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Prologue

Off the Path

“It’s about finding the path, brother Tecumseh,” Wolf Two-moons told me. We were on a ridge in Afghanistan, taking fire while making a preliminary survey on foot for a road we were going to cross. Wolf was my unit scout. The guy could find a footprint in the air, an IED no one else could see. He was always the first one in and had saved our lives a dozen times. 

It was not his fault we were taking fire that day; the Hadjis were just a little bit sneakier than we were that clear, cold day. And we couldn’t call in air support because none was available, not even mortars, so we were on our own.

“What do you mean, the path?” I studied the terrain ahead of us. My mind was focused on the fact that I had sent part of the squad out to flank the bad guys and was concerned about them as we had not walked this land before. Our job was to lay down some suppressive fire while the others worked to get the shooters in a crossfire.

It was twilight, four klicks north of Herat, and it was going to be dark with a new moon. It was always a dangerous time to be out on foot, but Hadji activity had been up in the area. I’d hated to split the guys, but it turned out it was a good thing I had, or we would have been pinned.

The distinctive sound of the Hadjis’ Kalashnikov rifles kept barking in our direction, but the AKs didn’t have a good angle on us, so we were just marking time while our guys got into position. It was the oddity of war that we, who had been under fire, just regarded our status as another day at the office. While we hunkered down, we all just adjusted the plates in our flak vests and talked shop.

“It’s about finding your way,” Wolf continued. “The old ones talk about it having a path, not just putting your foot down in front of the other but having an idea where you’re going.”

“I’ve got the Corps to tell me that,” I whispered, half-joking.

“You do now,” he emphasized. “I got the family with The People of The Flint, and I should know what I’m going to do. I tell you, Lowe:ren a:share, when I go home, I can’t see the path anymore. Here … here it’s clear; the path is to stay alive. The path to lead others is here, but not so clear when I get home.”

“You’re talking yourself into this, Wolf,” Doc Burton, the third of the squad with us, said. The burly, black Marine was always cheerful but could also play devil’s advocate. He pegged some fire down range and then smiled at us. “You can’t tell old Thunderknife here anything he can’t work around—even when the pearly gates called, he had a better idea.”

Lowe:ren a:share in Wolf’s Mohawk language meant Thunderknife, slang for the lightning bolt that had struck me when I was almost twelve, causing me to be technically dead for a bit. The guys liked the story, so the lightning bolt was our unit’s own mark.

“You say the Corps teaches skills, so a man should be able to do any civilian job when we get back,” Wolf said. He calmly burst toward the road and ducked when a bee sting of bullets came back our way.

“Yup,” I agreed, “Improvise, adapt, overcome has worked for a long time.”

Wolf made a sound that was not quite a laugh. “I tell you, Lowe:ren a:share, I feel it inside; I just don’t have a clear path when I’m not here. I don’t have you, brother, to keep me on the path when I’m not deployed.”

“That’s crap, Wolf, You’re the one who keeps me on the path, here and at home. You’re the one who keeps me moving forward. And you have your tribe, your sister. This is just desert dust getting to you.”

The three of us sprayed a barrage downrange, then ducked when the Hadjis returned fire. We wanted that as we were the bait to draw fire while the others circled. SOP on walkabouts.

When we ducked back down, Wolf made the little squiggled sign of a thunderbolt in the dirt in front of us. “This is what lights the way. It is in you, brother. The thundering knife’s fire. It will be there after all this. I just can’t make it in the white world.” He shook his head. “My fire has gone out.”

“You’ve got that inside, you, Wolf,” Doc said. “You don’t ever let the man take it from you. You don’t ever lose it, brother.”

I put a hand on one of his shoulders, and Doc put his hand on the other.

“We’ve got each other’s backs,” I said. “We’ll always find the path together, us three—plus Giggles, Reg, Amy, Nick, Velma, and Tim. We got each other. Don’t ever forget that, brother. Even after this. We’re family.”

Downrange, we heard our guys open up on the Hadjis, and we moved out, pouring fire ahead of us.

Three weeks later, while on patrol with the full squad in Panjwai in Kandahar Province, our Humvee rolled over a culvert packed with explosives with the two ends welded shut to create a shaped charge. It went off and blew directly upwards. Our ride was blasted into the air like a toy truck, flipped three times, and I died the second time.


Chapter One

Empty Glasses

“We have mayhem galore and so much more!”

I was in makeup to work outside the haunt as a ballyhoo—a barker—to bring people in. I was dressed in a black-and-white-striped jacket, wore a white Panama hat, and had the left side of my face painted like a skull. I joked that it was my good side.

Except for the tricked-up prosthetic left hand that I made to look like a skeleton hand, no one would recognize me as Tecumseh Scott, Former Marine E7, and I liked it that way. It was like hiding in plain sight.

Under the lit marquee, it was another Thursday night, and we were ready to scare the hell out of tourists from Topanga to Turkey!

The haunt, as performers in the business call haunted houses, was located right on the corner of Forty-Second and Eighth, across the street from the Port Authority Bus Terminal. It was in a massive building that took up the whole block from Forty-Second to Forty-Third Street and a fourth of the block heading toward Ninth Avenue.

There had been a cold going through the cast, and that evening, I was asked to ballyhoo for a couple of hours because several people called in sick. I was sort of the “on call” because I lived in the building and helped out when they needed coverage.

Normally, they had two actors out front and a security guard standing by, but Giggles, the head of security, knew that I could do the door solo at six feet six inches and with my background. That freed up the remaining actors for the haunt until the backup actors could make it in.

I hadn’t scheduled a shift at the health club that night because of what day it was, the sixth anniversary of my death day, so I slapped on the greasepaint and barked.

“We’re here for your fear thirteen months of the year.” Some ballyhoos shouted and tried to act scary, but I’d found that low and calm got the attention of the most customers. “If you’re afraid of the dark, this haunt is no lark.”

The foot traffic wasn’t heavy when I started the hawking for the after-work crowd headed for the Bus Terminal.

“This skull says it ain’t dull,” I barked my doggerel, “so come in here, and you’ll never again have any fear …” Then I gave a little fiendish laugh and gestured theatrically with my skeletal left hand.

It was not exactly the American Dream—it was the Crossroads Crypt, the only year-round haunted house in the country. Though the city had worked at cleaning up Times Square to sell it as a family destination, much of the old “Deuce” was still there underneath the glamor.

The area still had much of the ambiance and a lot of the street skanks of the “good old” days. A number of ladies plied their trade on that strip of sidewalk, and drug deals were often done in broad daylight on the street.

“Hey, Scotty!” A familiar voice called my attention. I turned my head to see Krystal coming through the sea of faces.

Krystal was a young lady who worked on the next block at a gentleman’s club as a hostess—i.e., she was a low-level bar shill and part-time hooker. She had long, straw-colored hair that might have been her real color, but her face and body were the result of a series of bad life decisions and semi-competent physicians. The nose was some surgeon’s attempt to be “pert” but looked like a flesh thimble stuck on her face. Her man-made breasts never even approximated reality and bordered on the grotesquely large on her thin frame.

Yet, in the midst of Krystal’s artificially created parts, her smile was somehow genuine and was a testament to the fact that humans have the capacity to find joy in every level of existence. Her main claim to fame (which she tended to remind people of every couple of weeks) was that she once had nude photos submitted to Playboy by a photographer. Submitted, mind you, not asked for nor accepted.

While she walked, Krystal was trying to adjust her left false eyelashes and keep a gym bag with her “working clothes” from falling off her shoulder. She sucked on one of the free lollipops she always got from the bank around the corner.

“Hi, Krystal.” I waved. “How is the day going so far?”

“A-Okay, Scotty,” she chirped. “I have a feeling tomorrow is the night I’ll get Jonnie to let me dance. Yup, tomorrow!” On Friday night, when there was a burlesque show in the Crossroads Crypt bar, she often stopped in to watch the late show and kept trying to convince the MC she had an act. In her mind, burlesque was a step up to “real art” from her pole dancing, drink shilling, and other activities. The MC, Jonnie Fedora, was good at putting her off without hurting her feelings.

She never seemed to notice he was putting her off; it seemed as long as her sweet tooth was satisfied with lollipops or what-have-you, she was perfectly okay with just stumbling through life, optimistic about the next moments. I envied her that simplicity.

“I’ll be out of here later, hon…” I gave the best smile I could muster. “…but I’ll be around tomorrow and come in to see you!”

She tossed me a cellophane-wrapped lollipop, which I caught in my prosthetic skeleton hand, a feat that made her give a little giggle.

“Thanks!” I called.

She did a skip step and a semi-twirl that almost took out a hurrying commuter, who gave her a dirty look that she completely missed. “Tomorrow’s the night!” she called back, then disappeared into the crowd.

I hope so, honey, I thought. I put the lollipop in my jacket pocket. I never ate them but couldn’t bring myself to turn down her little gifts. She said the same thing every week and never stopped hoping that Jonnie would let her into the show. Pure optimism.

Yes, I envied her that, especially that day.
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When the on-calls finally got to the haunt to finish the shift, I was able to turn my Cerberus job over to them, wish them well, and head inside to keep the appointment I had been trying to forget all day.

The haunted house was accessed from the street from under a marquee on Eighth and was in a space that had been occupied by a porn palace called Sexworld back in the day. It had been the home of peepshows, nudie booths, and the like in the 1980s. It was pretty infamous in its day.

The Crypt’s building was actually four buildings interlocked like a maze inside, parts of which dated back to the 1850s. The fictional history of the haunted house took advantage of this fact in the hokum story used to sell the fear factory.

I knew all this because I’d worked in the place after I’d come out of rehab, and it was one of the places where a one-handed guy could work and not draw attention. In fact, I got a couple of pretty good scares out of “chopping off” a rubber hand in front of the customers in the haunt.

And since I wasn’t really into a lot of interaction with people, I could more or less hide in the dark corners of the haunt.

Juanita “Giggles” Gutierrez had originally gotten me this job in the place that was my transition into the world of humans six years ago. She was my second-in-command in the sand and the same lady who had saved my bacon in Kandahar. While I was being taped back together at Ramstein in Germany, she had also separated from the Corps and returned to the States. When she landed stateside, she ended up heading up security for the whole block of buildings, not just the Crossroads Crypt.

Giggles knew what I needed. Even though the haunt actors were pretty much all fifteen or twenty years younger than me, some barely out of college, they were often damaged sorts themselves. They were the outsiders of society, so my quirks and quibbles wouldn’t stand out among them.

It helped me ease back into real life. That, and a lot of group therapy at the VA Hospital.

I went into the lobby of the Crypt, where there were two flights of stairs up, one on either side of the ticket booth, waving to Shannon, who sat inside the ticket “cage” and fielded tourists’ questions all day to sell tickets.

I headed up the stairs to what would have been the second floor elsewhere. This had been the main floor of the old porn palace and now served as the staging and waiting area for the haunt. Ahead was the entrance to the actual haunt; we called it Hotel One. It was a faux hotel lobby with another flight of stairs up to the haunt itself that occupied the entire third floor of the building. Off to the right from the foyer area was the Crossroads Crypt bar.

The bar was a gathering place for a lot of interesting cliques of people from all around the city—goths, burlesque types (there was a burlesque show in the bar every Friday and Saturday night), a horror writers group, and all sorts of other subsets of people that populate the mad human tapestry that is New York City. Each group enjoyed the occult ambiance of the place and added their own “flavor” to it.

The bar was done up with décor that recalled a morgue, with tables looking like pulled-out slabs and bone chandeliers. TV screens ran old horror movie trailers all around under low lighting that provided lots of shadows for privacy. Plastic skulls were also pretty much everywhere as incidental decorations.

Giggles was at the bar in the empty room with a line of shot glasses set out before her. The rest of the bar had no customers as it was a slow night with no special groups meeting there.

The bartender—a nose-pierced, tattooed goth named Ali—knew the score that night, including the anniversary, so she left Giggles and me alone and said nothing. She was already busy inventorying contents of the bar at the other end while she had the time. She would probably get to play video games for the rest of the night anyway, till the haunt and bar closed at eleven.

“Giggles” Gutierrez described herself as a diesel dyke—built like a fireplug with military-short black hair, big black-framed glasses (her original nickname in the squad was “Goggles” till we noticed she was one hell of a stoic lady), and long delicate fingers that should have belonged on a hand model. She was half-Mexican and half-Puerto Rican—which made her hell on wheels to cross—and as good a friend as anyone ever had.

She joked after she’d given me CPR that I was the only guy she had ever kissed. I told her that lots of women had taken my breath away, but she was the only one who had ever given it back to me.

“G,” I said when I sat on the empty stool beside her. She waved at the line of full shot glasses.

“You look charming; nice of you to dress up,” she said in a quiet voice that had some humor shadowed in it. “Sorry to have to ask you to work on this day.”

She was always quiet, even in the middle of a firefight, but there was also always a palpable sense of power that emanated from her. When you were around her, you had the feeling she could take care of business, any business, and never sweat about it.

I slipped off my skeletal hand, slipped it into my gear bag, then took out my Cadillac hand with the sensors and put it on.

I took one of the shot glasses; there were nine laid out. She took another one.

I flexed my faux hand, the motors in the eight-thousand-dollar add-on making a soft whirring sound. “I don’t think the guys will mind the look … but glad I actually got the call from you—good to have something to do. Percy scheduled a photo shoot tomorrow, and if I wasn’t busy today, I think I would have gone a little nuts.”

“Gone?” she said. “After you talked the other day about taking today off, I realized you had probably had nothing scheduled. I was a little worried.”

“Still the best second-in-command there is,” I said. She grunted softly but kept her eyes focused on the shot glass.

“You hear from the others?” I looked at my own shot glass, suddenly fascinated by how the whiskey distorted the light from the bone chandelier.

Giggles shook her head without looking up. “Doc is out of town on some personal security job that’s been set for a bit, so he’s been on radio silence for a while; still don’t know where Matt Wolf is, and neither does the VA.”

“I haven’t heard anything from him in months, and I’m more worried than usual,” I said. “I looked in all the places he used to hang out. Last time I saw him, he was having a hard time.”

I remembered that last I saw him when he said to me, “I just don’t know the path anymore, Lowe:ren a:share!” He smiled then added, “Tiohrhén:sa satá:ti,” in that “just the way it is” tone he had. “Old Owkaho gotta talk white to make it here. Gotta be white. Not my path.”

I turned back to Giggles with his voice still echoing in my head. “He even pawned stuff for booze back then. I had to stop him selling his medals.”

“You can’t save everyone, T,” she said. My unit nickname was Thunderknife, as Wolf’s little joke, since I don’t have a lick of Native American blood, despite my folks naming me Tecumseh. Wolf, the English version of Owkaho, said our luck was improved by upping the quota of Native American names. Irony ran strong with all of us.

“But I can try,” I answered her, looking up.

“No one left behind,” she said softly, returning my gaze.

“Yeah. Only pieces of some,” I said. She arched an eyebrow, so I continued, “I know Reggie is in Connecticut; his mom is really sick. He texted me this morning to let me know he hadn’t screwed up the day.”

“Then, with him checking in, we’re all accounted for,” she said.

“Roll call is complete,” I answered.

We sat in silence for a minute.

I am pretty sure the images from our deployments played on her mind’s screen as they did on mine. Echoes of the IED going off overtook all the sounds in the room.

Giggles held up her shot glass. We locked eyes and then quoted something that had become sort of our squad’s motto when we were cruising the backcountry. It was a pun that we sang together to the tune of the old Simon and Garfunkel song.

“Iraq feels no pain—an island never cries!” Then we threw back the drinks.

It was a good single malt and went down like smooth lava.

Giggles turned over one of the shots to let it drain to the spill tray on the bar. “Velma.”

I turned over another. “Nick.”

“Amy.”

“Tim.”

That took care of the ones who didn’t make it back from the sand and slaughter. Now, the roll call of the others that made it back.

“Wolf.”

“Reg.”

“Doc.”

The last of the malt washed down along the metal spill tray like liquid life draining from a dying man.

There was a random scream from some customer up in the haunted house, a regular occurrence at the Crypt that added to the ambiance, and some muffled street noise, but the sound of the alcohol draining seemed as loud as a waterfall to me.

We sat for a while and watched till all the whiskey drained away.

“Plans tonight, T?” Giggles finally asked without looking up at me. Her finger traced a squiggled version of a lightning bolt on the bar top. They all knew about my first trip to “the other side” when the lightning hit me and killed me for three minutes when I was almost twelve, so I had chosen it as a watch sign when we cleared a room. Hubris, perhaps, or me tempting fate to take me again—which it almost had.

“I thought about a hard as fuck workout at the gym downtown, but now that I’m back here, I feel suddenly bone weary. I think I’ll just head up, read a while, and crash. You?”

“Watching a burlesque show rehearsal in here after the haunt shift,” she said. “Then I plan to get roaring drunk and pick up a cute stripper for my own version of a hard workout fuck.”

“It’s a plan.” My eyes were still fixed on the empty glasses, but my mind was seeing faces flashing before me. I tried to see them smiling, not as I had last seen them, twisted in pain and surprise as the world exploded.

I picked up my gear bag. “See you tomorrow if you’re not too shit-faced to recognize me.”

“I’d know your patriarchy-supporting, low-body-fat ass anywhere, any time; there isn’t that much booze on the planet.”

“You too, marine. See ya.”

“Semper Fi.”

I headed out of the bar into the foyer and toward Hotel One to take my shortcut to my apartment lair.


Chapter Two

Omens

On the way out of the bar, I ran into an aging Ozzie Osborne look-alike. Ali handed him a ginger ale, which he accepted as if it was a hundred-year-old Scotch.

He went by Kaiju Kenny. He was a promoter who made odds and ends money by spreading discount cards to hotels and tourist traps to funnel business to the Crossroads Crypt. He and another guy who went by Dead Fred and was made up as a zombie got commissions for large parties and occasional tips from tourists. They were the definition of good old-fashioned street hustlers. They were local characters of the sort that the superficial cleaning up of Times Square had almost gotten rid of.

Kenny smiled at Giggles and me and held up his glass of soda in salute. Despite twenty years sober, down two wives, and with kids who never spoke to him, he seemed to keep an even keel most of the time. I’m not sure if he was enlightened or if the alcohol was just not out of his system yet.

He, like me, like all of us, was just trying to get by day to day.

“The CHUDS are out in full force,” Kenny said, walking over to me to say hi. “Gonna be a crazy weekend; full moon!” CHUDS was short for Cannibalistic Humanoid Underground Dwellers—from an old horror film in the eighties—but it wasn’t far off from some of the folks that were local color.

“Always crazy,” I said, “Nothing special about that.”

“Just you wait. This feels different, man. I swear it feels like a horror movie werewolf weekend.”
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The haunt was the third floor of the building, laid out as a maze, and even with the lights off, I knew it like the back of my hand. It was a series of scare rooms that had been carved out of what had originally been office suites.

It still had access to stairwells and emergency exits hidden behind prop walls. One of the back service stairwells led directly up to the hallway outside my apartment on the fourth floor. It turned out that going through the haunt was simpler than taking the elevators or humping up the stairs around the corner from the regular street entrance on Forty-Second Street.

This back way had been especially convenient when I’d first come to work at the place and pretty much did anything I could avoid people. I could come to work and then go back to my lair without really interacting with the public at all. And I must admit the little boy left in some corner of me enjoyed the secret passage aspect of it. It was like I was sneaking into the Batcave!

The building was mixed-use, with offices on some floors, actors’ rehearsal and performance spaces, and a few apartments on others. My apartment had originally been part of an office suite.

Rick, the old guy who owned the building, had at one time been the porn czar of Times Square, owning half of the sex parlors and peep shows in the area of the “Deuce.” He also happened to be a former Korean War–era Marine, and when Giggles told him my story, he let me move into the converted office space at a steal for a monthly rent and made sure I had the job at the haunt. Semper Fi runs deep.

The three rooms of my place had a small kitchenette in what had been the secretary’s space when it was an office with a sort of main room that had windows that looked out over Eighth Avenue. In what had been the storage room, I had a sleeping mat on the floor, a closet with some clothes, and a footlocker. There was a door into what had been a joint washroom with another, still-empty office that was now used for odds and ends storage by the haunt.

I stripped down to my boxers and went into the washroom to use some hand wipes to wash off my makeup. No matter how often I did this sort of thing, I could not help but think my old unit would laugh themselves wet to see me made up like a mannequin.

In addition to losing the left hand, there was a lot of scarring on my left side. After a bunch of months, a pal convinced me to get what the kids call “tribal” tattoos, though they were really just abstract shapes that blended in with and covered the scarring on the left side of my body. That prettied things up, so I wasn’t such a horror to look at.

Everyone else saw the red hair, the blue eyes, and the cartoon square jaw my ex-wife used to make fun of.

All I really saw now was the one who came back and the others who didn’t come back, standing behind me somewhere in the shadows. I saw them every day, in any reflective surface, in every shadow. They were always there out of the corner of my eye any minute I wasn’t busy or any time I thought too hard about my life.

Any time I remembered.

For some reason, that night, I saw Wolf staring back at me, too.

“Where were you, Wolf?” I asked his reflection. He had never missed the anniversary of my death before, even on his worst drunk. I made up my mind to look for him again the next day I had off.

I wasn’t hungry, so I just went back into my main room.

My little castle wasn’t much by most standards, but it was more than enough for a guy who had lived in barracks and hospital rooms for much of the last twenty years. To say that I lived simply was to undersell it.

I’d set up a workbench on the massive old desk that came with the office. It was too big and too much of a pain in the ass to move out, so I just absorbed it into my room design.

Improvise, adapt, and overcome.

I liked to tinker at the workbench to pass the time. I bought a 3D printer that fit neatly on the desk. This allowed me to build and customize a bunch of alternate “hands” like my skeleton one and mess with some other ideas—stuff to keep myself busy. Idle hands and all that, right? Or is it idle hand now?

I glanced over at the chaos of parts and half-finished projects and made a mental note to finish working on the shiny silver hand to use for a Star Wars photo shoot that I had coming up for a major magazine’s fall line. It was a few weeks off, but my motto is better to get things done early. And it was something to do.

I stepped over to the window to look out at the neon-colored world below. I was only a block away from the actual crossroads of the world, where the tourists and the neighborhood folks were bustling in preparation for a hell of another weekend in the big city.

It was an always-busy cacophony, with a pulse that really was on a twenty-four-hour time schedule, but as the weekend approached, you could feel the uptick in that pulse as the tempo increased. There would be a certain frantic quality on the street on the weekend, but not from the visitors who—oblivious to so much of the real city—only saw the gaudy facades.

No, the “natives”—the street people, the pimps and hoes and druggies and dregs, the people that Kenny would call “CHUDS”—were the ones who would swarm out to blend in if they could with the suburbanites in for shows or the bridge-and-tunnel crowd in for a score or a drunk. Their object was ultimately to feed on the visitors.

Pleasure seekers, predators, and parasites. And partial people like me, just trying to make it to one more day with some kind of comfort and quiet. One more day to find a way to keep the nightmares away.

Tomorrow, I had a film shoot and then would do a shift at the health club in the village, not getting home until around midnight. Even at that time, it would be as busy as most town centers were at high noon. The “Deuce” would be most alive then, in the dark of the night.

At the moment, it was quiet below me in the haunt, but tomorrow, there would be screams and laughs from the floor filtering up to mix with the city sounds. It would be almost constant when the haunted house was in full swing.

Sometimes, the screams below me actually drowned out the ones in my head and helped me sleep. Sometimes.

“Six years,” I whispered aloud. I leaned my forehead against the glass, feeling the coolness that portended a coming storm later that night. “How the hell did I make it six years, guys?”

When the IED blew a hole in the side of our ride, Nick Pollat and Amy Seton went right away. Velma and Tim lingered, but not for long. They were dead before they could be shipped to Germany like I had, to be pieced back together with a Doctor Frankenstein hobby kit.

I’m here, and they’re gone. Why?

That was the question I asked myself often, never with any real answer. There never really would be one.

I just kept putting one foot in front of the other and somehow, one day moved into the next, without me knowing how I got there—let alone why.

Now, I was making more money as a model than a personal trainer and stumbling along with no real direction. Nothing I had ever imagined happening. More than a decade of thinking I had it all figured out in the Corps, and now six years of playing it by ear when that all went up in an eruption of shrapnel.

My fake hand was actually a three-part deal: the hand itself, including a couple of cheaply 3D-printed versions; the carbon-fiber “forearm,” which had sensors in it that plugged into the higher-end hands and allowed some sense of touch; and the gel “sleeve” I slipped over the stump of my forearm.
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