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  Note From The Author




  Don’t read these if you’re disturbed by strong, possibly offensive, sexual content. Really. Don’t.




  





  Not all that long ago, there was nothing I could do with short works like these, beyond writing them and seeing where I ended up. Some of these stories, in some version or another, have been banging around my various computers for years. The ideas in them interested me. And challenged me. They made a nice, often intense, break from work I knew I could sell. Others are recent. But they’re all riding the line, and I’m certain I crossed several of them. That was the whole point.




  





  These stories are words I wrote. Shrug.




  INIGO THE MAGICIAN




  He was beside my bed when I woke up. Asleep, my body must have picked up on the changes in the surroundings. The displacement of air, the slide of a lithe body through space, atoms spinning away in reaction to something that had not been there before.




  Probably the temperature changed. A few more degrees Fahrenheit.




  Sounds that were foreign to my tiny apartment must have wormed their way into my sleeping state. Maybe that faint but terribly familiar acrid scent was enough.




  It was November the twelfth: three months past the day I was supposed to have been married, and I woke up.




  Knowing. With the promise I’d made uncoiling in my center. Alive. Sentient.




  The room was different. Less empty. The silence pressed in on me with unaccustomed weight. When I inhaled, my lungs had to work harder to pull in the heavier air. He was here.




  My heart pounded so loud I was sure he could hear. Either Inigo had sent him after me, or he was dead. One or the other.




  “Little human.” His voice was low. Not a whisper, but not a normal tone, either. I knew it was him even though in my dreams his voice was never serene the way it was now. “No more dreams.”




  My bedroom was black as pitch: that wasn’t natural either. In the darkness, his eyes burned like red-gold embers. The heat from his body radiated in the space between my bed and where he sat.




  Six months ago, he’d killed my fiancé.




  I don’t blame him. I don’t. I can’t.




  He was forced to do it, but the fact remains he broke Anthony’s neck while I watched. Night after night, that sound finds its way into my dreams. Sometimes when I’m awake I’m convinced my brain, damaged by whatever I really saw that night, concocted a set of memories for me. Impossibilities created to replace an uglier truth. What, I wondered, could be worse than the ones I lived with instead?




  In the dark, my heart beat hard. I whispered, “Is Inigo dead?”




  “Yes.”




  The truth of that sliced through me, cut away my fear. If Inigo had sent him, the creature beside my bed would already be remaking the Hell I’d been through. He would not have waited for me to wake up. He would not have sat in silence for even a moment.




  Of course Inigo was dead.




  I wondered if he felt the same dark joy I did.




  He leaned over and touched the tip of his finger between my eyebrows. A light touch. The back of my skull pressed into my pillow while the heat of his fingertip spread out and in. Above my head, his fingernails clicked and scratched along the top of the headboard.




  “Now,” he said, low and soft. An undertone of rasp vibrated in his voice, as if the organs that formed the words were unused to human speech. “I am here.”




  That day six months ago had been made by a string of if-onlys that led to Anthony and me being at the lake that night. If only we’d stayed another day at the inn. If only we’d decided not to stop there for lunch. If only we’d never met. It doesn’t matter how many if-onlys there were before we got there. We got there.




  “There’s this guy,” Anthony had said in the voice that meant he was thinking mostly about how eager he was to tell me his news. I loved that about him, the way he could get so excited. Times like that, he was a kid who couldn’t imagine everyone in the world didn’t feel the same way he did. “There’s this guy,” Anthony told me, “who does the most fantastic magic tricks. Inigo the Magician. And he’s giving a private show at the lake. It’s not too far out of our way.”




  I never had the heart to tell him when I didn’t share his overflowing enthusiasm. Not when he was like this, totally hyped up and giddy with excitement. So, we drove fifty miles in the opposite direction, and, sure enough, in a house on the eastern shore of the lake, six rows of folding chairs formed a semicircle in the basement. That night, the chairs and the basement were empty except for Anthony, me, and one other person.




  The smell of old coffee and older ashes hung in the air. At one end of the room, flames burned in a fireplace and provided no warmth whatever. A table and several bicycles had been stacked against another wall to make room for the chairs. There was a shelf, too, listing to one side and crammed with old paperbacks, dusty and cobwebby.




  Those rickety metal chairs faced a stone platform and, beyond that, a wall of gray brick. Cold seeped through the concrete floor and past my shoes. I wished I had a heavier coat. A canoe gleamed dull silver from the rafters overhead.




  “You’re late, too late.” The magician wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The skin beneath his eyes was purple and made him look older than he probably was. He’d just finished the last show, he said. That looked like the truth. The paraphernalia of his trade cluttered the edge of the platform. A mirror, a red lacquered box with inlaid gold and mother-of-pearl, a shiny black top hat, that sort of thing.




  Anthony slumped in dejection. Just like a kid. “We drove hours to see you.”




  He pulled back his sleeve to look at his watch, the digital kind with a black plastic band. “It’s late.”




  I checked my watch, too. The readout glowed 11:54.




  “Please?” Anthony made those puppy eyes nobody could resist. “Just a trick or two? We’ve heard you’re amazing. The best at certain tricks.” He took three twenties out of his wallet, looked at that cheap suit with the frayed shirtsleeves, and added two more. “I’m happy to pay you for your time.”




  Inigo’s mouth thinned, but he was also tempted, you could tell from the way his eyes focused on the money. We all have bills to pay. He never looked at me even once. Not when he took the money or after. Not until later, when he started showing us his magic tricks.




  “Not the whole show.” The magician took a box of wooden matches from of his pocket. “I’m too tired.”




  Anthony bounced up on his toes. “Whatever you want to do would be great. Really.”




  We sat down, and the guy made matches vanish and then plucked them out of the air behind Anthony’s ear and mine. He had deft fingers. Life with Anthony meant I’d gotten good at picking apart tricks. I almost never got fooled. Inigo fooled me. Never once did I see what he did. After a few more tricks, good ones but nothing spectacular, he took a step back. Wiped his forehead again.




  “That’s it.” The magician looked at me when he said that, and a chill streaked down my spine. I remember faking a smile the way women do around guys that give them the creeps.




  “Come on!” Anthony knew better than to frown. “Please?”




  Inigo reminded me of Lon Chaney because he looked so hale and hearty, maybe a little too hearty. I doubt anyone would have agreed with my comparison because besides that barrel chest, he had a hook of a nose and big, agile hands. He had a sallow complexion, and his dishwater blond hair was thin on top, but I remember thinking if he were in a tux instead of a shiny black suit and battered Oxfords, he’d look like a villain from a silent movie. Anthony told him again how we’d driven miles out of our way just to see him.




  “Is that right?” Inigo said. He looked at me and then back at Anthony, who threw an arm around my shoulders and hugged me close. The smell of old ashes got stronger, and I had to wipe the sting out of my eyes.




  “Yeah, that’s right.” Anthony took out his wallet again and handed the magician three hundred dollars and his most winning smile. “How about a private show? Come on. We’d be beyond grateful.”




  All that cash free-and-clear could probably make a dent in the bills for a guy who did his act in an old suit.




  He thumbed through the bills. “No refunds.”




  “No, no!” Anthony bounced on his toes again.




  It was after one by now, and Inigo looked as tired as he said he was. But he shoved the twenties into his pocket with the others. Anthony grinned while the magician relit the candles on the platform. When he was done, he snapped his fingers and the lights went out, leaving only the candles and the fire for light.




  He didn’t look rumpled any more. Shadows hid the wrinkles in his suit so you couldn’t see the cheapness of the fabric. He stood taller, too, but that sort of thing happens with performers if they’re any good. On stage, they’re transformed. The way Inigo was transformed. I settled next to Anthony, pulling my jacket tight.




  Anthony didn’t care about the cold and damp. He sat on the edge of his seat, watching Inigo. He’d have been taking notes if there’d been enough light. Inigo did several tricks. Pretty good ones, too. Then, with a flourish, he stopped the patter that set up his tricks and misdirected our attention and instead chanted what sounded like gibberish. The distraction is all in the delivery, and he had the delivery down.




  Behind him, the air shimmered. A gust of wind came down the flue and blew sparks through the room, biting gnats of embers and ash. The smell of smoke thickened and I took off my jacket because now the room was too warm and stuffy. Ash got in my eye, and I was rubbing my eyelid when Anthony shouted once, like it was fourth and goal at the one yard line and the defense held. I looked up, blinking my burning, watering eye.




  Something stood behind the magician.




  I’d missed a first-class illusion. The creature, there wasn’t any mistaking it for human, had to have been close to seven feet tall and muscled like something that hunted in order to live. Eyes glowed orange-red in a bull’s head on a human body. Some kind of Minotaur? Demon. That’s what I recall thinking. A demon. Black horns curled around either side of its bovine ears. I blinked and the thing had a normal human face. The eyes still glowed like fire. The magician said something else I didn’t understand. He pointed at Anthony and said something I did understand.




  “Him.”




  Whatever it was, demon, Minotaur, or someone in a costume, it shot past Inigo faster than anything ought to be able to move. As if the space between where it stood and where we sat didn’t exist. It grabbed Anthony with one hand. Muscles bulged across its chest. Anthony was a big man, six two and two-ten, but this thing was bigger by a head: it didn’t have any trouble holding Anthony off the ground.




  Anthony’s life ended with the crack of vertebrae. I heard bones break. His body fell limp to the floor. The sound still wakes me up at night. Whenever I hear it in my dreams, I snap awake and sit there, clutching the blankets while I gasp for air.




  In the darkness of my bedroom, the demon’s fingertip pressed to my forehead. My skin remembered him, sharp and deep with fear. Not fear. Terror. A moan slid from my mouth, low and quivering, and I heard him laugh as he slid onto the bed. Heat radiated through the covers. Beads of sweat formed on my skin. The mattress dipped where he lay.




  I didn’t want to remember. Any of it.




  “The sorcerer is dead,” he whispered with his mouth by my ear. His breath flashed hot on my skin. His voice touched me like velvet, a dark, lush shadow that worked its way into my head. He reached for the covers and pulled them away from me. “You promised.”




  He almost killed me, too, that night at the lake.




  I don’t remember screaming when that monstrous creature killed Anthony, but I must have. I remember the magician put matches to the tapers in a candelabra at the back of the room while I stood there, stunned. Trying to think how this hadn’t really happened. How it had to be part of the trick, and Anthony was going to get up any minute. He didn’t.




  Instinct kicked in. And fear. The kind of fear that changes you for the rest of your life. If you have a rest of your life. I sprinted for the door and grabbed the knob with both hands. Nothing happened. The more I yanked on the door, the hotter the metal got, until my palms burned, and I couldn’t hold on any more.




  Inigo told the monster, “Fuck her until I tell you to stop.”




  That’s all the thing did.




  It fucked.




  Inigo’s monster—it—he—was hideously strong. There was this deadness to him the entire time. He held me like a doll to strip naked, and about as interesting to him as that, too. He pinned me on the stage and shifted over me. On me. He used a hand get his sex in me, and it was just this thing he was doing that he didn’t even care about.




  At no time while he did whatever Inigo commanded did he look or sound aroused. I remember the heat of his body and the smell of ashes. Most of the time, I kept my eyes shut and tried to be somewhere else. Once, though, I looked at him and our eyes met. Where there should have been black pupils instead were orange circles of flame. His irises were charcoal grey and what should have been white was black. Those eyes weren’t human, but I knew with complete conviction that he didn’t want to be doing this.




  He was the instrument of penetration; the weapon being used. My rapist—our rapist—was watching. Directing. Telling the creature how and where to touch, and when and how much to hurt me. How hard. How fast. Which orifice. What parts of me he wanted to see and how loud he wanted to hear me scream, and there was never ever one single shred of anything that suggested the monster wasn’t as sickened, angry, and helpless as I was.




  He’d killed Anthony like it was no big deal, and I believed Inigo would end this by ordering the demon to kill me, too. Why shouldn’t I make a deal with the devil? I had nothing to lose.




  At one point, I put my arms around him and my mouth close to his ear. “When this is over,” I whispered, “Kill him for me. First chance you get, kill him.”




  His eyes flickered. That’s all the reaction I saw.




  Then I said, “Make sure he knows you’re killing him because of me.”




  His eyelids lowered, partially hiding the glow of fire, and he cocked his head. His penis more than filled me. I’d shifted my hands down by then, that parody of an embrace long over. My palms pressed hard against his shoulders because I was trying to keep him off me. He hurt inside me. His body scraped my skin. Teeth. Claws.




  The demon said, so softly, “In return for?”




  “Whatever you want.” I meant it, too, even though at the same time I believed it didn’t matter what I promised. I’d be dead before he could collect. “Kill Inigo and you can have anything.”




  “I accept,” the demon said, and those words trembled deep inside me.




  In my darkened room, I smiled and that smile twisted inside me, through me. Triumphant. Inside and out. Savage. “Did he know why he died?”




  “Yes, he knew.” He stroked his fingertip along the pulse in my throat. “For you, I took a long time.”




  “Good.”




  Inigo didn’t order the demon to kill me because he didn’t get the chance. He came closer to where we were, about to give some new command, and I struck out and connected with the side of the magician’s head. I wasn’t that strong, but the demon shifted position at just the right moment, and my clenched hand landed just right.




  Inigo hit the ground hard and lay there.




  The demon stopped. He pushed away from me. Away, and the awful heat of him no longer burned though me. I flinched when he touched my chest, just above my heart. “When I am free,” he said, “I will find you.”




  Frantic, I gathered what clothes I could. The last thing I saw before I darted for the door was the demon waiting at the magician’s side.




  Later, the police said Inigo’s DNA didn’t match the rape kit evidence so they couldn’t prosecute him for sexual assault. The marks on Anthony’s body didn’t match the kind of marks Inigo could have left. They found my blood and Inigo’s in the basement. They never found the man Inigo said had broken in. The man who’d killed Anthony and raped me while Inigo was unconscious from his fall.




  The suspect hadn’t ejaculated so there wasn’t any semen in my body, but it was obvious I’d been assaulted. Just not by Inigo. The magician never saw a day of jail time. I read about a serial-rapist killer they were pretty sure was traveling a five state area. Twice some officer from another jurisdiction interviewed me about that night. They never arrested anyone. For months, every time I read about an unsolved rape, I wondered if it was the demon still being compelled by the magician, and then I told myself it couldn’t be real. None of it.




  In my room, the orange flames of the demon’s eyes disappeared whenever he blinked. He put his head by my ear. His breath puffed hot against my cheek, and the smell of ashes was pungent. The knowledge that Inigo was dead stayed stuck in my head when what I wanted was to shout that terrible joy.




  “He’s dead. Really dead.”




  “Yes.”




  I threw my arms around him and held tight. I didn’t know I could be so glad someone was dead, but I was. Because it meant he wasn’t coming back for me. He wasn’t going to do that to me or anyone else. Not ever. I brought him closer and whispered over the emotion filling up my throat; “Good. Good. Thank you.”




  When I was certain I wouldn’t cry, I pulled back, and he said in that same serene voice, “I’ve come for you.”
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