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INTRODUCTION

When I was child, the internet did not exist. There were only three channels on TV. The local movie house had only two screens. During the long summer afternoons, there were only two havens for a boy with an active imagination.

The drug store and the library.

The drug store was tricky if you didn’t have any money. And believe me, I did not. I can’t begin to count the number of times I hunkered in the back aisle reading comic books and hoping the cashier was too busy or too lazy to notice. On a good day, I’d get through a few. On a bad day, I’d barely get through the door.

That left the library. It didn’t have comic books, but it had two things no amount of money could replace. Air conditioning and books. For a poor kid living in an even poorer neighborhood in Hartford, Connecticut, it was paradise. Countless worlds to explore and countless thrilling adventures were at my fingertips and I accepted every challenge.

Whether they were tales of soldiers going to war, astronauts discovering distant worlds, scientists battling sea monsters or simple stories of love lost and regained, I read them. So many aspects of life in Hartford were difficult and if it were not for my Aunt’s unconditional love and my love of tales and stories, my life would be quite different today.

That is why I am writing this now. Fantastic Tales of Terror is an anthology steeped in unbridled imagination. An electric stew of fanciful what if scenarios. Historical figures thrust into the world of the supernatural. Speaking as an actor, these hypothetical situations are our manna.

Actors thrive on reinterpretation and reinvention. It is the foundation of my first love, theater.

Every actor does their best to bring something new and unique to the beloved roles and productions people have been attending all of their lives. I had the honor and privilege of originating the title role in August Wilson’s play King Hedley II. It was one of most satisfying experiences of my professional life, but as much pleasure that experience brought me, I gain even greater satisfaction from watching other actors interpret the character. Art has an organic life of its own and creativity should have no limitations.

Which brings me back to the book you are holding. This collection of wild what ifs takes the reader to the darkest sides of alternate histories and timelines. Ever wonder what would happen if Teddy Roosevelt decided to hunt werewolves? What if Annie Oakley squared off against Native American demons? Or perhaps Bela Lugosi was actually a vampire? And what reader could resist a tale of an elderly Elvis Presley doing battle with an ancient Egyptian mummy?

All of these dark imaginings and many more await you. Each author brings their unique voice to these twisted, bloody and sometimes surprisingly humorous stories. From my roles in Night of the Living Dead to Candyman to Final Destination, I am no stranger to good horror and the horror stories in this anthology are a good as they get.

So without further ado, the stage is set, the lights are low and the curtain is rising . . .

I hope you’re not afraid of the dark.

Love and peace,
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Tony Todd


THE DEEP DELIGHT OF BLOOD

TIM WAGGONER

Mike Holland stood in the cramped gas station restroom. It had one toilet, one sink, and one very dead body lying on the floor. The body had blood all over it, and there was blood on the floor, the walls, and both the toilet and sink. The mirror above the sink was splattered red, and—somehow—the ceiling was stippled with it. And, of course, it was all over Mike. He was fucking drenched in the stuff. His face was a slick crimson mask, his hair a matted mess, and his clothes—army jacket, Lost Boys T-shirt, jeans, sneakers—were sodden with gore. He looked as if he’d just come in from a torrential downpour, except blood had been falling from the sky instead of rain. In his right hand he held a butcher knife, blade dripping red.

The body belonged to Kari Owen, a barista in her early twenties that Mike had picked out when he’d stopped by Starbucks for a white chocolate mocha earlier that week. He’d staked out the Starbucks for three days, waiting for Kari—he knew her first name from the nametag she wore at work—to walk out of the store when her shift was over and head home. He’d followed her for three days, driving his piece of shit Chevy Malibu, hoping for an opportunity to approach her. It had finally come tonight when she’d stopped for gas on her way home. He’d stopped too, parked, and followed her inside. She paid and then had gone to the restroom. Knowing his chance had come, he’d followed her in, drew his blade from an inside coat pocket, grabbed her from behind, and slit her throat from ear to ear before she could make a sound.

He had never cut anyone’s throat before, and he hadn’t expected so much goddamned blood to shoot from her wound like water from a fucking sprinkler. She’d pulled away from him and spun around and around, arms flailing, mouth gawping like a fish, eyes filled with terror and confusion. He’d been so surprised that he’d only stood and watched as she painted the bathroom—and him—crimson, finally collapsing to the floor when the blood jetting from her wound became a trickle and then stopped.

She lay in a fetal position, like a bug that curls in on itself when it dies. He’d found her pretty. Brunette hair up in a bun, black-framed glasses that highlighted her blue-gray eyes. But now she looked like a drowned rat . . . if that rat had been drowned in a vat of blood, that is.

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

The voice—heavily accented—came from directly behind Mike. He didn’t jump at the sound, and he didn’t immediately turn to face the speaker.

“I did the best I could,” Mike said. “You know I don’t have fangs yet.”

He hated how defensive and whiny he sounded, but he couldn’t help it.

“Have you ever given thought to working in a slaughterhouse? I think you’d do quite well there.”

Mike turned to face his companion. The man was tall and handsome in an old-world fashion, with a noble bearing beneath which lay a smoldering intensity. His midnight-black hair was short and swept back, each strand perfectly in place. It tapered to a light widow’s peak over his forehead, the style giving him a hint of satanic sinisterness. His eyes were arresting, almost mesmeric, and his lips were full and red-tinted. His skin was almost chalk-white, making him look as if he’d been carved from marble. He was dressed in old-fashioned formal evening wear, complete with a long, flare-collared black cape.

Béla Ferenc Dezsö Blaskó—better known by his stage name of Bela Lugosi—looked at Mike as if he were a puppy that had just vomited, pissed, and shit all over an extremely expensive antique rug.

“It’s only to be expected that you’d spill some blood during your first attempt. But that is no excuse for turning this lavatory into a fucking abattoir.”

Bela didn’t have so much as a single drop of Kari’s blood on him. No surprise. His clothing was always immaculate, no matter the situation.

Mike glanced over his shoulder at Kari’s body.

“I didn’t expect there would be so much. Blood, I mean.”

Bela sighed. “The amount of blood in the human body is approximately seven percent of body weight. The girl is short and thin, so I estimate she had a gallon of blood in her. Perhaps a bit less.” He glanced around the room. “And it looks like you got out every last goddamned drop.” He shook his head in disgust. “And have you given any thought as to how you will escape? It’s not as if you can assume the form of a bat and fly out of here or turn to mist and simply drift away.”

The restroom was located inside the gas station, and there was no direct exit to the outside.

“Maybe there’s a back door I can use?” Mike ventured.

“Perhaps. But it will surely have a security camera keeping watch on it, just as other cameras observe the interior and exterior of the station. Bad enough that you were recorded when you entered. Far worse to be recorded leaving the scene of a murder drenched in your victim’s blood.”

Fuck! He hadn’t thought about cameras!

“But you can worry about that in a few moments,” Bela said. “First you must do what you came here for.”

Mike nodded, feeling both excited and terrified, exactly as he had the first time he’d had sex, with Lucy Vargas during his junior year of high school. At least this time he didn’t have a partner to disappoint—not a living one, anyway—and that took off some of the pressure. But performing in front of his overly critical mentor just put that pressure right back.

He turned away from Bela and started to crouch down next to Kari, but his foot slipped on the blood-slick floor and he landed on his ass with a wet smack.

Bela rolled his eyes.

“Fuck,” Mike whispered, his face burning with embarrassment. He raised his hands and saw the palms were coated with blood. He looked at them for a moment, then moved them toward his face, intending to lick them clean.

“The neck for Christ’s sake. Don’t humiliate yourself further, boy.”

Bela was right. If you were going to do something, you should do it properly. Mike wiped his hands on Kari’s jeans, then got on his knees and bent forward until his mouth pressed against the wide wound in her throat. He thought Bela would insist that he use his teeth to make new holes, but the man said nothing, so Mike went to work.

He tried sucking, like the vampires in his beloved movies did, but he couldn’t latch onto an open vein or artery, so all he managed to do was make loud slurping sounds as he drew in the blood pooled in her wound. He’d prepared for this first by drinking the blood left over in packages of meat, and then by cutting himself and sipping from the wounds. He liked his steaks rare—when he could afford them—but he’d still expected drinking his victims’ blood would take some getting used to. But the metallic taste and sickening thick texture nauseated him from the start, and now as Kari’s still warm blood filled his mouth, coated his tongue and slid down his throat like copper-flavored mucus, his stomach cramped in rebellion.

The restroom door opened then, and Mike drew back from Kari’s throat and turned to see who it was, gore dribbling down his chin.

A heavy-set blond woman wearing a violet-colored sweater and blue slacks—in addition to far too much eyeshadow, Mike thought—took one look at the horrific scene before her, drew in a deep breath, and screamed like a banshee on fire.

Bela sighed heavily. “You forgot to lock the fucking door, didn’t you?”

Mike’s only response was to open his mouth wide and expel the contents of his stomach.

***

It took three showers for Mike to get most of the blood off his body. His ruined clothes were stuffed into a plastic trash bag and hidden under his bed. He planned to dispose of them in a dumpster far away from his apartment. He wasn’t sure what to do about his car, though. He’d gotten blood on the seat, the steering wheel, the door, and who knew where else. Maybe he could take it to one of those do-it-yourself car washes and see if he could scrub out the stains. Then again, the station’s security cameras had probably filmed his car. He wasn’t too worried about the police being able to identify him from the security footage, though. He didn’t have a police record, and Kari’s blood covering his face and matting down his hair had acted like a makeshift disguise. Still, he probably should do something about his car. Maybe he should drive it somewhere, remove the plates, and torch it.

He’d never imagined that becoming a vampire would be so damn complicated. In the movies, vampires stalked their prey, attacked swiftly, fed, and then departed as quickly as they’d come, leaving nothing behind—except the slowly cooling corpses of their victims, of course. They didn’t have to worry about stupid things like evidence and witnesses and police.

Getting out of the gas station had been a nightmare. He’d knocked down the blond woman—who screamed even louder when she hit the floor—and then made a dash for the front exit, too rattled to think about searching for a rear door. He left a trail of bloody footprints behind him, and once the clerk behind the counter got a look at the blood-covered lunatic running through his store, Mike was certain he called 911 immediately. Mike managed to reach his Chevy and get the hell out of there before any cops showed up, but he couldn’t decide whether to go straight home or drive around for a while to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Although precisely who he thought might be following him, he wasn’t sure. In the end, he’d parked at a McDonald’s—well away from any other cars—and sat shaking for twenty minutes before finally heading home to his apartment. At least Bela hadn’t ridden home with him. He didn’t think he could’ve taken listening to the man bitch about how badly he’d fucked up.

Thankfully, he’d managed to hold onto the butcher knife as he’d fled the gas station. As soon as he was home, he’d tossed it in the sink, poured an entire bottle of bleach over it, and then put it in the garbage bag with the rest of the evidence he planned to dispose of.

He got out of the shower, but he let the water run a bit more to wash away whatever blood might remain in the stall. He’d need to buy some more bleach to clean it out thoroughly. He dried himself and then examined the towel for bloodstains. It looked fine, but he decided to throw it away with his bloody clothes, just in case. He stuffed the towel into the garbage bag, shoved it back under the bed, and started to get dressed.

His bedroom only had one window, but he kept the blinds closed during the day. He wasn’t a real vampire yet, but he figured he might as well start getting used to avoiding sunlight. That way, he’d be less likely to slip up and expose himself to the sun’s deadly rays once he officially joined the ranks of the undead.

The walls of his bedroom were covered with posters of women who’d starred in vampire movies. Ingrid Pitt from The Vampire Lovers, Catherine Deneuve from The Hunger, Sharon Tate from The Fearless Vampire Killers, Jamie Gertz from The Lost Boys, Kate Beckinsale from Underworld, and the queen of them all, Gloria Holden from Dracula’s Daughter. He was too embarrassed by his fuck-up at the gas station to meet what he imagined to be their disappointed, almost contemptuous gazes. He hurriedly put on a fresh T-shirt—this one featuring Johnny Depp as Barnabas Collins from Tim Burton’s version of Dark Shadows—and jeans, and then headed for the living room, closing the door behind him, as if to shield himself from the women’s disapproval.

Not that it helped much, considering the rest of his apartment was decorated with posters from other vampire movies. From Dusk Till Dawn, Near Dark, Blacula, Love at First Bite, Martin, Fright Night, Innocent Blood, and more. And then there were posters of the best actors to portray the legendary Count himself: John Carradine, Christopher Lee, Gary Oldman, Frank Langella, and the greatest of them all, Bela Lugosi. He didn’t want to face any of them right now, either, so he got an Orange Crush from the fridge in the hope it would wash the lingering taste of blood and vomit from his mouth. He then selected a Blu-ray from his voluminous collection, popped it into the player, and sat down on his worn, secondhand couch as Queen of the Damned began playing.

“This film is a piece of shit.”

Bela sat on the couch next to Mike, cape off, legs stretched out, his polished leather shoes resting on the old orange crate that served as a coffee table. Mike had no idea where Bela’s cape was. Sometimes he wore it when he appeared, other times he didn’t.

Mike didn’t acknowledge Bela’s presence right away. He took another sip of his soda and tried to concentrate on the movie. Bela went on.

“This is cheap, garish entertainment, more about fucking than anything else.”

“It’s a metaphor,” Mike said.

“Metaphor, my ass. Fucking is fucking.”

Mike tried to change the subject. “Want an Orange Crush?”

Bela shook his head. “I never drink . . . soda.”

Bela had first visited Mike one night at work. Mike had been behind the counter at Second Run, a small store that sold used movies, going through a box of DVDs someone had brought in to sell and calculating how much he could offer them. He was hunched over the counter, jotting figures on a small yellow pad when he sensed someone standing at the counter—which was weird because he hadn’t heard anyone approach. He glanced up and standing there, looking as if he’d somehow been transported from a 1930’s movie set, was Bela Fucking Lugosi in full Dracula regalia. He told himself it couldn’t be the real Bela, of course. The actor had died in 1956, and if by some miracle he was still alive, he’d be at least 130 years old, and the man in front of him looked to be in his late thirties, early forties at most.

The movie on top of the stack to Mike’s right was, coincidentally enough, one of Lugosi’s: The Devil Bat. The man dressed like Bela looked at the movie and then tapped the case with a perfectly manicured index finger.

“I hated making this one. The stuffed giant bat they used looked like a teddy bear with VD.”

There was something in the man’s voice—aside from his European accent—and in his bearing that told Mike this wasn’t some random cosplayer who’d wandered into the store. Somehow, amazingly, this was the real deal. Mike was too flabbergasted to say anything, and Bela soon turned and walked away. Mike watched him leave the store and head west down the sidewalk. When the man was out of sight, Mike’s paralysis broke, and he ran to the front of the store, where his coworker Tiffany Barnes stood behind the register, looking bored. She had long black hair and a dull glaze over her eyes, as if she were on the verge of falling asleep. Normally, he wouldn’t have bothered her. There were often lulls in activity at the store, and it wasn’t uncommon for the staff to space out when nothing was going on. But he was too excited to keep quiet.

“Did you see him?”

He spoke so loud that Tiffany jumped, eyes wide with alarm. Once her gaze focused on him, she relaxed.

“Saw who?” she said, sounding completely uninterested.

He answered without thinking. “Bela Lugosi.”

Her eyes narrowed and she cocked her head slightly.

“Are you on crack or is this some kind of dumbass attempt at a joke? I know you’re a big vampire fan and all. Hell, I love ‘em too, but if you’re starting to hallucinate dead horror actors, maybe you should find yourself another hobby.”

Her words stung.

Tiffany perpetually dressed in black, always looked slightly malnourished, and possessed pale skin and puffy dark patches beneath her eyes. She was exactly his type, but although he’d tried flirting with her, had even asked her out—with no luck—he hadn’t been able to catch her interest. Still, he had hopes of hooking up with her one day, so to try and redeem himself in her eyes, he said, “I mean I saw a guy who resembled Lugosi, that’s all.”

She looked at him for a moment, as if trying to discern if he was lying.

“I’ve been at the register for the last hour,” she said. “I haven’t left, not even to pee. If someone—regardless of which old-time movie star they looked like—had come in and then gone, I would’ve seen them. And I didn’t see any Belas. The only customer we’ve had in the last hour is the dude who brought in those movies for you to make an offer on.”

She nodded to the man, who was browsing the Action-Adventure section while waiting for his offer to be ready. The guy was in his early twenties and of Indian descent. As Tiffany had said, no Bela.

“I saw what I saw,” Mike said, sounding more defensive than he liked. Without waiting for Tiffany to reply, he turned and headed back to the buy counter.

The next time he saw Bela was when he went to a small arthouse theater in town that was showing Werner Herzog’s Nosferatu, starring Klaus Kinski. It was a late afternoon showing on a weekday, so Mike was the only one in the audience—until Bela walked in and sat down next to him.

“This one is not so bad,” Bela said. “Although I prefer the original. Vampires are more frightening in black and white.”

Normally, Mike loathed people who talked during movies, but as they were the only two present—and this was Bela Lugosi—Mike figured he could make an exception.

“I don’t mean to sound disrespectful,” he began, “but why are you here? I mean, you’re . . . ”

“Dead?” Bela sounded amused. “As long as my films survive, as long as they are viewed, I endure. But as to why I am here sitting next to you right now, I have come to teach you. When did you first realize you wanted to be a vampire?”

Mike was shocked at first. He’d never told anyone about that, not ever. His first impulse was to deny it, to insist that just because he loved vampire films, it didn’t mean he actually wanted to be a vampire. After all, vampires were make-believe monsters that were fun to read about or watch on the screen, but nothing more. But he couldn’t lie. Not to Bela.

“I guess it started when I was a kid. I was watching Dracula—your Dracula—on TV, and when you said ‘The blood is the life, Mr. Renfield,’ you said it with such conviction, such passion . . . I wanted to feel that passion too. I wanted to feel that alive.”

“Did you know that when I first played Dracula on the stage, I spoke very little English and had to learn my lines phonetically? I barely had any idea what the fuck I was saying.”

“That’s a showbiz legend,” Mike said. “By the time you starred in Dracula you knew English. Well enough to get by, anyway.”

Bela gave him a sidelong look before speaking again.

“You wish to become a vampire. I have come to teach you how to do so.”

“Are . . . you going to bite me?”

Bela burst out laughing.

“Why the hell would I want to do that? That is nothing but movie bullshit. You do not become a vampire by catching a supernatural version of the clap. You must become a vampire. It is a matter of personal evolution, a profound transformation, not unlike the way actors learn to immerse ourselves in a part. To surrender to it, our identity becoming totally subsumed.”

And that’s how it began.

Mike never doubted for a moment that Bela was real. He didn’t know if he was a ghost or if he had somehow literally become Dracula. He’d asked Bela about it once, and the man had said some method acting bullshit about how true actors—ones who were willing to do the arduous mental and emotional work their craft demanded—ultimately became their parts, and in return, their parts became them. Mike didn’t really care about the specifics, though. All that mattered was that his dream—of power, of strength, of transcending mere humanity and becoming something more, something better—was now within grasp.

Bela spoke once more. “A true vampire does not focus on sex.” He paused, then added, “Not only sex. The soul of any great vampire story is romance. That is what lies at the heart of my Dracula. He is an immortal creature, cut off from a world that has passed him by. He wishes to see the modern world, to be a part of it. And he longs for a connection to a living woman who embodies her age.”

“Mina,” Mike said, almost reverently.

Bela nodded.

“No more butchering anonymous women in gas stations. You must find your own Mina and make her yours. You must seduce her. Do you have a Mina in your life?”

Mike smiled.

“I do.”

***

Tiffany was scheduled to close on Tuesday night, so Mike called off sick—mightily pissing off his manager in the process—and took up a position in the alley across the street where he could keep watch on Second Run’s entrance. He knew Tiffany lived downtown and walked to work, and tonight he intended to follow her and, as Bela had said, make her his.

It was chilly out, and Mike—who wore only a dark blue windbreaker—was freezing. He hadn’t wanted to wear a heavier coat because real vampires didn’t feel the cold. Besides, a hooded parka was hardly a cool look for a vampire. He regretted his sartorial choice now, though, and he kept his hands balled into fists in his pockets and periodically stomped his feet in an ineffective effort to warm himself.

Wish I had a cape, he thought. I could pull it around me like a blanket and it would still look cool.

Bela wasn’t present. Mike wished he was, if for no other reason than he’d be company. But it seemed the old vampire was too smart to waste time hanging out in a cold alley with his student.

Second Run closed at ten p.m. every night, but there were always a few things left to do before anyone could leave, and it was close to 10:30 by the time Tiffany walked out of the store. She wore a black knit cap, a black leather jacket, and a pair of black gloves. She didn’t exactly look toasty, but she looked a hell of a lot warmer than he was.

He left the alley and followed, keeping to his side of the street and doing his best to stay in the shadows. He felt the cold metal of the knife he carried tucked into his left sock—concealed beneath his pants leg, of course—and he experienced a pang of shame. It was a smaller knife than the one he’d used on Kari the barista. The larger knife remained in the garbage bag with his bloody clothes beneath his bed, which he still hadn’t gotten around to getting rid of. He knew Bela wouldn’t approve of him using another blade, but until he sported fangs, he’d have to keep making do.

Block after block went by, and he began wondering just how far from work Tiffany lived. If they kept walking like this, they’d end up on the other side of town before long, and by then his testicles would probably have frozen off. But she eventually took a left turn and disappeared from his view. He stopped at the corner and waited a few moments before hurrying across the street and continuing after her. He quickly caught sight of her once more and felt a wave of relief. Bad enough that he’d made a mess killing Kari, but if he lost Tiffany, he was sure Bela would never let him hear the end of it.

Mike doubted this situation was exactly what Bela had in mind. This was more like stalking than romantic pursuit. But it was exciting. His pulse thrummed in his ears, and all of his senses were clear and sharp. He felt an electric thrill of anticipation in the base of his chest, adrenaline building for what was to come. This might not be as classy or dignified as Bela would like, but he did feel alive in a way that he never had before, a way that up to this point, he’d only imagined. Killing Kari had been rushed, sloppy, and ultimately unsatisfying. But this . . . this was what it was all about—the hunt and the anticipation of its culmination. He was surprised to find himself actually looking forward to tasting Tiffany’s blood. He bet it would be different than Kari’s, more like fine wine.

There was yet another layer to his excitement. He had a feeling that if all went well tonight—and right now he was confident it would—he might complete his transformation and at last become his truest, darkest self.

He couldn’t wait.

The road sloped downward toward a poorly illuminated underpass, and he knew that would be the place where he’d make his move. It wasn’t a bedroom where a woman in a diaphanous nightgown lay beneath silk sheets, head back and neck bared, waiting for her vampire lover to materialize by her bedside and penetrate her tender flesh with his sharp, rigid fangs. But Mike no longer gave a shit. Fuck Bela and fuck his advice. This was his hunt, and he’d conduct it any way he liked. To hell with Bela’s old-world bullshit. This was the twenty-first fucking century, and if you wanted something, you took it, and screw everything else.

He picked up his pace to decrease the distance between them. He wanted to be close enough to Tiffany by the time she reached the underpass so she wouldn’t be able to escape him. He paused, bent down, and drew the knife from his sock. He gripped it tight and began walking once more. He no longer felt the cold, no longer felt anything except a burgeoning need deep inside the core of his being. A need that could only be called hunger.

He was less than six feet behind Tiffany when she entered the shadowy gloom of the underpass. Traffic passed back and forth on the road above, engines humming, tires whispering across asphalt. But when he stepped into the underpass, the sounds of moving vehicles died away, and all became silent. He was so focused on Tiffany—on his prey—that he scarcely noticed.

When she was halfway through the underpass, he glanced quickly forward and back to make sure no cars were approaching from either direction. When he saw none, he raised his knife and sprinted toward Tiffany. He was almost upon her when she spun around and grinned at him, displaying a pair of long ivory-white incisors.

“Hey, Mike,” she said, and then opened her mouth wide and came at him.

***

Bela watched as Tiffany crouched over Mike’s body, face pressed against his neck as she drank. He sighed.

“I thought he showed promise.”

Bela wasn’t alone. Standing next to him was a tall man wearing similar clothes—cape included—but his were plainer, less ornate, with the sole exception of his cape, which had a striking red inner lining. He had a serious, patrician mien, and his eyes—threaded with small crimson veins—gazed upon Tiffany as well.

“You shouldn’t blame yourself,” the other man said in a British accent. “I had better material to work with, that’s all.”

“I suppose you are right.” Bela looked upon his failed protégé one last time, and then he smiled at Christopher. “Until we meet again.”

The other man gave him a measure nod, and Bela’s body began to fold in upon itself. Seconds later a large black bat resembling a teddy bear with VD flew out from beneath the underpass and rose into the night sky.
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UNPRETTY MONSTER

MERCEDES M. YARDLEY

The Titanic was a grand ship, full of beautiful things and people. There were fine ladies and handsome gentlemen dressed in their best. Men and women with gowns and furs and threadbare knickers and skirts. There were children with scrubbed faces and perfectly brushed hair, and other children who wore their poverty like dirt on their faces. They were perfect in every way for what she and her sisters needed.

She met a human man on this ship. He had a strong, white smile and brown eyes that didn’t shy away from her. She realized her gait was awkward and her fingers were too long, almost otherworldly. She wrapped them around the railing of the ship and looked out to the sea, which called to her bones in a way that made her breath catch.

“Are you all right?” this man asked. He put his hand on the small of her back, kindly, protectively, an easy gesture that had been bred into him from years of impressive schools. She automatically tensed up under his touch, but then tried to remember the ways of humans.

“I don’t mean any harm,” he said, and drew his hand away.

She smiled demurely, careful not to show her teeth.

“No harm. I’m simply a bit . . . unsteady.”

His hand jumped to her back again. “Shall we sit down? Please, let’s do that. My name is William. Will you tell me yours?”

She had a name centuries ago, long and deliciously difficult, but that was a more complex time. It was a time where gods left thunderous footsteps on top of the mountains, and monsters openly vaulted against the sky. They didn’t need to hide or blend in or secret themselves away. They didn’t don the skins and trappings of their prey and move amongst them. Things were simple now. There was no grandeur or nuance in the way that things were. The earth belonged to artless creatures, and she had also let her wondrous name slip away.

“Call me Nim,” she said, and she liked the way he tasted her new name in his mouth like the finest fish in the sea.

“It is unusual,” he said, and nodded. “Where are you from? I can’t quite place your accent.”

She started. “My accent? Do I not speak just like you? Do I not use the same words?”

He was quick to placate. “The same words, certainly. You speak beautifully. But the way you pronounce your words are unique. Quite lovely. I’m certain I’ve never heard such an accent, but at the same time it sounds utterly familiar.” He blushed, a strangely human thing, and Nim wanted to reach up and feel the tips of his red ears to see if they were indeed as hot as they looked, but she kept her strange fingers to herself.

“English is not natural to me,” she said, and shrugged. It felt good to sit, to tuck her legs under her as easily as she would have tucked her tail. “I spoke many things first. Greek was what I remember most, I think. After a while they all run together.”

His attention was starting to drift, his pupils dilating at the sound of her voice, the cadence of her words, and she didn’t want to lose him yet to the siren’s curse. She cleared her throat.

“What about you? What can you tell me about this ship?”

She tapped her foot sharply on the deck, and his eyes focused.

“I . . . what? Oh, the ship. Yes. Well, it’s very new. Very special. Unsinkable, they say, and filled to the brim with the nicest things.”

“Like what?” she asked him. “What do you consider nice things?”

He hesitated. “Well, it’s not what I consider nice, I suppose. It’s what they consider nice.”

“Who are they?”

“You know. They. The ones who make the decisions.”

“Like your king, then? King of the humans?”

He blinked at her.

“I suppose I never understand the concept of they. Others telling you what to do. Then again, I never listened to the gods themselves,” she said, and smiled. This time she forgot herself and showed all of her teeth. They were sharp and pointed at the ends. “This has been both my freedom and my bane.”

Her smile was unlovely, she knew. She was always the homeliest of her sisters, the unpretty siren, but it wasn’t about appearances, was it? It was about the song. The desire. The raw need that she and her kind tapped into.

She quickly covered her mouth with her hand, hiding her teeth. She wanted to talk more, to ask questions, and more than that, to actually speak. To talk about sailors breaking against the rocks and the taste of men’s blood, certainly, but to speak of other things, too. Of her lost brothers, of sea foam, of the wonders far below the waves that so few humans had the chance to see. There were horrors and terrors and so much beauty their souls would ache.

She couldn’t speak of these things, of course. She couldn’t speak of anything, because opening her mouth for more than a few sentences would seduce anyone who listened, would drive them mad, and while she would be expressing her love for the sea or her fascination at the birds who float above it in their own ocean of stars, they would be slitting their own throats or throwing themselves from their bows in order to quiet the madness inside of their heads.

A siren is meant to sing, but must silence herself in order to not be a monster.

“Do you find me to be a monster, William?” she asked, but his fingers were already walking themselves to his throat, ready to thrust themselves inside and suffocate him with his own flesh.

She took his hands in hers, firmly, and held them until his fingers stopped twitching. His brows furrowed and he blinked rapidly.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and his words were slightly slurred. “I can’t recall what we were talking about. Perhaps it is too much sun.”

She nodded, and released his hands. She missed the feel of them, strong and warm with bones and blood. She heard his heart beat. A single heart, such a simple organism. Her three hearts were a perfect percussion in her body. Too ornate. Too intricate.

“The ship,” she nudged, and his eyes refocused.

“Ah, yes. Let us go inside and we’ll explore, you and I.”

There was a grand staircase made of polished wood. It reminded her of the ships of old, where the wooden figureheads were polished and painted, shining like the sun until they were worn down by the salt of the sea.

“Show me more, please,” Nim said, and William showed her different tables and dishes, with beautiful cloths and silverware. He showed her how the joints of the ship were fitted tightly together, and, most of all, he showed her how the people walked around in wonder.

The humans! They had dry skin and bright smiles and walked so smoothly on their stilted shoes. Children ran around, chasing each other and not caring when they bumped into her.

“S’cuse me, Miss,” one called before scurrying away. Nim eyed him hungrily.

“They can be little terrors,” William said apologetically.

Nim shook her head. “Little wonders, you mean. We have no children at home. They’re so difficult to come by. They’re like tiny breaths of spring.”

“No children? But where do you—”

William was interrupted by the long, low sound of the ship’s fog horn. Nim was relieved. His questions were getting a bit too close.

“Let’s watch more people, shall we?” she chirped. She followed a woman with a feathered hat, and reached out to touch it, cooing with delight.

Men were for eating. Their bones were sharpened and used for tools sometimes, but other than that, they were for nourishment and perhaps a few hours of fancy. But human women? They were rare. They weren’t allowed on ships at first, angering the gods and cursing the sailors. They were exquisite, their skin dewy, and their dresses were both ridiculous and magical. Nim looked down at her own dusky gown, pilfered from an unattended piece of luggage. It was better than the human rags she was wearing previously, tattered and full of salt. She wanted to fit in, just for a day, in order to see something different. That was all. Was it really too much to ask?

“I wish I could stay with you all forever,” Nim told William. Her eyes were full of lights, she could feel them, but she couldn’t shut them off even if she wanted to. She was far too happy. “This is where I want to be.”

“Why can’t you?” he asked, puzzled, but then his eyes unfocused again. Something dark and deadly swam across his irises, and Nim gasped.

“No,” she said, and picked up her unfamiliar, heavy skirts. She burst through the doors and ran outside to the railing of the ship.

The beautiful, hellacious voice of her sisters rang from the sea. They were hungry. They were so lonely. Wouldn’t somebody join them and keep them company? Wouldn’t somebody offer their delicious souls, their toothsome sorrows, the firm meat of their body to satiate their hunger?

“Not this ship,” Nim shouted, but her voice was only one of many, lost in the swirl of sound.

“Nim?” William asked. He had come up from behind her, his face pale and sweating despite the cold air. He looked into the water below.

“Don’t look. Don’t listen,” Nim said, and grabbed his face between her hands. “They will kill you. They have no love for you, do you understand?”

Join us. The waves themselves seemed to echo the song. Forget your troubles. Be free.

“I wish to be free,” William murmured. Nim held him fast.

“It isn’t freedom. It’s death,” she said, and was surprised to find her face wet. It must be the sea spray, she thought. Tears were for humans.

“So beautiful,” a woman next to her said. Her dark eyes swam with madness. She pointed into the sea. “Look.”

Nim knew what she would see. Her sister’s faces rose from the ocean as they swam easily alongside the ship. They were stunning, their mouths open in song. Long hair wound around them like seaweed, moving in the water luxuriously. Now it covered their nakedness, now it demurely hid it. They splashed their tails and reached longingly toward the ship.

Join us. Please. We are ever so hungry.

The woman beside them nodded once. She removed her fine hat and slid her dress over her head.

“No, please,” Nim said, but she didn’t dare let go of William.

The woman slipped silently over the railing. There was a quiet splash and then the water frothed. Nim’s sisters sliced the water with their tails and ripped their prey apart with pointed teeth. The sea bloomed red.

“Let me go,” William said dreamily, and stretched his hand towards the sea. “I need to go. They’re so lonely.”

“They’re hungry, William. There’s a difference. A terrible difference.”

The siren’s song increased in volume and urgency.

Come. Join us. Jump to your deaths. Impale yourself on our teeth and claws. Let us wrap our tails around your throats until you are dead. Oh, so wonderful! Oh, so wanton!

William’s muscles bunched as he pushed Nim away. But she refused to let go. She, too, was a monster of the deep, and she, too, knew how to get what she wanted.

She captured his eyes with hers and opened her mouth.

Stay with me, she sang. Her teeth were sharp and white and glorious. There is nowhere but here, no one but me. Stay.

William struggled, his fingers reaching for the railing even as he seemed to go boneless in Nim’s arms. She nodded and covered his mouth with hers.

The kiss was final. He would never heed another siren’s voice again. He belonged to her.

There was a scraping and a great groaning as the ship listed violently to one side. Nim stumbled and William grabbed her, pulling her safely to the railing.

“What was that?” she asked.

William’s eyes were full of Nim’s lights, but his voice was clear enough. “I think we ran into something. What would we possibly run into out here?”

The sisters in the water laughed triumphantly.

Not this ship, Nim sang down to them. Any others, but I told you to leave this one alone.

Who are you to tell us anything, weak one? They answered back, fangs glinting. Nim had been on the receiving end of them more than once. We lust, little ugly one. We feel greed. There are so many on board, and soon they will be in the water. We will feast on their hands and their hearts and their eyes . . .

Stop it.

 . . . and we will especially enjoy the one you cling to now. He will scream your name as we tear him apart. He will beg you for help, but what will you be able to do about it? You will do nothing but watch him perish.

Their ugly laughter was the worst part. It always was.

Yelling filled the night. Crew ran this way and that, inspecting the sides of the boat and the equipment. Nim could taste their terror, their franticness.

“We are going to sink,” she said.

William smiled at her. “Impossible. This ship is unsinkable, after all.”

Sweet human. Trying so hard to calm her terror even as he was realizing the true horror of it all. Was this the way of man? Is this what humans did?

She took his hand and held his fingers to her lips. “You will not be allowed to live,” she said simply, and turned away.

He pulled her back. “What do you mean?”

She felt the sadness in her smile. Oh, she wanted this kind person to survive, to marry and have more little humans and tell them the stories of his childhood, and perhaps even stories of her. But that wasn’t to be. He had heard her call and would never fully be free from it. He could live in the desert but would long for the sea, crawling on hands and knees through the dunes until he could make his way to the coastline. He would look for her all of his life, forgetting to eat and drink and sleep until his body gave up. Even then, his soul would be trapped if she didn’t come for him.

“I’ll do what I can for you. I think you’re a good man.”

She stepped away and fell backward over the railing. She heard William scream her name and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t see his horrified face. She hit the water and took a deep breath. The sea caressed her skin more gently than any lover ever had. She twisted free from the binding human dress and her awkward legs became a graceful tail once more.

“We brought the entire ship down,” her sister said. She swam around Nim with glee. “All we need to do is wait. We’ll have them all in the end.”

It was what sirens did. It was what they have always done. It was a curse and a gift, this craven desire, this jubilation for carnage, but Nim had grown tired. History repeated and repeated and repeated. The gods had died and forgotten them. They were simply more predators in the sea, sharks with higher senses of self-importance.

She watched the ship break in half. The lights went out and the screaming onboard increased. She thought of the beautiful staircase, of the marvels of human creation, and felt empty sorrow when the bodies plummeted into the sea en mass.

Her sisters began their feeding frenzy. Tails whipped the surface and churned the water into foam. They feasted on those in the water and beat at the windows to get to the terrified passengers inside. Their seductive songs ceased as they filled their bellies.

After a few hours, there was an aching silence. The screams and chatter died down, and the sirens, fat and lazy, sank to the bottom of the sea to rest. Nim swam quietly to and fro in the dark.

She found William clinging to a floating barrel, listless and barely moving in the cold. The hollows of his cheeks stuck out pitifully. Nim looked closer and saw a gash on his head. His soul oozed illness and pain.

“My friend,” she said, and was surprised at how relieved she was to find him.

“Nim?” His voice quivered in the dark. “Is that you? You’re alive.”

“I am. I’m so glad I found you. You’re terribly hurt, aren’t you?”

“I think my back is broken, Nim. Something hit me on the deck. But the water is so cold that I can’t feel much. That’s a blessing.”

He was so dear, this brave man. She swam closer and pushed his hair out of his face.

“Look at me, William.”

His eyelids fluttered but he managed to meet her eyes. His face lit up and a smile rested on his lips.

“May I sing you a song, my human? It will make everything go away.”

He nodded as best he could, and Nim pulled him to her. He released his grip on the barrel and tangled his fingers in her hair. She touched her forehead to his and sang him a song of freedom, of peace, of love and desire, as she pulled him down to the beautiful depths below.
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THE TELL-TALE MIND

KEVIN J. ANDERSON

The cramped, cluttered offices of Inspector Dupin were less impressive than the Richmond chief of police warranted. The window was so narrow and fly-specked that he had to light a kerosene lamp on his desk so he could read his handwritten case ledgers. The inspector himself needed a shave and a bath, and his dark blue uniform was dotted with stains that had been brushed off but not washed.

But Edgar Allan Poe was not one to cast judgment. He cut an even less impressive figure, bedraggled and desperate, but he had to make his report. He had to expose the terrible crimes he had seen in his mind. Poe could only hope that his strident wavering voice conveyed urgency rather than irrational agitation.

“I assure you, Inspector Dupin, I am not mad. You must believe me. I am not mad!” Poe placed both of his palms against his high forehead, stroked back his unruly raven locks of hair in a demonstration of abject misery. “Reginald Usher has murdered three people that I know of. I’ve seen it.”

Inspector Dupin had initially taken the young writer seriously when Poe barged into his office, slapping the side of his head as if to scatter buzzing bees from his thoughts. Dupin leaned forward at his desk and rubbed his weary eyes. “Has the police department not heard your accusations before, Mr. Poe? And have they not always turned out to be false?”

“Not false! Unproven—as yet. I am not mad. You must believe me.”

Poe realized that he came across as entirely the opposite. His eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed from far too much drinking. It was the only way he could silence, or at least quiet, the haunting, yammering voices that barged through his head. “I am not mad,” he whispered as if unsure he could convince even himself. “I know Usher committed the murders. My senses are heightened. My powers of observation keen.”

How could he explain that he often heard the feverish thoughts of others in his own mind?

Dupin poised with a quill pen in hand, the ink pot open, the page of his case ledger still blank. “As a writer and a poet, no doubt you believe in your understanding of human nature, but your claims are preposterous. Reginald Usher is a man of high social standing, a wealthy benefactor of the town’s orphanage. He prints the most reliable newspaper in Richmond, The Epitaph.” The inspector narrowed his eyes. “Until recently were you not in the employ of Mr. Usher, writing articles and literary criticism for TheEpitaph?”

Poe looked away. “That job proved to be . . . untenable. The things I saw there, the thoughts I heard.”

Dupin raised his eyebrows. “The thoughts you heard, Mr. Poe?”

“I am not mad,” Poe insisted again.

He recalled the time he had gathered the nerve to face Usher in his newspaper office, a finely appointed room that was more a private library than a business office. Reginald Usher had many shelves of fine books, classics of Greek and Roman literature, the plays of Socrates, the lives of Ovid, the histories of Plutarch, the works of William Shakespeare, and hundreds of unmarked journals of ancient philosophers. As a philanthropist, Usher made his wealth of information available to Epitaph reporters should they need to look up a fact or verify a quote, and also to scholars and seekers of truth in general, but few took him up on the invitation.

With his fascination for literature, having published his own volume of poems in 1827, Poe aspired to make his living by writing. He had accepted the position with the Richmond Epitaph, vowing to become an important reporter. Poe had not expected such a devastating experience when he entered the editor’s office, though. Instead of a quiet sanctuary of books, he found the room loud with Reginald Usher’s violent, unshielded thoughts that rang throughout his sensitive mind. He witnessed what the man had done, heard the screams of victims, felt the blood, and experienced the sheer joy he drew from it.

“He has killed at least three people,” Poe said again, resting his clenched fists on the inspector’s desk. “I am here to report a crime.”

“Who are these three victims? No bodies have been found, no one reported missing.”

Poe wished he had a drink as he sat sweating, shuddering, trying to get his thoughts under control. He adjusted his cravat, swallowed hard. “One is an old man . . . I don’t know the name. He was a boarder with a vulture-like eye, a lazy eye. It obsessed Usher so much that one night he killed the old man, smothered him with a pillow. Then he cut up the body into pieces and buried it under the floorboards. You can find the body still there in Usher’s home, if you look. Even his wife does not know about it.”

The inspector did not look sufficiently horrified, nor convinced. “I can’t send police to tear up a man’s floor because you’ve had a nightmare.” He narrowed his eyes. “Or because you are at odds with your former employer.”

Not wishing to explain, not yet, Poe pushed on. “The second victim was a business rival. A wealthy man from Atlanta who made a fortune in tobacco. Malcolm . . . ” He struggled for the name. He’d only caught a flash in Usher’s thoughts, drowned out by the hatred and smug satisfaction. “Malcolm Fortunato. They knew each other, disliked each other. Fortunato came to Virginia with plans to start a new newspaper that would have ruined Usher.”

Poe was breathing hard, the memories as vivid inside him as if he had committed the murders himself. “Usher pretended to be jovial, invited the man to a private dinner at his home, just the two of them. He got Fortunato drunk on expensive sherry, and when the man was unconscious, Usher chained him to a wall in the cellar. He bricked Fortunato up, leaving him there to starve in the darkness, his screams unheard.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “But Usher often returned to listen, pressing his ear against the fresh-laid bricks.”

“Your imagination is horrific, Mr. Poe.” Inspector Dupin placed the cap on the bottle of ink and set aside the quill, upset that his time was being wasted. “Again you have yet to offer a shred of proof. How do you know these things?”

Poe struggled to put the horrors into words. He tugged at the collar of his shirt. The cravat seemed constricting. “Is there no air in here, man?” The fumes of the kerosene lamp were stifling. Dupin unlatched the leaded glass window and swung it open, although the breezes did little to help. The ringing in Poe’s head changed to a different, higher pitch.

He continued doggedly, “The third murder was his cousin Berenice, a beautiful young girl with perfect white teeth, like pearls. Usher was obsessed with them just as he was obsessed with the vulture eye of the old man. He and his wife took Berenice as their young ward, but the girl is gone now. You can verify that much.”

“The man killed his niece because of her teeth?” Dupin asked with a long, dubious sigh.

“Because he wanted the teeth, he needed the teeth. He broke them out of her jaw and kept them in a jar. I think . . . I think he wanted to make a necklace of them.”

Dupin was repulsed. “You have tried my patience enough, Mr. Poe.”

“These things can be checked. Find what happened to Malcolm Fortunato. And the old man, his boarder. And the girl Berenice. Where are they? Surely the great Richmond police inspector can solve the crime.”

“I am not convinced there is any crime,” the inspector said.

“Then prove to me there isn’t! If these people have indeed disappeared, will that not be enough to raise questions?”

Dupin was at least partially swayed by the writer’s earnestness. “I do appreciate solving a crime.” He rose from his desk and went to the office door, calling out into the busy main room. “In the meantime I shall have you wait in a place where you’ll be safe, although not comfortable. You need it for your own good.” He scratched the stubble on his face. “If your assertions turn out to be false, there will also be consequences.”

The nightmarish visions continued to plague him, the murders he had witnessed through the thoughts of a killer. “They are true. You’ll see.”

The inspector addressed the two waiting officers. “Take Mr. Poe to the holding cell. He may be drunk or disoriented. At the very least he could use a good, long rest.”

Poe was alarmed and infuriated as the policemen took him by the arms. “Look into the matter and you’ll see, Inspector! I will wait to be vindicated, and then I will see Reginald Usher pay for what he’s done.”

***

With a rattle of keys in the lock, the iron bars swung open, and Poe groggily rose from the hard, narrow cot. He had slept poorly in the jail cell, hearing the muddled thoughts of another drunk in the next cell. Worse, he also overheard the violent recollections of a policeman in the corridor, a man who enforced the law while he was in uniform but went home to beat his wife because he liked her when she was terrified of him. The shuddery memories rang in his head, and Poe squeezed his eyes shut.

The frown on Dupin’s face held questions, even uncertainty. Poe recognized the change, heard the doubt in the inspector’s thoughts. “You’ve seen it!” He stepped toward the open cell door, trying to gather his composure. His body smelled of sweat, his mouth tasted of sour old wine. He looked a disgrace.

“It is enough to make me wonder, Mr. Poe. I investigated the matter, as you requested. Malcolm Fortunato is no longer in Richmond, and he has not been seen for two weeks.”

Poe felt a shiver. In his mind he saw the images of the man hanging in manacles in the dark space behind the cellar wall, while Usher used trowel and mortar, brick by brick, to seal him alive. “Because he is entombed alive behind a brick wall.”

Dupin said, “Fortunato apparently boarded a ship to England, where he has other business interests. He is not expected to return.”

“But you can’t prove that,” Poe said.

“Now you’re the one who asks for proof?” The inspector extended another finger. “Then there is the old man you spoke of. Some remember a boarder at the Usher’s house, and one person even remarked about the man’s oddly staring eye. But he has moved on, a transient—as boarders often are.”

“Again, that is no proof! He is buried under the floorboards, I tell you. Tear them up, and you’ll see.”

Dupin was singularly unruffled. “As for the cousin Berenice, the young girl was a ward of the Ushers, but has been sent off to a boarding school in Baltimore.”

“No, she is dead. Send a rider to Baltimore,” Poe insisted. “You will find that the girl is not there.”

“The reasoning is thin to send a courier on such an arduous journey. Rather, I’ll send a letter by post, just to investigate all possibilities. That will be sufficient.”

Though not satisfied, Poe couldn’t force the inspector to do more. “So I’m free to go then?” Trying to regain his composure, he shuffled out of the cell and down the corridor.

Following, Dupin scolded him. “In the meantime, you are not to besmirch the honor of Reginald Usher. You’ll only find yourself thrown back in jail.” The inspector spoke wearily as if he knew his words would not be heeded.

When they reached the front office, a gentleman and lady entered the Richmond police station, both of them finely dressed, both looking indignant. Poe reeled back clutching Inspector Dupin’s arm for support. “Reginald Usher!”

The newspaperman had a dark goatee, heavy eyebrows, and a stare like obsidian. Poe could not have described a more evil man in his most overwrought short story. Usher had a frock coat, a top hat, and a perfectly knotted purple cravat held in place with a diamond stickpin. Their eyes locked like daggers drawn.

Usher’s voice boomed, “Poe, you spread vile rumors about me, and I’ll have none of it! You were fired from your position for cause, and this is just some disgruntled revenge.”

But Poe’s gaze locked on the woman accompanying him, slightly plump with a powdered face, red hair done up in tight curls, a green velvet dress. And a necklace of perfect white, polished pearls, a string set off against her creamy throat.

Poe heard the horrified screams of victims in his mind. “The teeth. Berenice’s teeth! That’s what you did with them, you monster!” He broke free of Dupin’s grasp and lunged forward. As Mrs. Usher shrieked and clung to her husband, Poe fell upon her. He grabbed at the necklace, yanking it free. He felt the hard white objects in the palm of his hand, broke the strand, and they clattered and bounced on the floor of the station.

The inspector grabbed him, while other policemen rushed to help. Usher raised his walking stick and struck Poe on the shoulders. “Leave my wife alone.”

“They are teeth. Berenice’s teeth!” Poe howled.

As the necklace broke, the round white objects spread apart, rattling on the floor. Just pearls . . . ordinary, beautiful pearls.

“Accusing me of heinous murder, assaulting my wife! This man should be in a madhouse.” Usher glared at Poe. “I gave you a chance, young man. I thought I saw talent in you, but you are a menace.”

As Mrs. Usher found a seat and fanned herself, and the policemen collected the valuable pearls from the floor, Dupin dragged Poe to the side of the room, as far as possible from the newspaperman.

Usher continued, seething. “Have you looked into this man’s life, his character, Inspector? Edgar Allan Poe is a disgrace to everyone who has tried to help him. He was ejected from the University of Virginia due to excessive drinking and gambling, estranged from his foster father because of enormous debts, discharged from the United States Army under questionable circumstances. I could go on at length.”

Unable to deny any of it, Poe hung his head. His hand clenched, as if longing to hold a bottle of wine so he could drink himself into a stupor.

The inspector’s expression changed, becoming disappointed, even disgusted. Poe didn’t have to listen in on Dupin’s thoughts, and he doubted the inspector would even write a letter to the boarding school to verify the whereabouts of Berenice.

“I have seen enough. You are dismissed, Mr. Poe.” Dupin looked up at the newspaper owner. “Unless you wish to press charges, sir?”

“Poe is pathetic, and he hasn’t a penny to his name. I’d waste no further time on him, although if he continues to sully my good character with his wild accusations, I shall be forced to respond with all the force of the law.”

Usher turned with his lady, and they left the station. The policemen waited a sufficient length of time before throwing Poe out into the streets.

***

Even drunk enough to blot out his conscious thoughts, Poe could not entirely escape from the resounding thought-echoes buzzing around him. At night the taverns, the dancing halls, and the gambling dens were a maelstrom of shouting minds that sucked him down. Poe had spent his last few coins on a bottle of cheap grog which had only dulled the uproar by a small amount.

Now he staggered through the dark streets of Richmond, leaning against the brick walls of houses, keeping himself up by holding the rough bark of a stately elm. Feeling too exposed, he walked between buildings, seeking shelter in the shadows of an alley.

Poe could not go home, not in this condition. Even with the misery and heartache he had given his aunt Maria, she would still fawn over him . . . or his lovely young cousin Virginia, of whom he was quite fond, would want to mother him, though she was just a child. They both knew of Poe’s illness, his passion, the clamor in his mind, but for some odd reason they excused it as the workings of a great creative mind. They knew his muse was so insistent it drove him to the verge of irrational behavior.

Poe’s parents had been actors, and the spirit of drama surely lived within him. Young Virginia adored him when he told her stories, even the horrific ones that he dredged out of his nightmares. But he couldn’t share all of his pain and misery, not the true horrors he had seen in the hearts of even respectable men like Reginald Usher. Neither Aunt Marie nor sweet young Virginia deserved that.

Poe didn’t deserve it either, but he had been cursed with a special acuity. All his life the ringing and droning had ricocheted through his head. Guilty memories, dark unintended confessions sloshed out of other minds like the foam from an overfilled mug of beer. He had heard the ghosts of lost loved ones, the violence of past crimes. The only way he could get a modicum of peace was by drowning those mental echoes with brandy, wine, or even cheap grog.

Lurching down the alley, he took another swig from the dark bottle. He turned into another dark street, lost and uncaring.

At the police station, Usher had deprecated him, and the man’s belittlement was all true. Poe was a failure in every aspect of his life, not through lack of talent but through a weakness in his character. How could a man lead a normal life when his very existence was an inner battle with tortuous thoughts that rose like a miasma from the crowd of humanity? Poe knew the dark secrets of even the most nondescript man in the crowd. He had to live with the guilt of every sin on which he eavesdropped. How could any man be strong enough for that?

He drained the last of the grog and tossed the empty bottle aside. The breaking glass masked the sound of other footsteps, and Poe blearily made out the burly shapes of three men at the other end of the alley. He had come here hoping to find silence from all the clamorous thoughts in the city, but now he heard a roar of violent anticipation boiling from the men. These were thugs focused on hurting him, with no subtlety whatsoever. They did not even have thoughts of robbing him, although Poe would have been a disappointing mark for any cutpurse.

He tried to flee, but his body was too clumsy from the drink, and two big men were upon him in a moment. He realized the third man was a different sort altogether. His thoughts were sharper, more dangerous and black, like the wings of a raven.

“Hold him,” said the voice. “Hurt him.”

One thug dutifully grabbed Poe by the collar and hauled him against the alley wall. The other man pummeled him hard in the face and again in his gut. As Poe collapsed, retching, the thoughts of the third man became more distinct. Even though he couldn’t see through the shadows, pain, and alcohol, he knew this man. Reginald Usher.

Poe managed to croak, “You’ll kill me now, like the others?” He meant to sound defiant and challenging, but he convulsed and spewed vomit on the ground.

“You are a madman, and your accusations are maddening.” Usher leaned close, grimacing at the stink of vomit and whiskey. “I should have these men cut you open and tie you with your own entrails.” He paused and grinned, showing white pearly teeth that must surely have been as noteworthy as Berenice’s. “Better yet, I should just bury you alive in an unmarked grave. No one would ever find you, and you would suffocate slowly, slowly. Ah, that would be fitting.”

In the resonance of Usher’s murderous thoughts, Poe knew that he meant to do it.

“But first you will tell me how you know.” He shook Poe by the shoulders, slamming his head against the alley wall. “Were you watching? What did you see? How is that possible?”

“I saw because you saw,” Poe said. “And you can’t stop thinking about it.” He laughed. “The teeth . . . the teeth were so hard and white, but you didn’t expect all the blood when you used the hammer to bash them out of her lifeless face, did you?”

Usher recoiled.

“And the old man with the staring eye! You could hear his heart beating, couldn’t you? Even after he was dead, pounding in your head, pounding . . . ”

Usher kicked him in the ribs, but it was more a reflex with little strength behind it. The two thugs, though, beat him harder. Poe kept laughing as he stared up at Usher’s animal eyes, saw even deeper into his mind. “I see Fortunato on the chains, sloppily begging for his life. You may be a powerful businessman, Mr. Usher, but you’re a bad bricklayer.”

The man was horrified and infuriated. “You can’t know! You have no proof.”

Poe chucked and then spat blood. “I have your guilt.”

Usher stepped away, disgusted but clearly shaken.

“Should we kill him?” asked one of the thugs.

Usher shook his head. “The police know of my connection to him. If he died now, too many people might question me.” He clearly hated his conclusion. “But no one will take him seriously. He’s disgraced and clearly deranged.”

Even through his fog of alcohol, blood, and pain, Poe found that amusing. “I am deranged? You murder people on a whim . . . and I am deranged?”

“Let his own demons punish him,” Usher sneered, then considered. “But in the meantime, you can make him hurt.”

The thugs kicked and pummeled Poe, but before he fell into unconsciousness, he was smiling. He had seen even deeper into Usher’s mind and found exactly what he needed.

***

The annoyed policemen tried to prevent Poe from seeing Inspector Dupin. He tried to break free of their tight grip, and the struggle only exacerbated the pain of his countless bruises, his cracked ribs, his split lip. His black eye was so swollen he could barely see. “I must speak with the inspector! It is a matter of utmost importance.”

Dupin emerged from his dingy office and regarded the battered man with grave disappointment, though he showed a small amount of sympathy at seeing his injuries. “I see your words have gotten you into even more trouble, Mr. Poe.”

Poe yanked his arms free of the policemen. “Not my words, sir—it is what I know that makes Usher fear me.”

One of the policemen interjected sharply, “He was obviously beaten and robbed while he was in a drunken stupor.”

“Do you intend to blame this on Reginald Usher?” Dupin asked.

“It was his ruffians, but he will deny it.” Poe tugged on the muddied remnants of his jacket, then stripped off the mangled cravat as a lost cause. “But this assault is insignificant when compared with the heinous murders he has committed.”

The policeman groaned, and Inspector Dupin turned away. “Let me never see you again, Mr. Poe. I don’t know why you bothered to come.”

“Because I have proof! And I can show it to you. A full confession written in Reginald Usher’s own hand.”

Dupin paused and turned with a skeptical frown. “Usher was quite clear that if you made false accusations against him again, he would press charges. You will be ruined.”

Poe straightened his shoulders and looked the inspector in the eye. “If you should find my claims insufficient, then you may arrest me. But you will arrest Usher instead when you read what he has written. I can show you.”

The policeman who had been holding Poe looked upset. “Waste of time, sir.”

Poe pushed past the pain of his injuries, heard the thoughts and unanswered questions in Dupin’s mind, and took hope. “Surely there must be some question in your mind, Inspector?” His eyes pleaded. “We simply need to go to his newspaper office. It’ll take only a moment, and you will take a murderer off the streets of Richmond.”

“I will lock someone up before this day is done, that’s for certain,” grumbled Dupin. “This is your last chance.”

***

When they arrived at the offices of the Richmond Epitaph, Reginald Usher rose from his great mahogany desk, clearly indignant. “Inspector Dupin, I had hoped never to see you again.”

The newspaperman’s office was appointed like a fine withdrawing room with its own fireplace, a small side table with a cut-crystal decanter of brandy, an overstuffed leather chair. The walls were covered with fine oak shelves filled with countless books of varying sizes, fat volumes, slender volumes with embossed spines and bound in shades of leather or cloth. The books were arranged haphazardly, giving no indication as to how the books were arranged, whether by subject, author, or language.

Two policemen entered behind Dupin and stood at attention by the door. Poe remained close as the inspector spoke in a formal voice, “Police business, sir. I hope to accept your invitation to make use of the resources in your library?” He glanced at the shelves filled with more books than any one man could read. “Might I avail upon your generosity to double-check a detail?”

Usher looked witheringly at Poe, wary. “Why have you brought this . . . creature? Did we not put an end to his ravings the other day?” He sniffed. “He appears to need medical attention—and a bath. Has he hurt himself?”

A flare of violent suspicions leaked out of Usher’s mind, like smoke from a badly vented fireplace. He was on the edge of more violence, expecting Poe to accuse him of the assault, which he would merely laugh at.

But Poe was not so foolish. He also heard Dupin’s doubts, the impatience, and his surprising dislike for Reginald Usher. Dupin was a keen inspector with an instinct for what was not right. Poe had explained what he needed from the newspaperman’s office.

The inspector led the conversation. “No need to bother with that, sir. I merely need an item from your library. One quick verification, and then I can absolve you of all guilt. No one will ever give a second thought to Mr. Poe’s wild stories.”

“No one ever did,” Usher said pointedly, then fashioned a magnanimous smile again. “I have always said that the learned men of Richmond may peruse my library. What is it you need, Inspector? A quote from Pliny the Elder? A Greek translation of the Holy Scriptures? Berlini’s account of the red death in Italy?”

“Mr. Poe has a specific title in mind.”
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