knew more about him than vice versa. I was merely a grunt on the assembly line. He was the son of someone important—why else would he be allowed to shirk his duties on a regular basis without even a slap on the wrist from the management?

	"Richard, it's me. Tony." 

	"It's open, you know."

	I spun around sharply—caught off guard by yet another woman. But I found myself relaxing strangely at the sight of her. This one, I recognized: the red-haired Rapunzel, with her long locks and ivory skin.

	"I've been looking for you—for Richard," I said. My abdomen tightened as she stepped closer. "Where did you take him?"

	Instead of answering, she brushed past me and took my hand. She turned the knob and pushed open the door before us. Inside, the walls were either painted black or doused with shadows so thick I could see nothing but the leather harness basking in the bulb's glow. 

	"Where's Richard?" I tugged my hand free of her grasp and planted my feet just inside the doorway. "You and that other girl—"

	"You want to practice on me?"

	She slipped into the harness and cinched the belts tightly about her middle. Then she shoved off with her tip-toes to swing back and forth, giggling as she crossed the barrier into shadow and returned into the light. As the chains and leather creaked, she gestured vaguely toward the sharp instruments on the steel tray.

	"I haven't dosed for over an hour," she said. "Start with my eyelids. You'll really make me scream."

	I stumbled back a step. 

	"No—I don't want any of this. I need to find Richard." I had to leave this place. We had to leave. Whatever he had planned, this wasn't how it was meant to be. "I lost him, you see, when you took him upstairs, and—"

	"He's not who you think he is."

	"I…don't understand."

	"All of this." She eyed me coyly as she swung back and forth with the unsettling rhythm of leather and chain. "It's not what you think."

	"I think it's awful."

	"Do you believe Madame Antic exists?"

	"I don't know." I hadn't given any thought to the matter.

	"Most people don't. That's what makes her a mystery. Like God."

	I tried to swallow; my throat cleaved to itself. "Richard—"

	"You have no idea who Richard is. What he is."

	"He's my friend." 

	"Really?" She raised one of her painted eyebrows. "I wouldn't have expected him to have any. A man in his position can't afford to get…attached. But I suppose every zookeeper has his favorites."

	"Please." I ventured a step toward her. "Will you take me to him?"

	She smiled broadly, almost beautifully. "Everything is going to be fine, Peter. You'll see."

	But that's when everything went horribly wrong. 

	Loud crashes and violent shouts echoed from downstairs, along with the crackle of electrik weaponry—the sort Blue Men were known to wield with deadly accuracy. All of the screams of ecstasy-laced agony in the rooms around me died out, replaced with urgent cries of "Get me out of this thing!" and "They're coming!"

	Rapunzel had already unbuckled herself from the harness. She shoved her way past me at a dead run, heading out into the hallway.

	"What's going on?" I stumbled after her.

	"Raid." Her expression held none of its former coyness, and her gaze locked with mine for just a moment before she dashed down the hall.

	Bodies flooded the hallway behind her as the torture rooms released their victims and attendants. The skinned man and the mantis-legged monstrosity staggered toward me with wide-eyed looks of dismay. Princesses and doctors and hooded executioners joined the fray with men and women barely recognizable as such, their mutilated bodies transformed into unnatural perversions. One woman stumbled bent in half, her head upside down and facing me but her feet pointed the opposite direction. She had to walk backwards in order to move forwards.

	A heavy arm struck me, sending me to the floor inside my room. I looked up to find the culprit—what could only be described as a massive walking tumor, a hulk of pustules and veined, sagging flesh-bags—waddling with surprising speed for a creature his size. For a split-second, he glanced down at me with his bloodshot eyes, both orbs half-swallowed by his protruding forehead. He offered no apology for knocking me down. He only grinned, baring chipped yellow teeth with black gaps between them. 

	I became aware of a thick, oily mucus across my midsection where he'd struck me. He was oozing the viscous stuff out of every pore. I tried to wipe it from my shirt but only succeeded in smearing it with my hands. 

	The stampede of costumed and mangled freaks followed the giant tumor, unable to pass due to his girth, headed in the same direction Rapunzel had taken—as if they all knew a secret exit awaited them. 

	More shouts came from the stairs, followed by loud crackles and blue lightning that forked high over the heads of the retreating mob. They cried out, their booted and bare feet pounding across the floorboards like frightened cattle. I shrank back into the darkness of my room, wishing I could reach the glowing bulb and switch it off.

	To be caught in a raid on an establishment like this—how would I ever explain such a thing to my dear Lenora? She had to realize climbing the social ladder must start someplace, and Richard was the only man I knew with any connections to the upper strata of society. How was I to know he would take me to such an obscene place? To be rounded up by Constables along with the likes of the raw meat man and the mantis and the folded woman, not to mention the tumor—bile burned my throat at the prospect of it. Lenora would of course bail me out with the last of our savings if it came to that, if the Blue Men found me and arrested me with the other degenerates. 

	But then she would disown me. 

	My hands itched where they'd come in contact with the tumor-man's slime. I rubbed my palms against the cold floorboards until the friction heated my skin. I held my breath to keep from making a sound as the Constables in their black leather boots and royal blue uniforms barked orders at the mob. The Blue Men threatened to fry the first rebellious sort who didn't come to a complete halt. The deviants of course did as commanded. In a matter of seconds, the Constables had the whole crowd divided and conquered, contained at gunpoint. 

	I'd never seen a Constable fire his weapon in close quarters—or anywhere else, for that matter. The air now reeked of ozone, as if lightning had cracked inside the building. It was said that if electrik energy struck human flesh, there wouldn't be much left to identify the body. Dental records, perhaps—but even teeth weren't immune to an electrik blast. I never had reason to doubt the rumors, assuming LawKeepers would of course be armed with the most advanced weaponry. Now that I'd seen one of their guns in action…I didn't want to be anywhere near the receiving end ever again. 

	Murmuring among themselves like mutant livestock, the criminals waddled, stumbled, or dragged themselves through the hallway toward the stairs under the watchful eye of their official escorts. Heavy footsteps across the ceiling told me the same scene was playing out upstairs as well. However many Constables had arrived for this raid, they seemed to be enough for the job at hand—not that they would have needed an entire regiment. The element of surprise had been on their side, and the electrik weapons they carried were enough to force any unruly gathering into compliance.

	"You there." 

	My heart lurched. One of the Constables had stopped outside the door to peer inside, no doubt seeing light reflected in my eyes. Why hadn't I shut them tight?

	"Stand up!"

	I nodded mutely and struggled to my feet, pushing against the floor with my hands. They continued to itch with the worst rash I'd ever experienced. As they came into contact with the floorboards, I found both hands strangely numb and, for lack of a better word, pillowy—as if my flesh had swollen and the bones and joints of my fingers now swam within them. 

	A short cry of horror escaped me as I brought them into the light.

	"Stay right where you are." The Blue Man's gun sparked, at the ready. He noticed my hands: a grotesque mockery of their original shape, with fingers so thick they'd fused together, the entire palm of each a bulbous pustule. "Why do you people do this to yourselves?" 

	The Constable shook his head in disgust, gesturing with his gun muzzle for me to join him outside. Behind him, the parade of nightmarish freaks ended with a few stragglers. I had not seen the giant tumor among them, nor the woman dressed as Rapunzel. Had they both managed to escape? And what about Richard? I hadn't seen him among them, either.

	"I'm not—" I held out my deformed hands in surrender, shoving them away from me as if I refused to claim them. "I don't know how this happened." 

	But I had my suspicions. Whatever the tumor man had secreted onto me had somehow done this. The mucus that remained on my shirt—I needed to get it off before it deformed my torso in the same way. A shudder shook its way through me so violently that it must have appeared I was suffering from some sort of seizure.

	"Please, sir, I'm not one of them," I said, trembling.

	He frowned as if he hadn't understood me. "You'll have plenty of time to plead your case down at the station. Now move along."

	"You don't understand." I joined him in the hallway. "My friend—he's here somewhere, and he's in trouble. I—"

	"What the hell is that?" He drew back at the sight of my chest.

	I looked down to find my fears fully realized. Whatever the tumor-man had discharged upon me had already eaten through my cotton shirt. My chest was now a swollen mass of cancerous flesh. And it had spread incredibly fast, affecting not only the surface of my skin but also the organs beneath. I found it suddenly difficult to inhale a full breath. Then as my neck and throat succumbed to the creeping slime, my voice became a hoarse rasp, and my tongue swelled to choke me.

	"Please—help!"

	I dropped to my knees, barely able to breathe. Holding out my malformed hands, I pled with the Blue Man as the hallway dimmed to black and a crushing blunt force struck the side of my head.
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	Had I dreamt it all? Was my experience at Madame Antic's just one of those incredibly vivid nightmares that often plagued my sleep? I'd told myself that none of it was real, none of it possibly could be, that I would awake at any moment and find myself back in my flat with Lenora snug beside me. Yet what I'd witnessed had been so incredibly debased, even my deepest, darkest, subconscious mind could not have possibly dreamt it up. 

	Drifting in and out of consciousness, I became aware of two Blue Men carrying me upon a stretcher down the spiral staircase. They had me wrapped in a canvas tarp, undoubtedly to keep the tumor man's secretions from spreading onto anyone else. They had also given me a breather, fastened over my face along with a pump of some kind, attached to my chest. Had they punctured my flesh to secure it to my lungs? I couldn't see.

	But I could breathe, and that was some relief. With each breath, the more aware I became of my surroundings, able now to focus on the moment.

	We passed the automaton on the way out of the hotel. By the looks of the thing, it had been the first line of defense against the Constables' raid. The machine had paid dearly for its noncompliance. Little more than a heap of charred, crumpled metal in the far corner of the room, it looked like it had taken an electrik discharge full-force. The blast had sent it flying. 

	"Richard?" My voice wouldn't cooperate, even with the air flowing in and out of my lungs unimpeded. I knew the words I wanted to articulate, but all my vocal chords were able to produce was a low grunt.

	"The poor freak," muttered the Blue Man at my feet—who was actually a Blue Woman. She didn't meet my gaze as she carried the stretcher. Twin rows of brass buttons on her sharp uniform glinted beneath the chandelier's light.

	"Save your pity," said the man at my head. "They do this to themselves, you know. The way I figure, they deserve what they get. Nobody in their right mind would come here. Bunch of lunatics, that's what I say."

	"How long will they be detained?"

	"They won't." He chuckled derisively. "This is all for show, Rookie. We don't have room at the station for this many degenerates."

	She lowered her voice. "We're not letting them go, are we?"

	"Not without a hefty fine. By the time we get them all down to the station, logged in, and severely reprimanded, most of their deformities will have worn off. The ones who can't afford to pay, well, those are the ones we lock up. But between you and me—" The stretcher paused as it entered the cold dark of the street outside. "—there won't be many in that category. They're wealthy, this bunch. Rich and bored. While we bust our butts making this city a safer place, they spend more than you and me see in a year on these cute little mutilations." He cursed foully, and the stretcher started moving again. "Makes me sick, Rookie."

	"I don't see how their disfigurements could ever wear off."

	"You wouldn't think so. Hard to imagine, I know. All part of the allure, I guess—if you're a sick freak. They can do whatever the hell they want to themselves—turn their bodies inside out, whatever—and it all goes back to normal, thanks to some drug they shoot up before all the fun starts. Dosing, that's what they call it. Don't ask me how it works." Another string of curses. "These raids are like stomping anthills. Sure, the bugs scatter, but they'll always gather someplace else. Madame Antic's is just one hotel grotesque that we know about. And nobody knows where they get their juice."

	"The drug?"

	"You catch on fast, Rookie. Rumor has it there's some big kingpin behind it all. But he could be just a guy working out of his mother's basement. Listen, you find the source of that stuff, and the Inspector won't hesitate to pin a medal on that chest of yours—careful not to prick what's underneath, of course. Don't mess with perfection, that's what I always say." A lewd chuckle this time. 

	She looked away. New on the job and assigned this boor as a partner? I couldn't help but feel sorry for her. Men like him didn't make it easy for women to rise through the ranks. 

	Had I caught a gleam in her eye when he'd mentioned finding the source of the drug? By achieving such a feat, perhaps she could circumvent years of drudgery working alongside this oaf. Or perhaps I had only imagined her interest, transferring my own desires for social advancement upon a complete stranger who wasn't on the low end of the totem pole at all. She just happened to be assigned the sordid responsibility of carrying the foot-end of a stretcher bearing a deformed monster. The task could have fallen to anyone.

	"Full house tonight," the Blue Man remarked. Were their vehicles nearby, or did the Constables plan to herd us back to civilization on foot? "Every floor packed to the gills with these freaks getting themselves worked over. Our snitch sure picked the right night to tip us off."

	"Do we know his identity?"

	"I'm sure the Inspector does, but grunts like us? Not a chance." He adjusted his grip on the stretcher, and I pitched side to side with a groan as the weight of the breathing apparatus shifted on my chest. "But we won't find him among this crew. Probably snuck out right before the raid. Same with the Cancer—like a greased pig, that one. Always seems to slip away in the nick of time."

	"Who is he?"

	"Don't play naïve."

	"I've heard the stories," she said. 

	"That he's a big walking tumor in charge of these hotels? Some kind of mutant Mafioso? Yeah, I'll bet."

	"No—I mean who is he really? Some say he controls the drug distribution."

	"Well, good luck finding him, kiddo. You do, and maybe you'll get another medal on your chest—one for each of the girls!" He guffawed like it was the funniest thing he'd heard all week.

	"I saw him," I said, but my words were no more than animal grunts through the breather. "Your Cancer—he did this to me."

	"Not another sound out of you," said the Blue Man with a curse, shifting the head of the stretcher violently side to side. "You like that? No? Then keep it quiet, or I'll knock you out. How about that?"

	"Why is this one wrapped up?" said the woman. "Did something go wrong?"

	"Maybe he's leaking."

	"He infected me," I tried to explain.

	That's when the Blue Man let his end of the stretcher drop to the cobblestones, and I slid headfirst, smacking the back of my skull with such force I thought for certain I would black out. I eventually did, but not before the Blue Man had bitten the cap off a syringe and plunged the needle into my neck.

	"Sleep tight, freak."
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	When I came to, I found myself strapped to a gurney angled so that I was sitting up. Instead of the canvas tarp wrapped snugly around me, a gauze-like fabric adhered to my tumorous chest—stripped of my shirt. Thick leather belts held my legs to the stretcher in three places, and another pair had been cinched tightly about my forearms. Even if I'd had the strength, I wouldn't have tried to pull myself free. The effort would have been useless.

	The room that held me was small and sterile, little more than a white cube. A swivel stool sat beside me, and next to it was a surgical tray much like one would find in a dental operation chamber, only these instruments were unfamiliar to me and looked capable of inflicting serious damage in the wrong hands. The breather and its apparatus had been removed, but a machine sat on the other side of the stretcher, pumping oxygen into my ravaged lungs by way of a thick flexible tube attached to my chest. One door faced me, and to my right a wide window had been replaced with mirrored glass. 

	I averted my gaze. The creature that looked back at me was more than I could bear. If it had been the Constables' Cancer who'd infected me with his vile slime, then I now resembled his closest relative. The swollen hands on my lap throbbed and oozed. At least their condition hadn't worsened. But the bulbous tumors across my chest and neck had spread to my face and scalp, deforming both. 

	Yet I didn't feel a thing. Of course, the throbbing and itching sensation remained, but there was no pain associated with them. While my body had become something I no longer recognized in the mirror, I had experienced no agony at all in the transformation—unlike those screaming victims at Madame Antic's. If given time, would my bizarre mutations eventually diminish, leaving as quickly as they'd come upon me?

	The door creaked open slowly, as if someone thought I might be asleep and didn't wish to wake me.

	"Where am I?" My voice echoed against the walls. I was glad to hear words instead of grunts issue from my throat.

	The Blue Woman held a finger to her lips and stepped inside, quickly shutting the door behind her. She flicked a switch on the wall and plunged the room into darkness, and I was suddenly able to see through the mirror. Outside, Constables bustled to and fro through a wide hallway. More than one of the attendants from Madame Antic's—looking strange and out of place in their bizarre costumes among the city's LawKeepers—waved paperwork irately and made demands. Undoubtedly, they were unhappy with their fines. Right outside the mirror-window stood an observation deck with three vacant stools lined up, side by side. Who had been out there watching me as I lay strapped to this gurney? Where were they now?

	"That's...an interesting mirror." How had it transformed from an opaque, reflective surface to transparent glass?

	The Blue Woman approached me with caution in her intense gaze, her focus drifting across my deformities. In the dim light from the hallway outside, her emerald eyes gleamed and her shoulder-length hair rippled with a copper sheen. 

	"Did you really see him?"

	I frowned. "I couldn't see anything out there until you shut off the lights."

	"The Cancer." She stood close. If my arms hadn't been strapped down, I could have encircled her with one arm and brought her in for a kiss.

	A strange thought. Guilt instantly washed over me. 

	"My fiancé—has she been notified?" How long had I been there? Lenora would be wrecked with worry. In all our time together, I'd never stayed out so late. "I don't want her to see me like this. I just...want her to know that I'm all right." 

	But was I? Would I ever be again? Just the thought of living the rest of my life as a deformed mutant filled me with debilitating fear.

	"Your records indicated no fiancé, Mr. Gideon. And no next of kin whatsoever."

	"What?" Gideon. What the hell was going on? How could they think I was Peter? The same with those strange attendants at Madame Antic's who'd insisted they recognized me—

	"That's not my name." The lingering effects remained from whatever the Blue Man had injected me with. My head swam dizzily. "I'm Anthony Reynolds."

	She reached toward my feet and retrieved a clipboard. Turning to read it by the window's light, she raised an eyebrow at me. 

	"Peter Gideon—the name you were registered under. Are you saying you used a false name? Not a surprise, considering where we found you."

	"Registered? Where?"

	"Madame Antic's. According to their records, you were quite the regular until a few months ago. Some sort of nasty accident? What ever induced you to return?" She shook her head. "Scratch that. I don't want to know." She held the clipboard behind her back and stood with her spine erect. "You said something about the Cancer when we brought you in. Did you see him before you were escorted off the premises?"

	"You understood me?"

	"You were delusional—you appeared to be, at first. That shot my partner gave you may have knocked you out, but it also loosened your tongue." She almost smiled at the memory. "Not exactly the result he had in mind."

	"I'm sure that made his day." I didn't remember anything I'd said after the injection. My arms tensed against my bonds. "Are these really necessary?"

	"I have to know, Peter—"

	"Anthony."

	"—if you saw him."

	I regarded her for a moment. Her facial features were rather striking, half-lit with shadows accentuating their symmetrical curves. I couldn't help but find her attractive—a real beauty, while I was the beast. 

	Before guilt had a chance to resurface, I cleared my throat and answered, "Big walking tumor? That guy? He's the bastard who did this to me."

	"He was your attendant?"

	"Not exactly."

	"Explain."

	I blew out a sigh. "I wasn't there as a...willing participant."

	"Victims. That's what the regulars call themselves. We call them Mutilators."

	"Be that as it may. I've said it before and I'll keep saying it until my face explodes—" A definite possibility, considering the way it was swelling up with pus-filled blisters. "I'm not Peter Gideon. My name is Anthony Reynolds. I was there with a coworker—Richard Laurent. Check the registry or whatever. He was the regular, not me. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time."

	She held my gaze. "I'll look him up. If you promise to help me."

	My shoulders shifted noncommittally. "Get me out of these restraints, and we'll see."

	She set about unbuckling the leather straps without a moment's hesitation, freeing first my right arm, then my left. I hadn't expected her to help me so readily. I leaned forward to lend a hand as she moved toward my legs.

	"We don't have much time." Her strong fingers moved efficiently. "They'll be back."

	"They?"

	In reply, she jerked her head toward the window. "They've never seen anything like it. Your symptoms—they're not fading away. If anything, they're getting worse." She paused, meeting my gaze. "Not to alarm you—"

	"I'm plenty alarmed, trust me." I gestured for her to back away once my legs were free. "I don't want to get any of this stuff on you. Not to be vulgar, but what if I pop? Perhaps I shouldn't be moving around..." 

	Was I now a danger to others—like the giant walking tumor who'd spilled this stuff on me in the first place? How I wished I'd never set foot in that awful hellhole!

	"I might be able to help you with that. But not here. I have to get you out while I can." She backed toward the door with an eye on the window and beckoned me to follow. "Hurry—be careful, though. Your leg muscles will be weak after the injection my partner gave you."

	I stared at my bare feet dangling over the side of the gurney. They looked normal. Strange that my deformities had spread from my chest upward, not downward. On the one hand, it filled me with great relief to know my manhood was not in jeopardy of becoming a tumorous mass—as long as the pustules did not suddenly decide to migrate south. I had no idea what was happening to me. How could I live like this—relegated to such a monstrous body?

	"What is your name?" The linoleum floor felt as cold as a marble sepulcher beneath my bare feet. I gripped the gurney's side for support, my hand closing on the loose leather straps. 

	"Constables have no names where civilians are concerned." She beckoned to me again. "C'mon. We don't have much time."

	"I can't very well call you Blue Woman." I started toward her stiffly. "You've obviously broken a few rules already by releasing me. One more infraction shouldn't make much of a difference."

	She exhaled and pressed her lips together. I don't know why I noticed her mouth; perhaps it was the shape, the breadth, the fullness. Once again, I found myself swimming in guilt. I needed to be home with Lenora. More than anything else—more than wanting my body to be as it was before—I craved her embrace.

	"My Christian name is Sephora," she said at last.

	"Nice to meet you, Sephora." I came to her side at the doorway. "I'm not Peter." 

	She blinked up at me and eventually seemed to register my pitiful attempt at humor. "Here. Put this on. You should be able to see through it." She unfolded a blanket made out of reflective silk and draped it over my head, around my shoulders. The material dropped to the floor, covering me head to toe like a specter from beyond the grave. "Hold it close, and you won't be seen." 

	She flicked on the lights in the room. I turned back to look at the window, which had returned to its mirrored state. Not only could I see through the blanket Sephora had placed upon me, but hers was the only reflection in the mirror. She stood alone in the room with a vacant gurney.

	"Some sort of invisibility cloak?" My voice came out hushed with wonder.

	"Optical camouflage, augmented reality tech. We use it for stakeouts in HellTown. Best for a Constable not to be seen when we're outnumbered ten to one by outlaws."

	I nodded. Even that movement went unnoticed by the mirror-window.

	"Follow me," she said, reaching out and brushing my arm. "Stay close. I need to check something out of evidence."

	With Sephora as my guide and the cloak as my only defense against any number of Constables who wouldn't have approved of her helping me, to say the least, I followed in her footsteps. We forged a path through the bustling hallways and corridors to a stairwell equally as busy. Officers and support staff elbowed their way past us, and in the press of bodies, I was sure someone would notice the invisible blanket-man keeping in step with a young Blue Woman. Yet no one did. Luck appeared to be with us for the moment. 

	I held onto the cloak with both hands, gripping it as I would have a lifeline, adrift at sea. I averted my gaze from the sidearms holstered on each of the Constables we passed. A single bolt of blue lightning from one of those muzzles would have caused more damage to me than the automaton at Madame Antic's. That machine had remained in one piece, more or less. My tumorous body wouldn't be nearly as lucky.

	My thoughts drifted back to the raw meat man I'd seen, screaming as he was flayed alive. Just the memory of it sent a cold shudder through my bones. How could anyone allow such torture? And what kind of drug could keep a man from expiring under such incredible agony? I thought of the woman I'd seen, broken at the waist and folded over, walking backwards with her head dangling between her legs. If what Sephora had said was true—that the effects wore off given time—how could their mutilated bodies ever fully recover? How was it humanly possible?

	But the question that chilled me the most was this: Why hadn't my own deformities subsided as the other victims' apparently had? If what the Constables had said was true, that the giant Tumor could be the source of the drug given to Madame Antic's willing victims... What if the drug came directly from the pus he oozed out of his own misshapen body? 

	I had come into direct contact with the stuff. Not only had it made me look like a carbon copy of its source, but I hadn't experienced a moment of pain ever since. Even the leather straps that had bound me to that gurney—they'd been snug, but not unpleasant. Had I involuntarily taken a massive dose of the Cancer's drug? 

	My mind raced with such disturbing thoughts that I didn't notice we had already descended four floors. Finding ourselves in a lower sublevel of the Constabulary station, we headed down a dark hall illuminated by glowing lanterns hung along the concrete walls at ten-yard intervals, their flickering light giving life to what would have otherwise been a dreary, windowless bunker. Here, the press of fast-moving bodies about all manner of business was absent. The path lay open before us, and the only sound that came to my ears was the purposeful rhythm of Sephora's jackboots as she led us ever onward.

	"Why is the evidence chamber located so far underground?" My whisper escaped louder than I had intended, and I almost expected her to elbow me in the gut for making a sound.

	"You'll see." Her tone was cryptic.

	Before we had reached anything resembling a storage area, a man's jovial voice called out from the end of the corridor, "I'd know those boots anywhere. Come to pay your erstwhile lover a little visit, eh Sweetness? Seriously, we have to stop meeting like this."

	Sephora blew out a short sigh and picked up the pace, beckoning me to keep up. She half-turned with a finger to her lips. I wouldn't be making another sound until she deemed it safe for me to do so. It was a strange feeling, to so willingly place my life in her hands. It was almost as if she were my attendant, and I were her victim at another house of debauchery. But I dismissed the thought as soon as it entered my mind. 

	"Darren, I have a favor to ask." Sephora's boots slowed as she approached a barred window set into the left wall. Beside it stood a heavy iron door bolted shut from the inside. 

	"Not even a hello? Or 'You're looking well, Darren'?"

	"You always do. That's what got you relegated down here in the first place, remember?"

	I caught up with Sephora but kept a good couple feet between her and the hem of my blanket. Over her shoulder, I could clearly see the man with whom she spoke. Honestly, I had expected some wrinkled, one-eyed curmudgeon in this dungeon-like sublevel of the station—not the man who leaned on his elbows and grinned out through the bars at her. He looked like a fashion model with too much time on his hands. 

	"You still think I'm pretty?" He flashed her a dashing smile and ran a hand through his thick blond hair which sprang back into position once his fingers made their exit.

	"Maybe if you shaved." Sephora crossed her arms.

	"You never did like the prickly pear across your thighs." He gave her a broad wink, but his gaze remained above her throat. "So, what can I do you for, Miss?" He straightened up, standing close to my own height, and put on a businesslike demeanor as quickly as one would an overcoat. 

	"I need a rod."

	"Oh?" His gaze wandered toward the holstered gun on her hip. "The latest model isn't doing it for you, eh?"

	"I prefer one with less kick."

	"Ah." He nodded knowingly. "Got an interrogation scheduled?"

	"Something like that."

	I didn't like the direction this was going, but I couldn't very well make my presence known. For the time being, this Darren fellow seemed just as blind to me being there as everyone else we'd passed along the way, and I liked that just fine. However, when Sephora had mentioned helping me—that there was something she could do to keep my hideous blisters from bursting all over her and anyone else I came in contact with—an electrik rod was the last thing I'd imagined.

	"Help a girl out?" She tilted her head to one side coyly. 

	Darren's smile returned, and he nodded toward the iron door. "You know I can never refuse you. Come on in, Sephora." He left the window unattended, and there arose a clanking clatter as one bolt after another released its hold on the reinforced door. 

	"Stay out here," Sephora said to me in a low tone. "I'll be just a moment."

	"I'm not going anywhere," I whispered. Then as an afterthought, because my curiosity was simply too great, "Why do you need another weapon?"

	An enigmatic look crossed her face and her lips parted, but then they closed as if she'd thought better of saying anything. The iron door swung open with a groan on its large hinges, and Darren leaned against the doorframe with a mischievous grin. His uniform looked freshly pressed, so completely out of place compared to his dingy surroundings.

	"It's been too long," he said.

	"Since when?" Her boots clacked past him into whatever lay beyond.

	"Our last night together. I can't help remembering..."

	He turned to follow her, but I had already walked between them, hugging the blanket close to my body to keep its hem from brushing against anyone. As soon as I crossed the threshold, I moved quickly off to the side to remain out from underfoot, yet with a clear line of sight on whatever happened next. If the Constables had designed these invisibility cloaks for discreet surveillance, then it stood to reason this one would suit my purposes nicely.

	"You have a good memory," Sephora cast over her shoulder. She moved among the shelves of the spacious room as if she knew every nook and cranny. "That had to be more than three years ago, wasn't it?"

	"A gentleman never forgets." Darren bowed stiffly at the waist as the door swung shut behind him. He didn't bother sliding the bolts into place.

	"A gentleman doesn't kiss and tell." Sephora reached for a large cardboard box at shoulder height and tipped it just enough to glance inside. She didn't find what she was looking for and moved on to the next.

	"I'm only telling you. One tends to remember such an evening, regardless of how much time has passed. I like to keep it fresh in my mind." He thrust his hands into the pockets of his uniform—not a Blue Man; he wore the grey and black of support personnel—and leaned against the steel unit she searched shelf by shelf. "You know I can find it for you, right?"

	"I don't have time for your games, Darren."

	"Oh, you mean…" He reached into a random box and pulled out some sort of wireless apparatus which, ironically, had frayed wires sprouting from both ends. "Am I getting warmer?"

	"Exactly." She didn't favor him with a glance.

	"You were a lot more fun in the old days, Sephora. You know that? But I suppose a promotion will do that to a girl."

	"And a demotion?"

	"Oh, that hurts." He pouted and sauntered up behind her, giving her backside a playful pat. 

	A split-second later, he was staring down the muzzle of her charged weapon. 

	"The rod." Her voice was dead even as she gripped her sidearm with a steady hand. "Do you have it or not?"

	I realized I was holding my breath and silently let it out. I could only imagine what a bolt would do to the man's head at close range. There wouldn't be much of it left after she pulled the trigger—but that didn't appear to be her intention. A cold look lingered in her eyes, but I didn't see murder there. Unless being trained as a Constable made such a tell impossible to catch.

	"Steady now," Darren said. From my vantage point, I couldn't see his expression. "Just think of all the paperwork. You'd have to explain why you were down here without authorization in the first place—"

	"I'll say you seduced me. Just like you did with the Inspector's young wife."

	"You still haven't forgiven me for that."

	"Neither has he." She tightened her grip on the gun. "I'd be doing him a favor."

	"Me too." Unexpectedly, he leaned forward until his forehead met the muzzle of Sephora's weapon. Her eyes widened before she regained her composure. "Do it," he said plaintively. "Put me out of my misery."
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	"Not this again," Sephora muttered.

	"You know what it's like down here? Solitary confinement! I'd rather be topside with all the hustle and bustle—even a file clerk sees more action than I do. It's torture, I tell you! Being all alone in the dark with only my own insipid imagination to keep me company."

	Sephora smiled. "Good." She gave him a shove that sent him stumbling back a step as she holstered her weapon. "Glad your duties haven't lost their charm. Now show me your collection of rods, and I'll see what I can do about your reassignment. I may be in need of my own filing clerk if all goes according to plan."

	"Another promotion already in the works?"

	"Not yet." She gestured for him to get moving. "But when there is one, you'll be the first to know."

	Oddly enough, that seemed to have quite an effect on him, and with a great show of theatricality, he leapt onto one of the steel shelving units and brought down a stained box worn to holes around the corners. 

	"Just what the lady ordered. Take your pick: we have the late model Bolt 7 and the even later Bolt 5—a couple of each, by the looks of things. Both are guaranteed not to fry your subject to a pulp until after you've pumped out all the information you possibly can." He handed her the box. "Go ahead, take them all. On the house."

	But she reached in and took only one—as if she recognized it the moment she'd laid her eyes upon it.

	"The Bolt 5? Excellent choice. Would you like me to wrap it up?"

	Without a word, she squeezed past him, flipping the rod end to end one-handed with an air of experience. The weapon looked like the grip of a racket, but I knew it was much more dangerous. When I'd been but a boy, the Constables had carried only nonlethal weaponry, and the Bolt 5 was their weapon of choice. But that was in the old days before HellTown, before the deviants, before crime became a way of life for more than the marginalized. With the global economic collapse of '73, our way of life had changed, and Parliament had granted the Constables the use of lethal force, which they had wielded with impunity in the name of justice for the past decade. 

	Sephora could not have been older than I; on the contrary, she looked to be a few years my junior. She would have been only a toddler when the Bolt 5 had been in use. But perhaps all Constables were trained to be familiar with outdated weaponry in case they ever came across it in the outskirts.

	"Don't you use drugs, anyway?" Darren shelved the box and came up behind her again, careful this time not to surrender to his baser instincts. He kept both hands in the pockets of his wool trousers. "For interrogations, I mean."

	Again she flipped the rod in her grasp. "It's not for an interrogation." She stuck him in the abdomen with one end, and he jerked into convulsions, flailing like a man drowning at sea as he hit the floor. She nodded to herself. "Glad it still works."

	The effects were relatively short-lived, however, and Darren was up with a flurry of foul curses, his face nearly crimson with rage as he rose onto one knee.

	"Don't think to propose to me with that mouth." She shook her head with disapproval.

	He seemed to realize what his posture might have implied in an alternate universe and jumped to his feet, reaching out for a slat-backed chair to steady himself. 

	"You're a real piece of work, Sephora."

	"I won't forget this." She held the rod up as she turned away to haul open the iron door. "I owe you one." She frowned as the door refused to yield, despite the bolts that had not slid back into place.

	"Tell me." The joviality in his tone had been replaced by cold severity. A hard expression spread across his face as he regarded her with contempt. Leaning on the chair like an old man on a cane, he said, "What ever happened to us?"

	Sephora half-turned to regard him coolly. "Another stupid game, Darren?" She knocked on the door, and it resounded with a dull ring. "Why won't it open?"

	He smirked at her without much interest. "The locks are just for show, really. It's the magnets in the frame that do all the real work—longer than yardsticks, thicker than bricks."

	"Open it. I don't have time for this."

	"We used to have a certain magnetism, don't you think? You and I? Before the incident with the Inspector's wife. Long before that. We really had something special."

	He stepped toward her with an object nearly concealed in his hand. I could see it from my vantage point: some sort of stone-sized device sat in his palm.

	"You threw us away, Darren." Her grip tightened on the rod. "Like we were nothing."

	"No. That was you. It was always about you," he spat, squeezing whatever he held. "You had to stay late at the academy and study. You had research projects due, case studies. You—"

	"I neglected you." She stated the fact without any feeling in her tone. She could have been talking about a dog she'd passed on the street. "And you got even with me."

	He shrugged. "Why do you need that rod?" He stood just a few feet away from her now. She was cornered against the unyielding door. "Tell me, and I might let you go."

	She weighed the weapon in her open hand, balancing it, seeming to tempt him to try and take it from her. "There was a raid tonight in HellTown. Another den of debauchery."

	"Mutilators?" His eyes gleamed with sudden interest.

	She nodded. When she spoke again, her voice was very quiet. "The effects on one of the men we brought in, they're not fading. I thought—if he stands a chance—I could—"

	"It didn't work before, did it?" His voice now carried a spiteful edge. "If they couldn't save your dear old dad, what makes you think you can help this stranger? Why would you even try? Unless you know the guy. Is that it?" He laughed out loud. "Oh, that's rich. A Constable and a Mutilator—a love story for the ages!"

	"I never said—"

	"You didn't have to." He reached out with his closed hand and squeezed the device in it, causing her rod to spiral upward into the air and plaster itself against the iron door, where it was held in place by a strong magnetic field. "Why else would you deign to enter my dominion?" 

	He came at her then, grasping for her throat.

	She slapped his hand away and struck at his jaw, but he'd anticipated the attack. Gripping her wrist, he whipped her around. Despite her training and strength, he was larger and stronger. In a moment, he had her pinned face-first against the door, shoving her flat with his weight behind her. As she struggled, he grappled with the brass buttons of her uniform, pulling at them like a ravenous beast intent on devouring its prey.

	"Let her go."

	The sound of my voice was almost as much of a surprise to me as it was to Darren. He jerked his head, twisting it toward me, though his eyes couldn't focus on anything that resembled a person. I remained under my cloak of invisibility. Sephora took advantage of his distraction and plowed her elbow into his ribs. He yowled at the unexpected blow and punched her in the back of the neck, sending her nose into the door.

	"You shouldn't have done that." 

	I tugged the blanket off and wadded it up in my arms, staring at Darren without a clear idea of what I would do next. But my sudden appearance alone had the desired effect. 

	"What are you?" He staggered away from Sephora and dropped the device from his hand. It clattered across the floor as his eyes, wide with horror, refused to blink.

	"My name is Anthony." I touched one of the massive blisters on my face that swelled outward like an overripe tomato. "I haven't always looked like this. I think I've been infected...and I could very well be contagious." I took a step toward him.

	"Stay back!" Darren stumbled to catch himself beside the barred window that looked out on the corridor beyond. "Don't come any closer!"

	"Would you like to know how I got this way?" I halted my approach for the moment.

	"You're going to be down here a very long time, Darren. Forget about ever transferring topside," Sephora muttered, stooping to retrieve the device he'd dropped—some kind of remote control. She kept one hand on her bleeding nose. 

	"Why would you bring something like that in here?" Darren cried, aghast. He pointed at me with a trembling hand. "Get out! Don't touch anything—just go!"

	I don't know why I did it. Perhaps out of contempt. I didn't know Sephora well enough to care about her well-being, but she had released me from that holding room, and it went against my nature to see a man bully a smaller woman, Constable or no. So with a broad grin that wrinkled my deformed face, and without breaking eye contact with our host, I wiped one of the oozing blisters that had leaked through the gauze on my chest, and I smeared the stuff across the wall with my swollen hand. 

	"Something to remember me by," I said.

	"Freak!" Darren spat, drawing back further and trembling now. He looked on the verge of wetting himself.

	Sephora had already pressed the remote, and the sound of magnet-impaled bricks scraping against one another came from the doorframe. Simultaneously, the Bolt 5 hit the floor as the magnetic field was deactivated. Once the noise ceased, she tried the door, and it swung inward with a long creak. 

	"You might want to send the Inspector a postcard," she said, picking up the rod. "I'm sure he'd love to know how well things are going for you down here." 

	Without a glance back at Darren, she tossed the remote over her shoulder, and it skittered down an aisle between shelving units. Bowing slightly as if it were the end of my performance, I donned my cloak once again and followed Sephora out into the torch-lit hallway. The door slammed shut behind us. 

	"You'll never get out of the station!" Darren screamed from the other side, grappling with the door and heaving it open again. He clung to it with the crazed look of a mad relative confined to the cellar. "I've already activated the alarm!"

	"We're not leaving." Sephora jammed the Bolt 5 into the door and activated it. She watched Darren jerk spastically and collapse to the floor, groaning and twitching. "Two shocks to the system in less than an hour? You may want to rest awhile." 

	When no intelligible response came from him, she turned back the way we'd come and gestured for me to follow. 

	"Won't they be looking for us? For me?" I kept pace right behind her. "The alarm—"

	"I watched him the whole time. He didn't trigger any alarm."

	"You're sure?"

	"He's all talk." She dabbed at her bloody nose with a handkerchief from her breast pocket. Darren was also a man of action, by all appearances. "Doesn't have the stones to put me in serious danger. He knows I'd find him and kill him if he did."

	"And what if a firing squad should get to you first?"

	She laughed quietly at that. 

	"Freeing me wasn't an executable offense?"

	She stopped, half-turning to face the direction of my voice. "Obviously, you overpowered me with your superhuman strength and forced me to aid in your escape."

	"You would toss me to the wolves...after freeing me." 

	"This isn't about you, Peter—"

	"Anthony."

	"Right." She closed her eyes briefly and squeezed the bridge of her nose. "I have to know what you saw. And the only way to do that is to take you to Psi Ops. This will get us in the door." She raised the Bolt 5. "That's more than I intended to tell you, but since I'm apparently unable to keep my own plans a secret, there's something more: If you help me, I'll make sure you get the help you need. To be the man you were before all of this happened to you."

	"Is that a promise?"

	"Yes."

	"Like making Darren your file clerk?" That hadn't worked out so well for him. 

	Her stoic expression faltered almost imperceptibly. Turning on her heel, she set off at double speed, and I had to pick up my pace to keep up. 
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	For the remainder of our clandestine trek, neither one of us spoke. Once again, we traversed the busy hallways and corridors of the station thronged with Constables and support staff. Weaving our way up stairwells and across walking bridges, we reached the east wing on the far side of the complex. I had no idea the station was so expansive, nor did I know exactly what lay behind the door marked PSI OPS DIVISION – AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

	Sephora's frame stiffened noticeably as we approached.

	"Stay close," she whispered.

	The corridor lay empty before us except for two security guards at the end, standing at attention on either side of the iron double doors. The formidable men carried large thunderbusses at rest and wore helmets with black visors covering their eyes.

	"State your business," one of them demanded.

	Sephora held up the rod as she advanced. "Possible murder weapon. Need to check recent ownership."

	"Nobody told us," said the other guard. They shared the same tone—one that carried more than a hint of disrespect for the young Constable. 

	"Just came up. Urgent matter." Sephora's voice was quick, stilted. "Step aside."

	Instead, the guards lowered their weapons, the flared muzzles gaping at waist level. 

	"You are not authorized to be here, Constable. Turn back, or we will fire on you."

	Only once before had I seen what a thunderbuss could do to a person's eardrums. Constables never carried the weapons in public except in the rarest case of civil disobedience. Once, a few years ago, the factory workers had dared to go on strike to draw attention to our lack of a salary schedule. Paychecks seemed to be handed out willy-nilly without regard for a worker's tenure. I'd held the line along with Peter and the others, and even Richard had lent his support, making signs for us that carried all manner of hilarious crudities. The management had called in the Constables—it was rumored the Chief Inspector owned stock in our company—and two score had appeared a few minutes later garbed in riot gear and sporting ear plugs. A few deafening bursts from half a dozen thunderbusses, and the crowds dispersed, returning to work, leaving our fallen comrades behind with blood gushing from their ears. 

	From what I recalled, we'd lost more than thirty workers that day. The management hadn't been worried. There were always more workers than jobs available, and those thirty positions on the line were refilled in less than an hour.

	"Call my lieutenant. Better yet, ring the Inspector himself," Sephora said. 

	She hadn't slowed her pace. Less than twenty yards separated her from the guards. She held the electrik rod in her left hand, swinging her right as she strode with purpose. I couldn't help but notice her holstered gun jiggling with each step as her free hand passed over it. Would she fire on these men if they didn't get out of her way? She didn't seem like a cold-blooded killer.

	The guards, on the other hand, looked deadly serious. As soon as they had lowered their weapons to ready position, I'd halted, knowing that while I remained invisible, their weapons were now poised to deafen anyone on the receiving end of those wide bores. 

	"This is your last warning, Constable." The guard's mouth twitched into a cruel smile, as if he wanted her to continue onward. 

	"You would fire on me without confirmation from my superiors?" Sephora shook her head in disgust. "I guess the rumors are true."

	"What rumors?" The man's smirk faded.

	"Despite the reprogramming, our security personnel are no better than their criminal roots." 

	The guard on the left leaned toward the one on the right. "What's she talking about?"

	"Don't listen to her." He cleared his throat. "Not one more step, Constable."

	She slowed but didn't stop. "A mindwipe can only do so much, after all. What were you?" She focused on the guard on the left. "Murderer? Rapist? Hired thug? I'll bet you don't even remember."

	The guard's mouth hung open, but no words issued forth. 

	"What's more, I'd wager you don't recall much of your life prior to serving in this capacity, guarding a pair of doors. Am I right?" Her boots slowed to a halt in front of the two men. They loomed over her like a pair of ugly trolls in a child's fairytale. "Right here." She tapped the side of her head. "That's where they put the implant. If you don't believe me, step inside, and I'll show you—once I get this scanned." She raised the Bolt 5.

	Then she lunged forward, rolling through the air, and with her left hand, she plowed one end of the rod into the guard's chest. Lurching with violent spasms on contact, he collapsed to the floor, and his thunderbuss went sliding across the linoleum. The second guard acted quickly. As Sephora whipped the rod upward to strike him under the chin, he blocked her blow and gripped her forearm. His other hand seized her by the throat and lifted her off her feet. He chuckled as she struggled against him.

	"You're about to see my criminal roots, Constable."

	"Village idiot?" she grated out. 

	A sudden burst of electrik blue lit up the corridor, and the guard went flailing against the wall with a smoking hole in his chest. He remained upright for only a moment before sliding sideways and hitting the floor like a felled tree. 

	Sephora holstered her gun and stepped over him. She glanced about as she tugged a key on a long chain from the man's vest, tearing it free.

	"You better not have run off," she said.

	"No, I…" My bare feet padded along the cold floor as I approached her. "Are they dead?"

	"This one is." With her boot, she nudged the guard she'd just shot. "That one should awake in an hour or so." She inserted the key into a locking mechanism that spanned both iron doors. "I've bought us a little time."

	"Why not kill him too?" I'd been wrong about her, it seemed. Was my life also expendable? "If you're going to face a court-martial anyway—"

	She pointed one end of the rod in my direction. I knew it couldn't hurt me without physically making contact, but I stopped talking.

	"You don't get it, Anthony. I haven't done any of this. You have."

	I tugged the cloak off and cast it to the floor. A wince twisted her expression for a moment, but I forgave her. I was indeed that hideous.

	"Why are you helping me—if all you plan to do is incriminate me once all is said and done?" I backed up a step, then two. "I have a feeling you need me more than I need you. I'll find my way out, thank you very much."

	"No." She'd drawn her gun again. Her hand was so fast, just a blur of speed, and now the muzzle pointed right at me. "You're going to come over here. And you're going to do exactly what I say. Because without me, you won't get out of this place alive."

	"I'll tell them it was you—"

	"And who are they going to believe, Anthony? A Mutilator? Or a Constable?"

	I stared at the gun in her hand. My gaze shifted briefly to the guard she'd shot with it. His chest had stopped smoking only a moment ago. "You said you could help me."

	"I can. And I will."

	"In there?" 

	I didn't see how anyone in Psi Ops would be able to return me to normal. Didn't they deal with crime scene analysis and cognitive powers of perception? My condition was far more serious than a mind over matter sort of thing.

	"I'll do what I can for you." She strode toward me with the rod extended. "Take it." She waved her gun muzzle at me to hurry up.

	The rod was still warm from its recent energy discharge and heavier than a large flashlight. 

	"What am I supposed to do with this?"

	"Hold it to my throat." She jogged back to the double doors and gestured for me to follow. "C'mon."

	"What?" 

	"I don't suppose you've ever taken a hostage before." 

	She turned the key, and the lock clicked, followed by bolts shifting on the other side. Removing the key and pocketing it, she glanced at me as the doors swung slowly inward on their own.

	"No, I—"

	Suddenly she was up against me, my throbbing tumors pressed tightly against her back. She'd taken my hand with the rod and brought it to her neck. She had already holstered her sidearm. The woman could move incredibly fast.

	"Get out!" she screamed, and at first I thought she meant me. 

	Then I noticed the crew of four technicians standing at their stations inside the laboratory, each working on a different steel apparatus that whirred, clicked, and blinked with a myriad of lights. As soon as they'd heard Sephora's voice, they froze in place and locked onto her with startled eyes.

	"I don't know what he's going to do!" Her act was quite convincing. "Quick, get out before he kills us all!"

	The lab techs glanced at each other, then with white coats flailing, they rushed toward the doorway we'd entered—the only entrance and exit, by all appearances. Sephora pivoted on her heel and backpedaled, steering me toward the far corner of the room where a massive machine loomed over an operating table. The back of her uniform was already slick with the stuff oozing from my pustules. How could she have been so careless? Would she now turn into another tumor-ridden freak as the Cancer's slime ate through her jacket and destroyed her flesh?

	"Bolt the doors shut." She pushed my hand with the rod aside and tore off her blue jacket. More than a few of the brass buttons sprang through the air in the process, clinking across the linoleum. She hurled her uniform to the floor and glanced over her shoulder at me. "How do I look?"

	She wore a white silk camisole that left her arms and shoulders bare. Her copper-colored hair spilled across the freckled ivory of her skin.

	"Did any of it—?"

	"You're fine," I said. 

	None of the sludge had gotten through her jacket. A buoyant wave of relief washed over me. Quickly I turned away from her and shuffled toward the doorway. The voices of the escaping technicians echoed from beyond the end of the corridor. My deformed hands heaved the iron doors shut and slid the bolts home with a resounding clank.

	I turned back to find Sephora hovering over the controls of that machine with the table beneath it. It took more effort than I would have expected to keep my eyes off the Constable. Seeing her half-dressed now—noticing the swell of her bosom, the way her hair swept across her shoulders, how soft her skin looked even from a distance—left me feeling a bit out of sorts. 

	I forced my thoughts toward my dear Lenora, my fiancé, not this stranger I didn't know from Eve. Yet my gaze drifted back to Sephora, and this time I imagined what her bare legs would look like without those blue slacks covering them.

	"—Anthony?"

	Had she asked me something? 

	"Yes." I shook my head and blinked, looking now at the floor as I approached her. "Yes, of course."

	"We only have one shot at this." She motioned toward the operating table. "There isn't much time."

	Subconsciously, I had already assumed the table was meant for me. With an unintentional grunt, I heaved myself onto it, aware that my upper torso continued to gain weight as the tumors filled with pus. 

	"I need to see what you saw. Then I'll do what I can to reverse your anatomical changes." She stared deep into my eyes as if asking my permission, when we both knew I had no say in the matter.

	"Here." I handed her the rod.

	She took the weapon and set it aside. Her gaze didn't leave me.

	I had no idea what she was planning to do. She was in complete control, and had been from the moment she'd cut me loose from that gurney in the holding room. 

	"Will it hurt?" I asked.

	"Yes."
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	I eased myself down onto the table. "You're going to trawl my memories, is that it?"

	She nodded, averting her gaze now.

	"What's it matter? Knowing what he looks like won't help you find him—not if he's gone back into hiding. The Cancer, right?" I watched her expression, but there was no flicker of surprise. "Why?"

	"I have to see the bastard for myself."

	The intensity in her eyes gave me pause. This wasn't about me at all; I could see that plainly now. "Did he take someone from you?"

	She moved out of my sight and returned with a crown of needles wired to the machine. "This part will sting a bit." She planted the thing on my scalp, enormous and deformed as I was, and at first, I felt just the prickle of the needles across my skin. "Hold still." 

	"Well, that's not so bad—"

	She flipped a switch on the machine, and those needles punctured my skull all at once. I let out a roar of agony as a raging inferno exploded in my brain. My thick hands gripped the sides of the table as my legs thrashed wildly. Apparently, this was not the sort of pain I was immune to.

	"Do I need to sedate you?" It wasn't a threat—Sephora didn't seem to know the answer herself. 

	A guttural scream was the only response I could give her.

	"That should be the worst of it. Let me know when the pain subsides—"

	"Then what?" I rasped, teeth clenched.

	"Trust me, Anthony."

	"Have you ever done this before?" 

	"I've seen—" She halted, closing her eyes briefly. "I watched the procedure performed on a subject last year. I know what I'm doing."

	"Did the subject survive?" I grated out.

	She hesitated. 

	Squeezing my eyes shut, I bellowed a string of curses that echoed throughout the vacant laboratory. "Go on then," I shouted. "Get it over with!"

	I heard another pair of switches flipped, followed by an acute buzzing sensation along the needles—as if they'd come alive and were preparing to mince my brain into nuggets.

	"Now, I need you to think back to Madame Antic's. When you first saw the Cancer. When he infected you."

	Easy enough. That was one mental image I would never forget, no matter how hard I might try. At the time, it had almost seemed to occur in slow motion, as if the moment were self-aware and had known it would be a turning point in my life. That afterward, if I were blessed to live another day, my world would be forever changed—and not for the better. 

	"Do you see him yet?"

	"You tell me," I grumbled, assuming she stood at the monitor. "Aren't you sorting through my memories?"

	"I need you to focus. Pretend you're right where you were when you saw him. Are you alone?"

	I nodded—and found myself rewarded with a sheering sensation along the top of my cranium. I clenched my teeth together and groaned.

	"Try not to move. At all."

	"Got it." My voice was a harsh growl.

	For a minute or so, I couldn't focus on anything but the pain. But gradually my mind's eye cleared, and I found myself again on the second floor of Madame Antic's, staring at the fellow who had been skinned down to his waist.

	"Good," said Sephora, seeing what I was seeing. "How long before you met the Cancer?"

	"We heard the shouts from downstairs—"

	"We?"

	I thought of Richard. Where was he now? If he'd been taken in the raid, wouldn't I have seen him at the station? Wouldn't he have asked about me?

	"One of the attendants—a woman dressed like Rapunzel."

	"From the children's story."

	"We heard the electrik weapons firing, and she knew Constables were coming, so she ran for it. Then—"

	"I see him." Sephora's voice had gone cold.

	My memories accelerated to the point where the giant walking tumor had knocked me aside, back into Peter Gideon's room—which Rapunzel had insisted was my own. It hadn't seemed to matter that I'd never set foot in the place prior to that night. 

	"He's the one, right?" I said.
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