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      There are over 16 pounds of blood in the average adult male body. This held as true for a normal-sized man as for the wretched fat fuck that Dan Murch dragged across the filthy concrete floor of the abandoned textile mill. He cursed each time he had to pause and readjust his grip on the slippery folds of flesh hanging from the corpse’s armpits. They could have chosen from among any of the homeless derelicts infesting the streets in this part of town. Lost men like this one lay ripe for the taking, huddled around crude campfires, willing to accept any offer of quick cash for private depravity. He didn’t know what lies they told the bum to get him here. It didn’t matter now. 

      What mattered was that they picked him, in all his corpulent ruin, leaving Murch to drag the 300 pounds of cooling meat to the lower decks of the factory’s parking structure before handing it over to the men tasked with its disposal. It was Murch who would gag on the stench of sweat, shit, and garbage saturating the fat fuck’s clothing. It was Murch who would stain his one good suit on the greasy broth seeping from the man’s skin. It was Murch who would feel his own body, slick with sweat, freeze in the frigid October air.

      It was always him. 

      The insults were nothing new. Murch lived his life as a loner, too husky to attract women, too clumsy for his size to be of any use in sports. Birth had cursed him with only above-average intelligence in a family of smug, over-achieving twats. His siblings assumed their rightful place among the popular kids, while he played the court jester. Bad as high school had been, the adult world proved much worse. He floundered in mind-numbing office jobs.The monotony of the daily grind was relieved only by weekend gaming sessions with people even lower on the social scale than him. Dan Murch lived in the shadows, of little or no value to anyone. Until the Master.

      For all the goodwill it earned him. 

      There were none who served as faithfully or obeyed as readily. When a job needed doing, a dirty job, a job without glory or dignity, Dan Murch would, without fail, stand up while the others looked at the ceiling as though it held the answers to the mysteries of the universe. He heard the snickers behind his back, the kissing sounds, the mockery. Even those shunned by society felt justified in delegating him to the role of clown. He wished the Master would call them out on it, but he knew the slights and injuries suffered by a mere acolyte, however dedicated, could never hold enough significance to trouble a mind occupied with weightier matters. Still…

      Fluid drizzled out the carcass, accompanied by a gurgling sound and a sudden stench that almost drove Murch to his knees. He took a deep breath through his mouth, ignored the pungent taste of the air and, in a last burst of energy, dragged the leaking body to the garage doors of the parking deck, a yellow-brown trail marking his journey. He let go. The dead man’s enormous bald head made a crack as it hit the ground. There, he thought, they can handle the rest.

       His heart pounded in his chest. Sweat poured from his ruddy face, even as he shivered in the icy breeze blowing from the broken windows. Life had taken him on many repugnant sidetracks, but none more loathsome than this. The fumbled teenage attempts at suicide seemed the height of dignity compared to his present course. Even without the slowly deflating corpse, the smells and sights permeating this empty floor would have turned his stomach. Dank moisture infused the air, and curls of mildewed paint spiraled from the concrete ceiling. Uninspired attempts at graffiti filled the walls, with even less artistic racial slurs scrawled over them in angry strokes of black marker. The skeletal remains of pigeons lay in a mound of bones and feathers, and something, presumably that which consumed them, skittered in the dark recesses, eyeing him. A ragged mattress, speckled with dots of mold, rotted in one corner, reeking of a ghastly combination of feces and decay that added to the already pungent bouquet surrounding him. Murch knew his own stench was just a touch less nauseating than the oozing cadaver. He would miss the ceremony. He would not dream of trying to attend, not in this state. For all his unquestioning loyalty, for all his years of steadfast service, for all the sacrifices, they would forget him. Nobody would even notice—

      “Mr. Murch?”

      He spun around to see a man standing in one of the service elevators, a tall, but slight man with an impish smile twitching beneath a pencil-thin mustache. He wore a silk suit that had been hand crafted to fit his form. His forever arched eyebrows and deep-set eyes, framed by well-molded hair but graying temples, lent him an air of professorial dignity. He held a small silver cigarette holder, a rumored gift from Noel Coward, and the smoke drifted in lazy arcs into the icy air before the breeze broke them.

      Murch felt his chill vanish as he flushed red with humiliation, the self-pity he felt a moment before magnified tenfold. He tried to say something and managed only a sputter. “Mr. Mansfield! I, um…”

      Mansfield motioned to where the body lay in a thin pool of its own juices. “Nasty business.”

      “We’ll dispose of it soon,” Murch assured him. “They should be here any minute.”

      “No, I meant your having to drag it all the way down here. Unpleasant, I’m sure. And why did they pick someone of such girth? Even a child would have sufficed.”

      It appeared the man had read his mind, and yet Murch felt compelled to minimize his own feelings. “It’s no bother, sir. We do what we must.”

      Mansfield shook his head. “No, Mr. Murch, we do what we choose. For most, that is the minimum amount possible. For a few, a well-chosen few…”

      He stared at the ceiling, lost in his thoughts, and then looked at Murch with kind, tired eyes. The big man felt a warm glow as if Mansfield had peered into his soul and found it worthy. “For those special few, gifted with the virtues of loyalty and insight, we ask much more. We take much more. And to them, one day, we will give much more.”

      He walked out of the elevator, flicking cigarette ash to the floor, and stood next to Murch, looking down at the cadaver as his exotic cologne mingled with the corpse’s ripe stink. Murch wanted nothing more than to shake his hand, to embrace him, to do a thousand unthinkable breaches of protocol. He had never dared stand this close to him before. The electric buzz that seemed to pulse through the room whenever Mansfield entered threatened to overwhelm his senses. He hoped Mansfield was blind to how close he was to falling into a blubbering mess, but the Master seemed too preoccupied to notice the trembling of his bloody, sweaty hands.

      “Nasty business,” Mansfield repeated, brushing a bit of ash from the tortoiseshell buttons on his silk shirt. “Mr. Murch, do you suppose I enjoy this cruel necessity?”

      Murch’s mouth went dry for fear of the wrong answer. “No sir,” he said, and relief washed over him as the Master smiled.

      “Of course not. I do not consider myself a callous man, despite the public’s impression to the contrary. I take no pleasure in the harsh actions that necessity dictates. The rules we follow are those written by other hands. The steps we take to fulfill our destiny only seem abhorrent to a world blind to the vision we see with such perfect clarity. This man-” He motioned to the body, waving his cigarette holder over it as if conducting a hymn to his memory. “Whatever mistakes or misfortunes brought him to us, he did not deserve so sordid an end. No man does.” He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “But we must build our revolution on ground fertilized with blood. It’s the nature of things. And yet…we cannot forget the debt owed to the nameless brutes who prepared the path.” He placed a gentle hand on Murch’s shoulder. “Or the debts owed to those who have toiled without gratitude for so long."He smiled. “I will see you tonight at the ceremony, yes?”

      Murch tried his best to look him in the eye and could not. “Sir, I don’t think I’m…” He motioned with his bloodied hands to the stains on his clothes. “I’m not fit for good company.”

      Mansfield barked out a laugh. “Good company? Is that what you think of them?” He laughed again, an edge of bitterness creeping in. “There’s scarcely one I’d trust.” He looked over at Murch and fished a key from his pocket and slipped it into Murch’s pocket, careful not to touch him. “Here. Fourth floor, the room at the corridor’s end with the red door. Check the closet, I believe you’ll find something more fitting for a man of substance. I have installed a portable shower. Use whatever you need.”

      He gave Murch the warmest of smiles as the big man’s eyes teared up. “I don’t know how to thank you, sir,” Murch stammered. He watched as Mansfield walked back to the elevator.

      “Nonsense,” Mansfield insisted, “it’s only proper that you attend.” He gave a nod as he rose, the rusted metal groaning from disuse. Murch waited until he could not hear the receding footsteps before he wept, his shoulders heaving as he let loose. All the pain eating away at him had vanished. He felt renewed, consumed by the unshakeable certainty of the world soon to come and his role in it. In that moment, he loved Raymond Mansfield with every fiber of his soul. The slights, the humiliations that had so consumed him mere minutes earlier, now gave way to a glow of idolization. He had spent his life craving his father’s love, but now that elusive goal seemed small and inconsequential. Mansfield was all the family he would ever desire. He had already killed for him. Were he to ask, he would die for him.

      He did not see the figure standing in the corner, shaded in the darkness of the broken lights, staring at him with eyes that reflected everything in their endless black silence.
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      The building, like many of the prohibition-era hotels in the once thriving southern edge of the city, had seen far better days. Its filigree balustrades were long gone, stripped for their melt value. Art deco wallpaper, once celebrated for its innovative floral abstracts, lay corroded and peeling. All that remained was an exercise in urban decay attractive to the inquisitive and desperate. Rumors abounded of ghosts, restless spirits from the countless suicides and mob hits said to have occurred under its watch, doomed to wander the crumbling hallways in listless solitude. The roped-off upper floors suggested forbidden sights better left unseen, but it was the broken sections of the roof and peeling asbestos that demanded caution, not unsettled phantoms. Whatever atrocities these walls had seen, none deserved spectral commemoration.

      Security guards, hired for size and discretion, watched over a row of humming generators placed in the alley. Cars stopped in a steady stream, unloading men and women covering themselves from the freezing wind and curious eyes, their expensive shoes exposing them as fugitives from far more luxurious parts of town. One after another, they knocked on the heavy metal door and whispered to whoever stood behind it. Each, after a pause that stretched on forever, found themselves whisked inside.  

      They walked down a dim hallway, the flickering lights strobing in an irregular beat. Dan Murch stood before the last obstacle, greeting them, resplendent in a dark gray suit just a size too large for even his frame, once worn by a Hollywood director as famous for his indiscretions as for his art. He gave each a brief nod of approval from beneath his crisp fedora, and even those who had once dismissed him seemed to notice the change in his bearing. Docility gave way to confidence, a hint of pride in his slight smile, as though aware of an unshared secret. He waited for the others to earn their admittance, before striding to the metal door, striking it with slow, steady raps, six times then twice more after a pause. The sliding section opened, revealing a set of bloodshot eyes.

      “What did you see?” the voice, thick with a Chicagoan accent, whispered.

      Murch recognized him, one of the long-haired youths that had of late become a constant presence at the ceremonies. “A murder of crows,” he answered.

      “The raven flies where he pleases,” came the reply.

      “To rap upon my chamber door,” Murch answered.

      A moment of silence stretched on. “Dark is the suede that mows like a harvest,” the voice boomed in an exaggerated baritone. A girl giggled.

      Murch scowled. “God dammit, Kevin, this isn’t a joke. Open the fucking door.” A moment later it slid open with a heavy metallic groan. He walked past a young couple oblivious to his presence as they made out, kicking the door shut again. Murch shook his head with weary resignation. Club membership, once limited to people of a certain decorum, could no longer afford such standards. Desperate times…

      Attempts to clean the room had left it more palatable. The musty smell of stale urine and damp mold were diminished. Red satin cloth draped the graffiti-soiled walls, and the flicker of artificial candlelight augmented a number of actual candles to provide discreet illumination. He removed his hat, and a woman in form-fitting black vinyl appeared, taking it with sullen indifference, turning back without acknowledgment. A second woman brought him a glass of red wine and a third handed him a baroque masquerade mask of a rabbit, festooned with ornate costume jewelry. He examined it with a sigh. The stones were mere colored glass and looked to have been hot glued on earlier that day, with long glistening strands hanging like errant spider webs. He longed for when the masks were hand made by old school artisans, gold leaf surrounding genuine gemstones, but the omnipotent wisdom possessed by the Master had been far too focused on spiritual matters to foresee the downturn in the occult market that hit his interests hard. 

      He adjusted the mask to his face. No matter, he thought. The events of tonight promised a far greater reward than the fleeting satisfaction of earthly treasure. The assembled witnesses, though much depleted in number from the height of his Master’s notoriety, still contained a celebrity or two to fuel the whispers from clusters of the less notable. He saw the aging pop star, her last hit song a distant memory, keeping her name in the news with a series of manufactured scandals; drug rehabilitation, bisexual liaisons with the D-list offspring of C-list celebrities, a sex tape, and a dubious adoption of aboriginal Australian twins. Watching her, a delicate, well-dressed man; a writer of horror fiction. He imagined a series of escalating degradations upon her slender body. In the corner, a disgraced politician, formerly deemed a rising star in the city’s ruling party, studied the room from behind a tattered owl mask as he leered at a young woman, famous for reasons that nobody could recall. Most gawked at a man in his early twenties with hair dyed in bright, flamed hues, wearing a mask so small and transparent that it left little doubt as to his identity. An internet influencer, Murch recalled. When did that become a thing? He shook his head. Dilettantes. They had all turned to study Murch as he entered the room, but his face betrayed no trace of celebrity. They soon turned away.

      A dull, whispered chatter provided relief from the tinny atonal music piped in from hidden speakers. Though it grated on his ears, Murch saw it as a tremendous upgrade from the last ceremony. They had, at no small expense, paid a performance artist for background music only to have him set up microphones and speakers in a manner that allowed him to play a single note from a contrabass and then walk away, the feedback providing an unending series of distorted moans and static, a dreadful cacophony of discordant noise. The Master, for all his wisdom in most matters, had preferences in music beyond the ability of mere mortals to appreciate.

      Murch observed the altar at the center of the room, a simple prop of wood and plaster hand-painted to mimic stone, saturated in the fat fuck’s congealing blood. In peaceful repose upon it lay a beautiful woman, draped with a sheer blue silken fabric that flowed over her naked body like water. In the red light, it looked very black. Her eyes, which once glittered like topaz, now turned obsidian beneath the crimson spotlight. The fabric stressed every curve and he was so engrossed in the shadows cast by her nipples that he almost failed to notice a man in an expensive suit and fox mask giving her the same attention. He made his way to the smaller man’s side.

       “Mr. Barlow?” he whispered. Reginald Barlow jumped at the mention of his name, then turned and gave him a quiet appraisal. 

      “Don.”

      “Dan.” Murch corrected, wincing.

      “Of course,” Barlow said. An awkward pause followed, Barlow’s eyes darting as he tried to recall Murch’s position within the Order. He raised his eyebrows in amusement. “Ah, yes. From the Emporium. The clerk.”

      “Manager of acquisitions,” Murch said, his voice tight.

      “Of course,” Barlow turned away, his interest in the conversation finished.

      A crash of cymbals interrupted them, and Raymond Mansfield burst from the curtains, wearing a costume inspired in equal parts by Kenneth Anger and 1970s glam rock. Ten women filed out, five on each side, their faces covered in pale foundation with heavy black eyeliner and crimson lipstick. Despite their varying ages and faces, they all looked the same. Only their eyes kept any semblance of individuality, and these stared ahead, blank and devoid of emotion. Each held a long, curved dagger. The room fell silent.  

      Mansfield gazed down at the congregation, fixing each member with a look of imperious disdain. He cast his eyes downward and paused for a long moment before speaking.

      “Welcome, my old friends. Welcome to my ascension.” He lifted his cape so as not to trip as he took delicate steps down to the floor. “It has been a long journey, fraught with setbacks, threatened by adversity. Through every reversal, we few have persevered. Tonight begins the reward for our steadfast faith.”

      He plucked a glass of red wine from a serving girl who looked at him with adoration, raising it in a toast. “Lift your drinks and give thanks to he who guides us all.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Hail Satan,” he whispered.

      They all did the same. “Hail Satan,” they said as one.

      “Hail to the beast who waits in the night,” a red-headed woman in a jeweled mask called out.

      “Hail to the dark king of this world and the next,” a thin man with track marks on his arms half shouted.

      “Hail to the master of shadows and speaker of truths,” Barlow said in a deep baritone, belying his small stature.

      One by one, they drank in his name.
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      The stream of people entering the building slowed to a trickle, allowing Kevin the doorman to concentrate on the girl he had met earlier in the evening. A sudden movement in the corner of his eye made him turn. He had not heard the door open or close, but a figure, tall and clad in glistening black leathers, strode by him. “Hey!” he called out, scowling, “What’s your bus--”

      The figure turned, his face covered in a mahogany plague doctor’s mask, with ornate silver inlays. Eyes of polished onyx stones glittered in the light, and Kevin could see his reflection in them. The face staring back from them reflected his own but contorted in horror. He tried to speak and then stopped.

      Why do you turn away from her? A voice asked. It rang clear and loud inside his head. Kevin looked back at the girl who stared at him with pale green eyes, her mouth contorted in a feral hunger.Blue triskelions swirled around her eyes, drawing him closer. She was not the same woman she had been just a few seconds earlier, but whatever confusion he felt vanished as she grabbed him by the back of his head, pulling his mouth to hers. The figure turned and walked away. The lights flickered off as it walked down the hallway, leaving a trail of shadows.

      A scream echoed through the dirty hall, but Kevin could no longer hear it over the sound of his own. 

      It came from a slender, dark-skinned woman, as she attempted to peel a strip of skin from the back of her hand. She had borne the knife’s edge with stoic indifference, but the act of tearing off her flesh sent a wave of agony through her that proved unbearable. Sweat poured down her face as she clenched her teeth and gave one last pull. Her scream echoed through the room and the acolytes leaned in closer. She had been the last. All the women now stood with blood dripping from the torn flesh of their ruined hands. Some wept in pain, some swayed in the throes of almost orgasmic ecstasy. Mansfield held a silver tray with all ten strips arranged into a pentagram. He chose one and popped it into his mouth, chewing. The acolytes chanted. 

      “Vita vescendumcarnes…”

       Mansfield ate each piece of skin, his face impassive. The women held their wounded hands over a chalice and allowed the blood to drip into it. They squeezed each drop from their wounds, eager to show their fealty, to add the most of their essence to the offering. One thought to catch each falling drop with her good hand and she poured it into the goblet, ignoring the envious glares cast her way. Mansfield took the cup and drank.

      “Fit animamsanguinis,” the crowd chanted.

      Mansfield spoke but soon faltered, looking at the women with sad, glistening eyes. “My most loyal disciples,” he said, his voice breaking, “Daughters, lovers, wives…” They all wept now, shoulders heaving, looking at him in veneration through tear-stained eyes. Their hands shook, eager for what would soon come. “Go now,” he continued, “Prepare the rooms in my Father’s mansion. One day soon, we shall again walk together.”

      They lifted the knives to their necks, hesitating for a moment, waiting for a reason to stop. There came only a collective silence. As one, they slid the knives across their throats. Flesh parted at the touch of sharpened steel, and ten showers of blood misted through the air as the women spun and fell. The chanting of the cultists faded to silence and then rose again, their voices wavering. 

      “Erit vita animae,” they recited.

      Mansfield walked over the bodies, being careful not to slip on the blood pooling from the wounds in diminishing spurts. He whispered incantations as he slid the silken cloth from the girl on the altar, exposing her body to the night air. The other women had sported a variety of tattoos, but her skin remained pristine, unblemished by man or nature. She could not have been more than 19, her auburn hair a dark contrast to her alabaster skin. Mansfield plucked a knife from the cooling hands of a dead woman, wiping his prints from the handle before placing the blade into the girl’s willing hands. She looked at him without a trace of fear or doubt. He leaned in, whispering a message only for her as a sad smile spread across her face. He placed a long, gentle kiss on her forehead and turned to the silent crowd.

      “Choose,” he commanded, “Who shall have the honor of finishing this?”

      The words had only just registered before the room erupted, a dozen phones buzzing, ringing, playing tunes inappropriate to the setting. Within seconds, the crowd began a mad race for the exits. Mansfield watched, unperturbed, as though expecting this possibility. Dan Murch saw the bodies piling up at the door, fighting for a way out, and he ran undetected to a second exit hidden behind one curtain. He cast a regretful eye toward Mansfield and received a nod. He left, praying to dark forces that his choice would not condemn him.

      It only took seconds before Mansfield and the woman stood alone in the room, save for the grim figure in the plague doctor’s mask lurking in the shadows, staring at them. Mansfield’s eyes narrowed and his smile grew grim. “I expect that was a warning regarding the impending arrival of the authorities, yes? Are you the one who betrayed us? I’ve never seen you here before.”

      The shadows grew darker. “I have always been among you.” 

      The door exploded open. Armored police burst into the room, guns at the ready, shouting for order. They stopped when they saw the girl holding the knife to her own throat. Mansfield stepped in front of her, his hands open, pleading for calm. “Wait! Don’t frighten her!” He turned back and whispered in her ear. “It cannot be by your own hand.”

      She nodded and sprang off the altar with a panther’s grace, going for the nearest cop, slashing at his throat. He ducked his head at the last moment, the blade glancing off his helmet. She tripped and a hail of gunfire tore into her body as she jerked in a spastic ballet, her white skin blossoming in crimson. Mansfield cowered on the floor, grimacing as he watched her form reduced to tatters.It appeared as if he could see, with preternatural lucidity, every bullet piercing into her once pristine form. Her body stopped, suspended in the air. The thunder of the gunshots faded as the room grew silent, save for his own breathing and the booming thump of his heart.

      The man in black walked among the frozen forms of the police, sliding past their contorted faces and twisted bodies. Mansfield could only stare, his mouth wide open. “Is...is it over?” he asked, “Has it happened? Is this my power?”

      The figure tilted his head to one side as if gazing at an insect. “Your power?” The figure turned away, laughing as he cast away his mask. He stood silhouetted against the flickering light from the hallway, his head still in the form of a blackbird. “We shall speak again,” he whispered, and then the night consumed him.

      Mansfield stared at the space where the figure had stood, and then time remembered its inexorable flow. A cop slammed into him from behind, driving him face first into the floor. They piled atop him, a frenzy of flailing nightsticks. From the hallway, malevolent pale green eyes watched in delight. A woman’s laughter glittered in the air, drowned out by the sound of wood hitting flesh.
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      It had been an uneventful summer, and the city was ready for an explosion.

      The rumors started earlier that morning, whispers becoming phone calls and texts. Even the less experienced reporters felt the buzzing tension that falls over a crowd before the mad rush toward a fight, as everyone tries to grasp enough information to become an authority. The trial’s most sensational details had dribbled out in lurid hints of what would soon follow. Rejected jurors got their fifteen minutes of fame, subjecting themselves to interrogations from Court TV. A failing internet magazine saw its fortunes rise with insider reports, before their source, a rather sketchy sketch artist, slipped up and got himself fired. With the trial slated to begin within the week, familiar faces had set up shop in the city’s finest hotels, reporters doing the hard investigative work of finding the best bars and massage parlors.

      All, it now seemed, for nothing.

      Alex Vasquez stared straight at the camera, gazing into the lens as if sharing a secret with his closest friend. “Thanks, Johnny. The upcoming trial that has captured nationwide attention found itself thrown into turmoil this morning. Reports from sources within the prosecutor’s office have told us that…”

       A few yards away, Tammy Brogan, resplendent in a smart red business suit, held one side of a headset to her ear. It remained forever unplugged, but she found the image conveyed an almost Mission Impossible vibe to her growing number of viewers. “Tony,” she said with confidence, “If that proves to be the case, Judge Layko will have no choice but to declare a mistrial. Whether having that much evidence ruled inadmissible would prevent a second trial is something that—”

      Perfectly situated at the very steps to the courthouse, framed on one side by a flag and another by a throng of police officers controlling the growing crowd, Paul Watkins waited while his personal makeup woman added a few touches to his sculpted hair. He had dyed his naturally brown hair to a light silver, lending him a gravitas that matched his authoritative tones. His remained the highest rated of the broadcasts and when the anchor threw him a question, he spoke with a confident authority. “Well, Susan, there’s no longer any doubt that the risky strategy of defense attorney Anatole Drake has paid off. Once a target of criticism within the legal community, Drake now stands vindicated in what many are calling the most shocking legal reversal in—”
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        * * *

      

       Judge Grace Layko, with the steady composure borne of nearly three decades on the bench, listened to the red-faced man trying not to shout or burst into tears, despite having good reason to do both. He began repeating himself, and she drummed her fingers on the desk, a clear sign to any who knew her that the time for patience had neared its end. He sensed that his opportunity was dwindling, so his voice grew louder.

      “--and I will make this promise. If you do this, I guarantee, I guarantee he will do it again. It’s a travesty of justice. You set this maniac free and—”

      Judge Layko leaned her face, dark against her whitened hair, on her hands. Her cat, an obese calico she kept in her chambers in defiance of every regulation, padded over for a tuck under the chin. She sighed and interrupted him, a slight edge in her voice all the warning he would get. “Mr. Cooper, I’m not setting anyone free. I’m complying with the law. Had your team done likewise, everything would be far more to your liking, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” She spread out her hands. “But here we are.”

      Cooper sputtered, looking for support from his assistants and finding them struck motionless and mute. “I’m not arguing that mistakes weren’t made.”

      Anatole Drake cleared his throat. They all turned to look at him. His age made him look like an intern among elders, but his confident eyes and failing effort to hide a half-smile made him the only one in the room who appeared unburdened by some tremendous weight on his tall, thin frame. His boyish face framed intense dark eyes, and he tried, with limited success, to avoid displaying the smug triumph coursing through him. “It’s very simple,” he said, his calm voice offering no expectation of dissent, “We can end this now, or we can finish the trial. And if the jury doesn’t go my way, I will have an ironclad, 100% winning basis for a reversal.”

      Cooper sneered. Drake’s insufferable tone provided all the motivation needed to stiffen his spine. He began his protest, but Judge Layko stopped him. “He isn’t wrong. And I don’t preside over doomed trials,” she said as she shuffled papers, the arguments being over to her satisfaction. 

      The prosecutor would not let it go. “I need more time. You can’t allow a madman to walk free on a simple technicality.” 

      Her voice grew brittle as she glared at him over her glasses. She prided herself on maintaining a dignified presence on the bench, but in the privacy of her chambers, she could indulge in the street-smart aggression that had fueled her rise to a judgeship. “I can cite precedent for the next hour, but let’s put it in layman’s terms. You fucked up. The cops disgraced their office when they made an arrest without securing a warrant, and your people finished whatever chance his client had for a fair trial by mishandling the evidence.”

      Cooper shouted, stabbing the air between them with a finger. “This city will explode! It will explode and you’re the one they’ll blame!”

      Layko rose from her seat and began shouting herself. She stood a good foot and a half shorter than Cooper, but he seemed to shrink under her onslaught. “Blame this on me?” she asked, incredulous, “Listen up, sonny, I can make this ruling simple, or I can make it a 500-page dissertation on why they should yank your license! You want to see his client go to jail? Hell, I want to see his client go to jail!” She turned to Drake with a malevolent stare. “You didn’t hear me say that.”

      “Hear you say what, your honor?” His half-smirk had vanished, his face now the very picture of neutrality.

      She smiled without a trace of humor. “Smart boy.” She turned back to Cooper, now thoroughly cowed, his hands fluttering at his sides as he tried to figure out where to put them. “It looks as though the only one going to jail is whichever one of you thought they could pull this shit in my courtroom. Beat a man until he’s a babbling idiot and think you can use that in court? Lose the letters those poor girls wrote taking full responsibility?” Cooper opened his mouth and shut it at the sight of her withering stare. “Yeah, I don’t believe them either. Doesn’t matter. The cover-up taints everything you had. If his client has the smarts to lie low and not try to spike the football for an extra point, he walks free today. Deal with it, don’t deal with it, nothing will change that fact.”

      The silence in the room hung for an interminable stretch before Drake cleared his throat again. “Your honor, this tragedy has consumed too much of the court’s time already,” he said with studied sincerity. “We will seek no immediate redress for the prosecution’s errors. It will satisfy my client to see justice served.” 

      Judge Layko narrowed her eyes. Ambitious little shit, she thought, but the second smartest person in the room. “Don’t push your luck, kiddo.” She turned her gaze to Cooper and felt a pang of pity. His eyes were glistening with tears and his lower lip trembled. “Mr. Cooper, take my advice. Worry less about getting your face on the news and worry more about keeping your people in line. Put your ambitions on hold, not that you have any choice about it now. And if I ever see legal malpractice like this in my courtroom again, you can kiss your career goodbye, thanks to my already overly generous two strikes and you’re out policy. Are we clear?”

      Drake could scarcely maintain his calm facade at every cut of her words. Had it not threatened the dignity of the judge’s chambers, he would have planted a big wet kiss on Layko’s lips and delivered a wedgie to Cooper. He let his mind wander as she continued to chew the prosecutor a shiny new orifice. He felt his phone vibrate. Right on time. The word had gotten out, and the audience had gathered. He adjusted his tie and brushed the hair from Layko’s cat off his sleeves. 

      Showtime.
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        * * *

      

      The dismissal was a mere formality. He ignored Layko’s unmistakable disdain. Mansfield could not, stiffening at the descriptions of his alleged crimes, but he kept his temper in check, as Drake had instructed. Cooper insisted that a retrial remain on the table, but nobody took his obvious bluster seriously. Drake paid no attention to his ranting as he hustled his client out of the building and into the waiting horde.

       Mansfield smiled, loving every minute of his current life, walking with as little urgency as possible, taking time to tip his hat at each reporter as they threw questions at him. His impeccable suit and jeweled walking stick gave the impression of an English squire from a black and white movie. In any other situation, he would have cut a comical figure, but the bold confidence in his step made gave him an aura worthy of respect. He heard the word “untouchable” through the crowd’s clamor, and it made him smile even more. Tammy Brogan pushed herself to the front of the line, her slight frame shocking in the strength it possessed when called on for an exclusive. The way her business suit stressed every curve caught his eye, and he paused, his eyes lighting up in a lascivious twinkle.

      “Mr. Mansfield, how do you respond to those who call this a miscarriage of justice?” she shouted over the din.

      Mansfield heaved a heavy sigh, resisting Drake’s efforts to move him along. “I’m only sorry I missed the opportunity to profess my innocence in court,” he said through pursed lips. “I will address the defamatory lies I have endured in another court of law. On the advice of counsel, I have had to remain silent during my time of trial.” His smile grew smug. “That time has ended.”

      “And the women who claim you--”

      The smile vanished. “As I predicted, the law has deemed their lies as unworthy of consideration by any rational person. It is the curse of those who dare to rise above mediocrity to endure attempts by their inferiors to pull them down.” He reached out and traced the contours of her chin with a finger. “Perhaps you would enjoy being the one to get the first sit-down interview?”

      She hid neither her revulsion nor her hunger for the story opportunity and he laughed, giving Drake the chance to at last guide him toward where there should have been a car but held nothing but a sullen-faced cop. The police, Drake noted, seemed more lackadaisical than usual in their efforts to protect them. Mansfield sighed and then brightened as an even more attractive reporter, holding an unlabeled microphone, thrust herself in his path.

      She had jet black hair with a striking streak of silver at her temples. There was nothing threatening in her body language, but Drake felt a creeping sense of unease as he tried to recall where he had seen her striking blue eyes. “Will you be taking on more clients, Mr. Mansfield?” she asked, her voice quivering with anticipation in a Midwest twang better suited for local news than the big city. Mansfield picked up on it, leering at her with hungry eyes. 

      “I’ve learned to be more selective in who I share enlightenment with. This city breeds a cynical hardness, a resistance to sensual explorations of the soul...but you seem like someone who might be receptive to such lessons.” He placed a firm hand on her wrist, his fingers sliding across her skin.

      “Thank you,” she whispered with a shy, enticing smile.

      A faint look of confusion flickered across his face. He had seen that smile before. “You seem familiar...have we met?”

      Her smile vanished as she took a step back. It hit Drake a moment later, far too late to take action. She had been at the trial, among the spectators, no microphone, her glaring face half hidden beneath a wide-brimmed hat. Her voice grew stiff. “No. Just a family resemblance.” She dropped the mic and grabbed his shirt. “Cheryl was the pretty one.”

      Realization dawned, but he had no time to move before her free hand pulled a handgun from her pocket. Someone screamed, and the crowd rippled as people fell, trying to escape, even before the sound of gunfire. With surprising speed, Mansfield leaped back and threw Drake in front of him. The first shot hit Drake in the shoulder, spinning him around as he fell. Mansfield ran into the crowd, but they had, in their panic, become an impenetrable wall. The next three shots slammed into his back, knocking him to the ground as he dragged two others with him. She aimed for a final headshot but paused as the woman beneath Mansfield struggled to free herself, saving Mansfield from further injury as she rolled him to the side. The hesitation gave the police the time they needed to tackle the shooter from behind, driving her hard enough into the sidewalk to knock her unconscious.

      Drake had the best view in the house, alone on the concrete. On one side, the police continued to throw themselves onto the shooter, accomplishing nothing in the process except to endanger the lives of those at the bottom of the pile. On the other side, the lone, unattended figure of Mansfield, his eyes wide and staring at the sky, gasping for air as a pool of blood widened beneath him. As he blacked out, Drake heard the roar of the mob receding, until it sounded like the buzzing of distant ocean waves. He saw Mansfield, in a remarkable display of will, struggle to get to his feet before collapsing, dragging his body a few feet, leaving a smear of crimson on the sidewalk. Rough hands reached for Drake, tearing at his clothes, and then the air grew dark and there was nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Drake awakened in a fog, his head throbbing. He tried to sit up and a stab of pain lanced through his shoulder. A buzz that sounded as if underwater surrounded him, and it took several moments before it sharpened into clarity. He tried to focus, to go beyond the pain. A second, smaller sting stabbed from his arm. He opened his eyes to see an IV stuck below his wrist. They had taped it without proper care and the fluid pooled in the subcutaneous layers of his skin, swelling his arm until it looked as though it were about to burst. Outside the ambulance, people were shouting. Inside, a team worked over the bloodied body of Mansfield. His shirt lay in tatters, and Drake could see the gore-soaked gauze over the holes in his chest and stomach. Blood pooled beneath him as an EMT attended to the wounds on his back. Mansfield looked into Drake’s eyes with frantic desperation. Drake tried to speak and only then realized he had a silicon mask affixed to his mouth. He clawed it off, alerting an ambulance worker.

      “What...what’s happening?” Drake croaked.

      The EMT, Chuck by his nametag, gave an impatient motion, reattaching the mask to his face. “Don’t...you’re going to be fine.” He glanced at the needle dangling half out of his arm and drove it back into the vein. He turned to one man pouring blood clotting powder on Mansfield’s wounds and jerked a thumb in Drake’s direction. “We have him stabilized, monitor the stats.”

      Mansfield tried to struggle, his eyes coming into focus. With a shocking strength, he slipped through the hand restraints and tore off his oxygen mask. The men scrambled to subdue him. Mansfield whispered a hoarse, guttural series of Latin words, his voice gaining power as a low throbbing drone of sound filled the cramped space. 

      The EMTs toppled over, unconscious. The din of the crowd receded. Drake’s eyes widened as an unearthly light emanated from Mansfield’s hands, a soft pulsating glow that flickered and died as the wounded man convulsed into a fit of coughing, flecks of red spattering onto the floor. He collapsed, exhausted, and motioned weakly for Drake to approach. Drake eyed the still senseless EMTs and drew closer to Mansfield, the sirens fading into the background.

      “What the hell did you do?” Drake whispered. The stricken man shuddered.

      “Listen...not much time…” he choked, “You have to go to my house...get the book...bring it to me…” A wave of pain hit him, and he gasped for air. “No...no time...must do it there…”

      He fished a handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to his wound, soaking it in his blood. He handed it to the confused Drake and dropped a key to the floor. Exhausted, he fell back, his strength fading, unable to do more than again motion for him to approach.

      “You need to perform the ritual,” he began, his eyes widening in panic as Drake pulled away. “Riches!” he croaked, “Riches beyond anything you can imagine!”

      This had the desired effect. Drake leaned in close, well-motivated. “Now listen. Listen carefully,” Mansfield whispered, “You have to do it right…”

      As he spoke, the medics opened their eyes, moving like somnambulists, attending to Mansfield with machine-like efficiency. Drake watched in wonderment, feeling the ebbing power as it coursed through the cramped space. It had never occurred to him that Mansfield’s claims of occult wisdom had been anything more than a theatrical fraud for gullible dilettantes. This revelation shook him. If Mansfield, in this weakened state, could still wield such control…

      The energy in the room faded. The EMTs blinked in confusion, puzzled at their arrival at the hospital in so short a drive. Drake stayed silent, watching as Mansfield’s eyes glazed over, marveling at how a man with such abilities should find himself brought so low. Fame, women, notoriety—some men have no idea what to do with power, he thought. I could do so much more.
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