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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.







Global Inquisitor


Manic Mom Chainsaws Husband and Son In Crazed Attack


 


Chicago, Ill.


A mild-mannered housewife became a manic mom and took a chainsaw to her family until her desperate, bleeding husband blew her away with a shotgun!


35-year-old Marie Prosky, a housewife in the Chicago suburb of Arlington Heights, turned into a bloodthirsty butcher one afternoon, fired up her husband’s chainsaw and used it to split open the skull of her sixteen-year-old son Gordon. The terrorized teen died instantly, but not his father, who bravely stood up to the buzzing butcher.


37-year-old Ronald Prosky, a reporter for a prominent Chicago newspaper, was seriously injured. The wicked wife used the chainsaw to cut into her husband’s face and slice off one of his hands.


In spite of his injuries and loss of blood, Prosky was able to get to the shotgun and blow his wife to kingdom come!


While the gutsy gunman teetered on the edge of death in a nearby hospital, local police officials tried to piece the case together in search of answers, but are still unable to give a reason for Mrs. Prosky’s bloodthirsty buzzing….




One Year Later


It was under the light of a fat, bright moon on a dead summer night, while her husband Mitch slept off a fifth of cheap whiskey, that Connie Padgett sneaked out of their stubby bullet-like trailer with a small suitcase packed with the few things she could not leave behind. Her feet clanked on the three rattly metal steps below the trailer’s door, then crunched in gravel as she closed the door carefully, silently. She limped painfully because, a couple of days ago, Mitch had thrown her against the night stand and she’d bruised her hip.


Through the trailer’s window Connie could see the shimmer of their small black-and-white television, playing for its unconscious viewer, who was sprawled on the sofa breathing noisily through his mouth. As she turned and looked around her, she saw the same glow—sometimes gray, sometimes a hazy blend of colors—coming from nearly every trailer in the court, like frightened ghosts trying desperately to escape their small box-like prisons.


Connie walked past Mitch’s rusty, battered Chevy pickup to the edge of the narrow graveled road that ran down the center of the Cherry Tree Trailer Court and looked around for the last time. At twenty-three, she’d spent the last two years at Cherry Tree, watching the Kansas flatland that surrounded it grow flatter and seemingly more vast while Mitch lost one job after another. The gap between jobs grew a bit longer each time and was filled with a bit more drinking and progressively chillier silences. In two short years that now seemed a lifetime, Connie had come to this: sneaking away with a single suitcase of personal belongings, wondering why she had ever married him in the first place.


He’d been different back then, two years ago; he’d been charming and warm and full of enthusiasm. The plan had been that he would work until they could afford to send her back to school, at which time she would finish her education and begin teaching. But it didn’t work out that way. One job after another failed; he began drinking; he stopped looking for work, until they were finally so broke that she had no idea how he could afford the booze he brought home every night, let alone the gas it took to get him to the store. And, of course, along with the booze came the screaming fights, the swinging fists. It seemed inevitable and she had not been surprised.


But she hadn’t expected what began to happen six months ago.


They got a new neighbor, a beautiful woman who turned the head of every man in the trailer court, including – maybe especially – Mitch’s. During the day, he did favors for her; he worked on her car, repaired broken appliances and even painted a cabinet for her – with his own paint. In the evenings he drank, of course; he sat in front of the television with a bottle and a glass, looked angry and snapped at Connie, said horrible, hurtful things and sometimes struck her or threw her around the trailer. All of that was bad enough, but late at night he did something else that Connie thought was even worse. He went for walks. Of course, he couldn’t stand up without swaying, but around eleven or so each night, he struggled off the sofa, slurred something about needing some fresh air, and went outside. He was always gone for hours. She had her suspicions, but wasn’t certain until she followed him out one night.


He went over to her trailer. Connie had watched as the entire trailer rocked with their rutting. It was one thing that he was having an affair, but Mitch hadn’t touched Connie in months. That was when she decided to leave.


She walked down the narrow road that ran through the trailer court, trying not to look at the trailer in which her husband’s lover lived, but unable to keep from glancing across the way to the candle burning in the trailer’s window. It was there every night, its flame winking in the darkness. Although Connie was ashamed of the thought, she often wished the candle would burn the trailer to the ground.


Looking at her watch, Connie realized she was early; she’d called a cab about two hours ago and it wouldn’t arrive for about another ten minutes, so she took her time walking away from her home, glancing over her shoulder at her trailer now and then, half hoping Mitch would stick his head out the door and ask where she was going, maybe beg her to come back; maybe even tell her that he really did love her and promise that things would change. She had no idea what she would do if that were to happen, but she couldn’t help wishing, hoping that the last two years of her life had not been wasted.


She walked slowly, watching that candle in the woman’s window. There was a shapeless heap on her front porch: one of the two Dobermans. She kept the other one inside, walked both of them twice each day and treated them like royalty. They were named Cain and Abel and Connie couldn’t help feeling that there was something sinister about those dogs. Watching them walk on each side of the woman every day reminded Connie of every evil queen and wicked stepmother she’d read about in fairytales as a child.


Something moved.


Connie stopped. The dog on the woman’s porch lifted its head, ears stiff, and gave a low, throaty growl. On the opposite side of the trailer Connie spotted movement in the darkness. Bushes rustled and footsteps crunched over the ground.


A short squat figure emerged from the dark edge of the road. It looked to Connie like a dwarf. She stepped back into the shadows and hugged her bag to her stomach, holding her breath as the figure crept around the woman’s trailer toward the porch and the Doberman, limping awkwardly into a pool of light from the window next door.


Connie dropped her bag when she saw his face. He turned to her suddenly, so she could see him fully, and she shrank back, horrified.


The Doberman stood, growling, and the man moved quickly. A long gleaming blade appeared in his hand with a metallic hiss and he waved at Connie, rasping, “Go! Get away from here! Now!” Then he rounded the trailer and lunged for the dog as the porch light came on and the door opened.


“Oh, my God,” Connie whimpered, bending to grope for her bag. Clutching it, she stood and glanced once more at the trailer across the road as the glinting blade swept down and the dog made a long guttural sound that made Connie feel sick. Then the man cried out as the dog fell off the porch and the woman – Mitch’s lover – appeared in the doorway, growling, “You!” with surprised recognition.


Connie ran toward the trailer court’s entrance, praying that the cab would be waiting for her, but seeing clearly that it wasn’t. She ran away, heading for the road and deciding to wave down the first car that came along, when –


– the man’s voice ripped through the night as he screamed, “No! Die! You should die!”


The woman laughed and there was another sound. It was a sound Connie had never heard before, but she knew it was not human. Halfway to the road, she tried to run faster without falling because now there were footsteps behind her, also running, and the man was screaming, “No, I killed it! I killed it!”


Gravel crackled like frying bacon beneath the tires of the cab as it pulled to the shoulder in front of the trailer court. Connie laughed with relief as she gasped for breath, waving at the driver, crying, “Open the d-duh-door! Open the door!”


“You the one who called?” the driver asked through the window.


“Yes! Please! Open the –”


She stumbled and fell forward and her bag skidded over the gravel away from her, but she scurried to her feet instantly, ignored the bag as she threw herself toward the cab, tore the door open and fell into the back seat. She screamed when she turned to pull the door closed and saw the man right behind her. He pushed into the cab, slammed the door and shouted, “Drive! Drive now!” But the man wasn’t the worst of it. The real reason for her scream was the black thing following him. It rocketed toward the cab, two or three feet off the ground, flapping broad wings that seemed to be made of dead skin. And the sound it made …


Connie wanted to vomit.


Uttering a babble of curses, the driver put the car in gear and threw gravel behind them as he drove away.


“Faster!” the man said. “Faster!”


Connie felt numb, drugged, detached from her body, and stared open-mouthed at the man’s face, not wanting to believe what she was seeing. Looking down, she saw the blade and, even worse, the hand that held it. The hand wasn’t real.


“Don’t worry,” the man gasped, his chest heaving. “I won’t hurt you. I came to help you.” He reached out to touch her arm and she pulled back, pressing herself to the opposite door. He put his hand back in his lap and whispered, “You can never go back there again. Ever.”




Last Weekend


A quiet rustle passed through the congregation as Pastor Jeremy Quillerman stepped up to the pulpit. He was in his mid-fifties, with a round belly that pressed against the powder-blue shirt beneath the coat of his dark-gray suit. He walked with a limp, the origin of which was a mystery to everyone at the Christian Fellowship Non-Denominational Church. His right hand had small mangled nubs where his last three fingers used to be. The remaining thumb and forefinger latched over his bible like fleshy hooks as he placed it on the pulpit and smiled at his congregation. His face was soft, gentle, lined with the creases of countless smiles. His silver-streaked black hair was cut short, carefully combed and thinning on top. His thick mustache was dark but had a white stripe below each nostril.


The gentleness of his face, however, was offset by his eyes. The left eye was glass and, as a result, was wider than the right and bulged slightly. From the inside corner of the eye a pale scar, smooth and slightly glossy, crawled up over the bridge of his nose and up the center of his forehead, stopping just short of his receding hairline. The right eye was both hard and sad, as if it had seen too many things that were at once horrifying and heartbreaking.


Pastor Quillerman began his sermon the way he always did: as if he were having a quiet conversation with a dear friend.


“What is evil?” he asked. “Where do you suppose it nests? Is it easy to recognize? Will we always know it when we see it so we can steer clear? Or has the master of deception fooled us with a perfectly executed shell game and led us to believe that evil is lurking just around the corner or right behind us … when it is, in reality, directly under our noses?”


The Pritchards were sitting halfway back from the front in the left column of pews, George with his arm around Jen, who had turned sixteen yesterday and who fidgeted beside her seventeen-year-old brother Robby.


“In I Peter 5:8,” Pastor Quillerman said, “and I’m reading from the New International Reader’s Version here, Peter says, ‘Control yourselves. Be on your guard. Your enemy the devil is like a roaring lion. He prowls around looking for someone to chew up and swallow.’”


Some of the Pritchards’ neighbors were in the church, too. Mr. and Mrs. LaBianco were seated in their usual place: front pew, right column, on the aisle. And behind them were the Weylands, Paul and his wife Denise and their teenage daughters, Caryl and Stephanie.


“Now what, you may ask,” the pastor went on, “does self control have to do with being on guard against evil? Isn’t it enough simply to watch out for evil? Isn’t it enough for us to be constantly on the alert for its traps? Well, my friends, that way of thinking happens to be one of its traps.”


Sheri MacNeil sat in the very back pew with her son Christopher. She always sat there, just in case the toddler decided to start up a fuss or needed to go to the bathroom.


“Just as a child molester or a murderer almost never looks like a child molester or murderer, evil is seldom obvious. In the past, evil has been depicted as a red demon with horns and a tail. We’ve become more sophisticated today, but I’m afraid we still expect it to show itself, to look like evil. It’s natural. I find myself doing it all the time. We all want something solid and specific to watch for. But when we spend all of our time trying to do away with things that might look questionable, sometimes we completely miss the most insidious forms of evil that are right before us … or, my friends, or … that are growing inside us.”


Robby’s best friend Dylan Garry was seated with his mother in the opposite column of pews – Mr. Garry never came to church – and the two boys made subtle, snide faces at one another across the center aisle.


“Just as god lives in each of us – just as the kingdom of heaven is within us, as Jesus said – we also have seeds of evil inside us,” Pastor Quillerman said. “All those seeds need is a little nurturing, a little care, in order to blossom. Or sometimes, all they need is a little neglect – like weeds in a garden. We so often look outward for the things we need, for the answers to our questions, the solutions to our problems. More often than not, we would save a lot of time by looking inward. The novelist Steven Spruill once said, ‘We are, all of us, all of the things we have ever been.’ And that’s a lot. We have within us so much to draw on, to learn from. But we tend to neglect it while we search outside ourselves.”


“In Matthew 7:5, we are told, ‘First take the piece of wood out of your own eye. Then you will be able to see clearly to take the bit of sawdust out of your friend’s eye.’ Look to yourself first – you may be guilty of the very thing you’re accusing your friend of, and that makes you a hypocrite. Evil is like that. Before we can recognize it in front of us, we have to be able to recognize it inside of us. Because like everything else … it’s there. That’s where self control comes in. If we cannot manage our own weaknesses and problems, we have no business passing judgment on others for theirs.”


Jen played tic-tac-toe with herself on a scrap of paper and George’s head began to nod. Karen poked her elbow in his ribs and his head popped up; after a while, though, it began, ever so slightly at first, to nod again.


The pastor said, “Evil never looks like evil. It looks innocent and harmless … attractive … even alluring. And sometimes … sometimes … it looks like the face we see when we look in the mirror.”




Chapter 1


The Arrival


Robby Pritchard was masturbating when he first saw her. He was supposed to be doing his homework, and had intended to do it when he came to his room earlier. But his mind took no time at all to wander from his English literature textbook  to thoughts of his English lit teacher, Miss Weiss.


Miss Weiss was young; this was her first teaching job. In fact, she was the youngest teacher Robby had ever had and he found this distracting. Not simply because she was young, but because she was beautiful. Tall, with dark-brown hair, long legs and tits that were … well, she put Debbie Petievich to shame and Debbie Petievich – captain of the cheerleaders, chairman of the entertainment committee and the most sought after date at Enterprise High School – was no slouch. Maybe it was because Miss Weiss was older and in a position of authority that made her so much more desirable; maybe it was because Debbie Petievich, aside from her “sexualism and gorgeosity” as Dylan Gary put is, was such a bitch. Whatever the reason, Robby knew he was not alone; Miss Weiss had eclipsed Debbie Petievich in the minds of a lot of the guys at Enterprise.


On the evening of the new neighbor’s arrival, Miss Weiss had also eclipsed English lit homework in Robby’s mind. After his initial attempt to concentrate on his homework failed, he gave in and closed the book on his desk. The more he thought about her – fantasized, really, because he’d never actually seen her in the nude – the more aroused he became and the more difficult it was to remain focused on his work.


He turned his chair to face the computer monitor on his L-shaped desk and went to porn site he’d book marked. The screen filled with thumbnails of naked women engaged in sex with men, other women, or themselves, in couples, threesomes and groups. He chose a video, and as it opened, he got up and locked his bedroom door, then removed his shoes and jeans.


He knew his mom was loading the dinner dishes into the washer and Dad was helping Jen with her homework, so no one would bother him for a while. He started slowly as he watched the video – a beautiful young brunette masturbating with a vibrating dildo. It was a self-shot amateur video; the woman was on her sofa, the camera apparently resting on the coffee table. She smiled at him as she moved the dildo with her left hand and fingered her clit with her right.


A car door slammed and there was a mild clatter outside, but it could have been across town as far as he was concerned. He stroked himself a little faster as he watched the brunette – no more than nineteen, probably making the video for a boyfriend.


Outside, the sounds continued and Robby’s curiosity stirred in a distracted sort of way as his hand moved faster.


A few long minutes passed unnoticed.


There were only the girl on the screen, the sensation of his hand –


– and the noise outside.


After a while, something crashed.


Robby did not stop, but he turned from the monitor to the shaded window. To satisfy his curiosity so he could continue uninterrupted, he rolled his chair over to the window, pulled the shade aside and looked out into the night.


There were lights on in the house across the street. It had been empty and for sale for nearly six months, since the Huitts had moved to the east coast, but now there was a car in the drive with a U-Haul trailer behind it and a few boxes on the ground. The trailer’s doors had just been slammed – he realized that was the crash he’d heard – and a woman stood by the trailer now, slapping her hands together to brush them off. Then she bent forward slightly to dust off her thighs.


Robby’s hand continued to stroke and he knew he was close. He was about to drop the shade and go back to the monitor because he wanted to see the girl in the video squirm and wince as she reached orgasm, but –


– the woman across the street stood and turned, one hand on her hip, the other brushing aside a long strand of hair and –


– she looked at him.


Through the darkness of the clear, cold night, from across the street, she looked into his window and directly into his eyes.


Embarrassed and ashamed, Robby flinched, already trembling and grasping on the very edge of his orgasm. He jerked the vinyl shade back into place with his free hand, but his movement was too sudden, too strong, and the shade slipped from his hand and shot upward, rolling up above the window and –


– she was still watching him, staring, not absently, but with interest, as if perhaps she were watching some suspicious goings on at the house across the street, like a break-in or a domestic squabble in the yard, and –


– Robby wanted to duck below the window, feeling certain she could tell what he was doing even though he knew better, but he couldn’t take his eyes from her, even as his hand moved faster and faster and his chest heaved and a small moan rose up in his throat. He couldn’t take his eyes from her pale face, from her eyes, because it seemed odd that he could see them so clearly from that distance, and –


– in the glow of the streetlight, he saw her eyes narrow and crinkle slightly as her interest turned to amusement, and she smirked, then her narrow face opened in a smile directed at him and –


– that was when Robby came.


“That’s right,” George Pritchard said encouragingly to his sixteen-year-old daughter, looking at the math problem she’d worked out in her notebook. “I think you’ve got it, Jen.”


She bit her lower lip, frowning at the numbers. “It’s hard,” she muttered.


“I know, but you’re catching on. It’s going to get easier, I promise.”


“Then I’ll graduate and never use this information again, right?” she asked with a smirk.


“Something like that,” he said as he stood from the dining room table and went into the kitchen, where the dishwasher was rumbling and harrumphing and his wife Karen was seated at the small desk in the corner licking envelopes. “What’re you doing, hon?”


“Getting the bills ready to send tomorrow,” she said.


He got a beer from the refrigerator, popped the can open and took a drink, leaning against the counter and watching his wife.


She looked tired as she addressed another envelope, sealed it, and put it on the stack, then started on another. Her shoulders sagged and her blonde hair was mussed; her movements were mechanical and her mind seemed to be on other things.


Karen was his second wife. His first – Robby’s mother – had been run down by a drunk driver while crossing the street fifteen years ago and he’d vowed then never to remarry. It had been a wonderful marriage in every way. Of course, it had only lasted four years and might very well have soured with time, but those four years with Laura had been happy ones, with never a fight or a harsh word exchanged, with an openness that George had never experienced before, and a sex life that did not fade a fraction during their marriage but instead grew more exciting and creative. He talked about his first marriage little, if at all, because he found that no one believed that a marriage, even one so brief, could be so good.


But after three years of raising Robby on his own and having no social life whatsoever, outside of his work as general manager of a local FM radio station, George began to grow lonely. He hadn’t slept well since Laura’s death. For a while, it was because he missed having her beside him in bed, but as time passed, it was simply because he was alone in bed. Then, when Robby had to have his tonsils removed, George met Karen.


She was a nurse in the pediatrics ward at Redding Medical Center and seemed to sense that, although the tonsillectomy was a minor and routine operation, George was worried. One loss had been almost more than he could bear and he feared any possible complications. Karen was friendly and reassuring, but she seemed reluctant when George tried to engage her in more personal conversation, especially when he asked her out to dinner. He was not discouraged, though.


After Robby was discharged, George could not stop thinking about her. She was physically attractive – a soft face with a slightly upturned nose and lovely blue eyes that were at once warm and vulnerable, cautious, as if they had seen their share of pain and disappointment, perhaps more. But she also had about her a soothing calm, an assuredness and strength that seemed to outweigh the shadows of pain in her eyes, and that attracted George as much as her physical beauty.


He dropped by the hospital to visit with her during her lunch break and tried to get her telephone number. When that failed, he sent flowers with another invitation to dinner and his telephone number. Four days later, she called and, with obvious reluctance, agreed to go out with him.


On their first date, Karen told him about Jen, then six-years-old, and said she’d been reluctant to date because she wanted to give all the time she could to her daughter; raising a child alone was difficult and Karen wanted to make sure she had plenty of time available to make up for any mistakes she might make before it was too late. George said he understood perfectly and had no intention of coming between Karen and her daughter.


Their relationship proceeded slowly. There were no fireworks, but George enjoyed her company, warmed up to her easily, and with time, came to care for her a great deal, even love her. Jen seemed to like him and, when she met Rob, they hit it off nicely.


It was some time before George and Karen made love, but when they did, it was tender and loving, although not especially passionate.


Karen’s first marriage had not been a good one and she was reluctant to marry again. She feared she would not be able to fill Laura’s shoes, neither as George’s wife nor Robby’s mother. But George reassured her in his calming way that she had nothing to worry about.


After they were married, George frequently had to remind himself not to compare his relationship with Karen to his previous marriage. Sexually, Laura had been playful, imaginative, eager to please, and always ready to try something new. She often met him at the front door after work in a new piece of lingerie and they made love in every room in the house before having Rob. They’d viewed sex the way a child viewed recess at school – a time to play, to have fun.


Karen seemed to need no variety. She was always willing, but never enthused.


They usually stuck to one position and had sex on a regular, although not too frequent, basis. She always wrinkled her brow at the mention of sex toys and the one time he’d bought her some lingerie – he’d spent the afternoon shopping for just the right pieces – she’d declined to wear them. “It’s too cold to wear that skimpy stuff,” she said. “I don’t have the kind of body you need to wear those things,” she said, and each time he brought up the subject after that, she had a new reason for not wearing them.


But she was a good woman, intelligent and fair, warm and giving, and George decided he could live with that.


They had been married ten years. George was not unhappy. He was not ecstatic, either. But he tried hard not to think about Laura very much. Instead, he told himself that, for four years, he’d had something that most people never experience in a lifetime. He was content. And he loved Karen; in ten years, that love had become worn and soft, like an old recliner that had patches and lumps but was still the most comfortable seat in the house.


George put his beer on the counter and went to Karen’s side, put a hand on the back of her neck and squeezed gently as he bent down and nuzzled her hair, kissed the top of her head.


She looked up at him and smiled weakly.


“You look tired,” he said.


“Bad day. We lost a little girl this morning.”


In the past, George would have asked why she hadn’t told him sooner, why she hadn’t talked about it if it bothered her, but that had become tiresome. He’d learned to live with the fact that Karen was not very open about things that bothered her – even things that made her happy – and that if something was on her mind, she would tell him in her own time, if at all.


“AIDS,” she went on. “We knew it was coming, but … she was a sweet kid. It hit everybody hard.”


“Sorry,” he said, leaning down to kiss her on the mouth.


She gave him another smile, warmer than the last, then handed him the stack of envelopes. “You want to put these by the door? They have to go out in the morning.”


As George started out of the kitchen with the envelopes, the doorbell rang. Figuring it was probably Al or Lynda Crane, their neighbors, he put the envelopes down on the small table in the entry way, opened the door.


He froze halfway into his smile, giving his face an odd look of surprise. Then he blinked, cleared his throat, and returned the smile to his face intact. “Yes?”


“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, her breath appearing in a small cloud of mist before her face, “but I’m moving into the house across the street and I have no heat. Yours was the closest house with a chimney and I was wondering if I could borrow some firewood. Just for tonight. I’ll replace it first thing tomorrow.”


George blinked again, several rapid blinks in succession, because an unexpected and unbidden – even unwanted – image of Laura materialized in his mind suddenly.


She is above him, straddling his legs as he lies in bed on his back, both of them naked and she smiles as she holds up a white plastic Hitachi Magic Wand vibrator and says, “Surprise! I bought this today,” turns it on, and places the head against the bottom side of his cock and his head rolls back as he moans with pleasure.


George coughed again, turning his head away from the woman at the door, mostly to hide the red warmth he felt flooding into his cheeks. He felt embarrassed by the wildly inappropriate thought, but he also felt guilty, as if he’d betrayed someone – Laura or Karen, he wasn’t sure – because the voice of the beautiful woman at the door made him feel exactly the same way that vibrator had when Laura pressed it against his cock.


“Sure, we’ve got plenty of firewood,” he said with a forced smile. “How much do you need?”


“Oh, just enough for tonight, that’s all.”


She wore tight jeans and a heavy red and black plaid shirt and she stood with shoulders slightly hunched and her arms folded just beneath her breasts, as if to ward off the cold.


“Come on in,” George said. He stepped back to let her pass, then closed the door behind her. “You know, if you like, we’ve got an electric heater you could use.”


“Thanks a lot, but I don’t have any electricity yet. I came earlier than I’d expected and didn’t have the power turned on.”


“Ah, I see. Well.” George slipped his fingers into the back pockets of his tan slacks, feeling an awkwardness he hadn’t experienced since high school. “Urn, my name’s George Pritchard.”


She smiled and held out a hand. “Lorelle Dupree.”


George took her hand and she squeezed firmly; in spite of the cold outside, her hand felt warm – probably, he decided, from being tucked beneath her arm.


Her hair, which fell over her shoulders in thick waves, was a deep red, the color of redwood, and her almond-shaped eyes were a brown so dark they were almost black. In spite of the healthy fullness of her hair, her face seemed drawn, pale, as if she were ill. Perhaps it was because she wore no makeup, but the skin beneath her eyes seemed to sag in dark half-moons and her cheekbones hung over darkened hollows. But despite the appearance of illness, she was beautiful, with lips that looked smooth as rose petals and a long elegant neck that sloped gracefully into her sweatshirt.


George realized he had been holding her hand looking at her for too long – several slow seconds too long – and he pulled his hand back rather abruptly.


“Well,” he said, “the firewood’s out in the garage. I can get a basketful for you.” He was about to suggest that he carry it over for her, but thought better of it. She seemed friendly enough, but he did not enjoy the discomfort she stirred in him, the awkwardness –


– The wanting, he thought suddenly, surprising himself, I don’t like the wanting –


– and, instead, he said, “I’ll have my son carry it over for you.”


He heard Karen’s footsteps behind him and turned to see her smiling at the woman.


“Hi,” she said, then turned to George with a subtle questioning look in her eyes.


“This is our new neighbor,” he said, “Lorelle Dupree. She doesn’t have any electricity and needs some firewood for the night.”


Karen shook Lorelle’s hand and said, “You must’ve bought the Huitt place across the street.”


“Not exactly. I’m renting. I wasn’t planning to move in until next week, but my plans changed, so now I’m over there in the cold and dark.”


Karen turned to George. “Well, why don’t you get Robby to take some wood over for her.” Then to Lorelle: “And we have some kerosene lanterns, if you need them.”


“Oh, that would be great.”


There was a moment then in which Lorelle and Karen smiled silently at one another—it lasted long enough for George to look from one to the other twice—as if they had met before and were trying to remember where and when.


George turned to go to Robby’s bedroom and said, “I’ll go get Rob—” but stopped when he saw Robby peering sheepishly around the corner of the hallway entrance. “Oh, here he is,” George said. “Robby, this is Lorelle Dupree. She moved into the Huitt place.”


Robby did not move; he remained hidden, with only a fraction of his face leaning past the corner.


George cocked a brow. “Robby?”


Stepping out of the hall, the tall, lanky boy bowed his head and looked at their guest as if peering over bifocals, and folded his hands before him.


George frowned. Robby looked as if he were being punished.


“Nice to meet you, Robby,” Lorelle said, offering her hand again.


It took a moment, but Robby finally returned the gesture and nodded silently.


There was a tension in the room that made George want to squirm, to leave. He glanced at Karen, then Robby, feeling guilty for his surprisingly strong attraction to Lorelle and wondering if they sensed it, if it was showing on his face. He slapped Robby on the back and said, “C’mon, Rob, let’s go out in the garage and get some wood for Miss Dupree. She needs heat.”


As he and Robby headed for the kitchen and the entrance to the garage, and as Karen said to Lorelle, “I’ll get the lanterns,” George thought about his words and silently told himself with a smirk, What am I saying? She’s got plenty of heat.


George was relieved to enter the cold garage with Robby and sighed as he closed the door behind them.


“Are you in high school, Robby?” Lorelle asked.


“Yeah.”


“What year?”


“Senior.”


“Ah. So how’s it going? Are you doing okay?”


“Yeah.”


Robby hugged the basket of wood to his chest as they crossed the street; kerosene sloshed in the two lanterns Miss Dupree carried, one in each hand. He felt like a walking raisin, shriveled with humiliation. He’d wanted to scream at his dad for sending him on this errand with the woman who had watched him through his bedroom window as he came into his hand, and he wanted nothing more than to do as he’d been asked as quickly as possible and go back home.


No … no, that wasn’t entirely true. As his arm brushed the woman beside him, he realized there was something else he wanted even more. But that was about as likely as lying naked on a bear rug in front of a fire with Miss Weiss. Besides, Miss Dupree did not look well, so even if, by some wild act of God, she would want to do something with him, she probably wouldn’t feel like it.


His undershorts were moist from his session only minutes ago. His cock felt limp, but not sated. It was still extremely sensitive from the attention it had received and threatened to grow hard again, in need of more. Although at least a foot of space separated them, Robby could feel Miss Dupree, as if he were standing within the heat of a blazing fire in the fireplace, and as the house across the street grew closer, Robby became more uncomfortable.


When they reached the house, she went in first and closed the door behind him, then led him into the blackness toward a glow that came from the living room. Although Robby had been in the house before and was well acquainted with its layout, he felt he had entered unfamiliar surroundings.


“Did you know the people who lived here before?” she asked.


“Uh-huh.”


“Then you’ve probably been in here before.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Just set that down here,” she said, putting down the lanterns and waving toward the hearth. “God, it’s cold in here.”


He put the basket on the hearth beside the fat flashlight she’d left shining there and stepped back, stuffing his hands into his jeans pockets. His leg bumped something warm and soft and he turned to find two stern golden eyes looking up at him. Thin black lips quivered back over long fangs for just an instant and Robby staggered back, blurting, “God!”


Miss Dupree hunkered down and began stacking wood atop a bunch of crumpled newspapers she’d already put in the fireplace. “Oh, that’s Gomorrah. Say hello, Gomorrah.”


The dog stepped forward and nudged Robby’s hand with a cold nose.


“Where’s Sodom?” she asked her pet. “Go find Sodom.”


Gomorrah gave an abrupt, low bark and another dog emerged from the darkness, walking slowly, its slanted predatory eyes looking directly up at Robby. The dogs were enormous and almost identical – only the stark black and gray markings on their thick white fur differed.


“Wolves?” Robby asked nervously.


“Malamutes. Gorgeous, aren’t they?”


“Fed them lately?”


“Oh, they look pretty vicious, but they’re really pussycats.” She stood and brushed her hands together, adding, “Unless I tell them not to be.”


The glow of the flashlight made her already pale skin look ivory white. She stood, took the flashlight, and disappeared into the dark for a moment, casting a dancing glow on the walls and ceiling. She returned with a cigarette lighter and lit the newspaper, then touched the lighter’s flame to the lantern wicks. Sitting on the hearth, she faced Robby and smiled. The top three buttons of her shirt were unfastened and the growing firelight crept down her chest, causing a V-shaped shadow between her breasts, which jostled with each movement of her arms, shifting the shadow back and forth liquidly.


“So, what kind of town have I moved into?” she asked.


“Where are you from, Miss Dupree?”


“The Bay Area. And please call me Lorelle.”


“This is kind of a … a hick town, I guess you’d call it.”


“Redding?”


“Yeah, sort of. Lots of country music radio stations. Not much night life, unless you like hanging around in the Taco Bell parking lot after midnight on the weekends.” Robby stood by the hearth, fidgeting as he spoke.


She patted the hearth and said, “Sit. You’re my first houseguest; I can at least make you comfortable.” Robby sat on the hearth and Sodom and Gomorrah curled up on the floor in front of them. “Would you like something to drink? I’ve got some Pepsi in an ice chest. Not exactly a cold weather beverage, but –”


“No, thank you.”


“What do you do for fun, Robby?”


He shrugged, looking into the fire. Robby wanted to bite his lip, as if to punish himself for being unable to relax beside her … but he couldn’t do it.


“Do you have a girlfriend?”


His face grew so hot, he was afraid it would burst into flames. “N-no.”


“Really? I’m surprised. Don’t you have –”


“What do you do for a living, Miss Dupree?” he asked suddenly, finally looking at her.


“Lorelle.”


“Okay. Lorelle. What do you do?”


“I’m an artist. I make jewelry, mostly. But I haven’t been doing much this year. I made a couple of big sales last year and they’ve carried me through.” She stood and took the lantern to a corner of the room and carried a bundle from there, dropping it in front of the fireplace. After she unfastened a couple of snaps, the bundle unrolled over the floor with a whisper.


A sleeping bag.


“See?” She stepped in front of Robby, bent toward him, took his left hand and lifted it, palm up, then placed her other hand over it. She wore a ring on each finger and, when their hands touched, she curled her fingers under, lightly brushing her nails over Robby’s palm.


His back stiffened and he pressed his lips together hard, trying to brace himself against the tingling shudder of delight that passed through him, as if a swarm of moths were fluttering over his naked body.


Although he couldn’t make out the rings in detail, their stones shimmered in the firelight as she moved her fingers slightly against his hand, opening her fingers again, then pulling her nails back down over his wrist, his palm.


“They’re very pretty,” he said, but it came out as a hoarse whisper. Lifting his eyes to look at her, he stopped halfway.


The unbuttoned V at the top of her shirt hung open and the fire’s glow turned her chest a deep bronze. Tiny shards of light reflected from the rings danced over her smooth throat. And over her breasts.


Robby’s tongue turned to sandpaper and seemed to scrape loudly as he passed it slowly over his lower lip.


“Was that you I saw in the window this evening, Robby?” Lorelle whispered.


He swallowed cotton as he looked up at her.


“It was, wasn’t it?” She cocked her head, lifted a brow. “What were you doing?”


“I-I-I –” He dropped her hand, turned away from her and stood clumsily. “– should go. I should go now.” The dogs stood, too, so suddenly that Robby thought, for a crazy second, that they were going to attack.


Lorelle made a quiet sound as he brushed past her. A laugh? Was that it?


“My furniture arrives tomorrow afternoon,” she said, following him through the darkness with a lantern. “I could use a hand moving in. You know, arranging things, moving them around. Would you mind?”


“I-I don’t know. I’ve got homework.”


“I’d pay you for it, of course. With dinner. How’s that sound? I’ll make something special. What do you like?”


At the door, she stepped in front of him.


“Or better yet,” she said softly, “I’ll make something for you, a piece of jewelry. Or you can pick something out of the stuff I’ve got. Something to go around your neck, maybe?” She stroked a finger across his throat, then along the edge of his collar and –
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