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Dark Carbuncle

KEVIN J. ANDERSON AND JANIS IAN

A graveyard. Night. Lurid branches scrabble across the blood-red moon. Silence, whispers, then a hush of anticipation. Fifteen boom boxes encircle a grave. Giant woofers (removed just that morning from an unsuspecting car) sit with bass ends flat against the massive gravestone.

Here at peace at last lies Thor

Troubled by the Dark no more

The four aging fans in attendance for the midnight show—the ritual—had polished their studs, mangled their hair, added dye where needed and bleach where not. They wore their finest black leather, but left the jackets open to expose too-small T-shirts from concerts past, fabric memories that paid homage to their hero’s mind-blowing shows, when he’d been alive. Thor. The writer of the greatest song in the history of mankind.

“Man, we really should have put a line from ‘Dark Carbuncle’ on his tombstone instead,” Conk said. “I mean, so everybody could see his genius for all eternity.” His given name was William, and he went by the handle of “William the Conqueror” from some impressive historical guy, though most of his friends didn’t get it. They thought “Conk” just meant he liked to bash things.

“Anybody can hear his genius just by playing the song, shithead,” said Kutfist, ending with the sharp sneer he’d practiced all week. “Trust me, we didn’t want to deal with the rights issues.”

“Yeah but, dude, ‘Dark Carbuncle’ is an awesome song, right?” said Dredd, and though he’d said it many times before, nobody disagreed. Especially not on this night of nights.

The lone girl in the group, swaying to the music of a silent song, twisted a lock of hair around her finger. “Kinda creepy, ya think?” Despite the spiderweb tattooed on her chin, Longshanks was always the first to back away from anything remotely disturbing. “I mean, we’re raising him from the dead. . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“God, lighten up, ’shanks. You’ve been this way since grade school. What can he do to us? He’ll be in our power.” Sneering, Kutfist turned toward the others with a shrug. Women. Jeez.

“Yeah, and ‘Dark Carbuncle’ is such an awesome song. . . .” Dredd’s usual sentence trailed off as a cloud covered the moon.

“It has to be tonight, on the anniversary,” said Conk with finality as he connected the last of the speakers. The Wikipedia entry had been very specific on that point.

Kutfist scanned the graveyard in disappointment. “I can’t believe we’re the only ones here. Elvis gets tons of fans on his Death Day every year!”

“Elvis fans don’t know that ‘Dark Carbuncle’ is an awesome song,” Dredd assured him. “Or they’d be here.”

Longshanks tugged harder on her hair. “And what’s he gonna look like with a fractured skull, Kut? I mean, part of his head might be gone. Ecchhh.”

Kutfist pushed his trifocals farther up his nose. “Shut up, ’shanks. The man was a god. That last show we saw was unbelievably amazing. He’d never have killed himself, never. We can finally find out the truth now, so just stop worrying and shut up.”

Nodding, Conk stood up. Brushing leaves off his hands, he pulled a few folded sheets from the back pocket of his jeans and handed them each a paper with the lyrics printed backward phonetically. That was the worrisome part. They knew the lyrics forward well enough to sing them the required seven times, but the backward part made Conk nervous. “We’ve gotta get it right, or we’ll end up raising Frank Sinatra or something. Seriously, you can’t be too careful with the Dark Side. Don’t screw it up.”

With tears in his eyes and excitement in his heart, he reached down to the nearest boom box and pushed PLAY.

Thor opened what was left of his eyes and knew he wasn’t in the Ritz. It had been a long time since he’d stayed in high-class hotels on tour, and now suddenly he experienced a flashback rush of the last images he remembered.

A motel room, after the show, his ears still ringing from feedback and amps turned up to eleven. Used to be his ears would ring from the screaming fans . . . used to be all-night parties, used to be groupies and sex—but the groupies were not as attractive now, and Viagra could only do so much. Ditto the gigs, no more backstage excitement when Mick visited, no more telling the roadie to bring the chick from row five back to the luxe hotel. Now, a gig was just a gig, something to get through until he figured out what to do with the rest of his life.

He hadn’t slept a full night in months—years—and now somebody was playing that damned song so loud it echoed right through the walls of this fleabag purgatory of a room. Where the hell was this?

Thorton Velbiss—Thorny to his friends (not many of those), Thor to his fans (not many of those either)—was not having a good day. First, that pounding bass drum was unacceptable. The only noise he wanted to hear with this kind of hangover was the sound of vodka over ice. Second, his fucking hit record from two decades ago was playing, with the bass booming so wide he could swear the damned thing was sitting on his face. The only time Thor would tolerate listening to “Dark Carbuncle” was onstage, during a show, when he lip-synched his way through it for an audience of haphazardly fat metal-heads bent on reliving their youth.

I was ferocious back then, ya know? Really fero. And taller, I think. Maybe just skinny. Now I have to wear a corset. Still, I had a hell of a good run. Just one hit, but it kept me in chicks and booze. . . .

Fuck, no, it’s a horrible song. Piece of shit me and Dirk the Drummer whipped up one night while we were wanking off. Farthest wank got to title the song. He won.

I hate that fucking song.

’Sides, I can’t hit that high note, never could. Brought a ringer into the studio, never thought it’d be a hit. We had great shit on the album, great shit . . . and all anybody ever wants to hear is “Dark dark dark. Dark dark dark. Dark dark dark, I’m a da-da-da-da-carbuncle.”

Makes you want to puke.

Gotta lip-synch it now anyway, can’t even hit the low notes. At least I remember the words. Stupid effing words—even I don’t know what they mean. Last time I saw the big El, Scotty Moore had to hand him the lyrics to “Love Me Tender.” Speaking of hand . . . hand me that vodka, wouldya?

He’d forgotten there wasn’t anybody here. What the hell, he’d serve himself.

He’d been an altar boy in his youth, a good little Catholic, though that was part of his secret past. The headbangers would never understand it. He hadn’t prayed in . . . what? Thirty years? Not since he’d picked up a Les Paul, plugged it in, and let wail.

Now, as he felt around for the bottle, trying to shake the cobwebs out of his head, he wondered who’d have the nerve to play that scrotum of a song right on top of his room. Boom boom boom. Trying to shut out the sound, he drifted back to the last gig.

It was like reliving a nightmare over and over again, singing that song every night. His agent said this tour could maybe revive his career (but then, he always said that)—opening for some fifteen-year-old one-hit wonder. At least if there was any justice in the world, it should have been one hit, but the kid was coming off his fourth top ten record. Turned out he was a metal fan, though, and loved “Dark Carbuncle” (and wasn’t that embarrassing), and demanded Thor as his opener (though what his Top 40 demographic would make of it, only God knew).

Thor had checked into the motel under a fake name, just in case anybody noticed. Grabbed a quick nap (not that the fans needed to know about that either!), packed his crotch, hit the lobby. Out by the kid’s tour bus, a few rabid Thor fans began jumping up and down, one paunchy guy with dreadlocks yelling “Dude! Dude! ‘Dark Carbuncle’ is an awesome song!” Thor stopped to see if they wanted autographs and noticed that two of them wore pizza delivery uniforms.

“How should I make this out?” he asked a girl with a weird chin tattoo. Glancing at her name tag, he hazarded a guess. “To Tiffany?”

The girl went beet red. “Uh, no, Longshanks—just make it to Longshanks.”

He smiled inwardly, but outwardly gave her the long, slow I could change your life, babe! look. She brightened and giggled at her friends. At least he’d made somebody’s day.

On to the show, which sucked. Of course. How the hell can anyone play music at two in the afternoon, under a wide open sky, looking out at a bunch of hayseeds whose big weekend excitement was probably going to be the pig race? Real waste of Oreos, that one. He sped through the set, not even bothering with the pyro at the end, sneering when people applauded the opening chords of “Carbuncle.” Idiots.

I used to dream about being a Beatle, you know? Back in the day, I played the Garden. Twice. Well, only once as the lead act, but still. Alice Cooper, Ozzie, Rob Zombie, they had nothing on me. Eating a live bat, hell—I used to shove worms up my nose, just to line the coke! Now look at me . . . playing some friggin’ rodeo for a hundred bucks. Pathetic, that’s what it is.

Why couldn’t I have died young, in a private plane crash? At least that would be a respectable ending.

Afterward, back at the motel—still daylight out!—he drank most of the quart of Stoli that Mr. Four-Hit-Wonderkid had nervously presented him at sound check. Scratching at his empty stomach, Thor decided to surf the vending machines for dinner. Peanut butter cups and a vodka chaser, the perfect road meal.

He barely registered the Muzak droning through the elevator speakers, until he caught himself humming along. Son of a bitch! Bland whiter-than-white harmonies accompanied by easy-listening strings. Dark dark dark. Dark dark dark. I’m a da-da-da-da-carbuncle, hiding in the dark. Unbelievable. His song. That frigging publisher had sold him out, turned him into effing elevator music, music for supermarkets and dentist’s chairs. Fucking asshole. And his agent was probably in on it, too. Scum, they were all scum.

He’d show them. If he couldn’t die young, at least he could die tragic. “Dark Carbuncle” as elevator music—the last straw of all last straws.

Thor stormed back to his room and grabbed the .38 he always carried. Flopping backward on the bed, he spun the cylinder—five bullets, one empty chamber. Go out like a man, yeah, playing Russian roulette. They’d all be sorry then, even those stupid pizza-parlor rejects. Barrel to the head, click click and it’s over. Jimi, Kurt, make way for the next dead rock legend.

Thor raised the gun. Winced at the cold feel of metal against skin. Paused. Squeezed.

Click.

Click? A barrel loaded with Super-X 500 hollow points, and all it can do is go click? Un-fucking-believable.

He tried again.

Click.

Hell, how could you lose at Russian roulette? He hurled the gun across the room, where it skittered to a halt on the bathroom floor. Throwing his legs over the bed, Thor grabbed the vodka, took a long slow drag, and made his way to the bathroom, where he somehow managed to drop the bottle on his toe. Yelling out loud, he jumped—and landed barefooted on the gun, which spun crazily against the tiles while he fell backward.

Sickening crack of his head against the tub. He lay on the cold, hard floor, feeling his life ebb away. Frigging humiliating way to die . . . for both a former alter boy and a former rock star.

On the other hand, maybe God wouldn’t consider this a suicide. Good news. His last thought was that he’d finally be able to get some effing sleep. Safe in the arms of the afterlife.

Until some fuckheads called him back for an encore. . . .

Graveyard, night, big speakers booming, a familiar chorus sung again and again with enthusiasm, if not harmony.



Mmm, I ain’t no spoonful

Baby I’m a mouth-full

and I’m gonna tumble,

rumble crumble tumble

your Dark Carbuncle

Dark Carbuncle

Conk, Kutfist, Longshanks, and Dredd sang the beloved words seven times seven (almost as many times as in the actual song), and three times more backward, until they were hoarse with it. Conk finally signaled the end of the ritual by switching off the boom boxes. They reeled in the sudden hush, breathing heavily.

“How long is it supposed to take?” Longshanks whispered.

“Give him a few minutes.” Conk tried not to sound uncertain. The Wikipedia entry had been unclear on that point. “He’s coming all the way back from the dead.”

Kutfist sneered. “He never started the concerts on time either.”

“Yeah, I loved waiting for ‘Dark Carbuncle.’ What an awesome song,” said Dredd. No one disagreed.

Suddenly the earth began to tremble, and something stirred beneath the leaves. The ostentatious tombstone they’d banded together and paid for all those years ago pulled loose and tumbled backward, leaving a gaping hole.

Five grime-encrusted fingers pushed through the soil, followed by a hand, then another, clawing at the dirt in slow motion. Finally, a body heaved itself out of the grave. Covered in dirt, putrid clothes, and rotting skin, Thor raised himself up and tried to wipe the crust from his eyes.

The four fans cheered, whistled, and applauded as he swayed. “Omigod, it’s him, it’s really him!” Conk dropped the papers and stared. What a Wiki entry this would make!

Longshanks was jumping up and down. “He looks just like he did on the Avenger’s Revenge tour!”

“He’s staggering like he did on that tour, too,” Kutfist said, without the sneer this time. He looked nervously around. “C’mon, gotta get him to the van.”

The undead rock star lurched and shambled, looking disoriented but not entirely out of character. “Come on, Thor!” Longshanks pleaded. She lifted up her T-shirt to flash her breasts; Thor had never noticed her when she’d done it at concerts, but this time he shuffled toward her, making moaning, sucking sounds from deep in his throat.

“Hurry up, get him into the van!” Conk said in an urgent whisper. “Before some other fans show up. He’s ours!”

“Wait! We can’t leave the speakers—I borrowed them from my uncle’s catering company,” Kutfist said. “He’s got a bar mitzvah tomorrow; he’ll kill me!” Fortunately, since Thor was having a hard time orienting himself toward a vertical life, they had plenty of time to retrieve the gear and pack it into the pizza van they’d “borrowed” from work.

Conk started the engine while Kutfist and Dredd turned in their seats to stare at Thor, who was crammed into the third-row seat with Longshanks. “Now he’s with his true fans!” She sniffed, then frowned. “Is he supposed to smell this bad?”

“I think that’s just an old pizza I forgot to deliver last week,” Conk said.

As the van careened out of the cemetery, Dredd leaned over the seat and said earnestly, “Dude, ‘Dark Carbuncle’ is an awesome song!” He extended his hand, then thought better of it and withdrew.

They jabbered excitedly as they headed off to Conk’s garage. “I’m gonna have him teach me guitar. We could do some killer riffs together!”

“I want him to sign some autographs—impress my girlfriend for sure,” Kutfist said. “Hmm, maybe even sell them online.”

Longshanks tentatively nudged one of the scraps dangling off Thor’s ruined face. “Hey, we could sell pieces of his skin. Talk about a real collector’s item!”

Kutfist returned to the sneer. “What are you thinking? Anybody who bought Thor’s skin could clone him—then we won’t have the only one.”

Longshanks dropped her gaze. “Well, we’d still have the original. A clone is no better than . . . a cover band.”

“How about we just sell locks of hair?” Conk suggested. He didn’t want them to argue during this ultimate moment of fannish glory.

As the van pulled up to the two-car garage, the undead legend seemed to be getting his bearings, croaking slightly more comprehensible words. “What . . . happened? Where am I?”

“You’re with us—your real fans!”

Parking in the dark garage, they opened the doors and helped Thor out of the van. Conk hit the button and closed the garage door, then triumphantly switched on the lights to reveal the setup waiting in the other parking space—a small stage, microphone, boom box, and guitar.

Herding Thor forward, Kutfist shouted, “We brought you back from the grave for this, dude!”

Thor automatically stepped onto the stage and into the light, then stared at them in confusion. Longshanks sprang onto the stage beside him and shoved the guitar into his hands. “Omigod, Thor—now you can sing ‘Dark Carbuncle’ for us, night after night after night!”

Thorton Vebliss fell to his knees and screamed.

Surely this was Hell. Surely.

When he’d emerged from the darkness, he’d wondered what the fuck was going on. Why was he covered in dirt? Some superextravagant part of the stage show he couldn’t recall?

Then he remembered, and now he knew exactly what had happened. This was truly eternal punishment. Every bit of his Catholic upbringing rose in his throat—the priests’ lectures, the nuns’ scoldings, the fear of damnation. It was too much for any man, let alone a dead one.

Rotting ligaments snapped as he dropped to his knees and began to cry. For the first time in years he prayed, and for the first time in his life he really meant it. He confessed, he repented, he begged forgiveness. He reminded God of his years as an altar boy, how he’d been in the soprano choir until his voice had changed. He also pointed out that, technically—though God seemed to have overlooked the detail—he hadn’t committed suicide and didn’t deserve damnation. It was merely an unfortunate accident.

“Just please get me out of here! I want to go to Heaven. I’ll do whatever you say; you won’t regret it! Please!” He put more soul into the request than he’d ever spent on one of his stage performances, but even Thor was surprised when the cluttered garage and tiny group of fans swirled away into mist.

The new place was bright and shining, filled with sunlight and rainbows. He saw smiling beings in white robes with wings gathered on a nearby cloud, and an impressive, bearded man on a gleaming golden throne in front of him.

Holy shit, exactly the pictures the priests had painted, down to the last cliché! Choking back tears, Thor knelt before Him.

“Welcome Thorton Vebliss, my wayward son.” The Almighty smiled with a warmth that made Thor tremble. “I am so glad you are finally among us. We have prepared a heavenly reception for you.”

Thor could only stammer, “Thank you, thank you, Lord!” He didn’t know what else to say. Everything was so . . . clean. So . . . cheerful.

“Rise, my son. Rise, and greet your Father.”

Thor rose and moved toward the throne.

“Later, there will be manna, and angel food cake,” God promised, patting him on the shoulder. “But first I have a small request.”

God seemed almost shy as he said it, and Thor thought, I could really like this guy. “Anything, Your Omnipotence. Um, Your Magnificence. Anything you want, just name it!”

Taking him by both shoulders, the Lord turned him toward the nearby cloud, where the choir of angels suddenly pulled back their wings, revealing the electric guitars they wore. One sat behind a drum kit.

Snapping His fingers, God materialized a 1959 custom Les Paul and held it out to Thor. “Play ‘Dark Carbuncle’ for us, my son. I have always loved that song.”

Thor fell to his knees, screaming.
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Death and Taxes

HEATHER GRAHAM

I am an IRS agent.

But contrary to what you may be prone to believe, or no matter what it might seem, I am not the monster in this story. I swear.

You see most people believe that we IRS agents are horrible individuals—seriously, as if that’s a prerequisite when you apply for the job. Not true. We’re just working stiffs like everyone else. Everybody needs a job, and I, like the general public with whom I am just another number, needed steady work in order to maintain any kind of lifestyle.

The general public fears an IRS agent—but you can’t begin to imagine how IRS agents fear the general public.

Take the case of Mac Keenan. MacDonald Keenan, if you will. I was called in after several agents had tried to deal with the man.

First off, so you can get a general idea, the man is rich. Rich as Midas. He’s the kind who tries every loophole known to man while the middle class fellow can’t find a slit to slip through. His books are seriously works of art.

It started on a Monday. I was called into my boss’s office. “Vlad,” he said (my name is Vladimir, my folks are of Russian descent,) “we need you.”

“Oh?”

“Special case,” he told me. He pushed a picture out on his desk. It was a picture of a man of about forty-five, a big fellow, so it appeared. Definitely, a stocky man. “MacDonald Keenan. We believe that he has hidden income in vast amounts, and that his expenses list is a pile of pure bull.”

I shrugged. Nothing out of the ordinary.

“So?” It seemed that I was required to say something.

“We sent Josie Valentine about two weeks ago.”

“And what happened?”

“Mac got all nice and told her to come to his mango tree; he had great fruit—with no real value—that she was welcome to take. She was trying to stay on good terms with him, so she went.”

“What happened?”

“Chimpanzee jumped out of a tree and attacked her—she’s still in the hospital.”

“Why wasn’t this fellow arrested?” I asked indignantly. Josie was a sweet kid. I liked her a lot—so did most of her clients, even when they wound up paying back the big bucks.

My boss waved his hand in the air, “Big-time attorney, of course. Claimed it wasn’t his chimp and he didn’t know how the hell the creature got in the yard.”

“Okay, so why not meet at Keenan’s accountant’s office, or downtown in our office?” I asked.

“Keenan doesn’t have an accountant, does his own taxes. And he came down once. He saw Ted Larson.”

“And?”

“Ted started choking on his coffee. We had to call the paramedics in. Ted’s still in the hospital. Choked so hard he nearly suffocated, and then threw his back out. Ted will be laid up for another three weeks. His situation is pretty dire.”

“Ah, so was there another attempt made to bring Keenan in or to have an agent out to his place?” I asked.

“Aubrey Dupont went out.”

“Audrey? I don’t know her.”

“She’s out of a different office. Anyway, Mac Keenan came to the door all smiles to greet her. She went in to see him, gave me a call, and said that he was going to try to get some of his bank papers from the bank, said he lost them when a storm came through.”

“Okay, that’s reasonable.”

My boss shook his head. “I was on the phone with her when he walked her out. She tripped on a step on the front porch. Broke her up really bad. Her head caught it, you know?”

“Dear God! I hadn’t heard anything about it.”

“She’s in a coma now. But like I said, she’s out of a different office; maybe that’s why you haven’t heard.”

“Haul his ass back downtown,” I suggested. I hated house calls. Hated them. You tried to collect, and a woman called in her crying, starving children. She showed you that her washer was broken and she was doing laundry by hand. A man would be in the garage, trying to coax a few more miles out of “old Betsy” because he couldn’t afford a new car. He’s trying not to lose his house. See, I’m sensitive. That kind of stuff breaks my heart. I’m a softy. I’m willing to stretch when need be, but I sure hate it when I have to do home visits.

My boss hesitated and then said, “Vlad, I’m afraid of bringing him in again. Folks here are now superstitious. If I call him in, every one of my agents will call in sick. I need you for this one; I really need you.”

I expected a stupendous mansion. What I found had once been a mansion, but the iron gates were rusty, the massive lawn was overgrown, and the little garden ornaments were hairy with growth of lichen and moss. He had huge oaks in the yard that dripped moss.

It would have really made a perfect haunted house.

I parked my car and looked for a call box by the giant, dilapidated, but ornate front gate. There was none. I pushed on the gate, and it creaked open.

I walked up the overgrown tile walk and found the offending porch stairs—those which had sent poor Aubrey to the hospital in a coma. I walked up the steps without incident and thudded the door with the giant lion’s head door knockers.

I thought the man might refuse to answer, then we’d have to start proceedings, get cops, all that kind of stuff. And, really, I prided myself on being the “get the job done man” for the government. Hey, the government had taken a chance on me. It was the government, of course—no racial, sexual, religious, or other prejudices allowed. I liked that.

But, despite my misgivings, Mac Keenan came to the door.

He was a big man. Maybe six foot four, two inches above my dignified but fairly customary height.

They had sent Aubrey out to see this giant? I thought. Poor, poor dear!

“You the new guy?” he asked.

I handed him my card. “I’m Vladimir Oginsky,” I told him.

“Russ-sky, eh?” he asked.

“I was born here in the United States,” I told him. “My parents were Russian.”

“Aliens,” he said. “This country is just full of aliens! Well, sometimes, that pays. So, well, Mr. Oginsky, come on in. Or should I call you Vlad?”

“You may call me anything you like, Mr. Keenan, as long as you justify your taxes.”

That made him laugh. “Come on in then, Russ-sky. I have my books set up in the dining room.”

I followed him into the house. It was a strange place. It was filled with hunting trophies. Heads lined the walls, and exotic cats, snarls on their feline faces, were displayed full body. The place seemed ancient; there were artifacts from all time periods and a multitude of countries displayed on dusty shelves guarded by a vast nest of spider’s webs.

We entered the dining room. A boar’s head sat on a silver tray in the center. I felt as if I might have entered a castle deep in the Transylvanian woods run by Dr. Frankenstein. Wrong country, wrong story, I know, but that was the feeling I got.

“Right there,” he said proudly, drawing back a chair. “There are some of my receipts—I keep them all; take a look. I don’t know why the government has targeted me!”

I looked at the receipts. Most were far too faded now to be legible, but I found one.

“Publix?” I said.

“Where shopping is a pleasure!” he assured, quoting the giant chain’s motto.

“Mr. Keenan, you can’t deduct your groceries. I’m afraid we’ll have to start weeding these out.”

“What? A man’s gotta eat to live!” he protested.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Keenan. Congress makes the laws; I uphold them,” I told him.

I picked up another receipt. “Toothpaste? Oh, please, Mr. Keenan!” Another receipt for a movie rental; another was for several bottles of red wine.

“I’m afraid that your receipts are worthless, sir,” I told him.

“Worthless,” he said. He was seated across the table from me. He clasped his hands together and nodded. I thought that he would explode.

“Hermione’s Whorehouse, Las Vegas?” I said.

“Entertainment!” he bellowed.

“I’m afraid the government doesn’t see it that way. Why, if every man out there tried to deduct personal entertainment like that, the national debt could grow by even more billions. Half of these receipts are from Hermione’s Whorehouse. And say that the government made a turn and accepted such expenses—then married men would want exemptions for every present they bought their wives. Then women would want the same equality, and . . . well, congress will just never pass it. There are still many members on the far right. It’ll never fly. I’m sorry—these receipts are worthless.”

“You don’t understand the Publix?!” he exclaimed, indignant.

“I’m afraid not.”

“I’m thirsty,” he said suddenly, as if he’d made a quick decision. “Can I get you something? A brandy, bourbon, wine?”

“I’m working, Mr. Keenan,” I told him.

“Some food, perhaps? I make a mean spaghetti and clam sauce,” he said.

This is it; this is going to be his way of getting rid of me.

“Nothing, thank you,” I said.

“Iced tea?”

“Nothing, thank you.”

“Coffee?”

“All right, Mr. Keenan. Coffee would be great.”

He left the table. I went through the rest of his receipts. He wanted to deduct a new basement, some items for the basement I couldn’t read, his taxidermist’s bills, and a host of other personal expenses.

He returned with the coffee. I thanked him and sipped it as he watched me like a hawk.

There was something in the coffee, certainly. I had exceptional taste buds—the average Joe might not have noticed. I did. There was an acidic aftertaste. Arsenic? Did he really not care that a coroner would discover the poisoning? Or was it something more subtle that might go undetected during an autopsy?

“Mr. Keenan,” I told him. “You can’t deduct dog food. Or cat food, for that matter. And, as far as I can see, the only cats you have around here are dead ones.”

He smiled. “All right. I understand, I guess, though you might change your mind. I can’t deduct dog food, and since you’re a stickler, it seems I can’t deduct cat food either. You might change your mind.”

I finished my coffee. He watched me, stared at me, and seemed baffled.

He was waiting, expectantly.

“And you can’t deduct products for personal hygiene, either,” I said.

He leaned toward me then. He didn’t appear to be quite so affable. “You don’t understand, Vlad, Bad, Russ-sky, whatever you are. Yes, you know what? You’re wrong. I can deduct cat food. It’s part of my business. Yes, I’m an investor. But I’m also a show master. I do very special shows for very special people. And I can prove it.”

“Oh? You keep great cats around, and the meat bill is for them? Do you have the proper permits?” I asked.

He smiled. “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness!” he said.

“All well and fine, sir, except that those rights come with the unspoken promise that you don’t prevent those rights to your fellow man.”

He gave me a sneer. “Come to the basement,” he told me. “You’ll see—every expense is totally legitimate.”

“All right,” I said.

I stood. He towered above me, that strange, sick, sneering grin upon his face. We passed by the front on the way to the stairs to the basement. He pointed outside. “You’re working late, Russ-sky. It’s almost dark.”

“So it is,” I said.

He led me to the stairs. There were few—very few—basements in this area, due to the fact that we were just above sea level. He had built up the ground below his mansion, I thought, in order to have a basement. Interesting. Most people would do so for a billiards table or a home gym.

Not Mac Keenan.

“Stairs are straight out of an old castle from Munich, Germany,” he said with pride. “They once led to a dungeon!”

“How fascinating,” I told him. “But not deductible. Not until you sell your house, and then, of course, the amount will work against your capital gains.”

He was silent as we continued down the stairway. I felt a little dizzy; whatever he had put in the coffee was definitely having some kind of an effect.

“See here!” he exclaimed with pride.

The grand basement room we reached was stone; the walls were lines with various instruments of torture, and I realized slowly that the room had a certain reek to it.

“Sit down, sit down,” he encouraged me. “That,” he said, leading me to a benchlike seat, “is an authentic garrote from the executioner who worked during the Spanish period in St. Augustine. Many a man met a grisly death with this lovely, historical piece.”

“Charming, Mr. Keenan,” I assured him. “You say you’re a show master. So, who is your audience?”

“My audience should arrive momentarily. Just as soon as true darkness falls and the moon begins to rise in the heavens!” he said dramatically.

“You know, Mr. Keenan, I’m a government worker. Nine to five is my usual.”

“But I’m certain your boss wants this problem solved, doesn’t he?”

“All right. I’ll put in for overtime. It’s the government; I may not get it. But you’re right, Mr. Keenan, we do want this situation rectified.”

He smiled suddenly. “You can run right now, Russ-sky. Run right now. They’ll send some other poor schmuck. I like you—I think you should run now.”

“I’m feeling a little tired,” I told him. “Whatever drug you put in the coffee is getting to me now.”

“Well, don’t say I didn’t give you a chance,” he told me.

He’d been at my side; suddenly he was behind me. He took my wrists, and I heard a snap; I’d been handcuffed. I felt the garrote fall around my neck.

I tsked. “Mr. Keenan. The garrote is period. What’s with the modern handcuffs? It totally ruins your show, you know.”

“Think it of it as theater art—moderne arte!” he said.

It was then that I heard the baying of the wolves. And the screeches that were made by the great cats. I heard noise above me, and I knew the creatures were coming to life. Mac Keenan was indeed a Doctor Frankenstein.

“What are you, exactly?” I asked him. “Werewolf, demon . . . vampire . . . zombie? Are you controlled by others?”

He laughed, delighted. “Ah, Russ-sky, you have been entertaining. I’m sorry, really. What am I? A show master, as I told you. My clients are of the wealthiest and most prestigious families. Most are European, though many are South American and Asian these days. Ah, you’d be surprised by my people from India and the Middle East, as well. Show master, Mr. Russ-sky. All right, a demon, if you will. I have been around a long, long time, as the sayings and songs will tell! I survive off the largesse of my clients, and therefore, you fool, my Publix bill is certainly deductible, and once you see some of my clients, you’ll understand that toothpaste is a work expense as well.”

“I do understand now,” I told him. “And I’d grant you your expenses—if your work was legal.”

“What’s not legal?”

“Well,” I began, but by that time the great cats were making their way down the stairs, snarling and screeching hungrily. There was a jaguar, a lion, a cheetah, and a puma. All stalking into the room, salivating.

No matter what his attempted expense deductions, I was intended as dinner.

“Wait! Wait, my dear pets!” he called out.

There was a thud against the stairway wall, and I looked up to see that a massive wolf was coming down the stairs.

A wolf, and not a wolf. He was going through horrendous and tortuous changes as he made his way. “Russ-sky, meet Max. Maximilian Davenport, werewolf out of Lyons, France. Max—meet . . . well, let’s get honest here, meet your dinner, sir.”

Max took on a full transformation and stood on all fours, howling with pleasure. The cats hissed and scratched the air.

Max started a heavy pad towards me.

“No, no, you must wait!” Mac Keenan said. “Wait, the mistress of darkness approaches with the newest love of her life.”

With that announcement, I felt a rush of air. There seemed to be a flurry of wings in the room, and then they were there. There was a woman—absolutely gorgeous. She was typical of any vampire fantasy ever written, huge dark eyes, dripping lashes, and long dark hair. Oh, and a chest that was brilliantly formed and well displayed in the black velvet dress she wore.

But she wasn’t alone. I recognized Ted and Josie from my office immediately. They both looked well enough.

“Vlad!” Josie said with dismay. As I said before, she’s a cute kid.

“Dinner is served!” Mac Keenan said angrily. Shall I shove the chair out a bit for you? Vampires first, werewolf second, and the cats—they will clean up the mess.”

“Josie!” I said.

“Mac . . . the chimp destroyed half my face. When Maria-Teresa came to the hospital . . . oh, sorry, Maria-Teresa, Vladimir Oginsky, I had to invite her in, and I had to allow her some blood and . . . then they declared me dead, and, well . . . here I am. Forgive me, Vlad, please?”

She was so pathetic.

“I was dying, too,” Ted apologized. “It seemed a good choice.”

“Where’s Aubrey?” I asked.

“Oh, well, she was really a big girl in excellent shape. I’m afraid that when we brought her out, we weren’t paying enough attention. Max was really hungry. He even ate the bones,” Mac Keenan explained. “If you all had left my grocery bill alone, things might have been fine. Give all these fellows, native and alien, and—hm, otherworldly?—enough raw meat and pig’s blood, and they stay pretty well satisfied. It’s your fault—you IRS people, and the government.”

“I’ve traveled some,” I told him. “We have our problems, but it’s still the best place to live.”

“Great. He’s a patriot,” Mac Keenan groaned. “You’ve been fun, Vlad, but . . .”

Josie started toward me. She licked her lips and I saw her fangs. She’d been such a cute girl! All brown eyes and long brown hair, she looked like a kid, but she was twenty-six and one of the best math people I had ever met.

The beautiful woman, Maria-Teresa, let out a cry of fury. “I am mistress, and I go first!” she announced. Josie quickly scrambled back; Ted—who hadn’t been that close—stepped back as well with a quick leap. He knew his place. I was glad.

Maria-Teresa smiled as she came toward me. She licked her lips and sat on my lap. She was hot, on fire. She crushed her breasts against me and gave me a soulful look with those nearly black eyes of hers. “I’ll try to make it sweet and erotic, sweet and to die for . . . you’ll not mind in the least.”

I felt her fangs slide into my neck.

I’d have let it go on a little further, but I still wasn’t sure just what the arsenic might have done to my system.

Ah, the arsenic. I guess it gave a taste to the blood.

She pulled back, staring at me with confusion and dismay. She started to turn to Mac Keenan, angry. “What is this—” she began.

She might have been beautiful, but I knew—she was pure evil, and there was no negotiating a settlement here.

I burst free from the handcuffs and thrust my neck forward with a tremendous lunge, freeing myself from the garrote, and knocking Maria-Teresa senseless. Not good enough. I caught her head and gave it a massive twist, breaking the neck instantly. Of course, she was a vampire, and that wasn’t enough. I twisted harder, until the head came free. It popped with a rather horrendous squishing sound. At least, though, no blood splurged all over the place.

She was old and evil; a pile of dust and ash burst upon us all, clouding the day.

Max, the old werewolf, howled, tucked his tail between his legs, and backed away. It sounded as if he was crying, the way he whimpered.

Josie and Ted just stared at me, openmouthed.

“She made you, so the spell should be broken,” I told my two coworkers. “You should no longer be blood-sucking servants of Satan.” I shook my head with disgust. “That’s horrible behavior for government agents. You should be ashamed! Get upstairs, I’ll get you both back to your hospitals. And Ted, if you die, you die, and that’s it.”

They were in shock, of course. They nodded, and stumbled their way to the stairs. I didn’t think Ted was going to die—they would think he’d had some miraculous cure.

I looked at Max, the werewolf. There was something so sad about him. I hate to see any dog with its tail between its legs.

“Snap out of it, Max!” I said. My tone was actually a damned good bark.

In a split second, Max was entirely human.

“I think your ailment might be psychosomatic. Look at you, you don’t even have any hair on your chin! Get to a doctor—I’m giving you one chance, and I mean it. Dr. Jimenez, on Main Street, is a wonderful shrink. One chance, Max, you see that doctor tomorrow. I’ll be following up on you.”

Max was out of the room and up the stairs, nodding as he went, moving faster on two feet than he had ever managed on four.

The cats growled at me. I growled back. They instantly froze back into their taxidermy positions, nothing more than dead meat.

Then I looked at MacDonald Keenan. “Scare tactics, sir, will not keep the IRS away. We all need roads and schools, and like I said, I don’t make the laws, I don’t decide the taxes.”

He stared at me, all tense, looking as if he might explode like a bomb any minute.

I thought he might have a heart attack on the spot. That wouldn’t have been good for my career—or the reputation of the IRS.

“What, what . . . what are you?” he asked me.

“An agent of the U.S. government,” I told him proudly. “All right, all right, you know why I love my job so much? A lack of prejudice. My parents came from Russia. But their parents came from . . . oh, well, it won’t really mean much to you, but they came from a little planet in a far distant solar system known as Aslinovia. It was a great place, until people of different colors started fighting against one another. The beiges, as we were called, were all but massacred. My folks got out. We settled in one place, and then my dad read up on the United States. Not perfect, but trying. So we came here. I served in the military, and I looked for a government job. They hired me at the IRS. Anyway, we weren’t so different on Aslinovia. And we’re not so different here—just a little stronger, physically, and mentally. So, here’s the thing, MacDonald Keenan. You’re going to jail, of course. You’re going to jail for the injury and death your so-called employment has caused others.”

“No one will believe—” he protested.

“Oh, yes. By the time I finish, they will,” I assured him. “You’re a horrible murderer, Mac.”

He shook his head. “You’ll never prove it.”

“Oh, I believe I will. But that doesn’t matter, Mac. I’ll get you one way or the other.”

“How?”

“Just like they got that other monster, Al Capone. Because you see, if you happen to get out of the murder charges, well, then . . .”

“Then what?” he demanded.

“I’ll be just like Elliott Ness,” I told him with a broad smile. “All right, so, maybe, in your circumstances, the Publix charges might be justified, but some of those others . . . Mac! What did you take me for, a fool? You’ll go down like many a man and monster, for income tax evasion! The Publix bill—now, of course, I’d let that go. But the Hermione’s Whorehouse is out, I’m afraid. And God knows, sir, where you’ve gotten half your income. I will be investigating that next! Damned vampires—the majority of your clientele, I believe. They’re the worst. So hard to pin down—and their banking! Disastrous. But I will find your hidden income, MacDonald Keenan. I will. I am a law-abiding man descended from legal aliens, and I will proudly do right for this country! And, of course, there are only two truisms in life for any man,” I told him.

“Oh?” he said, still looking shocked and frozen.

“Death and taxes,” I assured him. “Death and taxes.”
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Table for Two

JEFF RYAN

“You know, Bernice,” I said, “one of the great things about taking you to a restaurant is we always get a nice parking place out front.” Bernice agreed, checking her face one last time in the rearview mirror, then tapping the dangling handicapped parking sign.

Sure enough, we got a spot right out front. I raced to the passenger side to do my gentlemanly thing and open the door for her. With practiced ease, I then grabbed the snow shovel from the car’s backseat and eased her out of her bucket seat. I gave the shovel a quick wipe down with a Handi Wipe and tossed it in the backseat. “Italy, here we come!”

Casa Antoni’s was the best Italian restaurant in town, and Bernice loved Italian food. She watched the Food Network all day long, and was always pointing out in our talkbook which ingredients I should bring to her. But as good a cook as she is, we both still love to try new things. We’d hit all the pizza places in town—delivery, of course. But a place as nice as Antoni’s was sit-down.

We walked past the tables on the outside terrace. It was Tuesday, so it wasn’t that crowded. We chose a Tuesday because Bernice heard that Tuesdays were the best day to go to a fancy restaurant, since the chefs had time to give your meal extra attention.

When they saw Bernice, two of the patrons ran away, yelling what they always yell. One fainted in his (it looked like) penne a la vodka. “Hey, knock it off,” I said to them. “How’d you like it if I said something rude about your lady?” I patted Bernice on one of her elbow carbuncles, and we went inside.

I was expecting the maitre d’ to be a middle-aged man with a mustache; instead, it was a young, thin, attractive woman. Me and my prejudices! “Can I help you?” she said, looking down at her appointment book. “Table for two, please; uh, keep looking down,” I said. She looked up. Why is it that when you ask someone to do something, they always do the opposite? People!

I didn’t expect her to try to jump through the window to escape. Luckily for her, the window didn’t break. I helped prop her up (no broken bones or bloody nose), and was reaching for my hyperventilation bag (which has smelling salts in it as well: I come prepared!) when she started to revive. Her name tag said “Melani.” Pretty name.

“Melani?” I asked, pronouncing it like Melanie, hoping I got it right. “Hi. I know, we’re not your normal customers. But we tip well, and we’re both wearing shirts and shoes.” Bernice dangled hers, one at a time, through a slat in her burlap. A little liquid sloshed out of the second one. Technically they were three-gallon Tupperware containers, but Bernice had wide feet and has a hard time finding a good fit. These were her good shoes: the knock-around ones for the house are slitted so the fluids can sluice out.

“Get out,” she whispered. “Oh, God, get out of here!”

“I hate to play the lawsuit card here, but you don’t have a reason to deny us service. We’ve been through four suits so far, and we’ve won them all. We’d really just like a table, please.” Sotto voce, I added “We’ll be done in an hour. Bernice eats fast. You’ll see.”

I suggested a corner table, and Melani mutely agreed. It was set for four, and while Melani was clearing the extra settings I snagged the nicely folded napkins: one to tuck down Bernice’s muumuu, one for her lap, and one for cleanup. Bernice put her elbows on the table, and a jet of pus from a boil squirted over the rolls. Time for the cleanup napkin! The rolls were excellent, by the way, crusty and hot, and we used lots of butter.

It was purposeful that I sat myself against the wall looking out, and Bernice looking at the wall. “I’m jealous: you get to look at the beautiful fresco!” I pointed out. Honestly, I also seated us this way because it would draw less attention. Still, the people at the table next to us finished eating early. They knocked over their chairs while leaving: I righted them. Rude!

“Do you . . . do you know what you want to order?” Melani asked, crying a little but controlling herself rather well, considering. I liked that she was waiting on us herself. Bernice hopefully didn’t notice it was because the waitresses were . . . hesitant to approach.

“I’ve got to try the shrimp scampi,” I said. “I love shrimp! And Bernice is going to have . . . hmm . . . the lasagna verdi, how many servings are left?” Melani tearfully said she could check. “Just warm up however many servings are left in the pan, and bring them all. And as a side, two orders of fettuccine Alfredo, please.”

“This is a great place, isn’t it?” I said. “Such ambiance!” Bernice agreed, whipping out the talkbook to point to “Excellent,” the top of the like-dislike scale. Things have been much easier since we put together the talkbook. She doesn’t need to try to talk, which is difficult because of the combination of cleft palate, lip keloids, and dental issues.

Bernice then pointed to “notebook,” which I dutifully handed over to her. (The pages get too greasy and discharge-y if it stays in her pockets. Good thing we laminated the talkbook!) She gripped a pencil in one flipper and began to write.

I kept my game face on, but I had a bad feeling I knew what she was going to ask. The two of us have an . . . unusual relationship, one where we don’t often get out to restaurants or shows. She knows why, but I just can’t bring myself to be cruel enough to remind her. No woman needs to hear that, especially from the man she loves. So, we end up in situations like this, where I just know people are staring at us.

There was a family eating across from us, mom, dad, and a five-year-old boy. B wAnT ThAT, she had written, with an arrow aimed at them. (Which confused me at first, because when I held the talkbook the arrow pointed at a picture of a man playing a little accordion!) “Of course, of course,” I said. “I want kids, too, with you. But you know our circumstances.”

The little boy saw Bernice pointing and scooted off his seat to come over. His parents tried to stop him, but kids are intrepid! “Are you a nice monster?” he asked. She gets this a lot: kids love her. She turned, and the slat in her muumuu opened. It exposed a stripe of her zebra hide, which is the cute nickname we have for the brown and pink intertrigo fungus that lines her torso. Also, Brad’s little arm and leg popped out.

“Hey, a baby!” the boy said. “You have a baby monster! Can I see?”

“We’re trying to have a private dinner,” I began to say to the boy, but Bernice simply pushed her clothing aside to reveal Brad. Brad waved, which was just a trick she could do by rolling her stomach.

“Brad’s what’s called a parasitic twin,” I explained. “He’s . . . he’s kind of like a decoration. For her belly.” Brad opened up his fetal mouth and a thin trickle of something tan and fecal came out. Doctors don’t know what that stuff is, but Brad’s been drooling it out for forty years now nonstop.

“Hon,” I whispered, “cover yourself up.” Bernice gets huffy when she says I treat her like a child, and she made an elaborate show of pulling her dress back down over Brad. But that tugged down the other side of the dress, and her hump popped out.

“Hey, is that a wombat?” the boy asked. He must watch Animal Planet ! It was just a kyphosis, of course, with a patch of teratoma that had two fingers, four teeth, and a thick loop of lower intestine. But Bernice’s body hair around there was thick enough to make it look like an animal perched on her shoulder. What do you want: her mother’s Greek.

“It’s time to go back to your table,” I said, and the boy reluctantly left. I heard him tell his mom that the monster had an animal and a baby in her: he said the word “blob,” which I hoped Bernice didn’t hear. She didn’t: one good aspect of the eczema skin-sloughing filling up her ear canals.

Each time the kitchen door opened, revealing a tray-bearing waitress, I said “Is this ours? Is this one for us?” Bernice tolerates my attempts at humor. Finally it was: Melani came out and propped open one of those unfoldable-leg devices they can rest a big serving tray on. What are those called? All nice restaurants have them, so someone must know what they’re called. Maybe I should ask Melani.

Melani dashed back to the kitchen and returned with our drinks (Diet Coke, of course, for Bernice and iced tea for me), two bowls of alfredo, a sizzling shrimp scampi that looked delicious, and plate after plate of lasagna. Really: I asked them to bring the tray out. They needn’t have gone to all this trouble.

“We had four servings of the lasagna verdi left,” Melani said, doing a good job of being composed. “Enjoy!”

“I really wish you hadn’t plated them all,” I said, taking out the funnel pot. “It’s really not necessary. Just more dishes to wash!” I tilted one of the alfredo bowls, and creamy noodles sprinkled with green flakes exited down into the bag, landing with a loud plop. The second bowl’s contents sounded even wetter, since they splashed against even more fettuccini.

“Ready?” I asked Bernice.

She took off her face, then nodded. “Go!” she said, or rather grunted, since her tongue had no upper palate to make a g sound against. After her cleft-palate surgery weakened her nose and sinuses so much, the doctors just gave her a prosthetic. But it gets dirty when eating, so she snaps it off for meals. Having no upper teeth also means you can’t chew, and the lip fibroid made it easiest to just pour soft foods down her throat. She also popped out her lower bridge: the bottom teeth were cutting into her bare sinuses, so they had to go.

I’ve gotten used to the sounds of Bernice eating, and the visuals, but it’s a little disarming to others. I hope we can get all the Alfredo down before any of it returns. I usually have to climb up onto the table at home to feed Bernice, but we’re at a nice restaurant so I make do with standing next to her.

Starting the process, I hold the funnel pot at a tilted angle. (We don’t use the term feed bag; that’s for horses!) The alfredo begins a mudslide down the pot wall, then hits the funnel and begins to drip out a few at a time. Bernice waits patiently, mouth open wider than most any other human on the planet can be. (We’ve applied to the Guinness Book: they say it’s not a category they recognize.) She looks like Pac-Man, like a cartoon of someone with a mouth so open it would require a broken jaw.

A gleek of saliva from her glands squirts out, then two more. The first noodles hit her mouth, and she slams her jaws closed on them like a bear trap. The sound, I’m a bit chagrined to say, is halfway between gutting a fish and breaking wind. I pour some more down her mouth, and she eagerly swallows it. At home we call it “feeding the baby bird.” This way food doesn’t lodge in any of the carved-out cavities that line her throat. She can do it by herself, of course, but due to some binocular troubles she can’t aim well enough to hit her mouth too often. I don’t mind doing this, though, if it gives her some dignity.

Still, sometimes a hank of food will make its way into her sinus cavity, which I can see from this upward angle. Bernice snorts once, twice, then spits out the chunk of food as best she can into her hand. It’s yellowish-green now, from the protective layers that coat the sinus. She pops it back into her mouth two seconds later: five-second rule!

We’re halfway through the alfredo when someone across the room vomits. Darn it! This always happens. And, of course, once one person vomits that makes a second person vomit, and then a third. And then Bernice feels bad so she gets up to go over and apologize. But she’s got a sensitive stomach, and when she sees people getting sick, she’s got the same gag reflex as everyone else. And up comes the alfredo, right onto the floor. And, since she leaned over rather fast to upchuck, her dress hiked itself up over her back, exposing her bottom.

Bernice’s bottom is not her best feature. She’s a large woman, and large people have certain hygiene issues that people blessed with speedy metabolisms don’t have. She just can’t reach back there, people! Don’t expect every last bit of everything to be scrubbed clean! Plus, she had an asymmetrical cyst that the doctors said was benign but still weighed twenty-three pounds and hung off a delicate part of her. (This also made it impossible for her to wear regular, or any, undergarments.) She turned around to retrieve her dress, and had to turn around two or three times to catch it with her right flipper.
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