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            FIVE YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FROM THE DAILY TIKTAALIK

      

      

      
        
        COP CONSPIRACY OF HOMELESS HOMICIDES

        Opinion piece by: Woody Burns

      

      

      
        
        Officials continue to cover up details of yet another murdered destitute subject discovered last Friday night in the Tiktaalik downtown area.

        When asked for official comment, police attributed the incident to violence among other vagrants, or possibly illegal immigrants, who live in the area. One member of the department commented off the record that, “It was a disturbance turned deadly due to an addiction to meth and a half-eaten ham sandwich.”

        Another officer said off the record, “Well, the ham sandwich might have been involved, but I suspect something more nefarious.”

        While officers on the case have been ordered not to comment on the matter officially, we here at The Daily Tiktaalik have been able to obtain photos of the scene, but due to their nature, cannot be printed in a public newspaper, but what we can state is it was a bloody crime scene and body parts were missing. A former FBI profiler who we contacted for the agent’s experience and expertise, said the murders appear ritual, and match the other four bodies discovered this month. There was nothing to substantiate a quarrel over a ham sandwich. No sandwich appeared in the crime photos.

        The Daily Tiktaalik has also obtained records from five years ago showing a matching five homeless subjects murdered in the same ritualistic manner.

        There are multiple reports of similar murders occurring every five years dating back to the early nineteen hundreds. A time frame making it impossible for a single responsible party and instead the work of a possible cult. But why?

        When the police were once again confronted with this information for comment, their only on record response was, “How do you keep getting in here?”

        Why do authorities continue to hide the truth? What really led to their deaths? And was there ever a ham sandwich at all?

        We here at The Daily Tiktaalik will continue to release more as this story develops.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PRESENT: BUSTER NIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Buster Nix shifted his plump butt in the cheap plastic chair, said, “So, you got something with a little more class than sexing chickens? I don’t think that’s for me.”

      The chair he was sitting in was uncomfortable, and it didn’t help that his body wasn’t that comfortable to begin with. Trick knees, a bad hip, and too much body weight made him feel more like a sack of potatoes than a man. He thought he might start a diet soon, maybe buy some barbells. Light ones. Have a salad for lunch. Maybe some chicken and mashed potatoes, and cut the dressing on the salad. Perhaps some honey mustard on it, once, maybe twice a week. Someone had suggested substituting tofu for meat in meals, but tofu tasted far too much like tofu, as far as Buster was concerned.

      The Employment Office lady, squat and dark of skin with a blue bow in her hair, looking as if she had just swallowed a bug, said, “Did you say you want a job with class? You’re looking for class, Buster, you need to have a college degree, maybe be part of the British royalty. A certificate from Barber College would be a step up for you. It’s not like you’ve got a good track record.”

      “Ah, Auntie June. I don’t have to be a brain surgeon. I just don’t want something like last time.”

      “You got fired as a sign spinner. It was a gimmick sign, Buster. My cat could have done the job.”

      “Sign spinning is harder than it looks. I kept hitting myself in the mouth. And that cat of yours is pretty damn smart.”

      “Haha. Tiktaalik isn’t a bustling metropolis, so even if you had some qualifications, there wouldn’t be much available in the class area. Another thing, being black doesn’t help.”

      “Not a lot I can do about that,” Buster said. “And plus, we’re both black.”

      “But I got a degree. You’re black and unskilled and not likely to be skilled. Your hygiene’s questionable, and hell, you dropped out of high school.”

      “Math’s hard.”

      Buster stared at a poster mounted on the wall behind Auntie June. A cat was hanging on for dear life with the inspirational message of “Hang in there,” printed at the top.

      Buster wasn’t sure why that was supposed to inspire him. That cat just looked fucked.

      “Listen,” Auntie June said, “They got a job at Sergeant’s Pick-A-Chicken that isn’t sexing the chickens. Night work.”

      “What kind of night work?”

      “Security officer. You get a uniform, a flash- light and about fifty dollars a week to shake doors. I think some chicken meals go with the deal.”

      “That’s it? Fifty dollars a week? I can’t live off peanut butter sandwiches and buy a cardboard box to live in on that kind of money.”

      “You do all right for a few weeks, then you get bumped up to a more serious pay rate.”

      “How serious?”

      “Not that serious, but it beats fifty bucks.”

      “That’s it? All you got?”

      Auntie June had a look on her face like someone who was used to disappointing people.

      “Sorry, nephew. That’s it.”

      “I carry a gun?”

      “Chickens are pretty docile, Buster.”

      “Funny. All right. I’ll take it. When can I start?”

      “You got a drug test to do, pass that, you’re in. Don’t take any sleep medicine. It leaves a residue or some such.”

      “Just tell me where and when to pee.”
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        * * *

      

      The phone woke Buster. He felt groggy. Not because it was too early, but because he slept a lot. Once the cable got shut off, there wasn’t much else to do but sleep. What he needed was a solid job, a tooth filled, a massage, three weeks in the Bahamas, and a nice retirement package.

      Buster reached from the couch to the ringing phone on the coffee table.

      “Hello.”

      “Is that how you answer your phone?” It was his Aunt June.

      “How am I supposed to answer it?”

      “With enthusiasm.”

      “Okay. I’m enthused.”

      “Test came back clean. You start today.”

      “It’s Sunday.”

      “It’s three P.M. on Monday, Buster.”

      Buster picked up his large coke-bottle glasses and looked at the date on the clock to confirm.

      “Jesus, Buster,” she said. “You’re a hot mess, boy. Weren’t my sister’s kid I swear. Shit, boy, find a clean shirt, brush your teeth, and don’t be late. Matter of fact, brush your teeth twice. And don’t wear the Batman socks.”
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        * * *

      

      It was attempt number twelve to get little Trevor to sit down and eat. Buster knew his name because his mother had repeated it each of the twelve times, “Trevor, sit down and eat!”

      Trevor stood up again, holding a nugget in his hand like a potential missile, and locked eyes with Buster in gunfighter fashion. Buster looked away, but when he looked back, there was Trevor, still holding the nugget in a threatening fashion.

      Buster, attempting to disconnect from Trevor, looked around Sergeant’s Pick-A-Chicken.

      Behind the counter a young girl was taking orders at the register. She wore red and white checker board clothing to match the Pick-A-Chicken logo, with the most notable part of the outfit being the signature headwear, which looked like someone had taken a chicken, stuck their head up its ass and decided to call it a hat. Its rubbery head bobbed about as the workers moved.

      A man who looked to be in his forties, maybe fifties, he had one of those faces that made it hard to tell, came out of the back. He was wearing the same outfit as the lady at the register.

      He handed the cashier a few rolls of coins. It was the manager, Elroy Cuzzins. One of the last remaining relatives of the founder, Sergeant Cuzzins, whose recipe for chicken dated back to the Civil War. Buster recognized him from local TV ads next to pictures of the old Sergeant, both sporting the fowl head gear.

      Buster wondered if the founder, Sergeant, had been the first one to wear the chicken hat. And if so, what were his real feelings about the headgear? By the look of the old Sergeant, he looked like a man that might have felt comfortable wearing a live chicken.

      Elroy spotted Buster sitting in the booth and waved him over. Buster got up as spryly as he could, trying to look every round inch like a security guard, and look enthused.

      “Mr. Nix?” Elroy said, as Buster reached across the counter and shook his hand.

      “Just call me Buster.”

      “Buster then. I apologize for being a little late, something I try not to be. But I had a chicken matter to attend to, and it couldn’t wait. Ready for the baby chicken tour, Buster.”

      “The what?”

      Elroy pushed open a low gate to let Buster behind the counter.

      “We call it that instead of the two-bit tour. Someone in management thought it was clever and, you know, small tour, small chicken.”

      “Someone in management?”

      “Yeah. Me.”

      “Nice,” Buster said, and wormed a smile across his face. He decided that Elroy most likely loved that chicken hat with a passion. Likely didn’t even take it off when he got home, kicking back in the La-Z-Boy, the news on TV, a beer in hand.

      Elroy led Buster toward the rear of the restaurant, and through a door that led outside and into the fenced Picking Yard.

      “The idea came from seafood places,” Elroy said. “The good ones let you pick your own lobster, sometimes your own fish. So, why not pick your own chicken?”

      They moved around the lot and through a mass of live clucking chickens. Other diners were there as well, eyeballing possible selections. They had on yellow rain slickers with hoods.

      “Way we see it, you just want to order chicken, you’re fixed up, but if you like the idea of picking your own, having us butcher it, we can do that. We also have, for a slightly larger fee, a program where you can pick your own, kill it, clean it, dip it in our specially prepared batter, and put it in the deep fryer. Our cooks manage quality control, of course.”

      “Do many people actually pick a chicken and kill it and so on?”

      “They do, indeed. Children, of course, must be accompanied by an adult. When they brandish the hatchet to chop off the chicken’s head, we like to think they have adult supervision, which not only helps them and others avoid injury, the blood is more likely to go into the trough. That’s the trough right over there.”

      Elroy pointed this out as if Buster couldn’t see it, but even with his bad eyesight and old prescription glasses, he could see it clearly.

      “You put their heads on that block, chop away, and the blood spurts out of their necks into the trough. It can still be imperfect and messy, that’s why we provide those chicken-foot-yellow rain-coats”

      “Many injuries?”

      “A little retarded kid lost a toe once. Should never have been given an axe, and I mean that kindly. She couldn’t help that she didn’t have no sense. It would be like giving you a jet to fly, minus the instructions.”

      “Interesting way of looking at it,” Buster said.

      There were several people at the chopping block. Axes went up, axes went down, blood spurted into the trough and all about it like water from a fire hose. Sometimes it took a couple of chops to subdue lunch. The yard was filled with a lot of squawking, injured chickens and laughing children. A few headless chickens had gotten loose of their consumers and were racing around the yard before collapsing in a heap of quivering feathers. One of the headless chickens wasn’t a quitter, and was being chased by a fat kid in orange sneakers. He was giggling and trying to strike the dead but mobile chicken with his hatchet. Buster was surprised it wasn’t little Trevor.

      Elroy said, “Thus the saying, like a chicken with its head cut off.”

      The dead chicken finally collapsed, and the boy in the orange sneakers chopped at it with enthusiasm until his father came and took the axe away.

      “That’s a chicken that won’t be eaten today. Hacked much too badly. But it happens now and then.”

      Buster thought Pick-A-Chicken wasn’t so much an exclusive fast food restaurant, as it was a breeding ground for potential serial killers.

      “I get the idea,” Buster said, hoping to curtail the chicken yard visit.

      “And here’s something you’ll like,” Elroy said. “Long as you’re a part of the Sergeant Pick-A-Chicken family, you can choose a chicken once a day for your very own Cluster Cluck Meal. Or you can just order a meal without harvesting it yourself.”

      Harvesting. Hunters used that word too, instead of kill. Buster thought you ought to call a thing what it was, and not put a coat and tie on it. The word was kill. But Buster, thinking of the rent, said, “Thanks for that.”

      “Just know that biscuits cost extra. They’re big, though, so they’re worth the price, and there’s a ten percent discount, with coupon.”

      “You need a coupon if you work here?”

      “You do. Check the newspaper on Wednesdays.”

      Elroy led Buster out of the yard and into a larger enclosure surrounded by a tall chain link fence with a gate at the rear. There were metal curlicue chickens in the fence work. There were a number of enormous buildings at the back of the place, and in some of the buildings large windows were filled with mammoth fans. You could hear the fan blades beating the air about like a dominatrix spanking a banker’s ass.

      “Those buildings are where the chickens are kept. You could land a jumbo jet in those suckers. Out back of them, that’s where the chickens are sexed, and beyond that, for those that prefer not to pick their chicken or butcher it, there’s the butcher shop where they prepare the Basic Cluster Cluck Combos. Cut up and ready to fry. Dad always said those were the best meals, cheap and simple. But I got to tell you, those cardboard boxes they go into, that’s where the real money adds up. I’m thinking of a bring your own box deal of some sort. Still working on it. Nothing set in stone yet.”

      Elroy pointed. “Over there’s a few storage buildings. Need to check the locks, maybe the insides once or twice a week, but the one on the far end, with the padlock about the size of my head, the big red building, you needn’t worry about that. We don’t use that one. Well, sometimes we do. Just private business. Keeping our quality up and staying on top. We believe you have to do what needs to be done to stay on top, and that means screwing over our competition with better ideas and better prices.”

      Elroy’s pleasant expression turned sour, as if a shitty memory had surfaced like a corpse in the well.

      Buster watched Elroy’s expression gradually turn back to something more managerial.

      “Here now, let me show you your shack, as we call it.”

      They made their way to a decent sized aluminum building with a smaller fan similar to the ones in the chicken housing. Elroy used an old-fashioned key on a ring of keys to open the door.

      Inside, Elroy waved his hand around, said, “Right in here, you got your work space. Computer for filing reports, your vouchers for your week’s pay. Don’t need to really worry about that, long as you punch the time card in the restaurant kitchen. Sometimes there’s overtime. We sell until midnight every night. Another way we stay ahead of the competition. Be surprised how many people want a Cluster-Cluck for a late-night snack. Keep that ass fat is our unofficial motto. Very unofficial. Forget I said that. I should mention, that after the toilet paper runs out, you got to provide your own. Ass wiping adds up to money. Anyway, you’re here from midnight until we open at nine in the morning for eggs and chicken breakfast sandwiches. You punch out then.”

      “Aren’t I just getting paid for eight hours?”

      “You are, but you have a supper break, and that’s an hour, we figure a few fifteen-minute breaks during the night for coffee, whacking off in the back room, whatever, and we’re lucky to get six hours from you. Remember, dinner break you check out the time card, check back in when you finish. And do be on time. You have an hour exactly to eat. This job, you mostly walk around and pull doors and wait until morning. Things go sideways for some reason, someone trying to get in and mess with the chickens, we need to know and put a stop to it. We’ve had a few sexcapades in the past, you know. Good thing a guard was on duty.”

      “Sexcapades?”

      “Guys slipping in to noodle the chickens.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “It was their thing. Guess, guys like that, they’ve got experience down on the farm, busted a few eggs in their time, and they want to keep their hand in. Or rather their dick.”

      “Wow,” Buster said.

      “Yeah. Got to keep an eye out. And then there’s just the plain ole chicken nabber. Some homeless Mexican might come in and steal a chicken to cook, or you got your vandals, just messing things up because they can. You’re here to prevent that. Might want to get yourself a nightstick or something. You don’t look like much of a tumbler. Anyway, you got a lot of free time, but it’s a big responsibility. We close on Christmas and after two P.M. on Thanksgiving—be surprised how many people buy chicken those days. Martin Luther King Day is optional, so sometimes we have a short day, you know, short staffed. You would work those days, though. Bottom line, Buddy⁠—”

      “Buster.”

      “Buster. Bottom line is make sure doors are locked, no one is fucking or stealing the chickens, and you can snooze on the couch a bit, for all I care. But just a bit. Regular rounds are necessary along with a certain alertness.”

      “Of course.”

      “Just stay out of the Red House, as I like to call it. That’s off limits. I told you that, though, didn’t I?”

      “You did.”

      “Well,” Elroy poked out his hand, and Buster shook. “Welcome to the Sergeant Pick-A-Chicken family. Everyone here is family including Miss Journey, the main cook, and she’s hard to live with sometimes.”
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        * * *

      

      The line wasn’t moving. Buster hung his arm out the window of his ’93 Honda Civic as he waited in the drive-through for his free Cluster Cluck meal. He’d decided to pass on any extra biscuits, being they were still an unnecessary luxury he couldn’t afford, and he had yet to acquire coupons.

      Two weeks of guarding chickens hadn’t been that bad, and while he waited on his order, he contemplated the job so far. It was mostly just a lot of sitting around. Watching the clock and finding fun little ways of passing the time. His favorite activity so far had been naming some of the chickens in the pick lot, and sometimes giving them back stories. Their stories ended quite abruptly once they were chosen. It all began to feel like murder to Buster. Here he had made up a back story for a hen from Cacciatore, and the next thing you knew, it was having its head chopped off with an axe.

      Most of the chickens looked pretty much the same. They pecked at the dirt and ran into each other like little chicken bumper cars, knocking one another about and then hurriedly running away like they had somewhere to be. Possibly late to the fryer.

      One night on his rounds, he’d decided to sit for a moment to rest his bad hip. After sitting down on a low bench in the chicken yard, he realized he had made a mistake, as getting up was more than he could easily manage.

      As he searched for the strength to stand, a little white chicken broke from the fowl sea of white chickens and came over to nestle against Buster.

      Unlike most of the chickens bouncing around, her talons were mostly white, and Buster appropriately named her Socks.

      Buster told Socks everything that night. About his past relationships, and how they’d gone to shit for every reason but his own fault. His back troubles. His knee troubles. His bill troubles. Hell, he even talked politics. And Socks was a great listener. She sat and almost looked to be nodding in agreement, like she understood not only what was said, but the great mysteries of the universe.

      The next night, Buster went back to locate Socks again, but she wasn’t anywhere to be found. The chicken picking yard was wall-to-wall with fowl, so she might have just gotten lost in the pile, but Buster feared Socks might have gone on to that great deep fryer in the sky.

      At the drive-through window, he presented his employee ID. He didn’t have the clout to get it Clucked Up, which meant an extra chicken leg and coleslaw would be added, but he felt that worked to his advantage. He needed to lose a few pounds. More than a few. They gave him his Cluster Cluck Meal and off he went.

      He decided to go a few blocks down the road to find a place to park and eat, but that turned into a trip to the outskirts of town where old abandoned warehouses and former business buildings were. They were up on a hill, and he could see the lights of the town from there. It was close, yet so far away.

      Buster pulled into the parking lot of one of the abandoned crumbling buildings. It was kind of sad, but it felt better than sitting in a restaurant alone. When he did that, he felt people could sense his loneliness, the way predators could sense a wounded animal, and that just made him feel worse.

      Buster threw the car in park, killed the lights, and opened his box. A couple of deep-fried pieces of chicken, a single biscuit, and two packets of Creamy Cluck Sauce. The free meal didn’t include sides, which was a shame because the only time Buster’s diet ever got close to a vegetable was when it was deep fried.

      Buster took a bite of chicken, and then wondered if maybe he was eating his only friend, Socks. He had no plans of becoming a vegetarian, but the thought unnerved him, like maybe an accidental cannibal’s feast of a cousin might put them off a barbecued rib, at least for a weekend.

      Buster decided to eat just the biscuit. He wasn’t sure what Creamy Cluck Sauce was, but there were two packets of it in chicken shaped plastic containers. Did it go on the biscuit or the chicken? He couldn’t figure it, and decided to pass. The biscuit tasted as if it had been left in the pocket of a suit coat that had been dry-cleaned. He was glad he didn’t have to pay for it. Elroy’s comments on the deliciousness of the biscuits was highly overrated.

      He glanced about as he nibbled his biscuit. There was paint graffiti sprayed on the brick walls. One of the bits of information was in tall white letters. It read: “For a good time, call Brenda.” There was also a phone number.

      Buster thought for a moment, then took a pad from the glove box and wrote the name and number down, then tore the page out, wadded it up and threw it on the floorboard.

      Jesus, what had he come to?

      As Buster’s eyes became better adjusted to the dark, he realized that the building he was parked in front of was shaped like a boat made of bricks; he could make out its outline in the moonlight. It was huge. There was a row of round porthole windows along the sides of the wall, spread out about every six feet.

      There was a wad of vines and moss all along the top of the brick wall, and there were trees growing up against it. In a gap between vines, moss and trees, was a weathered sign. The sign bore a painting of a robed man with a long white beard, holding a crooked staff. A sheep was at his feet, eating grass. There was a look on the bearded man’s face like something cold had just been shoved up his butt. There was a frilled graying white banner painted above his head, and on it, stenciled big were the words, “Noah’s Creationist Museum and Gift Emporium.”

      A smaller sign at Noah’s feet read: “Not Open Sundays.”

      Buster remembered the place now. It had been built by an eccentric millionaire, had animatronics of animals and humans inside. He read about the Christian theme park in the newspaper. The park had lasted almost six months, then gone out of business, subject to a lack of dedicated creationists and a problem with a bucking dinosaur or some such. Lawsuits were filed. The millionaire had gone into the edible panty business, and from what Buster understood, he was doing quite well there. The panties came in a variety of colors and flavors and could be stretched to fit any ass. Choose strawberry, add your own chocolate skid stains, and you were ready for lunch or dinner, or your partner was.

      As Buster took in the grand scope of the structure, there was movement behind one of the portholes.

      A young, dark face was looking out at him.

      Buster stared back at the figure, wondering if it was just his imagination. Maybe a poster, or one of the old animatronics that looked real.

      Then it vanished, leaving only an empty porthole.

      Buster kept watching, wondering if the face would return, when a loud knocking startled him so much, he jerked, sending the partially-eaten biscuit into the backseat.

      He looked out the driver’s window to see a black man with a large hat and droopy brown overcoat, leaning against the glass. The man had what looked like a spoiled cucumber for a nose. If the guy was here to rob him, he was about to be disappointed.

      “Hey,” the man said.

      Buster rolled down the window a few inches. “Can I help you,” Buster said.

      The man pointed at the chicken in the box. “You gonna eat that chicken? I seen you sitting there with it, and wondered.”

      Buster looked at the box that may or may not have been Socks.

      “You know what?” Buster said, rolling down the window, poking the box out at him. “It’s yours.”

      “Thank you, sir,” the man said, and took the box.

      “You came up really silent like.”

      “You was mentally involved. I get like that sometimes, you know, thinking on a problem, and when I’m in that place, shit, you could drive a dump truck up my ass and I wouldn’t notice it.”

      “You know it’s like ninety degrees,” Buster said. “Coat seems hot.”

      “You get used to it. Easier to keep up with if you wear it all the time. Thanks for the chicken. Is there a biscuit with it?”

      “Not anymore. I’d stay away from the Creamy Cluck Sauce, though. Just guessing on that, but it’s my suggestion.”

      “Gotcha,” the man said, touching his fingers to his forehead in salute, and then he ambled away.

      Buster checked his watch. So much for dinner.

      Time to punch in.
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        * * *

      

      At the lot, Buster unlocked the gate, drove inside, locked it up again, parked, punched the time card in the kitchen. He was back on the clock. He limped to his shack and had a glass of orange juice, then picked up his flashlight and began wandering the perimeter. He walked by the chicken yard, leaned forward and looked through the fence. He didn’t see Socks. He was probably being digested at this very moment, or being shit down the toilet, or if the guy he gave the box to ended up with Socks as his meal, shit out behind a bush somewhere.

      Buster waddled about, favoring his knees. He unlocked doors and prowled around inside with his flashlight. One building was all freezers, stocked with ready-to-go butchered chickens. He opened one of the freezers and looked inside. The chickens were wrapped in clear plastic.

      He moved on, shone the light in dark corners. Only shadows.

      Outside, he locked the doors again and shook them to make sure they were well secured, and finally he came to the building in the back of the lot, the Red House, that Elroy said should be left alone, as far as inside examination went.

      Buster decided he should check the lock, though, just to be thorough.

      He shook the door gently. It was secure. He was about to walk away when he heard a noise inside. At first, he thought it was singing, but then he recognized it as something different entirely.

      Someone, more than one someone, was chanting.

      Buster slipped his key into the lock, and tried to open the door as silently as possible. He decided not to turn on his flashlight, as there was a glow at the far end of the tiled corridor, spilling out of the open doorway.

      Buster clutched the flashlight like the club he hadn’t wanted, and eased in that direction.

      The chanting grew louder. Buster tracked close to the wall, came to the open door and looked inside.

      The room was filled with an orangish light. It came from braziers positioned around a large pentagram in the center of the room, and sitting akimbo at the edges of the pentagram were a number of robed figures. The robes were a dark blue with white chicken designs on them. The chickens appeared to be dancing. The robes had hoods, and the hoods were a version of the chicken heads the employees wore, red wattles at the top.

      There was a crate with several chickens in it. One of them was Socks. Buster could see her white feet clearly in the light of the coal-fed braziers. So, this was where she had ended up.

      The chanting reached a crescendo, and then one of the hooded figures stood up, and from that new angle, Buster could see it was none other than Elroy. His face was painted with the light and there were beads of sweat on his forehead, and they appeared in the strange glow like little blisters. He was holding open a big fat, leathery book bound with metal bands.

      “Now, we come to you again for another five years in the business, and we bring you our sacrifices, and the promise of other souls other than these chickens, which seems fair enough for all that you grant us, great Lizard Lord. Enjoy your small sacrifices with greater sacrifices to come in return for success.”

      It was then one of the men opened the crate and pulled out one of the chickens, and quicker than could be imagined, produced a short-curved knife and cut its throat. Blood sprayed into the pentagram, and Buster saw that the pentagram was etched deep into the floor, not drawn on it. The blood from the sacrificed chicken began to run into the runnels that made up the pentagram design. Buster eased forward slightly, mesmerized and horrified at the same time.

      He could see that in the center of the pentagram was the design of a big lizard biting the head off a chicken. There was another design of a large bag at the lizard’s feet, and a man was reaching out of the bag, his head, extended arm, and upper torso, visible. He seemed to be pleading pointlessly with the large chicken-eating lizard. The designs were crudely shaped. A child with only fundamental talent could have drawn them.

      As the blood ran, flowing through the design, coming to rest where the lizard shape was, the first chicken was tossed onto the pentagram. With practiced professionalism, the man reached into the crate, and a second chicken was yanked out.

      Buster was relieved to see that Socks, perhaps aware of what was going on, as much as chickens are aware, had moved to the back of the crate.

      The fresh chicken’s throat was cut, held in such a way that the blood sprayed onto the pentagram, into the little design gutters, same as before. The brazier’s light changed color, flickered a poisonous green. In the center of the pentagram, right where the lizard design was, there was a flutter of shadow, and the shadow turned as green as the light from the braziers, then it began to take shape. A green shadow in the form of a crouched lizard.

      Elroy lifted his hands and bowed his head as the other man held the chicken to bleed out.

      “We call upon you Lizard Lord, and appreciate your trip from the demonic world, and we offer you seven days of freedom from your confines, as well as five greater sacrifices than these, in return for good flocks of chickens and dollars in the coffer, and if it wouldn’t hurt you none, about two more inches for all our dicks.”
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.





OEBPS/images/chatgpt-image-oct-31-2025-02_43_15-pm-sRGB-80-70.jpg





