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Introduction


After years of belonging to the mystery community, I’m used to being regarded as nonthreatening, good-natured … sometimes even (shudder) ‘sweet’. All that changed when I was asked to edit the MWA anthology that had been designated supernatural.


I sent out an e-mail to some of my favorite writers, all MWA members, to let them know the good news: I was offering them a slot in Crimes by Moonlight.


You would think I had offered to ship them a rattlesnake.


Instead of greeting this golden opportunity with cries of glee, I got a batch of awkward e-mails that began, ‘Gee, I don’t know … I’ve never written woo-woo.’ (That’s a highly technical industry term.) ‘I don’t know about trying to do a supernatural,’ they moaned. I had to practically poke some of my fellow writers with a sharp stick to get them in line.


I must admit there were a few who did react as I’d expected. Some mystery writers were simply waiting for the chance to cross over to the dark side. I’m keeping my eye on them.


In the end, my call for stories got some amazing responses.


This volume consists of entries by writers you’ve read and loved for years, and writers who aren’t well-known yet. What all these writers have in common is their membership in MWA and their willingness to tackle an offbeat story element.


Half the stories were ones I requested. The rest of the stories were submitted without any identifiers to a stellar panel of volunteer judges: noted writers Daniel J. Hale, Dana Cameron, Doug Allyn, Jane Cleland, and Heather Graham. The number of blind submissions came to more than three hundred, so my hat is off to these stalwarts, who may never volunteer for anything again in their lives. Barry Zeman oversaw the whole process from start to finish and was a great help, and John Helfers at Tekno Books was willing to let me wail in his ear when the process got to be overwhelming.


After all the work of writing, editing, selecting, reediting, and literally hundreds of e-mails, here’s the final result. Our work is done. Now all that remains is for readers to enjoy the result.


We’re counting on it.


– Charlaine Harris
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DAHLIA UNDERGROUND


Charlaine Harris


Dahlia Lynley-Chivers woke up as soon as the sun went down. But this awakening was like none she’d experienced in her long second life: on her back, pinned down, and injured.


Badly injured.


Dahlia cursed in a language that had not been spoken for centuries. She’d lost a lot of blood. Though the air was filled with smoke and dust, she could smell a body close to her. The blood of the dead person was repellent, but it would help.


She carefully extended her right arm to discover it was free and unbroken, unlike her left. Her left leg was immovable, though her right leg wasn’t, because the beam trapping her lay at a slant.


While she was evaluating her situation, Dahlia wondered what the hell had happened when she was in her day sleep. She heard distant screams and sirens, while around and above her lay destruction. A huge pane of glass, intact, had landed upright on a vampire, shearing him in half. Though he was beginning to flake away, he looked familiar.


Her memory began filling in the blanks.


The Pyramid. She’d suddenly decided to spend the day at the Pyramid, the vampire hotel in Rhodes. The disintegrating vampire had been a handsome male in the service of the Queen of Indiana, and she’d accepted an invitation to dally with him rather than return to her room in the mansion of the Sheriff of Rhodes.


Though the night had been notable, the day must have been more so.


High above her, Dahlia could see a bit of night sky lit by flashes of artificial light. Every now and then there was an ominous creak or groan from the heap of twisted metal, shattered glass, and concrete. Dahlia wondered how long it would be before it shifted. She might yet end up in the same condition as her bedmate. Dahlia had not been afraid in a long time, but she was almost afraid now. She wasn’t so afraid she was going to yell for human help, though.


A smaller beam was lying crossways on the one that pinned her, very close to her right hand. Dahlia figured if she could grip the smaller beam, she’d get enough purchase to drag herself out. Then she could work her way over to the dead human, feed, and begin the perilous climb upward.


She had a plan.


Dahlia’s right hand gripped the crossbeam, and she pulled. But she realized instantly that her left leg would rip off unless the heavier beam was lifted at least another inch.


‘Well,’ said Dahlia. ‘Crap.’


Dahlia was extremely strong, but extricating herself cost another hour. By the time her leg slid free, she was close to exhaustion. As she rested, she looked down at herself. Ugh! She was naked and streaked with dirt, soot, blood, and pale, powdery dust. She held up a strand of her long, wavy hair, normally coal black. In the dim light, it looked white. She’d been there awhile. How much time before dawn? She made herself move.


The corpse was that of a uniformed hotel maid. Her neck had been broken in the explosion. Since she hadn’t bled much, Dahlia was able to tank up. The blood of the dead was even worse than the bottled blood substitute that had enabled vampires to become legal citizens of the United States. The vampires could truthfully say they no longer needed to feed from live humans. Of course, they still enjoyed it much more.


Dahlia lay across the maid’s body, gathering strength for the climb up through the rubble. For a black moment, her normal confidence wavered, and she wasn’t sure she could manage it.


‘Hello!’ called a hoarse voice from above. ‘This is Captain Ted Fortescue, Rhodes Fire Department! Anyone alive down there?’


She thought about remaining silent. Then she bit her lip. Dahlia was very proud, but she was also a survivor of no mean skill. ‘I’m here,’ Dahlia called up out of the darkness.


‘Human or vamp?’


‘Vampire,’ she said defiantly, even though she feared he’d leave her where she was when he found out she wasn’t a breather.


‘Ma’am, how hungry are you?’


He’d been coached. Good. ‘I’ve had the blood of a corpse. I will not attack you.’


‘’Cause we can have Red Stuff O Positive ready when we raise you …’


‘Not necessary.’


‘There’s a corpse?’


‘Two, Ted Fortescue. A vampire, though he’s mostly gone. A human woman dead before I found her.’


‘We gotta take her word for it,’ said a lighter voice.


‘Can you grip a rope if we send it down?’ Fortescue called.


‘Yes,’ Dahlia said. ‘If I try to climb, the ruins will shift.’ Humans were going to save her. Humans. Though Dahlia hadn’t wanted to build her character, after all these hundreds of years it was apparently going to be built.


‘Okay, here comes the rope.’


The lifeline uncoiled about a yard from Dahlia. She pulled herself to it with her right arm. Gripping the pieces of wreckage that looked most firmly lodged, Dahlia pushed herself erect. Luckily, she was a very small woman. She seized the rope with her right hand. Gritting her teeth, she wrapped her right leg around the rope and called, ‘Pull!’


After a swaying, painful ascent, Dahlia Lynley-Chivers emerged into a nighttime landscape of horror.


One glance at Dahlia had Ted Fortescue bellowing for a blanket. The captain looked almost as battered as she did. His brown face was as dirty as hers, his close-shaved hair white from the powdery dust. Above his mask, his wide brown eyes were shocked.


Dahlia found his smell enticing. She needed some blood very soon. But her need was drowned by the humiliation of having to stand with the man’s support until her blanket was passed up. When he’d wrapped her in it with impersonal hands, Fortescue handed Dahlia down to the next human in line until she reached the base of the mountain of debris. The last person in the chain directed Dahlia to a line of humans waiting on the nearest clear sidewalk. She said, ‘Those are people willing to give you a drink, ma’am. Please try not to go overboard.’


‘They volunteered?’ Dahlia tried not to sound disbelieving.


‘Yes, ma’am. A lot of people are upset that the Fellowship of the Sun took such an extreme action against your people.’


‘The Fellowship is taking responsibility?’


‘Yes. I guess they figured a vampire conference would be a prime target. Some of their own people hired onto the hotel staff. But they didn’t feel the necessity to tell their fellow humans to get out before it blew. In fact, their news release says it served the staff right for serving vampires. Not too many people are happy with the Fellowship.’


‘My home is here in Rhodes. Is there a way I can get a ride to my house?’


‘Get your drink, if you want it, and then head over to that other line over there. They’ll help you out.’


‘Thank you for your courtesy,’ Dahlia said stiffly. ‘Can you help me over to the donors? My arm and leg are broken.’


Captain Ted Fortescue had descended from the mountain of rubble by that time, and he overheard Dahlia’s words.


‘Jesus Christ, why didn’t you tell me?’ Ted Fortescue took Dahlia in his arms and carried her to the donor line on the sidewalk.


‘Thanks so much,’ Dahlia said through clenched teeth. ‘Where do you serve?’


‘We’re the Thirty-four Company from the station at the corner of Almond and Lincoln. You gonna be okay, now?’


She assured him she could stand on one leg while she fed. He needed to get back to his work, so he left her there. Dahlia watched him walk away.


For a short time, she’d loved a werewolf. He hadn’t been exactly human, of course, though close enough to cause her qualms. Dahlia had always felt the same kind of contempt for humans that most humans feel for Brussels sprouts. They were good for her health, but she didn’t like their proximity.


The donor was a short woman with long white hair. Her name was Sue, she told Dahlia, and Sue held Dahlia’s hand during the feeding. If Dahlia had been herself, she would have been put off by the woman’s prattle about ‘we’re all one family.’ She didn’t like her food to talk. But tonight was different.


Having fed, Dahlia was able to hobble to the impromptu cab rank, where a free voucher got her a ride to her home. The vampires who lived in Cedric’s mansion, already beside themselves with grief and rage, were glad to see a survivor come through the door. All Dahlia wanted to do was shower and crawl into her own bed in her own room in the windowless basement.


The next night, all the Rhodes vampires met in the mansion’s common room. At least fifty vampires from the central United States had died in the bombing, the newspapers said. Their deaths were not the worst part of the attack, to this assemblage. The worst part was the loss of face. Their city had been targeted, and the attack obviously had been planned well in advance – but they had not detected it or forestalled it, though the plan had been devised and carried out by humans.


‘We have been dishonored,’ Cedric, Sheriff of Rhodes, said. Every vampire in the city had been present at the meeting, from those who had their own homes to those who lived in the nest. Even Dahlia’s friend Taffy, married to a werewolf, had been present.


Cedric turned his large blue eyes on Dahlia. Pink tears glistened in their corners. ‘Our sister Dahlia nearly met her final death and had to be rescued by humans.’


‘I accepted human help because it cut short the time I was trapped,’ Dahlia said, her back absolutely straight and her face utterly composed, though it was an effort.


‘We must meet this challenge directly,’ said Cedric, ‘This is our city. Now we are at war.’


The vamps of Rhodes had not been at war since Prohibition, when some bloodsuckers from Chicago, frightened away by the aggression of Al Capone’s henchmen, had tried to move into the tunnels below Rhodes. They’d survived one night.


‘Tell us what to do,’ Taffy said. Taffy was tall and buxom, her physique emphasized by the slut-biker outfit her husband, Don, favored.


‘Taffy, you and Dahlia must visit the headquarters of the Fellowship. Get in by whatever means necessary. Look for membership lists. We want to know their leaders.’


‘This will have been done by the police,’ Taffy said.


‘And will the police share with us what they found?’ Cedric had a point.


‘I’ll do whatever I can to bring the whoresons to justice,’ Dahlia said carefully, ‘but the lists will be on computers, and Taffy and I are not conversant with these machines.’


‘One of the Arkansas vampires is adept with computers, but he was burned so badly he’ll take time to heal,’ Cedric said. ‘Wait! I know someone.’ He whipped out his cell phone again. It was the one piece of modern technology that thoroughly entranced the sheriff. ‘His name is Melponeus, he’s a half demon, and his services do not come cheap.’ Cedric, who was cheapness personified except when it came to maintaining his pride, grasped the financial nettle firmly.


The half demon was at the mansion within thirty minutes. He was a short man with reddish skin, a head of thickly curling chestnut hair, and pale eyes the color of snowmelt. When Dahlia greeted him at the door, those pale eyes showed instant admiration. Dahlia, though used to this, was nevertheless pleased. She was glad she’d worn her pink three-piece suit with the pencil skirt.


‘I hope you’re as good with modern technology as your reputation has it,’ she said tartly and beckoned him to follow her to the common room.


‘I love a good, strong vampire woman,’ Melponeus said. ‘Such a woman, if she is willing, can take a lot of … energetic activity.’


‘I am several hundred years old,’ Dahlia said. ‘I assure you, I can take anything you could imagine handing out.’ She didn’t turn to look at the half demon, but her lips curled in a little smile.


‘You’re older than Cedric,’ Melponeus observed. ‘But you’re not the sheriff.’


‘I don’t want to be,’ Dahlia said. ‘And some think I’m not diplomatic enough.’


‘I remember your name, now. It was you who broke the newscaster’s arm?’


‘She wouldn’t stop asking me questions, after I’d warned her,’ Dahlia said reasonably. ‘I told her I would break her arm if she didn’t leave me alone.’


‘Foolish woman,’ Melponeus said.


‘Deserved what she got,’ Dahlia agreed. She was thinking that after the honor of the nest had been restored, she might find out what it felt like to kiss lips as full and hot as the half demon’s. Since hers were always cold, the sensation might be interesting.


Cedric greeted Melponeus with appropriate dignity, mentioned a price, and Melponeus agreed to accompany Dahlia and Taffy. When the three were setting out, Dahlia realized no one knew the location of the Fellowship’s organizational offices. Taffy had to look it up in the phone book. ‘This is the kind of thing detective novels don’t cover,’ Taffy complained.


‘You haven’t read a detective novel since Agatha Christie quit writing,’ Dahlia said. ‘Don’t whine.’


‘She’s quit writing?’ Taffy was really put out. ‘When did that happen?’


‘She died. Probably fifty years ago.’


‘And why should I know that?’


‘There have been plenty of novels since then. You should read some of them,’ said Dahlia, who seldom read herself. ‘We’ve got the address. Let’s pay them a visit.’ In Taffy’s Trans Am, they drove west into the old part of Rhodes.


They left the Trans Am on Trask, which ran a block south of Field Street, the location of the modest storefront housing the Fellowship headquarters. The small businesses in the area had already closed for the night. The occasional pedestrian hurried along, since the evening was chilly. The three approached Field through a filthy alley two blocks west of their goal. Since they could all remember times when filth and debris were the norm, this didn’t bother them. The two vampires and the half demon hung in the shadows of a trash bin while they evaluated the Fellowship headquarters.


‘Cameras,’ Melponeus murmured.


‘I see them,’ Dahlia said. There were cameras all around the building. After a low-voiced discussion, Dalia returned to Trask Street and ran silently east until she was pretty sure she was in line with the Fellowship building. She slid into the next alleyway and headed north. About halfway down the alley, Dahlia found a nice dark patch she didn’t believe human eyes could penetrate. She crouched and gathered herself. She launched herself upward, landing neatly on the roof. Dahlia was confident that even the Fellowship wouldn’t think of pointing a camera upward. She was right.


After a quick smile of self-congratulation, she took off her designer heels and made a great leap, landing across the street on the roof of the two-storey building housing the Fellowship. She swung her legs over. Her fingers and toes clamped into the little spaces between the lines of brick, and she worked her way to the first camera. With a quick twist, she removed it from its mounting. She pitched the camera onto the roof, then did the same with all the others. Then she put on her shoes again.


She waved at Taffy and Melponeus, who began trotting toward the Fellowship. Dahlia leaped down from the roof to join them, landing on the sidewalk as lightly as a feather, though she was wearing three-inch heels.


‘Good job,’ said Taffy, and Dahlia inclined her head.


‘I’m impressed,’ Melponeus said, looking at Dahlia’s legs. ‘Taffy, let’s see who’s minding the store.’


Taffy knocked on the door, which bore the distinctive Fellowship symbol – a sun, represented by a circle with wavy rays leading outward. Within the circle was a pyramid.


‘What does the pyramid mean?’ Taffy asked.


‘Earth for Humans, Eradication of Vampires, Eternal Victory,’ Melponeus said. ‘Kind of ironic that the hotel was the same shape. Maybe that sparked the plan.’


A young man came to the door. Through the thick glass (bulletproof?) the three could see he was a reedy Asian guy in his twenties with a soul patch.


Taffy gave him her best smile and said, ‘Young man, I want to come in.’


If she hadn’t called him ‘young man,’ he might have unlocked the door, because Taffy had a great no-fangs smile, and her tight leather pants added a powerful incentive. But the ‘young’ roused his suspicion, since Taffy looked (at most) twenty-five. He began punching numbers on a cell phone.


‘Look at me,’ Dahlia said in a voice that managed to compel, even through the glass. And he did, no matter what he’d been taught.


‘Open the door,’ she said. And her voice was so reasonable that the young man did just that.


Melponeus immediately set to work looking at the Fellowship computers. Dahlia sat opposite Asian Soul Patch at a table covered with coffee stains and notepads.


She said, ‘What is your name?’


‘Jeffrey Tan.’


‘You’re Fellowship?’


‘I hate vampires. I killed one myself.’


‘Did you really?’


‘Yes, I did.’


While Taffy searched the office building and Melponeus began copying files onto a disc, Dahlia asked a few more questions. Jeffrey Tan had been dating a vampire, a girl he’d known before she went over. They’d been going at it hot and heavy one night, and she’d bitten him. Terrified, he’d stabbed her with a handy wooden chopstick. (Unfortunately for the young vampire, Jeffrey’s mother had brought him a traditional meal that day.)


In a flash, Jeffrey’s lover had been shriveling and flaking on his bed.


He had to live with himself, and the easiest way to do that was to find other people who thought he’d been perfectly justified.


Dahlia, who’d heard this sort of story many times before, had a fleeting moment of sympathy for Jeffrey, since she’d become reacquainted with panic the night before. But she squelched the moment ruthlessly. She asked, ‘Did you help bomb the Pyramid?’


‘No, but I applaud the courage and determination of our soldiers,’ he said unconvincingly.


‘Yes, slaughtering people who are asleep is brave. Do you know who planned and executed this action?’


‘They’re hiding, getting ready,’ he said, his eyelids flickering furiously. ‘The vamp lovers in the police department and the fire department who rescued vampires, they’ll die next.’


‘Where are these heroes hiding?’ Dahlia asked.


Melponeus, who’d been looking at the screen of one of the office computers, said, ‘I think I may have the membership list,’ at nearly the same moment as Taffy pulled a large file out of the filing cabinet.


‘Here’s a list of the properties they lease or own,’ Taffy said, as Melponeus began downloading the list. ‘Oh, I checked out the basement. No one there.’


A phone began ringing. Jeffrey Tan reached for it, but Dahlia stayed his hand. ‘What does the phone call mean?’ she asked.


‘I told them the cameras went out. They’re calling to check on me,’ he said, and he seemed to be coming out of his trance. His gaze began flickering from Taffy to Dahlia to Melponeus.


‘You said the Fellowship was going after firefighters?’ Dahlia had a sudden misgiving.


‘We have pictures of every traitor who worked the rescue at the Pyramid.’


Melponeus said, ‘We’d better hustle.’


‘Shall I kill him?’ Taffy asked.


‘No, that would be too much of a red flag,’ Dahlia said. ‘Though I’d enjoy it very much. Look at me, Jeffrey!’


He couldn’t disobey, but he was struggling.


‘We were here to check for your leaders,’ Dahlia said, gripping his chin to force his attention on her. ‘They weren’t here, so we left full of frustration.’


‘Yes,’ he said, his face slack again.


The three left the building as quickly and quietly as they’d entered. In silent accord, Dahlia and Taffy flanked Melponeus and held him, leaping to the top of the building. The three made their getaway across the roofs. By the time they’d gone two blocks, cars were parking in front of the Fellowship office.


‘That was almost too easy,’ Dahlia said, on their return to the mansion. She and Taffy were drinking Red Stuff, and Melponeus was sipping coffee, very strong and very black. Cedric had come to the common room to listen to their report. ‘They left one human, and such a puppy, to guard the office? When they’d have to figure we’d be looking?’


‘Humans do underestimate us,’ Taffy said. ‘Their thinking’s limited.’


‘And we underestimate them,’ Dahlia snapped. ‘Look who wiped out over fifty vampires at once. Even that puppy killed his girlfriend with a chopstick.’


‘I’m half-human,’ Melponeus said, ‘Some of us are honorable.’


Though Taffy and Cedric looked in another direction, embarrassed, Dahlia met his snowmelt eyes and inclined her head regally.


Cedric said, ‘What do you suggest we do, Dahlia?’


‘This list of properties has to be checked out, as does the membership list,’ Dahlia said. ‘We’ll be spread very thin, but I think we can do it. After all …’ She didn’t have to emphasize their responsibility.


‘You’re in charge, Dahlia,’ Cedric said. ‘Melponeus, if you will come with me, Lakeisha will write a cheque.’


‘How will we do this?’ Taffy asked when they had left.


‘Divide into teams. Give each team a short list of properties to search,’ Dahlia said. ‘Each place must be searched very thoroughly but very discreetly. One special team has to kidnap a Fellowship officer, a person without family. This team can’t be averse to forceful persuasion. We need to know if there’s some place not on this list, perhaps a place belonging to one member, that’s large enough to hide ten to fifteen people. The newspaper said that’s roughly how many Fellowship fanatics are missing. We’ll check the people we can find against the list to get a better count.’


Cedric returned in time to hear. He nodded. ‘This seems sound,’ he said. ‘Especially the torture part.’ He smiled.


‘Thank you, Sheriff.’ Dahlia braced herself. ‘Someone must be detailed to warn the humans involved in the rescue. They saved lives that night; not just human lives.’


‘Some of them were not pleased to rescue vampires,’ Cedric said. ‘I read that in the newspapers, too.’


‘However they felt, they did it. We can’t abandon those who’ve done us a service.’


‘Are you telling me my duty, Dahlia?’


‘Sorry, Sheriff.’ Dahlia looked away to compose her face.


‘This is very unlike you.’


‘I’ve never been hauled out of a pit before.’


‘The half demon – the half human – would take no money for his service,’ Cedric said. ‘He told me we were on the same side.’ Dahlia tried not to look self-conscious. She mostly succeeded.


Cedric nodded to Dahlia. ‘All right, go.’


That was how Dahlia came to be walking into the firehouse of the Thirty-four Company at the corner of Almond and Lincoln. Though the night was chilly, the door to the firehouse was open. The men and women inside were washing the fire trucks under floodlights. None of them whistled when Dahlia approached, though she was the center of attention in her black belted coat and black high heels.


‘A cold one,’ said the biggest firefighter of all, a burly guy over six feet tall. ‘Whatcha want, vampie?’


To rip your impudent throat out, Dahlia thought. But she recognized his high voice; he had helped the captain haul her up out of hell. ‘I need to speak to Captain Fortescue,’ she said.


That brought a chorus of whistles and comments about Ted’s wife and her reaction to his extracurricular pastimes.


If Dahlia had been a breather, she’d have sighed.


Ted Fortescue came out, wiping his hands on a towel. His men and women fell silent when the captain looked around to meet their eyes. He recognized Dahlia immediately, somewhat to her surprise. ‘Evening. Have you recovered from your broken leg?’


‘I have,’ Dahlia replied. Her back was stiff as a poker. ‘I have come to warn you. The people of the Fellowship of the Sun have said they’ll take vengeance on those who rescued vampires.’


‘They’re going to target first responders?’ Fortescue was appalled.


‘Yes,’ Dahlia said.


‘They’ll lose all public sympathy for their cause,’ he said slowly, ‘aside from the obvious point, they believe in killing vampires and recruiting humans.’


‘I don’t pretend to make sense of what humans do,’ she said. ‘You saved my life. Now I am doing my best to save yours.’


‘Well … thanks,’ he said. The firefighters looked from the captain to the vampire, obviously thinking he should say something else. ‘You were human, once,’ Fortescue said.


Dahlia was taken aback. She fumbled for a response. ‘I was a human for eighteen years. I have been a vampire for …’ She shook her head. ‘Nine hundred years, perhaps.’


There was a little moment of total silence.


‘Good luck to you, Ted Fortescue, and to all of you who helped us,’ Dahlia said. She looked at each face around her. She would remember each one. ‘I’ll dispose of them all if I can,’ she promised the firefighters, and then she walked away.


‘Commando Barbie,’ one of the women muttered, but Dahlia heard her. In fact, she smiled a little, all to herself.


Worry was not a familiar pastime for Dahlia, who was more of a direct action person. During the bit of dark remaining, Dahlia and Taffy visited two Fellowship locations, a ‘church’ on the south side and a ‘meeting hall’ on the east. Both buildings were easy to break into, and the two vampires searched both very thoroughly. They were straightforward modern constructions: no hidden passages, secret rooms, or false floors.


The next night similar results were reported by the other search teams.


The Rhodes vampires felt the pressure. By the time they had to retreat to day sleep lairs, they’d only learned where the Fellowship plotters weren’t. Their shame was mounting.


Even the abduction-and-torture team reported failure. True, they managed to find a family-free Fellowship official, and true, they managed to snatch her unobserved, but to their immense irritation, the woman had a weak heart. She died too early in the proceedings to offer any useful information. In fact, the team simply restored her body to her house, and no one was the wiser.


Taffy arrived at the mansion the next night radiating excitement. She made a beeline for the common room. Dahlia was sitting at the table, lost in unhappy thought. ‘Don says we should look in the tunnels!’ Taffy said, seizing her friend.


Dahlia said, ‘If you shake me again, I’ll break both your arms.’


Taffy let her go with alacrity. ‘Sorry! I’m just so excited!’


‘That’s a very good idea,’ Dahlia said. ‘We should have thought of the tunnels earlier.’


The tunnel system lying below the original city center of Rhodes was extensive, and it had once connected all the major buildings in the area. The tunnels had seen much use in the years before and during Prohibition. In the decades since, some passages had been blocked up as part of new construction. Vampires seldom used the tunnels anymore … but they had in years past, along with all kinds of other creatures, including regular humans.


‘Do the tunnels run under Field Street?’ Dahlia asked Taffy.


‘Don’s faxing us a map.’


Don, Taffy’s werewolf husband, had a friend who was a historian at Rhodes’s City University. Don’s friend faxed the map to the little office where Lakeisha took care of Cedric’s correspondence. Lakeisha had been an executive assistant in life, and Cedric had brought her over expressly to be his executive assistant in death. Lakeisha knew her office machinery and had a thorough grounding in modern communications, skills most of the older vampires found baffling.


Lakeisha had had the advantage of knowing she was going to be brought over, so she’d had her hair washed, cut, and styled before her death. She was perpetually cute. ‘I don’t think you’ve ever gotten a fax before, Dahlia,’ Lakeisha said.


‘I hope I never get another one.’


‘Grumpy, grumpy!’ Lakeisha chided. Dahlia snarled at her.


‘Did we get up on the wrong side of the coffin tonight?’ Lakeisha said.


‘It’s annoying that you’re not frightened of me, and it’s a mistake.’


‘You don’t want to make Cedric mad,’ the young vampire said calmly.


Dahlia snatched up the tunnel map, and she and Taffy retreated to the common room to study it.


‘Yes! We gotcha, assholes!’ Taffy said, after the two had found Field Street and examined it.


‘I’ll give Don something nice,’ Dahlia said.


‘Not a groomer’s brush, like you sent last time? That shit gets old,’ Taffy said.


‘No, something really nice.’


‘Not another bag of doggie treats!’


‘I’m serious; it’ll be very appropriate. Lakeisha, we need you,’ Dahlia called. Normally, Lakeisha would have insisted the request come through Cedric, but circumstances were hardly ordinary.


Lakeisha used the copying machine and then the intercom. When everyone had assembled in the common room, she passed out copies of the map.


Dahlia stood up on the hearth, so they could all see her. She was wearing her black leather jumpsuit and was happily aware she was being admired. Melponeus was there; she could see his curls and reddish face in the corner. Good.


‘Thanks to Taffy, we’ve gotten a map of the tunnels,’ Dahlia said when the silence was complete. ‘They run under the Fellowship headquarters, and if the leaders entered the tunnels after their attack against us, they may still be there. Has anyone here been down below the city in the last twenty years?’


‘I have,’ said Melponeus. ‘I was in the tunnels five years ago, chasing an imp because … well, it’s not relevant. There are more dead ends in the tunnels now than your map shows. The Fullmore Street tunnel is blocked with rubble at the intersection with Gill.’ Pens moved over paper. ‘The Banner Street tunnel is divided in the middle. Someone built a bank aboveground, and in the process they made the tunnel impassable – though I’ve heard someone’s cut a hole in that wall.’ Melponeus went on to list two more closed or abbreviated tunnels.


‘Thanks, Melponeus,’ Dahlia said. ‘We owe you.’


‘Oh, I’ll collect,’ he said, a gleam in his eye.


It was a measure of Dahlia’s reputation that no one sniggered.


Cedric strolled through, carrying a pipe and wearing a smoking jacket. Taffy rolled her eyes at Dahlia.


‘Do you have a plan of action, then?’ he said.


‘Yes, my sheriff.’


‘Good luck. Oh, by the way.’


Every vampire froze.


‘You must bring them back alive,’ Cedric said. ‘I know you want to have fun with them. In fact, I’d planned to ask you to bring me one to play with. But I’ve gotten a phone call from the chief of police, who said … and I think this is interesting … that some of his officers told him they’d been running across vampires in unexpected places, asking unexpected questions, and he certainly hoped we weren’t taking any vigilante action of our own, since the whole Rhodes police department is anxious to bring the Fellowship terrorists to justice.’


None of the vampires cast guilty looks at each other – they were all much too seasoned for that.


‘Of course we were planning to kill them,’ Dahlia said. ‘What else?’


‘I’m afraid you must alter your plan,’ Cedric told her, using his ‘sympathetic but firm’ voice that carried so well. ‘Think of how wonderful it will look, a picture of you handing over the culprits to the police. Think of how people will say that we’ve honored our commitment to refrain from taking human blood – even the blood of our enemies.’


Dahlia looked mutinous. ‘Cedric, we’d anticipated …’


‘Having a good old-fashioned party,’ he said. ‘I regret that, too. But when you find these murderers, they go to police headquarters. Undrained and intact.’


And, in turn, every head nodded.


Five teams of two vamps each had been dispatched to the five tunnel accesses closest to Fellowship headquarters. Dahlia thought it possible the bombers had blasted or cut through some of the more recent walls. She would have done so if she’d been planning on using the tunnels as a refuge.


These teams were armed with shotguns. None of them were happy about it. Most vampires (especially the older ones) thought carrying a gun implied a certain lack of confidence in one’s own lethality.


Dahlia divided the rest of the Rhodes vamps into two parties. Each would enter the tunnels about a mile away from Fellowship headquarters, one from the east and one from the west. That way, the hunting party could descend without alerting their prey. A couple of cars took Dahlia’s party (Taffy headed the other one) to the east entrance she’d selected. This access happened to lie below a restaurant that had opened before World War I.


The Cappelini’s Ristorante staff was used to parties trailing through on the ‘Old Rhodes’ tour, but they were taken aback when the eight o’clock tour party consisted wholly of bloodsuckers. Dahlia hung back. Though she was tiny and pretty, she was also unmistakably menacing. Lakeisha beamed her perky smile, tipped heavily, and the atmosphere relaxed.


The party, which consisted of Dahlia, Lakeisha, and three male vamps (Roscoe, Parnell, and Jonathan) all passed through a door the teenage tour guide had unlocked. They descended the stairs into the Cappelini basement. The very nervous young woman pointed out how various things were stored, talked about when the building had been erected, and revealed how many pounds of pasta the restaurant had served since it had opened its doors. Though the vampires gave her polite attention, she was visibly nervous as she prepared to enter the old tunnels.


She unlocked yet another door, this one a very old wooden slab. Greeted by a rush of cool air, the party descended a very narrow flight of stairs, then a steep and twisting ramp, and came to yet another door, much lower than modern doors and heavily locked. Their guide unlocked the last door, keeping up her patter the whole time, though with an effort. She flipped a light switch, and the tunnel appeared, running straight for about ten yards before turning to veer right.


Lakeisha said, ‘Let me ask you a question.’ Relieved, the girl looked at the cute dark-skinned vampire inquiringly. Lakeisha said, ‘See how big my eyes are?’ The next minute, the girl was under. ‘Sit on the floor here and wait until we come back,’ Lakeisha said, and the girl smiled and nodded agreeably.


The vampires were all used to enclosed spaces, and they all had excellent vision. Dahlia barely seemed to touch the ground as she began to move forward. At first, two of them could walk abreast. After the jog to the right, the old tunnel narrowed.


The walls were brick, plastered here and there. Every now and then the narrow space widened into a storeroom, littered with old signs, broken chairs, all sorts of debris discarded from the businesses above. From time to time a ghostly door, sometimes with glass panels still intact, offered access to an underground saloon or whorehouse that hadn’t seen a customer in seventy years.


‘This is great,’ Roscoe said. Though Dahlia didn’t reply, she agreed completely.


They didn’t meet any other tours, because Cedric had booked them all. For two hours, the vampires owned the tunnels below old Rhodes.


Dahlia brought the party to a halt when she figured they were two blocks away from Field Street. She whispered: ‘You heard Cedric. No killing. If they resist, you can break a bone.’ Despite the embargo, they were all tense with anticipation. It had been a long time since a worthy battle had come their way. This was a good moment to be a vampire. With a sharp nod, Dahlia turned and raced down the last section of tunnel.


In the end, the conquering of the Fellowship bombers was almost anticlimactic. There were only seven conspirators below the Fellowship headquarters. Of those, two had been too close to their own handiwork and had been injured by flying debris from the Pyramid. Only three men resisted with any determination, and Taffy, who got to the group seconds before Dahlia, had subdued the largest of these with no trouble at all by kicking him in the ribs. Jonathan and Roscoe took care of the others.


Rather than herd their hostages back to Cappelini’s, Dahlia decided to surface at the closest access point. Lakeisha used her cell phone to call the two vampires guarding that spot, their signal to alert the police that there were prisoners to deliver.


Instead of feeling triumphant, Dahlia found herself doubtful. Surely there should have been more Fellowship people in hiding?


‘Wait!’ she called at the first flight of stairs. She turned. Taffy, right behind her, was carrying the man whose ribs she’d broken. He was groaning, the noise irritating her. To make sure a rib didn’t puncture the human’s lung, Taffy was carrying the man in front of her. Dahlia looked into his unshaven face.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked, and the man began to recite some membership number the Fellowship had allotted him.


‘That’s even more irritating than the pain noises,’ she said. ‘Shut up, asshole.’


He cut himself off in mid-number.


The practical Lakeisha extracted a wallet from his pants. ‘This particular asshole is named Nick DeLeo.’


‘Ever talked to a vampire before, Nick?’


‘I don’t deal with hell spawn,’ the man said.


‘I was not spawned by hell. I met with something much older than myself in Crete, more years ago than you can imagine. I will still be here when your children are dust, if anyone deigns to breed with you.’ That seemed doubtful to Dahlia. ‘Where are the others?’


‘I’m not supposed to tell you that,’ he said. It was hard for him to look formidable when a woman was carrying him, and he gave up the attempt when Dahlia came even closer. He flinched.


‘Yes,’ Dahlia said with some satisfaction. ‘I’m truly frightening. You can hardly imagine the pain I’ll cause you, if you don’t tell me what I want to know.’


‘Don’t tell him, Ni – aaargh!’ A scream effectively ended another hostage’s exhortation.


‘Oh, Roscoe, is he hurt?’ Dahlia asked with patently false concern.


‘Hard to lend his buddy moral support with a broken jaw,’ Roscoe said. ‘Oops.’


Dahlia smiled down at Nick. ‘I have ripped people apart with my bare hands. And I enjoyed it, too.’


Nick believed Dahlia. ‘The others have gone to get the firefighters who fished the vamps out of the Pyramid,’ he said. ‘It’s easier to get the firefighters; they’re not armed. Three of us are going to each station around here that responded. They’re going to shoot until their weapons are empty except for one bullet, and then they’ll kill themselves. Holy martyrs to the cause.’


‘That’s a terrible plan,’ Lakeisha said. ‘You think this will discourage people from helping vampires? Make them want to join your stupid Fellowship? The slaughter of public servants?’


‘We have a new goal,’ Dahlia said. ‘We deposit these losers with the police. We go to the places they’re going to attack. They have a head start on us, so let’s be quick.’


Up the stairs they swarmed, to be met by media galore. The police knew a good photo op, too. As soon as possible, Dahlia and her nest mates faded away into the shadows. The others had their own assignments, but Dahlia herself ran full tilt toward the corner of Almond and Lincoln.


Four of the Pyramid conspirators were converging on the Thirty-four Company.


At least the big doors were shut. The firefighters inside were cooking, sleeping, playing video games – until the first rifle shot whistled through the upstairs window, missing one of their drivers by a hair. Then shots were pouring into the station from all directions. There was screaming and cursing and panic.


Until, one by one, the rifles stopped firing.


The newspaper photographers would have liked to take a picture of the four Fellowship members piled in a heap on the concrete in front of the station with Dahlia standing on top of them. But Dahlia was too clever for that. Instead, the next day’s paper had a wonderful picture of tiny Dahlia in her black leather jumpsuit in the center of a huddle of firefighters, hoisted up on the shoulder of Captain Ted Fortescue.


Any tendency the fire company might have to rhapsodize sentimentally over Dahlia’s one-woman antiterrorist action was dampened when they got a good look at the broken bones and bloody injuries the five foot nothing vampire had inflicted – though all four gunmen were alive, at least for a while.


The newspapers were happy with their pictures, the firefighters were happy to be alive and mostly uninjured, the Fellowship fanatics were secretly glad to be out of the tunnels and to anticipate reiterating their inane credo at their trials, Cedric was happy that his vampires had obeyed his direction, and the vampires felt they had at least made a beginning on their revenge for the Pyramid bombing.


Happiest of all was Melponeus the half demon, because he and Dahlia celebrated the victory until Melponeus had to crawl back to his demon brethren with weak knees and a silly grin.


As for Dahlia, she developed a strange new habit. She felt she had established a relationship with the men and women of Company Number Thirty-four.


She began to drop in from time to time. By her third visit, the humans were matter-of-fact about her presence. Ted Fortescue absentmindedly offered her some chili instead of the Red Stuff they’d started keeping at the back of the refrigerator.


When the city council of Rhodes voted to give Dahlia a special commendation for her defense of the firehouse, everyone from the Thirty-four Company attended.


‘I feel like they’re my pets,’ Dahlia confided to Taffy.


Taffy wisely hid her smile.


And when one of the shooters was released on a technicality, and every firefighter in the Thirty-four sounded off about it while Dahlia was there learning how to play Grand Theft Auto, none of the firefighters were surprised when the shooter vanished twenty-four hours later.


‘Dahlia’s like, our mascot,’ said one firefighter to Ted Fortescue.


‘Shell be around a lot longer than we are,’ Ted Fortescue said. ‘Especially if you ever say anything like that where she can hear you.’


But no one was foolish enough for that.




[image: image]


HIXTON


William Kent Krueger


A couple of miles outside the little town of Citadel, Wisconsin, the gravel road dropped into a tree-shaded hollow, and beyond that lay marshland. As soon as he cleared the trees, D’Angelo saw the cabin. It sat back from the road a full quarter mile. The turnoff was marked by a wood-burned sign that read ‘Hams. Smoked and Honey Cured.’ He drove his new ’53 Studebaker Starliner down a narrow dirt causeway between sinister-looking pools of dark water full of cattails gone brown. The high ground where the cabin stood also held a sturdy barn, an animal pen, and a large garden plot littered with stubble from a recent harvest. In the backyard, a young woman paused in hanging the wash and watched him come. The sheets on the line hung heavy in the still air, white against the gray of the overcast sky and the brown of the marsh reeds and the black of the water. An old man sat in a rocker on the front porch. When D’Angelo got out of the Studebaker, he saw that the old man’s lap was crossed by the barrel of a shotgun.


‘Far enough,’ the old man said before D’Angelo had even taken a step.


‘Greet all your customers this way?’


‘Until I’m sure they’re customers.’


‘A wonder you sell anything.’


‘No wonder once you taste the product. You a customer?’


‘What do I look like?’


‘A man who answers a question with a question.’


D’Angelo smiled. ‘Heard in town that you make the best hams this side of the Mississippi.’


‘Any side of the Mississippi, mister.’


‘You smoke the hams yourself?’


The old man gave a brief wave toward a smokehouse in a far corner of the yard. ‘Right over there. What’s your pleasure? Hickory smoked or honey cured?’


‘Hickory smoked’ll do.’


The old man nodded but didn’t move. He studied D’Angelo carefully. ‘Wherebouts you from? Cuz you’re not from around here.’


‘You neither,’ D’Angelo said.


‘We’re talking about you right now.’ The old man’s grip tightened on the shotgun.


‘Nebraska,’ D’Angelo said. ‘Place called Hixton.’


‘Hixton?’ The old man leaned forward. ‘Son, it’s not ham you came for. What do you want?’


‘Just to talk.’


‘About what?


‘Five missing boys in Hixton.’


‘Hixton was a long time ago and far away from here.’


‘Then there’s no harm in talking.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Martin.’


‘That a last name?’


‘Last name’s D’Angelo. And you’re Albert Gorman.’


‘Why you want to know about Hixton?’


‘I’m a newspaper reporter, Mr Gorman. I’m working on a story.’


‘No one cares about Hixton. Too long ago.’ He was more than seventy, with a face parched by the sun. The squint of his eyes may also have been due to the sun, but D’Angelo thought not. ‘Ah, what the hell,’ Gorman finally said, and beckoned his visitor forward.


There was another chair on the porch. D’Angelo took it, wondering if it was where the young woman sat with the old man.


‘How’d you find me?’ Gorman asked.


‘It’s what I do. Find people. Find things. Find the truth.’


‘The truth?’ Gorman laughed, a sound as parched as his face. ‘People don’t want the truth. If they looked straight at the truth, it’d scorch their eyeballs right off their skulls.’


Several swine trotted out from a small structure inside the pen D’Angelo had seen on his approach. The animals came to the fence and stuck their pink snouts between the rails. Beyond the pen lay the marsh, which stretched away in all directions under the dismal sky.


D’Angelo said, ‘It would be difficult for someone to come at you without being seen.’


‘Damn near impossible,’ Gorman agreed.


‘Twenty years ago, you left Hixton in a great hurry. What were you afraid of, Mr Gorman? And what are you afraid of still?’


Through that squint of his eyes, the old man studied the marsh. He finally said, ‘What do you know about Hixton?’


This is what D’Angelo knew and what he told Gorman.


In the fall of 1933, a teenage boy named Lester Bennett attended a dance held in the gymnasium at Hixton Senior High School. He’d gone without a date. A shy boy, he hadn’t danced with anyone. He’d left alone and had never made it home.


Two months later another boy, Skip Grogan, age sixteen, went out at 4:00 a.m. to do his morning newspaper route. He was a quiet but conscientious kid. No friends to speak of. An only child, and his mother doted on him. He delivered half the papers that morning, from State Street to Main, but delivered nothing after that. Like Lester Bennett, he simply vanished.


In February a kid named Jason Weller went for a hayride sponsored by the Kiwanis Club. He was an awkward kid who reluctantly accompanied his cousin, a girl in need of a date. They nestled in the hay of the wagon with lots of other teenagers. Afterward, they drank hot chocolate and ate sugar donuts around a bonfire. Then he walked his cousin home under a full moon, said good night, and was never seen again. The people of Hixton were understandably upset. They raised a hue and cry and demanded to know why the authorities didn’t have a clue about the missing boys. The local police asked for the help of a state investigator. Albert Gorman was sent in answer.


‘Sorry sons of bitches, those local cops,’ Gorman said. ‘I took one look at their case notes and knew the only way they’d get their man was if he walked into the office, confessed, took the key, and locked himself in a cell.’


‘Did you think you’d have better luck?’ D’Angelo asked.


‘Luck? Wasn’t any luck to it. Solving a crime is simply the steady elimination of possibilities.’


‘What were the possibilities?’


Gorman rocked back in his chair. He lifted the shotgun from his lap and leaned it against the cabin wall, still within easy reach. He folded his hands over his belly, which had probably once been hard and flat but with time had grown doughy. He wore a white shirt open at the collar, the thinner white of an undershirt visible beneath. His khakis were spotless and pressed to a sharp crease. His boots were black and shined. D’Angelo wondered if it was the young woman in the backyard who took such good care of him.


‘First I looked at the commonalities,’ Gorman said. ‘All teenage boys, all attending high school, all socially inept and isolated, all caught alone in the dark. This suggested to me that the victims weren’t chosen at random. They’d been carefully selected by someone who knew them and knew their activities and their schedules. So I asked myself who would have that kind of knowledge of all these boys? My answer was someone at the high school. A teacher, maybe, or counselor or administrator.


‘It probably wouldn’t be someone who’d been there for a while, or the disappearances would have begun earlier. So I looked at those who were new to the school that year. There were only two. An English teacher, Miss Evelyn Hargrove. And the baseball coach, Hank Abernathy. Miss Hargrove was a wisp of a thing from Alabama, fresh out of college, all fluttery and feathery and smelling of exotic scents, and the boys in school were gaga over her. She lived in a rooming house with three other single women, and they all did everything together and knew each other’s habits intimately and played canasta every night that they didn’t have dates, which was the case more often than not. Turned out on two of the three nights that a boy went missing Hargrove was playing canasta.


‘So I turned my full attention to Abernathy. Now there was an odd duck.’


The cabin door opened, and the young woman D’Angelo had seen hanging the wash stepped outside. She was pretty, with fair, soft skin, eyes dark blue as a sky sliding into nightfall, long black hair, and she smelled of fresh laundry. She wore a plain white dress that reached to her ankles, and the collar ran just below the fragile hollow of her throat. When she appeared, the swine in the pen began an uproar of grunting. To D’Angelo, who knew nothing about pigs, it appeared that they might be hoping she had slop for them, or whatever it was that they were fed.


‘Excuse me for interrupting,’ she said with a pleasant smile. ‘I just wondered if you gentlemen might care for a refreshment.’


Gorman said, ‘Mr D’Angelo, this is my daughter. Sweetie, this is Martin D’Angelo.’


She said, ‘Would lemonade and cookies appeal to anyone?’


‘Fine with me,’ Gorman said.


‘I’d like that,’ D’Angelo replied, and he watched the tilt of the young woman’s hips as she turned and the undulating slope of her ass as she walked away.


‘Mr D’Angelo?’ the old man said.


D’Angelo returned his attention to his host. ‘You said Abernathy was an odd duck.’


‘Talented athlete. Could have played in the majors, but what did he do? He coached in a little town in the middle of nowhere. I asked myself why a man would do that. What he was running from, hiding from?’


‘Was he married?’


‘Nope, and that was another unusual thing. Good-looking as they came, but he had no wife, no sweetheart.’


Through an open window drifted the sound of Gorman’s daughter softly singing. Listening to the haunting lilt, D’Angelo almost lost the thread of his thoughts. With an effort, he pulled himself back and said, ‘What did that suggest to you?’


‘I figured maybe he was the kind of man who had no interest in women. And if that was true, it might point toward an explanation for the missing boys. But I had no evidence, no proof, and it would have been stupid to tip my hand. So I put men to watching him.’


‘And then the fourth boy disappeared,’ D’Angelo said.


‘Yep. Early spring, two months after the last kid.’


‘Edward Greeley,’ D’Angelo said. ‘A young man with ambition, a desire for Broadway or the movies. He had the lead in the senior class play, The Boyfriend. After the final performance, he went to a cast party at the home of Gwendolyn Murdoch, the drama teacher who’d directed the play. She caught him spiking the punch with rum from a silver flask he’d brought, which she confiscated. She gave it to the police during their investigation.’


‘You’ve done your homework,’ Gorman said.


‘What about your surveillance of the baseball coach?’


‘According to the man I assigned to him that night, Abernathy went to the movies and then to a diner for a late meal. He was sitting on a stool, eating, when Edward Greeley left the party and vanished.’


‘Which effectively eliminated him as a suspect?’


‘Pretty much. From what I understand, he eventually married a librarian in a neighboring town, so maybe he was just going through a period of adjustment in Hixton. Who knows?’


‘Where did that leave you?’


‘Looking for other possibilities.’


Gorman’s daughter shoved the screen door open with her hip and stepped onto the porch, holding a plate of cookies in one hand and a pitcher of iced lemonade in the other. D’Angelo stood up quickly. ‘Let me help you.’


The pigs near the marsh set up a rage of grunting again, but the young woman ignored them.


‘Thank you,’ she said sweetly. She handed D’Angelo the cookies and set the pitcher on the wide flat of the porch rail. ‘I’ll be right back with glasses.’


D’Angelo was tempted to follow her into the dark of the cabin, but Gorman’s voice held him back. ‘Sit down. We haven’t finished talking.’


D’Angelo placed the cookies next to the pitcher and returned to his seat. The swine had fallen silent again but continued to stare at the cabin.


‘Other possibilities?’ he said.


Gorman nodded. ‘I figured there was some other common thread to the boys that I wasn’t seeing. I racked my brain trying to think what it could be. The pressure from the local police and from the populace was tremendous, I can tell you. I lost a lot of sleep thinking it through.’


Gorman’s daughter returned with two glasses and poured lemonade for both men. She asked, ‘Have you tried one of my cookies, Mr D’Angelo? They’re just sugar cookies, but I do a pretty good job with them, if I do say so myself.’


D’Angelo took one, bit into it, and thought he’d never tasted a cookie quite so delicious, and he told her so. She smiled, a blush rising in her cheeks, and D’Angelo decided he’d never seen a young woman so beautiful.


‘Finish your cookie, Mr D’Angelo,’ Gorman said. ‘We still have talking to do. Leave us, Sweetie.’


She left them. D’Angelo finished his cookie, sat down, and felt an immense emptiness in the wake of the young woman’s departure. A deep longing for her rose in his chest.


‘Like I said,’ Gorman went on, ‘I lost a lot of sleep thinking it over, I looked at their friends, but they didn’t have many and none in common, I looked at people in the town they might all have had contact with, a minister, maybe, or a postman. Nothing there. Early on I’d looked at the routes they’d all taken on the night of their disappearance and didn’t see anything of interest. But I revisited that possibility and, without the blinders of a particular suspect narrowing my vision, I saw something.’


The young woman’s voice came through the window again, and her song was like a soft rope wrapping itself around D’Angelo’s heart and pulling it to her.


‘What did you see?’ he asked absently.


‘That their paths all crossed at the Sweet Shoppe, a little confectionary in Hixton. It was a relatively new establishment, run by a woman named Circe Cane. I talked to the parents of the missing boys, and they told me their sons liked to frequent the shop, dropping in after school or on Saturdays. They talked with great affection about Miss Cane and about the wonderful sweets she served. So I began to investigate this Cane woman, trying to discover her background before she’d come to Hixton. And you know what, Mr D’Angelo? I hit nothing but dead ends. Which in itself told me a whole lot. I began watching the Sweet Shoppe and Miss Cane myself.’


‘And then the last boy went missing,’ D’Angelo managed to say above the swirl of fog that seemed to be filling his head.


‘That’s right.’


‘He was a boy who’d graduated and was preparing to go into the army,’ D’Angelo said. He spoke slowly, deliberately, as if he were a drunk trying to make sense.


‘Yes,’ Gorman said. ‘One night he took his little brother to a movie, and when it was over, they went to the Sweet Shoppe. Afterward he delivered his brother home safely, then returned alone to the Sweet Shoppe. It was late, almost midnight. Main Street was deserted. He stood on the sidewalk in front of the confectionary, where earlier he’d had lemonade and a sugar cookie. And he listened to the song Circe Cane sang to him through the upstairs window. He reached for the door and found it unlocked, and he went inside and never came out. And no one saw him do these things.’


‘No one except you,’ D’Angelo said.


Gorman nodded. ‘Except me.’


‘Why?’ D’Angelo stood up, struggling to keep his thinking straight, to fight against the current of the song inside his head that was drawing him further into the fog. ‘Why didn’t you do anything to stop him?’


‘Oh, I tried,’ Gorman said. ‘I slipped in after him and followed him upstairs, where Circe Cane lived. I listened at the door, and what I heard I couldn’t believe.’


‘What?’ D’Angelo asked, desperately trying to stay with the old man’s words. ‘What did you hear?’


‘Circe Cane talking low and sweet to that boy, and I heard the boy answering. At first, it was in his own voice, but slowly that changed until what came from him was the sound of an animal.’


‘What animal?’


‘A pig, Mr D’Angelo,’ the young woman said in a lilting voice as she stepped from the cabin door. ‘I find them such wonderful little creatures. Sweet and loyal and, in the end, quite delicious.’


D’Angelo turned to Gorman as the world around him tilted and reeled. ‘Why didn’t you … why didn’t you …’


‘Why didn’t I tell someone? Because, Mr D’Angelo, who would believe such a story? No, I left my job and left Nebraska and came with Circe to this place, where I’ve done my best all these years to protect her secret and keep her safe. Here, as you so correctly pointed out, I can see all that approaches. We have enough of those pesky traveling salesmen drop by that Circe’s little pen over there is never empty. And this marshland around us, it swallows a car without a trace, believe me.’ Gorman looked at Circe with deep contentment. ‘In return she’s fed me. There’s nothing she can’t coax from the earth. She’s a marvelous housekeeper, cook, and companion.’ He reached out and ran a wrinkled hand over the soft, fair skin of her forearm. ‘She has other charms as well, which I’m sure you can easily imagine.’


D’Angelo felt his legs grow weak, and he collapsed into the chair.


‘D’Angelo,’ Gorman said. ‘I know that name. The last boy in Hixton, his name was D’Angelo, too. And his little brother would be about your age now, if I remember correctly. A newspaper reporter, Mr D’Angelo? I think not. I think you came looking for an answer.’


‘D’Angelo? Oh yes, I remember that one,’ Circe said with genuine delight. ‘Such a sweet thing, and he fattened up so nicely, too.’


She reached out and touched D’Angelo’s leg in a way that made him feel like livestock appraised for auction. And then the fog enveloped him completely, and he fell into a place as dark as the marsh water.


He woke in a bed that carried the fresh smell of clean sheets dried on a clothesline. There was another scent as well, something exotic and deeply intoxicating. And there was the unmistakable softness of a woman’s bare breast pressed against his shoulder. He turned his head on the pillow and found her gazing into his eyes, her own eyes the deep blue of desire. Without a thought he made love to her. It was glorious and like nothing he’d ever known.


Later he woke again, and the cabin was full of the wonderful aroma of a meal cooking. He found her in the kitchen, wearing a long, flowered apron over her simple white dress.


‘Sit down,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Dinner’s ready.’


He sat at the table, still a little benumbed. ‘Where’s Gorman?’


‘Albert served his purpose for many years,’ she said, ‘but it was time for someone new. I like you. You found me, not an easy thing. You suspected the danger, but you came anyway. And you did it because of your brother. Intelligence, courage, and loyalty, traits I’ve always greatly admired. Ulysses was much the same.’ She came to his side, set a plate of food in front of him, bent, and gently kissed his shoulder. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘you even look a little like him.’


D’Angelo stared at her adoringly and murmured, ‘I’d forgotten you. But you look the same as you did all those years ago in the Sweet Shoppe.’ He glanced down at his plate, which Circe had filled with herbed potatoes and green peas and applesauce. At the center was a steaming slice of pork loin cooked to perfection.


‘The meat might be a little tough,’ she said, sitting across from him and taking up her napkin. ‘The swine it came from was much older than I prefer, but I have always hated to waste a good pig.’


D’Angelo hesitated only a moment and then dug in.
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SMALL CHANGE


Margaret Maron


I’m lying on the backward-facing seat of an SUV that is being driven much too fast, and I am rigid with apprehension. One good swerve and I could roll off the seat and bang against the rear window and then what? Would I break something crucial? Be maimed for life?


When I laid a trap to catch the thief that was ripping off my dad’s antique store, I never dreamed I’d get trapped, too.


At least we aren’t headed out of town. Not yet anyhow. I catch glimpses of passing street signs, but the names are unfamiliar. The van makes a final turn and coasts to a stop, then I hear a squeal of hinges. We pass through a set of steel gates and move slowly down what looks like an alley lined in garage doors.


Of course! A self-storage facility. Where else to stash stolen antiques?


Moments later, the SUV backs up to one of the units and comes to a full stop. I hear the doors open and shut, and a woman rolls up the door on the storage unit and starts unloading. To my intense disappointment, I don’t recognize her before she drapes a padded blanket over me.


‘Careful!’ a low voice warns from behind me. Man? Woman? I can’t tell.


At least I’m being handled gently. They ease me down onto the concrete floor. I can’t see through the blanket, and I’m starting to feel claustrophobic. What would they do if I suddenly screamed? I’m too scared to find out.


In no time at all, I hear the door roll down, and the van drives away.


I immediately concentrate all my will to fight my way out of that blanket. It’s pitch-black here and cold, cold. I feel along the edges of the door. If there’s a way to release the lock from inside, I can’t find it. I’m thirteen years old. Way too old to start bawling like a baby, even if I am freezing. Nothing for it but to burrow back into that padded blanket and remember how I wound up in this fix …

OEBPS/9780575098053_oeb_001_r1.jpg
GOLLANCZ
L ONDON





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9780575098053_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Mystery Writers of America present
Crimes
by Moonlight

2 i

Edited by
CHARLAINE HARRIS

SunpavTives bestselling author of
the Sookie Stackhouse Stories





OEBPS/9780575098053_oeb_com_r1.jpg





