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  Out of the Light




  by Douglas Smith




  The morgue door swung open. Jan Mirocek hesitated at the threshold, clinging to the hallway’s bright comfort. Ahead in the dark room, under a lonely cone of light, Detective Garos of the Toronto Metropolitan Police loomed over a shroud-covered corpse. Jan glared up at the single ceiling bulb. Forty watts max, he thought. He turned to a clerk slouched at a desk in the hall. “Got any more light?”




  The man just shrugged. “Our guests don’t do much reading.”




  Scowling, Jan stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind him, cutting the light even more. He cursed and pulled a small flashlight from a coat pocket, his breathing slowing as the beam brightened his path. I can do this, he thought. Trying not to look into the shadows, he walked to Garos.




  Morgues didn’t bother Jan. He knew death. And corpses.




  He just wanted more light.




  Garos eyed the flashlight, but the big man didn’t comment. “Good to see you in action again, hunter. It’s been a while since…last time.” His beefy hand swallowed Jan’s.




  Last time. At least, old friend, you have the decency to leave it at that, Jan thought. “I’m retired, Andreas. Why’d you call me?” Ignoring the frown from Garos, he studied the contours of the white shroud. Slim, short, female.




  Garos shrugged, then turned to the corpse. “White female, early thirties. Found about 1:00 this morning—just twelve hours ago—on a well-lit, still-busy, street.”




  Stabbing his beam into dark corners, Jan pulled two extra flashlight batteries from his pocket. He shook them in his hand, calmed by the clicking noise. “So? What do you need me for?”




  “You tell me.” Garos pulled back the sheet.




  Maybe it was the light. Or the darkness. Or perhaps seeing Garos in a professional role again had brought her back, brought it all back. He looked down, and she was there. Her face. The way it used to be in the mornings—peaceful—beautiful.




  Then the face shifted into someone else—something else. Jan stared at the desiccated corpse of a stranger, black sunken eye sockets and cheeks, lips pulled back from rotting gums, white hair framing gray translucent skin. The shadows closed in and with them, his terror. He ran from the room.




  ~*~*~




  Ten years old. Lying in bed beside his brother Pyotr, in their house in the woods. His mother’s voice rose and fell in her sing-song way of telling stories. But these stories were not of frog princes, or bears and honey pots, or little girls chasing rabbits down holes. These were…different.




  “To begin his change, the werewolf put on a wolf pelt, then drank water from a wolf’s paw-print,” their mother whispered. Jan looked at Pyotr. The younger boy was wide-eyed. Jan smiled. These are stories, he thought. Just stories.




  ~*~*~




  Five minutes after leaving the morgue, Jan sat huddled at a window table of the first bar he had found. The afternoon sun of a Toronto winter did little to remove the chill he felt. A familiar face peered inside. Moments later, Garos eased his bulk into a chair beside him. “You okay?”




  Jan lied with a nod. “For a second, I saw…” Her name caught in his throat and he swallowed. “I saw Stasia’s face.”




  Garos frowned, his eyebrows forming a single bushy line. An old woman in Sicily had once told Jan such eyebrows were a sign of the lupomanari. She had missed the true signs in her own son. He killed nine people before Jan and Garos had brought him down.




  “I shouldn’t have called you,” Garos said.




  “I’m okay!” Jan snapped. Garos looked away. No, you shouldn’t have, Jan thought, you of all people. Jan stared at his hands gripping his beer as if it were a beast about to leap at his throat. He held life that way now, a wild thing to be feared, never trusted to lie quietly at his feet. “Who was she?”




  Garos said a name. It meant nothing to Jan. He looked up. “Why did you call me, Andreas?”




  “Did that look like a fresh corpse to you?” Garos asked.




  “The rotting doesn’t mean it was done by a shifter.”
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