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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




1


The Girl Who was Afraid of Thunderstorms


THERE IS SOMETHING almost other-worldly about a huge shopping mall; enter it and you leave heat or cold, night and day behind, and enter a futuristic Disney-like vision of a future world which is all antiseptic, insulated, and artificial yet somehow it caters to all your basic modern needs. It is the synthesis of the ancient bazaar, the communal marketplace, the soda fountain, the drive-in, and the town square and more. Its vast interiors with their wasted space, careful fountains, phony waterfalls, plastic park benches and canned music which may be The 1001 Strings Play the Best of the Rolling Stones but somehow sounds like the same elevator music the parents and grandparents of those denizens of malls heard in their day. To many of the youth who are too young to be allowed in the adult bars and clubs and too old to be in by eight o’clock it is a massive singles bar as well.


Wednesday night wasn’t the best night out, even in the mall, and it was tough on a school night to figure out an excuse to get there that parents might accept, but teens have had many centuries of evolution to get to a point where they instinctively know how to manage such urgencies when they have to, and Sharlene “Charley” Sharkin certainly felt like she had to.


It wasn’t anything to do with the mall itself, but rather what it filled in her life. She was seventeen and due to graduate in five months, an occasion she was looking forward to with great anticipation. She was bright, athletic, and had good grades for the most part, but she hated school and all it stood for. Her parents had all sorts of plans for her, all of which included college and perhaps beyond, but the thought of four or more years of additional school was just gruesome, that was all. She could see herself putting up with some secretarial school—she was already a lightning typist and did some word processing on the school computer for office brownie points—or maybe even a medical technician’s course, or paralegal, or something like that, but nothing more. College wasn’t like regular school in one way: if you didn’t get it and later regretted it there was nothing that said you had to be eighteen and not twenty or even older to get in.


She had a nice, round face with just a bit of an overbite set off by mid-length Clairol brown perm-curled hair, no beauty but cute and she knew it. She was slightly chubby and thought she was fat and hated it but not enough to really work at dieting or giving up all the nice foods that made life worthwhile. She’d been a skinny, athletic kid but it had just started to come on and stay there, particularly in the past year or two, but at five foot three and a hundred and thirty-six pounds she didn’t feel out of whack. She’d really let herself go since—well, since Tommy.


She had just turned sixteen, and was real popular with the boys, and the night of the junior prom Tommy Meyers had brought out this bottle of high-proof whiskey he’d gotten someplace and before she knew it Tommy had popped her cherry for good in his brother’s borrowed conversion van, and while nothing had come of it she’d gone through months of nervous fear wondering if she was pregnant, or had caught something, or who knew what, and it’d scared her far more than all that blood. The experience made her something of a leader among her friends, of course, but it’d also given her a reputation among the boys as an easy girl and she’d had more than her share of troubles from that.


She’d let herself go after that, giving up most of the athletics and pigging out on whatever she wanted, particularly chocolate. If it hadn’t been for Sam moving into the city she might have gotten really depressed, but even though Sam was a real straight arrow she didn’t care and there was no closer friendship.


And now Sam was gone.


Samantha Buell was certainly her best friend in the whole world and the only person she felt she could confide in. Sam had needed a friend when she’d moved here with her mother a little over a year ago and they’d hit it off, the original thing they had in common being that they both went by nicknames that sounded more boy than girl—although Sam just called it “unisex.” They liked the same rock bands, the same TV shows, they swapped romance novels—although Sam was more of a reader than she was—and they both loved roaming the mall and trying on all sorts of outrageous fashions. They spent a lot of free time together and talking on the phone and all that. They were the same height, and while Sam had a better figure she had a little bit of extra weight herself. Still, they looked enough alike to be mistaken more than once for sisters, and they were both also the only children of well-off professionals, spoiled without really realizing it.


Not that there weren’t real differences, the least of which was Sam’s slight but noticeable New England accent contrasted with Charley’s southwestern twang. Sam’s folks were divorced, and she lived here now with her mother who was a lawyer who worked for some federal agency or another. Environment, she thought, but she’d never really gone into it. Sam’s dad was a contractor in Boston and they still got along pretty good—Sam would fly out to stay with him part of the summer and some of the long holidays and he called a lot—but maybe three thousand miles was a lot of distance for so-called “joint custody.”


But Sam’s voice was, well, unique. She had one of the deepest, most asexual voices Charley had ever heard in a girl, although not unpleasant or irritating. It was just, well, asexual, the kind of tonal voice that was stuck between the half octaves and could easily belong to a boy her age although it didn’t sound wrong in her, either. Sam said that her grandmother—her dad’s mother—had the same kind of voice. She could actually shift that voice even lower a bit and you’d swear she was all male, too, or higher a bit and sound feminine and sassy. Sam had hoped that this odd ability might get her into acting one day.


She’d always been something of a tomboy type, fooling around in Dad’s workshop as a kid. She particularly liked carpentry and was really good at it, but her Dad had always tried to steer her away with some ingrained sexist ideas about what was properly boys’ work and girls’ work while her mother, who wanted her to be like the first female President or a great doctor or something was appalled by Sam’s taste for manual skills. Charley, on the other hand, wouldn’t be caught dead if not dressed in the latest style. Until she’d met Charley the only real concession she’d made to unmistakable femininity was long, almost waist-length straight black hair.


Still, under Charley’s skilled eye and guidance, Sam had lately taken to trying all sorts of new and feminine fashion, taken a real interest suddenly in perfume and cosmetics and stuff like that, which somewhat pleased her mother and also started getting her all sorts of attention from the boys. So far she hadn’t done much, though; Sam had some real hangups of her own. Back in Boston she’d gone to this private all-girls’ school, and two of her classmates had done it before they were past sixteen that Sam knew about. It was sheer stupid bad luck, but one of them had gotten pregnant the first time out and the other one had come down with VD. The odds against both of ’em, or even either of ’em, having anything like that happen was small, and maybe that was only the two Sam found out about, but it had scared the hell out of her. She was still a virgin and not real inclined to changing that in the immediate future. That was why a best girlfriend was an essential. They protected and supported each other. Together, somehow, they were safe.


And now Sam was gone.


At first she hadn’t thought anything of it, when Sam hadn’t shown up for school on Monday. Charley had been away visiting relatives all weekend, and had been too damned tired to feel sociable on Monday. On Tuesday she’d called over to the house and gotten Sam’s mother’s answering machine and left a message. No big deal. Maybe somebody got sick back east or something. Later, she heard it had been in the news over the weekend and in the Sunday paper, but they’d thrown out everything but the comics.


But today, in school, she’d been called out of first period English to Mr. Dunteman’s office—he was the administrative vice principal—and waiting there had been this strange man who introduced himself as Detective O’Donnell of the Juvenile Division and said he wanted to know if Charley had heard from Sam in the last few days.


“Huh? No. Why? Has something happened?”


“We—don’t really know. When was the last time you saw or spoke to her?”


“Uh—Friday. Here. I went away that night for the weekend and didn’t get back til Sunday night.”


“Uh-huh. And did she seem—different? I mean, did she seem out of the ordinary in any way? Nervous? Irritable? Depressed? Anything like that?”


She thought a moment. The fact was, there had been something wrong. She’d sensed it rather than been told it, but it was noticeable enough that she’d asked Sam if there were any problems.


“She seemed—you know, tense. Yeah, maybe nervous. I figured at first it was just her period or something but it wasn’t like that, really. She looked, well, kinda scared. But she said everything was okay when I asked her about it. She just sorta shrugged it off and said she was havin’ some problems and that she’d tell me when I got back. I did kinda get the idea that she wanted to say more but when she found out I was goin’ away, well, she just tried to laugh it off. Why? What’s happened to her?”


O’Donnell had sighed. He was big and craggy and built like cement block, with curly red hair and real pale blue eyes. If you’d been ordered to build an Irishman he was about what you’d come up with.


“She left school normally—we know that much,” he told her. “She caught the first bus home, got a few things—her mother wasn’t back from work yet—and then left. We don’t know anything beyond that. She simply—vanished.” He paused as he watched her look of horror grow. “These things do happen, Miss. All the time. It’s my job to piece everything together and see if we can find her before something very bad happens to her.”


“You think she—ran away? Not Sam! The only one she could run to would be her Dad and he’d send her right back here. I know!”


“We don’t honestly know. She certainly hadn’t made any long-range plans to bolt; there’s no sign of it. Everything points to a sudden decision to just take off. She went home, packed a small suitcase, went down to the Front Street Bank’s automated teller with the backup of her mother’s card and withdrew the maximum three hundred dollars allowed by the machine.”


“Yeah, her mom gave her the card just in case she needed money when her mom wasn’t around but I don’t think she ever used it for more’n twenty bucks. Three hundred …”


“That’s really not that much when you consider it,” the detective had pointed out. “Enough to buy a ticket to most places but only if you had money or people at the other end. We checked the airlines and bus stations—no sign, although that doesn’t always mean much. She didn’t have a driver’s license?”


Charley shook her head. “Nope. Flunked the test three times. She was just too scared behind the wheel.”


“And no boyfriends? Particularly new ones? No major infatuations? You’re positive?”


“Positive! She’s not gay or nothin’ like that—she liked boys and all, but if she had anything going she’d’a told me. No way there was anybody she’d do this for, not unless it happened between Friday morning and Friday afternoon.”


“Stranger things have happened, but I admit it’s unlikely unless it involved someone in school and we can account for everyone but her. Very well—if she contacts you let me know immediately. I’ll give you a card, here, with my name and number. It looks very likely that something scared her very badly. Something she couldn’t or wouldn’t confide for any of a thousand reasons to either her best friend or her mother. She panicked. She ran. No note, nothing. But her resources are quite limited. If she uses any of her mother’s charge cards we’ll find her and I think she’s bright enough to know that. Her cash will be running low if it isn’t gone already. She’ll only have a few choices, and they’re crime, or falling prey to the seamier side of society, or she’ll have to contact somebody she trusts. You’re a likely candidate for that. If she does, try and get her what she needs and find out where she’s staying and then call me. And, if you can, find out what in the world could scare her so much that this was the only way out.”


She had promised it all, but the truth was that if Sam called she didn’t know what she would do, and she suspected O’Donnell knew that, too. What the hell could have scared her like that? Caused her to run rather than go to her mom or best friend? Had Sam been less honest than she seemed? Had she, like, gotten knocked up? No, that wouldn’t do it. Hell, she might get grounded for six months but her mom would still have worked it all out and Sam would know that. Her mom was pretty busy but she was all right deep down—much more modern than Charley’s parents, anyway.


Sam always said she wanted to be an actress; she’d been in the drama club and was set for a pretty good part in the class play coming up in April, but she had few other real interests. Setting off for Hollywood on impulse just wasn’t her style.


It was hard for Charley to imagine Sam out there on her own in any event. Hell, she was scared to go out alone most times. Like, she was even scared of thunderstorms. Well, maybe she’d find out now.


Charley had gone through the day confused and depressed and then went straight home. She’d gotten the mail and found a small envelope addressed to her and postmarked locally with very familiar handwriting and she’d torn it open. Inside, on a piece of notepaper in Sam’s handwriting, had been a nervously scrawled message.




Dear Charley—Sorry to get you into this but I got noplace else to go. Can you meet me at the mall at seven o’clock? Just go browse at Sears. Look normal, then at seven go back to credit like you was going to the ladies room. Don’t tell nobody or let them see this note. Don’t let nobody follow you. I’m OK so long as you don’t bring nobody. Love and kisses, Sam.





Charley was afraid at first that she wouldn’t make it in time. Her Dad had a bunch of stuff to talk about and wasn’t in any mood to let her out, but she’d convinced him it wouldn’t be long and that she really needed to pick up something for school tomorrow. She barely had time to change into an outfit more appropriate for the mall—the satiny blue pantsuit and the mid-calf boots with the fold-down leather fringes. And it’d been like six-thirty when she’d gotten the okay, and while it was only a ten-minute drive to the mall she had to park and go to Sears and spend some time browsing, too, so it’d look natural when she went to the jane. There was also the level of paranoia the note induced.


“Don’t let nobody follow you. …”


Like, who would be following her? Well, okay, the cops, maybe—if they figured one runaway teen was worth a stakeout. Or, maybe, whoever scared Sam so bad. They might figure it like O’Donnell and keep an eye on her best friend, right?


Damn it, she’s got me seein’ cars and mysterious people in trenchcoats!


The worst part of it was, she had to wear her glasses and she hated that. Made her look like some dumb librarian. But she was fairly nearsighted and needed them to drive, and she’d had her contacts in all day at school. Not like Sam—Sam only needed glasses to read close up, and she’d look like an idiot, face at arm’s length from a book, rather than wear them in school.


The mall was pretty crowded for a winter Wednesday, maybe because it was unusually warm tonight for this time of year, and Charley saw one or two kids she knew, but the time didn’t allow for her to be anything but single-minded. If somebody was following they’d just have to follow, that’s all. What the hell could happen in a place crowded like this, anyway?


She made her way to Sears, then went and looked at some of the clothes there. She knew she didn’t have Sam’s acting talent and she probably was giving the most unconvincing show of her life, but she had to try. She glanced at her watch—five after seven! Past time to go to the bathroom.


Had she delayed long enough? Had she delayed too long? She went on back to the business office and then around the corner toward the restrooms. You sure knew where they were in a big mall. Most times the biggest department stores had the only bathrooms in the place.


The restrooms were near the end of a corridor that wound up at an “Employees Only” door to the warehouse part, and there was a branch corridor just before them leading to some offices. She went into the bathroom expecting Sam to be there, but it was empty. She wasn’t sure if she should just stay there or not, but she sure as hell wasn’t gonna stay there all night. She really did have to go—this Jane Bond shit didn’t really make it at all—and so she decided to just do everything normal. Maybe Sam wasn’t there tonight. Maybe something happened, or Sam figured the note would come earlier, or maybe this was just a way for Sam to check and see that she wasn’t being followed.


She gave it fifteen minutes, during which one pregnant lady came in and nobody else, and then decided to get out of there. She opened the door and heard, behind her, in a loud whisper, “Charley! In here—quick!”


She turned and saw a small, chunky figure in boys’ blue denim jeans and matching jacket holding the employee door open. She hesitated a moment, then went to the door and out just before the pregnant lady exited.


Charley stared at the other. “Christ, Sam—is that really you?”


“Yeah! Come on! I want to get us out of here and someplace where we can talk. Hurry up!”


As close as she’d been to Sam she wouldn’t have recognized her from any distance. Gone was the long, straight black hair, replaced with a slightly curly sandy brown cut, extremely short, like a boy’s, and combed straight back with a side part. She was also wearing a man’s style rose-tinted pair of glasses and dressed in the stiff denim that completely concealed her figure and some cheap sneakers and high black socks. It was a fairly simple disguise but by its subtlety very effective. No fake beard or shit like that that would never be convincing. The fact that Sam was one of those people whose face by itself could be either male or female depending on the hair and body and the like helped, too. It was also a natural disguise—her voice was already unusually low, and it didn’t take much effort to get it low and raspy enough to sound like maybe a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old boy.


They wound up outside, then walked across the parking lot to the theater entrance. Sam bought two tickets to the newest Disney cartoon, knowing that for the late show there’d be very few people there and none they would know. Not with a “G” rating.


Sam was right. There were like a dozen people in there for the Wednesday late show. They took seats on a side aisle near the back, away from the rest. Sam put her arm around Charley. “Just act like we don’t care about the movie, which we don’t,” she said. “Nobody ever notices much about a boy and a girl makin’ out in the back of a theater.”


“Okay, I’ll play along,” Charley whispered back, “but what the hell is this all about? Why’d you run? Where you been? Everybody’s worried sick. …”


“Long story,” Sam responded. “I’ll tell you as much as I can. Some of it’ll sound crazy and maybe I am, but it’s damned real.”


It hadn’t been all that sudden, only the final act. For months, almost since moving out west, she had been having strange experiences. First it was the dreams—lots of them, long and elaborate, sometimes several nights in a row with no break, and always involving the same things although never quite the same.


Charley knew about the dreams. The most frequent one involved the demon and Sam, who was always driving a red sports car around a twisting mountain road along a coast, although Sam couldn’t drive and they were hundreds of miles from any coast.


It always began with a dark figure, sitting alone in a comfortable-looking room that none the less resembled more a medieval castle than anything modern. There was a low fire in the fireplace and a few goblets about, but everything was indistinct, as if in a dream. She saw his form, but not really his face, masked in shadow, but it was a strange form of a fairly large man in flowing robes and wearing what might have been a helmet with two large, crooked horns emerging from each side. She saw him, though, not as a vision, or a completed scene, but as if she were there as well, sitting opposite him in a chair of her own, looking at his dark form with her own eyes. Somehow, she was aware that the goblet near her on a small table had until recently contained some kind of drug, and that the dark figure’s mysterious, hazy, dark presence was partly due to that.


Suddenly there was a rumble and crackling, more like an electrical short circuit than anything else, but it seemed to overwhelm them, to carry them, not physically but mentally, through a dizzying, blinding, multicolored ride like an out of control carousel, although the dark form in the chair was still there, silhouetted against the swirling maelstrom.


And then there had been darkness, with scenes illuminated now by flashes of lightning and accompanying clashes of thunder, and a view from a great height down to a frothing ocean below beating itself against black rocks, and a low range of mountains forming a jagged and serpentine coastline, and, in the distance, two small lights approaching along that coast. They were not the storm, but they were of and with the storm, and they moved swiftly inland to a point where storm and lights must meet.


And now she saw herself driving that red sports car, but not from the point of view of the driver. Rather, she saw herself from the height during the flashes of lightning, and now they were nearly on top of it, and the dark, horned figure whispered fearsomely in a tone that somehow still cut through the noise of storm and surf, “Now! I was correct. The equations are perfectly in balance. She is the one we seek and she sleeps in the stupors of overindulgence. Minimum resistance, maximum flow, calculated odds of success in the ninety-plus percentile. … Now!”


And from the cloud a great bolt of lightning shot out, and while it struck just ahead and on the ocean side of the road the car suddenly slammed on its brakes and spun, aided by the sudden rain, and …


All then was blackness.


That had been the first of them, repeated many times with little or no variation, but it had not been the last. At first she put them down as mere fantasies, as nightmares, maybe, or possibly even a sign of a good imagination, but then the dreams progressed and she began to see a pattern both in when the dreams came and in their progression.


Always in the night. Always when thunderstorms approached and then raged around her.


But during this season of the year she felt she’d almost licked it. No thunderstorms, no really bad dreams. Not until last Thursday night, when this freak warm front had moved in and clashed with the very chilly winter air and set off a rare winter one.


Charley frowned. “I don’t remember a thunderstorm last Thursday.”


“It was real early in the morning. Like two or three. You’d sleep through an atomic bomb anyway. You can check it in the papers, though. We had it—and I had another real mean one.”


“You mean you’re running from a dream?”


“Not—exactly.”


She had awakened to the sound and fury of the freak storm, and lay there, eyes wide open, feeling wide awake and afraid to go back to sleep, but even though the storm raged and she was fully conscious, through the thunder, through the roar of rain and hail on the roof and the rattling of windows by heavy winds, the voices intruded and the room seemed to fade. It was also quite dark, but she was seeing through another’s eyes, a visitor without influence or control; an interloper who should not have been there, wherever “there” was.


It was the hall of a medieval-like castle, damp and somewhat dark, illuminated by torches and by a fire in the great fireplace. She sat in a large, lushly upholstered chair at the head of a long table, an elegant if greasy and overcooked meal in front of her. She knew it was a woman’s body, and probably royalty; long, feminine arms reached out for food and wine, with long, delicate fingers unblemished by any sign of work or wear, with crimson, perfectly trimmed and shaped nails so long they could not have withstood doing anything serious.


There were others at the table. A large man with a full beard and shoulder-length hair, stocky and rough but dressed in fine clothing including a cape. Several others, mostly rough-looking men, some accompanied by young women dressed in satin and gold, were also there—and a few others.


One was a tiny, gnarled man who must have been no more than three feet high, dressed in gray and brown with a rich black beard that seemed to go down almost to his feet, sitting there on a very high stool to be at equal height to the others. Another wore a crimson cloak and hood but seemed to have a frog-like snout extending from it and two round, yellow eyes that never blinked but, cat-like, reflected the torchlight. Yet another had a long, distorted, puffy kind of face, huge round blue eyes, and a rhinoceros-like horn rising up from the center of his forehead, and a woman whose hairless head seemed covered by a bony gray plate and whose arms ended not in hands but in claw-like mandibles. There may have been more, but the onlooker did not focus on them but rather on eating.


Finally the hairy man closest to her asked, “Highness, has the problem of the simulacra been disposed of?”


From behind her a voice, that voice, responded, “My Lord Klewa, we all know that nothing is certain except that the unthinkable must be thought, but there was little danger. So far we have found only a very few in all our months of searching that even slightly posed a danger and we are dealing with each in turn. The odds of that ever being a factor were always slim—the enemy would have to find a simulacrum and somehow transport before we could find and destroy them, and we had the only model for such loci searching anyway. You have no idea how many levels up we have gone and continue to go. Just when we believe it is no longer possible my storms find another, but so far away. … Even so, I shall deal with each.


“If you wish certainties, then kill yourself,” the strange one continued, “for that will produce a certainty in this world, at least. If you desire minimum risk, we have gone far further in that regard then anyone could imagine. But risk there will always be, and should be, for gain without risk would make a prize meaningless. So vast is our enterprise that we risk disrupting the fragile fabric of our reality and might cause the changewinds to increase and turn on us as well, but consider the goals and the alternatives. Be at ease.”


And then she spoke, with a voice not unlike her own voice, strangely deep, although the tongue was strange and musical and not at all like English or any other language she had known, and the tone was softer, gentler, maybe sexier than she’d ever used.


“My Lord, why these questions now? You know my talents, and you know the skills of Protector Klittichorn. None of you entered into this alliance blindly, and our ideals and goals are of the highest order. The small brains who blindly struck down your own son to preserve their evil statist values would also have at me. We unite and triumph or die, or we do nothing and thus only die ever so slowly but no less certainly. But if we die, let it not be from faint hearts when all goes well. Speak your mind freely here, for we are equals at this table.”


“Equals, aye, except for him,” muttered the gnome-like man in a surprisingly deep, gruff voice. “We would follow you and your ideals to the death, My Lady, but not to deliver ourselves into the hands of another oppressor.”


“The Protector is a brilliant man who has the same dreams as we,” she responded. “I have complete confidence in him, and, of course, there is no real chance of true victory without his tremendous skills. I regret that he has not the pleasing personality of court and politics, but I do not doubt his motives. He has always served me faithfully and well, and if you have any doubts then you must discard them. All of us must trust one another and give our bond; it is the only true thing of value between us.”


Suddenly the scene began to fade, jumping in and out, becoming disjointed and impossible to follow, like hearing three seconds out of every ten in a conversation. Another voice seemed to be cutting out the connection, with intermittent words here and there in a totally different tone and appearing to come from much farther away.


… bee … kow … low … bap …


There was a sudden dizziness, first one way, then the other, as if someone were tuning a radio and she was the dial. It stopped almost as quickly as it began, and again there was a sense of contact with someone or something far away, but with a difference. This time she was lying there in the dark, fully aware of herself and her surroundings, her skin tingling oddly, and there was a sense that now the situation was reversed and that someone, or something, was looking at her or through her to the room beyond.


“There is darkness. She is awake and her eyes are open but there is darkness.” There was a sudden slight tickling sensation as if cobwebs had been run up and down her body. “Hmmm … Nothing really wrong. I was afraid for a moment she was blind or something.”


“It’s nighttime, you idiot, and she’s in bed in a trance,” came another voice.


“Who are you?” she called aloud to the voice in her head. “What do you want with me?”


The voice either did not or could not hear, and ignored her. It was inside her head, yet distanced. A man’s voice, but not any of the men at the court dinner she had witnessed. Someone new, someone different, almost clinical-sounding, like some of her doctors. More interesting, if a bit more frightening, the words were certainly American English.


“I have her construct now. It is identical in every detail. Astonishing. There must not be one point of similarity in background or origin yet there is an identical genetic code.” A sigh. “Too late. The storm is passing and the lock of hair is not sufficient for more. But—does he know of her? He must—the storms are passing through and she’s next. Still alive, Cromil! The first one we’ve found before he’s killed her!”


“The one in the red car was barely dead,” the other noted optimistically. “At least we’re catching up.”


The man ignored the comment. “Too late to do more now, damn it! Time for preparations. We must not let him kill her if we can. In our hands, she would be a great weapon. One test, no more. It already fades. …”


Suddenly, eerily, she was entirely back in the room, the storm already going away, her senses abnormally keen and sharp.


And then someone began to run his fingers through her hair!


It was terrifying, horrible. She wanted to scream, but dared not. The sensation faded in a moment but it was some time before she could move, dared to sit up, to turn—and find no one there.


Charley didn’t know what to believe but she could understand her friend’s terror. “Jeez! That’s why you looked like hell and were so shook up at school Friday.”


Sam nodded. “Yeah—but what could I do? You were goin’ away for the weekend, and my mom would have all kinds of pop psychology bullshit. I mean, I didn’t have any proof or nothin’. Hell, maybe I was nuts. I didn’t know. But when we got out of school, well, something else happened. Just comin’ out the door, kids all around, I thought I saw this big guy out of the corner of my eye, all black and stuff, maybe ten feet away. I turned, but there was nobody there. I got spooked. I got on the bus and sat up front, almost behind Miss Everett. I was lookin’ out, and I know it’s nuts, but I saw him again. Out of the corner of my eye, like before—standin’ on the street. In a crowd. But when I looked around, he was gone.”


“Just nerves.”


“Yeah, that’s what I told myself, but then I looked up for some reason straight into the rear view mirror. You know what I mean—shows the aisle and seats? And he was there, sittin’ in the back, and he didn’t disappear. I turned, and there was nothin’ where he should’a been but empty seats. I turned back to the mirror and there he was.”


“What—what did he look like?” Like, was this a loony tune or was this strait jacket city?


“He—he didn’t have any real features. He was all black, kinda like a cardboard cutout of black paper, but he moved. He breathed. He was alive! And, I mean, I had to get off that bus. I walked the last three blocks, and when the bus passed I kinda saw him on it still. I got into the house, I didn’t know what to do, but I knew it’d be dark in an hour and Mom wouldn’t be home for three. Besides, they’d got me in my own room in my own bed. All she’d do would be to get me off to the funny farm where I’d be cooped up, and I figured he’d find me easy there. I looked out the front windows and I saw him, across the street, by the mailbox, just standin’ there. I didn’t know what he was doin’, but I figured he was either just keepin’ an eye on me for somebody else or he was waitin’ til dark and I just wasn’t gonna give him no chance. I panicked. I stuffed one of Mom’s overnight bags with whatever I could find quick, grabbed the cash card, and got out the cellar window and out through the backyard. I snuck six blocks to Central Avenue, hit the automatic teller—I forgot you couldn’t get much from one—and then caught the bus to the mall. I knew I’d given him the slip—no sign of him, not in the mirror of the bus, not anywhere. All I wanted was to shake him—and I did.”


She blew a hundred and ten bucks on the boy’s denims and shoes and another forty in the Hair Palace, a unisex hair salon. “I told them it was for a school play,” she said. “That I had to look like a boy ’cause the role was a girl pretending to be a boy. The glasses were fifteen bucks. Plain lenses. I washed the stuff at the little coin-op at the motel over on Figuroa. I finally dumped most everything I brought with me in the dumpster. Then I started hidin’ out here in the mall. There’s all sorts of places if you really want to, and don’t mind gettin’ locked in. They got a couple of security guards but they’re easy to dodge and they only go to midnight, eight on Sundays, then they just lock up tight and go. The water fountains work and the employee rest rooms in the mall security area ain’t never locked. Durin’ the day I been hustlin’. You know—carrying groceries to cars down at the Food Mart, helpin’ little old ladies with shit, that kind of thing. I been doin’ maybe twenty, thirty bucks a day in tips.”


“And, like nobody’s recognized you?”


She grinned. “Nope. I even been real close to some of the gang from school, mostly by accident—no use in pushin’ things—and they never gave me a glance. You’d be surprised how many kids are around durin’ school days, too. Nobody ever says nothin’ unless they’re at the arcade or like that. And everybody’s been treatin’ me like a boy. I even use the men’s room. I always wondered what a urinal looks like. No wonder they can be in and out so fast. Only thing wrong is the mice.” She shivered. “You’d think a classy place like this wouldn’t have things like them hiding around. At least they should get a cat or something. And I’m dying for a shower!”


Charley stared at Sam in the darkness as an evil cartoon cat was chortling over plans to do in a very strange-looking duck in France or someplace on the screen. “You nuts? You gone stark raving mad? Sam, you can’t keep going on like this! Your mom’s probably worried sick by now, the cops are all over looking for you, and sooner or later somebody’s gonna notice.”


The fugitive sighed. “I know. I know. But I can’t go home yet—I’ll never feel real comfortable there again, and what if this character doesn’t care who he hurts? I know it sounds nuts, like spook city, but it’s for real. When I get out of this and have some breathing time I’ll call Mom and tell her I’m okay. It won’t stop her worryin’ but at least she’ll know I’m not kidnapped or dead or somethin’.” She paused, sensing that it wasn’t getting through. “Charley—I’m scared. I’ve never been more scared in my whole life. I’m—doing this—’cause I don’t know what else to do.”


“Sam—you just gotta come home. You just gotta. You’re not cut out for this. Sooner or later somebody’s gonna find you out anyway, or somebody else will spot you for what you are and you’ll wind up in some strange city all doped up and turnin’ tricks or somethin’ like that. Jesus, there must be a hundred rapes a year just in this town! This ain’t TV and you’re no karate queen!”


“I made out so far. It’s different when they think you’re a boy. I found out how different just around here. But—you think I like this? I never thought ahead. I had to run and hide. Whoever it is, though—they haven’t found me here. Not yet, anyway.”


“Look—your mom and the cops can help.”


“How? From a black figure who’s only visible when he wants to be seen? From fucking thunderstorms that can put something in my own bedroom with me? You’re sayin’ go back and stand in front of the guys with guns who want to kill ya ’cause if you run through the door and get away from ’em you just might run into a guy with a gun someplace who wants to kill ya.”


“They’re just dreams, Sam! Just dreams. They’re just all in your head. And a black figure who’s seen only in mirrors and once in a while when you’re alone—that’s creepy but it’s right out of a horror movie. Those things just don’t exist in the real world. I may not be a real brain but I know better than to believe in elves and fairies and Santa Claus and the Boogeyman.”


Sam sighed. “I kinda thought you’d say that. I know that’s what Mom and Dad and the cops would say—what almost anybody’d say. Okay, forget the dreams, forget the Boogeyman, forget everything I told you. Just promise me that you won’t give me away here. Not until I can get clear and get settled someplace. A day. Two days tops. Will you promise me that?” She stared at her friend in the darkness of the movie house. “Charley—if I have to go home now, or to the funny farm, I’ll kill myself. You can’t know what it was like. Don’t force me to do that. Please!”


Charley didn’t really know what to do. Sam needed help—a lot of it. That was for sure. Help she couldn’t give. She needed a really good psychiatrist and a lot of time. On the other hand, Sam was still Sam and she was still her friend, and there was such a note of desperation there that Charley felt Sam might well kill herself at this point. She needed advice on what to do and there was no way she could get it. Anybody she told about this would be hell-bent to recapture Sam, and if anything happened to Sam as a result of what she did she’d never forgive herself.


“Okay, okay, keep cool,” Charley responded, trying to think. “Look, there’s not much I can do tonight, and I got school tomorrow and Friday. I was supposed to go to a movie with Harry Friday night, but I can break that without my folks knowing. Look, I’ll pick you up here. We’ll do this boyfriend-girlfriend bit so it’ll look right. I’ll pick you up in front of the Food Mart say … seven-thirty. We’ll go someplace and try and really figure it out. If anything happens before then, call me and I’ll see what I can do. I swear I won’t tell nobody nothin’. All right?”


Sam seemed somewhat relieved. “All right. Friday night, then. You better get home now—I’ll get by.”


Charley kissed Sam and squeezed her hand and then, hesitantly, got up and walked out of the theater. The mall was already mostly closed down, and she had no trouble finding her car. She got in, started it, and pulled out toward the exit light, trying to think, to figure things out, and not paying any attention to the rock blaring from the car radio.


“And here’s the latest from Action Weather. Cool tonight, lows about thirty-five in the city and lower than that in the suburbs, with light snow possible above the six thousand foot mark. In spite of this, unseasonable freak thunderstorms continue in the area due to an unsettled mix of very cold air aloft and relatively warmer air near the surface. High tomorrow around fifty. This is Doctor Ruben Miller with Action Weather. …”


A car’s lights turned on behind her and slowly pulled out toward the exit traffic light. Just nerves, she told herself. Most people would be leaving now who hadn’t already left.


She turned onto the street and couldn’t help but see the lights of the other car turn the same way. She began feeling very paranoid, very silly. Sam was, well, sick, that’s all. It’d take a shrink to figure it out, but Sam never really liked it out here in the southwestern boonies or being this far from her dad, she was too straight arrow to even date in the usual ways, and she was hemmed in by her lack of wheels to get out and enjoy things. She’d gone so far into that fantasy life she couldn’t quite get out anymore, Charley decided.


Still, she couldn’t shake some of the paranoia that rubbed off Sam like dirt. Was that the same car still following? What if she made a turn?


Feeling stupid, she turned onto a side street well before hers just to get a little peace of mind. She went about a block and then saw headlights turn in from the main street. She made a left, then another right before the other car could possibly see her, then pulled over and parked just ahead of a big black car that would partially shield her from view.


A car passed on the cross street; a dark blue Ford. It was impossible to see who was driving, but that was certainly the car. She pulled back out, then threaded her way through the development and back toward her house again. She chided herself for being so spooked and came up to the stop sign on her street, then forward to the middle of the block where her house was. She almost panicked when she passed a blue Ford—the blue Ford—parked at the corner across the street from her house. It looked like there was somebody in it, but she couldn’t really make him out.


Unnerved now, she parked in the driveway and got out, wanting to be inside as quickly as possible. It was probably a cop—all the cops on TV seemed to drive big, dark cars like that. O’Donnell or his boss had decided to bet a couple of men that Sam was still in town and would be likely to contact her best friend, that was all. It was scary, but it sure as hell wasn’t no mysterious dark figure you could see only in mirrors or any magic princesses.


A mall is a strange place at night, full of half-lit halls and ghostly stores and vast, deserted airspace. There were bars or roll-down security fronts on the stores, of course, and after Security left at midnight all of the entrances and exits also were wired, although, of course, a few key doors had safety bars just in case someone got trapped inside. Some malls had twenty-four-hour security inside, but, fortunately, this wasn’t exactly a major crime area and the place was pretty secure against burglars and vandals. All the stores closed at nine; only the theaters were open later, usually until eleven or so, and they had a separate outside exit allowing them to have their final show without disturbing the mall routine.


By ten the merchants were gone and the cleaning crews were out in force. It was pretty impressive to see them work a whole mall in such a short time, but everything was on such an impressive system that they almost never strayed past midnight. The theaters had their own crew that came in at seven in the morning; their first features were the matinees and it was more efficient to clean them during the unused morning time than pay overtime to a night crew.


The first security personnel arrived about seven, give or take a couple of minutes. They checked the locks and made the rounds once to make certain that all was well. Around seven-thirty some mall personnel showed up, checking all the settings and turning on the lights, fountains, and the rest, and soon after the early merchants would begin to show, starting with the food stall people and then the rest. By nine it was all ready to go once again. Only on Sundays, when the mall was only open noon to six, did anything vary. Then, starting at six, a veritable army of cleaning and maintenance personnel moved in and it was often after midnight when they left.


Behind the facade, however, were miles of service corridors, storerooms, and other areas that were the nuts and bolts of running such a place. There were even some classroom-sized rooms and a small complex of offices. By now Sam had explored them all and discovered the areas where virtually no one went on a regular basis, and there, well hidden from even the most chance encounter, she’d made something of a nest using some removable seat cushions from stored chairs and other things picked up along the way that nobody would miss. Saturday night she’d made a valuable find, in fact, although she hadn’t yet had to use it, where the day cleaning crew who picked up while all was open changed. It was a nice red security badge with a male name on it—George Trask, whoever he was—and a number but no photo. She always wore it when getting in or out of here, though, just in case.


She had run in terror and run to the only place she could think of, but when it became clear that she had not been seen or followed and she had, at least temporarily, some safety, the focus had changed. The more nights she got away with it, the more confident she became, now often staying awake late and sleeping late, sneaking out into the mall itself well after it was alive and going. By Monday it had become something of an adventure, although she knew full well it couldn’t last. She also had to know what was going on, what was being said about her, how large the hue and cry, and that was the reason for the note to Charley. She wasn’t sure what Charley could do, if anything, but it was better than being alone.


She also felt frustrated. She didn’t want her mom to worry, or her dad, either. He was probably flying out now if he wasn’t already here yelling and screaming at her mom and the cops and everybody else. Better they should worry than find her dead, though.


She would have liked to have reassured them, but what the hell could she say? She’d tried the truth with Charley and Charley had reacted like it was psycho city, so explaining this to her parents was just impossible. She needed to get away for a while, far from here, and sort it all out. Maybe north or east into the real cold where they didn’t have thunderstorms this time of year. Someplace where she could get some kind of menial job that would keep her going. Damn it, she knew carpentry and construction. There had to be something out there someplace. Not much chance for a girl, but she played a mighty convincing boy if she did say so herself. She had the walk and the moves and the vocabulary down pat. Hell, she had it down so pat she’d gone right past some people she’d been in school with for a year and they never noticed, and she’d even gotten friendly with a couple of fifteen-year-old girls who hung out here.


She’d kind of fantasized being a boy off and on and she had to admit it had its points. Boys didn’t have to spend an hour and a half just getting ready to go out in public; they didn’t have to suffer lewd comments from passing pickup trucks or worry much about being alone on the bus or why a guy was being nice. In a sense, they were just more invisible in everyday life.


She acted the part well enough but she wasn’t a boy, and on Thursday evening that was driven home to her hard. Everything was closed, she was getting her damned period, and there wasn’t a reachable tampon in sight. Some blood had seeped through, soaking her panties and getting on the jeans. She had spare panties but she knew she had to work on that jeans stain before it set. The one small washroom that was open had some soap but the basin wasn’t big enough for that. Okay, Sam, you figured out the rest up to now—what the hell do you do about this?


And so she found herself, at two in the morning, stark naked in the middle of the main concourse of the mall, sitting on the edge of the fountain and soaking her pants and underwear. The fountain was turned off for the night, but there was a pool of water there maybe two feet deep. It was also surprisingly warm—well, tepid, anyway—and quite clear. At the bottom she saw what seemed to be hundreds of coins thrown in by people over the week—they generally fished out the stuff on Sundays. Mostly pennies, but there was occasional silver in there and she found herself slipping into the fountain and combing the bottom. She came up in the end with only three dollars and fifty-five cents in non-pennies but it was okay.


She finally decided to hell with it and gave herself something of a rinse and she felt a lot better for it. Her flow was still intermittent; by tomorrow she’d buy something that would keep it from betraying her.


When she got out, rinsed out the clothes and laid them out to dry as much as possible, she found herself feeling a lot cheerier but not at all sleepy, even though she should have been dead tired. She looked out at the silent mall and felt a kind of kinky thrill. In a few hours this place would be jammed with people, but here she was, stark naked in the middle of it all. She decided to have a stroll around the mall. She’d once had a dream about touring a mall stark naked, although, of course, all the stores were open in the dream. Even so, it was sort of like living a brief fantasy and it was kind of funny.


Most of the stores kept lights on at low levels, but a few were completely dark, and their display windows reflected her form. She stopped at one and stared at herself. She sure didn’t look like a boy now, and for the moment she didn’t want to. She’d never been thrilled with her face—her ears were too big and her nose was wrong and her teeth were too big and prominent and she had a kind of chubbette face, or so she thought, but there was nothing wrong with her body. It amazed her that breasts like hers could be so effectively concealed by that stiff denim jacket, although she’d paid a price for it in rubbing and chafing. Nice body curve, too, and pretty good hips if she did say so herself. Her ass looked fatter than it should be, but that was about it. She struck a few sexy poses and kind of liked it. She was getting turned on by all this and she didn’t fight it. She tried to imagine herself as a boy now, though, and couldn’t. No, she could play one all right, but she didn’t want to give up what she was seeing now.


She passed close to one of the security cameras monitoring the staff exit and suppressed a giggle. Couldn’t she give ’em something to really look at! Not that she would. If anybody saw her like this now, she’d just die. Suddenly the thrill was gone. What if somebody did show up now? What if some merchant or security man or mall supervisor had to come in real early for something? They hadn’t yet, but suddenly the possibility loomed like a certainty in her mind.


She went back down to the fountain where her clothes were. In the dry mall air the undies were almost dry although they looked like veterans of a chainsaw massacre; the jeans, however, seemed as wet as ever. They generally took an hour on high in the dryer at home. Hell, it might be a long time before they were dry enough to wear, damn it. Still, scrubbing the fresh stain with some hand soap and water had done wonders. It was still there but wasn’t much and certainly didn’t look like blood anymore.


Outside, as if very far away, she heard a faint rumble. Oh, God! Not a thunderstorm! Not now! To be heard much at all inside here it must be right on top of her! They were still looking for her, that was for sure. They’d lost her once but they wouldn’t give up if they thought she was still around the town. She knew that. If the cops were still looking, then they were sure as hell not gonna give up.


She felt sudden panic. What would she do if they found her in here right now? Visions of mad slasher movies started running through her head. The jeans were still so wet they’d be more a hindrance than a help. Being chased, naked, through a deserted mall by him …


What was that? Some kind of noise over by the book store …


She grabbed up everything and made for the staff exit, being careful to avoid the camera and other more actual traps and back to her hiding place. She could hear the storm a bit more here, closer to the outer walls, but she could do nothing but huddle, shivering in the dark, eyes glued to the door of the storeroom.


Oh, God! Please, God! Steer them away from me! I’ll do anything, anything, but please don’t let them find me tonight! Just send the storm away from here, away from me!


And, although wide awake and terrified, she seemed to hear the Horned One’s voice, as if in a whisper far away.


“Damn it, I almost had her, but something is deflecting the storms, interfering with the focus. I can’t seem to get a fix. This requires too much energy; I am drained. But we will find her, never fear. If not this night, another night. This one must be dealt with. She has tapped the Power. Potentially she is the most dangerous one we have yet encountered. …


And all the while the object of this ghostly conversation sat crouched against the wall in the corner of the storeroom, naked, helpless, and terrified in the dark.
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The Maelstrom


MORNING DAWNED BRIGHT if a little crisp over the valley. Inside the insulated mall the canned music was turned on and a chorus of massed violins was playing a soft, melodic version of Beast of Burden. In the storeroom, Sam had gone to sleep after several hours in spite of herself but her real gain was perhaps two hours of rest and she felt like she’d been run over by a truck.


Even so, she felt some elation. Once again, somehow, she’d beaten them, if only for a night. One thing was sure, though—she had to get out of here now. They knew, or at least suspected, that she was here. They’d be back, again and again, until they found her. She wanted to meet no dark figure in this mall at two the next morning.


Still, it was now Friday. If Charley hadn’t decided to stay out of it and if she really wanted to help she’d be there tonight, maybe with a car.


The jeans were still damp and badly wrinkled, but they would do. The socks might as well be abandoned. After days in them they were beyond the help of merely soaking. She never liked the feel of them anyway.


First things first. She’d have to get out of here and find enough light to count her money and see just what she did and didn’t have. She didn’t feel much like eating right now, but she needed tea or a Coke or something with a jolt in it to get her going and keep her moving today. It was gonna be one damned long day.


She managed to dress and slip out and into the mall proper. She had to pass a few people in back as she always did, but so long as you looked like you belonged nobody ever said much, particularly if you were going out. She headed first for the now open public restrooms. Nothing like a well-lighted stall for privacy, although the men’s rooms weren’t as nice as the ladies’ rooms and had far fewer stalls.


She sat down and pulled out the crumpled mass of coins and bills and flattened and counted them. A hundred twenty-seven sixty-five. Not much. She still had her mother’s bank card but the odds were they changed that just in case she was kidnapped or something. Still, it might be worth a try tonight. Friday night—if the number hadn’t been changed it’d be Monday before anybody’d find out it was used again and by that time she really would be gone while they searched here. Not bad. Nothing to lose, anyway.


A pocket-sized pack of maxi-pads solved the immediate problem and just in time, too. That and some Panadol for the cramps, although it only helped a little. She was one of those unlucky ones who got it bad, at least for a day or so. Charley was luckier in that regard; she hardly ever had it bad. Sam always wondered if it was because she was oversexed or something or if it was easier once your cherry was popped or if the combination would turn her into a nymphomaniac or something. Hustling much was out today; her lack of sleep, period, and nerves combined to make her unfit for much of anything. She picked up a couple of donuts and a Coke and managed to get them down. It helped only in that it was an improvement over no donuts and no Coke.


It was tough to stay awake and kill a whole day without doing much. She browsed a lot, but the fact was that time really crawled and she was feeling just miserable. Worse was seeing all the things she’d like to buy, things she really needed—like more clothes and a jacket at least—but didn’t dare pick up. By the time Charley was due she was in pretty bad shape. Still, she spotted the little red Subaru wagon cruise by the entrance slowly, then stop by the curb, and she practically ran to it and jumped in. Charley pulled away almost immediately.


“Jeez! You look like warmed over shit,” her friend commented. Charley was dressed like she was going on a real heavy date—lipstick, makeup, perfume, fake fur jacket, nice satiny blouse and short skirt, even pantihose and heels. She even had her contacts in—at least, Sam hoped she did.


“This has been one of the worst days of my whole life,” Sam responded honestly. “No sleep, cramps, you name it. Glad to see you dressed up for me, though.”


Charley laughed. “I had a couple of days to work this out and some of the gang at school were willing to help out, too.”


Sam had closed her eyes but one opened. “You didn’t tell nobody else about me, did you?”


“No, relax. There’s a group going up to Taos to ski this weekend and I just begged my folks to be included, since the weather’s been so weird and we have a four-wheel-drive wagon. I think they’re happy to get me out of town and someplace safe for the weekend. It’s not the first time—you know that—and Monday’s a school holiday. The cops seem to have given up on you but my folks are still real paranoid about me since you vanished. It was almost World War Three just to go to the bathroom alone after they found out about you yesterday.”


“Yeah? And what’s the group gonna say when you don’t show up?”


Charley laughed. “Oh, if necessary they’ll cover for me. They think I’m sneaking out this weekend to spend it with a new and secret boyfriend. Remember my reputation at school. I’m a woman of experience, remember. I’ll give my folks a call later on tonight and again tomorrow night and lie and that gives me until Monday night before I have to be back.”


Sam leaned back in the seat, too exhausted to even be concerned anymore. “I just need someplace to sleep and get myself together if you know what I mean,” she sighed. “A hot bath and a bed.”


“I’ve got some money for the weekend and I got my own Visa, remember. When the bill comes in next month I’ll just kinda tear off the bottom of the form and lose it and stick it in the pile to be paid. We’ll get you a motel tonight but tomorrow I think we’ll go up to my folks’ cabin by the lake. Dad bought it years ago but we hardly ever use it. I think there’ve been more relatives stay there than us. Nobody’ll be up there now and maybe not for miles. I figure it’s as good a place as any to start. We got all Saturday to work something out.”


Charley was still a little paranoid from Wednesday night and decided to see if anybody was following. Not that she could do much if they were, but it would give something of an edge. She took a number of turns and spent a good fifteen minutes at it until she felt sure she wasn’t being tailed. Then she headed out to the freeway and headed north, out and away from the city. Only then did she look over and see that Sam was out cold, dead to the world. She looked so damned—helpless out like that.


For Charley, it was just helping out a friend and a little touch of adventure that broke the boredom of day to day routine. She found a small motel off the highway and registered as “Mr. and Mrs. Sam Sharkin.” She had to use her last name since it was on the credit card. She didn’t know why she put that down instead of passing Sam off as a more credible little brother or something, but it kind of added to the adventure, to the sense of doing something naughty.


Sam was still out cold and it took some doing just to get her awake enough to get her inside. The room was small but comfortable, with a full bath and a queen-sized bed. Charley went back out to get her suitcase and lock the car, and found that Sam had gotten awake enough to strip and was running a hot bath. She certainly needed it, so Charley took the opportunity to call her parents and lie enthusiastically. They seemed satisfied, relieved that she was out of town and with a group and told her to have a good time. She felt much better afterward, and turned on the TV. She was a woman now, damn it, and a bit too old to be towing her parents’ line all the time. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.


Sam was in the tub so long Charley got worried that maybe she’d gone to sleep in there, but then her friend struggled in, dried herself with a towel, and flopped down on the bed. “You bring any tampons?” she asked.


“Yeah, sure.” Charley got one from her suitcase. “Don’t leave home without it. How are you feeling?”


“Dead. Like a pool of warm shit and my head’s poundin’ something fierce. Dead—but clean.” She said the word like a religious fanatic talking about heaven. “You?”


“I’m okay. A little tired but not like you. What happened to you? You looked so good on Wednesday.” She got up and turned off the TV—nothing much on anyway—and the lights and crawled back into bed. She’d brought pajamas with her but somehow they just didn’t seem right.


Sam sighed. “Just my nuttiness screwin’ me up again.”


“Tell me—if you want.” It might be easier if she could get it out of her system.


Slowly, Sam described the previous night in the mall, sparing nothing.


“You actually walked nude around the mall?” The image had an erotic kinkiness to it that appealed to her, although she was sure she couldn’t have done it.
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