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What is a Strebor Quickiez? Years ago, I decided that I wanted to create a series of short, erotic books that would be designed to be read in the span of one day. Thus, the Strebor Quickiez collection was born. Whether a reader takes in the excitement on the way to and from work on public transportation, or during their lunch break and before bedtime, they can get a “quick fix” in the form of a stimulating read.




Designed to be published in collections of three to six titles per season, Strebor Quickiez will be enticing to those who steer away from larger novels and those who do not have the time to commit to spend a longer span of time to take in a good read. The first set includes The Raw Essentials of Human Sexuality, One Taste and Head Bangers: An APF Sexcapade; the follow-up to my wilder successful novel The Sisters of APF: The Indoctrination of Soror Ride Dick. Rounding out the collection is a trilogy featuring three women who receive separate invitations to make their respective sexual fantasies come true: Obsessed, Auctioned and Disciplined.




It is my hope and desire that booksellers embrace Strebor Quickiez and promote them to their consumer base. I am convinced that these books can do a heavy volume in sales and, as always, I appreciate the support shown to all of my efforts throughout the eight years.










Blessings,


[image: image]






















ALSO BY D.V. BERNARD




How to Kill Your Boyfriend (In Ten Easy Steps)




Intimate Relations with Strangers




God in the Image of Woman




The Last Dream Before Dawn




























[image: image]
Strebor Books
 P.O. Box 6505
 Largo, MD 20792
http://www.streborbooks.com




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




© 2009 by D. V. Bernard




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means whatsoever. For information address Strebor Books, P.O. Box 6505, Largo, MD 20792.




ISBN-13: 978-1-4391-5659-9
ISBN-10: 1-4391-5659-X
 LCCN 2008939022




Visit us on the World Wide Web: 
http://www.SimonSays.com












CONTENTS




BEGIN READING






ABOUT THE AUTHOR

















 










When they were finished making love, she rolled his exhausted body over, and lay on top of him, staring at him intently. “Will you do it?” she asked him again. “Will you kill my husband?”




Morton was spent from their lovemaking—ready to doze until he could find a likely moment to sneak out of the motel—but when she asked her question, he fixed his eyes on her. Her body, which had only moments ago given him pleasure, now seemed burdensome as she lay on top of him. Her face was only centimeters from his, and he could feel her breath on his perspiration-drenched skin. He had a sudden impulse to push her off—to escape from her and everything she had proposed fifteen minutes ago, before they started making love….




When she first made the proposition, he had allowed his mind to believe it was all a joke: some sick new form of foreplay, perhaps. In a strange way, maybe the proposition had even turned him on while they were in the moment. She had whispered terrible things into his ears: the ease with which he could break the husband’s “pencil neck;” the ease with which he could dump the body out in the middle of nowhere, so that it would never be found. In the midst of their sex, the words and scenarios had been a forbidden aphrodisiac; but now that the sex was over, all the terrible fantasies died away, and he saw only the horror of it.






They were lying in the darkness—he looked at her face via the dim light filtering through the motel’s curtained windows. Outside the motel, he heard trucks rumbling past on the interstate highway. They were about forty minutes outside of Atlanta, Georgia at a motel where people came to fuck without pretenses. The rooms were rented by the hour; most of the couples arrived in separate cars; and as Morton listened in the silence, he heard them rattling beds in their furtive search for pleasure. The entire thing suddenly seemed sordid to him; and as he lay there, staring up at the wife, he realized he did not like the expression in her eyes. She was beautiful beyond words, but her eyes were like an abyss, ready to devour him. That same look had been in her eyes when she hired him a month ago to spy on her husband. For a while, Morton had allowed himself to believe that look was lust, but he saw now that she was only using him. He was a tool to her: a disposable means to an end. Even their sex was only a way of baiting him into the abyss. Suddenly repulsed, he pushed her off his body.




“…You’re a cold bitch,” he hissed; he went to get out of the bed, but she held his arm—




“My coldness didn’t keep you from enjoying my body.”




He turned and stared at her, dumbfounded; after a moment, he shook his head. “You think because you spread your legs for me a couple times I’ll be willing to risk twenty-five years to life?” And then, brushing off her hand, “Your stuff wasn’t that good.” He grabbed his pants from off the floor and began to put them on. His thirty-five-year-old body still reflected the twelve years he had spent in the Marines. The wife, who was twelve years his junior, stared up at him from the bed, her smooth features seeming almost angelic in the darkness. Morton tried not to look at her—as if her beauty would somehow tempt him back into the bed. He moved quickly, in order to be free of her. Once his pants were on, he realized he had not put on his underwear. They were probably entwined in the sheets, and he did not want to dally or turn on the light to search for them. He just wanted to get out of there—




“I can offer you money,” the wife ventured from the bed. He had been buttoning up his shirt. He turned to face her again. His voice was low and dangerous:




“What didn’t you understand about what I just said? I don’t want anything to do with this.”




“Are you afraid of my husband?” she taunted him. “You see how old and frail he is: you could easily—”




“Stop it!…I told you we’re not having this conversation!” He was breathing heavily, while she lay there calmly, and it annoyed him: seemed like a mark of weakness on his part. He sighed. “I don’t care what you do to your husband,” he said at last, “—just leave me out of it.” Then, as the entire scenario registered in his mind again: “Goddamn, how stupid can you really be? In all the mystery and detective stories you’ve seen, did you ever see the young, gold-digging wife get away with it?”




“That’s where you come in.”




He chuckled mordantly. “You mean while I’m rotting in jail, you’ll be sunning yourself on your yacht?”




“No—”




He cut her off before she could explain. “I told you before: I’m not talking about this with you.” Looking down, he saw he had buttoned his shirt up wrong. He cursed and started unbuttoning. “…Do what the hell you want,” he told her again, “but leave me out of it.”




“…Okay,” she said after a pause. “Will you at least finish your assignment?”




“You mean spying on your old man? I’ve followed him on three business trips already. He’s not cheating on you. He doesn’t even rent pornos in the hotel! You’re wasting your time and money.”




“It’s my time and money to waste,” the wife responded.




He went to point out it was the husband’s money she was wasting; the cruel irony that she was sleeping with the man she had hired to investigate her husband’s infidelity was not lost on him. However, at her statement, he merely groaned noncommittally.




“Will you finish the assignment?” she asked again. “—I’ll double your fee.”




Once again, he stopped and stared at her. The surreal glow from the fluorescent light outside the motel window was cutting across her face. He again saw she was an extraordinarily beautiful woman. Her skin was like creamy chocolate—so soft and fragrant he sometimes worried he would bruise her during their lovemaking: ruin her perfection. She was the kind of woman men had sacrificed themselves for over the centuries. Indeed, she was the kind of woman a man was happy to just be seen with; but once again seeing the ugly expression in her eyes, Morton shook his head.




He had almost allowed himself to be trapped by her; but he was free now, able to see things clearly after weeks of blindness. In fact, he suddenly felt sorry for her husband. In every way, her husband, Templeton Ferguson IV, had the type of life people were supposed to envy. The old white man had a fortune in the hundreds of millions: his home and possessions were extravagant; his wife was young and stunning. A side of Morton had liked making love to the wife solely because she was Ferguson’s wife. The thought of taking something from such a powerful man had turned him on. Also, like most men, Morton had believed his penis had miraculous powers when it came to women. He had allowed himself to believe it was the good dick he had hanging between his legs that had made the wife choose him over a Harvard-educated multimillionaire. He had allowed himself to believe his good dick had compelled the wife to risk her life of wealth and comfort…but he knew now the wife’s sex had only been bait for the trap. For a while, he had taken the bait, and swallowed it whole, but he was free now, immune to her spell.




The wife was still lying on the bed, looking up at him intently. Despite everything he had said to her, there was a calm, confident expression on her face; and as he watched her closely, he realized she still believed she could talk him into killing the husband. It was written plainly on her face. Just as he had believed his dick could make her do something impossibly stupid, she believed her pussy could make him throw his life away. He smiled. Now that he had seen her clearly, he felt calm and confident—and vengeful. Both she and her husband had wronged him: the wife had used him; the husband’s wealth and power mocked his manhood somehow, making him feel like a petty fool. Remembering the wife’s proposal to double his fee, Morton realized that taking more of their money would prove his superiority over them; indeed, if he played his cards right, he knew he could continue screwing the wife indefinitely. All he had to do was string her along: bait her like she had baited him. Seeing how easy it would be, his smile widened. In fact, his smile was so peculiar that the wife looked at him confusedly; to cover himself, Morton blurted out:




“On second thought, I guess I can finish the assignment.” He was still smiling.




The wife, too, began to smile, because she allowed herself to believe it would only be a matter of time before she wore down his defenses. “Good,” she said at last. And then, throwing off the sheet seductively: “The night is still young. You may as well come back over here and keep me company.”




Morton’s eyes caressed every delicious curve of her body. He reminded himself to resist her spell, but his dick was stirring in his pants, so he smiled and walked back over to the bed.




 




One day after the wife’s motel room proposal, Morton was in Orlando, Florida at the hotel where the husband would be staying. For Morton, this was already the most profitable assignment he had ever had. So far, he had collected over $7,000 from the wife. He worked freelance through an agency, which took in all the cases and then doled out assignments to their member detectives. He had seen their ad in the paper the day he got out of the Marines. After a six-week course, he had started his career as a private detective. Most of his clients had been jealous or distrustful spouses who wanted their mates followed. So, when he first met Mrs. Ferguson a month ago, everything had seemed routine. When she started coming on to him, he had thought he hit the jackpot. Even after last night’s realizations, he felt as though he were one of the luckiest men on earth. He knew he could keep this going for at least another month, by which time he should have gotten another $15,000 from the wife. This was perfect.




He had caught a morning flight to Orlando, so he could be at the hotel when Mr. Ferguson arrived. He had already checked into the hotel and hired a rental car, which was waiting in the hotel parking lot. He was at the hotel bar now. There was a long mirror behind the bar, which meant he had a good view of the lobby and entrance without actually having to turn around. He looked at his reflection, and was pleased. With the money he had gotten from the wife, he was able to dress much better nowadays. He actually looked dapper in his new designer suit. He had a smooth, light-brown complexion, and what African Americans had come to call “good hair.” Growing up in New York City, everyone had assumed he was a Puerto Rican. He had never met his father, and as his mother was dark-skinned with short, coarse hair, he assumed he had gotten his traits from his father. His mother had always been vague about his father. The few times she had talked about him, there had been something inscrutable in her eyes: either love or terror. He had assumed the combination was either the result of abuse or unrequited love or any of the other clichés that produced single, unwed mothers in the black community. At the same time, as none of his childhood friends had had fathers either, he had never gotten into the habit of expecting a father to be around.




The bartender returned with his drink: whiskey “neat.” One of the things he had always loved about drinking was ordering his drink. There was something sexy about getting a bartender’s attention and saying, in a suave voice, “Whiskey, neat.” It was like James Bond’s “Shaken, not stirred.” He smiled.




The bartender was an old white man with a muzzle. “Y’all want anything else?” he asked with a thick Southern accent. Despite Morton’s good mood, his smile faded away. He had been living in Georgia for two years now, nevertheless, he still had to concentrate when he heard the thickest Southern drawls. Even when he understood them, he was always left with an anxious feeling: an infusion of panic and dread. More likely than not, it had something to do with all the childhood horror stories his mother used to tell him about the South. She had been a superstitious woman; around their house, she had kept various pouches and smelly concoctions to ward off evil spirits and hexes. In spite of the fact that she and her family had moved to New York City during the 1970s, when she was a teenager, she had talked as if she, herself, had been a runaway slave; all her childhood stories had seemed like things from slavery days. The villains had always been slave masters; invariably, the victims had been enslaved—either by the brutal wills of others, or dark magic.




One night, around his sixteenth birthday, he had heard her screaming out in her room. At first, he had thought a robber or rapist had climbed up the fire escape and into her window. He had run into the room with a baseball bat; but by then, his mother had not been screaming anymore. On her face, there had been a terrified scowl—as if she had seen the face of the devil. When he went to shake her and ask her what was wrong, he had seen she was dead. Later, the doctors had said it was a massive heart attack: her heart had literally exploded in her chest.




He had moved in with some relatives, who had been just as superstitious as his mother, but he had sworn he would turn his back on potions and backwardness—and all his mother’s insane warnings. Indeed, after high school, when he joined the Marines and was stationed in Georgia, he had seen it as a test of his manhood: a chance to finally shake off all his childish superstitions. Through the Military, he had been stationed all over the world; but when he was discharged from the Marines two years ago, something about the South had called to him. He had never given it much thought. Maybe a side of him had wanted to know his roots. Maybe it had been that he had no particular place to go. Either way, even after two years of working down here as a private detective, a thick Southern drawl still made his skin crawl.




The bartender was still waiting to see if he wanted anything else. “No thanks,” Morton replied. After the man left, Morton sighed. His mother was still inside of him—like a genetic predisposition to a disease. He took a sip of his drink, and liked the burning sensation in his throat. In truth, he really did not want to think about his mother right now. He wanted to turn his thoughts to happy things. He remembered the $7,000 of the wife’s money he had in the bank. After he was through trailing Ferguson on this business trip, he would have another $10,000 in the bank. Ferguson was always going on business trips, which meant Morton would have guaranteed income for the foreseeable future. His smile returned, and he took another sip of his neat whiskey.




Feeling invigorated, he swiveled on his bar stool and watched the lobby. Most of the people in the hotel seemed to be there to visit Disney World. In the lobby, there were at least a dozen families with those ridiculous Mickey-ear hats. They seemed like some strange cult; the Mickey hats were like demented yarmulkes. Hordes of Disney-hyped kids were rampaging through the hotel lobby like wild dogs; parents were either screaming for them to calm down or slouched on the hotel lobby’s couches, worn out. At times like these, Morton was happy he was child-less.




As he was about to take another sip of his drink, the husband came through the door and began to make his way to the reception desk. The old man walked with a stoop; everything about him seemed to droop. His suit, which had perhaps fit him perfectly thirty years ago, was now three sizes too big for his shrunken body. With the heat outside, the man’s wrinkled skin seemed to be oozing off his bones—like plastic placed too close to a flame. His thinning hair was matted to his scalp by his sweat, causing his gigantic ears to stick out prominently. The man shuffled up to the desk as if the balls of his feet were in agony. A colorfully attired bellhop followed him, pulling his two bags on a cart. The bellhop, a pimple-faced teenager, was taking pains to go slowly and match the man’s miserly pace. There was something farcical about it, and Morton was waiting for the bellhop to lose patience and run the old man over with the cart.




When the old man finally reached the front desk, Morton sat up straighter and smiled: he liked it when his plans worked out. Now, he could just sit back and observe—even though he did not really expect there to be anything worth observing. Templeton Ferguson IV was as boring as they came: a workaholic millionaire, obsessed with aggrandizing his immense wealth. Remembering that he was being paid from the old man’s money again enlivened Morton’s spirits. He was about to smile again when he looked up and saw a young, beautiful businesswoman was about to walk past him. She was in a red suit, but the length of the skirt seemed more appropriate for a go-go bar than the boardroom. Morton’s eyes traveled slowly up her long, shapely legs. She tossed her hair over her shoulders as she walked, and Morton bit his lower lip, moaning, “umm, ummm, ummmmm!” as if eating something delicious.




At the sound, the woman looked in his direction. At first, she only looked at him curiously; for a moment, he thought that she would give him a flirtatious smile, but then, all of a sudden, she began to scream!




Morton jumped, causing the whiskey to spill all over him. The woman seemed so terrified that, for a moment, he believed she had to be screaming at someone or something else. He glanced over his shoulder, but there was nothing there. When he looked at her again, she was backing away from him, terrified, almost toppling over a chair. Everyone was looking in their direction now. Instinctively, Morton glanced at Ferguson: the old man was looking directly at him! The woman was still screaming; she tried to take off running, but only tripped on a chair leg and crashed face-first into one of the glass coffee tables. The thing shattered, and the woman lay there as if dead. Morton had not moved in all that time. He forced himself to not look in Ferguson’s direction again, but he had no idea what he should do. People were going to the woman now, and trying to tend to her: he could not just sit there looking indifferent and out of place. He got up and tried to blend into the crowd. The way the businesswoman was splayed on the ground, Morton could see her panties. They were pink, lacy thongs. He looked away guiltily. Hotel security was rushing up now, telling everyone to stand back. That helped Morton to blend in. However, without being asked, one of the Disney World moms pointed Morton out to hotel security:




“She started screaming at him,” the woman explained, gesturing to Morton as her toddlers clutched at her shorts.




“Yeah,” someone else added. In fact, dozens of people were staring at him now, whispering to one another—




The businesswoman groaned from the ground; everyone looked down at her, and then back at Morton.




“I didn’t do anything to her!” he said inanely. “I was sitting there minding my business!” Sweat was beginning to bead on his brow. He felt like a bad criminal. A side of him wanted to make a run for it—just like a bad criminal. “I ain’t do nothing!” he said again.




Another of the security officers came up to tell everyone the ambulance was on its way. The other officers again tried to get everyone to move on; one of the officers came up to Morton:




“Are you staying in the hotel?”




“Sure—I checked in this morning.”




“You have your room key?”




Morton got it out of his pocket, and the security officer noted the number. Morton felt sick. One of the tourists was trying to take a picture of the unconscious woman, but the security officer stepped up to stop him. While the officer told the man to put away the camera, Morton moved on.




He felt slightly lightheaded. Looking around, it occurred to him he had lost sight of the husband. To hell with it! he thought to himself. He needed another drink. Looking down, he noticed his clothes were damp from the spilled whiskey. Yet, somehow, he could not bring himself to care. He had to get another drink first. He returned to the bar and ordered vodka. After the bartender put down the drink in front of him, he reached into his pocket and took out a cigarette. He noticed his fingers were shaking, and this disturbed him. He was feeling his pockets for his book of matches when a hand with a lit lighter suddenly appeared in front of his face. The hand was wrinkled, and had huge age spots. He noticed how long and sharp the fingernails were—like claws. The hand had an unidentifiable scent that disturbed him. When Morton looked up, he saw Ferguson smiling at him!…It took all his willpower not to jump. Instead, he inclined his head a little, to light the end of his cigarette.




“Thanks,” he said at last, with the cigarette hanging out of the side of his mouth. His lips were trembling.




The old man sat down on the bar stool beside him; Morton’s mind was working frantically, but there was nothing to do but sit there.




“…You smell just like her,” Ferguson started. He, too, had a thick Southern accent.




Morton tried not to think about it. In fact, his mind was not thinking much of anything. The only thing he could do was stare at the old man. On the other hand, Ferguson was at ease. He smiled, and took a cigar from a case in his jacket pocket. First, he sniffed it lovingly, then he lit it. There was something almost ritualistic about the entire thing: something dark and paganish—




The man took his first hearty puff of the cigar, squeezing the thing tenderly between his claw-like fingers; Morton stared at the fingers again, cringing, but that brought him back to his senses. He remembered what the man had said; he spoke up breathlessly, as if he had been holding his breath all that time:




“I smell like who?”




“…Like my wife,” the man said with an inscrutable expression. When the words registered in Morton’s mind, he felt a sudden chill come over him. He felt the panic of a criminal who realized he had been cornered. The old man’s eyes were probing—devastating. However, that was when the husband added, “Your girlfriend must use the same perfume as my wife.”




Morton stared at him for a few seconds before he allowed himself to be relieved. “…Does she smell like whiskey?” he tried to joke.




“No,” the man said with a chuckle, “but I can smell her perfume—even under all that spilled whiskey.”




Morton took a long drag of the cigarette then, because he had nothing to say and he needed to think. The cigarette tasted horrible, and his face soured.




The husband was still looking at him closely: as if cataloguing every minute detail of his actions. Morton took another deep drag of the cigarette: it tasted so bad he felt nauseous afterward. Seeing Morton’s facial expression, Ferguson got another one of his cigars from his pocket and offered it to Morton. “After what just happened,” the old man began, “you look as though you can use a good cigar.”




“Yeah, thanks,” Morton said as he took it, but he only ended up putting the cigar in his whiskey-soaked shirt pocket. As the husband puffed his cigar, Morton found himself staring at the man’s fingernails once more—




“What do you think set her off like that?” Ferguson drawled.




“What?” Morton said to buy time.




“The woman who screamed at you: what do you think happened?” As he said it, he turned back to the scene. Hotel security had cordoned off the area, but the woman was still lying prone on the ground, like a corpse; people were still congregating on the fringes, trying to get a look. The sight of the woman brought a shudder to Morton, so he turned back to the bar, and took another long drag of his cigarette. He forced himself not to look up at the mirror behind the bar, which gave a perfect view of the woman’s body. He felt lightheaded and sick. “—I always wonder about things like that,” the husband continued abruptly, startling Morton. “One moment you’re going about your life, thinking you’re on top of the world—that you’re the master of everything—and then, before you know what’s happening to you, you’re fucked.” He smiled weakly here: not an inviting smile, but an ominous one.




“Maybe she got too much sun,” Morton attempted to joke again. At this, the old man smiled more broadly, causing his wrinkly face to crease in many improbable and unsavory ways. Morton looked away, and took another drag of his cigarette.




“…I’ve always hated this goddamn state,” Ferguson went on. “My family used to own land down here—in the middle of the swamp. My grandpappy tried to drain it and grow crops on it, but nothing would grow on it but weeds…. And the draining did not take: within a few years, it was flooded again. That near drove him to bankruptcy…. When slavery ended, my grandpappy was ruined. He killed himself on that land: went out into the swamp and slit his own throat. Some say he made a deal with the devil to get back his property.”




Morton stared at him, disturbed. He remembered his mother’s stories—




“My pappy sold that land as soon as my grandpappy died,” Ferguson continued. “…But I guess Pappy still loved this state, since he used to bring me down here as a kid—for summer vacations. One summer, we were driving down some shit-hole road in the middle of nowhere when we came upon a carnival show. It was a tourist trap in the middle of the swamp. Me and my pappy got out and paid our two bits to see the show. It was an alligator wrestler: a huge man about your age, dressed in a bearskin suit, so that he’d look like some kind of savage. There was a carnival barker there, telling everyone how the bearskin guy had been raised by a lost tribe of Seminoles, and how he had mystical powers over all beasts. He went on and on with this hokum. Of course, it was all a show for the tourist. Even I was loving it. I must have been about eleven at the time—the age when you fall in love with all kinds of sordid, melodramatic shit…. They had this pen with a huge alligator in it. The bearskin guy jumped over the railing then, and into the pen. The alligator snapped at him, causing everyone to gasp. Little kids grabbed their mother’s skirts; mothers turned their eyes away and grabbed their husband’s arms. Of course, the wrestler jumped out of the way effortlessly—the way he had thousands of times before. The carnival barker was talking excitedly, but he did not even have to look to narrate what was going on. They had done this show thousands of times. With a lightning quick movement, the bearskin guy was behind the alligator. Soon, he had the alligator’s neck wrenched back and the mouth closed. The once mighty beast seemed suddenly broken and weak. In fact, the bearskin guy was able to keep the alligator’s mouth closed with his chin. The crowd applauded. Mothers who had before hidden their faces now looked on in awe and relief. And then, in another mighty movement, the bearskin guy pried the alligator’s mouth open and held his head between the jaws. People again gasped and clutched one another. The bearskin guy had done it thousands of times…but then, in the blink of an eye, something went wrong. He seemed to lose his balance on the mud…. The insides of alligator mouths are like spring-loaded pressure sensors. As soon as something touches them, they clamp down. The bearskin guy lost his balance and the next thing you know, his neck was inside the alligator’s mouth. The creature clamped down and started its death twirl…. That’s how alligators rip meat from their victims. They clamp on, and then twirl their bodies, so that the meat is ripped off. The bearskin guy’s body looked like a rag doll being tossed around. For the first few seconds, nobody could utter a sound…. And then the guy’s head rolled off. It rolled up to me as I stood just beyond the pen’s railing. When I looked down at the head, its eyes blinked—some reflex brain action perhaps. That’s when everyone started to scream.”




The old man sighed at the end of the story, looking melancholy. “That’s what I think about every time I visit this goddamn state: how people think they’re in control of a situation, but are only waiting around to be fucked.”




Morton knew that he should say something, but the only thing he could think to do was look away from the man’s probing eyes. Something about the old man’s story had touched him, and he felt somehow tainted. He instinctively looked away, searching for a way to escape. The woman was still on the ground; people were still congregating on the fringes to get a look at her—even though hotel security had told them to disperse. During the old man’s story, Morton had forgotten all about the woman, but seeing her on the ground again only set off new anxieties. The woman was still unconscious, lying prone. When Morton looked back at Ferguson, the same intent, disturbing expression was on the old man’s face. The man’s eyes were not old man’s eyes: they were bright and sharp. Morton felt doomed somehow—




“Are you here on business or pleasure?” the husband drawled before puffing on his cigar.




Morton again noticed the man’s nails: how long and sharp they were. It was another off-putting fact. Morton had never been this close to him before. The man had a dry, musky odor—like something long dead that had just been dug up. Morton winced at the thought, and then pretended to cough to cover up the wince. The husband stood up and patted his back. The sensation was like a cold, damp tongue, even though the man’s skin did not actually touch him—




Morton had to get away! The next thing he knew, he was thanking the man for the cigar and bidding a hasty retreat. It was the absolute wrong thing to do, but he was through with this game—with this case. He was panting. The cigarette in his mouth tasted rancid, so he spit it out, onto the lobby floor. One of the Disney World moms saw this and frowned, but he was fleeing—escaping before it was too late. In his haste, he pushed past some of the people who had gathered on the periphery. The prospect of fresh air compelled him to go outside. He needed to be revived—cleansed. He found himself shuffling along, like the old man had shuffled. For an instant, he allowed himself to wonder if Ferguson had known him—if the man’s questions had all been part of an elaborate ruse to entrap him. However, the thought opened up nightmare possibilities, so he rushed ahead as if fleeing from his own thoughts. He did not need this at all! He wanted to get back home—leave this godforsaken place and this assignment behind him. He would call the wife after he felt sane and calm again, and tell her it was over: that he was through with this case…. Yet, as he headed outside, even these thoughts failed to soothe him. He felt marked somehow—as if no matter where he hid, he would always be within reach of a man who smelled of newly uncovered death….




When he exited the hotel, the heat was stifling. He stood there wheezing for a while. The hotel overlooked a busy highway; in the distance, there were the skyscrapers of the city center. Morton needed to see something organic and real—something that was not manmade and corrupt. His mind went to his mother. For once, he felt her apprehensions about the South. Ferguson’s story had opened his soul to the terror that had always been beneath the surface of his mother’s stories. In his mind, Ferguson was suddenly like an old-time slave master. Morton could see him on a plantation in the old days, sitting on his porch, orchestrating the systematic dehumanization of Morton’s kin. The image was so vivid that Morton felt his guts tighten—




Something in the sky caught his attention. When he looked into the heavens, he saw what at first seemed like a floating shadow. He stared at it, mesmerized, as it got closer and closer. For five or six seconds he stood transfixed, holding his breath. Eventually, he saw the shadow’s movements were birdlike—but it was huge: the size of a truck! He blinked a few times, hoping the thing in the sky was only an optical illusion; but the closer it got, the more definite it seemed. Also, something was wrong with the world: even though it was the middle of the morning, everything suddenly seemed dark. Where there had before been the sound of rushing traffic, there was now only stillness; he glanced around, realizing there were no people around him—no Disney World toddlers and their moms; no hotel personnel…




He heard a beating noise: the sound of two immense wings flapping in the wind. His eyes bulged as he stared up at the thing in the sky…. The shadow bird. He remembered the story his mother used to tell him, about the demon the slave master sent out to punish and reclaim his escaped slaves. Morton could not move; he doubted he was breathing anymore. Even as the creature drew closer, its body seemed to remain as a shadow—as immense darkness. And then, Morton saw the creature’s face. He made out its eyes: two fire-like slits against the darkness. By that time, the creature was upon him. When its huge mouth opened, revealing the infinite darkness within, Morton screamed. He tried to run for his life—to flee—but by then it was too late. In one bite, the creature engulfed him; and then, he found himself careening through the infinite darkness. There was no pain, but he felt the darkness digesting him—breaking him down. He tried to scream and break free, but it was too late.




 




…One second, two seconds, three seconds. That was how long he seemed to be in the darkness before hundreds of stark, terrifying images began to flash before him. He saw slave shacks and whippings and four hundred years of unspeakable brutality. Most of the images flashed in his mind too quickly for him to analyze them individually, but the collective horror of all the images stayed with him. As he was drawing near his limits, the last image appeared. It lingered a little longer than the others—maybe an entire second. It was a rose bush, bursting with the biggest white blossoms he had ever seen. Yet, the image terrified him, as if he had seen the face of the devil—




Miraculously, the darkness let go of him; instantaneously, he opened his eyes and screamed…. But when he looked around, what he saw made no sense. He was inside now—in a hotel room that was not his own. It was more posh. He was lying on a king-sized bed. When he looked down, he saw that he was naked. That was when the door to the adjoining room opened, and Ferguson emerged from the suite’s dining room. “I was wondering when you were going to wake up,” the man said with an expression Morton could not read.
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