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			To all who fight the darkness

		

	
		
			Perhaps a conception of real horror is impossible for people whose bellies are full.

			—Stephen King

		

	
		
			Prologue:

			Twelve Years Ago

			Jack Jackson opened his eye, the good one. The one that wasn’t swollen blue and sealed shut with coagulated blood. He’d been sat at a steel table riveted to the floor, his chest shoved right up against its cold, corrugated edge. A single naked bulb hung over the table. The sallow light drove nails through his eye but did little to illuminate the dank interrogation cell.

			Half a cup of water sat just within reach. He stared at it as if it was Christ’s own cup at the Last Supper. Just one sip, he told himself. Just one. Not even, just a drop. Thoughts ricocheted in his mind until he was deaf with them. And then he lunged.

			Only to watch the cup snatched away by a hairy-knuckled hand that poked from the sleeve of a cheap twill suit pilling at the cuff. The detective who wore it was half dissolved in shadow. He drank the water in one gulp, then slammed the cup into a paper pancake inches from Jack. This was the tenth or twelfth time he’d done that. Jack had lost count.

			“Thirsty, huh?” The detective’s voice had the ring of a snow shovel scraping over a long-neglected driveway.

			Jack nodded. He’d given up on words hours ago.

			“Want some water? Maybe some aspirin for that potato on your noggin?”

			Jack nodded again.

			“Yeah. We all got wants. You want water.” The detective twisted his bronze academy ring so that its scales of justice once again faced upward. Jack wondered how many mirror images that ring had left on his cheek. “I want to know why you killed all those people.”

			Jack shut his eye. It was as if he was still back in his living room, still trying to make sense of all the blood. Blood painting the walls. Blood soaking his shirt. Blood caking his hands, his face. Blood dripping from the splintered chair leg he’d clutched close to his chest. Blood and more blood that flooded his vision and choked the air with copper nausea. He could still hear the screams—his and Its—ringing in his ears.

			Jack swallowed. “I didn’t . . .” Each syllable broke like glass on stone. “I didn’t kill any people.”

			Suddenly, the world went upside down again. His head hit the floor with a crack. Lights, green and magenta, exploded across his inverted horizon. The breath left his lungs in a shuddering wheeze.

			“Oops. Clumsy me, always pushing your chair over.” The detective clamped his hands on Jack’s shoulders, upending both him and the chair. He shoved both back against the table. “Hey, look on the bright side. Maybe that one’ll knock some sense into you.”

			Jack kept his silence. He knew his words were wasted. Even the ones in his head, wasted.

			“Nineteen people, Jack. You killed nineteen people, remember? Drained ’em of all the blood, too. Left a bunch down by the railroad tracks. The pieces we could find, anyway.”

			Jack slumped forward. His cracked ribs thrummed, but he didn’t care. Not about the hits he’d taken, not about the detective who’d doled them out, not about the next trip to the floor. All he thought about was It—standing there in the shadows just past his hedges, steam rising from where the blood struck the snow. Face plastered with gore. A face it had stolen from—

			“Wake up, Mr. Jackson!” The detective snapped fingers as thick as sausages under Jack’s nose. “No sleeping till you give us answers.”

			“I don’t have any.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“You saw what was in that house. You had to!” Agony marbled every word Jack spit out. But a throbbing rage beat a tattoo at his temples, spurring him on. “You saw it. That’s what killed those people. That’s what killed—” His resolve finally broke, shattering against the detective’s feldspar stare. Once again, he could not even bring himself to speak her name.

			The detective let out a hollow chuckle. He straddled the empty folding chair, easing his bulk onto it with a weary sigh. “The monster. Yeah. I saw the monster.” A maimed hope limped into Jack’s heart. Then the detective leaned forward. A nicotine-stained grin split his graying goatee. “I’m looking at him right now.”

			It was useless. “Believe what you want. I know the truth.”

			The detective cracked his knuckles. Each pop echoed off cinderblock like the snapping of a spine. “There’s no such thing as vampires, Mr. Jackson. Not outside the midnight double features. No vampires. Just sick fucks like you. And average schlubs like me whose job it is to see they end up strapped to a gurney and riding that needle straight to hell.”

			Hell? Jack was already there. He wished that the SWAT team had simply shot him the moment they’d busted down his front door. Or that the next haymaker from the detective would give him a fatal hematoma. If that’s where all this was headed, why drag it out?

			“Mr. Jackson. Let me make this easy. You don’t have to tell me about all of them. You can save that for the judge. Just tell me about one.” The detective leaned in close, close enough for Jack to smell his stale tobacco breath knifing through a haze of Aqua Velva. “Tell me about your wife.”

			Wife. Sarah hadn’t been his wife. Not yet, and now never would be. Jack knew in his heart that if he closed his good eye, he’d see her. He knew that much. He wouldn’t see what he’d seen in that room—not what had been left of her slumped in the corner, blond curls framing her porcelain face, pale blue eyes staring sightlessly into nothing. No, if he closed his good eye, he’d see her with that sideways smirk she always saved for one of his lame jokes. He’d see her furrowing deeper under layers of quilts and comforters as the alarm clock clanged away unheeded. He’d see her secretly wipe away the tears that always welled at the sappy moments of her favorite sitcom. He’d see that and so much more. He’d see it all.

			Jack kept his good eye open. “Go to hell.”

			He readied himself for another trip to the tiles, then suddenly there came an insistent rapping on the cell door. The detective rose to answer. Jack caught only bits of the conversation that followed. It was short and very one-sided. “What?” the detective said. “This is my collar, pal.” And, “I don’t care what that paper says.” And then, finally, “Ahh, this is bullshit!” followed by the clank of a slammed door.

			Silence returned. After a few moments, Jack heard the rasp of a lighter’s flint wheel, the crackle of cigarette paper in flame. He looked up to see a man dressed in a crisp charcoal suit sitting where the detective had been. The man exhaled a cloud of blue smoke, then leaned over and pushed a fresh cup of water toward Jack. A couple of aspirin tablets followed.

			Jack reached for the cup. The man did not stop him. Jack took the aspirin. The man did not stop him then, either. The water was cool, the aspirin, welcome. “You must be the good cop.” 

			“Cop?” He took another long drag. “No, Mr. Jackson. I’m not a cop.”

			“What, then? A lawyer?”

			The man shook his head, his perfectly Brylcreemed coiffure unmoving. “No. I’m with The Division.” The subtle force with which he enunciated those final two words left no doubt that both were capitalized. “And trust me when I tell you that we are the only people who are ever going to believe a word you say.”

		

	
		
			One

			Beth Becker was late, very late, for her shift. She’d already sprinted ten blocks from the bus stop. Despite the autumn air that bit at the acres of flesh left exposed by her Halloween costume, her skin was slick with sweat. She heard little besides the rush of blood swirling in her ears and the incessant thwap thwap thwap of her boot soles as they slapped the cracked sidewalk. But what little she heard was enough.

			She stopped for a moment and strained to catch the sound. It was a whine alternating with a low, throaty growl that was impossible to ignore—no matter how hard the other pedestrians buzzing past tried to do just that. It came from a gap between two decaying and abandoned buildings that was not quite wide enough to be called an alley. It looked like an empty tooth socket in a meth head’s already ruined smile. Beth drew closer to the almost-alley, ignoring the aura of raw gloom that oozed from it onto the sidewalk.

			She cocked her ear toward the shadows, but heard nothing except a thin silence. Beth checked the time. If she left now, she might manage to clock in only fifteen minutes after she was due. That would net her nothing stronger than stern words. If she showed up much later than that, it was anyone’s guess what management’s response might be. She turned to go—and again caught that whine, only now it came laced with bits of unintelligible words, piercing shrieks, and hollow laughter. Something about it all was wrong, very wrong, almost sick.

			Beth slipped into the alleyway. The chill and shadows wrapped around her like a cowl. The air was rife with an acrid stench which left no doubt that this urban fissure moonlighted as an alfresco piss stop. The familiar New Harbor din began to fade as she stepped farther from the street, overtaken by more jeers, more taunts, and that wavering whine. She drew close to a dogleg in the brick warren. On one wall was a freshly scrawled patch of graffiti: Beware the Night Angel in Day-Glo orange spray paint.

			She rounded the final corner and was greeted by a wall of backs. There were five of them, four whippet-thin and wiry, one who strained the waistband of his soiled canvas cargos. They all wore grimy hoodies or grease-stained windbreakers. A pack of punks from Grey Hill or suburban kids playing at it. Past the swaying of their gangly limbs, Beth spotted the source of that whine and growl, a haggard mutt whose collar had snagged on the twisted hem of a rusted cyclone fence.

			“Get it. Get it,” demanded the one on the end, the fat one, his spare tire undulating with sadistic giddiness. One of the others obliged, hurling an empty forty-ounce bottle at the dog. It shattered against the fence and rained glass.

			Beth had seen enough. Time cards be damned, this had to stop. She stepped from the shadows. “Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

			They turned. Shame blushed across their teenage faces in a wave. None of them would meet her eyes. They started shuffling away from one another in the random pattern of a crowd that suddenly realized its reason to crowd was gone.

			All except one, that is, the fat one, who sauntered toward her. “What’s it to you, skank?” His voice was crammed with the mush-mouth adolescent arrogance of someone who’d just discovered the thrill of muscling around his mother.

			Beth planted her feet. “Shouldn’t you idiots be in school?”

			“Nah, skank. School’s out.”

			“Then go home. Leave that dog alone.”

			He took another step closer, hands thrust into his Carhartts. Beth spied a wisp of peach fuzz staining his brace-faced smile. The others began to advance on her too, exchanging nudges and wry looks. “We’re just having fun.”

			“Have it someplace else.” Beth quickly glanced behind her. The street was farther away then she would have liked. The fat one’s ruddy eyes slid down the front of her costume, almost tugging at the laces of her red and black punk-rock devil corset. Beth suddenly felt acutely aware of just how little clothing she had on.

			“How ’bout we have some fun with you, skank?” He shuddered out a laugh, shooting glances at his pack, all eager to see the next move. Behind them, the dog rattled the fence, straining to break free. The fat one took another step.

			“I think you’d better go home,” Beth said. “Just go home before—”

			“Before what?” His filthy mitt shot out to paw her corset.

			Beth knocked it aside and then hit him with a hard right. His nose exploded with blood. She hit him again, and he went staggering. “Before that.” She gripped both shoulders, bringing him in for a knee, followed by an elbow to the jaw. 

			He sucked air through his ruined nose with a sick gurgle. Beth locked his thumb and twisted him around, almost wrenching off the digit. He managed a babyish whimper as she shoved him down to the slimy pavement. She locked her knee in the crook of his neck. The others stood in shocked silence. The dog yelped in approval.

			“Get this crazy bitch off me,” the kid squawked, all his bluster melting like ice cream dropped on an August sidewalk.

			“You all going home now?” Beth tugged out her cell. “Or do I call the cops?” They answered in unison by scuttling for the street. Beth hadn’t fought off a decade and a half of groping delinquents and grab-happy clubbers just to wind up jumped by a pack of teenage twerps. Not today. Not ever. She knew how to throw a punch, and more important, she knew when.

			“Let me up,” he blubbered. “Please, lady, you gotta let me up.”

			“Shut up, you little prick.” As she pressed harder, she got a closer look. His terror was rank. His pudgy cheeks wobbled with each sob as tears and blood pooled on the pavement. Another pool spread out from between his splayed legs. Despite his bulk, he couldn’t have been more than fifteen. A punk, yes, but still a kid.

			Beth eased up. “What’s your home number?” she asked, phone held ready to dial. “Bet your mother would loved to hear how you’ve been spending your free time.”

			“Please, lady. I didn’t mean—”

			“Oh, it’s ‘lady’ now? What happened to ‘skank’?”

			“Please, lady. Please. I’m sorry.”

			Beth grew up with kids like this one. A lot of them had wound up behind bars, even more under the dirt. She eased up. “You don’t change that attitude, you will be sorry.”

			She stepped back. He scrambled to his feet, brushing past her without another word. She could still see him wiping away blood, snot, and tears as he disappeared around the bend. Beth knew that the beating she’d just handed him would pale compared with what was waiting for him as soon as he met back up with his “friends.” They’d give him the business but good. He hadn’t just been punked—he’d been punked by a girl. There would be no mercy.

			Beth swatted the grime from her skirt as she made her way toward the dog. Its matted fur was dusted with broken glass. It bent low, growling through bared teeth. She reached for the snagged collar. “Easy, now,” she cooed. “Easy.” She undid the clasp, and the dog was off like a loosed arrow. “Thanks a lot,” she said to the now empty alley.

			Beth glanced at the frayed nylon webbing clutched in her hand. No tag, just a notch where it had been sheared off. Looked as if someone had cut loose the family pet, someone who couldn’t afford to feed it anymore and didn’t cotton to the idea of some Good Samaritan bringing it back.

			She checked her cell. “Fuck me.” Her fifteen minutes had stretched into forty-five, and she still had ten blocks to go.

		

	
		
			Two

			Axis’s wide bay windows glared at Beth like the eyes of a disappointed parent. Chest leaden with dread, she crossed the street far in advance of the door. As she approached, she spotted a couple of burly barbacks unfurling a scrim of polyester spider web. They hung it against the glass, while almost pornographically attired cocktail girls strategically stuck plastic spiders among the fibers. She waited until the window was all but obscured by the webbing, then sprinted past it with her head turned streetward, praying she wouldn’t be spotted.

			The club sat at the far end of what remained of New Harbor’s storied Strip. Once this section had been home to a battery of chic lounges, seedy pool halls, karaoke bars, live-music venues, LGBT pickup joints, and assorted watering holes that defied designation. One by one, they’d all closed down or been pushed ever farther from the University’s manicured grounds. Shuttered façades stood monument to long-gone bacchanals. Now only Axis remained, and the Strip’s last nightclub had bloated to take up the slack. It had become the place to play after dark.

			Beth made it to the iron-strapped oak door. She fished out her keys and clicked open the door quickly and quietly, hoping to blend into the fray as if she’d been there all along. No management in sight, just a cocktail girl in a latex nurse uniform at the end of the hall who was struggling with the telescoping arm of a chrome IV stand.

			“Let me give you a hand with that.” With a couple of twists, Beth had it assembled. She reached for the plastic pouch full of red liquor marked “Type O Neg” sitting on a table chockablock with disposable neon shot glasses.

			“Thanks a million.” The girl eyed the deep red liquor as it flowed from the bag and down the clear tube attached to it. “Jeez, that stuff looks like real blood.”

			“Yeah, but it tastes like cherry Nyquil. Not sure that’s an improvement.” They both laughed.

			“You’re late,” came the voice Beth had been dreading.

			She looked up to see her general manager descending the grated steel staircase. He wore no costume, just his habitual uniform of polo tucked into straight-leg blue blue jeans. His complacent mug was topped off by a spit-curl swayback haircut, his skin spray-tanned an orange that unintentionally matched the jack-o’-lanterns flanking him.

			“I’m sorry. You said something, Hank?”

			“I said, you’re late, Becker.”

			“Just marginally.” Beth headed into the main room. The sour smell of last night’s spilled beer pummeled her yards before she got to the bar.

			“Becker? What are you, like, thirty years old?”

			“I’m twenty-four.”

			“Doesn’t matter. You’re late. You’re always late. Everyone else around here shows up on time. Everyone else here pulls their weight.”

			Beth ducked under the bar’s folding trap. “Hank, when have I ever not been set up and ready to rock by the time those doors open?” She was already making a mental checklist of what needed to be restocked.

			“Look, don’t be late, okay? If you get set up early, you can always help out someone else.” That didn’t exactly sound like everyone pulling their own weight to Beth, but she let the comment slide, hoping that Hank would slide away right along with it. But he didn’t. “Besides, I can’t have you setting a bad example for your trainee.”

			“Trainee? Are you for real, Hank? It’s the second-busiest night of the year, and you want to saddle me with a trainee?”

			“What better time to learn?”

			“Yeah, but why me?”

			“Because, Becker,” Hank said almost grudgingly, “you’re the best bartender we’ve got.”

			Beth sighed. Flattery or not, the last thing Axis needed was more staff. The club hadn’t been pulling in the type of money it used to. Hank might be looking to remedy that by replacing the senior staffers with fresh faces. Beth had been there three years. She’d be the first to feel the ax. “All right, send in the next victim.”

			Hank turned on the heel of his Frye boot. A moment later, he was replaced by a girl, nineteen, maybe twenty. Her blond hair was teased high and held back with a black tulle headband. She sported vintage Ray-Bans that were too big for her. More than once, she had to push them back into place. She wore a deconstructed frock that Beth pegged for a Patricia Field knockoff and held a crate of liquor bottles in her lace-covered hands. It was a Madonna costume, she assumed. And the girl did look the way the singer did on her first album cover—that is, if the diva had had a face molded from uncooked dough. The girl was pretty, no argument there, but she looked unformed in a way that Beth knew she never had.

			“Let me take those.” Beth reached for the liquor crate. “What’s your name?”

			“Kelsey. Place looks different in the daytime. Smaller. Not as, I don’t know, glam.”

			“Yep. Very little about Axis is all that glamorous without the fog machine.” She dropped two tumblers onto the bar top, then reached for a bottle of Canadian whiskey and poured out generous fingers for both of them. “Welcome aboard.” Beth raised her glass with a sly wink.

			Kelsey eyed hers nervously. “Is that allowed?”

			“It’s pretty much required. Part of the gig is being the life of the party. So in the words of Heywood Gould . . .” Beth knocked back her shot. “Drink or be gone.”

			Kelsey sipped half of hers. A shiver rumbled through her at the eighty-proof burn she clearly wasn’t used to. “Drink or be gone,” she parroted before polishing off the rest. “Who’s Heywood Gould?”

			“A writer. A very underrated one.”

			“I’m a writer,” Kelsey chirped, impossibly perky. “Well, that’s what I go to school for.”

			“Oh, that’s great,” Beth said, hoping Hank hadn’t accidentally hired someone attending the local charter high school. Which, given Kelsey’s youthful air and exuberance, wasn’t out of the picture. “Where do you go to school?”

			“Here.”

			Beth gritted her teeth. Here always meant the University to the undergraduates who attended it. It was as if, to them, the dozen assorted local and municipal colleges—not to mention the multitude of technical schools—were simply invisible, just like the rest of New Harbor, persons and places alike. “That’s nice.”

			“My dad’s a television producer. And when I graduate, he’s going to get me a development deal for this idea I have for a show about girls in an Ivy League school and all their problems.”

			Beth resisted the urge to reach for the bottle once more. “Your dad’s a television producer, and you want to work here? Why?”

			“So I’ll know what it’s like having to pull myself up by my bootstraps. Like, for research.”

			Beth realized then that the Patricia Field dress was no knockoff, and despite the likely fact that the only boots—let alone straps—that Kelsey owned either were purchased at Bergdorf’s or were the type that slot into skis, she swore not to hate her. Not until Kelsey had really done something to deserve it.

			Beth rubbed her right knuckles. The wallop she’d laid on that twerp was already causing them to blush purple. “Grab a mop.” Beth pointed to the closet. Kelsey might never really know the terror of living paycheck to paycheck, but she could experience, in all its glory, what it felt like to muck Technicolor vomit out of a men’s room stall.

			“Omigodomigodomigodomigodomigod!” Kelsey shrieked, backing up in horror at a flood of cockroaches that streamed from the broom closet and over her open-toed pumps.

			“Sorry.” Beth hopped over, kicking as many of the roaches as she could back into the darkness and shutting the door. “Should have warned you. It’s the tunnels.”

			“Tunnels?”

			“Yeah. Miles of them. The building’s linked to an abandoned aqueduct system. All bricked up now, but some things still manage to wriggle through.” She slammed her empty tumbler down on the bar, then scraped the remains of the daddy of all roaches into the trash with the butt end of her bottle opener. “Got to make sure they don’t hop into the drinks.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Zoë did her level best to keep her eyes on the nail she was filing, rather than on the platinum-set three-carat Tiffany paperweight that jutted glacially from the finger it was attached to.

			“Reverse French manicure,” the twenty-three-year-old PR executive repeated. She said it slowly, and too loudly, in the manner reserved for addressing nonnative speakers. “Reverse. French. Not regular. Reverse. Understand?”

			“Yes, Miss,” Zoë murmured demurely. “Reverse.” She even went so far as to make sure her Ls came out as Rs.

			“I just want to make sure,” Miss Perfect—soon to be Mrs. Perfect—huffed. “Last time, the girl got it all wrong.”

			“Sorry, Miss. You want massage after? Complimentary.” Again, Zoë modulated her voice comically, like an anime character, the Ls to Rs and vice versa.

			“Fine.” Miss Perfect rolled her eyes so hard she almost dislodged one false lash. “After the day I’ve had, I deserve it.” Zoë wondered what life would look like if everyone got what they deserved—what they actually deserved. “I just want everything to be perfect for this party,” the woman added. “You only get engaged once.”

			For a hot second, Zoë thought about telling her that with a divorce rate topping fifty percent for first marriages, Miss PR Perfect was just a coin toss away from getting another party a few years down life’s highway. It might have been worth it just for the look she’d get, and Zoë would have done it if she hadn’t been counting on this tip to pay the light bill. She buttoned her lip and pressed through the rest of the necessary trimming, filing, decuticling, buffing, lacquering, setting, drying, and so on—all the while wondering, Who throws an engagement party on Halloween?

			Soon the chair was empty, and it would stay that way until tomorrow. Zoë shoved all of her tools into the autoclave, sterilizing them. “Checks are in,” the cashier called from her podium as she fanned a banded stack of envelopes. She held Zoë’s check firmly when she reached for it. “Why do you let them talk to you like that?”

			“Like what?”

			“Like some FOB.”

			Zoë tried not to flinch at the term—FOB, Fresh Off the Boat. It was one of the more colorful, if outdated, ethnic slurs she’d heard hurled at Asian-Americans. “The less they know about me, the better.”

			“But . . .” The cashier glanced down at the paycheck. “Rakoczy? What is that, Polish?”

			“Hungarian,” was all Zoë offered up. “My dad was Hungarian, my mother Korean.” It was the was that made all the difference. Both of her parents fit neatly into the was column. “What difference does it make what’s printed on my paycheck? Let the idiots think I’m just some gook.”

			“That’s racist!”

			“Then call the NAACP.” Zoë snapped up the envelope and was gone.

			Having exchanged her paycheck at the X-Bankers for eighty percent of its already grim face value, Zoë plodded down the sidewalk in search of a costume. She had about two hours left before the festivities got under way. Her roommate had insisted that they match: Zoë angel, Beth devil. She ducked into the Brooks Pharmacy, hoping against hope that she’d be able to cobble something together from the picked-over contents of its tornado-struck aisles. She dug through the disordered heaps, tossing aside PVC-packed caveman togas and naughty stewardess outfits, open packs of rubber witch noses, and plastic Dracula fangs.

			Eventually, she snagged a set of feathery—if bent—wings and a wig of curly blond tresses. No luck locating a wire halo, but she was supposed to be an angel, not a saint. Along with the slim silver A-line she’d pulled from the closet this morning, all she’d need was a touch of lip gloss, some strategically smeared body glitter, and a couple of strips of toupee tape to keep from exposing too much too soon. She was in business.

			She had shuffled to the register and was already digging in her purse for her wallet when an armload of odds and ends spilled onto the counter ahead of her. She scanned the pile: a bag of charcoal, a gallon jug of pesticide, a roll of baling wire, not one but two old-fashioned wind-up alarm clocks—and the mass kept growing. The man piling it up was tall, six-foot-two easy. His strong jaw betrayed the first hint of a five o’clock shadow. He had a thick thatch of wavy brown hair, biceps like softballs, and long-lashed ice-blue eyes that flicked every so often over his shoulder to the door.

			“Having a barbecue?” Zoë asked, eyeing the pile.

			“Something like that,” came the reply, terse and raspy, as if the man wasn’t used to speaking much. He wore a well-pressed security guard uniform, APEX stitched on his jacket’s sleeve. He had the air of someone who took his job very seriously, and would also know how to take a woman seriously.

			Zoë fidgeted with her purchases. “You the chef, then?” she asked, scanning his uniform’s name tag. “Jack.”

			If Jack heard her, he didn’t let on. He just kept piling item after item on the counter, all the while stealing glances over his shoulder.

			Zoë knew that no one would ever peg her for runway material, but she could usually turn a head or two, especially in New Harbor, especially with guys who had a touch of the yellow fever. Nothing ventured, nothing lost, she always preached. “So this something-like-a-barbecue-but-might-not-be that you are possibly the chef for . . . you got room for a plus one?”

			No answer. He just dropped his billed cap flat on the counter and rubbed his brow. Zoë peeked inside. She’d dated enough cops to know that the plastic window stitched to the roof was usually reserved for sweethearts and wives. But inside his, she saw something different: a laminated prayer card of Saint Michael, his greaved sandal crushing the neck of a serpent wriggling between an outcrop of jagged, fog-rimmed rocks. The archangel’s silver spear was stuck through the demon’s fanged skull. It was an image common enough, especially to a lapsed Catholic girl like Zoë, but she’d never seen one so visceral, so gruesome.

			She cleared her throat. “Well?” She added a coquettish lilt to her voice and gave her head a matching tilt. “This something-like-a-barbecue . . .” She brushed his sleeve lightly with the tip of her finger. “You look like you could use some company.”

			He finally made eye contact. Zoë thought she saw something there in his unyielding stare, something tugging at him, striving to break out of the prison of his gaze. “Sorry, don’t think it would be your scene.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Try me.”

			Suddenly, the room grew cold. Arctic. “I know,” he said, just before he disappeared into the autumn twilight.

		

	
		
			Four

			Grime stuck to the knees of Beth’s new stockings. The caked-over concrete floor of Axis’s basement had claimed yet another pair. It would just figure that tonight was the night everyone was clamoring for Harvey Wallbangers, the forgotten cocktail à la mode. The key ingredient was a liqueur called Galliano, a dusty, baseball-bat-shaped bottle of which had sat neglected next to the cash register the entire three years Beth had worked at Axis. Tonight it had run dry in less than an hour, and here she was, on her hands and knees, scouring the basement for another.

			Sixty watts of weak light dribbled from a single wire-wrapped work lamp. She crawled toward the back of the liquor cage, pushing past rickety, rust-spotted shelving. Past the musty, moldering cardboard crates crammed with years of nightclub jetsam, until she finally reached the back, where the concrete gave way to packed hardpan. She pushed aside a mildew-pocked box of tinsel garlands, and there was yet another empty shelf. There would be no more Harvey Wallbangers served at Axis this night, it seemed.

			Beth felt something scuttle over her foot. Something furry, with claws. She jerked back, caught her heel, and landed on her backside with an electric thud. Looking up, she spotted a rat not five feet away, sitting on the shelf like a greasy gargoyle. Beth didn’t mind the rats so much, not even this ten-pounder staring at her with its shiny doll eyes. The place used to be crawling with them, but they’d been gone for months. Perhaps this gnarled old bastard hadn’t gotten the memo.

			“Don’t think you’ll find any cheese down here, buddy.” She rubbed her bruised tailbone as she got to her feet. “Try upstairs. There’s a whole truckload of cheese up there. Cheesy costumes, cheesy dudes, cheesy music.” The rat paused for a moment and then scampered off. On its way out, it knocked over one of the boxes. Tangled strands of Christmas lights spilled onto the floor like entrails.

			Beth had almost shoved all the wires back into the wet cardboard when she saw the hole. It stood just more than a foot high and double that in width. The loose bricks at the edge of the mortar all angled into the cage, as if something had pushed its way through from the other side. Beth squatted on her haunches for a better look and saw nothing but blackness. She felt a coldness coming from the hole that wrapped around her, pulling like a spectral tentacle. At her feet, she spotted raked furrows in the dirt. The scratches seemed big for a rat. A raccoon, perhaps? Something else?

			She gripped one of the loose bricks lightly between thumb and forefinger, ready to let go the instant she came in contact with one of Axis’s infamous roaches. The brick popped loose like a milk tooth. Beth hefted it for a moment, gauging its weight, then lobbed it into the breach. She listened as the brick tumbled and tumbled and kept tumbling until there was nothing but hollow silence. She thought she heard a faint splash far below but couldn’t be sure. If there was something lurking inside, it wasn’t coming out for a visit.

			As she headed back upstairs, the jackhammer beats and buzz-saw synths of the dance floor hit her long before she mounted the last step. She pushed through the basement’s swinging saloon doors and then pushed through the club’s throng of swinging patrons. She brushed past costume after costume, rubbing against a carnival of the sensual and the grotesque. 

			There was no sign of Ryan. Of course, he could have been standing right next to her and she wouldn’t have known it, not without any idea what his costume was. Ryan had wanted his and Beth’s to match, boyfriend-girlfriend. And when she’d politely pointed out that matching costumes was what she and Zoë did—had been doing since kindergarten—he got moody. He usually did that when he didn’t get his way. So he sulked, telling Beth that his costume would be a surprise, then.

			Beth knew she should probably tell Hank about the hole in the basement’s back wall and mention that the rats were back. After a quick lap around the dance floor, she finally spotted him by the entrance. He was trading quips with one of New Harbor’s finest, who stood just outside. She watched Hank pull a thick envelope from his hip pocket and press it into the flatfoot’s waiting palm. Police payoffs weren’t exactly a QT affair at Axis, but she’d never seen it done so openly. The cop must have sensed her stare. His smile vanished as he nodded in her direction. She looked away but not before Hank snared her with his beady mud-brown eyes.

			“How’s Kelsey working out?”

			Beth could see that Kelsey was swamped at the bar. “It’s her first night. Too early to tell.”

			“I don’t know. She seems to be doing all right for being left all by herself. Maybe I’ll float her a shift or two.”

			Meaning a shift or two of Beth’s. She’d watched him play this game before. If she’d sent Kelsey down into the basement, she’d have been down there for an hour, and Hank would be harassing her about that. Beth just gritted her teeth. There was no way to win this kind of argument, better to change the subject. “There’s a hole in the basement, Hank. I think something might be living in it. An animal, maybe.”

			“So what?”

			“So what if one of us gets bit down there? Gets rabies or something?”

			Hank waved her off. “Just have the barbacks throw down some glue boards. And shove a box in front of it. I’ve got the health inspector coming in next week.

			“Hank, I don’t think—”

			“Nobody wants you to think, Becker. Thinking is not in your job description, got it? All you’re supposed to do is pour booze and make guys want to fuck you.” He was gone before Beth could even form a response.

		

	
		
			Five

			Ryan stood at the far end of the bar, scratching the elastic waistband of his overstarched scrubs. His breath fogged hot against his surgeon’s mask, and his latex gloves were collecting sweat. He could already feel his fingers beginning to turn into prunes. He wondered how anyone could actually work in those gloves. He craned his neck, hoping that Beth would finally see him standing there. Damn, if she didn’t look fantastic in that devil outfit. He thought about pulling down his mask and hailing her directly, but before he could, he was jostled to the side by a guy in a Sumo fat suit whose padded arm sent drinks flying, and Beth scrambled to clean it all up.

			Ryan wondered if perhaps it was time to head outside for a lungful of air that didn’t stink of nightclub fog and cocaine residue. He took a step back and bumped right into something warm, something female that wrapped its arms around his waist and drew him close. “Hey there,” came a breathy whisper, hot on his neck.

			He shimmied around to see a slinky blonde, fit to burst from a tight latex cop outfit. He tugged down his mask. “Hey there, yourself.” She reached for the dangling ends of his stethoscope and backed him up against the bar top. He caught whiffs of her perfume: ambergris, basil, and white jasmine.

			“Mmmmm . . . paging Dr. McDreamy. I think I need a shot.” Her husky voice was as much moan as speech. She traced the caduceus stitched to the breast of his lab coat. “Or maybe an injection.”

			“That’s cute.”

			“I might have a fever, Doctor. Tell me . . .” She lifted his wrist to press it against her forehead. “Do you think I’m hot?” When Ryan offered no answer other than a bemused smirk, she pulled the hand down to her chest. “Feel my heart.”

			He did feel it, along with an ample handful of what lay in its path. “I’m sorry,” he said, finally pulling away from her. “I’m not that guy.”

			She gave him a look that screamed Every guy is that guy. “Pity.” And with a shrug, she was gone.

			Sometimes Ryan wished he could be that guy. He really did. He watched as the latex costume melded with countless others, and was about to turn back to the bar when he spotted a woman who made the bombshell he’d just given the brush-off look like a grainy photocopy of sex appeal. Alabaster skin, high forehead topped by a mountain of fiery red curls, eyes like jade. She wore a slim velvet dress that swept the floor. She could have walked straight off the canvas of Rossetti, exuding the type of Pre-Raphaelite allure that Ryan had spent his entire pimple-pocked youth fantasizing about. She looked up. Her copper-flecked eyes locked on his. He would go to her. He must go to her. He—

			“Ahem!”

			The spell was shattered. Ryan turned to see Beth glowering at him as he shook himself back to sense, trying hard not to steal one last glance.

			“What was that all about?” She handed him an opened Red Stripe.

			“What was what all about?”

			“That girl.”

			Which girl? he wondered. The one he was still trying to sneak a glance at, or the one who had been grinding against his junk in full sight of the entire club? “What girl would that be?”

			“That would be that girl.” Beth swept her arm out to the crowd in a gesture that offered absolutely zero clarification.

			Ryan took a swig. “You don’t seem to have any problem getting flirty with the guys who come here.”

			“That’s part of the job, and you knew that when you started dating me. Just an act. Bread and butter.”

			“So? Can’t I get my bread buttered now and again?” Half the beer was gone now. It tasted like cold soap suds. “Good for the gander, right?”

			“Oh, screw you, Ryan Hall!” She gave him a playful shove, playful but rough. “You don’t have the balls to cheat on me.”

			Ryan looked down at his girlfriend’s hands. Her knuckles were bruised and scraped. “What happened there?”

			“Nothing.” She quickly pulled them out of sight. “Liquor delivery. Just clumsy.”

			Ryan doubted that. Years of corporate litigation had gifted him with a highly sensitive bullshit meter. He knew that part of Beth was always going to be that scrappy tomboy from the Docklands, more than ready to let her fists do the thinking. That was a big part of what excited him about her. Beth wasn’t some hothouse orchid; she was a hardheaded dandelion poking through the cracked New Harbor sidewalk.

			Ryan watched her drop a pair of pony glasses onto the bar and reach for a bottle behind her without looking. “I’ll pass. Got an early day tomorrow.”

			“Don’t embarrass me,” she said, pouring out the shots.

			“Oh, I’m sure you can do that on your own.” Beth’s wildness might be exciting, but it could also be a handful.

			“Suit yourself, lightweight.” She downed her shot. And his.

			“And that?” He pointed to the glasses. “That part of the act, too?”

			“This job’s all an act, Ryan. I thought that, being a lawyer, you could relate.”

			“Funny. Bit crowded tonight.”

			“Yeah. Amateur hour. Only night worse is the one right before Thanksgiving.”

			Another unthinking elbow nailed Ryan’s rib cage. There was no apology. “Think I might jet. Need me to pick you up?”

			“I’ll be all right.”

			Ryan knew Beth didn’t need him to pick her up, but he wouldn’t have minded hearing that she wanted it. “You sure?”

			“Yeah. I’ll catch a cab.”

			“Why don’t you just come over to my place?” Ryan asked, as he had many nights in the past. “Actually, why don’t you just move in?”

			“Ryan . . .”

			“Seriously. I just made partner. The condo’s got an extra parking spot if you ever get a car and an extra bedroom if I’m ever snoring. Heck, there’s even a second bathroom I’ve never even gone into. What do you say?”

			“I say . . .” Her eyes bounded all over the bar like an errant Ping-Pong ball. “I say, do you really want to have this conversation here? Do you really want to have it now?”

			“Beth, come on.”

			“You know I only feel safe in my own bed.”

			Bed. Ryan thought that a very generous term for the lumpy futon sandwiched between a nuclear-level radiator and an overdrafty windowpane. “You can bring it when you move in.”

			“You’re funny.” Beth tweaked his nose, punctuating it with the kind of smile only a eunuch could ignore.

			“That’s why I get paid the big bucks.” Ryan leaned in for a kiss.

			Only to meet her hand. “Not in front of the meatheads, okay? You know the drill. Bad for business.”

			“Sure. Sure.” Fine for her to kiss whomever she wanted in the name of bread and butter, but heaven forbid it ever be him. He rolled out, trying not to watch as his girlfriend got overfriendly with the meatheads. That was Beth Becker, always trying to dance the razor’s edge between social critic and Dionysiac playgirl. Always with a foot in both worlds but citizen of none.

		

	
		
			Six

			Nobody had ever accused Gil Gibbons of being an artist; that much was certain. And by the look of his latest work—sprayed in shaky lines across yet another crumbling brick wall—it was an assessment unlikely to change. The air was still thick with the chemical stench of propellant as Gil shoved the spray can into the outer pocket of his M-65 field jacket and rubbed his beard. It was so matted in spots it felt like Scotch-Brite, and a couple of fleas popped into the air at his touch.

			“That joo, Gil?” came a voice from the shadows. It sounded not only drenched in grain alcohol but also set alight. “What’s that joo putting up there?”

			“What’s it look like, Loper?” Gil gazed at his work. His monochromatic statement was chicken scratch compared with some of the sprawling aerosol frescos that covered so much of New Harbor’s downtown. “It’s a warning.”

			Beware the Night Angel.

			True to his moniker, Loper loped into the pool of sour light next to Gil, blowing across his nails to fight the chill. Loper’s age was tough to gauge. His skin was as weathered as a peeling fence post, but he moved like a teenager who hadn’t quite grown into his body—talked like one, too. “Joo don’t really believe all that? Them ghost stories ’n’ shit?”

			“What a man believes a man believes,” Gil said. “Truth and the Big Man don’t give no never mind about what you or I believe.”

			“Joo got a mind as shaky as your hand, Gil.” Loper wrapped his trench coat so tightly around his tomato-stake frame he looked like a towel in the process of being wrung dry.

			Gil grunted. His hands were shaky and had been that way fairly nonstop since they’d shipped his black ass off to Nam more than four decades ago. First, they shook from fear, trudging through rice paddies with an ungainly M-16 clutched in his teenage hands, jungle rot eating away at his feet and the clap doing the same to his jimmy. Later, his hands would shake from the skag he’d shoot to cope with it all. Then from kicking the skag when he’d come back stateside and couldn’t afford it anymore. Now they shook from lack of booze and the creeping New England cold. “Long as it gets the message across, don’t reckon I care what it looks like.”

			“It looks like joo crazy’s what it looks like.”

			“Tell that to Country Ray or Frenchie. Tell it to Mary.”

			Loper shuffled his dirt-stained shoes. The dangling sole of the one on the left flapped like an idiot’s tongue. There would be no telling anything to Mary or Frenchie or Country Ray. Since they’d disappeared, they’d been the subject of more than a few hushed conversations held in soup kitchen queues. 

			Country Ray had been the first. Some University kids discovered him in five ragged pieces being fought over by a roving pack of Docklands dogs. Official story was death by exposure or canine attack. With Mary, the pigs pinned it on some angry John who’d decided to skip her fee and just tear her throat clean out. No one knew what happened to Frenchie, and no one with any juice seemed to care much. But Gil had a pretty good idea what was responsible. “It was the Night Angel.”

			“Come on, Gil. That’s like bad-acid talk.”

			“Like I said, the truth don’t give no never mind.”

			“And joo seen this Night Angel, then?”

			Now it was Gil’s turn to be silent. He had seen her. It was more than ten years ago, in a place as far from New Harbor as one could get without a passport. Back then, the rumors were swirling just as they were here. A stranger, beautiful beyond all description, would come for the street people, taking them from park benches and cardboard homes, and they would never be seen alive again. At first, Gil dismissed the stories. Then he saw her with his own two eyes.

			He and another vet had been sharing a heating vent on the far side of a shuttered loading dock when she slipped into view. Night Angel—those were the only words for her. Even as she took his buddy into the shadows, even after Gil heard the screams, he wished it had been him she’d come for. He rode his thumb out of town the very next night.

			Loper pulled a twisted dog end from his pocket and lit it with a paper match. He managed two drags before he was smoking filter. “Where joo sleeping tonight?”

			“Catholic church, maybe.” Gil stamped one foot and then the other to chase away the numbing chill that gnawed at his bones. “If I can get a pew.”

			“Shouldn’t be no thing. Empty last time I was there. People all spooked up by the Strip.”

			Gil grunted again, knowing full well why all those prime spots for bedding down—turf that guys had been shanked over—suddenly stood abandoned. Mary, Frenchie, Country Ray—the last time anyone saw any of them was on the Strip. He stole another glace at his handiwork. Beware the Night Angel. “I’ll sleep with one eye open, then.”

			“Might need ’em both,” Loper added. “Hey, joo holding, man?”

			“Only thing I’m holding these days is my dick. You can have some of that if you want.”

			Loper let out a laugh that was half racking cough. “What kind of language is that for a preacher?”

			“Ain’t no preacher.”

			“Joo said joo was a preacher. First time joo started with all the spray paint ’n’ shit.”

			“No. I said I was a prophet.” A preacher spread the gospel, the good news. A prophet delivered God’s other messages, the kind no one wanted to hear, the kind that got your head on a plate. Every Sunday-school ass-kisser dreamed of being a preacher. Being a prophet was something you jumped into a whale to avoid. It was the stuff of nightmares. “There’s a big difference.”

			“So joo ain’t got no sacramental wine or some shit?”

			In truth, Gil had a couple of pulls left in the flat plastic gin bottle that hugged his hip. He drained half and tossed the rest to Loper, who drank it in one greedy gulp. Loper was always ready to share, provided it was your hooch that he was sharing. In spite of it all, though, Gil liked the kid.

			“Joo heading to the church?”

			Gil tugged out his spray can and gave it a purposeful shake. The clacking ball sounded almost like a thurible. “I got work to do.”

			“Okay, then, prophet. I’ll see joo around.”

			“See you around,” Gil echoed, not knowing those words would prove hollow. Or that Loper would be the next to go.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Zoë danced her way across Axis’s packed floor, bobbing against an ocean of flesh like human driftwood as she inched ever closer to the bar’s safe shore. “’Bout time,” Beth said when she finally landed. She cleared a space among the crumpled bev naps and dead soldiers, then slid over an icy vodka cranberry.

			A pack of frat daddies at least five years too old to still be in college crowded around Zoë, polluting the air with a cloud of Axe body spray. All of them were dressed as well-fed white-bread reboots of classic movie monsters: Frat Dracula, Frat Mummy, Frat Wolfman, Frat-kenstein’s Monster, Fratboy from the Black Lagoon, complete with zipper running up the back of his rubber costume.

			Beth tapped the other bartender on the shoulder. “Take care of those guys,” she said. “I need a minute.” The girl obeyed. Zoë didn’t recognize her, and by her frazzled air, it was clear she was new.

			“So who’s Cyndi Lauper?” Zoë asked as she hopped up onto the bar stool.

			“Madonna,” Beth corrected. “Trainee. My replacement, probably. What do I care?”

			“You care.”

			“Caring is overrated. I’m supposed to spend my whole life caring about people who wouldn’t piss on me if I was running down the street on fire?” Beth lined up shots of Canadian whiskey for them both.

			“Oh.” Zoë eyed the whiskey. “It’s one of those nights. What happened?”

			“Usual stuff. Almost got jumped on the way here. Hank all but flat-out told me I was getting fired. Spent the past two hours trying to pick up after Kelsey over there, who’s apparently just taking shifts as some kind of research project.” Beth downed her shot. “Long story, don’t ask. And—”

			“Yo!” hollered Frat Dracula, wedging himself tightly against the bar. “Can I get a cup with ice?”

			“Water’s at the end of the bar.” Beth waved to a couple of pitchers she’d set up earlier as a kind of dance-floor hydration station. “And—”

			“No. I don’t want water. Just ice, in a cup.”

			“Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something?”

			“I’ll get it,” Kelsey said eagerly as she fumbled for the ice scoop.

			Beth stopped her. “Hold on a second.” She turned back to Frat Dracula. “Just ice? That’s it?”

			“Yeah, baby. I like to suck on it.”

			“Just a sec, Zoë. Come on, Kelsey.” Beth snagged a plastic cup and pulled her trainee aside. “Need to show you some trade secrets.” She pulled the new girl close, their backs tight together, blocking Frat Dracula’s view but not Zoë’s. Beth flashed a wink as she poked a few holes in the bottom of the cup with her bar knife. Then she filled it to the brim with ice and slid it to Frat Dracula. “Enjoy sucking it.”

			“Oh, I will, baby. I will.”

			Zoë couldn’t help but chuckle. She knew where this was headed. Frat Dracula huddled up with the rest of his crew, adolescent giggles bubbling from their midst. “Classic, Beth.”

			Kelsey looked at them with the blank stare of someone not in on the joke. “What’s going on?”

			“Just watch,” Beth replied, arms crossed. “These days, everyone wants to party, and no one wants to pick up the check. I’ll give you even money those douche nozzles snuck in their own booze. They’re trying to beat the bill and our tip. If Count Dorkula really just wants some ice to chew on, that cup’ll hold it fine. If he doesn’t—”

			“Hey! What the fuck!” Frat Dracula whipped around, face as red as a colicky infant’s. The crotch of his slacks was soaked through in a telltale splotch. He bounded to the bar, in his rage not even bothering to hide his flask. “You did that on purpose!”

			“How observant. And you know what else I’m going to do on purpose?”

			“What?”

			“Throw you jackasses out.” Beth eased back, and at the practiced flick of a switch, four bouncers materialized almost instantly. They corralled the frat monsters, herding them out into the cool October drizzle while the rest of the bar roared in approval.

			“Wow,” Kelsey said. “That is totally going in my TV show.”

			“TV show?” Zoë asked.

			“Long story,” Beth interjected before Kelsey could answer. “Now, get back to work.”

			“So?” Zoë said the moment they were clear of Kelsey. “Finish the story. You left off at and.”

			“Right. And Ryan asked me to move in with him.”

			Zoë let out a shriek that had the girl dressed as Wednesday Addams standing next to her clamping both hands down over her pigtail-bedecked ears. “What did you say? Tell me you said yes! Tell me you said yes!”

			“Of course I didn’t say yes.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I’ve already got a roommate—you, remember?”

			“Come on, Beth, you’ve got to do this.”

			Beth planted both fists on her hips. “I do? Why, exactly?”

			“Because . . . just because. Think about it. You can quit this crappy job. Maybe go back to college, finish your degree.”

			“Freeload, in a word?”

			“No. Not like that. Just . . . well, you’d be taken care of.”

			“I can take care of myself.” Beth’s tone brooked no argument. “Besides, how are you going to pay for that place without me?”

			“I’ll manage. Where is Ryan, anyway?”

			Beth shook her head. “Left in a huff. Can’t say I blame him.”

			Zoë couldn’t, either. She could only dream of landing a catch like Ryan. And here Beth was pushing their relationship so far onto the back burner it was in danger of falling behind the stove. 

			“What’s his deal, you think? Why the full-court press?”

			Zoë shrugged. If she’d had the inside line on why men did the things they did, she wouldn’t be propped up on a bar stool most nights sucking back liquid self-worth. She’d be flashing her own finger-mounted diamond headlamp and treating herself to a reverse French manicure and matching pedi from someone else for a change. And had Zoë been the one with a lawyer boyfriend asking her to move in, she’d sure as hell have said yes. “Ugh, so sick of all these tools.” She dismissed the crowd with a weary wave. “Where’s my Prince Charming?”

			“Don’t think you’ll find him here,” Beth answered. “Kiss one of these frogs, all you’ll get is warts.”

			Zoë tried to muster a laugh, but it hung hard in her chest and refused to come out. “You ever wonder if there’s more to it all than this? Sometimes I wish I could just, I don’t know, evaporate. Float away like a cloud until I rained down someplace else.”

			“Hey there, mopey.” Beth gripped her lightly by the wrist, a secret signal they’d shared since childhood, code for We’ll get through this. “What do you want some prince for, anyway? They’re all inbred and have hemophilia.”

			“Fine. I’ll settle for a frog who’d make me breakfast after.”

			“Good luck.” Beth turned to see the crowds massing on Kelsey, all shouting over one another, demanding more drinks. “Think I’d better bail out the trainee.”

			Zoë nodded. She swiveled her bar stool toward the dance floor. Smoky spokes of light shot down from a mirror ball twisting away in the rafters, piercing the dark and pinning the crowd like the arrows of Saint Sebastian. Costumes were in various stages of being shed, sacrifices to the heat and lust. Zoë spotted a midriff flashed here, a nipple there, a skirt hiked up high on the thigh and getting higher. And in the midst of it all—Ryan.

			He was staring straight through them all with eyes only for her. His unblinking gaze seemed to tell Zoë that he’d made a mistake, that it was her he wanted to move in, it was her he wanted to protect. He lifted a hand and beckoned. She rose, gliding toward Ryan. Except it wasn’t Ryan after all. It was someone else, something else, something more. They met. Her hand slipped into his as if it was made to do that.

			Later, when Beth turned back to Zoë’s bar stool, she would find it empty.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Eli pulled out the cheap plastic fangs that had been chafing his gums all night and dropped them in the middle of the sidewalk. If it wasn’t obvious to onlookers who he was supposed to be by the satin cape and Count Chocula widow’s peak he’d drawn on his forehead, then fuck ’em.

			“Hold up, nukkas!” The muthafuckin’ wolf man—as his buddy absolutely demanded to be addressed—stopped dead to snort of heap of cocaine off his thumbnail. Half of it ended up smeared over his black rubber snout. “Bump up! I’m the muthafuckin’ wolf man!” He howled as he dumped more into the crook of his fist and held it out for Eli.

			Eli obliged. The muthafuckin’ wolf man started singing, “Saw Dick Cheney walking with a queer. Doin’ the werewolves of club land.” 

			Eli shook his head. The shithead had been singing that same damn song all night, and he hadn’t gotten the words right once.

			“AAHH-OOOO . . . werewolves of slum land!”

			There were only the three of them left now. Him, the muthafuckin’ wolf man, and Frankensteve—who, since he’d stuck those bolts to his neck, had only ever spoken in near-monosyllabic Frankenspeak. Drink! Titties! Coke! Titties! Fuck! Titties! And so on. 

			Eli had thought for sure the cornball monster bit was going to get him laid. But then that bitch at the bar had tricked him into spilling his Courvoisier XO down the front of his pants like some chump. Didn’t even let him clean up. Just tossed all their asses out onto the street, where the air bit at his still-soaked crotch, turning his dick into a Popsicle. Fuck, his nuts were practically crawling back inside.

			Whatever. He’d get warm enough soon. He’d get blazing. They were off to Goldie’s, New Harbor, Connecticut’s numero uno gentlemen’s club. He probably wouldn’t find any gentlemen wandering its neon-lit interior, but he was sure to see that what’s-her-name stripper and her forty-dollar guaranteed blow jobs. Not the hottest piece of tail on offer, with her lazy eye and crooked teeth. But she had the body of a fourteen-year-old and always wore a Catholic schoolgirl outfit to match. That really did it for Eli. If she went and got braces, he’d just about have to marry her. That is, if she wasn’t a whore and all.

			“Titties!” hollered Frankensteve as he smashed his empty beer bottle on the curb.

			“Chill! You want University five-o coming down on us?” To get to Goldie’s from the Strip, they’d had to cut across the University commons, a land of faux-Oxford quads that screamed privilege from every leaded-glass window and granite wedding-cake spire. The University employed its own police force. And they didn’t take kindly to townies, even if they weren’t drunk to the gills and snorting blow in public. “And stash the yayo, you fucking idiot.”

			The muthafuckin’ wolf man obeyed. “Hear you gotta jerk off in a coffin.”

			“Come again?”

			“To get in with those fuckers.” He hooked a furry thumb toward a building that, even among the gothic wonderland that was the University, stood apart. It was cut off from the street by a fence of nine-foot wrought-iron pikes, a red granite monolith that jutted into the slate-gray sky like a palisade of knives. “Not enough that your daddy’s some senator or CEO. You want in with the Order of Sormen, you gotta jerk off in a coffin in the basement of their mausoleum.”

			Eli wished he could blame it on the coke, but the muthafuckin’ wolf man talked this shit over his morning coffee, stone sober, posted it to his Twitter feed like every fucking ten minutes. “Yeah, why?”

			“Initiation, nukka. That way, they got the goods on you, you try to expose them.”

			Eli had heard the stories about the Order of Sormen; every townie had. It was supposed to be some kind of secret society and training ground for captains of industry, heads of state, and countless shadowy men with sinister global reach. Eli knew he was only making matters worse by baiting his pal, but fuck it, why not? “Expose what? Their dicks? If they’re jerking off, they’re already exposing their dicks.”

			“Jerk. Off.” 

			“Yeah, go on. You think it’s funny.” The muthafuckin’ wolf man’s tone was all business. “But you look deeper and you’ll see it. That clinic they opened up down in the Docklands, you think that’s about free vaccinations for welfare kids? Nah, nukka, that’s for medical experiments . . . on us.”

			“You’re paranoid.”

			“Bitch, you ain’t paranoid enough.”

			Eli kept his mouth shut. It was too fucking cold to deal with another round of the muthafuckin’ wolf man’s wackadoodle shit about the Illuminati, the Freemasons, the Bilderberger Group, the Trilateral Commission, General Mills, the Moon Nazis, the Mormons, and who knew what the fuck else.

			“Yo, nukka. Look at that.” The muthafuckin’ wolf man pointed to some graffiti sprayed near a narrow brick alley. Beware the Night Angel.

			“Sounds like some gay-wad metal band.” Eli’s bladder felt fit to burst. He’d never make it all the way to Goldie’s. “Hold up. Gotta drain the lizard.”

			“Ain’t waitin’ for your ass, nukka. Cold out in this bitch.”

			“Head over without me. I’ll meet you two fags there.” Eli wheeled down the alley. “Try not to suck too many cocks on the way over,” he yelled to his departing friends. “You know what happened last time.”

			Eli parked behind an overfilled Dumpster rank with a week’s worth of garbage. The stench of rancid grease made his eyes itchy. “Night Angel,” he said, unzipping his almost frozen zipper. “Give me another fucking hand job.”

			From somewhere in the gloom came an animal hiss. Eli looked up to spot a ragged tomcat perched on the corner of the Dumpster, ears flat, back arched, tail twitching.

			“What gives? Jealous ’cause somebody cut your nuts off?” He waved his dick in the cat’s direction.

			The tom hissed again, adding a scratchy growl as he bared his fangs.

			“Beat it, Garfield. Trying to concentrate here.” When the cat refused to budge, Eli pulled a slimy wine bottle from the Dumpster and threw it at him. It popped against the wall, but the cat didn’t move. He just kept glowering at him. It was as if he was looking straight through Eli. “Whatever, cat pervert. Hope you enjoy the show.” He sighed, relief shuddering upward as a steaming stream of piss hit the Dumpster’s side. Halfway through, he stole a quick glance over his shoulder.

			And that’s when he saw her.

			Fifteen if she was a day. And that costume! Pigtails, plaid mini, cream stockings that showed plenty of thigh, tight white shirt tied in a knot that left her porcelain midriff bare. Bare and begging for him. There was the jailbait look, and there was jailbait for real. This wasn’t some Halloween bullshit. This was it. Naughty, naughty, naughty, for this one to be out past bedtime. What she needed was a spanking.

			Eli didn’t even feel the hot piss running down his leg as he stood there mesmerized. He could never have known how fast she’d be on him, hands crushing his skull. Her eyes wide with hunger. Her mouth wider. Much wider.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Check it out,” the cop said as he pulled the empty spray can from Gil’s pocket. Showing it off to his partner, he gave the can a shake. It rattled with a hollow clack. “You been huffing this stuff, Grandpa?”

			“No wonder he’s seeing shit. That stuff’ll peel your mind like a grape.”

			“Yeah, pal. Ain’t you a bit old to be huffing paint?”

			Gil kept his mouth shut through the schoolboy scolding. He should have known a couple of flatfoots wouldn’t believe him. The scriptures rang true, now more than ever. A prophet is without honor in his homeland. And while Gil had been born a world away from New Harbor, there was no doubt that it was the only place he could call home. “There’s something out here,” he said. “You’d better believe it.”

			“Like what?”

			Gil swallowed hard. “It’s the Night Angel.” The laughter rattled his skull like hammers on a drum, but Gil knew what he’d seen. 

			He ran it over again in his mind. He’d just emptied his last can of paint when he’d heard a heavy scraping. Curiosity overriding fear, he went down that alley, heart rabbit-punching his ribs with every step. There, almost lost in the murk, was a hole in the brick. From the ragged arch jutted the head and arms of a man done up in cheap Bela Lugosi drag. He was unconscious, or worse.

			Before Gil could take another step, the man, satin cape and all, disappeared into the hole. The hitching movement of his body could only mean one thing: he was being dragged in. Time slowed for Gil the way it had the first time he’d been shot at back in Nam. The spit in his mouth dried up and his sphincter clenched like a pair of pliers. He knew what was inside that hole, but damn it all, he had to try to see it for himself.

			Like Daniel in the lion’s den, he told himself as he drew close to that dark recess. Like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego before, the Fourth Man in the Fire will protect me. Gil got on all fours, feeling his knees pop as he fumbled in his pocket for a matchbook. Three lonely matches clung to the bent cardboard. He struck one and let the flame’s wavering light lead the way.

			He didn’t see the body, just a long trailing gouge in the compacted dirt floor. The darkness beyond the match’s reach was so complete it seemed endless. He pressed on, terror festering in his gut. He spotted a dark slick welling in a recess the same instant the smell hit him, a sweet metallic stench he knew all too well. Blood. And in the middle of the pool, a length of intestine . . . that was moving.

			The flame bit Gil’s fingers. It went out with a hiss as it hit the blood, but not before he saw something else in the gloom. There were eyes in there, and they were watching him. He scrambled back. Ran to the street screaming. Screaming and screaming, until the cops finally pulled up in their cruiser, flashing lights like the glow of mortar fire against the brickwork. And now he stood here, a laughingstock, a fool.

			“Wanna book him?” the first cop asked.

			“For huffing paint? Just write him up.”

			The first cop shrugged. “Hey,” he said to his partner as he pulled out his ticket book and started filling out the citation slip. “You ever hear of something called The Division?”

			“Division of what?”

			“That’s it, just The Division. Above top-secret stuff. Black ops, mind control, sleeper agents. Like a CIA but run by the big multinationals instead of the government.”

			Gil shot a glance back to the alley. Was that a shadow on the wall? Could the Night Angel take all three of them at once? Would she try?

			“What’s that got to do with this guy?”

			“Dunno. Got me thinking. Heard they used to do experiments on vets. Manchurian Candidate stuff. Maybe he’s a casualty of that.” The first cop tore a yellow slip from his pad and slapped it into Gil’s hand. “Wouldn’t surprise me.”

			“Nothing surprises you. Lay off the Coast to Coast before bedtime, okay? If this guy’s a casualty of anything, it’s drinking too much antifreeze.” The man took a hard look at Gil. “You show up in court, all right? And I don’t want to catch you around here with this shit, okay? Stick to booze.”

			This was no good. The Night Angel was still out there. She was waiting, and what’s more, she had seen him. Gil needed to get off this street, get off it now. Anything would be better than waiting there until it was too late. He had to act. He lurched toward the first cop in a comical stagger, both fists balled and raised. “What did you say about my mother?”

			“What?”

			Gil swung wide, careful not to even come close to hitting the cop. It was going to mean a one-way ticket to the drunk tank, assaulting a police officer. But a night on a cold metal bench in lockup sure beat hanging around to see if that thing was still hungry.

			The cop caught his wrists easily, flipped him around, and slammed his head down on the hood of the cruiser. Gil felt his remaining teeth rattle and his mouth fill with the metallic tang of blood. The other cop was quick with the cuffs, slapping them on and clicking them tight. “All right, Grandpa. You can sleep this one off in the NHPD Hilton.”

			As they shoved him onto the car’s back bench and slammed the door shut, Gil cursed his folly. No one was ever going to believe him. Not the other street people and sure as hell not the Man. His career as a prophet was over before it even started. He was just another broken vessel, not even fit for the potter’s field.

			And then something came to him as they sped off. It might have been a voice in the squeal of the car’s tires or one just in Gil’s head. It is not a prophet’s place to fight demons, the voice admonished. A prophet is to keep faith, to speak truth, and to anoint the deliverer, it said. A prophet is to herald the One Chosen.

			Gil suddenly felt as if a ship’s anchor had been lifted from his neck, chain and all. Keep faith—had he not done that? Had he not, like a second Jeremiah, believed when no one else did? Speak truth—that’s what compelled him to spread his warnings, just as Hosea of old warned the children of Israel that they were reaping Baal’s whirlwind. Anoint the deliverer . . . herald the One Chosen—was that not the command of the Lord Himself to Samuel? To anoint a simple boy of the field turned warrior and picked to be king over God’s own people? Of course, those cursed by blindness hadn’t believed him, only the One would believe him. But where would he find him? Where would he look?

		

	
		
			Ten

			A blinking red wash of light flooded the van’s interior, each flash from the diode punctuated by a soft ping. The van’s sole occupant carefully set down the flask he’d been stirring and capped the petri dish next to it. The research would have to wait. Time to hunt.

			He switched off the tracking beacon, one of many that sat dormant in an array. He cross-checked the map tacked above the console, then reached for his worn leather tactical belt. He wrapped it around him, running through his mental checklist as he snapped shut each of its compartments. Pistols, check. Pellets, check. CO2 spares, check. Snap vials, check. Spray solution, check. Salt bag, check. Road flares, check. Auto-snares, not ready yet, better leave behind. Juniper stakes, check.

			He racked pellets into the chambers of each pistol and holstered them both. He reached for a jar sitting on the console. The pungent aroma of garlic and burnt holly filled his nostrils as he rubbed a thick daub of the repellent cream into every inch of exposed skin. Then Jack Jackson tugged down the brim of his APEX SECURITY cap and strode through the door of his battle van, into the night.

			He stepped swiftly, silently, down the streets of New Harbor. The beam from his heavy Maglite swept the street ahead of him. Soon he reached the drainage grate he’d marked and squatted down. The gap between steel and curb couldn’t have been wider than six inches. Still, it was enough for one of them to get through. He’d seen them do it enough times.

			Jack pointed his flashlight at the grate. It glistened against a thin wire lying slack. Tripped for sure. But by what? A rat? Or one of them? He reset the wire and leaned in closer. A telltale patch of goo glinted in the moonlight. Not a rat after all. Jack cursed himself for not getting here quicker. He scraped up a sample and deposited it in a small jar for later analysis. Then he sprayed the entire grate with repellent. That would slow it down if it decided to backtrack. He’d have to check it again later. If there was a later.

			A dog’s bark came from somewhere behind him. Jack turned. A few yards away sat a mangy, flea-bitten mongrel. The dog barked again. Jack could tell by the look in its mismatched eyes that neither of those barks were aimed at him. They were for him. They were a warning.

			Jack followed the dog’s gaze to the alley across the street. “Stay,” he commanded. He drew out a snap vial with one hand and a pistol with the other. Back hugging the wall, he inched down the alley. He rounded the corner and spotted a young couple perched on a stoop, giggling and canoodling as they took turns puffing on a joint. Just kids.

			But what he saw creeping up on them might not be. Instantly, Jack slackened his focus, muting the image to a hazy blur. His eyes might have shown him a ravishing beauty, but it could be one of them. He needed to be sure, or he might end up murdering a pretty girl out on Halloween just trying to spook her friends. Jack raised a snap vial, about to activate it when he felt the press of fur and flesh against his leg. It was the dog, and it barked, much louder than before.

			She turned to face him.

			The kids turned, too, their faces twin masks of shock at the sight of Jack’s gun. “Run!” he shouted. They obeyed. Jack fought the overwhelming draw of those eyes. They called to him, drowning his sense. In another moment, she’d have him. He’d go to her, and it would be lights out. The snap vial slipped from his weakened grasp. He could feel his gun arm growing weak, his finger slack on the trigger. He gritted his teeth, commanding his hand to obey. Fire. Fire, damn you!

			Nothing.

			She . . . it . . . IT drew closer. Or was he moving toward her? Jack fought to clear his mind of the poison, push past the seduction to what lay beneath. But all he could think about was how wonderful it might be if he could just give in, how sublime that surrender would be. He took a single step—

			And felt the dog’s jaws clamp down on his ankle. It was little more than a nip, but it worked. The spell was broken. Jack fired. The whosh-tchunk of CO2 filled the air, and the pellet sizzled against the brick six inches off target.

			His quarry zipped down the alley with a blurred swiftness that never seemed real no matter how many times Jack had witnessed it. He sped off after it. He rounded corner after corner. No sign at all. He scanned the pavement and spotted another drainage grate. His final glimpse was of a beautifully manicured hand sliding through the gap into oblivion.

			Defeated, Jack marched back to the mobile battle command center that was his van. The exterior matched his uniform, APEX SECURITY stenciled neatly across both sides. It had been a phone-company van in its daylight life. That was before he’d gotten hold of it. That was before he’d beefed up the suspension, lifted it, replaced the tires with off-road run-flats. Before he’d doubled the gas tanks, installed the ram bumper, the wire light cages, the diamond-steel-reinforced body panels. Before he’d gutted the interior, rebuilding it to his exact specifications with custom surveillance and extermination equipment. Jack was always updating. Always perfecting. There was no other option. The van was his lifeline, his first and last defense in this endless war.

			His home.

			As he drew near the side hatch, Jack could hear the soft padding of the dog as it kept pace just a few yards back. Hand on the door latch, he turned. “Go away.”

			The dog didn’t.

			Jack shook his head and climbed inside, shutting the door on both the animal and the night. He had work to do, maps to study, schematics to scan, specimens to analyze and catalogue. A few moments passed before he heard a soft pawing on the lower half of the hatch. He ignored it.

			More pawing. More ignoring.

			Jack sighed. If not for that dog, he’d be dead right now. He’d be food. The least he owed it was a meal. He pushed open the door to see that the mutt had padded almost out of sight. “Thought you were hungry,” he called out as he set a cardboard container of leftover Chinese on the ground.

			The dog bounded back. Not standing on ceremony, it shoved its snout into the cold lo mein. Jack checked for a collar. None. Just another cast-off, fighting its way through it all one hard-scrounged meal at a time. He knew the feeling. As the dog polished off the noodles, Jack weighed his options. The last thing he needed was an attachment; attachments cost. But dogs could see those things for what they were. Some could. This one could. It was something the legends got right. The dog looked up at him, licking the last of the greasy Chinese off its jowls. “All right.” Jack held the door open. “Come on in.”

			Again, the dog didn’t stand on ceremony, heading straight for the warmth of the van. Inside, Jack spotted fleas popping off its matted fur. But if those were the only bloodsuckers plaguing him for the rest of this night, he’d count himself lucky.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Beth gripped her cell phone tightly. On the tenth ring, she got a computerized “The customer you are trying to reach has a voice mail box that is full.” She slammed the phone against the bar in frustration. She knew that already. She’d been the one to fill it, leaving messages for Zoë all day.

			Zoë hadn’t said good-bye before she’d left the club last night. In fact, Beth hadn’t even seen her leave. And this morning, when Beth woke up to another beautiful morning razed by a bulldozer of a hangover, her roommate’s bed was still made. It just wasn’t like Zoë. She always called, always let Beth know she was safe.

			She’d tried to keep her mind on work, shoveling ice into the bins, checking inventory, stocking glasses. Business was always slow the day after Halloween, but today was almost dead, and distractions were less than abundant. Just two customers, one of them nursing the same pint for more than an hour. Beth lasted less than fifteen minutes before she made another call.

			“Ryan,” she said the moment he answered. “Zoë didn’t come home last night. And I haven’t been able to get a hold of her all day.”

			“Oh,” was his response. Beth let the silence hang, making sure it was his only response. After what seemed like forever, she knew it was.

			“Oh?” She repeated. It was as if that impenetrable round syllable contained within it all the answers she needed locked into its circular logic. “What do you mean, oh?”

			“I mean, relax. She’ll show up. Look, I’ve got a client coming in, in about—”

			“Ryan. Zoë never doesn’t call. Like ever.”

			“Give it a little while.”

			“Ryan!”

			“I don’t know what you want me to say, Beth,” he offered in a too-honest-for-his-own-good tone that could only mean trouble. “Zoë doesn’t exactly run with the best crowd.”

			Which was Beth’s crowd. That’s what he was telling her. “What’s that supposed to mean? That this is her fault?”

			“That what is her fault? You’re making it out like she got kidnapped by the Taliban. She probably just went home with one of those club jackasses and is sleeping off a hangover. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

			“Becker!” Hank barked from her elbow.

			Startled, Beth almost dropped her phone into the bar sink. How did he always manage to sneak up on people like that? “Gotta go,” she said quickly to Ryan, and hung up.

			Hank stood there, arms crossed and glaring. “You know the policy on cell phones during your shift.”

			“I know, but—”

			“This bar is disgusting.” He ran an inspecting finger under the bar top’s outer lip. It came back with a faint smudge of grime. “Don’t you ever do any side work?”

			Beth bit her lip and didn’t say a word. She grabbed a rag and started scrubbing everything in sight as Hank stalked off. The acrid smell of disinfectant made her sneeze repeatedly. And she failed miserably at trying to convince herself that maybe Zoë had just ended up sleeping off a hangover in someone else’s bed. She waited until Hank was safely back upstairs in his lair before she made another call. This one to the police.

			“Eighteen hours?” the operator said, a liberal smear of Gimme a break in her voice. “Call back if she’s hasn’t shown in another fifty-four.”

			Beth doubted they’d have given her the same brush-off if the call had come from a University telephone number. A pretty white undergrad had gone missing just last year. It made national headlines. Eventually, they found her body in a wall, stuffed there by her love-stricken lab partner.

			Beth’s eyes landed on a tumbler of whiskey she’d poured herself hours ago. It sat untouched on the edge of the bar sink next to the cleaning supplies, the glass streaked with sweat, the ice long melted. She knew the whiskey’s burn might scald away at least a bit of her anxiety. Beth reached for the numbness she so craved.

			And poured it down the drain. Now was no time to be numb. She turned to the only regular customer she had, a middle-aged architect whose daily routine consisted of working from six a.m. till five p.m., then bringing his latest project into the bar, where he’d hammer away at it on his laptop until last call, polishing off half a bottle of single-malt as he went.

			“Mike,” she said. “You got wireless on that thing?”

			“Yeah. Why?” he asked without looking up.

			“Mind if I borrow it for a little bit? Have to check on something.” She slid him a snifter filled with a triple shot of fifty-year-old Scotch. “On the house.”

			“Well, if you put it that way.” Mike twisted his laptop so it faced her. “Could use a break anyway.”

			First, she looked up “missing persons” and after scrolling past entries about a band with that same name, got pretty much a recap of what the police told her. Zoë wouldn’t be “officially” missing for another two days. Next, she tried “find person” and was hit with a barrage of services to locate people, estranged lovers, deadbeat dads, convicted felons, con artists, and the like. She checked into local private investigators. All of them charged by the day twice what she made in a week, and none offered a guarantee.

			On a whim, she typed in “unexplained disappearances.” Page after page popped up in front of her. She read about tax cheats who pulled up stakes to start over—new city, new name, new life. She found stomach-churning accounts of sex-slave rings where girls were literally grabbed from the street, drugged, and passed around for a few weeks before they wound up breathing ditch dirt in the pine barrens. Other lurid, but completely rational, tales also appeared. None of them seemed right.

			Some of the entries, though, were beyond bizarre. Maybe it was just something to take her mind off of Zoë, but Beth found herself entranced by outlandish yarns about dimensional shifts, parallel worlds, and faerie realms—mysterious reports of how entire households would sometimes be found empty, beds still warm, tea kettles whistling away on stovetops. Occasionally, it was entire villages, all over Europe in the Middle Ages. Even in America, it had happened to the fabled lost colony of Roanoke. She opened another window, this one promising to expose the truth about a clandestine group named simply “The Division”—

			The laptop’s lid snapped shut, almost snapping her fingers with it. “We’ve got a problem, Becker.” 

			“No, Hank. I was just—”

			“That wasn’t a question. I said we’ve got a problem, period. That problem is you. First personal calls during business hours, now checking Facebook or whatever. You’ve been slipping, Becker, a lot. Seriously, do you want me to send you home?”

			Beth peered at the smug look spreading across Hank’s face. “As a matter of fact, yes,” she said, as surprised at the words that popped out of her mouth as Hank apparently was.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			Jack slid down the dark aisle, the soles of his boots tapping lightly against the church’s aged marble floor. The only light came from a scattered cluster of candles and a small red lantern hanging above the high altar’s brass tabernacle. The faint aroma of myrrh clung to the air like a distant memory. As Jack’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw saints stitched into tapestries that hung between stained-glass windows made abstract slate by the moon. Hemming the nave was the Via Dolorosa, Christ’s journey from condemnation to cross to grave, frozen in chipped plaster bas-relief. 

			Except for Jack, the church was empty. Or so he hoped. His eyes landed on a tiered bank of votives set at the foot of the Blessed Virgin. The flames gave life to the folds of her marble garments. In them, the stone seemed to flutter, and Jack was struck with the desire to light a candle for Sarah in whatever dark place she slept.

			Foolishness.

			He clicked on his Maglite and swept the area with its beam, scanning for some point of entry—an iron gate, a sunken vent, the door to a crypt left ajar, anything that might lead underground. Jack had begun to notice a pattern in New Harbor. The tripped alarm beacons had all been ones set at grates that dated to before the turn of the last century. That made older buildings, places that might hide long-forgotten vaults and chambers, prime suspects. This church was at the top of his list.

			Ironic to think that one of them might make the house of God its home. But Jack knew enough not to follow the old script, the one Bram Stoker and others had laid out. Holy water was just brackish H2O. The host, stale bread. And crosses? Crosses were good for nothing except dying on.

			He knelt down to examine a ventilation grate just below a brace of plaster martyrs. He peered closely at the woven bronze fleurs-de-lis that made up the metalwork. An inch of black dust on the crossbar showed that nothing had passed this way but air in quite some time. He stepped into the sanctuary, eyeing a tapestry of Christ casting demons from the Gerasene. But there were no demons to be found here, not tonight. This church was a dead end.

			He heard a creak, followed by a faint shuffling. He pointed his light at a bank of pews. He pointed his gun too. “Show yourself.”

			The hands came up first. Dirty fingers poked from torn wool gloves. The rest followed, an old man in an army jacket, knit cap pulled down over ratty dreads, and a beard that forked like the devil’s tongue. “Don’t shoot.”

			Jack holstered his pistol. “You shouldn’t be here.”

			“Father always lets us stay,” the man answered as he scooted over to the aisle.

			“It’s not the priest you have to worry about.”

			The man narrowed his gaze at Jack. “They never had guards here before.”

			“They never needed one before.” Jack moved to pass, but the man blocked his way.

			“Who are you?”

			“I’m the one sent to clean up.” 

			“The one . . . the one sent . . . the one sent . . .” the old man mumbled, repeating the phrase like a mantra. Jack took another step and again was blocked. “Wait, let me ask you a question.”

			“I don’t have time for your questions.”

			“Just one.” The man fidgeted, patting his pockets as if he were looking for some lost object. “Just the one, and then you can go.”

			Jack eased back on his heels. Why not? Street people were usually the first targets. The enemy came at night, feasting on the forgotten. The pattern had repeated in town after town after town. It was a recent rash of killings that had drawn him to New Harbor in the first place. And if it had been church policy to allow the homeless to bunk down for the night, why was only this one man here? Especially when the New England air bit cold and hard. “Ask your question.”

			The man rubbed his hands together. “Tell me . . . you think it was tough? For Him?”

			“For who?”

			“For Him.” The man pointed one gnarled finger at the mammoth crucifix hanging above them. “You think it was tough for Him when He rose? Was it just like waking up? Did He drop that shroud on the tomb floor and walk away whistling? Or . . .” The man leaned in close, his voice all but a whisper. “Or do you think it was a nightmare? Clawing His way back from hell, tearing through the earth for days, and heaving back that stone with His own nail-scarred hands?”

			“What do I think?” Jack didn’t have time for this nonsense. “I don’t know.”

			“No.” The man’s rheumy eyes looked deep into Jack’s, so deep he felt a strange fear welling. “No, no, you don’t. But you will. Mark my words. You will.” A reverence spread across the man’s face so ecstatic it almost lit up the whole church. “You’re the One.”

			“The one?”

			“The One sent to destroy the Night Angel.”

			Night Angel. That was new. Closer to the truth, however, than the word all the old legends used: vampire. The man had only corroborated what Jack already knew. His enemy was here in New Harbor, and if he didn’t take it out soon, this man smiling at him like a holy fool might be its next meal.

			“You’re the One,” he repeated, his voice pure joy.

			“You’ve got the wrong man.” Jack pushed past him and headed for the door. He believed in chosen one fantasies about as much as he believed in vampires. Just a feeble mental construct to tame the real terrors, the ones that were still out there.

			“Wait,” the man called out, running after him. “I can help you.” But the words only echoed in the vaulting darkness.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			Each crisp photocopy had a picture of Zoë on it, the word “MISSING” in big block letters as a banner line. Beth’s staple hammer whistled through the air, every strike resounding with a triumphant clank click as she stalked the streets of New Harbor tacking up flier after flier, sticking them to any surface flat enough.

			Beth looked up. The sky was the color of dirty dishwater. Soon dusk would surrender to night. Streets that seemed almost quaint in daylight—turn-of-the-last-century trolley tracks still embedded among the cobblestones—would transform into a playland for junkies and roughnecks. Beth’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Her heart thumped at the thought that it might be Zoë. But it was only Ryan, again. She tucked the phone away unanswered. She’d told him where she was going to be, even offered to let him help.

			At first, he’d humored her, patronized her with “If that makes you feel better.” By the third phone call, she could hear the pique mounting in his voice as he tossed out reasons for her to quit. “It’s gonna get dark soon . . . I made us dinner reservations . . . Are you sure posting fliers is even allowed?” By his fifth call, she’d given up arguing. And despite the mounting fatigue, the aching wrists, and the stubbed thumbs, a call from Zoë was the only thing that would get her to quit now. If Ryan knew her as well as he claimed, he’d know that, too.

			He could have shown a little more concern. A touch would have been enough. He could have lied, backpedaled, used some of the golden tones he saved for courtrooms and clients on her. But he didn’t. All he did was try to get her to give up. And she was fairly sure she knew why. He viewed Zoë as a relic of her rough-and-tumble Docklands youth, her scrappy teen years, her wild club days. All the stuff he delighted in making her feel ashamed of.

			Maybe Ryan would never understand, but Zoë Rakoczy had been the one constant in Beth Becker’s life. From Double Dutch on cracked playground blacktop, through double dates at the multiplex, to double shots downed at Axis, Zoë had been there. She’d been family. Certainly more family than Beth had ever known growing up with her mother’s constantly revolving cast of dirtbag boyfriends and a father she only ever knew as a faded photograph.

			Beth peeked into her shoulder bag. She’d gotten through about three-quarters of the thousand fliers she’d had printed up, and she’d be damned if she quit before that bag was dead empty. She’d started at the last place Zoë had been seen—the Strip—and radiated out from there. So far, she’d hit the town green, the upscale and University-friendly shopping section, and the downscale one downtown that only townies ventured into. She’d even taken a quick spin through the outskirts of Grey Hill and the Docklands. She’d plastered the courthouse and the coffee house, the post office and the Planned Parenthood. She’d tacked fliers up on telephone poles, on trash barrels, on plywood construction barricades, on everything staple-worthy.

			All that remained now was the University. Beth calmly followed in the wake of a gaggle of students as they unlocked and entered a gated quad. Inside, she headed for one of the many neat and tidy outdoor bulletin boards. She’d held off papering the campus until dark, not terribly keen on racking up a ticket from University cops for “vandalizing” school property.

			She moved quickly from quad to quad, careful to keep from making eye contact, until finally, she pulled out her last flier and tacked it to a tree on the far side of the University. The ancient elm stood guard in front of a building that had given Beth the chills her whole life.

			There was no sign posted on the monolithic brass door of the minatory mausoleum, nothing to mark it as special except a pair of stone and iron pillars, twin axes, each with a serpent constricting the shaft, head rising in triumph over the blade. Caduceus and fasces both, they promised both life and the power over it. The symbol of the Order of Sormen. If only a fraction of the gossip about what took place behind its ruddy granite walls was true, it would be more than enough to question who was really running things in America and across the globe.

			Beth checked the time—almost midnight—time to finally give in to exhaustion and start for home. Only one more day, and the police would officially list Zoë as a missing person. She prayed to any god that might have his cosmic antenna tuned to prayers of the less-than-faithful that it wouldn’t come to that.

			As she rounded a corner, she spotted a man staring at one of her fliers. His army coat might have been green at one point but was now soiled and mottled into a color that defied her powers of description. Matted, graying dreads poked from beneath his tattered watch cap. The soles of his shoes were held on with duct tape and rubber bands. He scrutinized the posting, leaning in close and scratching his beard as Beth watched unseen. Did he know something about what might have happened to Zoë, or was he just staring at a picture of a pretty girl?

			The man tugged a flat plastic bottle from his jacket and took a deep pull, his eyes never leaving the flier. Beth steeled her nerves to go over to him, but he suddenly tore the poster down and shoved it inside his jacket. Then he pulled out a can of spray paint and quickly scribbled something on the wall. Beth was unable to see what it was until after the man had shuffled off into the night. But the words were ones she’d seen scrawled all over New Harbor.

			Beware the Night Angel.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Jack pushed back from the electron microscope. The remains of his meal, a half-eaten Styrofoam cup of instant oatmeal, long since gone cold and lumpy, sat forgotten next to the rest of the specimens.

			The dog whined softly. Jack looked down to see him panting with a hungry smile. He’d named the dog Blood. Part joke, part because the dog looked like the one in a movie he’d remembered from his daylight life. Giving the dog a name was a mistake he’d probably regret, but it wouldn’t have been the first. Jack set the oatmeal down on the van floor without a word. The dog nuzzled Jack’s hand for a moment before digging in.

			Back at the microscope, still nothing. He was no closer to cracking this nut than he had been for the past decade. He wasn’t even sure he’d extracted the right compounds from the sample he’d pulled from that grate. The chemical makeup of those things was astounding in its complexity. Given their rapid decomposition, flesh turning corrosive almost instantly after death, it was little wonder they’d evaded detection for so long. Nothing left for anyone to find, no corpses, no evidence, no proof. Just the stuff of nightmares.

			More than anything, Jack had to find a way to make them known for what they were. Not seen in hallucinatory fits and starts like with the snap vials. Not crusted over with centuries of folklore and Hollywood bullshit. Otherwise, he could hunt them down, drag them howling into the light, stake them to the ground, set them on fire, send heads rolling from coast to coast—do it until he dropped dead—and he wouldn’t even make a dent. Not in the long run.

			There would always be more.

			Jack pressed against the scope’s eye cup. Under his gaze, the sample degenerated. Even with the fixative he’d applied, the cellular structure was just too delicate to withstand much prodding. He squirted bleach over what wasn’t to be archived, destroying all organic matter, then trashed the slides. It was time to move on. There were other tasks to fulfill, other work to be done. It was the work that kept Jack going, day after endless day, night after long, lonely night. The work . . . and the hunt.

			Jack stepped from the van, sucking in a lungful of alkaline air. He’d moved base camp to a deserted section of the Docklands. Less than six blocks from the posh quads of the University, it might as well have been a different world. One of frost-heaved sidewalks, piss-reeking alleys, abandoned gun factories, and garbage-strewn vacant lots. A world that suited Jack Jackson just fine, one where he’d be free from any prying eyes.

			He hefted the auto-snare prototype in one hand as he looked to the crumbling department-store mannequin he’d found yesterday and set up for this test. The auto-snare was something he’d been working on for close combat or for times when carrying a pistol would arouse suspicion. But it needed to be perfect. He’d gone into the field with underengineered equipment before and nearly paid for such recklessness with his life.

			Blood pulled up close, heeled at attention. After a few steady meals, the dog seemed to be less fixated on food and more on him. Perhaps what he was hungry for now was affection. 

			Jack focused on work. He ran a thumb along the inside of the auto-snare’s cable, a woven titanium filament encrusted with industrial diamond grit. He gripped the spring box gingerly in one hand, knowing how easily the device could take the other clean off at the wrist.

			Jack coiled the wire the same way it would eventually nest in his tactical belt. Then, after slipping one finger into the trigger ring, he cleared his mind and lobbed for the target. The instant it left his palm, the cable snapped out in a clean loop, just as he’d engineered it to do. It sailed through the air with a whisper and landed around the mannequin’s neck. The trigger line glistened in the night for an instant before Jack gave it a quick jerk. The pin popped with a soft ping. Tungsten spring engaged, the loop grew tight.

			A cloud of urethane dust rose from the mannequin’s neck as the head fell to the ground with a dry thud. It worked. Jack notched another inch gained against them.

			Blood growled. The dog’s ears were back and his hackles were raised as he stared into the darkness. “What is it?” Blood pawed the dirt, then padded off. Jack followed. Not a sound betrayed either of them as they made their way to the end of the abandoned lot. There, he watched the dog slip through a tear in the wire fence and disappear into a sloping ditch. He sprinted to catch up, pushing through the fence and sliding down the gravel embankment until he and the dog faced the opening to a drainage culvert.

			The pipe’s slanted mouth was blocked by shafts of rebar. Jack gave it a wide berth nonetheless. Blood lowered his head, baring his teeth with a throaty growl. “Settle.” Jack pulled out a flashlight with one hand and his pistol with the other. He crossed both at the wrist, finger tight on the trigger, light still off. If one of them was inside, it wouldn’t do to draw its attention until he had it dead in his sights.

			Jack knelt down, the barrel of his gun inches from the blackness that lay behind those bars. The first shot would be the one that counted. If it didn’t find its mark, he might not get a second. He tightened his grip, steadied his hand, held his breath—and clicked on the light.

			Deep in the dark recesses, a pair of eyes caught the light and mirrored it back. He had leveled the gun, almost ready to fire, when his light rebounded of a second set of eyes. Then a third.

			Jack shot wild.

			He wheeled back, body pressed hard against the side of the culvert, gun drawn close to his chest as he tried to calm his rapid breathing. His mouth went as dry as sun-baked beach sand. Those things were solo predators. He could count on one scarred hand the number of times he’d gone up against a pair. But even then, they had hunted far apart. He’d never spotted two within so much as a mile of each other, and never three. Jack calmed his mind. He drew his second pistol, then whipped around and pointed both barrels down the pipe. But the eyes were gone.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			One of New Harbor’s notorious autumn fogs had rolled in, covering the Docklands like a roll of cotton batting. White wisps slithered across the pavement, pooling around Beth’s feet. She shrugged deeper into her pea coat, trying to ward off the chill air that tasted of briny decay. She’d almost forgotten how dark this section of town could get. More than half the street lamps were burned out. Those that still worked spit out a mingy orange light through dirt-caked lenses.

			Beth looked around. The past decade had not been kind to most of New Harbor, but it had been absolutely sadistic to the Docklands. Across the street stood an abandoned playground, nothing remaining but swing-set skeletons and concrete yokes that had once held up benches. Hard to imagine any children playing there now, as Beth had when she was a girl. The housing project she’d grown up in sat not half a mile away, a crack den last she’d checked.

			Her quest for the man who’d torn down her flier and replaced it with that bit of cryptic graffiti had proved as fruitless as her search for Zoë. In fact, all of downtown seemed conspicuously free of its ever-present homeless population. Eventually, she’d learned that most of them had moved away from the Strip and other prime panhandling spots and hunkered down here, at Fort Red Rock, a Revolution-era relic. Something had them scared, it seemed.

			Beth hopped over a slack chain more rust than steel, stepping from cracked concrete to soft earth as she entered the fort’s grounds. She took a quick glance at her cell phone. No bars. She was more on her own than ever. She scanned the area. Not a single soul wandered about the crumbling bombproof shelters and turf-tufted powder magazines. On a cement pillar, she spied a tarnished brass plaque commemorating America’s bicentennial. Across it had been sprayed Beware the Night Angel in orange paint.

			Beth wasn’t quite sure what she’d expected to find down here. A burning oil drum with toothless hobos standing around it, warming their grubby hands as they ate beans out of tin cans? Junkies slinging skag and sharing needles? Something else? Something worse? Maybe they were hiding. Maybe this would turn out to be nothing but a snipe hunt. Beth squinted into the murk. In the distance, she spotted what could have been a man watching her through the fog, or it could just as easily have been a shrub. “Hello?” she called out.

			Only her echo replied.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey,” a ragged voice came from behind her. “Keep it down.”

			She turned to face a man. He was stooped with age, his nose a riot of broken capillaries, his hair and beard a tangled mat of gray Brillo, and he stank as if he’d washed up on the battlements during low tide. “Sorry,” she offered.

			“What’re you doing out here, miss?” The man wobbled from one foot to the other. “No place for a lady, not at night.”

			“I’m looking for someone.”

			“Ain’t got no drugs.” He backed away, hands up and waving. “Don’t do no drugs. You a cop?”

			“No. Not like that. I’m looking for the man who’s been going around spray-painting those messages. You know, ‘Beware the Night Angel’?”

			The man narrowed his bloodshot eyes at her. A new firmness surged through him, and he stood taller than seemed possible just a moment before. “Thought you said you weren’t a cop?”

			“I’m not.”

			“What you want with the prophet, then?”

			Prophet? She hadn’t heard that before. Beth wondered if she’d ventured too far off the map. Could she be dealing with some kind of cult? Is that what happened with Zoë? Did she get mixed up with that somehow? Had she been kidnapped? “Yes. The prophet,” she said. “Are you a disciple of his?”

			“Me? Noooo.” He waved her off. “That’s just what he calls himself. Nobody ’round here takes it serious. I just don’t want to deal with no cops.”

			Beth gritted her teeth. “I’m not a cop, okay? If was a cop, I would have to tell you that.”

			He scratched his neck. “That’s true. I heard that once.”

			“I just want to ask the prophet a few questions. Do you know where he is?”

			The man folded himself into a stance that broadcast the message loud and clear: We protect our own. “He ain’t here. Just get yourself home, will ya? Ain’t safe for a lady at night.”

			“I get it,” Beth said, understanding all too well. “Sorry for your trouble.”

			“No trouble.” His eyes swept the ground between them. “Hey, you got any change? Pennies? Anything?”

			“Sure.” Beth reached into her pocket, tugged out a folded ten-dollar bill, and pressed it into his waiting palm. “Thanks for your help. Stay warm.” She turned and headed for the street.

			“Wait,” the man called back to her, his eyes wide at the bill. “He’s over there.” He hooked a thumb at a stone fortification spar jutting into the straits. “He likes to look at the harbor,” the man added just before he disappeared into the fog.

			Beth mounted the flagstone steps. On the plateau stood the man she had been looking for. Even with his back to her, she was certain it was him. He leaned against an iron rail, staring out at the water, just as she’d been told he would be. 

			“What do you want?” the man asked without turning around.

			Beth padded over quietly and took the place against the rail next to him. She pulled a pint bottle wrapped in a brown paper sleeve from her coat pocket. Hoping it was his brand, or that he wasn’t picky, she set it within easy reach.

			The man eyed the bottle suspiciously. “I said, what you want?”

			“I want to know why you’re spray-painting those messages.”

			The man grabbed the bottle, twisted off the plastic cap, and took a deep draught. “It’s a warning.”

			“A warning? A warning of what?”

			“Can’t you read?” Another swig. “The Night Angel.”

			“The Night Angel?”

			“Yep. Question answered.” He quickly pocketed the bottle and began ambling off. “Thanks for the hooch, lady.”

			“Wait!”

			“Ain’t waiting on you,” he called over his shoulder as he began to dissolve into the moonlit mist. “Go to the diner you want to get waited on. Find you a waiter.”

			Beth rushed to catch up. Together they went deeper into the shadows of Fort Red Rock. “But—”

			“But nothing!” He whipped around so fast that they almost collided. “You come down here. Down to the fort, talking about the Night Angel. Bad mojo. You hear me?”

			“I hear you. My friend, she’s missing.” Beth yanked a flier from her pocket and thrust it out it to him. “You took one of these down. You kept it. I saw you do it.”

			“Maybe I did.” He plucked the flier from her hand, holding it almost tenderly as he looked at it. “What’s that to you?”

			“I just want to know if you know anything.”

			“I know this.” His voice was flat and funereal. “If the Night Angel came for your friend, she’s not missing. She’s gone.”

			“Gone where?”

			His shoulders went slack. He tugged out the bottle and took a slug. “You don’t want to know,” he answered, wiping his lips before taking another swig.

			“Where is this Night Angel? What is it?”

			He quickly looked to either side before drawing closer. “The Night Angel comes for you . . . you’ll wish you’d listened when you had the chance. You hear me? She’ll mesmerize you. Make you see what you want to see.”

			“But aren’t you the one warning everyone? Isn’t that why you’ve been spray-painting it all over town?”

			“Yes. I am. And I’m warning you to stay away. You understand me?” He stood firm. “It is not a prophet’s place to fight demons,” he said, his voice pulpit-worthy. “A prophet is to keep faith. To speak truth. And to anoint the deliverer. To herald the One Chosen. And you ain’t the One. So leave me alone.”

			“Please. You have to tell me what you know.”

			“I ain’t got to tell you shit,” he spat. “I already told the One, and he ain’t listened. Why should I tell you?”

			“Because . . .” Panic gripped Beth as she peered behind her. The street had vanished in the fog, even the street lamps swallowed by the haze. “Because I have to find her. Tell me about the Night Angel. Please.”

			He shook his head. “I got to spell it out for you?” He pitched his voice low, almost to a whisper. “We’re talking about vampires.”

			“Vampires?”

			“Shhhh!” He clutched her by the thick lapels of her pea coat. “You want her to hear? You want her to come get you?”

			Beth felt a hand wrap tightly around her upper arm. It was followed by a voice close in her ear. “Who come get who?”
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