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  Mark glanced up at the street sign to make sure he had come to the right place. For the neighbourhood had certainly changed since he was last here. The crumbling brownstones had been converted into trendy lofts, boarded up windows had been replaced by insulated double pane security glass. Gone were the hole in the wall record store, the shop selling t-shirts with crazy prints, the liquor store with the barred windows and the buzzing neon signs, the Lebanese bakery on the corner, the dusty comic shop that had every issue of Swamp Thing ever printed, the Mekong eatery at whose formica topped tables he had once eaten the best Pho of his life. Only the rain was still the same, relentlessly beating down on anybody unlucky enough to get caught out in the open.




  He was mildly surprised to find that the Fortress was still there, steadfastly sitting in the same place it had always been, even as the world changed around it. Though if not for the sign above the door, its letters punched into riveted steel, Mark would never have recognized the place. For though the name was still the same, everything else about it had changed. But then, twenty-three years was a long time.




  Mark closed his umbrella and pushed open the door, wondering where to put it. He needn’t have worried though, for no sooner had he stepped through the door that a smiling girl divested him of his dripping umbrella and shoved it into a stand beside the door.




  The sudden change between outside and inside, hot and cold, steamed over his glasses, so Mark had to take them off to look around. Still, he was impressed. For the Fortress had certainly cleaned up well. Granite floors and snazzy teakwood furniture — harvested one hundred percent ecologically correct — had replaced the bare concrete and ramshackle Salvation Army rejects. The walls boasted arty landscapes in tasteful browns rather than album covers in aggressive black and white. It was a coffee bar now, one of the many snazzy coffee bars aimed at yuppies with too much money in a city that had spawned the Satan that was the hip coffee bar and unleashed it upon a hapless world. Yet beneath the smart, smooth, professional façade, Mark could still see the grunge and the grit.




  Back in the day, he’d hung out at the Fortress every night, a scrawny college kid in torn jeans, flannel shirts, Dockers and an army surplus coats, all topped with shaggy blonde hair. The hair was shorter and darker now, not to mention peppered with some early grey. The jeans and flannel shirts and army surplus coat had turned into a smart black suit, pinstripe shirt and grey silk tie, the Dockers had become fine Italian slippers by now. Like the Fortress itself, Mark had changed, cleaned up his act and himself, become respectable. And just like the Fortress, he had lost his soul in the process.




  He spotted her as soon as he’d taken his glasses off, sitting at one of the guaranteed organic teakwood tables sipping some exotic concoction of guaranteed organic coffee from a tall, dark brown mug. The Fortress may have changed and Mark may have changed, but Alicia was still the same. Her clothes had changed — a trendy sheath and stiletto heels instead of worn jeans, clunky boots and flannel shirts. But she still had the same pallid snow-white skin, still the same piercing eyes the colour of morning violets, still the same glossy hair, black as coal or — for the more poetically minded — as a raven’s wing. And black as her heart. Her skin was smooth, unblemished, and she hadn’t aged a day in twenty-three years.




  Alicia must have spotted or sensed him before he even walked into the bar, for she waved at him, the sort of dismissive gesture one used to flag down a taxi, as soon as he stepped over the threshold. Mark took a deep breath, shoved the glasses into a pocket of his coat, though he needed them to read, and walked over to her table. She just smiled, that same predatory smile that had once been able to turn his innards to jelly, and indicated the chair opposite to hers. Mark sat down, brushing away some stray pastry crumbs more from habit than anything else, because unlike its grungy past, the Fortress was spotlessly clean these days.




  Alicia acknowledged him with a curt nod and a twitch of her blood coloured lips that barely qualified as a smile. She raised her hand again in the kind of quick and sparse gesture found in stockbrokers, auction goers and the Queen of England. No surprise there, for Alicia had always believed that she ruled the world. And the world was generally inclined to agree with her.
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