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Prologue
Fred the Unkillable
“MOMMY!!”
Maggie Miller tore down the hallway. There were angry voices and pouty voices and upset voices, but she knew her six-year-old daughter, Lucy, well enough to recognize a “horrified” voice when she heard it.
She came into her little girl’s room expecting to see a monstrous spider or something far, far worse. That was why it was such a surprise when she stopped at the doorway and all she saw was her daughter sitting on her bed holding a fishbowl in her lap, crying. Maggie looked at the fishbowl. The beautiful, purple and red tropical fish inside it was belly up.
“Oh, honey…” Maggie said coming into the room.
“Fred’s not moving,” Lucy whimpered.
Maggie sat down on the bed beside her daughter, put her arms around her shoulders and gave them a little squeeze. Then she laid her head on top of her daughter’s. Maggie stroked her little girl’s sandy hair while she sobbed, but she didn’t say anything. Sometimes these things just needed to be cried out. After a long while, it was Lucy who started speaking.
“It’s not fair,” Lucy suddenly said, angry, “I didn’t over feed him or let him get too hot or too cold or anything! I did everything right!”
Maggie just sighed through her nose. This was going to be a hard one.
“Honey…” Maggie paused, “Honey, fish don’t live forever.”
Lucy began sobbing again. Maggie stroked her arm. Maggie hated this part of being a parent. She loved her daughter very much, but it was so hard being the grown-up, having to be tough all the time. So she just held her daughter and tried to punctuate the tears with the best parental advice she could muster. She never knew if this did any good or not. She wasn’t even certain if she believed it herself. So much of what people said about death was so trite as to be meaningless, but she just felt as if she had to say something, so she soldiered on.
She started with, “Fred lived a good, long life for a fish, and it was just his time.”
The sobbing petered out to some light whimpering. Maggie rubbed her girl’s back and decided to go on, “The best we can do is to remember the good times.”
A few more snuffles. Lucy was nearly cried out now. Just a few more minutes and it would be over.
“Bad things happen. We just have to be strong and move on.”
After a few minutes more, Lucy had almost stopped crying completely and was just sniffing back tears and a runny nose now. Maggie hugged her daughter again, gave her an extra squeeze and then leaned back and looked into her daughter’s eyes. They were big and green and moist, but they weren’t tearing anymore. She was almost there. She decided to say one last thing to try to comfort her, “Sometimes these things happen and they just don’t make any sense and we just have to accept that.”
Lucy looked back at her mom with wide eyes and spoke, “Like dad?”
Maggie took in a breath but it never came back out. Her eyes darted nervously around the room at first and then between the fishbowl and her daughter’s equally glassy eyes. She remembered now the circumstances of when and why they had bought the fish. Her husband was dead. Her daughter was sad. She wanted a pet, but Maggie had insisted on a simple pet, a safe pet. Something she wouldn’t have to worry about Lucy ever touching. It was in the months, no…weeks! after her husband had taken his…after her husband had passed away. How long ago was it? A little over two years now? Two years and three months, but how many days? She didn’t know exactly. Not without counting it up in her head. How could she not know?! She had thought about his death every minute of every hour of every day the first year, but this year, the next year, it had gotten easier. Had she thought of him today? Yesterday? This week?! She didn’t know when she had thought about him last. It was a week at least. She felt guilty, ashamed, alone and hurt, and it all suddenly dawned on her. Here she was parroting back all the trite things her friends and coworkers at the library had said to her back then. No wonder her daughter was so upset. It wasn’t just the fish, it was her dad dying all over again, and here she was telling her it didn’t matter, suck it up, move on, grow up, get over it.
Maggie’s heart was suddenly in her throat. Her face went stiff and hot. She tried to turn away but couldn’t. A sob erupted from her mouth. It was more of a gulp of air really. She tried to hold the next one back but couldn’t. She slapped her hands over her mouth, but it didn’t matter. The sobs just kept coming. Soon the crying was racking her whole body with great heaving sobs.
“Mommy!” Lucy buried her head into her mother’s chest and threw her arms around her mom to try to comfort her, but with both arms around her mother’s middle, she didn’t have a hand free to hold onto the fishbowl. It slipped off her lap.
“L-Lucy!” Maggie yelled through sobs.
The fishbowl crashed to the hard oak floor, shattering into dozens of sharp pieces, sending glass and water and colorful gravel everywhere.
“Mom!” Lucy cried.
“It’s ok, honey, it’s ok,” Maggie reassured her daughter, “We’ll just clean it up.” Maggie was instantly glad the fishbowl had shattered. Somehow the shock of the breaking glass had brought her back around. There was something to do now, something to clean up and something to distract both of them. Maggie pulled herself together and the two of them got down on their knees and started picking up the pieces.
Not a minute into the cleanup, Lucy yelled out.
“Ouch!”
Maggie looked up. Her daughter was looking at her finger while a single trail of scarlet dripped from the fingertip. “Just great,” Maggie thought. Lucy had cut her finger on the glass. Already Lucy’s lip was trembling and in a moment the whole thing would start up again. Maggie couldn’t be certain she wasn’t about to start up again herself. Just when the waterworks were about to get going, Lucy looked down to the ground, stunned. The lip stopped trembling.
“Mom, look!”
Maggie looked down. Fred was twitching. A few seconds on, and the fish was practically flopping around in a small puddle of water caught in one of the larger fragments of the fishbowl. A drop of Lucy’s blood was slowly dissipating in the tiny puddle too. In an instant, her daughter went from despair to elation.
“MOM!! FRED’S ALIVE!!”
But Maggie went from distress to near abject horror. She went rigid.
“Don’t touch it, Lucy.”
Lucy just looked at her in disbelief. “But, MOM, we have to save him!”
“DON’T TOUCH IT!!” Maggie screamed.
Lucy looked back at her mom, scared. Why was she so angry?
“But, mom…” Lucy went on.
“Um…ok, honey, hold still. Don’t move! I don’t want you to get cut again.” Maggie had to shake herself to bring herself back to the moment. What to do?!
“But, MOM!!”
“HOLD ON, LUCY!! I’ll be right back!!”
Maggie got up and ran to the kitchen. She found a large Mason jar, filled it with water and ran back to the room. She paused, looking disbelieving at the flopping fish.
“Mom!” Lucy implored.
“Right,” Maggie set about her task. She scooped up the fish and plopped it into the Mason jar. Fred swam around the smaller confines of the jar contentedly. Lucy began jumping up and down holding out both hands for her chance to hold her fish once again. Maggie reluctantly handed over the Mason jar.
Lucy was beside herself with relief.
“I can’t believe it!! FRED’S OK!!” She gazed into the Mason jar with wonder. Maggie stared too. Lucy hugged her mother around her middle, but Maggie Miller didn’t hug her daughter back. Instead she just stood there, hand on mouth, staring at the fish. After a while, Maggie gingerly pried the jar and miraculous fish from her daughter’s hands.
“What?” Lucy protested.
“Honey, Fred’s ok, and I still need to clean up all this glass. Ok? Now just go out into the kitchen and bring me the dustpan, broom and some rags. Ok?”
“But…”
“Honey, please don’t argue.”
Lucy reluctantly went. After she came back with the cleaning supplies, Maggie sent her to the front room to wait. Lucy didn’t want to go, but Maggie insisted because Lucy didn’t have shoes on, and there was still a lot of glass. Lucy didn’t want to be parted from the resurrected pet so soon, but she was so happy to have Fred back, she didn’t complain too much.
Maggie swept up the gravel and glass and mopped up all the water, but she never took her eyes off of Fred swimming in the jar on Lucy’s dresser. When she was all done, Maggie went over to the fish, narrowed her eyes at it and tapped on the glass once or twice. It looked just like a normal fish.
Maggie leaned back and put her hands in her back pockets.
“Well, at least we’ll save on fish food,” she muttered to herself before leaving and shutting the bedroom door, “Thank goodness you weren’t a kitten!”
From that point on, Lucy and the fish were inseparable. In the years to come, the fish survived many more accidental hardships, including a couple more dropped fish bowls, being accidentally placed under a heat lamp and even an unexpected freeze when left outside. It didn’t help that Lucy insisted on taking the fish everywhere: show and tell, vacation, camp. It had survived so many mishaps that Lucy began calling it “Fred, the Unkillable.” When she got older, however, and she learned that fish simply don’t live for that long, she began to suspect that her mother was secretly replacing her original fish with identical fish all along. On a couple of occasions, she even found bags from the pet store lying around the house with receipts for new fish in them. Lucy hid the incriminating evidence when she found it and tried not to let on that she knew. Lucy never said anything about it to her mom even when she turned thirteen. She just figured it made her mom happy to keep up the pretense. It must have been a way for her mother to hold on to the innocence of her childhood just a little while longer.
But those receipts were for fish Maggie Miller secretly gave away to neighbors, coworkers and the children of friends. Maggie gave away enough fish over the years people began to think she had an odd fascination for them, but Maggie Miller didn’t care for fish at all. She only needed the bags and the receipts. She left them around the house for her daughter to find every time Fred “miraculously” survived another calamity. The truth was, Fred really was “Fred the Unkillable,” and Maggie was prepared to do anything to keep her daughter from finding out the truth. She just wished her daughter wasn’t so accident-prone. Those fish were expensive.



Chapter One
The “Accident”
Lucy couldn’t move. There was a ringing in her ears and, behind the ringing, faint voices. She could tell her eyes were open, but she couldn’t see. She couldn’t even blink. She felt as if she was floating for a moment and then she felt the weight of her body and the solidness of a long board being slid behind her back. Hands were running all over her gently trying to roll her onto the board. It made her extremely uncomfortable. She tried to fight, tried to tell them to stop, but couldn’t speak. Someone was strapping something thick and soft around her head and neck that muffled the sounds even more. Thoughts, images and voices without any apparent connection drifted through her mind.
Her mother and her laughing while taking a drive to get some late snack at an all-night truck stop. The anticipation of pancakes and chocolate shakes. Mom liked to dip fries in hers. Yuck.
“This one looks stable, help me with this one.”
A boy with a yo-yo in the headlights. A sound of screeching tires, then red and blue flashing lights.
“Blood pressure is dropping fast…”
She could feel the cool night air on her skin now, a dull ache in her joints.
A beautiful woman with long, black hair she’d never seen before, with cold…cold grey eyes.
“I’ve lost the pulse, quick…not that…over here…”
Something else…a dog, no a pig, no a duck…with a butcher knife? A sound like a cat being strangled underwater.
“We’re losing her…”
A man with a silver, beak-like visor instead of a face.
“She looks ok. Take this one to Harrisburg…”
A man with no face at all.
“Careful, together on three and…1…2…3, LIFT!”
Two teenage boys: A pale, handsome, shirtless young man who almost sparkled, with wild, blond hair and a carefree smirk. The other dark, red-haired, with brooding eyes.
“One vehicle accident, northbound, overturned car stuck in a tree…”
A young, olive-skinned boy with cropped hair and strange clothes…wearing eyeliner?
“Two passengers, both white females, one middle age, brown hair, the other 13 or 14, sandy haired…Pennsylvania registration…”
A vast beast or animal with many arms and wings covered under dark drapes and shrouds lurking in a room full of candles. Two candles waver…one goes out, the other burns on…faintly.
“We have the younger one heading to Harrisburg now…”
A blue-grey city full of broken tombs and statues on the edge of a vast swamp surrounded by flames of ice. Monsters of horrible size and configuration gather around the city…children…blind children everywhere…running and screaming. The boy with the yo-yo is there, the woman with dark hair too.
“15, maybe 20 minutes out…”
A foreign, sunny land, a father kneeling over the body of a boy, the boy’s throat slit, the last of his blood spilling, his father’s groans of agony splitting the heavens. He is changing into…something.
“I think she’ll make it, possible mild concussion, possible broken ribs…the other one, however…major internal bleeding…”
A vision of her mother in blue monochrome. She speaks her name, “Lucy,” as if from very far away.
“You still with me, honey?” says another, much closer voice she doesn’t recognize.
Lucy struggled to wake up and called out weakly, “Mother?”
“Your mother is in another ambulance…”
“MOM? Are you there?” she called out again.
“They are going to airlift her to Philadelphia…”
“Mom?!”
“Stay with me honey, it will be alright.”
“MOMMY?!!!”



Chapter Two
Nephys
Nephys shook himself awake. He had slipped away for a moment. It was dangerous to sleep in the land of the dead – not that anyone ever really slept here. Instead, people just tried to lie down and rest in a form of forced meditation. That was the closest anyone ever came to sleep in the underworld, here on the vast grey shoals of Limbo. But you had to keep focused. If you lost concentration for a moment, you could drift out of time or space for a day or even a century. That could be a blessed relief, for a moment, but it was risky. You never knew if you might not come back out of that emptiness. You could wind up a shade, a lost soul, less substantial than candle smoke, more adrift than a dry leaf on the wind, and then you could never come back.
Nephys got off of his bed and slipped his feet into his sandals as he pulled his blue and black robes over his shoulders. He shuffled his feet across the cool stone floors towards a large, stone basin of water on an ebony stand. He splashed his face with the jet-black water and tried to reclaim himself. Was the water cool? warm? It was getting harder to tell anymore. He let the ripples slowly dissipate in the large, shallow bowl and concentrated on the shimmering image inside. Slowly, his face appeared dimly in the black pool. He looked down. How long had he been in Limbo now? One thousand years?…maybe two? All that time and yet he was not much older than when he got here.
Time was different in the underworld. It did exist, but moved slowly and sometimes even felt like it was moving backward. He was a tall, thin boy who looked all of maybe twelve years. He was gaunter and paler than he had been in life, while still retaining some of the natural grace that all of his people possessed. “Had possessed,” he corrected himself. His people were now long since gone, and no one amongst the living spoke his language anymore. His dark hair was shaved closely to his scalp with a single lock on the right side just above the ear. It was the Horus lock meant to protect underage boys from harm. Cutting off the lock was a sign of reaching manhood. Nephys was supposed to have had his lock cut off by his next birthday, but he had never gotten there. Death had fixed him forever in adolescence. It was an old-fashioned custom anyway, even in his time, but his grandmother had insisted on it – not that it had helped much, obviously. There, on his throat, was a long, black gash, the wound that had taken his life.
Though he was but a few feet from his reflection, he could barely see it. He was slowly going blind. He had to squint to see himself. His eyes were lined in heavy make-up made from antimony, black kohl, like everyone in his country wore, well used to wear, but his eyes, which had once been warm and brown, were now grey and clouded. Soon, he would not be able to see himself at all, at least not with his natural eyes. Death had cruelly denied him his manhood, but ironically, like an aging man with cataracts, it slowly clouded his vision. He looked at his wound with failing eyes, and for a moment, it seemed thinner, smaller, fainter somehow, but then as he concentrated, narrowing his eyes further, he could still see the awful, black gash where the last of his blood had left him.
Suddenly, he flipped the basin over, scattering the water everywhere and knocking the ebony stand to the floor. The stone bowl shattered and then, almost instantaneously, reformed seamlessly. Nephys felt sick inside and then a strange pull, like an invisible fishhook in his gut grabbed him and pulled sharply downwards…but only once and then it was gone. He calmed himself.
That had been reckless. It had been a long time since he had let himself get that angry, that frustrated. Emotions were dangerous here. There was a strange gravity to emotions in the afterlife. Misery and despair pulled you sideways to the desolate swamps or wastes surrounding Limbo where souls became pitiful shades that were nothing more than shadows or mists muttering endlessly to themselves. If you lingered too long over a sad thought or a melancholy moment, it called to the shades, pulling you to them and them to you. Like vultures circling carrion, shades were drawn to sorrow to feed. But anger? Anger pulled you downward to darker places and called up more frightening things. That was why everyone in Limbo adopted a stoic resolve – not too happy, not too sad or angry. Too much emotion led to other dangerous paths. No. Look inward and try not to get too upset. The Plains of Asphodel may be gray and desolate, but there were far worse places you could wind up, and there were monstrous things that could carry you off if you were not careful.
Nephys walked the cool floors of the house to a large window that overlooked his garden and the streets of the necropolis. He gazed outward with his natural eyes on Limbo. It was a broad, flat plain: grey and blue and featureless. Not so much as a tree broke the horizontal monotony, and only the scattered, broken tombs of the city gave any indication of distance at all. The sky was the same blue-grey color as the earth, and there was not a trace of the sun, or the moon, or a star or any light anywhere in it. In fact, it was impossible to tell if it was a heavy, gray, overcast sky, or just the distant overarching roof of some vast cavern. Nephys still wasn’t sure after staring at it for a thousand years or more. A pale, blue light emanated from everywhere and nowhere all at once, so that everything was in gloom, but nothing cast a sharp shadow. There were no hard edges anywhere. Even the horizon was indistinct. Instead of a bright line between earth and sky, there was a band of fog obscuring the distances.
Most of this Nephys could recover only from his memory, because he could hardly see past his garden with his natural eyes. He drew a long breath, calmed himself, closed his eyes, and looked inward. Suddenly, everything was crystalline. In his mind’s eye, Nephys could see…everything. The fog on the horizon was gone and it became a sharp, bright line. He could see clear to the edges of Limbo and even a little of the infernal topography beyond. The wastes and swamps, lowlands and caves and deeper places: ruined monuments and former occupations of demons and demigods. He could see the landscape dotted with small and distinct houses and tombs. Tombs in many styles in the fashion of many lands – pyramids and pagodas and palaces, all intricately carved and prepared for the deceased, and in his mental vision it all appeared to be made of crystal. Even the solid walls of his stone house appeared to be made of glass. The buildings around it were transparent like the clearest ice or calmest water. This was the Death Sight, a power granted to those that signed on for an eternity of service in the courts of Death.
The Death Sight could penetrate anything, and if he concentrated, he could almost look up and see through the roof of Limbo to the ragged edges of the land of the living, but he didn’t dare look down to the lower hells below. All was colorless and transparent. It was impossible to hide from a practiced Death Seer. Everything was transparent to an expert seer. And everywhere, like pale candlelights, gleamed the souls of the children of Limbo. This is where the faint, blue glow of the underworld came from. Limbo was lit by the slowly dying embers of departed spirits.
With his Death Sight, Nephys could scan the wastes and tell the bright, clear flame of a new arrival from the guttering flame of a soul that would soon be nothing more than a shade. In between, he could see many steady, clear lights: small, but resolute. They didn’t blaze with a vibrant glow like new souls, but held their light steady and calm for generations, long after other souls flickered out entirely. These were the servants of Death and Nephys was one of them.
Death was the Lord of the flat, barren lands of Limbo that stood between the land of the living, and the Pits of Punishment. It turned out that the job of Death was a great deal more than even he could manage. People were always dying in droves, more and more each day, and Death needed a court full of servants and bureaucrats, scribes, messengers, valets, guards and heralds to do the job properly. Why he couldn’t do the job alone was always something of a mystery to Nephys, but that’s the way it was. He chose as his servants those who naturally found a home on the Plains of Asphodel. Those whose anger or passions dragged them downward, or whose despair led them wandering to the swamps were not suited to the job. Death was implacable and supposed to be neutral, so he chose temperate servants of practiced indifference and conscious apathy. As fate would have it, most who fit that description were children: the children of Limbo.
You would think that it would be adults who would find a way to fit in, but a lifetime of living somehow made them too stubborn or clinging to old habits to change. They simply couldn’t let go of their former lives. They were too possessed by regret or old grudges to forget, move on. Few adults were ever found to be suitable to the Great Master, Death. Only children had the adaptability to become perfectly apathetic. Their lives, even when brutally cut short, were too new, too young to hold on to the pains and memories older souls found so hard to let go.
Nephys looked deep into his mind’s eye and saw the steady, small flames of countless children moving about the city and necropolis. There they were, busying themselves among the offices and courts of the dead, keeping records, tidying up tombs, shooing away shades and lost souls, like shopkeepers driving off loitering teenagers. With the exception of the locale, it was all very dull and monotonous; workman-like and ordinary, and that was the way the Great Master liked it.
Nephys opened his eyes. His dim, natural sight could hardly see past the blue-gray nightshade of his overgrown and weed-choked garden to the grey-white tomb across the avenue, but he preferred it to the Death Sight. There wasn’t much color in Limbo beyond muted blues and grays, but the Death Sight didn’t have any color at all. Accomplished Death Seers only saw a colorless, crystalline world of no solidity and no permanence or importance. Anyone who took service in the courts of Death for long was granted the second sight as just part of the job. It was necessary to see the world in this neutral way to do the daily dark chores the Great Master required. It gave clarity to his minions. It gave no joy, no fulfillment, but it also gave no pain. For most, this was a benefit and not a detriment. There were lots of souls to process, most arriving by horrific means. Souls carried the wounds of their death with them, their appearances forged by their last, visceral memories. Everywhere were broken bodies and severed limbs. No one was whole here. Compassion was a distraction. Workers needed the cool detachment of bureaucrats and the Death Sight gave them that.
This was why, eventually, all servants that entered into the courts of Death went blind, because their natural eyes became useless and atrophied when compared to the penetrating and clarifying powers of the Death Sight. They retreated into their mind’s eye and stopped using their real eyes altogether until, after a while, their sight went cloudy and then abandoned them entirely. Some not only lost their sight; they lost their eyes altogether. Their faces had gaping, empty sockets where their eyes had been, or worse, blank stretches of white bone or flesh with no sockets or place for eyes at all, like cave-dwelling fish.
Nephys had been in the service of the Lord of the Houses of the Dead a long time, but he had resisted the Death Sight longer than anyone else. When you became a full Death Seer, the Death Sight not only took your eyes, it took the memories of everything those eyes had seen. All colors, dimensions, shadow, shape, form and contour were replaced by the clear, transparent, crystalline view of Death, where everything was equal. More than anything though, Nephys did not want to lose the few memories he had left. He had lived in a bright, sunlit country of sharp shadows and brilliant skies. Nephys gazed out of his window with his natural eyes, and if he strained as hard as he could, he could almost remember the color green.
From deep inside the house behind him came a hoarse, bleating, honking sound, followed by wheezing and a punctuated “Ka-chunk,” as something metal bit into the ground. He listened to the thing making the sound as it slowly got louder and scraped its way across stone floor until it was nearly right behind him. It was silent for a while and then the thing hooted out a short, impatient blast.
“FAAAARNT!”
Nephys sighed and ignored it for a moment. Then the whooshing, honking, bleating sound became even more indignant. Nephys didn’t need to turn around to know what it was, but he did so anyway, just to keep it quiet.
It was Hiero.
Hiero was a devil, an imp to be precise, from one of the Pits of Punishment. There were many horrifying residents in the lower hells, but the majority of them inspired neither fear nor terror, but rather disgust and even a little pity. Most were, in fact, rather pathetic: misshapen abominations, cobbled together from odd parts and pieces, both inorganic and organic: sting rays with raccoon heads or dogs with the heads of finches with broken table legs for limbs. They were forged from the pure psychic trauma of the damned and lived to torment the souls that had begotten them. Hiero was one of these.
Every once in a while an imp staggered up to Limbo from the depths. There was no one to stop them. Once upon a time, there had been horrible, implacable guards and sentinels with lidless eyes at every ring and crossroad of Hades preventing the residents from mixing, but over time most of those had wandered off or faded away when they had discovered that they weren’t needed. Rarely did anyone ever leave his assigned place. The afterlife, it seemed, was dominated by inertia, and few looked beyond the horizon anymore. You don’t need guards for creatures that have lost all hope.
Still, every now and then, some unknown cataclysm deeper down belched up a few imps and lesser devils who staggered aimlessly across the Plains of Asphodel. Most got bored when they couldn’t get a rise out of the impassive inhabitants of Limbo, and returned to the depths looking for someone new to torment. An imp without a soul to torment was like a squirrel without a nut…desperate and lonely. Hiero was one of the few that had stayed and made himself somewhat useful. He occupied a position here in the houses of the dead somewhere between an indifferent messenger and a cantankerous pet. Perhaps he had lost interest in tormenting souls down below, or maybe he was so pathetic now no one down there was scared of him anymore. That was hard to believe because he was an unholy mess to look at, and even amongst abominations he was noteworthy.
His left arm was a tiny, piglet arm, fleshy pink, hoofed and entirely useless. The right one was long, thin and spidery, with three sharp fingers stained shiny black to the elbow. In this hand he carried a large, ragged butcher knife nearly as big as the whole imp himself. It was so heavy, the imp struggled to lift it at all, but his grip must have been strong because those three spindly, black fingers never let go of it. The right leg was also a short and stubby piglet leg, but that was the only part on the monster that matched another. The left foot was a webbed goose foot – a stiff and arthritic one at that. These two feet were worse than worthless, so much so that Hiero had to use the tip of the butcher knife as a kind of gruesome crutch and walking staff, which probably explained why he gripped it so tightly. With these three limbs he would half shuffle, half pull his body along. He’d stab the knife down and drag the rest of his misshapen carcass forward while his stunted, mismatched legs waddled desperately to keep up. Stab-drag, stab-drag he made his way everywhere he went.
But this was not the most disturbing thing about Hiero. No, the most disturbing thing about Hiero was his body, which wasn’t a body at all. Nephys had seen some revolting amalgamations in his time. He had seen a fish-headed cat with bricks for feet and a parrot-bodied imp with porcupine quills with anteater tongues where its eyes should have been. He had even seen a salamander-bodied imp with the head of a cabbage. But Hiero took the biscuit. His body was a set of bagpipes. The bulbous air bag made up his body. It was made from a sheep’s stomach, all veiny and sickly white. It expanded and deflated with every labored, hooting, honking breath, and if a bright light shone behind Hiero you could see that he was literally gutless. Inside he was all air. What need did an imp in the afterlife have for guts or eating anyway?
The neck, canter and blowpipe of the bagpipes made up his head and shoulders. On his head he wore a black cowl, like a medieval monk. Out of the back of his head, and the long pointed tail of the hood, came the blowpipe complete with a mouthpiece. This functioned something like a blowhole on a beached whale. Disgusting phlegm and spittle wheezed out of the pipe with every struggling, bleating breath. Up front, underneath the dark hood you could see two glassy, fish-like eyes and between them, like the long bill of some bizarre crane, was the flute-like canter, complete with finger holes. Out of the trumpet end of this beak, there flicked a tiny, bloody, red tongue covered in sharp barbs. Hiero had no teeth, lips or jaws to speak of, so it was a good thing he had no stomach. He couldn’t talk or speak either, except in shrill, discordant hoots and honks, but he never seemed to have any trouble making himself understood.
Jutting out of his back, like the bones of a bat wing that had been stripped of their membrane, were the other pipes and drones, blackened and skeletal. They rose and fell with each difficult breath, guttering out discordant tones and shrieks more unsettling than a pack of howling wolves. And when he got angry they stood upright, like the spines on a spiky fish, hollering like a demonic steam organ. The pipes on his back were also tangled up in black, stringy cords, like spider webs or ripped sinews, and from these hung an odd assortment of ghastly flotsam. There was a broken inkpot and an old, bloody whetstone, bits of parchment covered in vile glyphs only known or spoken in the deeper hells and small dead rodents, hairless and eyeless from a lifetime in the depths. And hanging from the largest pipe dangling from the far end on a scarlet silken cord was a severed human foot. Whether these were Hiero’s treasured possessions, or just junk that had gotten stuck there, Nephys didn’t know, and even if he asked, Hiero couldn’t exactly tell him.
Whether Hiero was a damned soul who hated bagpipes so much that he had somehow fused with the instrument of his torture, or whether he was a set of bagpipes whose tone was so awful it had sprung to life as an imp, no one could say. Imps were neither created nor born. Instead, the monstrosities just seemed to pop up from their vulgar surroundings whenever a damned soul arrived. They were all pain, frustration, shame and humiliation personified. Unlike the residents of Limbo, who drifted about in endless stoic repose and resignation, Hiero was always in a foul mood, and frequently flew into psychotic rages. Nephys liked that. It broke the monotony.
In all the houses of the dead, Hiero was the closest thing that Nephys had to a friend. There wasn’t much to like about Hiero. He was a vile abomination: a shrieking, stumbling, near-homicidal bagpipe – but a honking, hollering imp can never sneak up on you, and Hiero seemed to prefer Nephys’ company to any of the other souls here. Maybe he just liked to torment Nephys. Maybe he found Nephys a challenge and secretly wished for nothing more than his pain and degradation, but strangely, in this grey and twilight place where any motivation, even a sinister one, was rare, that was enough.
Nephys turned to face Hiero. The second Nephys made eye contact, Hiero’s impatient hooting ceased, replaced with a low droning breath. Hiero turned and began stabbing and dragging itself away. Nephys knew right away that Hiero wanted him to follow. Out of all the listless occupants of Limbo, there was an interest that only the two of them seemed to share – a morbid fascination with new arrivals that had entered the realm abruptly.
Hiero had obviously just found one.



Chapter Three
Lucy
“She’s over there, doctor, they brought her up from the ICU a few hours ago.”
“She’s stable – no problems?”
“Yeah, bumps and bruises mostly. They were afraid she had a concussion, but the CAT scan was clean. Miracle really, considering the accident. She’s resting comfortably. Here’s the chart.”
Lucia Claire Miller was actually wide awake, lying on her side with her back turned to the two female voices hovering in the door of her hospital room. She was definitely not resting comfortably. She kept very still as if she were standing on a precipice and was afraid any movement would threaten to throw her off balance and tip her over the edge. She was focusing intently on a water stain on the far wall, pouring all her concentration into it. She was trying very hard to clear her head and keep still, but the voices coming from just beyond her doorway were distracting her.
“Poor kid, did you hear about her mother?” the doctor said casually. Lucy could hear her shuffling over papers in her chart.
“No, what?” the nurse replied.
A few hours ago, her mother and she had gotten into a terrible fight. They were up late restoring the old mish-mash farmhouse they had inherited from her grandmother who had died a little over six years ago. It was located on a country farm several miles outside of Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Lucy had knocked over a ladder and spilled a gallon of dark purple paint all over the original oak floor. The purple paint was Lucy’s choice to replace the brown-velvet wallpaper that was peeling on the walls of the upstairs room. It was her room. It was a terrible mess to clean up. Her mother had been upset already by something and yelled at her. Lucy got mad and screamed back.
Fights are like wildfires – it ultimately doesn’t matter where they start or how. They just burn wherever there is dry tinder and enough wind to carry them. The fight soon leapt from the spilled paint to this lousy dump of a house and the recent move. From there, it quickly ranged from the friends she had left behind in Texas to how everyone had hated her in the new school, and how the present solution of home-schooling was even worse because she was trapped all day in this miserable house. The sparks flew in the direction of her mother and how she never understood her. When the fire reached why her dad had killed himself it finally burned itself out, though her mom had nearly slapped her by then.
Lucy had stormed outside and sulked on the dilapidated porch for over an hour. Mom came out and sat silently beside her and said nothing for a long time. Then they talked about the stars they couldn’t see anymore, and about the endless stretches of green trees in Pennsylvania compared to the open spaces of Texas, and all the flowers her mom had planted in their new garden. Eventually, the conversation came back to the fight. A few new ground-rules about fights were established and some terse apologies were exchanged, followed by some tears and some earnest “I love you’s” and a lot of hugging. When that broke up, they got in the car, and headed for some much-needed comfort food; an all-night diner at a truck stop nearby that served shakes and breakfast 24 hours a day. They had never gotten there.
The voices outside the door continued.
“They airlifted her mom to Philly, right?” the nurse asked.
“Yeah, but I just got the call from the attending physician in the ER. She didn’t make it…she was declared dead on the scene.”
“Oh my…that’s just awful!”
Lucy didn’t react or flinch in the slightest. She just kept on staring at the water stain, which was beginning to resemble something. Even though this was the first real time she had heard the news, it was no surprise to her at all. She had known her mother was dead. She had known it in the emergency room, she had known it in the ambulance ride over, she had known it while lying in the grass looking up at the twisted wreck of the car caught sideways between two vertical tree trunks. She wasn’t sure how she had known – she had just known. Like those people on television who could hear a song on the radio they’ve never heard before and then play it exactly right on a piano the first time, or the way some people could shoot a basketball perfectly without trying, she just knew it. Her mother was gone, and she was never going to see her ever again with her own eyes.
Even now, though, she could still see her mother in her mind’s eye. Her mom was tall, slender with short, chin-length, dark-brown hair, chocolate-brown eyes and olive skin. Some laugh lines around the eyes and a stray lock of gray hair in her bangs were the only signs that showed her full forty-two years. Her mother was somewhat gangly and clumsy and a bit of a tomboy, always mucking around in the dirt of the garden, or repairing something around the house. She looked classy and gorgeous in a dress and heels, but she could usually be found in blue jeans, often topped by a baggy sweater, sweatshirt or plaid flannel shirt, a smudge of dirt on her cheek, and a smirk on her face.
Maggie Miller never put on any pretension that she was pretty, but Lucy had always thought her mother was very beautiful – lithe, slender and lovely – and she wished that she looked more like her. Instead of dark-brown hair, warm, brown eyes and olive skin, Lucy had sandy-brown hair, green eyes, pale skin and freckles. Instead of a tall and slim figure with a svelte waist, she was short and somewhat stocky – nearly the same width from her shoulders to her hips. “Pony-built” her mom had called it.
She always hated the way she looked, but her mom had always tried to make her feel better about her figure.
“Well at least you’ll have breasts! Look at me – I’m flat as a surfboard!” her mom had said once.
“MOM!” was Lucy’s mortified reply.
She had been horrified and embarrassed when her mother said stuff like that, but she had to admit, it did make her feel better.
She could remember lots of things about her mom, but the one thing she remembered most was something from just after the accident. It was a final image of her mother in shades of gray and blue standing in a marsh on the edge of a distant, ruined city. She was yelling something, but she couldn’t tell what. She seemed so far away. There was more to it than that, but it was slipping away, like a dream.
Of course it had never happened. It was something her mind had just invented immediately after the accident. A subconscious mental image that told her what her brain already knew – that her mother was dead. She had had flashes of visions and nightmares like that her whole life. Night terrors too. Mostly images of zombies and vampires and other dead things – the usual childhood fears. Her mother was always interested to hear about them but insisted they meant nothing, they were just manifestations of subconscious anxieties. Mom had studied a lot of childhood psychology in college. Somehow her mom could always make her feel better and banish the scary dreams away. Soon she had learned to ignore the nightmares entirely as idle chatter from her unruly subconscious.
Yet, she had seen a lot of strange things from her subconscious immediately after the accident. And not just monsters from late-night B movies. Strange visions and people she had never seen before, and somehow they were far more vivid than ever. They were all delusions too, she told herself, crafted from her own memories and fears – that’s all. She even saw a childhood memory where she had been attacked by a duck at a pond, but the duck had been turned into some bizarre monstrosity complete with back spines and a butcher knife.
Lucy shook her head and tried to think of something else. Even now the water stain was looking more like something, but she couldn’t tell what. The brain did funny things when under stress, and that’s all that was she told herself. Mom had been practical and always wanted her to be practical too, so that’s the way she was going to be. She wasn’t going to believe in nightmares or dead things. Now more than ever.
The voices just outside her door kept talking.
“And there’s no next of kin? She’s all alone?”
“We’re not certain, but it sure looks that way. She apparently had a grandmother that died a while back, but there are no known living relations other than the mother and now she’s gone.”
This was not news to Lucy either. Grandma Holveda had died six years ago. Lucy had only met her a few times anyway. Most kids had loving grandmothers that spoiled them. Nana Holveda was stern, dark-eyed, mysterious and distant. Her grandmother had never even hugged her once, so when she passed away when Lucy was seven, it was no loss. Her father had passed away three years before that. She was only four when he had died. He was shorter than her mother, stocky and sandy haired like Lucy. He was very fun, gave her helicopter rides, and always made her mother laugh, but he was often moody and distant himself. There had been no suicide note, no indication it was anything but an accident, but everyone in town gossiped about it. She had always thought he had been happy, but looking back now it was almost impossible to tell. She had been very young. She didn’t know what she thought was more tragic, that her dad’s death was a random accident, or that he had killed himself intentionally and no one knew the reason why. Her mom didn’t even let Lucy see her dad’s body, but had had him cremated almost immediately. Her mom was a bit weird like that. She never let Lucy get near any dead animals or even touch raw meat when they made dinner. She may not have believed in God, but she was practically phobic about dead things, even her husband’s body. So one day her dad was there, and then he was gone. Maybe her mom thought she was protecting Lucy somehow, but it always made Lucy sad that she never got to see him one last time. In a way, it was like he hadn’t died at all. It was more like he had left on a long trip and never come back.
Grandma Holveda had never approved of her mother’s choice to marry him and even after his death never quite accepted the marriage. Because she had thought her daughter’s choice was a mistake, Lucy guessed Grandma Holveda thought anything that came from that choice was also mistake. That meant that Lucy was a mistake too.
Lucy screwed up her concentration and stared at the water stain some more. It did look like something. Maybe a face, she thought. The voices kept talking.
“Social services will be here to interview her in the morning. We’re hoping that she can tell us something; maybe there’s some distant relative we don’t know.”
“The social worker is going to be disappointed then,” thought Lucy. Both her father and mother had been only children, just like her, and all the grandparents were dead. She didn’t even have a cousin, let alone a sibling or an aunt or an uncle.
“And the mother left no will? No instructions about who would be the guardian?”
“The state police went into the home but didn’t find anything.”
“What happens if they can’t find a relation or a legal guardian?”
“Then she becomes a ward of the state. She’ll stay here for the next couple of days for observation, but then she’ll be released to Child Welfare Services.”
“Child Welfare Services.” The term was as cold as a dead fish to Lucy. This was no surprise to her either. She had known kids from foster homes. Some had great, loving foster parents, some, to put it bluntly, did not. It was a crapshoot, and there was no way to know which way it was going to turn out, like life itself. It was all so random. Some had grandmothers that were all smiles and high-pitched voices of delight, who bought them Happy Meals and cute, patterned dresses; others had grandmothers with stern and disapproving cold looks and ugly old houses. Some had fathers to give them helicopter rides until they were six or even seven, and some had their helicopter rides cut short. And some had mothers…fun, loving, pretty mothers that looked good in jeans and liked pancakes at eleven at night and now…she just didn’t anymore. That was all there was to it she told herself. It was unfair and cruel and capricious, but that was just the way it was and you couldn’t think about it too much because if you did it would drive you crazy. You just had to suck it up and take it the way it was and try not to be a mess for the rest of your life – however long it lasted before death came for you and finally ended it. That was what her mother had always said at least.
“Because she’s a teenager they’ll start her at a halfway home most likely and then, if she’s lucky, they’ll find a good foster family for her…”
She pulled the pillow on her hospital bed tighter around her ears and wished these women would just go away. They were driving her crazy and they never said anything she didn’t already know. She stared a little harder at the water stain on the wall.
“…but that’s not the worst of it,” the doctor continued.
Lucy’s eyes quavered and her concentration on the water stain broke for a moment. The two women’s voices went on.
“Not the worst of it? What do you mean?”
The doctor gave a long sigh and paused before continuing, “Her mother’s body is missing.”
The nurse gave a sharp intake of breath. So did Lucy. This was the first thing they had said that she didn’t already instinctively know.
“Missing?!”
“Stolen,0020 actually.”
“Stolen! You’re kidding!”
“I wish I was.”
Lucy’s resolve wavered. She bit her lip and tried to stop her eyes from welling up, but it wasn’t working. She tried staring at the water stain harder. A wildfire had started somewhere inside of her. She thought about truck stops and pancakes and chocolate shakes late at night.
Why would anyone want to steal a body?!
The fire spread to purple paint and old houses.
“Do you remember that funeral home in New Jersey a while back that was selling body parts to medical research firms overseas?”
“Ugh…that was horrible.”
“They think it might be something like that. Maybe junkies looking for a quick profit to supply their habit.”
The sparks carried over to foster parents and no more conversations on the porch. Lucy choked back sobs.
“Why couldn’t these women just STOP talking and go away?!” she thought. The water stain on the wall really did begin to resemble a face.
“Someone came in pretending to be a relative of the deceased, and got access to the morgue. They think it was an inside job too. An orderly who worked there is missing along with three bodies.”
The flames licked up the dry tinder of cold grandmothers and helicopter rides and missing parents…missing mothers. The water stain definitely resembled a face now – it looked familiar. Her mother’s face? No, it was a stranger’s, a woman with long, black hair and cold eyes.
“That’s just terrible.”
“Just some random thing…I guess.”
Random, meaningless, hopeless, pointless. That’s what it all was. That’s all it ever was. She swallowed the sobs, pushed back the tears aching to break free from her and pulled the pillow tighter over her head. The water stain was just a water stain. That was all, it was not a face and it did not mean anything. The dreams were meaningless. It was all meaningless.
She looked away for a second and out the window of her hospital room. Outside her window, she could see across the street. There was a park along the riverfront and a small stand of trees along a river. By the edge of the trees in the shadow just outside the glow of a lamppost, stood a small boy in a baseball cap. He was spinning a yo-yo up and down, up and down, over and over again, and it seemed like he was looking right at her. It was the same boy she had seen from the accident. She thought she had imagined him. She looked at him in disbelief for a second, blinked and turned her eyes back to the wall.
The face in the water stain lunged at her.
Lucy screamed, stood up in the bed and tried to jump away, but the wires and tubes from the monitors and IV’s pulled her back. She thrashed and yanked at them, desperate to get away, to no avail.
“OMIGOSH! She’s awake!!” The nurse ran to her and tried to restrain her. The doctor followed immediately.
Lucy flailed and fought them off and tried to get away. The nurse struggled to restrain her. Two other nurses and a large orderly came to their aid when they heard the commotion, but none of them could calm her. Finally, the doctor just grabbed her in a bear hug and held her tightly against her as Lucy flailed her arms and legs, kicking and hitting the young doctor all over. The doctor didn’t react but, instead, just held Lucy tighter to her.
“It’s alright…it’s alright…you’re safe,” the doctor said soothingly.
The nurse stroked her back while the doctor held her. Lucy relented and surrendered to the doctor’s embrace. The doctor was younger than her mother, but she was dark haired and thin like her mother. She gripped the doctor tightly, grabbing fistfuls of her white lab coat and sobbed against her neck and shoulder and cried harder and longer than she ever had before. The doctor sat on the edge of the bed and rocked Lucy for more than fifteen minutes until she was calm.
As Lucy’s wails quieted to muffled sobs, the nurse asked the doctor if she wanted a sedative for her, the doctor just shook her head no.
Then the nurse said in a whisper, “Do you think she heard us talking?”
The doctor said nothing but just sighed and continued to rock Lucy as if she were not a thirteen-year-old, but a small child.
Lucy didn’t dare look up from the doctor’s shoulder for a long time. She was afraid the face would still be there. She braved a peek. It was just a water stain that didn’t look even remotely like a face. She had imagined it. Then she turned her eyes to the window. The park, trees and lamppost were all there, but the boy with the yo-yo was gone too.



Chapter Four
The Necromancer
“I’m sorry, sir, but you can’t go in there! It’s restricted!”
The nurse on duty chased after the tall, gaunt man, but he paid her no heed. He pushed right on by her, orderlies and other nurses and though no one had ever seen him before, he seemed to know exactly where he was going.
The nurse had worked a lot of late nights at the ER and was used to dealing with crazies, so she was not about to let this one pass uncontested. She ran through the nurse’s station and practically leaped the reception desk to get out in front of him.
“STOP RIGHT THERE, BUSTER!!” She held her ground in front of him with her hand outstretched, panting slightly. She was small in frame, but she had seen a lot in her twenty-year career in Philly. Seeing that much gave you a spine of steel. “You stop right there or so help me I will call security and they will bust your behind back down to the entrance and right into the back of a waiting police car! Do you understand me?” she said forcefully.
The man finally stopped short of her outstretched hand and evaluated his opponent. Whatever he thought of her, it was clear he decided it was not wise to confront her.
He may have been tall and gaunt with narrow shoulders, but he somehow gave off a presence of authority and strength. His hair was grey and closely cropped, as was his goatee, a middle-aged man, hard to place exactly, but somewhere between 50 and 60. His face was hard, lined with enough maturity to be respectable. He wore a large, olive drab double-breasted army coat with broad lapels and collar with brass buttons. His boots and pants matched the coat – worn-out combat boots and fatigues.
It was all old-fashioned though, like the kind of military surplus from several wars back, yet he appeared too young to be a veteran of any of those wars. The oddest thing about his dress was his top, which was nearly, but not quite, obscured by his coat. It was a faded, black doublet, finely made, in black silk thread and brocade, with an embroidered scarlet dagger on each breast. The cloth of the shoulders and sleeves was slashed to allow a very dark, crimson velvet undergarment to show through. It had once had lace collars and cuffs, but the man had cut those off long ago – perhaps to avoid too much attention. It was the kind of thing someone, a courtier or nobleman, from a distant century might wear, but it didn’t faze the nurse. She had seen far stranger get-ups in her time. She just assumed this loon had come from a thrift store by way of the Renaissance Faire.
The most impressive feature on the man, however, was his eyes. His eyes were black and piercing orbs, deeply set, but sharp, and so dark there was almost no delineation between the pupils and the iris. The eyes and face were imperious and stared you down like you were some insignificant bug, but the gaze wasn’t working on nurse Lafonda this night, so the man softened his gaze and adopted a different tactic with the formidable woman. He looked from side to side and then spoke directly.
“Please…” he said it coldly as if he didn’t mean it, but followed it up with, “I’m looking for a departed…loved one. I know she is here.” He spoke with an odd, affected accent; saying his words carefully, as if they were still new to him.
The nurse lowered her guard somewhat but remained cautious. People can get awfully worked up over death, and she didn’t want any trouble.
“All right,” she said calmly, “if you would like to follow me over to the reception desk maybe we can work this out.”
She walked towards the man who gracefully slid out of the way, bowed at the neck and extended his arm as she passed. He had an overbearing and obsequious manner she didn’t like, but she didn’t want to judge anybody that had just lost someone.
Once behind the desk, she regained a little composure. The strange man stared at her, unblinking.
“Name of the deceased, please?”
He paused, took a breath and began, “Margarita Zephorah Candelaria Valda de Vasca y Hoffenstedter Holveda…” and then he paused to speak the last name with particular contempt, “Miller.” He rolled his “R’s” impressively as he spoke. The nurse just raised her eyebrows at him. He continued, “Age 42, Ephrata, Pennsylvania …”
“That will do,” the nurse said putting on her reading glasses. Computer monitors always gave her eyes a hard time.
She clacked away at the computer looking through names and search functions on the screen. The man looked at the computer even more contemptuously than he looked at her.
A few short clicks later and the information was on her screen.
“I’ve got her. Margaret Holveda Miller,” she said somewhat defiantly, “Age 42, Ephrata Pennsylvania. She was airlifted last night. Died en route. The doctor on duty confirmed time of death at 12:34 a.m.”
She looked up at the man and spoke, “I’m sorry.”
The man’s expression didn’t change.
“I need to see her. Immediately.”
“Your name please?” she looked at the man suspiciously over her glasses.
The man narrowed his eyes, but eventually spoke.
“Moríro. Lazlo Moríro. I am the deceased’s…uncle.”
The woman lowered her glasses once more. A few clacks of the keyboard later she looked up.
“I’m not seeing anything here in the way of contact information.” She clacked at the keyboard some more. The man curled his lip in disgust. Finally, she spoke, “I’m sorry, you’re not listed as next of kin. In fact, she has no next of kin listed, and I only have her parents’ names, both deceased, and no uncles.”
“I am her great uncle, and her only…” and here he paused awkwardly for emphasis… “living relative. It is absolutely imperative that I see her. I must know. I must see her for myself.”
The nurse looked at him suspiciously. Technically she should refer him back to the coroner’s office, but they were never strict about the rules down here. If anyone came in emotionally upset by grief and claimed to be a relative or close friend, they generally let them see the deceased. The last thing they wanted was a lawsuit over some distraught relative denied access to a family member because of some bureaucratic oversight. She looked at him again intently. He sure didn’t seem to be grieving, but then people grieved in different ways, and he did know the deceased’s name, and there’s no way he had pulled that out of nowhere or gotten it from the newspapers. Still, there was something she didn’t trust about this guy.
The nurse sighed, took off her glasses and closed her eyes while she pinched the bridge of her nose. She just knew she was going to regret this.
“All right. If you could just wait over there, I’ll have an orderly take you down in a minute.”
The man didn’t budge from that spot until the orderly showed up fifteen minutes later.
 
“Laaz-lo. Moreeroo?” Tim Riggle, the orderly, a slender young fellow in green scrubs read the name from a notepad and glanced around the waiting room.
Moríro turned slowly to look at him, the way a vulture might look at a dying rabbit.
The orderly gulped.
“If you’ll just follow me, the morgue is down this way,” the orderly gestured for Moríro to follow him, but Moríro just spoke flatly.
“Yes…I know.”
 
Tim Riggle rocked back and forth nervously on his feet. He hated being in the morgue. He had found the chart and pulled out the long metal drawer. Fortunately, the body was still pretty decent looking. Some looked like raw hamburger. This one just looked like a dark-haired woman in her 40s. Not too bad at all; surprisingly good shape for a car accident in fact. He had seen far worse, but it wasn’t the body that was making him nervous this time. It was the guy next to the body. The long army coat was weird enough, but the guy didn’t even look at the woman. That wasn’t so weird, a lot of people had a hard time looking at their dead relatives. Rather, it was the way he didn’t look at her. Most looked numb or on the edge of tears, some were even angry. Instead, this guy just stared at the wall with a look closer to contempt. He had to step back to avoid the glare of the man’s creepy, black eyes. It was far more comfortable staring at the back of the man’s head, but even then, Tim got the feeling he was watching him.
The orderly didn’t like the uncomfortable silences either. Those were common too, but this seemed…oppressive. He was about to say something when the man spoke.
“Twenty years.”
“Excuse me?” Tim nearly fell off his feet when the man spoke. It was a voice like a sepulcher door opening.
“I have not seen her since she was a young woman. Our family was…estranged.”
“Oh…” Tim said softly. Ah…family trouble. Well that explained everything. Family trouble was the worst. That probably explained the weird vibe he was getting from this guy. Tim had a brother he hadn’t spoken to in five years after a blowout over a deep-fried turkey one Thanksgiving – well, a deep-fried turkey, a burned down carport and the ‘68 Caprice that was parked in it at the time.
“Yeah,” Tim began awkwardly, “Pretty sad about the kid too.”
The man didn’t turn around and kept his back to the orderly, but slightly turned his ear in the orderly’s direction.
“Un niño?” the man whispered, and then more flatly, “A child?” the man asked abruptly, as if this was news to him.
“Um, ye-aah,” Tim began, “Her kid. Pretty beat up I heard, but she made it. One of my friends is an EMT on the flight for life. They sent her in to Harrisburg, but the mom got sent here. Pretty rough – get in a car accident and wake up an orphan.”
Tim could have sworn he heard the man’s teeth clench so hard it sounded like he was breaking a molar. Darn it, he had said too much. He was always saying the wrong things at these times.
“Yes…of course,” the man said calmly, “But she is not an orphan. She has me.”
“Oh, no, of course not,” Tim sputtered out flustered. He waited for a second or two and decided to make his escape. “Well, maybe I should…um…give you a moment. I’ll just…I’ll just wait outside.”
After a long pause, the man said simply, “Thank you,” and Tim made his retreat for the double swinging doors. Technically, this wasn’t exactly regulation to leave someone alone with the body, but it happened all the time, and Tim was glad for the opportunity to bolt. Once outside the morgue, he leaned against the double doors and breathed a sigh of relief.
Inside, however, no one was sighing, or even barely breathing. Moríro looked at the body of Margaret Holveda Miller and felt nothing but rage. Suddenly, he slammed the metal drawer that held her body shut and began pacing angrily back and forth. Under his breath, he swore oaths and curses in Spanish, Basque, Catalan, Hungarian and Arabic, and in many infernal unknown tongues as well. He stopped, stiffened and trembling with rage, raised the second knuckle of the index finger on his left hand to his teeth. The knuckle bore the scars of his teeth many times, but it had been a long time since he had bitten it this hard. He gazed upon the rows of stainless steel drawers and could sense the bodies inside and bit down so hard, his knuckle began to bleed.
He walked past the drawers and dragged the newly bloody knuckle over them as he went by, smearing his blood on each one. Even without opening them, he knew exactly what they held and counted over the dead remains in his head, sorting each by their utility and nothing more.
A child, eight, dead of leukemia…not suitable. An old woman, heart failure…worn out…bah! Seventeen-year-old meth addict… worthless!! He paused on the next. This drawer held a man in his mid-thirties, tall, slender, stabbing victim. Moríro pulled open the drawer violently and looked down….yes, this one would do.
He walked down the next row, as he passed each his mind read off the contents as pitilessly as if he were reading off a shopping list. Car wreck victim, mangled…ungainly. Liver disease, bloated. Brain tumor, pneumonia, complications from surgery, all worthless!! Finally, he paused again: young, mid-twenties, large of stature, thick arms and legs, gunshot to the head, drive-by shooting. He yanked the drawer open…yes, this will do nicely.
He went to the middle of the floor and pushed the metal carts and tables out of the way. He placed the bloody knuckle to the floor and uttered out words in Spanish in an ancient accent and dialect unheard in nearly three centuries. As he scraped the bloody knuckle across the floor, he scrawled a name in hieroglyphics, and spoke a name in a language unknown outside of ancient Egypt.
“Hokharty-Ra! Come forth!”
He lifted his knuckle from the floor and the designs he had scrawled there. At first there was nothing, but then the blood began to smoke, at first thin, red, wispy smoke, like that of a candle that has just been snuffed out. However, as it rose, it grew, red and writhing like snakes. It darkened and slithered across the ceiling until it floated over the body of the stabbing victim.
The snake of smoke plunged down and poured into the body through the ears, mouth and nose. The chest heaved and drew a long raspy breath; as it did it was transformed. It kept some of the form of the original body, but stretched to fit the soul that was called up to inhabit it.
As the body came to life, Moríro was already writing another spell and name on the floor in blood, this time in old German.
“Graber! Come forth! I summon thee!”
This time the blood did not turn to smoke and writhe towards its destination. Instead, it bubbled and darkened like a tar pit. Then it began crawling across the floor like a giant amoeba. It reached out pseudo-pods and tendrils until it came to the wall of drawers. It oozed and inched its way towards the thick, heavy-set, muscular body of the gunshot victim and crawled up his nostrils, mouth and into the head wound until every vile drop was gone. The body stirred as if from a slumber, the already massive muscles swelling and distending even further to accommodate the dark soul that had just crawled inside it. The wound over its left eye became larger until it consumed most of the top of its head.
The two corpses stood up, turned towards Moríro and each bowed solemnly towards the one who had summoned them. The thin one placed his hand over his chest and bowed, tilting his head elegantly, while the heavy one just bowed stiffly and quickly from the waist.
The thin one spoke in utter deference to Moríro, “Necromancer,” though as he said this, his eyes flitted to the door.
Moríro turned. He could see the nose and wide eyes of Tim peeking through the small, square window on the morgue door. Tim had heard the clatter of metal and decided to take a peek to see what was going on. He wished he hadn’t. The eyes disappeared from the window, and the two corpses and Necromancer heard frantic footsteps fleeing down the hall.
“Fetch him,” Moríro said coldly.
The thin one didn’t hesitate, but sprang towards the door. Mid-leap, he turned into a dark, thick plume of red smoke that poured through all the empty cracks around the door’s edges. The large one merely plodded over to the door and thrust it open.
Tim hadn’t gotten twenty steps down the hall before the smoke overtook him, passed him and reformed into the corpse of the thin man, blocking his way. He backed away slowly from the suddenly appearing, naked corpse in terror, and came right up against a solid wall of flesh behind. He turned around, gazed at the thick head and the gaping head wound and tried to scream when the large ham hand of the corpse closed around his entire face, covering his nose and mouth, stifling the scream into a faint mumble.
The two corpses came back into the morgue. The heavy one first, dragging the poor orderly by the face like a rag doll. Tim was flailing about, clawing at the fingers, desperately trying to get free or even catch a breath, but his captor was as impassive as a stone statue. The tall, thin one came back by the more conventional means of walking this time, the prey more than secure.
The two took up their previous positions and bowed again to Moríro. And the four of them stood there, the gaunt man in his army coat, the orderly flailing impotently at the end of an arm, and two completely naked animated corpses, as if nothing remarkable had happened.
Moríro considered the orderly as if he were a bug.
“Graber, let him breathe at least,” he said flatly in German to the larger corpse.
The corpse looked down at the writhing man on the end of his right arm as if he had forgotten he was there. He reached down with his other hand, lifted the orderly up like a toy and slammed him down hard onto the tray of the metal drawer that he had just gotten up from himself. He removed his right hand from the orderly’s face just long enough to let Tim get one desperate breath then he slammed it back over his mouth, leaving the nose uncovered this time. Tim’s eyes darted between the thick monster holding him in place and the other two and decided that, for the moment, he would just sit as still as possible and try not to piss anyone off.
The three began talking then, but Tim couldn’t catch a word of it. Moríro spoke to the large one in something like German, who only replied in nods and grunts. The tall one was more talkative, but he couldn’t even begin to guess what language he was speaking.
“Necromancer…Master,” the thin one spoke almost reverentially towards Moríro in an ancient Egyptian dialect, “How may we be of service?” His voice was polite but toneless, emotionless. He placed his hand on his breast and bowed slightly, but his eyes never wavered.
“She’s dead.” Moríro spat out contemptuously, pacing angrily back and forth across the floor. The two corpses exchanged furtive glances but said nothing. Moríro went on to explain. “She who was my heir. The one who was to be the next Necromancer.”
“Not possible.” The thin one said utterly impassively. “The Great Master would never decree it.”
“Decreed or not it’s true! She’s lying there!! I saw her myself.” and with that he gestured towards the drawer he slammed shut just moments before. The two corpses turned to look at the drawer, but neither moved, they could sense the lifeless body inside and knew that what the Necromancer had spoken was true.
The thin one replied first, “How is this possible? No Necromancer may remain without an heir; it is inconceivable. The Great Master would never allow it.” His words conveyed disbelief, but there was not a trace of surprise to his voice.
“There may yet be an heir.” Moríro said absentmindedly more to himself than to the two cadavers standing in front of him.
The two corpses looked nervously at each other.
“May?” The thin one asked. “How is it that Necromancer does not know?”
“Do you think to question me, Hokharty?!!” Moríro suddenly bellowed.
“Apologies, Master,” Hokharty replied, and he gave another small bow, “We do not wish to offend, we are only trying to…” he looked up at the thick one and narrowed his eyes and spoke the next word carefully, “understand.”
“Understand this,” Lazlo spoke forcefully, “Margarita had a child, I don’t when or how, but she had a child, a girl apparently, and this child is the heir and it must be found, at all costs, before someone else does.” Then more softly, “Someone is trying to upset the balance between our two worlds,” Moríro muttered, thinking aloud, biting his knuckle in frustration.
Hokharty spoke carefully, “At all costs?” He repeated. The two corpses exchanged subtle glances once again “What is it the Necromancer wishes of his servants?” Hokharty spoke solemnly.
“Find the child. Bring her to me. Do all in your power to protect her.”
The two corpses were silent for a moment. The large one seemed to smile, slightly. The thin one was more cautious.
“Does the Necromancer knows of what he speaks?” the thin one sounded slightly irritated.
“Of course I do!” Moríro said, affronted, “This child could be the new heir. If so, then she must be found, before she is harmed.”
“It is not that simple Master,” The thin one raised a thin finger as if to admonish Moríro. “The Great Master cannot be compelled as a common lackey. If the original heir has died, then he has willed it and no man can go against that.”
“The child is in danger!” Lazlo replied testily.
“If Death is after the child, then Death will have her.” The thin one replied in a matter-of-fact tone. Moríro’s face blanched in anger but the corpse continued before he could speak. “The Necromancer ca not stay or force the Great Master’s hand without grave consequences.” The corpse paused as if to collect the thoughts in his still rotting brain. “Death… must… remain… neutral.” He spoke each word with particular emphasis. “No servant may take the power of the Great Master unto himself lightly. Good or evil, rich or poor, all must come under his heel, the balance must be preserved. His powers are given only to his champion.” And with that the skeletal finger pointed directly towards Moríro’s chest. “And then only to maintain that balance. If you seek to thwart that, the balance will be undone.”
“Don’t patronize me you old courtier. The child must be found!!”
“Does the Necromancer know what he asks?” Hokharty said once again, this time more forcefully.
The two were frozen in a tense moment; the bony finger of the corpse remained outstretched towards the chest of the Necromancer.
Moríro seemed lost in thought. He dropped his gaze to his feet and uttered an almost silent whisper, “Sí.”
The corpse relaxed and dropped the outstretched finger. “Then command me, Necromancer. Release me. Give me full charge and I will do all in my power to find her and protect her and restore the balance between the worlds.” The thin corpse gave another slight bow. Moríro didn’t like the tone Hokharty had used when he spoke the title, “Necromancer,” and he wasn’t certain what the old mummy was driving at, but he needed him now.
“Hokharty, I charge thee in all things, use all your powers to find the girl, protect her, and bring her to me, safe.”
Graber moved forward slightly, but Hokharty put a hand to his chest to stop him.
“And what of the hunters? And night stalkers and other minions? What of them?” Hokharty inquired.
“I doubt there are many left, but whatever you may find, call them. Use whoever you need to find the girl.” Lazlo said, and then in a lower voice, “Do all that you need to to restore the balance,” and then as an afterthought added, “But see that you harm no living soul.”
The corner of Hokharty’s mouth moved minutely, as if suppressing a smile. He looked satisfied. The thick one looked disappointed, however.
“Then it will be done, Master,” and this time, both Hokharty and the thick corpse bowed slowly.
“Start with this one,” Moríro pointed towards Tim lying still as a dead fish on the metal morgue drawer. When Moríro pointed at him, Tim hoped all that angry language he couldn’t understand wasn’t about him. “He knows where she can be found, but go quickly, others will be searching.”
Hokharty tilted his head at the word “others,” but if this was a surprise to him, he said nothing. Moríro turned to go.
“You’re not coming, Necromancer?” Hokharty said tentatively.
“No,” said Moríro, stopping mid-turn, “I have questions that need to be answered.” If Hokharty knew what he meant by this, it didn’t show.
“Wait ‘til I leave before you go. I don’t want any trouble.” He turned to go and walked to the swinging door, then stopped and looked back at them. “And find yourself some clothes…” and then as final thought, “and find Graber a hat!”
Moríro stormed out of the door and left them behind. They stood there watching silently as the swinging door went back and forth and back and forth and finally came to a stop. Graber reached up with his massive, free hand and scratched the gaping wound on his head.
Hokharty turned slowly and folded one arm across his chest. The other hand he raised close to his face and rubbed the fingers together as if thinking.
“Lift him up,” he said to Graber in perfect high-medieval German.
Graber unceremoniously lifted Tim by his face and set him on his backside in a sitting position. Tim’s eyes frantically darted back and forth between the two nightmare corpses, but he didn’t resist otherwise.
Hokharty then spoke to Tim in perfect English, but with an indiscernible lilting accent. On the surface it was nearly a perfect Oxford English accent with a touch of something foreign, eastern, exotic and ancient. “I am going to tell my friend here to let go of your mouth. If you think to scream or run, he will crush your skull before the thought has had a chance to reach your limbs or your voice box.” In actuality, this wasn’t true. The Necromancer had charged them to harm no “living soul” and Tim was definitely living, but he doubted this man could speak any of the ancient tongues that were spoken just minutes before. “Do you understand?”
Tim looked towards Graber, who returned a discomfiting smile, then looked back at Hokharty and nodded as well as he could through Graber’s gigantic paw.
Hokharty lowered his gaze towards Graber. That was the only signal that Graber needed. Graber removed his hand from over Tim’s mouth, but placed his other hand firmly on the back of Tim’s neck. Tim gulped in a few free breaths, but other than the panting, was silent.
“Good,” said Hokharty, “Now, first, we will need clothes. Where can we find them?”
Tim looked around nervously, not certain if he had permission to speak, but decided to chance it.
“Th-th-there’s some scrubs and things in the custodial closet just down the hall.”
“Will anyone see us?” Hokharty inquired, as calmly as if he were asking directions to a local pub.
“N-no. I don’t think so,” Tim was rubbing the sweat off his palms onto his pants.
“Good,” Hokharty looked pleased. Pleased was ok, thought Tim. He hadn’t expected zombies to be this polite, so that was something at least.
“We will retrieve the clothes and ask you more about this girl, but in the meantime I have a question for you.”
Tim raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.
“How would you like to live forever?”
Tim wiped his palms some more and thought.
“Well, for the moment, I’m just concentrating on living through the next hour.”
Hokharty smiled slightly, and Tim thought he saw a sharp fang slip over the lower lip when he did. Hokharty dropped the smile quickly though, and rubbed his fingers together close to his face.
“Good.” Then he turned to Graber and spoke in Old German. “Put him back in the drawer…but gently this time.”
Tim felt the heavy hand of Graber on his back pull him slowly down into a lying position on the metal drawer. Hokharty leaned over him and spoke, “We will return for you shortly. Until then, please, try not to make any noise.”
Hokharty turned and went out of sight. Graber, with his massive hands and huge gaping head wound, leaned over Tim, put his finger to his lips and went, “Shhh.” Then he shut the drawer with Tim inside.
As Tim lay there in the complete darkness inside the morgue drawer, wondering about all that had just taken place, he thought to himself, “I really ought to call my brother and apologize about the Caprice.”



Chapter Five
The Marsh of Lost Souls
Nephys thrust the punting pole down into the reedy, black mud and slowly pushed the skiff forward on the stagnant water. Hiero was at the prow like some demented figurehead, scanning the featureless horizon. From where he stood in the stern, Nephys could barely see above the tall reeds. They were well beyond the plains of Limbo now, out into the marshes and dark swamps that surrounded it for miles. Nephys didn’t like going out this far, but fortunately he still remembered how to navigate his boat through the thick bulrushes like he did when he was alive. There wasn’t much he remembered, but he did remember that. They hadn’t seen many shades though, so he had that to be grateful for.
“Do you see anything yet?”
“Fhank-blatt,” the bagpipe spluttered.
That meant “no.” An imp could sniff out a suffering soul like a bloodhound could sniff out a blood trail – except imps could do it over open water. Suffering was their life bread – they fed on it, and it didn’t take much to set them on the scent…a galling mistake, a frustrating afternoon, an embarrassing memory that suddenly came rushing back, anything really, and an imp would be on you like a tick. Still, the two of them had never been out quite this far or long before, and Nephys was getting nervous. Shades could be as hungry as imps were, though they preferred the taste of sadness and despair.
“Are you sure you sensed something this way?”
Hiero’s whooshing breath went silent for a moment, and then the bagpipe exploded. “Fhank, thaaaarn, thookooool bummm-paaaarhntf!!!” which, as near as Nephys could translate meant, “If you’re so darn anxious to get there, then why don’t you…USE YOUR DEATH SIGHT ALREADY!!”
It was true. Nephys could use the inner sight and all the reeds would become like glass and he could see to the horizon. The bright flame of a newly departed soul would be easy to see, but he had already used the Death Sight once this morning. Each time you used the Sight, it caused your natural eyes to atrophy a little more and he wasn’t quite ready to go blind that much sooner. Turning back had its own risks though. He didn’t want an angry, psychotic bagpipe following him around all day.
He was just about to suggest giving up when Hiero bleated out a triumphant, discordant note. Hiero plunged the big butcher knife forward with his spidery arm and nearly threw himself out of the boat in the process. Nephys could see something above the reeds ahead. The water grew shallower and Nephys pushed the boat forward onto a nearby shoal. Hiero was out of the boat and splashing ahead, using the knife like a machete to clear a path, hooting and slashing in anticipation.
“Noisy thing,” muttered Nephys. He’d bring every shade within a furlong down on them. Fortunately, shades were just as scared of imps as everyone else. Nephys secured the boat and stepped off; his feet sunk deep into the black muck. It pulled and sucked at every footstep. Eventually, Nephys managed to find firm ground and pulled himself free, following Hiero’s trumpeting cacophony. The ground here was firmer and drier and the reeds became less thick; with a final push, Nephys pressed on past the rushes into a small, damp clearing. Hiero was nearby, silent, and even Nephys gaped at what he saw.
It was a tree, a large tree, with two large trunks, shaped like a “V.” High up, higher than a person could reach was some awful, huge, twisted hunk of metal and glass squeezed in the scissor grip of the tree, like a poor animal in a trap. The tree was denser and more solid and somehow more real than its surroundings.
Once, there had been trees in Limbo, whole orchards in fact, but now there were none outside of a few twisted, dead trunks near the acropolis of the city. The whole landscape of Limbo had changed over the centuries. The plains progressively got swampier. The center of Limbo was getting lower as well. Like a sandcastle melting in the surf, the whole of Limbo was slowing eroding. Since the orchards of the dead had disappeared long ago, this tree could only have come from one place – it had been dragged from the land of the living.
Such things were not impossible, but they didn’t happen very often. Most souls arrived in Limbo in the usual way, through the gates of Erebus, muttering, disoriented, and bearing the wounds and marks of the method of their parting. They were generally not in the best of sorts, but they knew they were dead and more or less resigned to something like a compliant state. There, the servants of Death processed them, recorded their names and measured their wounds, but it was not the only way to get to the afterlife.
The world of the living lay over the top of the underworld like a tablecloth on a table. In certain places and at certain times it could be very thin. So thin, that if a person’s death was violent enough, traumatic enough, it could tear through and drop them here, in the swamps surrounding Limbo, or further away, in the barren desert wastes that surrounded the Pits of Punishment. When that happened, the dead often dragged something, an echo you could call it, a psychic manifestation of their death, with them. A murder victim could conjure the weapon that had killed him. A person who was long sick on their deathbed would often bring a shadow of that bed with them, but Nephys had never seen someone drag a whole tree after them before. The soul must have been wrenched from life suddenly with a near unfathomable amount of pain and horror, like an arm torn from its socket by a wild beast. No wonder Hiero could smell this thing from so far off.
Nephys scanned the tree and the twisted hunk of metal. He recognized the wheels and suddenly knew what it was. Over thousands of years, the arriving souls had changed their dress and language a great deal, but for most of that time Nephys could tell the world was largely the same place he had left. Every culture had its bakers and blacksmiths, millers, scribes and politicians, housewives, maids, and cobblers. People were people and no matter how strange or foreign, they still had to eat and they still got around by horses and carts, but in the last century that had all changed. Spirits started showing up with strange devices of no discernable purpose. Worse yet were the ones with horrifying wounds with bits of glass and metal embedded in them. Some carried strange wheels still gripped tightly in their hands, while others had the marks of wheels on them, heavy wheels that crushed their bodies as they passed.
In snatches of conversations between these new arrivals he had overheard how men now moved about in strange, fast-moving carts – metal and glass carriages powered by steam and fire without horses. How these conveyances worked was a mystery to Nephys, but it was certainly some sort of evil magic, because they extracted a heavy toll. Never had so many mangled souls entered the Gates of Erebus before. The Children of Limbo referred to them as “death-carts” and were convinced they were a conspiracy on the part of the Great Master to speed up the work. Nephys had never seen a whole one before, but this mangled metal thing stuck in the tree had to be one of them.
“Phlarnk!” Hiero nudged Nephys’ leg, hooted and gestured with his nose trumpet. Nephys could see a woman struggling frantically at the base of the tree. She was desperately trying to climb it to reach the metal carcass of the death cart, but she instead clawed helplessly at the bark, sliding back down to the ground. With each failed attempt, she became more desperate until she collapsed at the base of the tree, sobbing hysterically.
“Fhwooootonk!”
Hiero was right. They had to put an end to this right away. All that crying was bound to attract some shades. There were certainly shades nearby, and Nephys didn’t want to meet up with any way out here. Touching a single shade was like thrusting your hand under ice water for several minutes. If several shades surrounded you, it was like falling into an icy lake, and release only came when you managed to escape or became a shade yourself.
Nephys quickly padded over to the sobbing woman. Hiero splashed alongside him in the puddles like a lame, but excited, dog. When he got closer he could see that she was tall and thin and dark haired, but not young. Middle-aged he guessed. It was hard to tell her age exactly; after a while all of the dead looked the same to Nephys. She was dressed in the strange, tight-fitting pants that so many souls wore now, but they looked uncomfortably binding to him. Nephys stopped just a few feet short of her and didn’t know what to say or do. Hiero looked from Nephys to her and back to Nephys again.
“Haaaarnt!” Hiero hooted exasperatedly. Then he shoved Nephys hard behind the knees until he nearly fell over.
“Stop that!” Nephys muttered hoarsely.
“fhun, fhun, fhun…weeeeeeenarn,” Hiero bleated sulkily. He hated dithering.
“Alright then, fine.” Nephys took a few cautious, small steps forward. Nothing was worse than being less decisive than a demonic wind instrument. Nephys approached carefully and said nervously, “Hello.”
The woman didn’t notice and kept on sobbing. Nephys tried a little louder, this time with some throat clearing as well. Still nothing. Nephys had learned many languages working as a scribe in the record houses of the dead. He tried various greetings in several of these, but still nothing. She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t hear him. It was like he wasn’t there at all. This was bad. A soul torn so swiftly and violently from the land of the living was often in such a state of shock, it couldn’t be made to understand the nature of its new reality. Most did not even know they were dead. If she couldn’t be made to see the truth, and quickly, she would be locked forever in a state of denial, forever clawing at the base of the tree, sobbing. That is, until she became a shade, at which point she would wander without a thought at all, clinging only to the memory of the terrible sadness that had consumed her.
Persons who fell so far from the Gates of Erebus were rarely recovered. Their numbers were so small that the bureaucrats of Death could hardly be bothered with them. Anyone lost out here would usually become a lost soul, a shade, a mere memory of their former selves, with nothing but hunger to guide them.
Nephys wasn’t sure why Hiero kept dragging him out here to find these hard-luck cases. Perhaps he had become a connoisseur and the vulgar flavors of torture, rage and obscenity of the Pits of Punishment no longer appealed to him. Now he liked the salty wine of sadness and despair. He was an imp after all; it was in his guts – even if he didn’t have any. But none of that explained why he dragged Nephys along on these rescue missions. Nephys went all the same, but mostly out of boredom. Still, of all the scribes and courtiers of Limbo, why choose him to share these adventures? Nephys would have thought to ask him if he wasn’t certain that Hiero would respond with a string of flat, minor key raspberries.
The woman kept sobbing. Nephys felt the slightest trace of wind, and inside it was the touch of frost. The air of Limbo was normally as stagnant as the fetid pond water. The movement of air could mean only one thing. The shades had noticed them, and they were approaching. This was getting serious. Nephys was frozen in thought and deliberation, not knowing what to do – that is until Hiero snorted out a “BAARNT” and stabbed him in the back of his calf with the point of his butcher knife.
“YEAARRRGH!!!” Nephys screamed. He reached down and grabbed the calf in a moment of agony and looked as the gash Hiero had made quickly disappeared. Nephys glared at Hiero, who only blithely rolled his glassy eyes in indifference. The afterlife was full of bitter and cruel ironies. You could hardly feel light or warmth or cold, you couldn’t taste or smell anything but flatness or stagnation, you couldn’t feel your breath, or a heartbeat, and you lost your eyes a little day by day, but a deranged imp with a rusty butcher knife could still stab you and hurt you as real as anything. Then the wound would instantly fade, disappear entirely, so of course, the cursed imp felt no compunction against doing it again. Meanwhile, the wounds you acquired in life remained indelibly, permanent. Hiero had stabbed Nephys a dozen or more times, usually just to get his attention, and not a single wound remained a second afterward, but the large black gash across Nephys’ throat was always there.
However much Nephys disliked Hiero’s tactic, it had worked. The woman had noticed, and stirred herself from her despair. She stopped sobbing and stood up gingerly and spoke weakly. “Is…is someone there? Oh, please…anyone?! Can you hear me?!!”
Nephys stepped a little closer and said, “Yes, yes…we can hear you. I’m here.”
“Where?! Where?!! I can’t see you.” She said, even though she was standing less than two feet from Nephys and looking right at him.
“I’m right here. Are you alright?” Nephys tried to sound reassuring.
She gazed directly at him, her brow furrowing, she was having a hard time seeing him, but then she blinked a time or two and a look of surprise passed over her face as she finally recognized Nephys.
“Oh! Oh, thank God.” She lurched forward at Nephys and grabbed him by the shoulders. Nephys stood awkwardly not knowing what to do. “I’m so glad you’re here…I need help…we were driving…it was night. Some kid ran out into the street and …I don’t know what happened, but we went off the road into the trees. I must have been thrown from the car….” She continued on, disjointedly, occasionally sobbing between breaths, trying to collect her thoughts while Nephys nodded complacently.
This was not good. She may have seen Nephys, thanks to Hiero’s executive decision, but she was still not seeing him. She was still trapped in the delusion that this was the land of the living and that she was still alive. To her, Nephys was just some passerby who had come upon the accident. The newly dead saw what they wanted to see. This was a harder case than either he or Hiero had ever stumbled upon. Once, they had met a man who was convinced the swamp was the Florida everglades, and he wouldn’t leave until he had pulled in that big fish. He said this all the while not noticing the alligator bite-sized piece missing from his middle. When Hiero had stuck his knife through the empty space, the man came right to. Nephys had no idea what else to do in this situation but to play along and try to get her to listen. The hard part was finding a way to enter the woman’s one-sided conversation.
“Look, we are here to help you…” Nephys began awkwardly.
“I was driving when…out of nowhere!...was this boy…what on earth was a boy doing on the highway in the middle of the night?!!” She was rambling.
“I know this will be hard, but you need to listen to me,” Nephys tried to implore the lady, but she just continued her ranting; she was in shock.
“I must have been thrown from the car, but I can’t find her anywhere, so she must be up there still.”
“Look, I know this is hard, but…wait…her?” Nephys asked carefully.
“Yes, HER! My daughter. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!!” the woman screamed frantically, and just then a chill wind blew through Nephys. Shades were coming.
“I’ve looked all around, but I can’t find her! She must still be in the car!”
No wonder the woman was still in a state of denial; she was searching for her daughter and was still attached to the thought that she might be alive.
“Fhween,” Hiero hooted impatiently. Nephys glanced either way and then closed his eyes. In his Death Sight he could see dozens of shades slowly approaching, though still a few hundred yards off. He looked up to the strange vehicle, which was now like glass to his sight, but no soul flame was in the metal wreck. He opened his eyes again. Even from this short use they were dimmer.
“Your daughter isn’t in the…the thing up there…Now I know this must be hard, but we can’t wait, we must go…”
“What? What do you mean? Have you seen her?”
“Well no…” Nephys began, but the woman wouldn’t let him finish.
“Then how can you be certain she isn’t in the car?!” she said angrily gesturing at the metal thing in the tree.
Nephys had no easy answer for her. Trying to explain the Death Sight to her in her condition would be worse than useless.
“Look,” Nephys said exasperated, “if I can prove that your daughter isn’t in that…car…then will you go with us?”
She looked at him oddly, but was silent. Her eyes seemed to alight on the gash on his neck, but she closed her eyes and shook off whatever recognition had touched her.
“Yes,” she said tentatively, “I’ll go…but please hurry.”
Nephys nodded once at her and then turned to Hiero and raised his eyebrows at him while he tilted his head towards the tree.
“Fwhooont,” Hiero completely deflated, the pipes on his back laid down nearly flat.
“Don’t give me that!! I’m not the one that dragged us out here!! I can’t get up that tree and we need to get out of here and…”
“FHWEEM!” Hiero cut him off and was already thrashing ahead to the tree. Using the butcher knife like a pick, he clawed up to the wreck with remarkable speed. The woman moved aside as he passed and stared at him as if he had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. As Hiero stabbed at the glass and metal, she narrowed her eyes at him uncertain of what she was looking at. Whether she thought he was a trained monkey, or a rescue dog, or a hunchback dwarf, Nephys couldn’t tell, but she was so desperate to find her daughter she didn’t care.
Hiero began wrenching doors and parts off the wreck, raining them down below with little regard to who was underneath them. Nephys reached forward and pulled the woman out of the way. With great dispatch, Hiero passed through the whole vehicle, finally emerging from the gaping hole where the door had been and gave a short, flat hoot.
“Nothing there,” Nephys said, turning to face the woman, “Now we really need to be going.”
Nephys had turned to go and Hiero had already dropped to the damp ground beside him with a splash when the woman spoke.
“No,” she said in a whisper.
Nephys turned around. Hiero just wheezed impatiently.
“What?” Nephys said, “but you just said…”
“I DON’T CARE…what I said,” she replied resolutely. She had suddenly become far less hysterical and seemed almost calm. “I’m…I’m not leaving here without my daughter. She has to be around here somewhere. I’ll look over here while you look…”
Just then a cold breeze made Nephys shudder. They were running out of time. This had to stop. Nephys strode over to her and grabbed her by the shoulders, took a breath and blurted it out.
“Look, I know this is hard to understand, but I have some very tough news for you.”
She gazed at him and her momentary resolve began to slip. She looked down at him with moist eyes as if she were about to cry again. “You mean…” her voice trembled, “she didn’t make it?”
Nephys sighed. There was no easy way to say this.
“No,” Nephys said, “she did make it. You
didn’t.”
A brief happy moment of relief that passed over her face was replaced by confusion.
“Look at me, and tell me what you see,” Nephys said forcefully.
She looked at Nephys and shook her head, looked away, but then cautiously looked back. Her eyes looked over his face – his strange eyes, his odd robes and some recognition flickered across her face. Then her eyes saw the black gash on his throat and the look turned to disgust. She closed her eyes quickly, shrugged off Nephys’ grip and stepped backward.
“No…” she spoke it softly, then louder, “NO!”
She was close now. She had, at least for a moment, acknowledged the possibility, but forced it away. She had seen something. Now Hiero stepped forward to seal the deal. He slowly stab-dragged his way to her feet, looked up at her and blew out a single, horrid, cacophonous note. Her eyes followed over his body with growing disgust and horror. At last, her mind could not find any last minute rationalization (Monkey? Pig? Mutant duck?) that could explain the hideous imp in front of her. The final realization hit her…she was dead…and then she screamed…for nearly twenty minutes.



Chapter Six
Amarantha
Lazlo Moríro was roaming the halls of the hospital in a moment of rare indecision. He knew that Hokharty and Graber would serve him well at their appointed errands, but there were places they could not go. To accomplish this next task, he needed a servant who could travel amongst the living and the dead. But there were grave dangers, and this servant could not be summoned to just any corpse. In fact, this one would not be summoned to a corpse at all. He needed a vessel who was not dead, or at least, not dead yet, which is why he had found his way to the oncology center.
Moríro walked down the hall casually brushing his fingers across the doorframes of the patients’ rooms. He had covered his olive-green overcoat with a lab coat he had lifted from a closet. He had been rash and emotional earlier, and he wanted to avoid the scene he had inadvertently caused in the morgue. He had no difficulty in aping the officious demeanor of a physician since he had played that role successfully for the last three centuries. As a young man, he had attended the finest universities of Europe: Bologna, Salamanca, Oxford. His godmother had insisted. Being a doctor was an excellent cover for a necromancer. Any unusual death would be credited to the disease and any remarkable recovery would be credited to the skill of the physician. But Moríro had aspired for more than just a cover and had studied hard and learned to rely not just on his innate power, but on his medical knowledge as well – much to his godmother’s chagrin. In this way, he had plied his skills as a physician and only used his powers as Necromancer when he absolutely had to. Because of this, he had remained alive longer than any previous Necromancer, but this too had caused its own problems, which he now had to address.
With the lab coat, Moríro’s assumed mantle of authority and grey hair was all he needed to pass unnoticed. As he walked past the rooms, he averted his dark eyes, partly out of respect for the occupants’ privacy, but mostly because his fingertips could tell him all he needed to know. Male, age 79, esophageal cancer, lifetime user of chewing tobacco. Wrong gender, and the subject needed to be able to talk anyway. A woman, mid-60s, brain tumor, inoperable, not ideal, but workable, very near death. However, she was surrounded by loved ones who wouldn’t take kindly to strangers intruding on their last moments.
This was going to be difficult. He needed more time to find a suitable vessel, but he had little left. It wouldn’t be long before the three bodies missing from the morgue would be detected. Even if no one suspected that they had gotten up and walked away, their absence would be noticed and quickly attached to the stranger who had come looking for a dead relation. He had to act quickly and find a vessel soon.
He wasn’t entirely certain it was the right thing to do, to summon up her, but there was no one else to turn to now. There would be consequences of course, there always were, but he needed to talk to Margarita and Margarita was now beyond his reach. He had hoped that Margarita would replace him, but she had followed another reckless path. She was never a true Necromancer and could not be summoned, but he had someone in mind who might be able to find her. His fingers trailed along the walls of the hallway: leukemia, carcinoma, lymphoma, there were certainly a lot of dying people here, but none of them were quite right. Some were months away, others only days, but all that were even remotely close to passing were annoyingly attended by loved ones. It was long past visiting hours, but not even in this wretched, mediocre age were people heartless enough to deny a person their last moment. Some of those attending were holding the hands of the unconscious who were no longer aware that anyone was there. They held on tightly in hope that there would be one wakeful moment of recognition before the end.           
Other sentinels were in chairs, half-sleeping, awaiting the moment of passing, or the changing of the guard, as other relations took watch. Elsewhere, there were those who were dying but still conscious, using their last moments of strength not to fulfill their own desires, but to comfort those who had come to comfort them. Everywhere there were spoken promises and whispered hopes; circuitous, casual conversations that avoided the topic of death like the plague, yet somehow still acknowledged its omnipresent hand. There were confessions and prayers and tears and honored silence that screamed louder than the sharpest retort. It was cruel and noble and pitiful all at once.
Moríro withdrew his trembling fingers from the walls and squeezed his eyes shut. It was nothing he hadn’t heard before, but it weighed on him more deeply than it had in a long time. As he opened his eyes, he saw something quick and fleeting and almost transparent dart down the corridor into a room at the end of the hall. It was small, like a child, but not really present, as if it were between this world and the next. As it passed, the linens of the gurneys and clothes of people walking in the hall flitted briefly as if moved by a faint wind. Moríro blinked his eyes several times. No one else in the hall reacted. It was not unusual for a Necromancer to see things that mere mortals could not. He had seen the souls of the dead passing into the next world, if only faintly, but this seemed different. If this was a spirit or a vision he couldn’t tell, but he had learned long ago not to ignore even the most simple of signs.
He walked to the end of the hall and turned and looked into the room. A pervasive silence hung there, broken only by the horrid clicks and beeps of this age’s wretched machines. Beyond a thin curtain, he could see the end of a bed, the covered feet of the person dying here, and the shadow of a body breathing very shallowly. There was something profoundly different from this room than all the others however; the patient was alone.
Moríro walked around the curtain and regarded the unconscious person. She was pale and ancient looking, but not yet forty. Her face was bloated and puffy but hid fine features. Her hair and eyebrows were gone, her skin paper thin and sallow. He had seen this many times. The medicine of this age was often effective, but it just as often ravaged the body and left it an empty shell. This woman was at the end of a very long intervention, but it had ultimately failed, and the results were far from pretty.
He reached for the chart that hung from the end of the bed, but as he touched it his senses told him far more than the chart and diagrams could ever tell him. Amanda Tipping, only thirty-seven, dying of advanced breast cancer. It had spread throughout her body, and the strongest of this age’s poisons could not kill her cancer before it killed her. Yet, for some reason, she had not given up; she had chosen every available option, clinging desperately to life. Even now the only thing that prevented her from demanding one more round of possible treatments was her near unconsciousness.
And suddenly Moríro understood. She was alone. There was no one to hold her hand, no family, no loved ones, no one for her to tell to be courageous and strong for her sake. There was no one for her, and she only had herself, so she had fought to the bitter end, for there was nothing else left for her. Once she had fallen into silence, the doctors and nurses had gone and left the watching to the machines. Seeing her now, Moríro knew that he could count each remaining, labored breath and that there would not be more than a few hundred at most. She was very near the end. Moríro had found his vessel, if she were willing.
All the colors of the room were beige or pale green, and all the angles were sharp or mechanical. There was nothing warm or comforting. A dying person deserved a comfortable bed and a thick blanket, but here the sheets and blankets were thin and the bed had railings more appropriate to a pig’s pen. The warm and dim candles of past ages could imbue even a room like this with some quiet dignity at the last moments of life, but the glaring, horrid lights of this age threw everything into pallid clarity. Looking at her nearly dead body, Moríro felt something he had not felt in a very long time. He felt pity.
Motivated by a rare native upswelling of compassion, Moríro’s indecisiveness fled, and he decided to not merely act the part of a doctor, but to be a doctor truly, something he had not done in decades. He shut the door and shoved back the thin curtain. He took off the ridiculous white lab coat and laid it on an errant chair. Doctors used to have a sense of propriety and wear the customary black afforded their station. They had surrendered the authority of black for the sterility of white and he did not like it at all. If he was going to doctor now, he was going to do it properly.
He rummaged around inside his olive army coat. The coat was warm and heavy, but mostly he favored it because it had many interior pockets. From one of these, he took out a worn leather satchel. He took off the overcoat and laid it on top of the lab coat. He opened the leather case gingerly and began placing the items inside carefully at the foot of the woman’s bed. A set of small, slender, silver spatulas, a miniature apothecary’s mortar and pestle, folded papers of dried herbs and powders, tiny vials of lead, glass and silver. From one, he used a spatula to remove a dark purple dust that was all that was left from a potent, dried flower, the Amaranth, the undying flower, used by both Greeks and Aztecs.
He carefully measured it out and placed it in the mortar with a drop of a milky essential oil, silphion, taken from a plant only found in the Atlas Mountains and thought extinct since the days of Nero. While the mixture settled, he pulled a small silver case from his overcoat. Inside was a tiny, thimble-sized cup and a stand that held it over a candle. He lit the candle with a match and set it on the side table near the woman’s bed. He mixed the flower and oil in the mortar and then tipped the mixture into the tiny, silver cup to be warmed. While that was heating, he set about reviving the patient so she could take the medicine when it was ready. He rolled back the thin, useless blanket and examined her feet. They were freezing and nearly blue-white. Worthless doctors. They knew nothing of the humors of the body.
He pressed the feet and rubbed them to revive the woman’s circulation. After several minutes, the color had returned to them. Then, slowly, a slight blush began to grace the poor woman’s cheek. He covered the feet, gently wrapping them to keep them as warm as he could. He went to her head and examined her. He carefully lifted her head and raised her body to relieve the burden of breathing.
He felt her hands and her pulse, and the coolness of her forehead, cheek and neck. She was stirring, but still deeply asleep. The doctors had obviously drugged her heavily. No one pursued the apothecary arts with any subtlety anymore. They had so many more wondrous drugs these days than in ancient times, but they used them poorly. Poison was found not in the drug, but in the dose. In his time, a skilled physician could administer nightshade in perfectly calibrated amounts so as to dull the patient’s pain and allow sleep without risking them slipping into stupor or death. But now? Now, they had drugs safe enough to use excessively, so they poured them on like a barkeep serving cheap spirits, trading abundance of effect for an abundance of skill.
He was trying to rationalize what he was about to do. Strictly speaking, it was forbidden to summon someone from anywhere else than the Halls of the Death. And she had been exiled from the Great Master’s service long ago to far darker places. It was not without risks to him or her, but perhaps, he thought, he could give this dying woman a few days rest and peace, at least, before she passed over. As he stroked her temple and held her hand, he said her name once, and only now, did he call on his powers as a Necromancer.
“Amanda.”
The sound of the name reverberated throughout the room. The echo was more than just the effect of Moríro’s lilting accent. Names were powerful, and when spoken by someone as skilled as the Necromancer, they could make all the difference. The second he said her name, she breathed easily for the first time since he had come into the room. She opened her eyes. They were clouded, but he could tell that they were once warm and golden brown.
“Wh-what?” she spoke very weakly.
Moríro tutted, “Please do not worry yourself, Amanda. I am only here to help.”
“Are…are you a doctor? Are you with oncology? Where is Dr. Harris?” Even in her weakened state he could tell her voice was by nature meek and mild.
“Si…ah… yes, I am a visiting physician,” Moríro glossed over the other questions; it would be too difficult to explain. He thought hard about what to say next. “Amanda, I need your help.”
“Y-you need my help?” The woman looked weakly at Moríro. She was obviously confused.
“Yes, with something very important. Something that only you can give me. I need to…” Moríro thought very quickly, it would be impossible to explain exactly what he needed from her in her condition, “I need to test something…and only you can help me.”
“A…a new procedure?” Yes, she did understand, in her limited way.
“Actually,” Moríro began, “It is a very old procedure. It will tell me many things that I need to know, and when it is done, I believe it may help you too, but you must understand.”
“Un-understand?”
“Yes.” Moríro did want to give her comfort, but he did not want to give her false hope. “You must know, Amanda, that you are very near the end, no? That you are very near death.”
Amanda gulped. Her eyes were wet.
Moríro went on. “If you agree, I can at most offer you a few days rest, a few days of peace and clarity of mind before the end, but that is all. But it must be your choice. Do you understand?”
Amanda stared at the ceiling and swallowed with difficulty. She seemed tired and frustrated, but eager for any relief.
“But it will make me feel better?”
Moríro smiled just a little. “Yes, Amanda, I hope that it will.”
She looked utterly resigned but remained silent. After a long while, she said simply, “O.K.,” and then after a short pause, shifted slightly in her bed as if trying to sit up, “Do-do you need me to sign something?”
“No, no. That won’t be necessary.” Moríro put his hand to her shoulder to let her know she didn’t have to waste energy getting up. She relaxed, grateful. “This vile age,” thought Moríro, “They couldn’t even let a woman die in peace without paperwork.”
Moríro reached for the small, silver vial warming over the candle. The tiny amount of dark-purple elixir gave off a heavy, overpowering floral scent. He drew it near Amanda’s lips, and ever so gently placed his other hand behind her head to help her drink.
“First, you must drink this; it will help you rest for the…procedure…as you called it.”
Amanda looked perplexed. All other trial medicines got injected into her IV, but she liked this strange doctor; he seemed kind and honest. The other doctors talked to her like she was a child. They couldn’t even bring themselves to say the word “death!” So, she decided to trust him.
It was a great struggle, even with him helping her, but she managed to take the medicine. She could taste the tang of the tiny, metal cup on her tongue and instantly recognized it was silver. “Why silver?” she thought. The purple liquid was warm and aromatic, heavily floral, sickly sweet, but also very bitter. It was extremely painful to sip, but when it finally slid down her throat in a single lump, she instantly felt weightless. All the sore, aching spots where the exposed ribs and joints from her thinning body contacted the hard mattress disappeared as if she was floating in a large, warm bath. She felt strangely calm and drifted off silently and quickly into a restful sleep.
Moríro let her head down slowly and looked at Amanda Tipping. She was breathing peacefully. Her eyelids gently closed over her flitting eyes. She was dreaming and at rest. The drunken stupor of the drugs she had been under was gone and replaced with a light, floating, restful sleep. It was time to get to work.
Moríro needed to hurry. He quickly, but gently, pulled her bed away from the wall and into the middle of the room. The equipment that was attached to her he wheeled over next to her. It was crowded in the middle of the room, but he had to make sure everything would fit safely inside the protection circle. From one pocket in the overcoat, he took a piece of red chalk broken off from a Nabataean baetyl. From another, he took a cylinder of natrun salt taken from an oasis in Fayum. With the chalk, he quickly drew a large, circular figure around the entire bed and her equipment. Then he drew another circle around it again. He drew the seal of Pythagoras and several ring signs between the two circles with Solomon’s knots along the edge. This wasn’t strictly required, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Inside each of the knots, he placed a small pile of the natrun salt. He worked furiously, but carefully – he didn’t want to inadvertently leave any escape routes.
Then he pulled a brass compass from one pocket and tried to determine the four cardinal directions. The compass was exquisitely crafted and beautiful, but it was ancient and did not respond well to all the other metal equipment in the room, and the needle danced around infuriatingly. Moríro fought with it for a moment, then grumbled and gave up and reached into one of the long outside cargo pockets on his army pants and pulled out a garish piece of black and yellow plastic. He hated the new devices, but when they worked, they worked well he had to admit. It had taken the sales clerk at the store in the mall nearly three exasperating hours to explain to Moríro how to make the GPS work, but he had finally managed it. In a short time and a few clicks, he had accurately plotted the four directions. With the chalk and natrun salts, he drew even more protection figures around the cardinal points: an eye of Horus here and a winged tetramorph there. Last of all, as one further gesture of overkill, he drew an ouroboros, a figure of a cockatrice eating its own tail in an endless circle, around the whole endeavor.
He stepped back, looked down and examined his work thoroughly. Though quickly drawn, he had never made such an elaborate and perfect circle of protection before. Finally, satisfied nothing more could be done, he looked up. Being careful not to undo his work by scuffing his heavy combat boots across the drawing, he took a breath, stepped carefully inside, bit into his knuckle and held it over the patient. A single large drop of blood fell onto the white sheet over her heart.
Moríro drew a long, careful breath, closed his eyes, cleared his mind and spoke. It was not a long iteration in a dead language like he had used before. It was just two words uttered quietly but clearly.
“Amarantha, come.”
There was no snake of red smoke, no creeping amoeba of tar this time. The drop of blood simply disappeared, and the body became perfectly still. Then, at once, the eyes snapped open, but they were no longer clouded and brown. Instead, they were cold, grey and sparkling clear. The eyes shot instantly towards Moríro, who had steeled himself in advance so that he would not flinch at their sharp gaze. They stared at him wide open and wild for a moment then they narrowed to a critical gaze as a sly smile slowly crept across Amanda’s face transforming it subtly as it did so. After a while, it was no longer Amanda’s face. It had the same form and features, but they had become sharper and more refined, more beautiful perhaps, but also more terrifying. It was an enhancement of the beauty Amanda must have possessed before her treatment, but colder and with less human empathy. Amanda had become Amarantha. She didn’t hesitate, but spoke directly to Moríro.
“Good evening, Moríro. It has been a long time, hasn’t it?” the voice cut the air with perfect clarity and had none of the trembling, halting, timidity it had had earlier.
Moríro bowed slightly, but sincerely, from the neck and lowered his eyes as he spoke, “Godmother.”
“Hmmph,” the woman replied dismissively, “Now you engage in formal pieties because you need something. Where was your respect before? Where was your loyalty when I needed it? I should have left you a foundling and sent your unbaptized soul to Limbo with your mother.”
“Godmother, please…”
“Keep my title off your vile tongue!” Amarantha shot back, “Betrayer! Judas! You are no godson of mine! Lickspittle! Save your loathsome, obsequious manner for your slave-master.”
Moríro nearly did flinch at the word “slave-master”. He had always been taught to show respect for women, elders and your masters. Amarantha had been all three, but it was galling to hear her refer to the Great Master in such a derogatory fashion. He nearly began to reprimand her, to remind her that it was not he who had been punished for disobeying the Great Master, but he stopped. That was what she wanted. She was baiting him. He needed to remember his purpose. He needed to remain calm. Much had passed between the two since she had saved his life as an infant, but that was all past now.
“Godmother…I need to ask you…a favor…”
“A favor?!! As if I could refuse!! Send your lackeys instead!!” she spat back, interrupting him, “Surely, they don’t mind being errand boys to an inferior Necromancer.”
Moríro ignored the insult and pressed on.
“I command the dead only in this life, but I need a spirit-shifter, someone who can see the cross-over and speak with the dead in the next world.”
“AND WHAT DO YOU KNOW OF THE DEAD?!!” She suddenly sat up and lunged at him. “You who have all the power and no will to use it? You who have sent hundreds to the other side on the whims of an ancient, desiccated monster with no mercy?!! What do you know of the dead?!!”
Her sudden movement alarmed him and he nearly stepped back out of the protection circle. That was what she wanted of course, some small avenue of escape, but he wasn’t going give her an excuse. He stood firm and silent. There was no point going over the old arguments anymore. She had made her choice. She had been the Necromancer, his godmother, and his master, but she had made her choice. The sudden anger left her and she chuckled.
“You’ve finally learned to make a credible protection circle, I see?” She eyed him furiously, but only smiled and settled back on the bed. “Although, the ouroboros is a bit much.” She laughed. “No one can say that I did not teach you well.” She smoothed the thin sheets of the hospital bed in a strange air of smug satisfaction.
Moríro watched her silently for a while then she spoke.
“Oh, what is it, Moríro?” She placed the back of her right hand against her forehead in the manner of an exasperated parent. “You always were the worst ditherer. Get on with it. What do you want? What menial task has the old monster sent you on this time that you have to torture the soul of your godmother?”
Moríro swallowed. “I need to speak with someone in Limbo.”
“Flirting with the sin of Endor, I see, Moríro.” She smiled. “Getting desperate aren’t we, Godson?” The contempt in the word ‘godson’ was palpable. “What is it? Someone owe you some money? Someone welch on a bet and then died without paying?” She laughed some more and leaned forward to hug her knees, languidly stretching her back, enjoying the body she was in for a moment. Moríro bristled a little. He hadn’t gambled in more than a century, but then they hadn’t spoken for longer than that either. She smiled in satisfaction. And he suddenly felt embarrassed that she was still very good at needling him.
“I need to speak to Margarita.”
Amarantha dropped her knees. “Margarita’s dead?”
“Si. She passed away…early this morning.”
“How?”
“An accident, I believe.”
“You believe? Necromancers don’t die by accident, not unless the ol’ monster has gotten even more senile than usual.” She laughed again. Moríro did not like her calling the Great Master an old monster. Then she chuckled again and said, “But she wasn’t ever a proper Necromancer, was she?” She smiled and laid her head on her knees. “Poor, poor Moríro. You know what awaits – the long emptiness, the endless decay into nothingness. You know better than any the long, dreary existence that awaits each of us, and yet you long for death. Why? Why do you fear your own power? Why do you wish to go into the long night when all else in your position would relish immortality?”
“I learned from personal experience, Godmother, what happens to a Necromancer when she clings to power too long and lives past her appointed time.”
Amarantha grimaced and narrowed her eyes. Her hands clenched the thin blankets so hard he thought she would tear them. That had cut her, but she quickly recovered her composure and relinquished her grip on the sheets. “And now you are trapped, aren’t you?” She was most comfortable with him when she could twist the knife. She had always been that way, even when he was a child. She had found a stern set of Castilian nobles to be his foster parents, but they were tolerable compared to her cruelty. She had made frequent visits and he had dreaded every one of them. Every moment was another instance of disapproving judgment and disappointment. Even now, more than three hundred years dead, she was no different. She went on, “The only heir is dead, the line of Necromancers broken and you will be forced to toil for the old monster forever. The one Necromancer that never relished the power of the office is now condemned to watch the farce of life to the bitter end. How perfectly poetic.”
“Perhaps not.” Moríro hoped this news would wipe the smug expression off her face, but strangely, it didn’t.
Amarantha’s eyes only narrowed quizzically. Then, after a long pause, they widened. “A child?” the barely whispered question betrayed not shock, but realization, “Where?” she suddenly said forcefully.
Moríro stood silent, impassive. He said nothing.
She rolled her eyes at him, “Of course, you’ll have set your hounds on her by now.”
“Her?” thought Moríro anxiously, he hadn’t mentioned the child was a girl. She sat up on the edge of the bed and stretched her legs, first one and then the other. She was working out the tiredness and soreness of the body she was sharing with Amanda Tipping, examining it absentmindedly like a new set of clothes while she continued talking in an offhand manner as if bored by the topic.
“Hokharty and Graber, those are your usual favorites, aren’t they? I bet in your anxiety, you released them to do whatever was necessary. And, of course, you will have set them to rounding up the hunters, zombies, and dead things to do your bidding at all costs, with no thought to the rules, or what they might do in your precious master’s name. You will have been so distraught at the death of Margarita and so upset at the news, you wouldn’t have thought to play by the Master’s rules at all.” She was examining the room distractedly, as if bored, but Moríro could tell that she was looking for flaws in the room and the protection circle. She was planning escape.
“And, of course, you so desperately needed to talk to Margarita. To ask her about her daughter, ask her if she’s ever shown any precocious capacity for necromancy, if she ever brought dead beetles or songbirds back to life, or even a precious pet, a cat or a goldfish perhaps?”
This was not idle chatter. Did she know something that Moríro did not?
“You were so desperate to know if the child could be the new heir that you were willing to call on someone you would only call on in your most extreme need.” The mocking tone of her voice let Moríro know that he had been a fool. “And that brought you here, to this broken body in this dreary room. To this near-dead shell of a human being to call on me, in the hopes that I could give you some small measure of comfort by providing the answers you seek, because only I, of all Necromancers, could inhabit the body of the living and travel like a ghost to the realm of the dead and ask those questions of Margarita in person.”
She hugged her new knees and smiled at Moríro as he stood fuming silently.
“How did you know?” Moríro spoke plainly, trying to conceal his rage.
“I didn’t know, not really, not until just now, when you confirmed it, but I had heard rumors.”
“Rumors? From whom?” Moríro pressed.
“Oh, Godson, please, there’s nothing to do in Hell but gossip.” She stroked her shins like a little girl and smiled at him in faux innocence and continued, “And besides, the girl has more than one dead parent in Hell already.”
Moríro blanched.
Amarantha just laughed, “And she may not be the only heir after all.” She smiled a cold smile as Moríro just gaped. “You tried so hard. All of you, to keep the birth lines inside the order, but all those ages, I knew it must have been impossible for the order to prevent all the young ones from straying. People will find a way after all, and the gift has been spread to other bloodlines – less noble perhaps, but no less powerful.”
Moríro froze. Could it be true? Had the gifts of the Necromancers been passed on to others? “What do you want with them?”
She laughed, “You really have no grasp of the obvious, Moríro. With a boy and a girl, the possibilities, Moríro! An entire new house of Necromancers could be founded!! Necromancers who knew what to do with the gift.” She shot him a contemptuous glance. “But on a more personal note, I do have other reasons.” The faux innocence was replaced by pure, cold fire. “Everyone wants a second chance, Godson. I chose poorly the first time, but now I get to start over, with a new protégé, one who has no knowledge of her power, or the rules, or the Great Master, or you.” With each statement her contempt and fire rose, ‘til it crashed like a crescendo of bile on the word ‘you’.
Moríro’s eyes widened. Somehow, she had known all along that he would call her forth. She had been laying in wait for centuries, like a spider, for this moment. She may have even figured out how to trick Moríro into calling her. How exactly, he couldn’t fathom yet, but he could see the confirmation in her eyes. He had been a fool. She must be sent back at once.
As soon as this thought crossed his mind, however, she saw it his eyes. Instantly, she dove forward and crashed against him, nearly toppling him over the monitors and other electrical equipment. He struggled to hold onto the cart, to keep it from falling outside of the circle, and lost sight of her, but the flying tackle was just a distraction. Instead of pushing forward, she dived headlong over the opposite edge of the bed to her real objective. Moríro recovered and dove on top of her. She was flailing wildly, desperately trying to reach something on the floor beneath the bed. Moríro struggled to restrain her as he saw her intended target: a tiny, dead moth on the floor. He grabbed her arm just inches before her fingers touched the deceased insect. A dead moth was utterly harmless in a normal context, but to a master Necromancer it could be a deadly weapon. She might animate it into some demonic, undead, pestilential moth that would gouge his eyes out, or worse yet, she might pour her own soul inside it and fly off and escape.
Moríro wasn’t certain he had made the circle secure enough to contain a possessed, demonic moth. It was small enough it might exploit a tiny flaw. Her hand grasped in frustration just a fraction of an inch away, but he pulled it back. She attempted a scream, but he forced his other hand over her mouth to prevent her from drawing the attention of the nurses and orderlies who were certainly not far. Amarantha had granted the frail body of Amanda Tipping unnatural strength, but the ravages of cancer were hard to overcome, and despite his age, he was strong enough to restrain her. Moríro dragged her back to the bed and forced her down on it, his hand on her throat.
“DEPART, AMARANTHA!!” he bellowed. Shuddering waves of convulsions rippled Amanda’s body. Amarantha’s hold was weakening, but she was not ready to give up the body of Amanda Tipping just yet.
“I WILL HAVE HER, MORÍRO!!”
“Depart, Amarantha!!” he commanded again. Amarantha was going, Amanda’s frail voice was returning. The features softened, but not before one last utterance.
“I will break the bounds, Moríro. I will free the prisoners…You will see. Death himself will die and be no more…you will see…you will see.”
“Depart,” he said it calmly this time, summoning all his powers. Amanda Tipping’s eyes rolled back into her head for a moment, her whole body shook briefly, and then lay calm. The grey eyes and sharp features were gone, and the puffy, cancer-ravaged face of Amanda Tipping, age thirty-seven, returned.
Lost in thought, Moríro didn’t realize his hand was still on the throat of Amanda Tipping. He released his grip instantly and awkwardly stepped away. She was breathing easier now. There were no bruises from the struggle. Despite the ordeal, she seemed the better for it. The amaranth elixir was a powerful restorative.
He straightened her body and the covers and tried to make her comfortable, nervously glancing at the door, afraid someone might have heard. He took out a ragged, lace handkerchief and wiped up the salt and chalk and pushed the bed and equipment back into place. It took some time and gave him space to think. He had hoped to talk to Margarita, but he had learned much besides anyway. Margarita’s daughter almost certainly had the gift, or why would Amarantha know about her? But the situation was worse than he had feared. There were others who had the gift as well, and they were being hunted, and somehow, Amarantha had known. But how? Had she been summoned by someone else recently? Or worse, had she found a new ally in hell? His first obligation was to the girl, but Hokharty and Graber would do the job. He would go to Ephrata and see what he could find.
He thought as he cleaned up, and with the last pile of natrun salt swept into the trash and the remaining chalk drawings now gone, he paused and picked up his overcoat, the leather satchel, his tools and the white lab coat. The room was much as he had first seen it, except it felt colder somehow. He paused to look once more at Amanda. There was a look of peace on her face. He tried to convince himself that if all this futile gesture had accomplished was to give this poor woman a few days of peace, perhaps it had been worth it. In a way, he envied her, but then death might come soon enough for them all. He swung the coat over his shoulders and was gone.
 
Amanda Tipping blinked once or twice and stared at the flickering fluorescent lights on the ceiling. A fly was buzzing somewhere near her ear. She had had the most bizarre dream. There had been a strange doctor with a Spanish accent standing next to her, and there was a woman, but she couldn’t tell where she was standing. It was very odd, but it was also somewhat pleasant. It had been a long time since she had dreamed anything. Usually the drugs Dr. Harris gave her just plunged her into darkness. Dreamless sleep was never as restful. As she lay there, she noticed that many things were different now. She was breathing easier now, and the foggy-headed feeling of the sedatives was gone. She was tired, but not utterly exhausted, which had been normal for the last eighteen months.
“Poor thing,” she thought to herself. “You’ve hardly moved in all this time. Haven’t you?” Amanda stiffened a little. That thought was odd. “You?” she thought again. She didn’t often think to herself in the second person. It was like another person’s voice in her head, but she decided to forget it and shrug it off. Then she actually shrugged!! She was instantly shocked that she could move her shoulders at all. She hadn’t had the strength to move so much as a finger in weeks.
Her shoulders ached too, but not in the restless, burning way they had for so long. Instead, it was a dull ache, almost a good ache, like after a good workout, the kind she used to enjoy. She rolled her shoulders and gave them a good stretch and was surprised how much movement she had.
“You can do more than that, I bet.” There was that odd thought again, followed by more buzzing. The fly was somewhere near her ear, bothering her with its incessant buzzing.
Suddenly, her hand popped up. For weeks her arms had felt like they were pinned to the mattress, like they were made of lead. It took all her willpower to lift them just a few days ago, but now it seemed as natural as before, if a bit tired and sore. She stared at her hand and moved the fingers back and forth just to make sure she wasn’t still dreaming. She gazed first at the palm and then the back of her hand and then let it drop slowly back to the mattress.
“You can get up if you like,” she thought to herself in that odd way, as if speaking to another person. The fly kept buzzing in her ear.
She wasn’t certain if she could, but then she sat up suddenly; it hurt, but she could do it. She pulled the covers up and looked at her toes and wiggled them and laughed a little. She slapped her hands over her mouth and then slowly lowered them. She hadn’t laughed in ages. When the shock of that wore off a little, she grabbed her shoulders with both hands and massaged some of the soreness out of them. She paused and looked around the room. It was the same as always, but something was different.
Was she still dreaming? She was suddenly gripped by a terrible urgency to get up. Aside from the times the nurses and orderlies rolled her over like a side of beef to change the sheets, she hadn’t moved from this bed in months, and dream or not, she wasn’t going to let a chance to get out of it pass her by. She carefully pulled the sheets back to look at her thin legs. Her feet looked white and dead, but the color was slowly coming back. She moved them over slowly until they hung limply from edge of the bed. She looked at the small nightstand next to her bed.    
“With a good push you could make it,” came a thought. Yes, she agreed, she could. She pushed off and grabbed the edge of the small table. Her legs nearly collapsed under her, but they held, and then slowly, slowly, she raised herself up. She was standing! She laughed out loud. She put her hand to her mouth and nearly cried. She found her balance and leaned on the equipment by her bedside. There was the IV stand and a rolling cart of monitors hooked up to her by a number of wires. On the IV stand was the fly, buzzing weakly, barely alive. She shooed it away with the back of her hand. The second she touched it, she felt a small static spark and it fell dead onto the cart. She wondered at it for a moment then tried to take a step, but the monitors dragged her back.
“Vicious machines. You will soon be free of them,” the voice inside her head was stronger now, and it sounded more like her own thoughts. She hated the machines and dreaded being hooked up to them. She pulled herself up and took a step forward and didn’t fall. She was nearly in a state of shock and didn’t know what to do.
“What would you like to do?” came the voice inside her head again. She had had this thought many times before. What would she do if she could stand on her own? The mirror. She wanted to see herself, to look into her own eyes. And then maybe after that, perhaps she could manage the small dignity of even going to the bathroom by herself. A few months back she never would have imagined how much she would miss that.
“Go,” came the thought into her head, “Go to the mirror.”
Amanda gathered up her nerve. She leaned on the IV stand and dragged the cart of equipment behind her. It would have been so much easier if she could just tear them off, but she knew that would just call the nurses, who would almost certainly just put her back in bed and sedate her again, but she was not going to have any of that. She was going to the bathroom, darn it, and no one was going to stop her.
“Excellent. Go!” came a thought out of nowhere. It wasn’t exactly excellent though. She struggled the whole way. And although it was just a few feet, it was agonizing. Her feet were still numb like they were asleep. She couldn’t get them to lay flat, properly on their soles, but she carried on, walking on the sides of her feet instead. It was painful and awkward, and she nearly fell down a dozen times, but she made it. The roughest part was when she had to negotiate the cart and IV stand through the doorframe of the bathroom, but soon she was leaning on the sink, gripping it tightly with both hands and gazing into the mirror. It hurt a lot, but it felt like a real accomplishment. How was this possible? Had she really seen a strange doctor after all? He had promised that she would feel better and she did. Had it all been real? And what about the strange woman?
“Look at yourself, Amanda. What do you see?” came the voice again. She hardly recognized herself. Her hair had never been special, mousy brown, but it was hers; now it was all gone, her eyebrows too. She was completely bald. Her eyes were puffy and swollen, and her face too. It wasn’t as bad as she had thought, but it was still bad enough to make her start to cry.
“I see nothing,” she said out loud.
“No,” the voice said reassuringly. “Not nothing. Far from it. Foolish men,” the voice continued, “The physicians can see the flesh, see the disease, but they have never learned to read the heart have they?”
Amanda didn’t normally speak to herself like this at all, but it somehow felt comforting, so she rubbed her nose and stopped crying. “No, they can’t,” she said aloud, her voice firmer than it had been in years.
“They act as if they know everything, but they don’t, do they? They don’t know about your father.”
“Her father?” Amanda had not thought of her father in a long time. Her father and mother had divorced when she was very young. She had loved her father and her father had loved her. He was kind and loving and caring, but the court had awarded custody to her mother instead. She had taken her away from him just out of spite, to deny her father any joy. Her mother moved often, and went through a string of worthless boyfriends always trying to keep her from her father. She used to dream of the day when she would be eighteen and she could get away and live with her dad. He had died of cancer just six months shy of her eighteenth birthday.
“But it didn’t end there, did it, Amanda?” No, it certainly had not. She had left anyway, and never saw her mother again. There were odd jobs and delayed dreams, some community college. Then there was him.
“Tell me about him, Amanda,” said the voice. She was getting more comfortable with this strange, new personality trait she had developed. He wasn’t all that charming. She had always wondered if her mother’s string of loser boyfriends had impacted her judgment; but he had seemed nice enough and appeared to like her and that was the first thing that had made her feel special since she was a little girl.            
“But you are special, Amanda.” This talking to herself wasn’t helping. “Special” was a word grandmothers used when they couldn’t say you were pretty. Not that she had ever had a grandmother.
“Tell me more. Go on.”
They had gotten married. She had put off her own schooling, got two jobs, put him through law school. Then there were the two miscarriages and the diagnosis. Somewhere between the first and second remissions he had run off with her physical therapist. It had never been a great marriage, but the betrayal stung worse than anything.
“How long?”
‘Hmmph. Eleven years. Eleven years wasted with that loser.”
“And how long since you were diagnosed?”
“Six.” She said aloud to herself. Six years of chemo, and surgery, and physical therapy. Six years, the last three, alone. Utterly alone, waiting to die. No one wanted her to live anymore, not her doctors, not her ex-husband, not anyone. She craved death herself and yet somehow it never came. She doggedly clung to life, disappointing her doctors, and she was certain, her insurance agent as well.
“But you’re not dead, are you?”
“No,” she thought. She was most definitely not dead. Not yet.
“And you will not die, not for a very long time.” She had had that thought before too, but that was just wishful thinking, that’s all.
“No, listen to me!!”
Amanda went rigid. That was so sudden and so sharp it didn’t feel like it came from her at all. She turned slowly and looked around the tiny bathroom. There was no one there. She turned and looked back in the mirror. She was different. She had regained some color and she wasn’t yet sure how, but something had changed. She thought about the strange doctor in her dream.
“Perhaps it wasn’t a dream,” came the thought into her head from nowhere.
Perhaps it wasn’t. What was going on?!
“Do you remember what the strange doctor said?”
“Yes, hadn’t the foreign doctor said something about her regaining clarity?” she thought. She certainly was less foggy-headed now.
“There was something else too, wasn’t there?”
“Yes,” she thought to herself, “He had said something about helping others, and about it needing to be my choice.”
“It is your choice, Amanda.”
“My choice?” she said aloud, “My choice to do what?”
“To live.”
Those words made her shudder – with fear or hope she couldn’t quite tell.
She looked deep into the mirror. Was it true? Did she really have a choice to live? Was it as simple as that? But how?
“He spoke two words, do you remember them?”
“I…I don’t remember.”
“Try.”
Amanda closed her eyes. Nothing was coming to her. Then she remembered drinking something, and falling back against the bed. Everything was dark and peaceful for a long while, and then, she remembered, he did speak. Two words. Two words only. She thought of the doctors and the years of treatment and how desperately she wanted it to end, and as she did, she could almost hear the words again.
“Amarantha, come?” she spoke them uncertainly, but as she did, her whole body felt warm like she was being immersed in hot bath water. She opened her eyes. Her face was there just as before, but it was different. It was her face, but less puffy and pallid. Had the words done that?
“Yes! Again! Say the words again!” came the voice.
She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, more deeply than she had done in six years. She thought of her worthless, betraying husband and the therapist he ran off with, of the disappointment and hurt of the miscarriages.
“Amarantha, come,” she said it more forcefully this time and when she opened her eyes she gasped in shock. All over her head was black stubble. Her eyebrows were back too. She nearly fell backwards, but caught herself before she stumbled. Then she stood and didn’t waver. She lifted her arms, the soreness was gone, their strength returning. She ran her hands over the miraculous new hair. It wasn’t mousy brown and thin like her hair, it was nearly black and lustrous and thick. She laughed a little. What was happening?! Was she still dreaming? She was suddenly very afraid. She felt like she should go back to bed and lie down.
“No!! Don’t stop!! Say the words again, one more time!!”
That definitely didn’t come from her. There was someone else here, but where?
“Who are you?” she said aloud. She looked around nervously, but no one was there.
“I am your one, true friend, Amanda. I will never abandon you. I am your savior. You will live, Amanda, and through you, all others will live and no one will fear death again.”         “How?” Amanda gasped.
“A drop of blood is all it takes. But it is your choice, Amanda, I will never force you to do anything you do not want to do, but it must be your choice. A drop of blood and then say the words again.”
Amanda stared at the face in the mirror; it was her face, but different. It was pretty, but sharper somehow. She didn’t know what to think. She was very scared and afraid she was losing her mind, but she knew she didn’t want to stay here and wait to die. Amanda made her choice.
Amanda Tipping ripped the monitors from her body. They made a high-pitched tone in protest. She kicked the cart forcefully away from her. It crashed against the wall so hard its bleating instantly stopped. She yanked the IV from her arm. A single drop of blood emerged from where the needle had come out. She caught the crimson drop on the tip of her finger and held it up to her face to examine it. All the while the voice was uttering encouragement. “Yes!! Say the words!! Say the words again!! I will never leave you. We will be together forever.”
She stood up straight and felt the warmth pouring through her. She looked into the mirror; the hair had grown at least half an inch in the last few minutes. Gone were the dark circles and lines. Gone was any trace of the ravages of the cancer. She felt the disease ebbing, no, fleeing from her body. The drop of blood hung pendulously from the tip of her finger, full of promise.
“Together, we will right the wrongs. We will make the crooked pathways straight. We will restore all that was lost to us and everyone.”
She looked regal and beautiful. She closed her eyes and shook her head. She thought of her worthless mother and her unfaithful husband her wasted youth and her dead father. All the while the voice continued.
“We will drag the old monster from his citadel and break his many limbs to splinters!! We will live forever. We will conquer DEATH, Amanda!! Together! You and I!! And we will give life to every deserving soul and none shall fear Death again!!” The drop of blood shook and then fell from her fingertip. Amanda took a sharp inhale of breath and watched it fall, fearful it would be lost.
“SAY THE WORDS!!”
Amanda closed her eyes and screamed, “AMARANTHA, COME!!”
The drop never reached the sink but disappeared in the air mid-fall.
The room shook with Amanda’s voice. Amanda slowly opened her eyes. They were no longer warm, brown or clouded. Now they were cold, grey and crystal clear and Amanda knew she would never be alone, or pushed around by anyone else ever again, even as the strangest words came out of her mouth.
“I just knew Lazlo wouldn’t notice a lazy fly on the IV cart. He always missed the small things. Like I would enter any dead thing, especially a dead moth.”
She spun away from the mirror and folded her arms elegantly across her chest. As the room filled with stunned nurses and orderlies, Amanda spoke softly. “Now, where has that senile old Necromancer gone off to?”



Chapter Seven
Hunting Hunters
Tim Riggle, the orderly, drove down Highway 95 in his cherry, 1974 limited-edition Spirit of America cream-colored Impala with three corpses in the car. One was in the trunk; two were freshly animated and sitting in the car. Graber, the big one, was snoring in the back seat, sucking in wheezing breaths through his nose and gurgling them out through the large, open head wound above his right eye like a blow-hole, sputtering out little flecks of clotted blood on the custom vinyl interior. The thin corpse, Hokharty, was in the front with Tim looking at a road map of Delaware upside down. The other corpse in the trunk was a woman with dark hair. She was, mercifully, not doing anything unusual for a dead person.
“If this girl is in Harrisburg, why exactly are we heading south again?” Tim asked the seemingly perplexed but unflappable Hokharty.
“The girl is west, but the hunters are south. We need help.” Hokharty didn’t look at Tim. “Only hunters can find what we are looking for.”
“And what exactly are we looking for if it isn’t the girl?” Tim asked.
Hokharty just smiled his subtle toothsome smile again. Tim was certain he saw a fang this time.
Tim sighed in frustration and gripped the steering wheel tighter. This wasn’t going to be easy – not that getting out of the hospital was a piece of cake. It was hard to tell exactly what had happened from inside the morgue drawer, but apparently Hokharty had done his “turn into the smoke monster” trick and gone down the hall to the custodial closet. There, he found something to suit him and cover up the stab wound in his chest, but Graber wasn’t so simple. Graber was too big for any of the scrubs there and the wound on his head wasn’t exactly easy to cover up. So, they improvised. Graber was placed on a gurney, covered in a sheet, and Tim and Hokharty pushed him down the corridors. Hokharty had insisted on taking the body of the woman and made Tim wrap it carefully in a sheet and place it on the lower rack of the gurney. Hokharty recited some unknown words over the body while faint wisps of red smoke emanated from his mouth. Tim was afraid she was about rise up too, but thankfully nothing happened, so Tim agreed to push the cart while Hokharty followed. It wasn’t easy. Even without the second body, Graber weighed a ton and it was pretty hard going. Graber seemed to exude a pervasive field of inertia, resisting all forward movement.
Along the way, Hokharty made Tim use one of the “devices,” Hokharty had called it, to find out the information about the deceased Margaret Holveda Miller’s daughter. Lucia Claire Miller was located in an ICU ward in Harrisburg, stable and expected to recover completely. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t authorized to do this, but he knew several nurses’ pass codes because they had asked him to retrieve something for them while they were busy. The whole time Hokharty’s icy hand never left the back of Tim’s neck. Worse than the grip were the things he said.
He queried Tim on everything: his age, his family, his education, his hopes and aspirations. When he told Hokharty his goal was to one day be a Physician’s Assistant, Hokharty remarked, “Why not be the Physician? Why not the greatest Physician who ever lived? Greater than Hippocrates or Galen or Asclepius himself?” More unnerving was the way he said it, as if he could actually make it happen. And then there was the whole “How would you like to live forever?” thing. Tim was glad he hadn’t brought that up again.
Once they had gotten the information about Lucy Miller off the computer, Hokharty made him push Graber down to the staff locker rooms. Tim scoped it out to make sure they were empty then wheeled Graber in. When Graber got up on his own accord, it spooked Tim all over again, even though he had seen him rise the first time. Tim got changed into his regular clothes. Graber’s hand could open the lockers like a can opener. Eventually, they found clothes for all of them, including some large jeans and a huge sweatshirt for Graber and a leather jacket for Hokharty. Hokharty kept the green scrubs on underneath, however. Neither had any familiarity with zippers, though. Tim had to show Graber how to use it – that had been embarrassing. Once Graber had figured out his pants zipper he kept pulling it up…zip! And down...zip! And up…zip! And down…zip! Over and over again in child-like wonder until Hokharty had told him to knock it off.
Graber finally found a large, knit cap big enough to pull over his wound. He pulled it down so far it practically covered his eyes, but it didn’t seem to hinder him at all. In fact, neither of them seemed to use their eyes at all. Hokharty had an intense, fixed glare that never wavered, and he seemed to be able to see straight through the back of his own head. The one or two times Tim was close to the door when Hokharty had his back to him, Hokharty would calmly advise him against thinking about fleeing without even turning around. Thankfully, Graber picked up the body of the woman and carried it out. Tim thought about warning them about the surveillance cameras, but then they had enough trouble with the zippers, so he decided to let it pass.
When they got out to the parking lot, Tim thought he could just hand off the keys and be done with them, but of course, neither knew how to drive. So here he was, going…somewhere…on I-95…near Chester…looking for something called a “hunter”…with two dead guys.
“Hurgghl-KKHUTT,” Graber woke up with a start and hocked up a blood clot through his wound that landed on the dash. Tim tried desperately not to shudder. Hokharty turned around and said something in some guttural language that Tim couldn’t understand to Graber. Graber just nodded and said nothing, as usual, and pulled the knit cap low over his face again.
“What? What is it?” Tim could see that Hokharty was looking out the windshield into the distance.
“We’re getting close,” Hokharty said barely above a whisper, “I can sense them.”
“Close? To what?!” Hokharty didn’t answer.
“There. We need to go there.” Hokharty pointed towards a cross street.
Tim couldn’t see an exit. “Fine, but I can’t get off here, I’ll have to go to the next exit and turn around.”
Hokharty furrowed his brow in displeasure but didn’t say anything.
Tim got off on the next exit and started to wind his way through the surface streets according to Hokharty’s directions. Hokharty hardly gave him any notice before abruptly pointing “here!” or “there!” Tim had to wrench the steering wheel a few times, and the tires squealed in protest, but he didn’t slow down. He didn’t want to spend any more time with these corpses than he absolutely had to.
Finally, Hokharty said, “Stop!” and Tim slammed on the brakes at the street corner. Hokharty fixed his impassive stare at a small alleyway and smiled that now-familiar half smile that disappeared in an instant. Tim was certain he had seen fangs that time.
“Sooo…now what?” Tim said anxiously.
“We wait. They will come to us.”
“Really?” Tim wasn’t so sure he wanted them to come to him. He had already seen two animated cadavers tonight. He wasn’t sure what kind of things “hunters” were, but he had seen enough for one evening.
“Yes, of course,” Hokharty said as if it were obvious, “It’s getting near dawn, and they will be looking for shelter…but not yet.”
“Why not?” Tim asked, curiosity overcoming fear.
“Because they haven’t caught anything all night.” And then Hokharty turned slowly to face Tim. “They are still hungry.” And with that, Graber began snorting a low laugh in the back seat, but at least the knit cap, already crusted with gore, caught most of the bloody spatter this time.
Tim leaned over the steering wheel to get a better view through the windshield. He looked at the alleyway but saw nothing. As he sat on an abandoned street corner in a ‘74 Impala with two dead guys who couldn’t even manage zippers, let alone cars, he knew just one thing for certain…all his horror comic books, all of his first-person shooter video games, his DVD collection of zombie movies…they had all totally lied to him.



Chapter Eight
The Bark of Nephys
After all that screaming, the trip back to the necropolis in the skiff seemed eerily silent. The air was still and stagnant, and even the movement of the boat could not seem to stir it. Nephys was in the back, tired, and poling the boat forward. The woman sat dejectedly in the middle, her palms in her lap, her eyes vacant, near catatonic. Her head hung limply to one side, without focus. She had passed from panic, to despair, to outright horror in the space of half an hour. Now she was just numb. Nephys felt it too. Only Hiero seemed to be happy, bouncing lightly on his mismatched feet in the prow. It had been a veritable smorgasbord of negative emotions. Nephys figured Hiero had been well fed on the outburst. It had been a lot of screaming.
“Vicious little imp,” thought Nephys. No wonder he went looking for these souls.
And it was a bit of luck too. Horror was an entirely different feeling than despair. The sound of her screaming had cleared away the approaching shades like a foghorn. Then there was the wreck. Ten minutes into the screaming fit, the tree and wreck had sprung to life. It pulled up its roots, which turned into a giant chicken leg, grew batwing ears and hopped around on the single appendage, a grotesque, metal, tree monster clanging its hood and trunk like a mouth on either end. All that horror had given birth to a monstrous new imp. The sight of that had guaranteed another ten minutes of screaming alone. For a moment, it looked like it might turn on the three of them, but Hiero brandished his knife at it ferociously with honks that sounded suspiciously like “Mine! Mine!” It stormed off and was probably halfway to the wastes on the other side of the swamp by now.
The silence after the screaming was so profound that when she finally spoke it surprised both Nephys and Hiero.
“I had hoped someone would be waiting for me,” she said quietly.
Hiero turned to look back at Nephys and then just snorted dismissively. Nephys grimaced at him, but said nothing.
“It’s not like I was expecting a whole big family reunion or anything,” she said after a while longer.
“Fhwerpan?” Hiero tooted querulously. She paid him no mind.
“…or checkered tablecloths spread on the grass…and water fights…and grandparents, or noodle salad, but you would think there would be someone waiting for me.”
She breathed in slowly and took a pause. She drew her knees up and hugged them to her chest, resting her chin on them.
“Verroooont?” Hiero gave Nephys an odd look. Nephys just shrugged and pushed the skiff forward a little faster.
“I guess I was really naïve.”
There was another long pause. Nephys said nothing.
“Is this…I mean…is this where…bad…people…go?”
Nephys had been dreading this question. Sooner or later any spirit that made it this far asked that question. People in the living world were obsessed with judgment and validation. Nephys’ grandmother had told him that his heart would be weighed against the feather of truth and that if his heart wasn’t lighter than the feather, it would be eaten by a monster. Nephys’ uncle had told him that was nonsense. He was a soldier and had survived many battles. He believed that Mithras, who had slain the Bull of Heaven, had protected him, and that he would not abandon him at the end, but there was no Mithras here.
Whatever Nephys had believed in life, he couldn’t remember exactly, he just knew it wasn’t this. There was no judgment, no condemnation or sermons when souls passed through the gates of Erebus. Kings, paupers, saints and sinners; they were all the same. They were only catalogued and measured and passed on – they weren’t even told where to go. A few asked directions, which the Children of Limbo would be happy to give them, if they had any, but it didn’t matter anyway because all paths led to equally displeasing places. Once catalogued, the souls were not anyone’s concern. Some lingered, others wandered. Some went to the Pits of Punishment to the south, some disappeared into the wastes to the west and became shades or lost souls. Others just ceased to be at all. Most faded away or disappeared eventually, to where exactly, no one really knew. Nowhere, probably, Nephys guessed.
Nephys realized he should say something to her.
“No,” he began sympathetically, “this is where everyone goes.”
“Everyone?” she said gingerly.
“Everyone,” Nephys replied.
Her face tightened as if suppressing a sob, but then she remained silent for a long while as Nephys directed the skiff across a rare section of open water. Black lotus blossoms floated beside the boat and the way became easier. They were getting closer to the edges of the city.
After a long while she spoke again softly.
“Is it all like this? I mean…isn’t there anywhere…with any warmth or light…it’s just that…after all the stories…” she trailed off.
Nephys understood how she felt. Expectations for the afterlife were very high; it was hard not to be disappointed.
“Well…” Nephys began trying to say something positive about his home, but couldn’t think of anything, “Yes, it’s mostly all like this,” Nephys gulped. It hadn’t seemed quite so bad yesterday, but after this morning, the weight felt heavier than it had in centuries. He started again…“Once there were nicer places. Not as nice as you imagine, but …nicer.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“How so?”
Nephys sighed, “Well, once…long ago…the city was much bigger and brighter. There were orchards and springs. There was even a school of philosophers.”
“Philosophers? Really?”
“Oh yes, some of the greats: Aristotle, Menephis, Nasruddin; they all organized it.”
“They were here?”
“Oh yes, they were all here. Epicurus was the most disappointed by the existence of the afterlife, but Diogenes thought it was the perfect ending to a cruel joke.”
“You met Epicurus?” she asked incredulously. She was distracted now, which was better, so Nephys continued.
“Yes.”
“Nephys sighed through his nose, which was the closest he could come to laughing anymore. “No…not really. I heard Seneca give a few lessons, he lasted longer than most, but I mostly stayed away.” Nephys paused. “Our kind, I mean the Children of Limbo, weren’t supposed to mix with the others.” The woman didn’t answer, so he continued.
“Well, in their day…they piled the ruins of the old city up higher until it made a hill, an acropolis, and there they built their temples and stoas, gathered the people, shared ideas, even played music, but that’s all gone now. Some even managed to grow trees and plant fields, and for a while, there were farms all around the city and laughing and pleasure, at least of a sort, here in the afterlife, but it was only a pale echo of the world above. They gave it a name…they called it…”
“Elysium,” the woman whispered.
Nephys almost smiled. Not many souls knew the old names anymore. “If there were ever a golden age here…below…that was it.”
“What happened to it?” she said softly.
“It fell apart.”
“Why?”
“Everything falls apart,” Nephys said flatly, “That’s just the way things are.”
“Yes, but what about all those great thinkers? Where did they all go?”
“They’re still here…out there…somewhere. Maybe.” He shrugged. He didn’t really know. He just knew that no one had seen them in ages.
She huffed an angry sigh. “And the fields? What happened to the fields, the gardens; where are they now? The Plains of Asphodel should at least have asphodel flowers shouldn’t they?”
There once had been fields of flowers, asphodel and narcissa and daffodils, the flowers of forgetfulness. Nephys looked around, he wasn’t certain exactly where the old gardens and fields had been. They were all flooded now. “Somewhere around here I guess.”
“Here?” she said quizzically, “Under the water?”
“Yes.”
“Well, …I mean…how did that happen, what of the River Acheron…I mean the stories, is that all true?”
Nephys was impressed. This woman knew more about the underworld than most spirits these days.
“The Acheron is gone,” Nephys said flatly, “Once it ringed all of Limbo, but it over-flooded its banks long ago. This marsh is what’s left of the Fields of Asphodel and Elysium, other than the small part surrounding the city and the ruins of the acropolis.”
“But…” she began then stopped. Nephys could tell she was confused. To be honest, it didn’t make much sense to him either, so he gave the pole a strong push that set the bark on a long glide that would give him time to contemplate without working.
“The people on your side…” he began, “There must be quite a lot of them now.”
“Billions,” she said.
“We could tell. An awful lot of them have been coming down. More people on earth, means more dead down here…only things here work differently than things up there.”
“How so?”
“Up there, dreams, memories, hopes and feelings, they all seem real, but you can’t touch them, they’re not…real, not really there…but down here…” Nephys paused, he needed to give the bark another push through the brackish water.
“Down here?” she prompted him.
“Down here…those are the only things that are real.”
She was silent, but Nephys went on.
“When you die, all those dreams, feelings, emotions; where do you suppose they go?”
“Down here I guess.”
She was starting to understand.
“The River Acheron, its water, it was the well of those feelings, those dreams. That was the source of its waters…but…”
“But?” she interrupted.
“But…” Nephys continued, “More people means more dead, more dead means more departed dreams and feelings, more departed dreams mean…”
“More water.”
“Exactly. The River Acheron overflowed its banks long ago, sometime after the Black Death, and it hasn’t receded much since. Oh, the tide of the river had always ebbed and flowed, but from that time on, it just kept encroaching on the land.” Nephys pushed the bark and paused again. After a while the woman started again.
“What about the Ferryman, what’s his name…Chiron? Is that real too? I mean…you’re not him…are you?” She turned around to look at him, then turned back to look at Hiero, who was wheezing faintly in smug laughter. Whatever her vision of the ferryman, it must not have been a thirteen-year-old boy and a possessed bagpipe.
“Him? Oh, he left long ago. Couldn’t keep up with the traffic. To make the passing easier, we knocked over the remains of the city and filled in the gap between the city and the gates of Erebus. Now, instead of a ferryman, there is a broad path of rubble…oh, and the charge is free now, so I guess that’s an improvement.”
He tried to smile at her, but she wasn’t looking. That was fine because he was certain he hadn’t done it right. There was another long pause, and Nephys could start to see the faint, dim outline of the tombs and docks on the edge of the city which, with his poor eyesight, must mean they were getting close.
“So, that’s your job down here…recovering lost souls in the marshes?”
Hiero made a series of panting, punting sounds that sounded like chortling. Vicious ol’ windbag.
“Um…no…not really,” Nephys stated nervously, “This is more of a hobby…really.”
“A hobby?!” she sounded a little indignant, but it subsided. “So, what do you do down here?”
“I’m a scribe,” Nephys stated with some pride.
“A scribe? What do you scribble?”
Nephys was a little insulted by the word “scribble,” but let it go.
“Everything. The underworld is more than just the well of human souls.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yes,” Nephys explained, “Books, works of art, treasures of knowledge, when it passes out of human sight, it comes here and is made real, just like your…” he was about to say “car,” but decided not to for fear it would remind her of unpleasant things. “Well, any book or piece of writing. But it doesn’t last forever, it fades over time, just like the…”
“People?” she said, suddenly interrupting him. Then she got very still. Nephys hadn’t meant to say people, but it was true enough, so he let it slide past him. He gave a few vigorous prods on the long pole and guided the bark towards the docks.
“Well, someone has to record it permanently, in indelible ink, forever in the houses of the Great Master.”
“Great Master?” she asked querulously, but there was something odd in her voice, as if she already knew the answer to her question.
“Yes, the only deathless one here. Death himself.”
“Hmmph,”she snorted. “So, no noodle salad or picnics, but Death is real? That’s just great.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I suppose he’s a fright, isn’t he?”
“I don’t know.” Nephys looked for a good spot to dock. The dock was cluttered with broken and half-sunken vessels, and he didn’t want to lose this one after having taken care of it for so long. “Almost, no one ever sees him. He lives deep in a sanctuary in the center of the city, and even then he is always covered in shrouds – at least that’s what they say.” Nephys pushed further down the docks; he was too far from his house here and needed a closer spot to moor the little boat.
“So, just you?”
“Excuse me?” Nephys was having a hard time squinting and talking at the same time and he wasn’t about to use his Death Sight again today.
“Are you the only scribe?”
“Oh no, there are thousands.”
Another awkward silence filled the small boat punctuated only by the bored “pharnt” of Hiero.
“Do you like it?”
“Like?” thought Nephys. “Like” was not a word he would use to describe anything in the afterlife, but it was better than a lot of jobs. He hated greeting new souls, which made him wonder how he kept letting Hiero drag him off on these trips, but now that he came to think of it, he did like it, it was interesting.
“Well…I get to read a lot, and I learn a lot of things.”
“Like what?”
“Well, languages…”
“Which ones?”
“All of them, I guess…”
“All of them?”
“Well not all of them, there are a few dialects that have no scripts, so I guess not those, but certainly all the others.”
“Really? You know every written language there is…on earth?”
“Well, I can’t speak them all, but I can read pretty much all of them. That’s how I learned how to speak English.”
“You don’t just come by that naturally being dead?”
“Oh, no, being dead doesn’t teach you anything.”
The woman “hmmph’d” again. She was certainly coming to believe from experience that death taught you nothing. Nephys continued. “Learning is pretty much the same here as it is on, but of course, you do have more time on your hands, so there’s that.”
The woman looked at Nephys over her shoulder, then faced front again. Nephys could tell she was trying to place Nephys’ country of origin by his features and dress.
“Well you speak English very well.”
Nephys wanted to say “Thank you,” but it felt awkward.
“Where did you learn to speak it?”
“Excuse me?”
“What book? What book taught you to speak English?”
“Well, there was Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, Shakespeare of course, Heller, Salinger, Judy Bloom, all the greats, but my favorite was Huckleberry Finn.”
“Really?!” She turned around to face him and he nodded at her in confirmation.
“So there is a copy of Huck Finn in the library of Death himself?” she asked.
“In indelible ink that will still be vibrant when we are all forgotten shades.” Nephys said somewhat proudly. Then he adopted a formal air, cleared his throat and looked up at the vast, empty overhang of clouds or cavern roof.
“ ’We had the sky up there, all speckled with stars, and we used to lay on our backs and look up at them, and discuss about whether they was made or only just happened.’ ”
He looked up at her and tried to smile again. It wasn’t the best recitation, but she smiled a little and turned back around. That seemed to cheer her up some.
“We had a hard enough time getting the school library to stock them,” she said, and then under her breath, “Rotten fascist censors,” before starting up again, “Maybe this place won’t be so bad after all.”
She let her knees relax and stretched her shoulders, but then held the pose as if a thought had just dawned on her mid-stretch.
“And if everyone’s here, maybe I can find…” She paused. Hiero traded nervous glances with Nephys. “Maybe I can find my mother.” She said it in a hushed tone.
She paused for a moment and wrapped her arms tighter around her shoulders as if to comfort herself with the possibility. Hiero turned around and uttered up a “BARNT puuuuTHANNTARF!” Hiero was right. He had to stop this.
“Um. You…you shouldn’t do that…”
“What?”
“You shouldn’t go looking for your dead relations.”
“Why?” she spat out.
“It never works out like you think…”
“Never works OUT?” she was yelling now, “What do you mean?! If they’re here I can see them, right?”
“Yes, but…”
“Does someone prevent you from looking for them?”
“No…but…”
“Then why can’t I…”
He cut her off short this time, “Because they won’t recognize you!!” he finally yelled at her. Then he got near deadly silent and whispered hoarsely as if trying not to be overheard, “No one recognizes each other down here. It’s this place…it makes you…forget…after a while…the only thing you can hold onto anymore is yourself… it’s the only thing you have the strength for…and when the ones who are still alive come after you…you…well you won’t recognize them either.”
She went silent and turned around slowly and drew her knees up and hugged them to her chest tightly. Nephys saw an empty dock not far ahead and pushed the bark towards it. Then she started sobbing softly.
“Fwheen! Markan FWhooooping FWHEEN!” Hiero bleated out exasperatedly.
This was going from bad to worse. The shades were not as common here near the edges of the city, but they were still not safe yet. Hiero turned around and began bleating angrily at her, but it made no difference; her crying went from low sobbing to uncontrollable heaving. Hiero brandished his butcher knife near her, but it had no effect. She ignored it and went on crying.
“Please!” Nephys implored, “you can’t…you really have to stop…not here!” He tried to interrupt her sobbing with no luck. Hiero was banging his head against the bottom of the boat, droning out a “PORNT!” with each hit. Instead of trying to stop her, Nephys decided to get the boat to the dock as soon as possible.
Just then, a mist erupted from the black water. In less than a second, it formed into a shade, an indistinct shape of a human, grasping; it reached out for the woman. It was between them and the dock, blocking their way, but Nephys decided to make a run for it.
“BUUUUFFFARNT!!” bellowed Hiero.
Nephys pushed hard on the pole and aimed for the dock. The shade drifted right toward them, the woman stopped sobbing and looked out in sudden shock as the thing reached for her. Nephys managed to narrowly miss most of the shade as the little bark sped on by, but it still reached out and grazed the arm of the woman who immediately fell down in the bottom of the boat shivering in a state of shock.
Hiero was there on the edge of the boat letting out a stream of minor chord profanities that blasted most of the remaining mist away, but the second the woman fell silent the mist had lost its hold on her sorrow and began to dissipate on its own.
The bark was heading fast towards the rotten dock. “Hold on!” Nephys yelled. The bark hit the dock hard. The bow cracked and the little boat immediately began taking on icy, black water. Hiero stabbed the dock with the knife-wielding hand and its three black, spidery fingers, and used the other three limbs to hold onto the prow and keep it steady while Nephys dragged the woman out of the sinking boat onto the crumbling dock and then, finally, the shore.
It was a hard struggle, but Nephys managed. He looked around. There were no shades. The one that had lunged for them had dissipated once the sobbing stopped. Nephys looked back just in time to see the little bark slip beneath the shallow water.
“No more adventures for a while, Hiero.”
“Flubbit.” The little bagpipe uttered dejectedly, then flopped down on the ground and deflated almost entirely.
Nephys jerked the woman up to her feet and shook her. Fortunately, she wasn’t too much taller or heavier than him. Her eyes rolled back into her head and, for a moment, she looked like she had been in Limbo forever and gone blind herself, but she slowly came to and blinked.
“Ungh,” she said, agonizing, and raised her left arm gingerly to look at it. It obviously ached terribly. Nephys had been touched by a shade once. It was like plunging an arm into ice water for minutes and it felt numb and tingly for hours afterwards. Where the shade had touched her, the arm was deathly pale and the fingertips were even shiny, blue-black, like Hiero’s. Already, however, the color was starting to return.
“What happened?” she said.
“You touched a shade.”
“A shade?”
“Yes!” Nephys stated impatiently. “A walking husk of a soul that feeds on pain, misery and bitterness. It came because of YOU! It came because of your crying. You only just survived because your light is strong.”
“My light?”
“Yes…YOUR…” Nephys stopped. He was becoming angry. This was not helping things. Even though he desperately didn’t want to, he closed his eyes and gazed at the crystalline world for just a moment. He opened his dim eyes and began calmly.
“Look around you. There is no sun, no moon, no stars, only faint fire and lanterns. Most of the light you see here comes from other souls. When that light goes out, you become one of them.” Nephys gestured back towards the swamp. She looked shamefaced, like a little child, and Nephys went on.
“Emotions here are real, more real than we are sometimes. The Greeks called it the psyche. The Romans called it the anima. My people called it the yib, but whatever you call it, it’s the heart flame, the soul, the spark of life. It powers everything. Anger, Hate, Fear, Sadness, they all feed off the heart flame. They are real. More real here than in the world above. And if you don’t control them, then bad things happen.”
“Bad things?” she said flatly.
“Sadness, bitterness, misery, all of that… attracts the shades.”
“Shades,” she said, but it wasn’t a question, “Living shadows.” She said it like retrieving a faded memory.
“Um…yes,” Nephys said a bit surprised by her reaction. “The Greeks called it the skia, my people called it the sheunt, but whatever you call it, the shadow is whatever’s left after the heart light has gone out and they lose their akh.”
She looked up at him.
“You know, their higher selves?”
She said nothing. He could tell she still didn’t understand. He tried again.
“They lose their nous, their sense of self. Once the flame is gone, the shadow is the only thing left. It consumes them. They’ve lost their minds, their very essence. All they are is sadness and misery. Those lost souls are consumed by their final moments until that’s all they are anymore. That’s why they are attracted to sadness and despair.” Nephys looked out over the swamp and shuddered. The shades terrified him.
“What about anger?” she asked in a distant voice.
“Anger?…Well, anger attracts worse things,” Nephys replied.
“Worse things?”
“Yes.”
“Like what?”
“Like him.” Nephys pointed to Hiero who was sitting in the dust repeatedly stabbing his knife into the ground dejectedly. “Only they won’t be content just to suck you dry until you’re an empty shell. No, they’ll leave you conscious enough so that they can extract their daily full measure of pain out of you.” She looked at Hiero and he flicked his barbed little tongue at her and hissed like a cat that had been stepped on. “That thing, that crazy, bat-eared, giant-chicken-leg tree, metal death-cart monster, out in the swamps, remember that? YOU made that happen. It probably took a small part of you when it left. Your horror brought it to life, and if we hadn’t taken you away, it would have been after you for all eternity.”
She looked down like a whipped dog, but Nephys had to finish.
“So, if you want to go on, if you want to hold on to your flame as long as possible, hold on to what little is left of you, then emotions are forbidden. You can’t be angry, or sad, or happy…”
“Happy?!” she interrupted at last, somewhat indignant at this new restriction, “Why can’t I be happy?!”
“Gwarnt,” snooted Hiero in derision. She really was clueless.
Nephys thought for a moment then it struck him, “Do you remember what I told you about Elysium?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want to know why it fell apart?”
She nodded meekly.
“It’s because they burned themselves out. We only have a little flame left here and anything out of the ordinary burns it up faster. They wasted their afterlives building, thinking, working out the perfect formula for a three-act comedy long after everyone had forgotten how to laugh. Some come here and try to live like they used to, but it doesn’t work down here. They burn up their lights creating things, making things happen, and soon they’re just a shade or worse. If you want to last…if you want to make it…you have to control yourself. Make the light last as long as possible. Remember who you are and say your name to yourself 10,000 times a day…because without that, you just won’t be you anymore.”
There was a deep stillness and even Hiero fell silent. Then she nodded weakly once.
It had been an eventful morning. It was already getting late, not that there was any objective way to tell time, but the streets of Limbo were already empty; the children had passed up to the scriptorium to begin the day’s work and to the gates of Erebus to relieve those who had catalogued the thousands that arrived by night.
“I have to go to work. You should stay here. I will come back for you tonight. You can stay at my tomb…I mean house.” He didn’t want to panic her. “Hiero, here, will show you the way and look after you.”
“BUH-PlaaaaaarrGANTKPH!!” Hiero almost dropped his knife.
“No arguments, Hiero.” And, for once, the diseased sheep’s bladder stopped it’s bleating. Nephys turned back to the woman.
“I have to go, but I will return, I promise, just go to the house and try…” he chose his words carefully, “to stay calm.”
Nephys got only five steps away when the woman called out after him.
“What’s your name?”
He stopped and turned around slowly. “Nephys,” he replied.
“Neth puss?” she tried to pronounce it.
“No, Neph-ys,” he tried to say more didactically. He was well aware his name hardly existed amongst the living, and no one spoke his language anymore. No one ever got the “pf” sound right.
“Nep-fus?” she tried again.
“Close enough,” Nephys replied.
She paused and looked away and then looked directly at him. “My name is Maggie. Maggie Miller.”
He nodded and almost turned to go when she called out again.
“If you hadn’t come out there to get me, I would have turned into…into one of them, one of those shades, wouldn’t I?”
Nephys shrugged and then nodded yes.
“Thank you,” she replied.
Nephys felt flushed for a moment. No one said “thank you” here. Things were what they were and that was that. Nephys glanced nervously from side to side and didn’t know what to do or say. The woman shifted her position and straightened her back, raising her chin a little, and stuck her hands into her back pockets. Suddenly, a subtle transformation came over Maggie Miller. She looked sterner, and if there were any trace of sadness in her left, Nephys couldn’t see it. She suddenly reminded him of what he hoped his mother must have looked like – dark-haired, beautiful but mature, resolute yet comforting all at once.
“Well, you best get along, Neppy,” she said suddenly, “I’d hate to think we’d lose some timeless classic because you didn’t get to work in time to copy it.” When she said that, Nephys suddenly wanted to stay, but he turned and walked down the dim, grey, sepulchral street. As he turned the corner, he heard Maggie Miller talk to Hiero, “Well, you bloated, little sack of nightmare fuel and flat notes, let’s see how bad this place really is, shall we?” The frustrated little bleat that came from Hiero after that was the most priceless sound Nephys had ever heard the evil instrument play and it buoyed up Nephys all the way to work.
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Chapter Nine
Miles and Schuyler
From there I got away, My spirits never failin'
 Landed on the quay As the ship was sailin';
 
Miles Killam sang idly beneath his breath and kicked a can down an alley in the early morning hours, somewhere in the dark streets of Chester, Pennsylvania. He was looking for something to eat, a passed-out drunk or addict would do.
 
When I jumped aboard, a cabin found for Paddy.
 Down among the pigs, played some hearty rigs,
 
He wasn’t having any luck tonight however, or on many nights lately. Widener University often had a few drunken frat boys passed out on weekends, you could always count on that, but some dumb girl had passed out at a frat party and nearly died of alcohol poisoning a few weeks back, so everyone had assumed a greater measure of self-imposed austerity. Fine for co-eds, lousy for vampires though.
The murder rate in the Philly area was high enough to mask a few unusual deaths here and there, but you couldn’t just run up to a drive-by victim and suck him dry before the cops showed up. So you took opportunities where you could, taking a little here, and a little there, the odd drunk or runaway, someone who wouldn’t be missed or noticed. You could get by quite well that way without killing too. Killing was just too messy. It drew too much attention. Any second-rate vampire could dodge a wooden stake, but twelve-gauge buckshot from a shotgun was another matter, and everybody seemed to have one these days. Vampires were fast healers, but they weren’t as fast as they were in the movies. Even if it didn’t tear your head clean off you couldn’t walk around with gaping holes in you. Even in the middle of the night, a walking piece of human Swiss cheese would be noticed. South Street was pretty wild, but it wasn’t that wild.
For all the vaunted advantages of being a vampire – greater speed, strength, agility – you just couldn’t beat the law of averages or dodge bullets forever. Sure, living people were scared of vampires, but they were also bloody crazy, and tended to run in mobs with torches and pitchforks. You can step on a single ant, but you can’t stomp out a million. And today the ants didn’t just have torches and pitchforks; they had shotguns and four-ton Escalades. No, it was better just to lay low.
It was easy to lay low for a good vampire, an ancient vampire that knew all the dark arts and tricks. He could take a life, be stealthy, hide in the shadows and disappear into the night like a dream disappearing from memory when one wakes at dawn, but Miles wasn’t exactly a good vampire. He’d been at it more than a hundred years and he still tripped over garbage in dark alleys. Miles was lucky if he could stumble upon a heroin addict passed out in the alley, take a quick nip and be away. No addict ever noticed another couple of extra holes when they woke up anyway.
Tonight was different though. Wallach wanted fresh meat. Wallach was Miles’ bloody master. Nearly all vampires had clans, safety in numbers you know, but democracy hadn’t exactly penetrated vampire society. They were all ruled by ancient and imperious masters – aristocratic, terrifying and barking nuts. Miles had been slacking of late, so tonight Wallach had up and demanded a token of Miles’ loyalty. He wanted him to pick up some take out and bring it back alive. Miles had been out all night and found nothing promising, and dawn was coming. So he was shuffling down his last favorite hunting ground hoping for a lucky break before daylight.
 
Danced some hearty jigs, the water round me bubbling;
 When off Holyhead I wished meself was dead,
 
Miles stopped singing and looked around. He was sure he had heard something, but the alley was dead silent, not even a stray rat. Vampires had more enemies than humans, usually other vampires, who were as good at killing bloodsuckers as they were people, but there hadn’t been a turf war in Philly in decades. Miles paused and looked up and down the alley but saw nothing. He went back to idly kicking at the rubbish.
 
Or better for instead on the rocky road to…
 
WHAM! Something from above knocked Miles hard to the ground and then swept him aside as if he were an empty jacket. Miles scrambled to find the wall and pull himself up in the narrow alley, blindly swinging, but hit nothing. He stood up and looked around, but saw nothing, and heard only laughter.
“You stupid mick. You never look up, do you, Killam?”
Miles just sighed and leaned back against the alley wall, closed his eyes and thumped the back of his head on the wall in frustration.
“Schuyler!! Saints and angels!! Ya scared the livin’ piss outta me!” He looked all around and up this time but still saw no one. “C’mon out for cryin’ out loud!”
Instantly, a tall, thin and handsome boy dropped out of the early morning sky right in front of him. He had windblown, shoulder-length blond hair and a handsome, boyish face, aged permanently seventeen years. He wore crisp white jeans that never seemed to get dirty, checkered Vans sneakers (no socks) and a black silk blazer over his otherwise naked torso. He never wore a shirt. He liked to show off his lean and toned, hairless physique at all times.
“Geez, Miles, you’d think you’d learn something about being a vampire in what…a hundred years?” the vampire sneered around a large sucker. Schuyler always had a large lollipop everywhere he went, but he never put it in his mouth the regular way. Instead, he reached around the back of his head and stuck it in the side of his mouth. He had a lot of weird affectations like that. He thought it made him look cool or something.
“Hundred and two,” Miles said flatly, “And what in the blue blazes are ya doin’ here?! This ain’t your huntin’ ground!”
“No, I don’t usually go slumming, it’s true,” Schuyler snidely remarked, “But luckily I wasn’t far. I got this honey up at Swarthmore College. Y’know, the lonely, bookish type? Freshmen get real homesick, just dying for someone to listen.” Schuyler thought of himself as quite a ladies’ man. Miles just sighed and endured the tedious monologue of Schuyler’s exploits. “…I tell you, every teenage girl out there today has daddy issues. My dad used to beat me every night as a matter of routine, but one of these rich brats doesn’t get a pony on their sixth birthday and they have to spend the rest of their lives as grad students in Gender Studies to work it out in their head.”
Ugh. This was going to be a long one. Schuyler went on and on. Miles ignored most of the recitation until he heard something new.
“So after I give her the story of how my dad disowned me because I wanted to go to art school…”
“Art school?!” Miles interrupted, “You never went to art school!”
“Yeah, but she doesn’t know that.”
“But you can’t even bloody draw, Schuyler!”
“So what?! Neither can anyone else these days. Besides it’s not about rote mechanical draftsmanship anymore but inner expression.” Schuyler had spent a lot of time around Logan Square and the all-girl’s art colleges near there so Miles figured that’s where he had picked up that meaningless bit of lingo.
“Anywho, so after the sob story I give her the quiet, far-off stare.” He pursed his lips and widened his eyes to model the stare for Miles, then he went back to his banal smirk. “It totally sold her. I’m telling ya, I’m gonna be milking her for months.” He took the lollipop out of his mouth in his usual backwards way and passed it under his nose like smelling a fine wine.
Miles nearly retched. Schuyler always had some girl on the hook, but it never seemed to come to much. Still, Schuyler wasn’t drudging around alleys for passed out addicts. Schuyler didn’t play as well as he talked, but he was rarely on the outs with Wallach and Miles had to admit, even though Schuyler was more than fifty years younger than him, he was a much better vampire than he was.
“And you just happened by my alley, did ya?”
Schuyler put the lollipop back in his mouth in an equally odd fashion and spoke around it. “Actually, truth is, Wallach told me to check up on you.”
Miles shoulders just slumped. In the clan hierarchy, Schuyler wasn’t exactly an A-lister, but he at least had proper vampire pride and ambition. Still, to have to be checked up on by Schuyler was pretty low.
Schuyler took out the lollipop and pointed it sternly at Miles, “Frankly you’re lucky he didn’t send Ulami or Forzgrim after you. They’d just as soon tear you apart as babysit you.”
“I don’t need anyone to babysit me,” Miles said sullenly.
“Really?” Schuyler put the lollipop back in his mouth, raised his shoulders and turned slowly from side to side. “Well excuse me, I guess I had a hard time seeing that through the enormous pile of victims at your feet.” And with that, he did a graceful back flip landing perfectly on the edge of the dumpster across the alley and looked down on Miles like a smirking cat. Miles had to admit it was an impressive move.
“Shut up,” Miles muttered.
“No you shut up. I’m not the one schlepping around alleyways at three in the morning, trying to sneak a bite out of passed-out junkies. I mean…come on! What’s the matter with you, Killam?! You’ve been at this fifty years longer than me and you still don’t know the first thing about being a vampire. If you come back to Wallach empty-handed he’s going to stake you out ‘til dawn and use your charred corpse to roast marshmallows.”
Schuyler was right. Miles was almost out of time, and if he didn’t come back with something…someone…then he might as well be dead…well…dead again. Wallach didn’t take kindly to disobedience. Running wasn’t an option either. Wallach and his goons, Ulami and Forzgrim, had run down every vampire in the Mid-Atlantic from Baltimore to Newark and inland as far as Pittsburgh. Those that didn’t fall in line, he had staked out ‘til sunrise or worse. There just weren’t that many vampires anymore, and Wallach was the oldest and scariest on the East Coast. Most vampires could expect to someday master stealth, mind hazing and enhanced strength and agility – well, most vampires other than Miles – but he’d seen Wallach inflict pain on a minion with a glance, enthrall a victim from across a crowded room with just his voice and leap so far he could practically fly. It was rumored that Wallach could even change forms. Wallach scared the living heck out of Miles and everyone else in the clan, including Schuyler. It was Schuyler’s dearest wish to reach the upper echelons of Wallach’s lackeys. “He’d make it,” thought Miles. He had the looks, the natural grace. Plus, he was a royal suck-up.
Schuyler hopped down from the edge of the dumpster quietly and crossed over to Miles. “Look…you need help, that much is obvious, but it doesn’t have to be a drag. I know you and I haven’t exactly been friends, but we’re in the same boat.”
Miles narrowed his eyes. “Really?”
“Really!” Schuyler said enthusiastically, “You think I want to come back to Wallach and tell him I couldn’t help you?”
Miles wasn’t so sure about that. He thought Schuyler would push you in front of a trolley if he thought you were between him and moving up the vampire hierarchy. Still, Schuyler had nothing to fear from Miles. Miles wasn’t exactly on the ladder ahead of him. Miles wasn’t even on the ladder at all.
“Look, man,” Schuyler began again, “Whatever it is that’s holding you back, we can work on it together.” His tone got soft and quiet, and he placed a hand on Miles’ shoulder and looked right into his eyes. “I want you to know I’m here for you, guy.” He took the lollipop out of his mouth without any of the usual gymnastics and gave Miles a friendly smile.
Was Schuyler serious? Miles let down his guard and decided to open up to him, “Ok, thanks brother… I really…” but before he even got two more words out, the friendly face turned into a smirk and Schuyler contorted with restrained laughter.
“You don’t think I really care, do you?” Schuyler snorted.
“Bloody idiot!” Miles pushed Schuyler away from him in disgust and Schuyler laughed uncontrollably for a second. Miles started skulking off down towards the exit of the trash-strewn alley. Schuyler caught up with him and tried to put his arm around Miles’ shoulders.
“Now, now, now, don’t be that way!” Miles pushed Schuyler’s arm off and kept walking. “See! This is exactly what I’m talking about. Just then I totally played you. You’re so naïve, you dumb mick! You let everyone play you, even the dumb drunks, but here in this world WE are the players.”
Miles just rolled his eyes, not this speech again, but Schuyler kept right on going.
“You always have to have an angle see? You have to work these people, and then they will come to you.” Schuyler put his arm back around Miles as they were walking and stabbed the lollipop into Miles’ chest to emphasize the word “you.” Miles just ignored him. “True, we can’t all be blessed with good looks and natural grace. I mean…look at you. You’re short, dark, pimply, and you look like you’re thirteen.”
Miles turned angrily on Schuyler. “I was sixteen!! Sixteen when I got…” Miles paused and then whispered the word “turned” as if he were ashamed of it.
“Yeah, yeah…boyish good looks I’m sure, but see, that’s what I’m talking about. You have to work with what you’ve got…let’s take your hair, Americans like gingers.”
“Americans like red haired women, you dolt, not boys.”
“Hang on. Hear me out,” Schuyler sounded genuinely offended, “You have red hair, a temper and you’re Irish. Now you’re not much to look at, it’s true, but an angry, short-tempered, possibly alcoholic, sulky, Irish teenager? Oh…we can work with that.”
“Really?”
“Sure!”
“How?” Miles was genuinely curious now.
“All you have to do is go to an Irish pub, pretend to get drunk and start a fight. Win or lose, just make it about the honor of good ol’ Erin’s Isle. Afterwards, you find a lonely corner and sulk for a bit, and then, sure as anything, some Irish-American mick-ette or wannabe will come around to help you cry into your pint of Guinness.”
“Why would they do that?”
“Bad boys, my friend!! BAD boys.” And he thumped the lollipop hard into Miles’ chest. “Women love ‘em!”
“Really?” Miles was confused.
“Yep.”
“But…why?”
“Don’t know really,” Schuyler picked the lint off his lollipop it had picked up from Miles’ sweater. It wasn’t a real lollipop anyway, but a plastic one. Vampires couldn’t taste much more than blood anyhow and had precious little saliva. This one was one of Schuyler’s many props. He had them color-coded to match his outfits and moods. Today’s color was “saffron.”
“But I suspect women aren’t happy unless they’re meddling, fixing things, it’s the maternal instinct, and nothing’s a better project than fixing some broken boy. Plus, it gives them a little shot of adrenaline. They can stand close to the fire and try to see how close they can get and not to get burned. This is where you spring your secret weapon.”
“My secret weapon?”
“Yeah! You flash them the fangs, reveal your secret.”
“Tell them I’m a vampire?!”
“Of course! Just a taste mind you, just enough to let them know they are standing close to the fire.”
“Why?!”
“Don you get it?! Vampires are the ultimate bad boys!! You’d be an Irish Vampire! That’s like a double bad boy!! A bad boy squared. They’ll be all over you.” Miles looked at him incredulously. “Serious, dude, I’m telling you, it’ll be great. It’s a new era! The ground space has already been prepped for you by a thousand novels and TV shows. It’s all they read or watch anymore!! These girls would willingly give up buckets of their own blood for the chance to meet a real vampire. We just have to give them what they want, do the lonely moody shtick: brooding teenager with overpowering demons and secrets.” He said the last part with a wavering melodramatic vibrato. “Honestly, how do you think I manage to score so many victims?”
Miles narrowed his eyes at Schuyler. He couldn’t tell if he was being serious or if he was just messing with him again. “I dunno. Sounds iffy,” Miles replied nervously. He had always been more of a scavenger and not a player, but Schuyler rarely looked hungry or haggard, and he never had to get a victim for Wallach.
“Dude. Ya gotta trust me,” Schuyler finally said.
“Yeah…like I trusted you the time you convinced me we should go back to high school?”
“Dude, that was a great idea.”
“It was bloody bollocks! That’s what it was.”
“I was just thinking it would be a great way to meet chicks.”
“Chicks? It was bloody night school! All we met were a bunch of middle-aged drop-outs trying to get their G.E.D.s!!”
“Ok, perhaps it was a bit poor in execution… but it was still a good idea.” Schuyler paused and looked down, “Still not giving up on that one. We just have to find the right venue.” Miles just rolled his eyes again and kept on walking. Their long, slow stroll had led them to near where the alley exited out onto a street corner.
“Hey. Listen to me.” Schuyler stopped and grabbed Miles lightly by the shoulder and turned to face him. Miles stopped and looked at Schuyler. “All I’m saying is that you have to be more flexible…change with the times, ‘cause it sure doesn’t look like trolling for junkies is working out for you that well.”
Miles looked down slightly ashamed. He didn’t know what was worse, that deep down he knew Schuyler was right, or that in this messed up world, Schuyler was the closest thing he had to a friend.
“So, are you ready to let me help you yet?” Schuyler sounded like he was trying to sell Miles a used car. “Are you ready for help from the master?” And with the word “master,” Schuyler made a flourish with his lollipop hand over his naked chest. Ugh.
Miles sighed and put his hands dejectedly into his jeans pockets. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Good.” He clapped and rubbed his hands together. “Tonight we’ve got to find you an easy mark before Wallach turns your hide into a lampshade. It’s getting close to dawn, so let’s go.” Schuyler stepped back, reached into his pocket and took out a small aerosol can. He closed his eyes and sprayed the can generously over his naked chest, neck and face.
Miles wrinkled his nose. “What in the bloody heck was that?”
“Hmm? Oh that? Nothing…just y’know, some body spray. I want to stay fresh in case I run into any ladies. Just in case.”
“Ladies?”
“Yeah, so what?”
Miles quickly snatched the can from Schuyler’s hand and read the label. “Sparkleshot. Cologne with body glitter. Musk.”
“Gimme that!” Schuyler grabbed the can back and looked hurt for a moment before he put it away.
Miles looked up at Schuyler. “Body glitter? Seriously? You’re wearin’ bloomin’ body spray with glitter?”
“Well, y’know…girls today have…certain…” Schuyler looked up as if he were searching for the right word, “expectations.” And then he waggled his eyebrows at Miles.
Miles squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. However much he hated the situation, he was desperate. Schuyler was a much better vampire than he was and right now he needed Schuyler or Wallach was going to use him for a throw rug. “Can ya just get on with this please?”
“Alright, alright.” Schuyler shook his arms loosely and then craned his neck from side to side. “First we gotta get loosened and up and get in tune with the inner sight; feel the victim’s pain.”
“Really? Ya can do that?” Miles had heard of vampires that could sense victims’ pain and suffering and hone in on it like a bloodhound following a wounded criminal or a shark following blood in the water. They had never said so, but he was certain Ulami, Forzgrim and Wallach could do it. However, he never expected that Schuyler could. He regarded Schuyler closely. Schuyler was stretching, rolling his head around on his shoulders.
“Oh, yeah. Just clear your head and get all the distractions out.” Schuyler shook his whole body and Miles tried to follow along, but he felt silly. “Now take a deep breath.” Schuyler got very still and calm and held out his hands, palms up. Miles tried to ape Schuyler’s actions. “Now close your eyes and look into the darkness.”
Miles closed his eyes and saw nothing. “Bloody heck, I don’t see nothin’!”
“Ya gotta give it time, dude, just wait a minute,” came Schuyler’s reassuring reply.
Miles looked inward and saw only darkness, but the darkness turned into a fog…and then in the fog…something…a pig…a duck…what was it? He shook his head. It was nothing; he was imagining things…then something else – a girl in a hospital bed? No…a boy…with a yo-yo. He was seeing something…wasn’t he?”
Schuyler snorted.
Miles opened one eye. Schuyler’s smirk could hardly contain his laughter.
“Schulyer!! Ya bloody prick!!” Miles shouted.
“DUDE! You are SO gullible! I can’t believe I got you twice in like fifteen minutes!” Schuyler burst out laughing.
“You don’ actually have the sight, do ya?”
“Nah, man, I’m just messing with you. I keep trying, but I ain’t got nothing yet.”
“So ya don’t know where any potential victims are, do ya?” Miles asked.
Schuyler composed himself and wiped a tear of laughter from his eye, or at least pretended to – vampires couldn’t actually cry. Everything was an act with Schuyler. “Actually, it’s your lucky day. I saw someone from the rooftop before I jumped down and scared you out of your shorts.” Schuyler put his arm around Miles and dragged him to the edge of the alley. “C’mon let’s take a look.”
Schuyler walked to the edge of the alley and leaned against the corner of the building. Miles held back and peeked around Schuyler’s shoulders. There, across the street, underneath a dim yellow streetlight hanging from a dilapidated telephone pole, was a thin young man leaning against the fender of a 1970’s land yacht parked in front of a vacant lot.
“There you are, Miles. Whadiddisay? Easy pickings, huh?”
Miles looked over the man. He was wiping his palms over and over again on his pants as if they were sweating profusely.
“I don’t like it.” Miles said simply.
“Well woo-hoo. When did we get so high and mighty? Dude, you haven’t got time to be picky.” Schuyler was utterly too carefree and far too noisy for Miles’ taste.
“It’s not that,” Miles said hoarsely, afraid they were going to be overheard, “Sometin’s not right. I don’t like it.”
“Don’t like it?”
“Yeah, sometin’s fishy. C’mon let’s go find someone else.”
“Are you kidding me?!” Schuyler spat back at him. “We get lucky enough to have someone drop right into our laps and you want to keep looking?!”
“Yeah…there’s sometin’ up with him. We should go.” Miles began tugging on Schuyler’s arm.
“UP with him? C’mon, he’s just a junkie out looking for a hit to take the edge off before he has to go to work, I mean…Just look at the guy.”
Miles did look. The young man did look awfully nervous and edgy like a junkie. Still, it didn’t make any sense. Miles knew most of the regulars in this neighborhood and he had never seen this guy before. On top of that, there weren’t any dealers out this time of the day, so why was he here?
“I’ve never seen him before.”
“So you know every junkie in the greater Philly area now?”
“No, but I still don’t like it.”
Schuyler sighed.
“Look!” Miles said a bit too emphatically. He tried to calm himself. “I know junkies, and sometin’s wrong with this guy. Addicts are creatures of habit. They have their favorite suppliers, and they just don’t change for no reason. This guy’s odd. Sometin’s wrong. I dunno, maybe he’s a cop or sometin’.”
“OR… maybe his pusher got pinched and he’s desperately looking for a pop before the early shift. Don’t people come to this neighborhood to buy dope all the time?”
That was true, but there was still something off about the guy.
“So what’d he do? Come out here, park his car in the middle of nowhere, git out to wait and just hope a pusher would come by? It doesn’t make any sense, ya blighter. Addicts don’t park the car and wait for sellers to come to dem, ya bloody idiot. They drive around and don’ stop ‘til they find someone! It just doesn’t make any sense.”
“Dude, what doesn’t make any sense is that you are passing up an opportunity to keep Wallach from having Forzgrim turn you into his own personal doormat. He could have set up a meeting with his supplier and the guy is late, that’s all.”
“So what if his pusher shows up?” Miles was nervous.
“Big deal, so we bring two bloodbags back to Wallach – the horror,” Schuyler remarked sarcastically. Miles wasn’t buying it. It all seemed wrong.
“I’m telling you it’s just not right.”
“And I’m telling you, you think too much.” And with that, Schuyler put the lollipop prop back into his mouth and started walking casually out into the street.
“Schuyler, you bloody idiot, come back!!” Miles whispered hoarsely. Schuyler just nonchalantly turned around and kept walking backwards away from him while talking.
“REE-lax, will ya?” Schuyler replied, “I’ll just go over…”
“No, don’t!”
“And have a little chat with our friend here…”
“Schuyler!”
“And bring him back over here to the alley where you can jump him, ok? I’ll even help you soften him up a bit before you have to bring him back to Wallach, have a little snack to tide us over. Ok?”
“No…don’t go…Schuyler? I’m serious! Git back here!”
“Dude, you owe me for this one, big time. Don’t worry, you’ll thank me later.”
And with that, Schuyler strolled out into the street and called out to the man leaning against the car.
“WASSUP!! Bro…you looking for a hit? Maybe a date? ‘Cuz, if so, we can set you up proper!” The young man hadn’t noticed Schuyler before this. His gaze instantly turned their way, his body stiffened. Miles ducked back into the alley out of sight. Something was wrong, very, very wrong, but he couldn’t tell what. He couldn’t make out the conversation, but he could tell Schuyler was already well into one of his monologues. He peeked around the corner of the building. Schuyler hadn’t been talking to the guy for more than a minute and he already had his arm around the guy’s shoulders. A minute or two later the man was even laughing, albeit a little nervously, as Schuyler gestured widely with his lollipop as if he was telling some fantastic story. At the climax, both he and Schuyler laughed enthusiastically.
A minute later Schuyler gestured with the lollipop towards the alley. Miles winced and ducked down a little. The guy didn’t seem so certain at first and kept looking over his shoulder. Schuyler just shrugged, said goodbye and started walking away, but the guy didn’t follow. Just when Miles was certain Schuyler had blown the sale, the guy called out to Schuyler and ran to catch up with him, shook his hand and followed him across the street towards the alley. Schuyler looked Miles’ way and winked. Sure enough, Miles had to admit, Schuyler was good at this.
Schuyler entered the alley first. Miles pressed himself against the wall and tried to disappear. Schuyler didn’t even acknowledge Miles as he passed him. The hapless guy followed him in, passed Miles and didn’t even see him. Schuyler was setting this up perfectly. Miles could jump him from behind and bleed him just enough to make him pass out. Clean and easy. Maybe Schuyler knew what he was doing all along after all. Miles wasn’t so nervous anymore; Schuyler seemed to have the whole situation under control.
Miles crept forward for the kill slowly, silently closing in to strike…and slipped and stumbled on a pile of loose newspapers.
Bloody heck!! thought Miles, Couldn’t he do anything right? The man instantly turned around at the sound and looked terrified. Beyond him Miles could see Schuyler’s blonde head shaking in disbelief, the palm of his hand on his forehead. The man exchanged nervous looks between him and Schuyler and for a moment it looked like he was going to bolt. Fortunately, Schuyler stepped in to save the situation.
“No, no, no!! It’s okay, that’s just my associate, Miles.” He said the word “associate” with particular venom. “Miles, here, is my lookout, see, so we’ll take care of business down here, while Miles keeps a lookout down THERE.” Schuyler’s eyeballs frantically pointed towards the end of the alley. His look was enough to let Miles know he didn’t want his help anymore.
The victim’s face relaxed a little and Miles awkwardly nodded, turned around and walked over to watch the empty street and feel worthless. Miles folded his arms and leaned despondently on the corner of the building. As he did, he heard Schuyler behind him finish the sale.
“Right over here. We can hook you up…”
“Here it comes,” thought Miles, “Schuyler’s moment of glory where he pulls out one of his patented, corny catch phrases, gets the victim and then rubs it in my face for the next three weeks.” All that was left after that was the muffled scream, the sound of frantic thrashing cut short and the long haul back to Wallach with the comatose body.
Schuyler started up again, “Before we do business, my friend, are you hungry? Because if you are, I could always go for a quick…”
Miles groaned. Not that one. “Bite,” Miles completed in his mind. How corny. Only the awful pun never came. In fact, there was no muffled scream or thrashing either. Just silence. Miles was getting nervous again, but then remembered how Schuyler had played him twice already.
“I’m not fallin’ for it, Schuyler! If ya think ya can trick me again, ya can haul the body back to Wallach by yerself.” He it said without turning around, but there was no response. He shifted uncomfortably. Sky was sure dragging this prank out. After a while he began to wonder if it was a prank, so he took a quick peek over his shoulder, but what he saw didn’t look like one of Schuyler’s jokes. The victim was crouched, sheltered against the close side of the dumpster nearest Miles, his hands over his head muttering “Man, oh man, oh man, oh man,” over and over again, but Schuyler was nowhere near him.
Instead, Schuyler was suspended in mid air by…nothing…or at least something Miles couldn’t see, like a black cloud holding Schuyler up by his throat. Miles was flabbergasted and didn’t know what to do.
He stood there dumbstruck for a while and then, somehow, found the strength to rush to Schuyler’s aid, but he didn’t get far. Before he had taken half a step, a huge hand came down, grabbed him by the neck, lifted him a foot off the ground and held him there, his legs running on air. He twisted around to look at who had him. It was an enormous man in a grubby sweatshirt with a ski cap pulled down over his eyes, but there were no eyeholes. He tried to flail and punch and kick the man, but his blows just bounced off him like he was concrete. “Oy! Sweet Brigid!” Miles cried out. It hurt! A lot. The thing didn’t even act like it had noticed.
He wrenched back around to see how Schuyler was faring. The smoke was gone, or rather it was coalescing into a man, a tall thin man wearing blue-green scrubs and a leather jacket. Schuyler was struggling to free himself with no avail.
“SCHUYLER!!” Miles screamed. The thin man turned his attention to Miles for a moment. Schuyler saw the momentary distraction as an opportunity. He swung his body around ‘til his feet touched the alley wall. In a blindingly fast instant, he ran up the wall to build up momentum and flipped his whole body around to bring both of his feet crashing down onto the thin man’s head. It was an amazing move, the kind that would have floored any mortal and most vampires. Unfortunately, the thin man obviously wasn’t just any mortal or vampire. He bent over backward, nearly in half, avoided the feet and then slammed Schuyler to the floor of the alley so hard it made the dumpster jump. Schuyler, without hesitation, then whipped one leg around in a spinning motion in an attempt to sweep his attacker’s legs out from underneath him.
It was a great move, and Schuyler doubled down on it by using the momentum to spin himself up and land on his feet. However, the man just jumped the leg sweep like an expert double-dutch jump roper, bent Schuyler over and rammed his head into the alley wall hard enough to break the bricks and scatter dust everywhere. But Schuyler wasn’t done yet. He tried another move, and then another, and then another. Each full of unbelievable back-flips and incredible jackknife twists and helicopter kicks that came out of nowhere – each move more impressive than the last. Miles had no idea Schuyler was so good at this. He had always thought of him as a lover and not a fighter.
Of course, the other guy was still much better. He never let Schuyler land a blow and deftly stepped out of the way of each attack, only to redirect Schuyler’s momentum against him and slam him into another hard surface in the alley. On any other day, with any other opponent, Schuyler’s moves would have been as devastating as a wrecking ball, but today it didn’t look so much like some awesome fight scene in a kung-fu movie as an annoyed man holding an angry and snappy puppy safely away at arm’s length.
Schuyler’s last move was an incredible back flip over the top of his opponent’s head, only to be dropped to the alley floor face first with the other guy’s foot planted firmly between his shoulder blades. Schuyler lay there panting for a moment before Miles said anything.
“Ya finished, Schuyler?” Miles said from his suspended position, feet still dangling.
Between breaths Schuyler forced out, “Yeah…I think…I think I’m done now.”
“Ya ok?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Good,” said Miles. “Because if we ever get out of this bloody mess, I’M GONNA KILL YA, YA BLOODY IDIOT!!!!”
“Look, how was I supposed to know the guy was a Renfield!! HUH?!!”
A “Renfield,” in vampire speak, was a human toady, a vampire groupie sent out to do tasks for them that they couldn’t do for themselves, usually during daylight business hours. They were a lot more common in the days before ATM banking and twenty-four hour drive-thru dry cleaning, but they still had their purposes. Every clan had one or two, but they usually didn’t last long. This one had obviously just been used as bait by these two vampires to set a trap for Miles and Schuyler.
“I TRIED TO WARN YA, YA IDIOT!! I KNEW SOMETIN’ WAS UP!! WHY DIDNA YA LISTEN TO ME?!! YA NEVER LISTEN!!” Miles screamed and flailed at his captor, but his moves were even more ineffectual than Schuyler’s had been. The young man crouching behind the dumpster stopped muttering and stood up and walked over to the man standing on Schuyler’s back.
“Hey, don’t give me that, this…this is YOUR fault.” From underneath the foot of his victorious opponent Schuyler jabbed his plastic lollipop angrily at Miles. At least he hadn’t dropped that. The eyes of the thin man standing on top of Schuyler concentrated on Miles.
“My fault?!!! I’m the one dat told ya sometin’ was fishy with this guy!! How in the bloody heck is this MY fault?!!!”
The eyes of the thin man in scrubs and the young man turned back to Schuyler.
“It’s your bloody fault BECAUSE I NEVER SHOULD HAVE BEEN HERE IN THE FIRST PLACE!!”
The eyes turned back to face Miles to see how he would reply.
“Oh, yeah?!”
The eyes turned back to face Schuyler.
“YEAH!! If you weren’t such a piss-poor vampire WE WOULDN’T BE IN THIS POSITION!!”
The eyes turned back to face Miles.
“YA STUPID GIT!! YA DUMB, ARROGANT PRICK!! I told ya not to do it, I told ya NOT to do it, if we had just done what I wanted…”
“If we had just done what you wanted WALLACH WOULD HAVE HAD OUR EYEBALLS FOR CUE BALLS, you stupid mick!!”
The eyes turned quickly back and forth between Miles and Schuyler as they continued to trade insults and accusations.
“Ya right VAIN, POMPOUS SUCK-UP…”
“You worthless, JUNKIE-SUCKING WANNABE…”
“STUPID GIT!”
“Pimple faced, spud-sucking LOSER!!”
 “Manure’s got more brains than you!!”
“ALLEY LEECH!!”
 
Hokharty tried to take in the situation as the insults flew from one to the other. The one under his foot had given him more sport than he had expected. That was good, and the other short, dark one with the thick accent had senses of which he wasn’t yet aware. Both would make good hunters. Tim had played his part well, Hokharty thought. He had obviously underestimated the young man’s resolve.
From Tim’s perspective, it wasn’t resolve. He was just numb. Getting kidnapped by two re-animated corpses had pretty much buried the needle on his weird-o-meter hours ago, so he wasn’t about to get more upset over a couple of vampires. At this point, he wouldn’t even be fazed if a cat strolled into the alley and started bolting out show tunes. Graber just smiled that dumb smile of his and seemed to be happy. Tim was content that, for the moment, Graber’s huge paw wasn’t on his neck, so that was good.
“GODLESS SON OF A…”
“Blood-sucking REJECT!!”
“CONCEITED, BRAINLESS, STRUTTING PEACOCK…”
“IRISH EUROTRASH!!”
They seemed to have an indefatigable hatred of each other and an endless imagination for invective. Well, that could be made useful too. “Tell me, Tim,” Hokharty began in his usual calm, polite tone, “Is everyone in your time like…this?”
“Well…” Tim shrugged and waggled his head back and forth, “Pretty much, yeah.”
“DIRTY BLIGHTER!”
“Low-rent GUTTER PARASITE!”
This just wouldn’t do. The Necromancer would expect results in a matter of hours, not days, and Hokharty needed their full cooperation if this was going to work. “Gentlemen…” he tried to interrupt them.
“Filthy, Irish, acne-ridden, half-pint…”
“Shirtless emo-freak!!”
“Gentlemen, we have very little time…”
“Ugly, sawed-off, zit-covered, ginger, addict sucker…”
“Blow-dried, goth-baiting, eighties-retro wannabe pig…”
“Gentlemen, if I could have your attention please…”
“Rotten, mickey, methhead-sucking monkey…”
“Shove it up your arse…Edward.”
“Stinking, Irish…hey! WHAT DID YOU CALL ME?!!”
“KNOCK IT OFF ALREADY!! CRIMINY!!” Tim finally yelled in frustration.
Everyone fell silent. Of all the things that had happened in the alley that early morning, Miles thought this was the weirdest yet. It was really odd to see a Renfield lash out like that. Usually, they were submissive, whiny, little toadies that clung to the shadows and didn’t dare utter anything more than a “yes, master,” before skulking off to do some dirty work. And Tim wasn’t finished yet; he had a lot to say and was going to get it off his chest.
“Cheese and crackers!! I don’t give a rat’s if you’re zombies or vampires or demons or Amway salesmen!! JUST SHUT UP!! I’ve been kidnapped by dead guys, locked in a morgue and jumped by a couple of teenage emo-freaks and I’ve about had it with all of you!! No one is going to believe what I’ve been through tonight – heck, I’m not sure I believe it!! So, I’ll be lucky to get through this without getting killed or stuck in a mental institution!!! I’ve almost certainly lost my job, or any chance at getting accepted to any Physician’s Assistant degree program, let alone I’ll probably have to sleep with the lights on from now on and for the rest of my life, so I’m not in the mood to put up with any more crap!! I just want this day to get over as soon as possible so I can go curl up in the fetal position in my hovel of an apartment with a copy of Ultimate Avengers…and whimper for ten hours straight!! Now SHUT UP and listen! OK??!!”
Tim’s bellow reverberated down the encroaching silence of the alleyway. Miles meekly nodded his consent. Now he was even more scared. If the Renfield was this crazy, how hardcore were the vampires he was hanging out with? Who were these guys?!!
“Chillax, dude, it’s cool…” Schuyler began. Schuyler never did know when to shut up.
“DID I TELL YOU YOU COULD TALK?!! DID I?” The Renfield bent down to scream directly into Schuyler’s ear. “It is NOT ‘cool, dude.’ It is about as far from ‘cool’ as you can get!! Now SHUT UP!!” Schuyler put his plastic lollipop back in his mouth, folded his hands and twiddled his thumbs.
Hokharty regarded Tim with a faint air of admiration. “Thank you, Tim.”
“Yeah…well…you’re welcome,” Tim said angrily and rubbed his palms on his pants some more.
Hokharty spoke again, “And I promise you, Tim, that all that you have lost this day will be restored to you a hundredfold.”
“Yeah, how ya gonna do that? How ya gonna get my job back and convince them I didn’t steal three bodies or that I’m not crazy, huh?”
Schuyler and Miles raised their eyebrows. They had never heard a Renfield take a mocking tone with his master before. If the tall vampire in the leather jacket and scrubs was offended, he didn’t show it.
“Simple,” Hokharty replied, “I’ll tell them the truth. That you were acting under duress.”
Tim snorted. Miles and Schuyler exchanged glances again. A snort was enough to get a Renfield sucked dry in their clan. These were not your ordinary vampires.
“Trust me, Tim,” Hokharty continued, “I can be very persuasive. I can get your old life back…if that is what you want.”
Tim didn’t actually respond. He just kinda “hmmphed,” but Hokharty didn’t seem upset or anything. He just turned his attention to Miles and Schuyler. “Gentlemen,” he said crisply, “Now that I have your full attention, allow me to introduce myself. I am Hokharty, this is my associate, Graber.” Graber gave Miles a little shake at the back of his neck to let him know he was talking about him. “And, of course, you’ve met my friend, Tim.”
Tim nodded meekly. “Friend” was an odd word to use for a Renfield, thought Miles.
“But, of course, I don’t know your names. You are?” and he gestured to Miles. Graber gave him a little shake to prompt him.
Miles glanced nervously from side to side but eventually just blurted out “Miles.”
Hokharty nodded and then looked down at Schuyler underfoot.
“And your name is what? Edward, I believe?”
Schuyler groaned. “Actually, it’s Schuyler,” he mumbled around the fake plastic lollipop.
“From the Dutch for ‘Scholar?’ How interesting.” Schuyler wrinkled his forehead…was that an insult?
“Schuyler and Miles then. Now gentlemen, I think we’ve established that if we wanted to hurt you we would have done so by now. Agreed?”
Both nodded mute agreement.
“Very good,” Hokharty continued, “We have need of your talents and the talents of others such as yourself.” Hokharty paused to read their expressions carefully. “We mean you no harm, we just want to meet the rest of your,” he paused and chose the next word carefully, “family.”
“Family?” Tim said puzzled.
“Yes, Tim. Every vampire has a clan, every clan has a master, and every master has a master, until there is, at last, a master who is master of all.” After this odd piece of exposition Hokharty turned his attention back to Miles. “We just want to talk to yours.”
Wallach? They wanted to meet Wallach? This was bad. Miles must have unknowingly given too much away with his panicked look towards Schuyler because Hokharty didn’t hesitate to follow up.
“You know where their keep is? Are they close?” Hokharty’s gaze was trained solely on Miles, and Graber gave Miles another little shake to prompt him. “Crap!” thought Miles. They’d marked him as the most likely snitch.
They wanted to meet Wallach, but that was impossible. There hadn’t been a vampire turf war in ages and Wallach was not one to be trifled with. Once, a rival clan had moved in to the Kingsessing area thirty years back. They didn’t last long. Wallach had made trophies of their master and heavies. Their skins were strung up as drapes. The underlings didn’t fare any better. They were staked out in the yard to await the sunrise. Real vampires didn’t just explode into clouds of ash when they were hit by sunlight like they did in the movies. It was more like putting a piece of overcooked meat under a heat lamp for too long. It started like a sunburn from hell – skin festering and peeling. Then the body dried up and began to smolder like a piece of fine, dry kindling under a magnifying glass. Eventually, it would ignite and burst into flames, but that was no relief. A mortal burned alive would succumb pretty quickly to smoke and heat, but this was one of the cases where a vampire’s added strength and endurance were a genuine disadvantage. A mortal would pass out and lose consciousness before too long, but a vampire felt the burn until it reached the bone and boiled its brains. It could take thirty minutes to die that way, and that wasn’t even the worst that Wallach’s twisted imagination could muster. And now Miles was being asked to reveal the clan’s secret keep to outsiders. Miles had seen many vampires die under Wallach’s hand for far less.
Miles looked to Schuyler who was chewing so far up the stick on his plastic lollipop that he nearly swallowed it. Schuyler almost imperceptibly mouthed the word, “No.”
Hokharty didn’t move his gaze from Miles once. “Or perhaps you would rather wait a few hours until the sun rises?”
Miles gulped. They couldn’t possibly be serious. If they did that they would burn up too, wouldn’t they? They were vampires just like them after all. No, they had to be bluffing, but then Miles took another hard look at Tim, their Renfield, and felt a twinge of doubt. These guys weren’t your typical vampires. He just knew that somehow, these guys had a plan that did not involve them getting burnt to a crisp. So, the choice wasn’t death or not death, but death now or death later. Wallach terrified Miles, but in the question of timing, later always seemed better when one was talking about painful, agonizing death. Who knows? Maybe he would get lucky and Wallach would be so disgusted by him, he would think it was beneath him to dispense with him himself and he’d have Ulami or Forzgrim just quickly tear him to pieces. Yeah, there was always that faint hope.
Miles swallowed hard, but it got stuck mid-swallow from lack of saliva; his mouth was so dry. “Y-yeah…yeah, I know where they are.”
Miles looked at Schuyler. Schuyler twisted up his face into a contortion of pure agony, and then thudded his head against the pavement several times. Hokharty smiled a faint smile.
“I can take ya there…but,” Miles hesitated, “they’re not goin’ to be happy about it.”
“They never are,” said Hokharty, matter-of-factly. He paused to look around and then spoke plainly. “Miles, Schuyler, I’m going to let you go now. Please don’t try to escape.”
Tim snorted a little and broke in and interrupted Hokharty very uncharacteristically for a Renfield. “He ain’t kiddng about that, dudes.”
Hokharty continued unfazed by the interjection. “I am on a mission of the gravest importance. I have much to do and no time for distractions. Just believe me when I tell you that if you attempt escape, it will be futile.” He paused and then tilted his head slightly as if thinking. “If you promise to do all that you are told, I can guarantee you that no harm will come to either of you and that you will both be rewarded richly for your service.”
He sounded awfully certain of himself, but what were his promises where Wallach was concerned? As it was, it didn’t much matter. Even if they bolted, Wallach would hunt them down just for failing to bring in a victim for tribute. Either way, Miles’ long, slow, miserable slog as a vampire would soon be over. He honestly could say he had hated every minute of it. It was a fitting end to a lousy career.
Both Schuyler and Miles nodded in silence; what else could they do? Hokharty stepped off of Schuyler’s back unceremoniously. Schuyler laid there for a while, like a whipped dog, uncertain if he should get up or not. Then he performed an action like that dance move called ‘the worm,’ and worked the momentum forward into a handstand, and then, finally, a forward flip onto his feet. He didn’t quite stick the landing; he was still sore and put out from the lesson he had received from Hokharty. It was ridiculously over the top, but Miles didn’t blame him. He was trying his best to recover what was left of his dignity. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck from side to side just as if he were flexing before a workout.
“Vain prick,” though Miles, just before Graber dropped him hard on his backside. Miles’ recovery was far less showy. He brushed off his jeans and got up slowly. Graber stepped to the side and gestured out of the alley towards the street like a gruesome doorman. Schuyler followed with Tim and Hokharty taking up the rear. As they exited the alley, Schuyler’s eyes darted quickly down the street. He was contemplating making a run for it.
Tim caught the sideward glance and said, “Dude…don’t bother. Graber is faster than he looks, and the other one has eyes in the back of his head, plus he can turn into a snake made of smoke and chase you down if he wants.” Schuyler raised an eyebrow at this as if he didn’t really believe it, but said nothing and continued his somber, casual saunter across the street.
Hokharty stepped into the lead, somehow confident his charges would not try to flee. He walked across the street to the car on the passenger side and motioned for Tim to follow. Tim fumbled in his pocket for the keys and went to the driver’s seat. Graber held the door open and practically shoved Miles into the back, but he waited for Schuyler. From inside the car, Miles could see Schuyler hesitating. All at once Schuyler’s shoulders slumped. The lollipop practically fell from his mouth. On his face was a look of utter disgust and resignation, as if he had finally been delivered the ultimate insult.
“An Impala? Seriously?”



Chapter Ten
The Scriptorium
Even though he was already late, Nephys had to make a stop by home to pick up his pen case and this just made him later. The pen case was a long, flat, narrow board made of black cedar. It had an indentation for two reed pens and two, small, circular depressions that served as palettes for ink – one red and one black. Other than his stone basin and the tomb, it was his one true possession and his favorite.
He hurried his way down to the heart of the city, the echo of his footsteps dying as he passed down the narrow streets. Where it broadened out, he could see the long, low halls that were the scriptorium of Limbo. Usually, Nephys queued behind a thousand other scribes from a thousand other lands, and spent the time waiting seemingly endlessly for all of the scribes and workers to file in. It was an orderly, but long and tedious affair…one step, stop, one step, stop, and so on. It was an almost cadence-like ritual that drilled monotony into your head and set the rhythm for the workday to come. Today though, he was the very last to arrive and didn’t have to wait at all. If he hadn’t been late, he would have almost enjoyed it. As it was, no one was ever late to work, after all, what else did they have to do?
When Nephys got to the entrance, whatever slim, buoyant spirit he had managed to find that morning evaporated when he saw who was there. It was the scriptorium master…Falco. Falco was an eight-year-old boy who had died at the height of Rome. His hair was cropped closely to his head, and he wore a miniature toga and a large, gold bauble hung from a leather cord around his neck. It was a bulla, and it was supposed to protect young Roman boys from harm, but it hadn’t saved Falco from the plague. There wasn’t much opportunity for promotion in the afterlife, but Falco’s father had held every position a Roman patrician could hold from quaestor to consul, and he had entered the Senate suo anno, the first year he was eligible, so Falco wasn’t about to settle for anything less than his best. He had a masterful hand for Latin, and as fate would have it, because of the spread of Christianity, Latin became the lingua franca for the next millennium. Within a short time, he rose to become the master of all scribes. Falco was all ambition and had fared no worse in death than his father had in life and his eyes showed it. Within months of coming here, his eyes had clouded, and now, they were pitiless white orbs flecked with blue veins without a trace of iris, pupil or cornea. He was irreversibly, totally and completely blind. Falco turned those sightless eyes on the hapless Nephys now.
“Even in a land of timelessness, punctuality is demanded,” Falco uttered tonelessly.
“Apologies, Master, I’ve never been late before.” Nephys bowed quickly at the small boy and crossed the threshold into the scriptorium. The sounds of thousands of pens scritching across pages could be heard above the awful, omnipresent stillness of Limbo. Falco let him pass, but didn’t turn around to see him go.
“Which is why the exceptional must not be excepted.”
Nephys stopped. Falco possessed the one attribute critical to a successful career in the afterlife: a complete and total absence of empathy.
“I would remove you from scribe duty altogether, but that itself would be an exception.”
Nephys swallowed hard.
“What shall we do to prevent further…exceptional…circumstances?” Falco said in a completely monotone voice.
Nephys turned to face Falco, but Falco hadn’t even turned around. He didn’t need to. His crystalline sight was so good now he could see straight through the back of his own head as if it were a window.
“Apologies again, Master,” Nephys said, and then in a lower voice to himself, “Perhaps I should buy a sundial.”
Thousands of scribbling pens came to a sudden halt. Nephys clamped his mouth shut so hard his teeth made a loud “CLACK!”
“Where did that come from?!” wondered Nephys to himself. Why had he just told…what was it…a joke? To the scriptorium master?! The most humorless figure in all of Limbo?! No one told jokes here! What was he thinking? That morning with Maggie and Hiero must have affected him more than he realized.
Falco didn’t react. He didn’t even turn around.
“A sundial for a sunless place. What an…exceptional…humorous anecdote. You should record it for the Great Master. One would hate to lose such wit.”
Nephys stood there utterly devastated. He was normally so in control – this morning he had utterly fallen apart. When nothing but silence continued for a long time, Nephys began to turn to go when Falco asked a surprising question.
“What is wrong with your throat?” he spoke as if making a statement and not asking a question at all.
“My throat?” Nephys put his hand to the wound across his neck.
“Your gash looks…different,” Falco continued. And for a minute, Nephys thought he heard a slight inflection to his voice on the word “different,” but it was hard to tell.
“Surely not, Master…that would be impossible.”
“Of course it is, but then when have I ever been wrong?”
Nephys hated questions where there was no right answer, so he said nothing.
After another long pause, Falco spoke again.
“You may go.”
Nephys bowed to the back of Falco’s head and walked to his usual spot. The scratching of pens commenced again and Nephys felt the eyes of the crowd drift away from him. As he walked, his hand went to his neck. It did feel different, but why? He would have to take another look at it once he got home.
The room was vast and filled with thousands of rows of scribes from many lands arranged in tidy rows in between a forest of columns. Each scribe had a stack of printed material next to them they were transcribing into permanent records, but no two scribes possessed the same tools. To the left of Nephys was a girl with long, braided hair and uncomfortable-looking shoes that buttoned up past her ankles. She was using a dip pen from a century not too long ago. Her letters were large, simple, but elegantly rounded.
To his right was a boy much his same age, but he was making records in an entirely different way. He wore a folded gray paper cap and heavy gray pants. He had on a heavy apron with ink splattered all over it. He sat for hours arranging tiny metal blocks to form the letters on a tray; the tray was then inserted into a vast, oily machine of gears and wheels the boy was manning, where it would print up a full sheet of the transposed text. In all, it took the boy far more time to print one sheet that way than a talented scribe could transcribe by hand.
The machine was supposed to be evidence of the progress of man in the last century, but it made no sense at all to Nephys. The Great Master only required one copy of each work for his library, and this machine was ill-suited to making a single careful copy of many things, but instead was only good for making several copies of one thing, and even then, rather badly. The paper was thin and gray and awful the pages smudgy and the text inelegant. It varied too much in size and shape with large text up top that was glaring followed by miniscule cramped text in narrow columns that was far too difficult to read. When the boy in the apron and paper hat finished transcribing the work, the “scribe” or as he liked to call himself, “print monkey,” would stack it up like a pile of wastepaper and tie it off with string like a common parcel.
“What a waste,” thought Nephys.
From the other side, it certainly seemed things had gotten worse up there. There were certainly more books now, but what came was less and less interesting. In the beginning, there had been lots of texts, scrolls on papyri and parchment, poems and legal documents and what not and then arrived books, real codices with pages to turn. Nephys had never seen a book during his short life, but once one showed up for him to copy in the afterlife, he was enthralled by its genius. Scrolls were so difficult to wind and unroll to read, but binding the pages together on one side? Brilliant! And so easy. Why had his people never figured this out? Nephys loved papyrus, but it was tricky; its crosshatch pattern could obscure writing and flummox an unpracticed scribe, but it couldn’t compare to the flat, creamy, smooth, translucent qualities of parchment. Parchment held ink better and longer, and what’s more, the stronger animal skins and flat pages made something possible that only happened rarely before in texts, pictures!
When you rolled up a scroll, the paint would flake off, so paint was reserved for only the most important scrolls, and then they were usually only rolled up once and interred with the dead, never to be seen again. But a book? A book could hold dozens of images. Since the image laid flat on tough sheep skin, there was no limit to what you could paint, and the images could last for thousands of years, if not forever.
For several blessed centuries, there was a small but steady stream of such books: rich books with illustrations stuck in between the words, or sometimes within a single gigantic letter that was stretched out to hold a tiny picture. And the scripts! From the West were letters that looked like twisting vegetation, or spiky fences, uncial and black letter and from the East, letters that looked like tongues of fire and dangling ribbons – Nastaliq and Diwani. And everywhere pictures. Persian kings and heroes fought monsters in landscapes of fire. Saints and prophets posed in front of diamond-patterned checkerboards of red, blue and gold. Dragons and jongleurs gamboled in the margins. And Gold too!! Several were filled with scenes entirely painted on gold. Its luster was far dimmer here in Limbo, but its reflection was as close to warm as Nephys had ever felt in the underworld.
But it had all passed as Elysium had passed. The books coming to Nephys now were far diminished from those of the past. More and more books than ever came, of course, a torrent, but quantity had replaced quality. The books that were appearing now were all garish or monotonous with very few pictures. The durable parchment was replaced by yellow, crumbling paper that smelled of decay.
Likewise, the boy across from him was also diminished, missing his right arm. Nephys secretly suspected that the machine had taken it in its terrible maw, and that it was probably still there in the recesses and guts of the horrible device. The machine had probably killed the boy who had tended it, and the boy had dragged the machine into this world much like Maggie had dragged her car. Though it was no imp and lacked bat-wing ears, it certainly seemed to torment him. The machines of the modern age extracted a horrible price, apparently, worse than any god of old.
Nephys far preferred his method. He sat on the floor, cross-legged on a woven mat. He held the reed pen confidently being sure to float his hand over the work, never halting or smudging the graceful lettering. His father had taught him the priestly hand and the common hand and even the full picture writing of the ancients. In addition, he had taught him Latin and Greek even before death, as they were commonly spoken in his country as well. Since then, he had added many languages and scripts to his repertoire.
He unrolled a scroll of empty papyrus. It was crosshatched from the pressed reeds and translucent but it wasn’t warm and brown like in life, but grey and cold. A bit stiff but not a problem for a talented scribe. He set out his long, narrow pen case with its palettes of red and black ink. Red was one of the few colors he could still remember, outside of blue and grey, because he used it every day. In life, he had only used red for the names of deities or rulers, or special words that invoked power. There were no such rules in death, so he was free to express himself, and he sometimes chose red ink just because he liked the way the word sounded. “Befuddled, ignominious, caoutchouc, dweeb,” these were red words. He also used red on the names of authors, Chaucer and Khaldun, Sagan and Camus. He wondered what he would use it on today.
Another boy came by with a small cart filled with books of all sorts. He dumped a pile of soggy books in front of Nephys and pushed on. The books had obviously landed in the swamp before being recovered. The large pile stood in a gathering puddle of water as black as ink. The pages were stuck together and difficult to separate. Nephys carefully opened the cover of the first.
“Chester County Plumbing Code Violations, 1967.”
He set it aside and picked up the next one.
“Germantown County Phone Directory, 1983.”
Ugh. He moved on to the third.
“Municipal Tax Code of Ephrata, 1979.”
Falco was punishing him. Oh well, nothing to do but forge ahead anyway. He decided to start with the “Phone Directory” whatever that meant. He put the end of one of his reed pens into his mouth as he had to use both hands to separate the first few sticky, wet pages. As he did so he wondered, “Was ‘AAACO Auto Repair’ a red-letter title or not?”



Chapter Eleven
Maggie Miller
Maggie Miller stuck her hands in her pockets and tried to take stock of her situation. She lazily skidded her favorite, simple flats along the gray, sandy path and was grateful she at least hadn’t worn the heels that day. Of course, the flats weren’t really on her feet when she thought about it, in fact her feet weren’t there at all, not her real feet anyway. This was all some sort of psychic projection of herself from the moment of her death. The real flats and the real feet they were on were up in the world of the living on her rapidly cooling corpse. She shuddered. She didn’t like to think about it, but there it was, even if it didn’t make sense to her. She certainly felt real, felt like herself, had all her parts – fingers, toes, etc. She was just glad she hadn’t died in the shower. Imagine going through eternity naked!! Despite everything that had happened to her, it was hard to believe that she was really dead, that she was just a ghost. It was surprising how normal everything felt.
“FHWONK!”
Well, aside from the odd, demonic musical instrument.
Hiero had started the trip to Neppy’s house at an alarming pace – galumphing off so fast she was terrified she would be lost in the dim streets of Limbo forever. Hiero kept running and eventually disappeared around a dark corner far ahead. She nearly worked herself into a panic trying to keep up, until she realized that was exactly what the little toad was trying to do, panic her. Then she remembered what Nep had told her, how emotions are real here. She swallowed hard and instead of panicking, calmed herself and walked slowly and purposefully. When she turned the corner several agonizing minutes later, Hiero was there, wheezing like a worn-out vacuum cleaner. She smiled. Ol’ Nep was right.
You had to stay calm or things like this little imp here would get the best of you. She felt rather embarrassed about the way she had behaved earlier and felt the need to make up for it. Besides, Hiero seemed to delight in any frustration so she decided not to let it goad her. In fact, she started walking even slower than before, just to annoy it. Let the little monster get a taste of his own medicine. After all, time was one of the few luxuries Limbo offered. Hiero was now dejectedly shuffling along beside her like a whipped dog. That was better, she thought. It gave her time to observe and think and look around.
Limbo certainly was a flat, colorless place. The tomb-like houses were all gray or blue or off-white – all of them in varying states of decay with no sense of planning or organization. The streets were narrow in some places, while in others were they broad and empty. Odd juxtapositions abounded. Here was a Gothic tomb built on top of a Roman one. There was something that looked nearly modern butting up right against something Baroque. Most were abandoned. Quite a few were crumbling into dust. She looked different too. She could have sworn she had been wearing a red and black plaid flannel shirt over a long-sleeve pink t-shirt, but the plaid shirt was now blue and charcoal, and the pink shirt was now light grey. At least the faded blue jeans looked the same. She looked over her hands and legs and body and felt her neck back and face. She couldn’t detect any obvious wound, but she was desperate for a mirror. Neppy’s gash had been horrifying – once she was able to see it – and she didn’t relish the thought of going through the eternities looking like a sideshow freak.
She met hardly anyone on the way. She assumed that they were all off at work like Nep. A few ambled down dark alleyways, she called out to some, but they all turned and went the other way quickly or shuttered their windows when she passed by
“Friendly town,” she muttered sarcastically to herself.
Hiero honked a few short, dissonant notes in what she thought must have been its best attempt at ridiculing laughter.
Once, in a broken window, she saw a young girl, no more than four, with hair so blonde it was nearly white. She was staring blankly out into the street, expressionless. Maggie waved meekly at the girl and tried to get her attention but stopped suddenly when it became apparent the girl was blind and could not see her. She thought about calling out to her, but decided to just keep moving on. A short while down the street she thought how desperately she wanted to run to the girl and take her in her arms and tell her it would be alright, as if she were her own daughter.
Her daughter! She was amazed she hadn’t thought about her much since realizing she was dead. Nep was right. Somehow this place did make you forget. Lucy was alone up there with no one. Grandma Holveda had died years before, and all the other relations had passed on long ago, well almost all the relations had passed away. There was one, of course, but Maggie pushed that possibility far from her mind, until now. Where would Lucy go? Who would take care of her? She had tried so hard to keep Lucy away from all of that; she couldn’t imagine that all coming out now. No, she mustn’t second-guess herself. She had made that decision long ago, but of course, she wasn’t there to make decisions any more, and anything could happen.
Lucy was thirteen and not a child anymore. Lucy was strong and she knew her mother loved her. That had never gone unsaid. There was at least that. Lucy would find a way to get by; Maggie just knew it. Still, there was so much more that she needed to say, things she needed to know. And now she was gone and there was no way to tell her.
It didn’t help that Maggie’s last memory of life was the two of them tumbling violently in her car. She ran the accident over in her mind – the boy, where had he come from? And in the middle of nowhere and in the middle of the night? Still, he looked oddly familiar. Maggie had swerved but overcorrected, and the car had flipped, gone over the railing and then into the small stand of trees between the highway and the off-ramp. And then she was in the swamp, but then that swamp was here, wasn’t it? She wasn’t really sure when she had lost consciousness and only realized now she had no idea how Lucy had fared after the wreck.
“Where was Lucy now?!” she thought. How much time had passed really? It was so hard to tell! This morning in the swamp already seemed ages ago. Was she safe now or was she lying in agony in a ditch off the road still waiting for help? Or was she resting comfortably in a hospital? Or worse, was she weeping over her mother’s dead body? Maggie’s jaw clenched at the thought. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and pressed the heels of her palms to her face to keep from crying. She turned away and sniffed and pretended to wipe her nose on her sleeve as she pushed back the tears. She didn’t want that wretched blowfish to see her break up. In a weird way, she was grateful it was there. Its presence gave her an excuse to be tough. If she were alone, she just knew she would burst out sobbing again. She looked sternly at Hiero, but for once, other than its usual droning, it was mercifully silent. Lucy wasn’t here, she was still alive, she felt that much, and for the moment that was enough.
She thought about what Nep had said, that the dead don’t recognize each other. She desperately wanted to believe it wasn’t true, and that somehow, she could find her daughter when she came here to the underworld, but even now her memory was dimming and she knew Nep was telling the truth. She could feel it. She needed something resolute in her memory – something she wouldn’t forget about her daughter. She thought of all the things she could remember, her crooked smile, her sandy hair, her sarcastic voice, the way Lucy rolled her eyes at her whenever she didn’t want to do something she asked her to do…her eyes…that was it. Lucy had the most brilliant, green eyes. She could think of her daughter and remember her bright green eyes. She would always remember the eyes. And with that thought, Maggie Miller didn’t feel like crying so much anymore.
Maggie was so lost in thought that she had to stop and look around to figure out where she was. She was in an open square with tombs on all sides when she realized she was alone. She had outpaced Hiero by several steps. She turned around frantically looking for the little monster for a moment before she spied him. Hiero was panting at the sheltered corner of a crumbling tomb at the edge of the square where they had entered, crouching out of sight. To Maggie it almost looked…frightened. That made her snort in satisfaction but only for a while.
Maggie turned. “What’s got you spooked, you drunken Scotsman’s nightmare?”
The fact that there was something here that could scare a creature like Hiero was a suddenly horrifying thought. She heard the sound of doors slamming, and windows being shuttered in the square. She hadn’t seen anyone before, but they were obviously there and didn’t want to be seen. What was going on? This place was so exasperating. She felt a faint, chill breeze blow through the square. Slowly, she began backing up towards Hiero’s position.
“What is it…more shades?” she whispered at the little imp.
She had to turn around to look at Hiero to see his response because he was so quiet. The imp just flicked its barbed tongue through its trumpet snout and said nothing. Even its constant droning was practically silent. Maggie narrowed her eyes and scanned the square. What was she missing? She thought of that morning and how at first she had thought Nephys was just a passerby or that Hiero was a…well she didn’t know what she thought Hiero was, a very ugly search dog maybe, but she certainly didn’t think he was a demonic bagpipe. She thought about everything that Nep had told her, how unreal things were real here and that people saw what they wanted to see. She suddenly realized that seeing here was not a matter of actual sight. After all, she wasn’t looking with her actual eyes – those were back in her real skull with her body, along with her real flats on her real dead feet. Seeing things here was something entirely different.
What was Hiero seeing that she couldn’t? She narrowed her eyes and then realized that squinting was pointless. She was still thinking like she was alive and looking through her real eyes. There was nothing to focus on anyway, so she tried doing the opposite. She attempted unfocusing her eyes instead. As she relaxed her eyes and panned across the sandy square, she saw it, if only for a fleeting moment: a tall, white, shrouded, female figure with black pits for eyes and what appeared to be long, black hair. It was wandering the edges of the square unseen looking for something, but as she saw it she gasped, and it turned its empty sockets on her suddenly. In that instant she knew two things, it had seen her, and it knew that Maggie had seen it!
The specter raced across the square at frightening speed, it s black hair flying madly behind it.
“Guh-WOONK!!” Hiero was instantly there, bashing up against her urging her to move. She didn’t need to be told twice. She turned and fled. Hiero was tearing along at a terrific pace, hooting and shrieking in high tones as she was desperately trying to keep up. She knew instinctively that the thing, the black-pitted specter, or whatever it was, was right behind her and gaining. She was trying to think and run at the same time without much luck. What did this thing want? If shades eat misery and imps eat frustration, what does this thing eat? Fear?! If so, it was going to have a heckuva banquet because she couldn’t for the life of her stop panicking now. She was terrified. Their feet pummeled the soft sand sapping her strength as she ran down the rows and rows of tombs, away from the square and deeper into the tortuous paths of the city.
Hiero was turning and running side to side, searching for something. She kept tailing him hoping he would find what he was looking for, but she wasn’t certain his escape plan included her. Finally, Hiero gave out a loud honk and led her to a big tomb with two large, Egyptian-looking cat statues framing the entrance. She barely had any time to make the turn and had to grab one of the statues frantically to keep her feet from slipping out from under her. Once inside, she screeched to a sudden halt.
Cats! Thousands and thousands of cats! Calicos and Mau-Maus, blues and tabbies, but ghostly, pale and translucent, lounging about everywhere. They stopped whatever they were doing and instantly trained their eyes on her and raised their hackles. What on earth were they doing here? How was this going to help?! She had no time to think because Hiero was right behind her. Hiero plowed into her, knocked her down hard and stomped on her back to make sure she was down. Ouch! It wasn’t fair she could feel so little of everything else and yet pain was as livid as ever. At least he hadn’t used the butcher knife.
Instantly, the dark presence of the specter was over her. Hiero was standing right on her back jumping up and down and bleating up a horrible cacophony. She covered her head in her arms waiting for the inevitable touch or blow from the specter. She wasn’t quite certain what happened next, but if you can imagine a sound like a thousand hissing cats fighting in a metal barrel, that was close.
Thousands of cats poured over her, or more accurately, through her. The ghostly cats passed right through her and their tiny claws felt like they were made of ice and broken glass. Each one that passed through was like a sharp jab in her stomach followed by icy pricklings. The screeching sound of the cats just barely masked a rasping howl like a screaming woman and a sudden burst of icy wind. Only when it was silent did she dare to peek out from under her arms. Hiero was still on her back, hooting a little less triumphantly than usual, but still in his annoying tone.
“Get off!” she yelled. She brushed him off, pulled herself up out of the sand and glanced around. The tall spectral figure had vanished, and so had all the cats.
Hiero gave off several snorfling sounds that sounded like mocking laughter.
She wasn’t at all certain what had just happened, but she had a nagging feeling the little imp had just saved her life – well, her afterlife at least. She paused for a long time and observed the foul Hiero with a critical eye and was about to say “Thank you” when Hiero suddenly spat a particularly ugly piece of phlegm from his blowpipe onto her left shoe. She gave him a contemptuous look and forgot any sudden feeling of gratitude she once had. She wasn’t certain if the little monster hadn’t planned the whole thing as a way of torturing her. In fact, she wondered if she had ever been in any real danger at all.
“You vile little thing. You knew that would happen.”
“Wharant?” the bile-spitting creature replied.
She narrowed her eyes at it, but it was inscrutable.
“Well then, if you’re quite pleased with yourself, I think we should go. I’d like to get to Nep’s place before some other horror jumps out of the woodwork.”
Hiero didn’t hesitate but gamboled off like a dog that was altogether too happy with itself. Maggie sighed, wiped the spit off her shoe on the backside of her pant-leg and followed.



Chapter Twelve
The Stone
By the end of the day, Nephys had worked his way through several soggy books and was now carefully going through the actuarial tables of the Philadelphia Assurance, Savings and Loan. The schoolgirl with the long, blond braids to this left was staring intently at a stack of silver disks with holes in their centers. The boy who brought the works to be copied had set them on her desk. Neither she nor Nephys had the foggiest clue what to do with them, but Falco had insisted they were, in fact, books and needed to be recorded all the same. She started to trace them, but since they were all the same that hardly seemed adequate, so now she was looking intently at the reflections they made as if the mystery would be revealed that way.
Things were changing awfully quickly up there, thought Nephys. He wondered if books would disappear altogether and be replaced by silver disks, just as books had replaced scrolls and paper had replaced parchment and parchment had replaced papyri. The thought that he would be trying to copy down inscrutable silver disks for the next several millennia made him very nervous.
Attendants began snuffing out candles and lamplights and collecting finished copies to be moved to the sacred libraries of the Great Master. It was the sign that the day’s work was nearing its end. There was no objective way to tell time in Limbo. As far as Nephys could tell, he could have been there for days, not that it mattered, but he wondered how they knew when to close up shop. Perhaps Falco told them. Perhaps he only closed up shop when he got tired. Nephys was in the process of winding down the final few touches, using red ink to write the word, “Indemnity.” When he heard some kerfuffle (another red-letter word) coming from the entrance.
A large, hulking figure was in the door, broad and dark and armored. Though in shadow, it was clear he was no child of Limbo. Death had many attendants. The children were the civil servants, valets, scribes and guides, but they were not warriors. This was a soldier of Death. He towered over Falco, and the two were discussing something intently. The figure had to bend nearly in half to communicate with the eight-year-old Roman taskmaster. Falco also bowed, but not out of necessity, out of deference. Falco hardly bowed to anyone. Usually, the rule was that he did not bow to someone who couldn’t help his ascent up the hierarchy of Death’s minions. Falco obviously thought this soldier was worth some overt sycophancy.
Falco clapped his hands once. That was the signal that the day was over. The long queue that Nephys had mercifully managed to miss this morning due to his excursion in the swamps was now lining up. A thousand pencils, pens and quills were set down in unison, and the oily press to Nephys’ right side hissed once and stopped. Everyone dutifully lined up without a sound except for the muffled footsteps. No one was really eager to come and no one was eager to leave either, but, for some reason, the line was moving even more slowly than usual.
Nephys leaned to one side to look around the blond schoolgirl in front of him. The line paused at the entrance. As each scribe passed, they were directed to look at something in Falco’s hand all while the massive soldier looked on. Nephys leaned back in line and shrugged. The day had been full of strange events. As the line trudged ever slowly towards the door, he thought of Maggie and Hiero and wondered how they were getting on together. Somehow he was more worried about Hiero than Maggie. And then he thought of something he didn’t expect…Maggie’s daughter. Maggie had had a rough entry into the afterlife, but he couldn’t imagine things were any better for the girl she left behind. She was now an orphan, and that was something Nephys could imagine very well…all the children in Limbo were orphans.
Nephys kept his head down looking at his shoes as the line shuffled forward, much like he and everyone else always did, but as he finally approached the door after a more languorous wait than usual, he looked up and saw what his dim eyes could not make out from farther away. Before him was Falco and behind him was the massive figure clad in a bloody, chain-mail hauberk that fell to his knees. A black tabard with a large, silver triangle emblem on it covered the middle of a broad gut, but the shoulders were so wide and the arms so thick he gave the impression of a massive wall of muscle and not someone given to over-eating. Above the broad shoulders was a thick neck surrounded by a black chain-mail coif.
The neck rose to a broad, grizzled chin and a wide mouth, but not much further up, past a thick mustache the head just ended! A small piece of the thick nose was left but above that, nothing. Like a tree stump, the top of the head had been cleaved right off by a broadsword or axe, Nephys didn’t know, but it just wasn’t there anymore. Nephys was tall enough he could just see the gruesome cross-section of the person’s skull, like the rings of a fallen tree, from just above the upper jaw to the back of the head, exposing the labyrinthine pattern of the brains. The brains had a texture like polished stone, grey and shiny. The figure’s helmet was under one arm, and Nephys wondered if the top of the head, with the eyes, hair and the rest of the skull was still in it.
There were many wounded things in the Great Master’s service, but this was far beyond the everyday abominations of Limbo. The horror of what he was looking at seemed to clear Nephys’ dim eyes and as he gaped up at it, his hand went instinctively to the gash at this neck. For the first time he felt grateful for such an understated wound. What would it be like to go around the afterlife without the top of your head?!
“Nephys?”
Falco’s cold voice brought Nephys’ attention back to the diminutive tyrant.
“Yes?” Nephys said a little too loudly, a little too tremulously.
“The Great Master wishes to thank you for your service.” And at that, Falco held out his hand. In the hollow of his hand was a small pile of glassy, grey pebbles like thousands of others that existed in Limbo. But Falco gestured for Nephys to take one as if it were some great treasure.
“Thank you,” Nephys said nervously. He reached to take one, but as he did, his eyes saw something glinting with an unfamiliar light at the bottom of the pile. It was cool and yet brilliant, but not blue or black or grey or even red…it was something else… a color that he remembered, but couldn’t quite place. It was so compelling and beautiful he could hardly stand it. It glowed with an intensity unlike any light he had seen below and he instinctively reached for it until he heard a grating sound like a millstone above him. The soldier was turning his neck to “look” at him; or rather he was turning the empty space above his mustache where his eyes used to be to look at him. Falco narrowed his empty white orbs at him. Nephys quickly picked a small, grey, mundane stone next to the brilliant one. Falco nodded his consent, and Nephys left.
Once in the street, the crowd thinned out, but the pace didn’t quicken at all. No one here was ever in a hurry, but Nephys felt the need to quicken his pace all the same. He glanced back over his shoulder. Falco was no longer holding up the line but was talking to the soldier. The soldier bent over so that Falco could speak into the empty space where his ear had once been. Then Falco went inside and the line moved much faster. The soldier stood up and looked with his half-missing face in Nephys’ direction. Nephys felt the urge to do something he hadn’t done in a thousand years, and as soon as he turned the corner out of the empty sight of the terrifying soldier, he did it…he ran all the way back home.
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Chapter Thirteen
Rivenden
The rolling hills and counties surrounding Philadelphia had once been filled with rich plantations and country estates with elegant manor homes. Back then the actual city of Philadelphia was confined predominantly to the modest and tidy grid of William Penn’s original city plan. However, as horse and carriage were replaced first by steam locomotive and then later the automobile, the city grew until it consumed all the farms and old estates. Small settlements and modest villages, which had once been separate communities, Manayunk, Darby, Mt Airy, were now just neighborhoods of the larger metropolis. Some of the grand estates were turned into public parks, but most had long ago disappeared and been consumed by the dense, urban landscape of row homes, apartments and storefronts. A rare few, however, had escaped this fate and remained in private hands, though they were now entirely surrounded by the city. Rivenden was one of these.
Rivenden was completely encircled by dense, urban decay, sandwiched somewhere between Germantown and Fairmount Park. Though it occupied a couple dozen acres in the middle of the city, very few residents of the modern world were aware of its existence. It was on no major routes, and the old estate was far removed from any recent development. It had been stubbornly ignored as a rich man’s folly when the city grew up around it in the 19th and 20th centuries, and now that the city surrounding it was falling apart, it was completely forgotten. It was surrounded by a high wall made of a grey local stone, Wissahickon Schist. If you tried to find a street view of the estate online, this wall was the only thing you would ever see. The entrances were bricked up long ago. In the center of the walled estate, completely concealed by the overgrown oaks, tulip trees and black walnuts, was an elegant, red brick, Palladian manor home that predated the American Revolution by more than fifty years.
Rivenden was still on all the old maps but very few of the new ones. Old books in libraries did record it was the country home to seven generations of distinguished Philadelphian physicians, but if you tried to find any current information about it, all you could discover was that it was owned by some unnamed private trust. Push any farther than that and you got threatening letters on the letterhead of the oldest legal firm in Philly. The only ones who ever bothered to look for it anymore were little old ladies from local historical societies, but there were fewer and fewer of them every year anyway. And none of them were likely to try to scuttle up the high, stone wall like Tim Riggle was now struggling to do.
Miles, Hokharty and Schuyler were already on the inside standing in a small clearing of the dense undergrowth. Graber was waiting on the other side for Tim to finish, and he was taking forever to do it. All of the vampires had managed it easily. Even Miles, who was known to trip up often, had done it handily. Hokharty had offered to carry Tim over the wall, but Tim protested it was somehow beneath his dignity, and for some inexplicable reason, Hokharty had acquiesced to let Tim try it on his own. Tim was climbing up slowly and Schuyler was beside himself in frustration. Already the horizon was growing faintly bluer and Schuyler was chewing frantically on his plastic lollipop, pacing back and forth. It didn’t help that the trip took longer than expected and dawn was now less than an hour away. It had been a miserable car ride over.
Miles and Schuyler had had to sit in back with Graber in the middle, one of his enormous arms around each of them. Even in a big car with a wide bench seat, Graber was so large that Miles felt squeezed against the window. Tim and Schuyler had argued the whole way there. First about the music selection: Schuyler wanted to play some of his own custom dance mixes off his iPod, but Tim was strictly committed to authentic vintage restoration and the car only had an eight track. Then they argued over the radio selection. Tim wanted to listen to the university alternative station and Schuyler wanted techno. Then they argued about the route. Tim wanted to take the Schuylkyll expressway, while Schuyler wanted to take the surface streets. Hokharty let Tim get his way on this one at which point Schuyler started screaming, “KILL ME NOW!! For crying out loud, just KILL ME NOW!!” That lasted for several minutes until Graber put him into a headlock, and Schuyler was forced to spend the rest of trip with his head in Graber’s armpit. It was at least quiet after that.
Miles, on the other hand, was pumped by Hokharty for information about Wallach. How old was he? Where had he come from? What were his capabilities? Who were his chief henchmen? etc. Miles didn’t know much more than what the vampires spoke only in whispered gossip: that Wallach was some Eastern European noble from the 18th Century who had come to the new world and never left. Miles had only seen Wallach exercise his powers on rare occasion, but that was enough to scare him out of his mind. Miles told Hokharty how once he had seen Wallach toss Forzgrim, his largest henchmen, through several walls in a fit of frustration. Then he told Hokharty about Wallach’s more charming qualities: his sadism, cruelty and capriciousness. Then he told him about what he hadn’t actually seen and was only rumored – that Wallach could transform into a monstrous, black dog.
He told Hokharty about Forzgrim and Ulami. Forzgrim was a big brute with long black hair and a goatee – fast and very tough. He preferred straightforward bludgeoning attacks. Ulami was thin, practically skeletal, and pale blonde, but she was even quicker and deadlier and always caught you from behind or the side in a slashing attack with long, razor-sharp nails. “Thrasher” and “Slasher,” the other vampires called them, but only when well out of earshot.
Each time Miles answered one of Hokharty’s questions Schuyler shot Miles a look of utter contempt, but Miles couldn’t see it from Schulyer’s position under Graber’s arm. All in all, Hokharty didn’t seem very impressed. The whole time Hokharty never looked at Miles but instead sat in the front pouring over Tim’s collection of vintage roadmaps of Pennsylvania, Delaware and New Jersey. He seemed to be remembering every detail of them. Then he asked several questions that made no sense to Miles. He had asked who Wallach’s master had been, and if he had ever seen Wallach with any silver chains or a small, green emerald. Miles had no answers for any of these, so he had been glad when they finally parked the Impala outside an empty stretch of the high, stone wall.
Schuyler had been right of course. Even in the early morning the Schuylkill was a disaster. So now, they were here even later than expected, and Schuyler was watching precious moments drift away as they waited for Tim to climb the wall. It didn’t matter much to Miles. In fact, he was certain death was just minutes away, either by Forzgrim, Wallach or Graber, but he could tell by the way Schuyler was manically chewing on his lollipop that he had not yet given up hope of survival. Now, as Miles watched him, he knew that in his last moments Schuyler was desperately clinging to any possible chance of escape. Inside that blond, blow-dried head he was still gaming every option, scheming and plotting each possible scenario. He probably had a dozen monologues on tap right now, each tailored to a particular variable, each desperate to convince Wallach to spare him. No doubt in each outcome he was prepared to lie, backstab or trick any of them just to stay in Wallach’s good graces. Schuyler had always expected to rise higher in the vampire hierarchy than mere flunkey and seeing that slip away from him must have been tearing him up inside.
Until that night, and his fight with Hokharty, Miles had never seen any real evidence that Schuyler could be more than a simple toady, so in spite of himself, Miles suddenly felt a small twinge of pity for the preposterous peacock. Miles had always lived in the moment, day by day, just getting by, but Schuyler had lived in a future of possibilities. All those possibilities obviously took time to unfold, time Schuyler was seeing frittered away needlessly by some Renfield that couldn’t climb a ladder, let alone a stone wall, and didn’t have the sense to upgrade the stereo on his gas-guzzling beater.
So when Tim’s shaky frame finally appeared, panting and scraped at the top of the wall, it was no surprise that Schuyler practically yelled in exasperation, “THANK YOU!! Finally. Can we GO now?!” Miles smiled at this and even felt a tiny amount of shame at enjoying Schuyler’s anguish. For Miles’ part, he was strangely calm. He couldn’t possibly imagine any scenario where he lived past the next hour. Oddly, being a vampire had always made him edgy, nervous, and this was probably why he was such a lousy one. Now, near the end, he wasn’t nervous anymore. Ever since he had given up hope, he had felt much better. His only concern now was that the passing wasn’t too painful.
As Hokharty looked up at Tim bent over panting on top of the wall he must have taken pity on Schuyler. “Perhaps we can ask Graber to help you down, Tim?” Hokharty’s politeness was off-putting and creepy at times, but it seemed sincere. Tim just nodded, gasping. In the fraction of a second it took for Miles to look from Tim to Hokharty and back again, Graber had joined Tim on top of the wall. Whether he had just materialized there out of thin air or whether he was just that wicked fast, it was terrifying to see something that big move so suddenly.
Graber unceremoniously grabbed Tim around the waist and jumped down the full fifteen feet of the high wall. Tim slapped his hands over his mouth to stifle the scream, and Graber landed with a colossal thud. Graber let go and Tim pushed himself away from the hulking corpse in disgust, landed face first on the dry leaves, spun around and shot back up quickly. Schuyler was cringing from the all the noise. Most vampires made less noise than a cat walking on pillows, but these three tromped around like a bunch of kindergarteners with tin cans strapped to their feet. They just didn’t care, and Miles couldn’t tell if they were fearless, crazy or stupid.
Tim safely down, Hokharty turned to Miles and asked calmly, “Where now?”
Miles was about to point into the dense grove of trees when Schuyler interrupted him in a deranged whisper.
“What does it matter?!! They’re bound to know we’re here already!! Forzgrim and Ulami are probably watching us right now!! They’re just waiting to find out who we are before they kill us!!” Whether this outburst was part of one of Schuyler’s schemes or whether he had succumbed to panic Miles couldn’t tell.
Hokharty’s answer surprised both Miles and Schuyler. “Of course they are. They are here now.”
Miles looked around but saw nothing. “Really?” He was a bit surprised and scared all at once. The look of surprise on Schuyler’s face confirmed that even though he had suggested the idea, he hadn’t really believed that Forzgrim and Ulami were that close by. There was a difference, of course, between knowing and knowing.
“Yes,” Hokharty said flatly in a conversational tone. “The large dark one is in the tree above us waiting to pounce. The small, slender female is hiding in a shadow forty yards down the wall to the left projecting a mind haze over us to conceal the larger one.” Hokharty said this as if describing a clinical skin condition to a convention of dermatologists. His calm was unnerving. And then, as if it were nothing more than talking about the weather said, “They are planning an ambush.”
Miles looked up and down the wall, but saw nothing. Schuyler tensed up and stepped very slowly, picking up his feet as if he were walking in a minefield. He was searching the tree and wall intently, but couldn’t see anything.
“Then why haven’t they attacked us?!” Schuyler whispered so low only a vampire’s keen ears could hear it.
Hokharty replied at a normal, conversational volume as if talking to a bank cashier. “Up until now, our only shield has been their ignorance. They knew we were here, we knew they were here. As long as they didn’t know we knew, they would continue to observe us and wait for the most opportune moment, and we would be protected by their false sense of supremacy.” Miles rolled his eyes when Hokharty said this. Hokharty continued on ignoring Miles’ expressions of doubt.
“But they bloody know that we know now.” Miles looked up. That last thought sent chills through his already chilled blood.
“You mean you knew they were listening and you said it out loud anyway?!” Schuyler’s hoarse whisper came back.
“Yes, of course.”
Schuyler gritted his teeth in agony and grabbed his blonde hair in both fists. Then he seemed to writhe in a silent fit for a moment. It was like watching a movie of someone having a seizure without the sound on. Eventually, Schuyler came back to himself and whispered angrily at Hokharty through clenched teeth.
“But why?!!”
“They were planning an ambush. For an ambush to be successful, it must have the presumption of surprise. I only waited to make sure that Tim was safely over the wall where I could protect him before revealing I knew about the ambush all along.”
“Gee…thanks,” came Tim’s sarcastic reply.
“The Renfields in their clan must have it pretty good if they can talk back to their masters like that,” thought Miles.
Miles braved a low whisper, “Then why haven’t they attacked if they bloody well know we know?!”
Hokharty kept up the same moderate tone and volume as if giving a lecture on accounting practices. “By removing that surprise I have introduced confusion and hesitation. They must reformulate their plan and attempt a new strategy. Even now the large one is shifting his position above, and the female is concentrating all of her hazing powers on me in the misguided notion she can cover this new assault.”
Schuyler had another silent fit before responding in a slightly louder tense whisper, “WILL. YOU. PLEASE. STOP. TALKING?!”
Hokharty turned slowly to face Schuyler. “Master Schuyler, I am not here to start a fight, I am here to talk and negotiate. I hope that by showing an open hand I can make your friends see that their ambush is futile and that they will come out and negotiate peacefully. I have shown them that I have knowledge of their plans and their capabilities. I hope that they will see reason and not resort to a sudden, imprudent show of force out of rage or frustration.” A long, tense pause followed and Miles realized that Hokharty wasn’t really talking to Miles and Schuyler at all, but was trying to communicate to Ulami and Forzgrim. The woods were dead silent. A few spare leaves drifted down. If there was any sign that those two were going to come out peacefully, Miles couldn’t see it.
Hokharty kept up the lecturing tone. “Knowledge and reason are the ultimate powers, Miles.” Miles turned to look at him. His tone softened and became almost somber. “Strength, agility, skill, all talents and advantages will ultimately fade, disappear and pass away as all flesh and spirit must.” Hokharty turned and looked directly at Miles. His gaze was intense but unfocused, as if he were looking right through him. “But knowledge and reason will always remain. Always remember that, Miles.”
What was he trying to tell him, thought Miles. Miles looked into those eyes, and suddenly, they focused on him and Miles got the distinct impression that he should jump.
Miles jumped aside and, instantaneously, Forzgrim crashed down like an anvil dropped from great height exactly where Miles had been standing. If Miles hadn’t jumped, Forzgrim would have driven him into the ground like a nail hit by an air hammer. Had Hokharty just saved his life?!! Forzgrim turned on him, crouching and growling like an animal. Miles froze.
“Here!” Hokharty called out to Forzgrim. Hokharty had instantly moved to Tim, knocked him down and stood over him to protect him. Forzgrim disregarded Miles and charged at the threatening opponent on all fours, like an animal. Hokharty stood there unreacting, his hands folded behind his back waiting for Forzgrim to hit him like a freight train. Less than a half step from reaching Hokharty, Forzgrim was hit by a colossal force. It was Graber. He had plowed his shoulder into Forzgrim and sent him spinning just in time to save Hokharty. It must have been like standing with your nose less than a half-inch from a train wreck, but Hokharty never flinched. Had Hokharty known that was going to happen?! Had Hokharty just distracted Forzgrim and saved Miles’ life a second time in as many seconds?!! Miles’ head was spinning.
Forzgrim recovered and rolled to his feet. He stood to his full height and paused to look at Graber. He was taller and broader across the shoulders than Graber, but Graber was wide in the gut and hips and the same width from the shoulders on down, with legs and arms like tree trunks. Forzgrim was built like a hyena, but Graber was built like a rhino. Forzgrim paused just a second to consider his opponent. Graber didn’t pause at all. He tackled Forzgrim below the knees and the two rolled into the bush. The sound of their battle was truly horrifying, like two grizzly bears going after each other.
Crouched on the ground, Miles had less than a second to catch Schuyler’s eye. He saw that Sky was having the same internal conflict he was having. “Run or fight?” If “fight” then which side do we join? Forzgrim and Ulami weren’t exactly friends, but they were still their clan. However, Hokharty had just protected him, but if it weren’t for him they wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place. They exchanged looks again. Run. Definitely run. They didn’t get far. Miles only saw the white-blond blur of Ulami’s hair after she clipped him from behind mid-stride. He landed on his face, his legs burning where Ulami had slashed him. Schuyler only got a half step farther before being cut down. His jeans were slashed behind the knees, and he flew into the air, his feet above his head, before falling hard on his left shoulder, groaning.
Ulami was moving so fast she was almost invisible. She sped towards Hokharty and Tim, who was cowering in the fetal position. A black and blue-green blur cut off Ulami’s path. It was Hokharty. He had rushed forward at an amazing speed and clotheslined Ulami with his left arm across her neck. She did an underhand flip but landed on her feet and immediately rushed at him again. He held forth his right hand and yelled, “Stop!”
After that the most astounding thing happened. She stopped. She was hissing and spitting and flashing her eyes like a half-drowned cat for a while, but she had stopped! A long pause followed. Ulami grew silent. Graber and Forzgrim tumbled out of the bush, wrangled for a bit, and then disappeared back into the undergrowth to continue fighting.
Ulami and Hokharty stared at each other…intensely.
In the distant background Graber pulled Forzgrim from a tree and the two tumbled into a hedge of azaleas.
Hokharty continued to stare, arm outstretched towards Ulami. Ulami returned the stare, only more fiercely.
Graber stood up from the hedge with Forzgrim in a headlock. Forzgrim pummeled him with body blows then tripped Graber. They fell over and disappeared again.
Ulami stared at Hokharty. Hokharty stared at Ulami. She stared back. He stared back, only more so.
Graber dragged Forzgrim from the bush by his ankles. Forzgrim kicked him in the face then pounced on him. The two tussled and then rolled into a patch of prickly-looking forsythias.
Meanwhile, back at the main event, the staring in silence continued and continued and continued some more.
Miles looked at Schuyler. Schuyler looked back with a “What the heck?” look on his face. Miles just shrugged and replied with a “Beats me” expression. The frozen silence was eerie after all that rapid-fire action. The best that Miles could guess was that Hokharty and Ulami were locked in some deep, psychic battle. Miles had heard about such things: raging, telepathic battles of sheer will between two arcane and ancient vampires. “Funny,” thought Miles, “These things always sounded a lot more exciting than they are in real life.”
Forzgrim stood up from the forsythias. Graber was riding him piggyback, pounding on his skull like a blacksmith on an anvil. Forzgrim threw himself backward into a tree, dislodged Graber, and attacked again. The two tussled and rolled off behind some dense poplar trees.
The staring went on and on.
Things felt a little more stable now, so Miles and Schuyler got up slowly and carefully wandered over to within a few feet of the epic staring match. Miles looked around, rocked back and forth on his heels and stuck his hands into his pockets. Finally he spoke.
“Pretty barmy, huh?”
“You said it,” Schuyler replied. There was a crashing sound far away from the still-raging battle between Graber and Forzgrim.
“So…you…um…ok?”
“Yeah…but…” Schuyler sighed.
“But what?” Miles prompted.
“She ruined my best jeans.”
Miles nodded in sympathy. Fashion was important to Schuyler and he wasn’t in the mood to kick him while he was down.
The staring continued. Ulami trembled slightly. Somewhere in the distance it sounded like Forzgrim and Graber had rolled over a stray cat.
The staring continued some more. More distant crashing and thudding. They turned around casually to look. Tim got up and joined them.
“You ok, dude?” Schuyler asked as he rolled his lollipop stick between his fingers.
“Yeah, but I landed on my iPod.”
The distant crashing continued, as did the staring.
“Does it still work?” Miles asked.
“Yeah, but look, the glass is all cracked now.” Tim leaned over to show both of them. Schuyler shook his head in empathy. “Dude, that’s rough.”
“Yeah.”
“Shame really.”
“Yep.”
“Too bad, mate.”
The three stood around awkwardly as if waiting in an elevator for their floor, not knowing what to do. The staring continued. Every once in a while Graber and Forzgrim would pop up, try to trash each other, and then tumble off to continue the brawl.
“So…who would ya put money on?” Miles said at last.
“Well, I haven’t seen anyone go this many rounds with Forzgrim, so I wouldn’t bet against Graber, but this…” Schuyler gestured towards the frozen couple in front of him, “I wouldn’t even know how to call odds on what’s going on in there.”
“Well, don’t count Hokharty out,” Tim added.
Somewhere in the distance, Graber and Forzgrim rolled over the cat again.
Schuyler regarded Tim intently while sucking on his plastic lollipop.
“Say, tell me, Tim. Exactly how long have you been hooked up with these two?” He pointed his lollipop at Hokharty who was still staring at Ulami with steadfast determination.
Tim didn’t look up but kept poking forlornly at his broken iPod. “Oh, about four hours, give or take.”
Schuyler and Miles goggled at each other while Graber and Forzgrim were beating each other over the head with broken tree limbs somewhere behind them.
“Four hours?! Ya gotta be kiddin’ me,” Miles said earnestly.
“No, I’m serious, dude,” Tim replied frankly, “Five hours ago, these two were corpses rotting in the hospital morgue. Then this other weird guy comes in…”
“Other guy?” Miles interjected; this was getting interesting.
“Oh, yeah.” Tim put his iPod away and began with interest, “Really creepy dude comes to look at this dead chick.”
“Dead chick?”
“Yeah, we got her in the trunk…but she ain’t, y’know…moving.”
Now Schuyler and Miles were staring at Tim.
Tim went on, “Well he comes in, and I’m on duty and then…”
“HOLD!!” Hokharty suddenly shouted.
Tim clutched his heart, Miles nearly fell over and Schuyler practically swallowed his lollipop.
“HOLD!!” Hokharty shouted again. Ulami was hissing and writhing like a snake in trap now. “Well, this is a little more interesting,” thought Miles.
“Hold…” Hokharty said a little softer, “You will show us to your master…”
“Never!” Ulami hissed. Somewhere back there, Graber and Forzgrim were still mucking about making noise, throwing boulders at each other.
“Every vampire has a clan, every clan has a master, and every master has a master...” Hokharty began calmly. Miles remembered this bit from the alley. Hokharty recited the phrase like a magic incantation.
There was a pause and then, finally, Ulami relaxed her tensed pose and spoke, “Until there is, at last, a master who is master of all.”
Hokharty slowly lowered his hand. Tim, Schuyler and Miles all tightened for a moment, ready to flee if Ulami pounced, but nothing happened. She just turned towards the undergrowth and shouted, “Forzgrim!”
Forzgrim came hurtling out of the bush. Whether he was thrown by Graber or came out by his own will Miles couldn’t tell, but Graber came out walking right after him. His sweatshirt was all torn and somewhere during the fight he had lost his stocking cap. Miles saw for the first time the hideous, gaping bullet hole over his left eye. “No wonder he wore the cap,” thought Miles. This guy really was a corpse five hours ago.
Ulami turned and spoke politely to Hokharty, but with an air of barely veiled contempt. “We will take you to the master, but once you have spoken your peace to him, there will be no guarantee of safe passage out of Rivenden.”
“That is all that I ask,” Hokharty replied politely as usual. He even bowed from the neck a little. Ulami curled her lip at him and turned and led the way, striding towards the manor house. Hokharty went next, followed by Tim, Schuyler and Miles. Last came Graber and Forzgrim, side by side, each eying the other venomously.
“Everything is wrong,” thought Miles. Ulami knew the same phrase that Hokharty had used? Was this some secret code? Was there some super-secret club only the cool, powerful vampires belonged to? If so, it made sense that Miles had never heard of it before. And these guys were corpses five hours ago?!! Vampires turn at the moment of death, not later, so if these guys weren’t vampires, what were they? And who was this other guy Tim was talking about? It was all very confusing. Still, Hokharty had saved Miles twice that night. Of course, he was the one who got him into this trouble to begin with. As they made the grim walk to the manor house towards Wallach, the vampire Miles feared most, Miles couldn’t help but wonder if he was on the wrong team. Maybe there was a way out of this after all and it wasn’t by sticking with Wallach. And with that thought, he felt a small twinge of hope and instantly felt sick to his stomach.



Chapter Fourteen
The Gardener
As soon as Nephys was certain he wasn’t being followed, he stopped running and slowed his pace down to the usual slow plod. The funeral-like procession of the children of Limbo returning to their homes was always a quiet affair. Everyone walked slowly and silently to their houses and tombs and stayed there until they were needed again. No one ever spoke out of anything other than absolutely necessity, and Nephys had already done far too much to draw attention to himself that day. The slightly raised eyebrows of the children as he ran by them earlier were about as sharp a rebuke as one could give in Limbo. Standing out was just not accepted decorum. Nephys resolved to try harder to fit in. No more excursions with Hiero, no more being late, no more joke cracking and certainly no more running. From now on, he would simply just try to get by and be like everyone else, well…with one possible exception: his sight. He would fit in, get along, not stand out, but he wouldn’t succumb to the temptations of the Death Sight. He would keep his living sight as long as he could – keep the memory of colors and solidity and maybe that would be enough. That would be his only secret and no one would notice him for anything else from now on.
Nephys walked slowly now down the streets of Limbo to avoid attention. Just one more corner and he would be home. Nephys’ tomb was a small, understated thing: plastered mud brick, an atrium, a garden and a single chamber. That was all, but it was comforting, and he had lived in it long enough it felt more like any home than any he had had in life. It may not have warmth or comfort, or even company, but it had the one thing you really craved in the afterlife: familiarity.
That was why when Nephys turned the final corner, his newfound resolve fell straight through his stomach. He turned around quickly to make sure he was on the right street, but after walking it for more than a thousand years he knew it was. In most tombs and on most streets in Limbo, only a few lights could be seen, and no tomb had more than a single candle or spare lamp to light it, but here was his tomb and it was lit brightly by a dozen or more.
“Oh, no,” Nephys thought as he quickly went to the entrance and looked in.
Four braziers full of bright blue coals were in the entrance illuminating the whole atrium. Walls that Nephys had long thought dark grey and blank were nearly white, and where had the frescoes of lotus blossoms and ducks nesting in papyri beds come from? Obviously, they had always been there, but he must have forgotten them when they became covered with dust. When had he forgotten them he couldn’t remember, but the dust was gone now. Maggie must have done this. She had cleaned up! He always felt he was a tidy spirit, but he had no idea it had gotten so dirty. Either way, this had to stop and quickly.
He rushed into the back and was even more shocked by what he saw. There in the garden the weeds were gone and the remaining plants organized into tidy rows. The plants were still blue-gray but seemed somewhat brighter. Maggie was on her hands and knees grubbing around in the grey, dry dirt, but most surprising was Hiero. He was using his butcher knife like a makeshift hoe, making crooked furrows around the bigger plants. He was doing this half-heartedly with a look of murder in his eye, but he was cooperating!
“Wheef-paaaarnft,” he hooted in the most annoyed tone Nephys had ever heard.
“What are you doing?!” Nephys squeaked.
“Nep! You’re back.” Maggie got up and brushed her hands together to knock most the dirt off. Then she wiped the remaining dirt on her pants and spoke while rubbing a small patch of dirt off her nose in the crook of her elbow, “Good thing too, I was getting worried. It’s felt like you’ve been gone for weeks!”
Nephys didn’t know what to say, as far as he knew it had been weeks. Falco’s sense of time wasn’t exactly objective, but that wasn’t important right now.
“What are you…” he began weakly, but she wasn’t through yet.
“I always loved gardening – still can’t figure out how things grow down here without any sun, but weeds can figure out how to grow anywhere, can’t they?”
“What? Oh. I don’t know…but…Maggie…you…” Nephys stammered.
“But if the weeds can make it, I figure the other plants can too...with a little help.”
“I guess,” Nephys said, annoyed, “But…you can’t just…”
She interrupted him again, “They just needed a little tending and some water.” She stuck her hands in her back pockets and took on her confident pose. “Fortunately, the water’s pretty close. Took more than a few trips though. I had to improvise a watering can.” With that, she tossed her head in Hiero’s direction.
Nephys looked at Hiero.
“You don’t mean…” Nephys furrowed his brow incredulously.
The imp gave a shudder and then sneezed like a pathetic, wet cat and black water sprayed from all three pipes, the nose trumpet and the blowpipe.
“Of course, I had to rinse him out a few times first,” Maggie said flatly.
Hiero stabbed the ground murderously, as if he were torturing some small animal.
Nephys put his hand over his mouth and turned away to cover up the smile. Not a shadow of a smile, not a memory of a smile, but an actual smile. He wondered at it a moment and then composed himself and turned around.
“But how? I mean I can hardly get him to do anything.”
“Him?” Maggie strolled slowly towards Nephys and then smiled towards Hiero over her shoulder. “He’s not so bad. I’ve had cats that were worse.”
Hiero looked as if this was the most insulting thing anyone had ever said about him.
Maggie smiled at Hiero and then at Nephys, who smiled back, broadly, and didn’t even bother to cover it this time. A small moment passed, and Nephys forgot what he was upset about.
Maggie broke the silence first, “Oh! That reminds me…about cats.”
“Hmm?” Nephys shook himself from looking at the sodden, miserable bagpipe. “Oh, cats? Sorry, I should have warned you. You want to stay away from the cats here.”
“You don’t say?” Maggie said as she folded her arms across her chest.
Nephys couldn’t be certain, but she seemed to shoot a sideward glance at Hiero. The soggy imp just kept stabbing the ground harder.
“Yeah, they can be kind of temperamental. One at a time they’re pretty easy to avoid, but you don’t want to touch one. It…well it hurts.”
“Yeah, I figured that out.”
“You had a run in with one?” Nephys asked hesitantly.
“Something like that.” She narrowed her eyes at Hiero again who was nervously looking over his shoulder, blowpipe spluttering out inky water.
“Yeah, it’s never good when a dead person touches something living.”
“Living?!” Maggie turned her attention from Hiero to Nephys. “What do you mean? Those cats aren’t dead?!” She said somewhat surprised.
“Oh, no…” said Nephys as if this were common knowledge. Maggie’s face tightened and he realized he was unintentionally being condescending. She was a grown woman after all, and his elder, sort of, even if he was a thousand years older than her.
He went on cautiously, “No. Only human souls come to Limbo, no animals souls ever come here – not even a mosquito.”
“Where do they go then?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious.
“I don’t know, somewhere else…I guess,” Nephys said shrugging, “Or maybe animals don’t have souls.”
Maggie turned her head but kept her eyes trained on Nephys. He could tell she was not happy to contemplate the possibility that animals had no souls, but then she softened and looked away past the garden and towards the swamp where they had found her that morning. “Well, if this is the afterlife, perhaps they got the better end of the bargain.”
She paused, then turned back to look towards Nephys. “So, those cats…those cats are alive now…on earth?”
“Yes.”
“But how do they get to Limbo?”
“Not sure how, they just do.”
“Really?”
“Certainly. See…the boundaries between our worlds aren’t exactly fixed.” Nephys shrugged and looked up as if the answers were written in the air above and to the left of his head. “Most come in by the gates of Erebus, but some….” He paused and looked at Maggie until she got nervous and looked away. Then he looked at his sandals. “Some come in other ways.”
Maggie nodded meekly. Her memory of coming in an other way was still a bit too livid for her. After a while she started again.
“But why cats? Why not dogs or mice or…I dunno…cockatiels?”
“Not sure actually,” Nephys shrugged, “On rare occasion I’ll see something else but mostly cats. I guess it’s just the way Limbo works.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, the Pits of Punishment and the swamps of lost souls feed on negative emotions – rage or fear. Limbo runs on neutral emotions – indifference, apathy. What’s more indifferent than a cat?”
And, at that, Maggie smiled. “So my cats have been making trips to Limbo all these years?” She snuffled a short laugh through her nose and stuck her hands back in her back pockets again. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” The thought obviously made her laugh inside, and Nephys smiled again too, twice in an evening, and probably only the second time in centuries.
“Sorry, I should have warned you,” Nephys said nervously, “I was in a rush this morning.” Then after a short pause to think he said, “Whatever you do, don’t go into one of the shrines of Bastet; that’s where they like to congregate. They hate that.”
“Do tell,” she said flatly.
Nephys couldn’t tell completely in English, because it wasn’t his native tongue, but she sounded as if she were being sarcastic.
“And how might one recognize one of these shrines?” Maggie said inquisitively, “Are there large statues of cats outside perhaps?”
“Yeah, actually, there are…Why?…Did you see one in the city?”
“Lucky guess,” Maggie said it coolly but didn’t look at Nephys, in fact, her gaze never left Hiero. Hiero didn’t return the look. He just dug more furiously as if he were digging his own grave. Maggie and Nephys exchanged awkward glances for a moment.
“Neppy?” she asked again.
He didn’t really like the nickname but felt it easier to accept it rather than correct her pronunciation all the time.
“Yes?”
“If cats can cross over while they are still living, can the dead…I mean …can we… go back there?” And on the word “there” she looked upward once, quickly.
Nephys blanched. He hadn’t been expecting this question.
Maggie read his fear as confirmation.
“So you’ve done it?”
“No!” Nephys paused and then tentatively said… “But I know some who have tried.”
“How?”
“You wouldn’t like it.”
“Yeah, but is it possible?”
“I wouldn’t recommend it,” he said, shaking his head and stepping back a little.
“Why?” she said softly, tilting her head at him, looking puzzled. “Why would anyone want to stay here?” She threw up her arms and gestured around the now orderly, but still bleak, blue-grey garden and then let her arms slap to her sides in exasperation.
Nephys breathed slowly and tried to explain, “You got close to one of those cats today?”
“You could say that.” She shot a slightly less venomous look at Hiero who was practically underground by this point.
“You, remember being touched by the shade?”
She didn’t say a word, but felt the place on her arm where the shade had touched her. Nephys could tell, even with the dirt still on them, that the color had not yet returned to her fingertips.
“Well it’s like that…ALL THE TIME,” he said those last words forcefully and leaned very close to her, “The living, those cats, well, they are like ghosts to the dead, and the dead ARE ghosts up there. You can’t live long like that without losing yourself, and if you lose yourself, you…well…you just aren’t you anymore. Ghosts lose their sense of self until they become just a memory, a shadow. It’s the only way of dealing with the pain of not living.” He paused. He had felt almost happy just a few minutes ago but now that seemed ages past.
“And that’s also why you have to stop doing…things,” he added suddenly, gesturing around at the garden. The conversation had reminded him what he had been upset about earlier.
“You mean this?” her tone was almost indignant, “Look, I can’t just putz around the house all day.”
“I know, but stuff like this attracts…attention.”
“Attention?!” she almost laughed, “Are you scolding me young man?” She folded her arms across her chest and adopted a very stern, motherly tone, even though there was a trace of laughter in her voice.
Nephys immediately was reminded of his grandmother and felt somewhat ashamed to be speaking to an elder like this, even if she did come from another country and another time and wore strange clothes.
“Yes…attention…and attention causes…problems,” he said carefully, moderating his tone, “I’m only trying to make this easy for you.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but stopped. She struck her now-familiar pose, chin up, hands in back pockets and smiled briefly at him.
“Well, Nep,” another nickname he didn’t like, “You’ve gotten me this far and I would have never made it on my own, so I guess I owe you that.” She nodded once sharply and then looked off in Hiero’s direction.
“You about finished there you speared bota bag from heck? Or should I let you dig to China?”
Hiero stuck his trumpet nose up from the hole and flicked his barbed tongue contemptuously. Nephys envied him. He wished he could have buried himself in a hole and avoided the whole last conversation too.
Maggie Miller turned around and headed back into the tomb’s only chamber.
“C’mon you two,” she called over her shoulder, “Soup’s on.”
“Soup?” thought Nephys as he followed her inside.
Hiero leapt up out of his hole and tromped to Nephys’ side, trampling several of the new plantings in the process. “Fwumparnt,” he said quietly.
Nephys looked down at the fuming Hiero and smiled.
“How on earth did she ever convince you to carry all that water?” he said, shaking his head.
Hiero glanced nervously from side to side and looked as if he wanted Nephys to come closer. Nephys leaned in to hear what Hiero wanted to say, and Hiero sneezed the last of the water into his ear.



Chapter Fifteen
Wallach
“My fellow immortals and master! Greetings,” Schuyler bowed deeply. Miles winced. In the short walk between the garden and the manor, Schuyler had worked his way to the front of the line. He had insisted on entering the lair of Wallach’s court first to make introductions. He burst in through the elaborate, wooden double doors all at once in a theatrical manner intent on making a good impression. Schuyler went on, “We bring news and honored guests to your great hall who seek audience with your magnificent person. Allow me to introduce...”
“Oh shut up, you prat!” Ulami spat at Schuyler and elbowed him aside and headed straight into the room past him. Schuyler looked hurt. He’d had one of his patented monologues cut short, but despite being chastened, Schuyler recovered and assumed an air of casual confidence as he strode into the dilapidated ballroom. He was followed by the unassuming Hokharty in his leather jacket and scrubs, then Miles and the fidgety orderly, Tim, with the grumbling pair of Graber and Forzgrim bringing up the rear. The two paused at the doorway and looked like they might start the fight over again about who got to enter first, when Forzgrim just rudely pushed on through, brushing Graber to the side. Graber growled in anger, but Hokharty just turned to silence him. A look and a slightly raised hand was all that was needed to quell the hulking corpse.
Wallach’s court was at the heart of the southern wing of the old manor: a grand Georgian hall with bricked-up Palladian windows, wainscoting, and flaking gilt plaster decoration, lit by guttering candles in antique brass candelabras. There were double doors on both sides: the ones they had just come through that led to the foyer and another set that led to the garden, but these had been boarded up long ago. The whole hall had decayed to a sort of shabby elegance, crowded with nearly three hundred years of eclectic furniture. Lying on an assortment of settees, Windsor chairs and odd beanbags were about forty or so elegant and languid vampires in all manner and periods of attire. Not one of them sat up in a chair properly. Instead, they draped themselves across the furnishings and armrests sideways like rag dolls or dead fish. Miles thought they looked like a bunch of penny-opera melodrama actors trying to ape the manners of syphilitic bohemians. This was the first time Miles had been here in months. He avoided coming here at all costs if he could manage it.
“Ladies!!” Schuyler had worked his way to the edge of the hall where five, nearly identical, pretty, toothsome, female vampires where idly lounging about. They were all thin, barefoot, waifish, cat-eyed and dressed in identical, ragged, white Edwardian nightdresses. They rebuffed him like a pack of angry kittens. Shut down twice in as many minutes, Schuyler threw himself on a beanbag right next to them and tried to adopt the appropriate languorous pose, but the beanbag was making it difficult to look nonchalant. The white kitty quintuplets hissed and bared their teeth in contempt. Schuyler loved the court, but he wasn’t exactly one of the in-crowd here.
Ulami walked purposefully towards a raised dais on the opposite side of the room. Reclining on a threadbare, second-empire French divan with gold fringe and overstuffed pillows was Wallach. Miles paused only a few feet into the room when he saw him, but Forzgrim’s hand grabbed his shoulder and compelled him forward. Wallach’s eyes had caught Miles the second he had come into the room, and despite the presence of Hokharty and all the other new arrivals, it appeared as if he looked at no one else. Miles shuddered. Wallach terrified Miles like no other thing in the world, and it seemed like Wallach lived for no other purpose but to torment him.
Wallach had close-cropped black hair and sharp features. He wore a poet’s blouse and tight, black riding pants, calf-high boots with silver spurs and a black and gold cavalry jacket draped across his shoulders. He looked young and handsome, if disdainful and aristocratic. According to rumors, he was a minor Eastern European noble who had come to America to find adventure during the revolutionary war, but he had never left. In one hand he had a riding crop and in the other, a tall wine glass full of what looked like blood. At his feet was the crumpled body of a girl in jeans and a tank top – that night’s feast. Miles couldn’t tell if she was dead or alive. On either side, Wallach was flanked by elegant females and waifish pretty boys. Wallach kept the prettiest vampires as his personal attendants, so Miles guessed that Sky had a pretty decent shot after all.
Hokharty walked to the center of the room and stopped. Miles, Tim and Graber stood behind him. Schuyler kept his position to the side of the room. He obviously did not want Wallach to think he was “with” the others. Forzgrim brushed by Miles, nearly knocking him over and went to take up his position behind Wallach. Ulami went directly to Wallach, bowed simply from the neck, then bent over to whisper into Wallach’s ear. Wallach made no expression; his gaze never left Miles. A few moments later Ulami stood up and took her position next to Forzgrim. Wallach took a long and languid sip of blood from his crystal glass and then ran his fingers along the edge of his lips to recover every last drop. It was horrifying to watch, but Hokharty just sighed as if looking at a pretentious adolescent.
Without turning to speak, Hokharty muttered under his breath to Miles and Tim, “Stay close to Graber. He’ll protect you,” and then more directly to Miles, “Miles, do you trust me?”
“W-What?” Miles was caught off guard by this inquiry. “Aye, sure,” he replied hesitantly.
“Good,” Hokharty replied, “Whatever you do. Don’t take your gaze off of Wallach. Can you do this for me?”
“Um, aye…sure.” What was that about? Miles had wished Hokharty had asked him for something else, but after he had saved his life, twice! he figured it was the least he could do. He looked directly at Wallach and the disgusting spectacle of him drinking blood and tried not to wince. He couldn’t be certain, but it looked like Wallach winced back, if only slightly.
Wallach finished the glass and immediately held it up loosely between two fingers. One of the pretty boys rushed up with a silver tray to take it. Wallach stood up and rolled his shoulders casually to make the cavalry coat fall off where another young man caught it elegantly before it touched the ground.
A movement to his left made Miles lose his concentration for a second. Sky was rolling his shoulders, imitating Wallach’s motions repeatedly – no doubt rehearsing them for use at a later date. Miles smiled and almost snorted before he realized he had forgotten Hokharty’s request and his eyes shot back to Wallach.
Wallach had already stepped down from the dais and was slowly approaching Hokharty who stood there impassively. He had an odd way of walking toe first that made him look like a preening cat.
“Well, well, well, Miles,” came Wallach’s perfectly-pitched, tenor voice. Miles gulped, but his gaze didn’t waver. “I send you out to bring back a simple cut of meat and you come back with the market special.” It wasn’t that funny of a line, but the sycophantic crowd tittered all the same. “Only I fear some of the cuts have spoiled.” More tittering followed as Wallach walked slowly up to Hokharty and wafted an imaginary scent from his nose. Even Wallach laughed a little at his pantomime. Schuyler laughed too.
“Sodden prat,” thought Miles.
Hokharty said nothing and just looked bored. Wallach began walking in a slow circle to the left, around the four of them “In fact, only this one seems fresh.” He reached out a lazy hand towards Tim who was leaning away as if someone were holding a dead rat in his face. Hokharty turned slightly to face Wallach and took a half step in front of the terrified orderly to protect him.
“Saving that one for later, are we? I might get hungry then myself.” Everyone laughed again, but Wallach quickly turned to Tim once more, “You’re lucky I just ate.” Tim pulled in tight behind Hokharty like a frightened child and the hall was filled with gales of laughter. Sky joined in heartily with the rest of them.
“Traitorous prick,” thought Miles, but he had no reason to expect any loyalty from him, so he didn’t know why it made him so mad.
Amidst the laughter, Hokharty did something Miles didn’t expect. He reached round behind himself and grabbed Miles by the closest shoulder of his jacket and pulled him up even beside him. Miles nearly panicked when he pulled him up almost face to face with Wallach, but he didn’t lose eye contact. Wallach let the outstretched hand towards Tim drop, and something flitted across his face: recognition? fear? Miles couldn’t tell. Wallach narrowed his eyes at Miles, and instantly Miles heard Wallach’s voice in his head.
“DON’T YOU DARE LOOK ME IN THE EYE, YOU LITTLE WRETCH!!” It hurt Miles like a hard slap across the face. He had to turn and wince to endure it, but he somehow kept his eyes open. Hokharty placed his hand on Miles’ shoulder again, and the pain ebbed a little.
Wallach spun on his heel, turned away with his usual flourish and acted as if nothing had just happened. No one else in the room seemed to catch it either. “You disappoint me, Miles.” Miles wasn’t certain what he was supposed to do when Wallach had his back to him, so he just stared really hard at the back of his head. Wallach worked his way back across the room to the dais. “I’ve given you a home, welcomed you in, all I ask in return is some small token of loyalty and instead,” he paused and he placed one foot onto the dais and turned around. “Instead, you bring strange vampires into my hall: robbers, thieves and impostors.” The whole audience hissed and bared their teeth at the strangers in contempt. Schuyler jumped right in with the hissing.
“Bloody traitor,” thought Miles, but this was a bit too far for Wallach too.
Wallach made a slight nod to Ulami and she was across the room like a lightning bolt. Schuyler didn’t see it coming. Ulami’s foot was at his throat in an instant, slamming Schuyler to the wall, causing dirty flaking plaster to shower down on his clean, white pants. Then she grabbed him by his blond hair and dragged him to Wallach. When she threw him down on the floor, Wallach put his perfectly polished boot on Schuyler’s head. “And what have you to say for yourself?” Wallach spat out.
“Master, we were ambushed…” Schuyler began. Trying to maintain an air of confidence was difficult from under someone’s foot.
“Oh, shut up!” He slapped Schuyler hard across the face with his riding crop. “It was a rhetorical question, you idiotic fop!”
Miles took a half step forward, but Hokharty held on to his shoulder.
“Didn’t I send you to see that he stayed out of trouble? Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you.” And on ‘you’ Wallach ground the heel into Sky’s temple so hard Miles thought he heard his skull cracking.
“Master!” Schuyler screamed in agony.
“Silence!!” Wallach yelled, and he shoved Schuyler across the room with his boot where he crashed into a chair ten feet away. Schuyler scrambled to his knees, but Ulami kicked him down and stepped on his back, pinning him. Wallach stepped up to the dais and snapped his fingers. One waifish boy was at the ready with his cavalry coat, another boy with a fresh glass of blood. “I will tend to you later, you simpering twit, but as for you, Miles.” As Wallach’s eyes shot back to Miles, it made his head swim and his throat burn. “You have betrayed your clan, your Master, and the sanctity of my hall.” He brought the glass under his nose, smelled it like a fine wine and paused before drinking. Then in a low voice that made the hall rumble with some unseen power, Wallach spoke, “For these crimes, there will be consequences.” Wallach’s magical voice was reverberating around the hall, causing the vampires to cower when Hokharty spoke.
“There will be no consequences.”
Miles and Tim jumped when Hokharty spoke. In fact, it made the whole room jump. It wasn’t loud or jarring, it was just unnerving in a way you couldn’t describe.
The rumbling echo of Wallach’s sentence against Miles instantly fell silent when Hokharty spoke. Just as Schuyler’s incredible fight moves proved anti-climatic to Hokharty’s skills, Wallach’s threats were swallowed up in a deafening calm and made impotent. Hokharty’s strange power was unlike any vampire Miles had ever seen. He had seen vampires that were dazzling, or fiery or icy. Each had a magic with a unique flavor. Wallach’s was like burning ice, or suffocating smoke, but Hokharty’s flavor was like the opposite of everything else. It had the flavor of…well…nothingness. It was passive, omnipresent and irresistible – always waiting, patient and inevitable. And the whole room could feel it too. They were beginning to suspect they should be more afraid of Hokharty than Wallach.
Everyone was staring at Hokharty, even Miles. He only realized he had forgotten his orders to keep his gaze on Wallach when Hokharty silently motioned with his eyeballs towards him.
“Oh, blast it,” thought Miles, and he resumed his staring match with Wallach. If Wallach felt the same things Miles had just felt when Hokharty spoke, it didn’t show.
“Oh, yes…” Wallach started up with a snide mocking tone, “I had forgotten.” Wallach took another swallow of blood and then went into a mock introduction. “Friends! Immortals!! Fellow vampires! Today for you we have a rare treat – we have a celebrity in our midst!!” Wallach was laying the mocking tone on pretty thick. Too thick, in fact. Miles began to sense it was covering up something else.
Wallach went on playing to the crowd, “BEHOLD!! Before you is one of the great ones!! That most ancient of monsters, ruler of the night, slayer of dreams and shadows, Necromancer to the Pharaohs, The Terror of Egypt, the Mummy of Mummies!! Hokharty-Ra!! Father of all Vampires, and first of those that hunted the night.” And with that, he made an outrageously low curtsey towards Hokharty.
The performance earned Wallach the usual sycophantic laughter but not nearly as much as before. In fact, the half-hearted giggles were soon overtaken by panicked whispers and speculation.
The same thoughts were running through Miles’ head. “The Father of All Vampires?! Could it be true?” Miles blanched a little and desperately wanted to take a close look at Hokharty again, but his eyes remained riveted to Wallach as instructed.
Hokharty spoke again, and again he negated the room’s agitation into silence. “Every master has a master…” he began.
Wallach interrupted him, “YES, yes, we know…until finally there is one who is master of them all.” Wallach faked a yawn that he covered with the back of his hand, but he was annoyed. “Yes, we all know the prophecies.”
“Do they?” thought Miles, “How come I don’t know? Is there a bloody manual or something?”
Wallach went on. “We all learned the legends of how the first vampire will unite all the dark hunters into a great and glorious orgy of never-ending bloodletting. Blah, blah, blah. Your knowledge of vampire lore is very impressive…” Wallach raised the glass of blood to his lips and paused, “and tedious.” He drained the rest of the glass in one swallow. He held out the glass to be picked up by the boy with the silver tray, but the boy was lost in thought like everyone else. Eventually he caught his master’s fitful eye and ran over to fetch the glass. Wallach glared at him but said nothing and plopped down on his divan.
“You’re not the first one to claim to be the first vampire, y’know. There have been dozens of frauds who’ve have pretended to be the first vampire in a vain bid to cow others into submission. But it won’t work. I can smell your bluff. You don’t have that ancient scent. You’re a fresh corpse not three days old. You’re not some ancient vampire from beyond, and I will not bow to you.” The room trembled again, but Hokharty didn’t negate it this time. He just let it reverberate slowly into silence.
Miles didn’t know what to think. This whole prophecy thing was totally new to him, and it bothered him to no end that everyone seemed to know about it except him. What had Tim said? That Hokharty had been a dead corpse not five hours ago?! If that was true, then Wallach was right. Whatever this “Father of All Vampires” was supposed to be, it couldn’t possibly be him, could it? Yet, he had never seen anyone stand up to Wallach for this long. Why was Wallach holding back? He watched him on his overstuffed divan, the waifish entourage behind him, the archaic costumes and elaborate set piece that was the ballroom at Rivenden. Then it struck him – it was all an act! Wallach was scared.
Miles was beginning to realize that this whole vampire shtick was just that, a performance. In reality, Wallach wasn’t all that different than Sky. Oh, he was better at it by far, but it was a performance just the same. It was all bluff and bravado and raw showmanship, cribbed from the pages of dozens of gothic novels or late-night B movies. And this lot, this pathetic crowd, this clan, they were just a ruddy pantomime troop, a bunch of second-rate street performers aping all the affectations and nervous ticks of the head of the acting company and biggest prima don’ of them all, Wallach.
No wonder Miles was a lousy vampire. It had never occurred to him to try to fake it. Miles was who he was and that was all – a dumb mick who had stumbled into a fight. Miles sighed. He guessed this meant he’d never be a good vampire. He just wasn’t that good an actor. Then he shot a quick glance at Hokharty out of the corner of his eye before returning to Wallach. Hokharty wasn’t acting. He didn’t need the costumes or the entourage, and he wasn’t bluffing either. He was probably wearing the first clothes he had found that fit him. He stood there in complete mastery of the situation. Even though he was a fresh corpse, he really was the Father of All Vampires, wasn’t he? Whatever that meant.
Hokharty took a step forward and spoke quietly, “Wallach, you are far from your home. How old were you? Seventeen? You were the favorite of your Romanian mother. She doted on you constantly, but your German father had no expectations, did he? As the second son, you had money but no responsibilities. But what were your expectations? You had none. You were raised in privilege, bored with life – you only wished to die. So you came here to die as a mercenary. You did die, of course, but you never left. Who was it? Ah yes, a woman. There were lots of promises made in the beginning – an eternity together – but they never came true did they? And you moved on. You turned your anger outward and inflicted yourself on others. A lifetime of cruelty must have held a certain appeal for you, yet you are still bored and unsatisfied. How much longer do you intend to follow this path?”
Wallach only widened his eyes slightly at this, but Miles could tell this was hitting close to home. Was Wallach really just a spoiled brat and a jilted lover? It seemed a petty answer to a lifetime of cruelty. Could Hokharty do this to any vampire or just Wallach? Could he do it to him?! Miles didn’t want to know.
After a long pause, and a lot of nervous twittering by the others in the background, Wallach spoke, “Well…it has been a long time since we have had such an amusing… diversion.” Wallach was idly cleaning his fingernails, or at least he was pretending to. “Despite your young age, you obviously have talent, or you wouldn’t have made it this far.” Miles wasn’t certain, but he thought Wallach shot an ugly, sideward glance to Ulami and Forzgrim.
Wallach stopped his preening and slapped his thighs with both hands. “I’ll tell you what. Abandon this foolish pretense. It’s been a good show we all warrant. Yes?” Wallach made a pantomime of clapping and some nervous forced applause echoed around the room from the others. “But it’s time to give it up. Join us. We can use some new recruits with your manifest innate skills. Keep your...servant…if you must, but let’s dispense with this charade.”
Hokharty remained motionless.
Wallach went on with his bargaining, “To show your loyalty, turn this one,” he pointed the riding crop at Miles, “over to me, and I will dispense with him as I see fit.” Miles gulped but kept his watch on Wallach. “Only then can I be certain of your devotion. Refuse…” Wallach eyed Hokharty and then looked sideward to Ulami and Forzgrim as if issuing silent orders, “Refuse and you and your hulking companion back there will be destroyed.” Wallach paused and took a long rattling breath. “What say you?”
Hokharty simply placed a hand on Miles’ shoulder. “This one is under my protection.” Then he turned and walked over to Sky. This so unnerved Ulami, she jumped back without even confirming her actions with Wallach. Hokharty pulled up Sky by his armpit, walked him back to the center of the room and stood him by Miles. “As is this one.” Schuyler acted like he didn’t know if this was a good thing or not.
“Welcome back to the team, you bloody turncoat,” Miles muttered under his breath to him. For once Sky said nothing.
“AS ARE YOU ALL!” This time it was Hokharty’s voice that shook the ballroom. Hokharty was done talking to Wallach. He spoke forcefully to the crowd and turned to address them directly, ignoring Wallach. “I have not come here to fight you or destroy you. You, all of you, were made for a purpose, but you are not now what you were meant to be. I made you, but I did not make you to be this. I made you to be hunters, seekers, killers yes, but not monsters. You are the hounds of vengeance and justice, crying for the blood of the unjust and murderous, but you have become as feral dogs not knowing your master, or worse, feral pigs, that never get up from their own filth. It is time you knew your purpose and served it, rather than serving yourselves. None need be destroyed. The world is at a perilous time. There are many who need to be cleansed, and the time is almost at hand. All are needed. Join me and serve your true master.”
It was delivered with the same aplomb as a mechanic reading back your itemized bill. So much for labor, so much for parts…oh, and by the way, I am the Father of all Vampires and I’m you’re new master, and you better check those brakes in 3,000 miles. It was a lot different than the typical vampire melodrama, and that’s what made it all the more unnerving. In the hall that was little more than an affirmation choir for Wallach, Miles could see vampires looking at their hands and shuffling their feet. Some were looking for the exits, but everyone was evaluating the current situation. Things had changed, and they were seriously thinking over Hokharty’s offer but not yet convinced. Miles had another sudden insight while watching them. They hated Wallach too! They all hated him just like he did only they played along for favors or better positions. Miles wasn’t really all that different from them – he was just more artless at hiding it.
All during this monologue Wallach was fuming, bubbling under a slow boil until it finally overcame him. “Join you? YOU?!! You who dare come into MY HOUSE and issue threats and insults?!!”
“I came to speak reason, but I see now that there is none to be had.”
“FRAUD!! You are NOT the Father of All Vampires!!”
“It is not given to you to deny or decide. I am your master. I am the master of you all.”
“I will NOT submit to you!!”
“No, I see that you will not, which is why I issue the challenge.”
There were gasps and whispers in the hall. Some inched closer to those exits they were eyeing earlier. Forzgrim and Ulami drew up stoically behind Wallach to show support, the rest stayed put.
This was another one of those pieces of vampire lore that Miles knew almost nothing about, but he had heard rumors. Vampire wars for succession were ugly free-for-alls, but a vampire could avoid that by making a direct one-on-one challenge to the master of the clan. No one had challenged Wallach in Miles’ lifetime as far as he knew, but he had heard that in the past, challenging Wallach was the most convenient way to separate your head from your body. Killing was a boring, casual affair for Wallach that he usually assigned to underlings, but he wasn’t feeling casual now.
“You have no rights here. You are not a member of this clan.” Was Wallach actually trying to wriggle out of a challenge based on technicalities? Hokharty wasn’t having any of it.
He stepped forward and spoke, “I am the founder of every clan.” Wallach couldn’t think of any way to trump that, so he stood silent. The two exchanged tense looks. Miles suspected the challenge had already begun, at least psychically. Everything went still. Even the dust from the perpetually crumbling plaster seemed to fall more slowly. Hokharty whispered back over his shoulder.
“Miles?”
“A-Aye?”
“Remember what I told you.” It was a command, not a question. Miles swallowed and tried hard to stare Wallach down. It wasn’t easy. His head hurt and his eyes were watering, his gut twisting in knots. He wasn’t sure if Wallach was doing that or if he was just scared senseless. Wallach’s eyes left Hokharty for a mere moment and shot a glance to Miles. It felt like a hot poker was shoved into his right eye. Miles fought the urge to slap his hand over it and kept staring.
Wallach looked back to Hokharty and spoke. The pain ebbed a bit. “You are not who you say you are. You have no rights here.”
Hokharty took two steps forward. His voice was like ice. “You keep saying that. One wonders, if you believe it so much why don’t you try to prove it.” That was one insult too far.
Wallach flew across the room. Not jumped, but actually flew, as if propelled by some unseen force faster than a bullet. Hokharty didn’t move but took the full force of the impact and was sent careening towards Miles like a canon ball. Miles was so scared and was concentrating so hard on staring at Wallach he didn’t think to move, but someone grabbed him and threw him down out of the way and landed on top of him. It wasn’t Graber this time – it was Schuyler.
Miles had lost sight of Wallach or Hokharty and quickly scanned the room. Graber had pulled Tim out of the way who was screaming like a madman. The vampires in the room had fled to the far corners, some were crawling up the walls like cockroaches, and several had already left the old hall. Antique furniture lay smashed and scattered around the room, and even Ulami and Forzgrim had backed up a step or two. The fight was on and raging. Where was Wallach?!! He struggled to turn around to look at the sound of the fight but couldn’t because Schuyler was holding him down.
“Geroff!” Miles struggled to throw Schuyler off.
“Stay down, ya stupid mick! You’re gonna get us killed!! You’re welcome, by the way!”
“Welcome for what?!”
“Saving your life!!”
“Ugh! GET OFF!! I ‘ave to help Hokharty!”
“Dude, nothing can help him now.”
“GET YA BLOODY ARSE OFFA ME!!” Miles threw all his weight up at once and Schuyler rolled off.
“Fine!!” yelled Sky, “Get yourself killed!!”
Miles stood up and scanned the situation. Wallach was thrashing Hokharty at the back of the hall. He was dragging his limp body back and forth over the wainscoting, sending splinters of wooden shrapnel everywhere. He then stood him up at the back of the hall and gave him a vicious backhand, and then a forward slash, and then another backhand, and then another forward slash, again and again. He was like an animal; his hand had even grown long black claws. Hokharty’s borrowed leather jacket was in shreds. Miles was certain he was already dead, but then Hokharty caught Miles’ eye and smiled. Wallach turned to see what Hokharty was looking at, and Hokharty used the distraction to his advantage. He struck Wallach in the stomach hard enough to make him fly across the room. He landed so hard he broke the French divan in half when he collided with it.
Wallach was up in a fraction of a second, and tossed half of the divan at Hokharty. Hokharty batted it away mid-flight and sent it crashing to the side where it crushed Sky’s beanbag and sent the five kitten sisters scattering.
“Whoa,” Schuyler muttered. Miles guessed he was glad he wasn’t sitting there anymore. Wallach didn’t wait for Hokharty to cross the hall but jumped him again. Hokharty jumped too and the pair met in mid air. Miles quickly moved to the side, so he could observe safely from a distance but still keep his eye on Wallach. He was certain it was helping Hokharty, even though he wasn’t certain how.
The two were leaping around the room now, faster and more violently than Miles had ever seen two vampires ever move – not even Ulami and Forzgrim moved that fast. Wallach was throwing kicks and hits with expertise, but Hokharty was deflecting each blow deftly. Finally, determined his blows were useless, Wallach grappled with Hokharty bending his arm behind his back, trying to rend it clean off. Hokharty was bent face forward in a crouching position for a moment, but redirected and pulled Wallach’s own arm around his neck choking him. Wallach responded by jumping straight up and slamming both of them into the ceiling shattering a beautiful plaster roundel in the process. Hokharty wasn’t fazed and responded by slamming Wallach to the floor, hard. Wallach squirmed away and attacked again with an incredible kick, but Hokharty caught his foot and spun him back to the floor once more. The whole room shook with the impact.
Hokharty was redirecting and neutralizing every one of Wallach’s attacks, much as he had Schuyler’s back in the alley. He was working harder, but Miles could tell Hokharty wasn’t much worried. In fact, aside from Wallach’s opening moves, it wasn’t turning into much of a fight. Miles caught Sky out of the corner of his eye. He was dancing anxiously on the balls of his feet. Miles could tell that he was having an internal debate about what to do. He was seeing an opportunity. Wallach needed help and this just might be his chance to forever ingratiate himself to his master. He took a half step forward, but Miles reached out his arm to stop him.
Schuyler stopped but looked affronted. “Dude! That’s our master getting his butt handed to him out there!”
“I know!” Miles said, “But he may not be our master much longer.”
Schuyler stopped to think this over and Miles took his gaze off the battle for a second to see the genuine doubt on Sky’s face. It wasn’t often Miles got to feel like he was ahead of Schuyler.
In the split second Miles looked away, something monstrous happened. Wallach was shrouded in a cloud of smoke that was billowing all around him. When it cleared, Wallach’s form had been replaced by a monstrous, shaggy, black dog with tiny, blazing-red eyes, a high arched back like a hyena and mouth more like a crocodile’s than a canine’s.
“Holy crap!!”
“Sweet Brigid!!” Both Schuyler and Miles backed all the way up to the doors opposite the hall. Several of the vampires that had lasted this long took the opportunity to vacate the premises. Graber dragged a nearly catatonic Tim from his fetal position on the floor to a more protected corner. The monster unhinged its jaws so wide it looked more like a bear trap with legs than a dog. Hokharty tried to dodge, but the mouth was just too big to miss. It clamped shut on his mid section with a horrific sound like a thousand meat cleavers dropping on to a single butcher block at once.
“Whoa!!” Sky had lost all eloquence, and Miles couldn’t do much better. What was left of most of the furniture was destroyed by the rampaging monster as it thrashed the limp body of Hokharty around the room like a rag doll. It threw him into the air and caught him again in its giant jaws with a thunderous crack. He chomped down hard on the supposed Father of All Vampires with so much force and so many times that it was almost unthinkable that Hokharty could have remained in one piece let alone survived.
“How do you like your new best buddy’s chances now?!” Schuyler screamed. Miles had to admit it didn’t look good. The animal was ravaging the body that must be lifeless, but as it shook him violently back and forth, Miles could see Hokharty’s face. It was still alive and utterly calm. Now it was Hokharty’s turn. His body began to writhe into a red smoke that grew into a massive snake. The snake grew so big, the enormous jaws of the dog monster could hardly close on its girth, and it pried open the monster’s jaws as it grew. The snake slithered its coils out of the monster’s mouth and wrapped them around the dog’s huge, hulking, shaggy body. Each time the dog struggled, the coils of the snake used the movement to tighten the trap. Soon the dog was down, completely cocooned in the coils of a massive red snake that was slowly constricting ever tighter. Finally it let out a yelp like a whipped puppy and began turning back into thick, black smoke. As the smoke cleared slowly, the form of the dog was replaced by the form of Wallach’s gasping body.
The transformation continued, and the coils of the snake ratcheted down even further, until it held Wallach’s body motionless. Schuyler let out a low whistle. All that could be seen of Wallach’s face was his frantic eyes. Just when it looked as if the snake would crush the body down to oblivion, it released him, quickly turned back into the red smoke and then reformed into the standing Hokharty, who looked perfectly fine for having been used as a chew toy by a monster dog not minutes ago.
Wallach lay panting on the floor. He glanced at Miles and shot him a look of venom. Miles felt a stinging pain between his eyes, but he somehow pushed it back and Wallach winced and looked away.
“How about now, Wallach,” Hokharty spoke, “Are you convinced of my identity yet?”
Schuyler was shaking his head in admiration. He leaned over to Miles and spoke in a delighted hoarse whisper, “He was toying with him the whole time!”
“Yeah, but why bother? Why go to all the trouble?” Miles asked genuinely curious.
“Effect, buddy! Effect!! Had he just dispensed with him, the other vampires would have just thought it was a one-off, a fluke, but by doing it this way, they got to see Hokharty beat Wallach at his worst. It’s genius!”
Miles sighed. Schuyler may have gotten this nuance quicker than he did, but then Miles didn’t nearly jump in on the wrong side either.
Wallach’s eyes were darting around the room in a panic. The remaining vampires, about half had already fled, were slowly gathering over to Miles and Schuyler’s side of the room. They had made their decision. Only Ulami and Forzgrim remained on his side. Wallach shot a glance their way with a desperate look that said, “HELP ME!!”
Hokharty raised a hand and began to say, “Don’t,” but it didn’t matter. Bitterly loyal to the last, they obeyed and lunged at Hokharty instantly, however, when they got there Hokharty was gone. He was replaced by a swarm of golden insects. The cloud of insects gathered densely around them, lifting them into the air as they thrashed and swatted at them impotently. In the dark, glittering cloud, Miles lost sight of them, then as the cloud dissipated, large chunks of the two vampires fell to the floor.
“OH, MY GOSH!!” Tim made a sound from behind Graber like he was trying to keep from retching and even several of the vampires cringed. The cloud of insects gathered into Hokharty’s familiar shape in the middle of the room. He looked calm and somewhat despondent as if he was saddened it had come to this.
Wallach blinked in disbelief, and then he looked frantically for an exit. He was hardly up to his feet when Hokharty spoke, “Enough of this.” He turned to Graber and said a word Miles didn’t recognize.
“Angriffein.”
Graber moved surprisingly quickly across the hall. Wallach rushed forward to the dais, rummaged around in the rubble and pulled out a saber. Just as Graber was reaching for him, he swung and caught Graber across the face just above the nose.
The top of Graber’s head was rolling around on the ground like a dropped bowl full of lumpy gray oatmeal with a couple of large, white hardboiled eggs thrown in. Those were Graber’s eyes. Graber acted like it was a mere annoyance and scratched the exposed brains and flat stump of his partially decapitated head like a man absent-mindedly scratching his scalp. Tim began throwing up for real now, and the five white kitten girls gathered around Schuyler’s middle and clutched onto him like frightened children. Miles gaped himself. He had seen a lot of vampires recover from some pretty horrific wounds, but never, EVER had he seen a vampire that could get by without the top of his head.
Wallach dropped the sword in horror as Graber’s massive hand closed on his face like a vice, stifling the scream that never made it out Wallach’s throat. He held him up by his head, his feet dangling, arms flailing powerlessly. He turned his eyeless face to Hokharty for the command.
“You came to this land to die Wallach. Now I am going to grant your wish.” Hokharty made a slight flitting move with his eyes and Graber turned.
Despite now being blind, Graber somehow dragged Wallach across the dais to the boarded-up double doors on the opposite side of the hall. With a single kick he broke the doors open letting in the morning light. The vampires cringed and huddled together on the opposite side as far as they could. The sun was up. It was already past dawn. A single patch of growing golden light was cast under the trees on the lawn. Graber walked out of the doors dragging the writhing body of Wallach the whole way directly to the patch of light. When he got there, he didn’t hesitate at all, but walked straight into it. Wallach kicked furiously as his body began to fester and burn. Thick smoke began to rise from his hissing body. Graber wasn’t affected in the slightest but stood inertly like a large bull sunning himself in a pasture. It was the first time Miles realized Graber was no vampire, but something far scarier. The whole assembly watched for the better part of twenty minutes as Wallach flailed in agony, held silently in Graber’s immovable grip. Finally, after several more tortuous minutes, the twisting, smoldering body of Wallach began to stop wriggling and burst into bright orange flames. Graber dropped the body and turned his back on it like it was pile of burning trash. It moved only a little after that and soon stopped moving altogether. And that was the end of Wallach.
As he watched the burning corpse of the most frightening vampire he had ever known, his endless tormentor, Miles felt his chest enlarge and something like a breeze flowed over him. It was like taking a long, deep breath after having been under water for a very long time. Things were different now.
Graber came back inside and brushed Wallach’s ashes off his hands like a workman brushing off the sawdust from a day’s honest work. Hokharty had walked up to the open doors to watch the spectacle but didn’t venture outside. Still, he obviously had a much higher tolerance for sunlight than your average vampire. He was rolling the fingers of his one hand near his face in his typical thoughtful gesture. As Graber returned he said to him simply, “Fetch her.” Graber walked purposely through the hall to the other double doors and the small crowd of vampires parted around him. He put his hand on Tim’s shoulder and started dragging him after him.
“Great! Where are we going now?” Tim whined. As they turned and left, Tim wiped some vomit from the corner of his mouth and said, “How on earth are we going to cover up your head after THAT!” gesturing to Graber’s truncated head. “It’s not like you can go around wearing a motorcycle helmet the whole time!” The two left but didn’t close the doors behind them.
Hokharty shut the doors to the garden and the whole room breathed a sigh of relief to be spared from the sunlight and the view of Wallach’s ashes. Hokharty went first to the girl that had provided Wallach with his last meal and brushed the rubble off her. Then he carefully closed her eyes, laid her out flat and crossed her arms across her chest. He found Wallach’s cavalry coat and covered her face and top with it. She was dead. It was oddly tender. Wallach never treated the bodies of his victims with such deference. No vampire did. Hokharty walked around the room and found one of the least damaged chaise lounges, dusted it off, brought it back and centered it on the dais carefully. Miles half expected him to sit on it like a king on his new throne, but he didn’t. He just left it and walked casually to the middle of the room.
“We have much work to do – all of us. First, some rules.” The entire vampire company snapped to attention. The room went dead silent.
“I would be greatly displeased if any harm were come to the mortal, Tim.”
There was nodded consent all around. “That should encourage Tim,” thought Miles. He would make sure to tell him when he got back.
“No one is to attack, harm or kill any mortal without my express permission.”
No objections to that either.
“Finally, these two,” and he pointed to Miles and Schuyler, “are my personal lieutenants. You are to obey their word as you would my own.”
“WHAT?” thought Miles, “Was he serious?”
The five white kitten girls who were already sheltering around Schuyler’s feet began mewling, purring and nuzzling Schuyler like beloved pets. Schuyler was enjoying it a bit too much.
“Oh, sure,” thought Miles, “NOW they like him. Bloody Suck-ups. Phonies.” But he couldn’t help but notice that no one was nuzzling up against him and felt a little hurt.
“Miles, Schuyler…a word.” Hokharty gestured for both to follow him and then turned to walk back to the dais.
“What?” Schuyler shook himself from his daydreaming and idiotic grinning. “Oh, yes…of course…Master,” he added with a note of extra reverence for good measure and then to his newfound groupies, “Sorry ladies, duty calls.” Schuyler pulled himself from the girls with some difficulty while they clung to him and whimpered like jealous girlfriends.
Once he extracted himself from their talons he joined Miles in the middle of the hall.
“What?!” he said to Miles’ judgmental sideward glance, apparently totally sincerely. Miles just rolled his eyes and followed Hokharty.
Miles and Schuyler approached Hokharty cautiously. Miles didn’t know what the protocols were now. Wallach had always required the most obsequious gestures of loyalty, but that wasn’t Hokharty’s style. Should they kneel or bow? Before either could decide on what to do, Hokharty simply gestured them over to the steps of the dais.
“I have work to do in the city, and you two cannot yet travel in daylight.”
“Yet?!” thought Miles. Was that even an option?! Miles exchanged hopeful looks with Schuyler.
“I will take Tim. You will remain here with Graber and train the others. I will return for you this evening. I have an important task for you to perform when I get back.”
“Train?!” said Schuyler incredulously, “To do what?” then added “Master” when he realized he might have sounded a bit curt.
“To fight, Schuyler.” Both Miles and Schuyler raised their eyebrows at this and looked at each other, but said nothing. Even with the battlefield promotion, they weren’t exactly first bench. Miles just trusted that Hokharty knew what he was doing.
Hokharty leaned in close to Schuyler and spoke softly, “I trust we know whose side we are on now?”
Schuyler looked definitely terrified, but he bowed convincingly and said only, “Yes, Master,” without much theatrics. A subtle nod from Hokharty told him he was released for the moment. Schulyer quickly turned back to his new fan club.
“Where were we, ladies?!” As he made his way over to them they giggled and cheered as if they were Japanese schoolgirls, and he was their rock star boyfriend who had been away for ages. Miles shook his head. As he turned back, Hokharty had already turned his attention to cleaning the chaise lounge he had just set up.
Miles thought how odd it was to have a new master and how different he was from Wallach. He certainly hadn’t expected this turn of events. “Master,” the word wasn’t filled with contempt and dread for him anymore, but he was still afraid of this new master all the same. The thought reminded him of something Tim had said out in the garden.
“Master Hokharty?” Miles approached him carefully.
“Yes, Miles?” Hokharty didn’t turn but kept on his task of preparing the lounge for something.
“Tim said…well, out in the garden, he said that ya were just a corpse in a morgue a few hours ago. Is that true?”
“Yes, it’s true.” He went on silently preparing the lounge, flicking off pieces of debris.
Miles swallowed. “He also said that a strange man brought you to life?”
“Yes,” Hokharty replied, “That is also true.”
Miles pressed on. “It’s just…it’s just that line ya used with us in the alley, and again with Ulami, and again with Wallach. Every master has a master…”
“Until there is at last a master who is master of all,” Hokharty finished. He stood up, faced Miles and dusted off his hands. “You are wondering if I too have a master.”
Miles nodded weakly.
“That’s very perceptive of you, Miles. I’ve come to expect no less of you. Yes, I have a master, two in fact…”
As Hokharty said this, the thudding steps of Graber entered the room. Tim was right behind him. Miles turned. Whatever Miles had expected Graber to be carrying, it wasn’t this. Graber was carrying the body of a woman with brown hair, wearing flats, blue jeans, and a red flannel shirt over a pink t-shirt. She had a kind but strong face. When Miles looked at Graber, Graber smiled, and Hokharty smiled back.
“And I expect that you will meet them very soon.”



Chapter Sixteen
Yo-yo
Lucy sat on the edge of the counter of the hospital information booth idly kicking her dangling legs and trying to not feel like a little kid. It wasn’t easy. The purple and pink princess kitten pajamas she was wearing weren’t helping. After last night’s outburst, the whole hospital staff had heard about her plight and they had sort of adopted her. The next morning there were balloons and flowers, and the doctor from the previous evening had even snuck in a couple candy bars. Balloons, flowers and candy were good, and the people were very nice, but a smile from someone she knew would have been worth a thousand flowers or balloons or cards signed “The Staff and Administration of Pinnacle Health.” Trouble was, she didn’t know anyone but her mother and she was now gone forever. She couldn’t even mourn her because the body was stolen. They had had some close friends back in Texas, but that was nearly a year and a half ago. She kept imagining that someone from back there would show up and take her back with them, but she had a hard time believing it would actually happen.
The pretty, dark-haired doctor that had held and rocked her back to sleep last night came by to check on her mid-morning. She reminded Lucy of her mother. She was nice, only she obviously didn’t have any children of her own. Her mom always talked to her like a person; the doctor talked to her like she was five. She had brought Lucy the pajamas and a white bathrobe. The pajamas were bright pink and purple and covered with cartoon princess kittens with enormous eyes complete with wimples and crowns. It was weird. She had never liked things like that as a kid, but the doctor was trying to make her feel better, so she had just said, “Thank you,” and had taken them without a fuss. She hadn’t even known they made things like that for girls her age, but they fit well, they were comfortable and they were better and warmer than the thin hospital gowns that were open in the back. She put them on and wrapped the white bathrobe tightly around her so no one could see the freaky, big-eyed princess kitties.
The social worker had also come by that morning. She was a nice, middle-aged, plump lady with big hair and a heavy New Jersey accent in a large, floral-print dress. She was friendly and loud. Lucy didn’t say much. There wasn’t anything to say. Her dad was dead, grandma had died six years ago, and there were no close friends nearby and no other family at all. The social worker did ask her about an uncle, but Lucy didn’t have any uncles. It was strange. Lucy asked what was going to happen to her, or what happened to her mother’s body, but the social worker didn’t have any answers for her yet. She promised she would soon.
Since she was healthy enough they had disconnected her from the monitors and IV. The social worker recommended that it would be good for Lucy if she could get out of the room for a change and the doctor agreed, but she always had someone to babysit her. The current babysitter was a young, male orderly. The orderly was supposed to walk her down to the cafeteria for lunch, but right now he was chatting it up with the pretty receptionist, so she had to wait until he was finished.
He didn’t look like he was going to stop any time soon, so she hopped down from the information desk and walked idly across the lobby. She had always chafed under her mother’s restraints and rules but now this being constantly watched and tended and mollified was far worse. What she wouldn’t give to be in her own room under one of her mother’s time-outs. She walked over to the nearest window, a wall of plate glass stretching from floor to ceiling, the kind that all institutional lobbies seemed to have. She couldn’t see much of the swath of green along the riverfront because her own reflection was in the way. She took a moment to examine herself. She could see the horrid, pink and purple kitties and their big, googly eyes staring back at her, so she pulled the white bathrobe tighter around her. Once the gigantic eyeballs of the pink kittens weren’t staring back at her, she had time to look at her own face for the first time since the accident without distraction.
There was a butterfly bandage over her left eyebrow, but other than that, there were no obvious marks left by the accident. She touched it briefly, but then flinched when her finger barely grazed it. It still stung. She was sore and tired, but otherwise, she was fine. She was amazed that somehow she had managed to go through the wreck, be thrown from the car and still survive. How had she survived when her mother hadn’t? It didn’t make any sense. They had both been wearing their seat belts – mom always insisted – but somehow during the crash they had both been thrown from the car.
Then she thought of her mother’s body. Somewhere her mother’s broken body lay lifeless and no one knew where. Her body had been stolen, stolen by some common thief for spare parts. The thought nearly started her crying again, but then she bit her lip and found her resolve. Anger began to slowly replace sadness in Lucy’s heart. It just killed her that somewhere in some ugly back room, somebody, some monster, could be cutting her mom up to sell. She closed her eyes tightly and squeezed a few hot tears from her eyes. As she gripped her hands into tightly balled fists, she made an oath to herself that somehow, someway, she would find her mother’s body and she would avenge herself on the people that had taken her mother from her.
Suddenly, with her eyes closed and burning from salty tears, she saw a flash of a vision. She was somewhere dark, rumbling, like the trunk of a car, and then she was lifted out by someone large, gigantic even. It was dawn. He was carrying her towards a house. It was surrounded by a high stone wall, somewhere with overgrown trees, and in the center, a big brick house with a large porch and fancy columns. Then, the face from the water stain suddenly appeared before her.
Lucy’s eyes snapped open. She was breathing hard. She had been seeing a lot of strange things lately, even with her eyes open, but this was different. She was certain that the water-stain face, the woman with long, black hair and grey eyes, had just been her imagination, but the boy…the boy she had seen through the window last night…now she wasn’t so sure. She knew he was the same boy she had seen in the headlights, the boy with the yo-yo, the one who had caused the whole accident in the first place, but whether either of them were real, she just didn’t know anymore.
The doctors had told her that her head was fine; the CAT scan was clean, she didn’t even have a concussion, but she wasn’t sure she believed them. Maybe they had missed something and she was hallucinating. At that very moment, she just wasn’t certain about anything. Some moments she was convinced the boy was real, and the next moment…well…she had hoped soooo hard that the whole last day was a dream, that she just didn’t know what to believe anymore. She desperately wished more than anything that her mother was still here to tell her what to do, but if her mother was here, she wouldn’t need to, and everything would be fine, and she would never complain about spilled paint, or old musty houses or her mom dunking her fries in her chocolate shake ever again.
Lucy leaned forward and thumped her head on the large plate glass window. The split wound under the butterfly bandage stung a little, but it felt good against the cool glass, so she just kept leaning against the glass pathetically. She rolled her eyes to the side. The orderly was still yakking it up with the pretty receptionist. She was interested but not that interested. Unfortunately, she kept giving him just enough attention, so he wouldn’t give up. “Ugh,” thought Lucy, “I’m going to be here all day.” As she stared down at the simple, institutional hospital slippers she was wearing she was grateful the doctor hadn’t gotten her a matching set of googly-eyed princess kitten slippers.
Her eyes casually flitted back between the reception desk and the orderly’s endless crusade to get a date and her reflection in the window. Then something moved beyond her reflection. It was a boy, a boy in a striped shirt and shorts with a baseball cap. It wasn’t just any boy; it was the boy, the boy with the yo-yo. She looked to the orderly. He was still not giving up. She looked back through the window. She saw him again. He was still there. The boy was hiding in the bushes across the street in the green park space that lined the riverfront. She looked to the orderly and then back again. He was still there. She had not imagined it. Here he was in broad daylight! She leaned back and placed both hands on the window and looked intently, trying to see past the reflection of her own dumbstruck face. She couldn’t see him anymore, so she leaned forward, right against the window and cupped her hands around her eyes to shut out the reflection. The boy peeked his head above the bushes. He was still there! He was looking at her! Then his head disappeared behind the bushes. Uh, oh…he had seen her looking back!
All at once, the boy got up and started walking away quickly, a few steps on and the boy broke into a run. Figments of your imagination don’t run off – they just disappear. The boy was real! The boy she had seen last night and at the accident. He was real, and he was leaving. Lucy looked back at the orderly at the reception desk. If she bolted, he would eventually notice, but for the moment, he was doggedly clinging to false hopes. She hesitated and looked around. The automatic sliding doors to the lobby were to her right. She didn’t know what to do. Her eyes went from the reception desk to the doors and then back to the window. The boy was already gone. What to do?!
Just then, someone came into the lobby. The doors slid open. Lucy stood there bouncing on her toes, anxious, eyes darting back between the orderly and the open doors. They stood open for a moment, and then, just as the doors began to close, they helped Lucy make up her mind. She darted across the lobby and had to turn sideways to barely escape having them close on her.
She was outside. On the way out, she thought she had heard a woman yell, “Hey!” It sounded like the receptionist the orderly was chatting up, but she wasn’t sure. Either way, someone was bound to be after her soon so she had to hurry. She ran to the sidewalk’s edge and paused. She looked each way only for a second and then ran. There was a sound of honking horns and screeching tires. She ran with her head down, half crouched and her arms up around her ears. She didn’t stop ‘til she crashed into the bushes on the other side. She knew that if her mother had been there she would have thrown a fit for pulling a stunt like that, but Lucy was desperate; she had to find that boy.
She turned around and gasped. The cars were already moving again – it hadn’t been as close as she thought. But then she saw the blue scrubs of the orderly emerge from the sliding doors. The receptionist was right behind him. He was looking frantically left and right calling for her but hadn’t seen her yet. She stopped herself from screaming by slapping her hands over her mouth and turned and dove into the bushes. She had no idea what to do next. Think! Think! She started to tell herself. Where had the boy gone?! Left! She had seen him go left. She got up and ran to the left.
She paused and stopped momentarily when she got to an opening. There was a jogging path and some more trees and a large stone bridge crossing over to an island in the river. A few joggers and people out in the park gave her some odd looks, but there was no boy.
“Arrgh!” She stomped the ground and almost started crying again. Where was he?! Think, Lucy! Think! She looked around frantically. The park area was pretty narrow and open between the river and the street with trees openly spaced. There was nowhere to hide. Where had he gone?! Then she looked down towards the river where the bridge met the water’s edge. The bushes were thicker there. She instantly took off for the bushes. As she pushed her way past the dense branches, she came to a small, open patch concealed from view. She heard the orderly’s voice and the receptionist’s. She instinctively hunkered down and went silent.
She tried to control her panting breaths. The joggers and park-goers had seen her. If the orderly got this far, they would tell him where she had gone. She only had a few moments to find the boy before she would be caught. If the boy was here, he was hiding too. Maybe she could hear him. She tried to be as quiet as she could. She heard a twig snap behind her. She moved slowly in that direction. Something bolted out of the bushes behind her, but it was running away. Lucy jumped up and ran at an angle to cut it off. She came crashing out of the bushes and collided with something hard and the two tumbled to within feet of the water’s edge. Lucy’s head hurt, but she sprung back up and looked down. A boy in shorts and a striped shirt lay cowering in the mud in the fetal position. His baseball cap was lying on the ground beside him, knocked off by the force of the collision. He was covering his face with his hands. Lucy couldn’t see much more than one frantic eyeball, but in one hand he held a large, red, white and blue yo-yo. He was real.
“DON’T HURT ME!!” the boy screamed.
Lucy winced. His screaming would draw attention, and she needed enough time to get answers.
“Shut up!” she hoarsely whispered.
“DON’T HURT ME! OH, PLEASE DON’T HURT ME!” the boy went on yelling.
Lucy crouched down, grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “Hey…stop…listen to me…SHUT UP!!” she eventually yelled. The boy went quiet.
“I’m not going to hurt you!” Lucy went back to the hoarse whisper.
The boy panted; he was terrified. “Y-You…promise?”
“I promise.”
“Cross your heart and hope to die, stick a needle in your eye promise?” the quavering voice asked.
“Yes! I promise! OK?!” Lucy said a little too forcefully.
The eyeball hiding behind the hands moved frantically. It didn’t appear convinced of Lucy’s sincerity.
Lucy sighed. She sank down and sat on her heels. “Alright…Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.” Lucy even raised her left hand and made the crossing motion over her heart with her right hand. She felt a bit childish doing this; who even did that anymore? But she needed to try to convince him. The eye looked uncertain, but slowly his hands lowered and the boy sat up from his defensive crouch.
They revealed a sweet but dirty face with freckles and big, blue eyes. There were bright trails on his face where his tears had washed away the grime. His short hair was tousled and mousy brown. He grabbed his baseball cap, shoved it down hard over his messy hair and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. His clothes were dirty and his sneakers were ragged. His large, baggy cargo shorts were oversized – probably hand-me downs. He couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old and he looked utterly pathetic. This boy had haunted her for the last several hours to the point that she had questioned her own sanity. She had been very angry. In fact, she wasn’t certain what she had intended to do to him, but it wasn’t nice. But now? Now that she saw him, touched him, knew that he was real; she was just relieved that she wasn’t crazy.
“Who are you?” she said a bit curtly.
“P-Paul…well…my name’s Abe Lyon, b-but n-n-no one calls me that. They all call me by my middle name…Paul.”
Lucy huffed through her nostrils. Now that she had finally caught the phantom boy, she wasn’t certain what to do with him. She had so many questions they all got stuck in her throat. Paul broke the silence first.
“Are-are you going to h-h-hurt me?” he stammered.
“Why would I hurt you?” Truthfully she had wanted to hurt him, to take out her anger on him, anyone, but not anymore. Now she just wanted answers.
“B-because. I k-k-killed your mother.”
Lucy’s face went white. “It WAS you!! I knew it!”
The boy flinched at Lucy’s anger. “I-I swear, I didn’t mean to…it w-was an accident.”
Lucy was fuming. Her mouth opened and closed several times, but made no sound. All at once the questions poured out, “What are you doing here?! How did you get here?! What do you want from me?! What were you doing on the road that late at night?!”
With so many questions hurled at him at once, the boy didn’t seem to know which to answer to first, so he started with the last one.
“I-I was running.”
“Running?!” Lucy said incredulously, “From what?”
“From…” the boy’s voice fell to an almost inaudible level, “From her.”
Lucy froze. It was just a simple pronoun, but it filled her with dread, and she knew exactly who the boy was talking about. Still she had to force herself to ask. She reached forward and grabbed the boy by the shoulders but gently this time.
“Who?!” Lucy swallowed, “Who are you talking about?”
“I d-dunno…” the boy in the big, oversized shorts stammered and then he paused and looked around as if the answer were floating above him. Finally, his gaze turned to meet Lucy’s directly as if he finally found a suitable way to describe the phantom woman, “T-the woman, the w-woman with the long black hair and the grey eyes.”
Lucy let go of the boy. She slid off her heels and fell softly to the sand. Her head turned and her gaze drifted. Her unfocused eyes moved past the boy’s face and out over the water ‘til all she saw was a distant haze and the bridge disappearing into it. She felt the world spinning underneath her and had to hold onto the ground to keep herself from slipping away. The dark-haired woman with grey eyes; the one she had seen in vision at the accident, the face that had lunged at her from the water stain. Surely she had imagined it all, but then she thought the boy was a figment of her imagination too, and he was here…wasn’t he? She tried to focus her eyes, but it was the boy’s voice that brought her back.
“You’ve seen her?” the boy got up from his defensive crouch, crawled over to Lucy and said it again, but this time not as a question but as a statement, “You’ve seen her!”
Lucy’s expression must have answered his question. Lucy sat up, breathing hard. The whole thing was impossible – it just didn’t make sense. Another stream of questions poured out of her mind, “Who is she?! Why was she chasing you? What does she want with us?” But all that came out was, “ it’s…it’s just impossible!!”
“I know! I thought I was the only one! But you’ve seen her too, haven’t you?!” The boy was alert now, happy to finally have someone else to commiserate with, but Lucy was more confused than ever. It just didn’t make any sense. So many questions! Why was this woman chasing this boy and how had the boy gotten here from the accident anyway? She decided to ask that last question first.
“The accident was outside Ephrata. How did you get here anyway?”
“Oh…I…” The boy began, but he was cut off.
“Lucy!” It was the receptionist’s voice. The orderly’s voice was right behind her. They were close.
“Who’s that?!” the boy whispered. He looked terrified.
“It’s no one. It’s ok,” she tried to reassure him.
Lucy slapped her hand to her forehead. She couldn’t believe she had forgotten they were still chasing her. For a moment it looked like the boy was about to bolt again. His eyes were darting back and forth looking for a likely exit. She leaned forward and got low on her hands and knees and tenderly touched his arm to calm him.
“Look, I can’t stay and if they find you then I’ll never get any answers. Do you understand?”
The boy looked nervous but nodded.
“Good. They’re looking for me. I have to go. Can you stay hidden?”
“Y-yeah.”
“Looo-ceee!!” came the orderly’s voice nearby. Lucy winced, but turned back to the boy.
“Good. I’ll come back for you.” She was about to get up when he grabbed her arm.
“Wait!” he said frantically trying to keep his voice low, “What if they won’t let you out?! What if you can’t come this far?! What if…”
“Lucy!!” It was the receptionist again. They were getting closer. Lucy put her hand up to the boy’s mouth to silence him. They both remained silent for a while and Lucy thought. The kid was right. After this stunt, they would never let her get this far again. She instantly formed a plan.
“Do you know the lobby on the east side…just across the street?” She indicated the way by tossing her head in that direction.
“Yeah?”
“There’s a waiting room with a kid’s play area. Meet me there at…” she tried to think of a good time; it didn’t look like the kid had a watch, “Meet me there at sunset.” She was about to get up again when he grabbed her arm.
“Wait! What if they get suspicious?”
“Don’t worry, you’re a kid. They’ll just think you’re a kid playing…waiting for your parents or something.” She could tell he wasn’t certain, so she tried to reassure him. “Trust me. It will be ok.” She reached up and rubbed his cheek the way her mother sometimes did to her. She had always hated that, but somehow it felt like the right way to reassure him. He let go of her arm and nodded meekly. The receptionist and orderly were calling again.
“Ok, I need to go now, but I’ll see you then.” She stood up, turned to the bushes and took a breath. She wasn’t sure what she was going to say to them, or how she was going to explain herself, but she would think of something. She was ready to run out of the bushes when the boy called out one last time.
“Wait!”
“What?” She turned to face him. He was looking very fragile and was clutching his yo-yo as if it were the only friend he had in the world.
“What’s y-your name?” He stammered.
She smiled at him. “Lucy, and I’m sorry, I forgot yours already.”
“Oh…it’s P-p-p…” He was having a hard time getting it out.
“That’s ok,” she said, “I’ll just call you Yo-yo, is that ok?” Lucy’s mom had a penchant for nicknames, and it seemed she had picked it up too.
He smiled a little, which made Lucy feel a little better. “Stay low, Yo-yo, and wait ‘til I’m gone before you leave, ok?” Yo-yo nodded. Lucy turned to face the bushes, took one last breath and charged through. The sound of her thrashing obviously drew the attention of the receptionist and orderly because when she broke through, they were standing right there. She ran right into the orderly’s chest.
“Gotcha!” The orderly grabbed her by the back of the bathrobe, pulling it back to reveal all the goggling little princess kitties. The receptionist came right over to her.
“Lucy! Why did you run away like that?!” It annoyed her that everyone in the hospital seemed to know her name and talked to her like they were her mother, and she didn’t know any of them. Still, the woman’s tone was more concerned than scolding.
“I-I thought…I thought…” Lucy struggled for an explanation then she had a flash of twisted inspiration. She whipped up some quick ecstatic sobbing and bawled out, “I thought I saw MY MOTHER!!”
“Oh, honey!” The receptionist fell to her knees and pulled Lucy into a hug. Lucy just fell into her arms and shamelessly kept up the sobbing. She felt a little guilty. Her mother was not one day dead and she was already playing the sympathy card pretty heavily. She glanced back over her shoulder. The orderly had let go of her robe collar and just stood there with his arms folded. She wasn’t certain he was buying the performance, but after the receptionist wiped away Lucy’s fake tears, he patted her consolingly on her shoulder. He was probably still mad that Lucy’s escapade had interrupted his original game plan with the receptionist but had decided that showing sympathy to a little girl would get him a few more points anyway, so he went along.
The two walked Lucy slowly back through the park on the riverfront towards the hospital – the arm of the receptionist firmly around her shoulders. As they got to the street and paused to cross, Lucy took a look back towards the bushes. She could see the little boy’s oversized shorts, striped shirt and baseball cap through the leaves and branches. He looked like something from another, simpler time, like a kid from a TV show decades ago. He wasn’t hiding very well, but fortunately, no one was looking for him. She had been very angry at him just moments ago, but now she was just happy she was a few hours away from some answers. She tried to smile a little at him to let him know it would be all right, but he must have not seen her because he didn’t smile back. Instead, he stood there impassively, blank-eyed. He was eerily calm and just slowly tossing the yo-yo, up and down, up and down in perfect rhythm.
By the time they had crossed the street and entered the lobby, she shot another quick look over her shoulder to see if he was still there, but he was already gone



Chapter Seventeen
Soup
Maggie Miller explained to Nephys that “Soup’s on” was just an expression that meant “dinner was ready,” but in this case it actually was soup. Anything to eat was unusual in Limbo. You didn’t really need to eat, and even when you did, it didn’t provide the least bit of satisfaction. Still, Nephys didn’t want to be rude.
Maggie had straightened up the small tomb, placing two small stools next to a tiny table. It looked odd to Nephys, but he carefully took a seat.
“I had to simmer this thing for hours  – or maybe days, who knows really?  – over one of the those fires, but it never ever really got hot enough to boil. What is it with this place, neither hot nor cold, but always...I dunno…just blah?”
Nephys said nothing. It wasn’t really a question anyway, she was just thinking out loud. She had used his stone bowl to cook it. He didn’t like that at all. It was one of his few possessions and had the rare quality of being unbreakable. He usually only used it as a mirror to see himself. He wanted, as long as he could, to see his face with the last traces of his eyesight. Seeing it full of limp, blue-black leaves and lumpy, gray, non-descript vegetables was very disconcerting. None of the other souls they had recovered had ever been this much trouble.
“Your garden had a lot of what looked like kale, only thornier, and some potato-like tubers, so I started with that. Seasoning was a bit of trouble. Your garden was absolutely chock full of stuff that looked deadly poisonous…nightshade and wormwood and worse, but then I realized…we’re dead…It can’t possibly kill us again, right? So, I went for broke and threw it all in.”
Somewhere, she had managed to scrounge up a couple of bowls and spoons, but Nephys had no idea where. She sat a bowl down before Nephys and then sat down herself behind the other. She sat there silently staring at Nephys who said nothing. Finally, she spoke.
“Usually my daughter and I would say grace…but…” she trailed off and Nephys had to endure another long silence. “Well let’s just say ‘bon apetit,’ okay?” She looked uncertainly at Nephys and then at the unappealing concoction in the rough bowl in front of her. She picked up a spoon, cautiously drew up a spoonful, leaned over, paused just before putting it to her lips, then rushed ahead and slurped it all down. Her face froze.
Nephys searched the table for his own spoon, found it, languidly put it in the bowl and drew up a spoonful himself but didn’t eat it. He couldn’t remember the last time he had tried to eat something here. He looked down at the gray lumpy mass and then looked up at Maggie. Maggie was slowly rolling the soup around her mouth and pursing her lips as if trying to get up the courage to swallow. When she finally did swallow, she took a long time before she spoke.
“Wow. That is really…bland.” She put the spoon down slowly and pushed the bowl away. Whatever she had expected, it wasn’t that.
“I mean, it’s as close to eating nothing as I’ve ever come. I mean, I could tell I was eating something, but…there was no flavor whatsoever. Water tastes like nothing – this wasn’t nothing; it was worse than nothing – it was like…I dunno…anti-flavor. Not even school paste is that flat-tasting…wow. I can’t even taste the roof of my mouth anymore.”
She shook her head slowly from side to side with a look of utter frustrated despair. Nephys knew the look well.
“You don’t need to try it just to make me feel better, Neppy. It really is awful.”
Nephys’ eyes widened. He wasn’t going to eat it, but now that she had mentioned it, it seemed rude not to. He eyeballed the spoon and then quickly shoved it in his mouth and closed his eyes.
“Froontooot?” Hiero tooted in surprise.
Nephys rolled it around his mouth and the back of his tongue. The thing had mass, but no real substance or texture and a flavor even less noticeable than the inside of his own mouth. As he continued to move it over and over his tongue he started to sense something. He opened his eyes. What was it? Clinging to the farthest reaches of his tongue…it was…bitter. Yes. It was definitely…extremely faintly…almost imperceptibly…bitter. He took another spoonful. The bitterness was infinitesimally, slightly more than before. He took another and another, savoring each time the almost impossibly small sensation of incremental bitterness.
Before he knew it, he began wolfing down the entire bowl. He only stopped, embarrassed, when he noticed that Maggie Miller was staring at him, smiling.
“Sorry, it’s only just…I haven’t eaten anything in a very long time.”
Maggie laughed, “Don’t be. I’m just glad somebody likes it.”
Nephys smiled for the third time that day.
“Fwhork! PAFAAARNT!” Hiero was lurking around under the table like a hungry dog, impatient.
“All right, if you want some you can have mine.”
She put her bowl on the floor and Hiero didn’t eat it as much as he rooted around in it and spread it everywhere, but he seemed to enjoy that all the same. Nephys finished his quickly and looked expectantly back at Maggie.
“More?”
“Yes, please,” he said, wiping his mouth on a sleeve.
She smiled and dished up some more and Nephys went back to gulping the soup. It was bitter enough now it almost had an aftertaste. Maggie didn’t take any more herself but just watched Nephys intently with an air of affection. It suddenly made Nephys nervous and he stopped eating.
“What?” he asked at last.
“Oh…nothing,” she said, but started again, “It’s just that this place is so…odd, but you and Hiero are the oddest.”
Hiero paused from his rooting around in the mess he’d made to make a sound not unlike purring, as if he took what she said as a compliment. Nephys wasn’t so sure.
“What do you mean?”
“Well…the kids here, they are so odd. Just before you got back a bunch of them starting filing through the streets. I called to some of them but no one answered. Not one of them looked at me. Instead, they went to their individual houses…tombs I guess and sat down or stood in open windows and just stared. I’m not used to kids, especially young kids, just sitting and staring like that. It’s downright creepy. They don’t run or talk or play games or roughhouse or anything. They make a classroom full of kids on Ritalin look like a cage of monkeys by comparison.”
Nephys continued to eat the soup. He had no idea what Ritalin was but he understood monkeys. It was true. The children of Limbo were only children in the strictest sense. They were small and young, but other than that there was no resemblance. Falco was as stern as any adult he knew in life.
“And then there’s you.”
“Me?!” Nephys said in surprise.
“Yes, you. You’re different.”
“How so?” Nephys went back to nervously eating his soup. The bitterness was delicately clinging to his tongue now.
“Well…for one, you hang out with that thing.” She gestured to Hiero who snooted a flatulent, indignant toot her way.
“I…don’t actually hang out with him; he more kind of hangs out with me.”
“Well you don’t have to follow him out into the swamps, do you?”
Nephys shrugged. That was true he guessed.
“And nobody else goes around rescuing stranded lost souls, do they?”
Nephys looked down and shook his head slightly from side to side as if he were ashamed. It was true, he wasn’t a proper child of Limbo, but he had resolved to change that…hadn’t he?
“See?” Maggie continued, and with that word, Nephys looked back up. “You’re different. You care about more than just getting by. You’re…” she paused and seemed to be looking for the right word, “Compassionate.”
Nephys raised his eyebrows.
“Oh, no…I’m not compassionate,” he stammered. Maggie looked sideways at him. Nephys continued, “I don’t know why I let Hiero drag me out there, but it isn’t because of compassion.”
“What is it then?”
Nephys shrugged, “Curiosity I guess.”
Maggie looked right at him in a way that made him think of the grandmother he could barely remember, “Well then…thank you for being curious.”
She looked at him in a way he couldn’t quite understand and he almost smiled again before she interrupted him.
“Finished?” Maggie started clearing up the dishes. Nephys was surprised. Aside from the contents of the bowl Hiero had splashed around the floor, he had eaten the whole thing. Still, when Maggie reached for his bowl, he had to grab back the spoon and lick the last faint traces of bitterness off it.
As she tidied up, she asked Nephys a few more questions about Limbo. Had he saved many souls? If so, where were they now? Nephys told her that he and Hiero had only saved a few overall and that most simply wouldn’t see reality. In fact, he was pretty amazed Maggie had not been lost too. Generally, souls would hang around his house for a few hours but then they would begin to wander, and within a week or two they had wandered so far Nephys usually never saw them again. Whether they turned into shades or not, Nephys didn’t know. Some found a place to haunt in the city and stayed there, diminishing slowly, while others crossed the swamps to the wastelands and beyond, but none had ever stayed very long, and certainly none had ever made him soup before.
She asked him more about crossing back over as a ghost and the cats, but he wished she hadn’t.
“So if a cat can cross over unharmed then why not a human?”
“Fhunt!” Hiero seemed to take a sudden interest in what Maggie was saying.
Nephys shook his head. “The only way for a human soul to get to Limbo is by…um…the usual way,” Nephys replied nervously.
“The usual way?” Maggie asked. Hiero made a frustrated spluttering noise. Maggie shot him a cross look.
Nephys got quiet. “You have to die.”
“Oh. Of course.” Maggie rolled her eyes at her own naivety and got quiet then too. Hiero hooted out muted laughter. She shot him another dirty look. “There’s no other way? I mean, the stories…Orpheus, Tondal, Dante.”
“Not that I know of,” Nephys shrugged. Then he furrowed his brow and looked at her quizzically. For a school librarian only recently deceased, she sure seemed to know a lot about Limbo. “I’ve heard that there were once a few other doorways from the world of the living, and that a few living came here and returned through the Gates of Erebus but that’s long past. You could never do it now.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, curious.
Hiero hooted impatiently. What was he upset about?
“You could never survive the torrent these days.”
“Torrent?!”
“Oh, yes,” Nephys sighed. “Centuries ago only a few dead came through at a time, a nice steady pace. They would line up, wait for the ferry and come across. But now…there are just too many.”
“Too many?”
“Of course. Think of how many more people there are today up there. There are just that many more people dying each day – the gate is overwhelmed. They pour through like a fast-moving river. You can’t even tell they’re souls at first; it’s just a stream of ghostly, icy whiteness. Anyone living who found a way to the Gates of Erebus would find himself standing in the middle of millions of dead souls. You wouldn’t last long.”
Maggie touched the tips of her fingers where she had touched just one shade. They were still slightly numb. “I guess not,” she said quietly.
“Even if you could survive the trip down, you’d never get back,” Nephys continued, “It would be like trying to swim upstream in a rapid, glacial river. You’d be finished in seconds.”
There was a long, uncomfortable pause and then Maggie started again.
“What about ghosts in Limbo?”
“What?” Nephys looked up, confused.
“Well, when spirits go back to the land of the living they’re unsubstantial, nearly intangible…and cats who come here are like ghosts to the deceased. Could a living person find a way to come back but not through the gates of Erebus? I mean, if a cat can do it, why not a human?”
Hiero began running in circles and panting loudly like a deranged cat, but Maggie just ignored him.
Nephys had never thought of that before. “I don’t know. Why do you ask?”
“Well, earlier today…well, we saw something…and…” Maggie began, but before she got very far Hiero threw a fit and started stabbing the ground around her feet so she had to dance out of the way. “Ow! You vile little thing!!”
“Hiero!!” Nephys called out to scold him, but this really wasn’t unusual behavior for the little imp, in fact, it was the most normal he had acted all night. Hiero ran to the far corner of the room under Nephys’ bed and hooted a short, violent raspberry at them.
Nephys looked at Maggie who was narrowing her eyes at Hiero.
“Sorry, I wish I could say he isn’t like this most of the time, but the truth is, he’s usually worse.” Nephys looked down embarrassed and then spoke again, “What were we talking about?”
“Hmm?” Maggie had been distracted looking at Hiero as if she were trying to figure something out. “Oh! Oh, it’s nothing, forget it.”
“Good,” thought Nephys. He didn’t like to talk about this stuff anyway. Then after another pause he decided to offer something else.
“Look,” he blurted, “Everyone who tries to change the way things are doesn’t last too long down here. They get dragged away or lose themselves, and…” and he felt really awkward saying this, “I just wouldn’t want that to happen to you.”
Maggie smiled very slightly and said, “Thank you, Nephys. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you either.” Hiero made a noise that sounded something like a note of approval, which was odd, but Nephys tried to ignore it.
They talked on through the night about the history of Limbo, Elysium, the gates of Erebus, and the various jobs the children did. For the most part, Hiero just droned quietly, listening to them, which was very uncharacteristic of him.
Finally, after a natural pause in the conversation, Nephys asked Maggie a question.
“Maggie?”
“Yeah, Nep?” He didn’t mind the nickname nearly so much now.
“Do you remember green?”
“Green?” she said anxiously, “Yeah, I remember green.” Maggie smiled a little as if it were a ridiculous question, but the smile faded quickly.
“What’s it like?” Nephys asked.
Maggie snorted a little. She opened her mouth to speak but then stopped. It wasn’t exactly an easy thing to answer. “Well,” she began cautiously, “Green is kind of cool, like blue, but it’s not cold like blue, it’s brilliant and bright and comforting all at once, because it bridges the gap between yellow, which is all warm and sunny, and blue, which is cold and thoughtful.” She looked up at Nephys’ puzzled face and could tell he was having just as hard a time with yellow as he was with green. She was just confusing him with abstractions. She decided to try a different tactic.
“Trees are green. Grass is green. Some apples are green. Money is green, well it is in my country. Water ponds can be green too. Frogs and lizards are green, but not always.” This was very frustrating thought Maggie. Why was this so hard? “Most leafy plants are green, well…they aren’t here, but they are back up there.”
She looked at Nep, but she could tell by his drifting glance he wasn’t quite grasping it yet, and then she remembered something she had forgotten.
“My daughter’s eyes are green.” And Maggie became very quiet and sad for a moment.
“I can’t remember it.” Nephys shook his head from side to side ever so slightly. “I know back home our fields were green, and palm trees and reeds were all green. I even remember that a few of our gods were green, like Osiris, but…try as hard as I can, I just can’t see it for myself. Knowing that something is green and knowing what green is, really are two different things…aren’t they?”
Maggie turned away a bit, but then turned back and nodded in agreement. She was trying desperately to hold on to the memory of her daughter’s brilliant-green eyes. She could still see their verdant color now, but she knew the day would come when “green” was just a word, and the actual color would be something long forgotten. But then she thought she would hold on to the idea “My daughter’s eyes are green” forever. Even if she didn’t know what “green” was anymore, someday, somehow, she just knew she would see her daughter again. She would look into her eyes and know that that color, that was the color green. Somehow, that gave her hope.
She shook herself from thought and wiped a faint trace of a tear from her left eye with her pinkie finger. “Why do you ask, Nep?”
“No reason,” he shrugged, “Just curious…something I saw today.” And when he said that he desperately wished he could see the stone again. Hiero and Maggie exchanged worrisome looks at each other and then stared at Nephys. “Those two sure have developed a connection haven’t they?” thought Nephys.
“Well,” Maggie said suddenly, “I haven’t got the foggiest idea what time it is in this place with no sun or moon or even a clock, but I suspect you need to be getting to sleep soon.”
“No one sleeps in Limbo. Not really.”
Maggie’s shoulders just fell. “This place is just a never-ending party isn’t it, Nep?” she said sarcastically. She took her now familiar pose, hands in back pockets. “Why on earth is it impossible to sleep in Limbo?”
“Same reason you can’t do anything else with any real conviction. Anyone who tries too hard loses themselves.”
Maggie just looked down and shook her head. “All eternity with nothing to do and you can’t even take a nap!” She seemed too resigned to be surprised or disappointed anymore. Hiero came out from under the bed and began to chuckle.
“Well then why do you have a bed? What do you do with it then?”
“Well, I kind of lie down for a while, rest, at least, and try to think about what sleep used to feel like.”
“What it used to feel like?” Maggie said incredulously.
“And other things,” Nephys said flatly.
“Well let’s let you get to bed to rest and…think at least.”
Nephys immediately felt embarrassed. There was only one bed and he hadn’t thought about where Maggie was going to sleep, but before he could say anything she spoke. “Don’t worry about me. There’s a place to lie down in your foyer.” “Foyer – ” he liked the way she had said that word. It felt more important the way she said it. “If I need a pillow I can always inflate the ol’ whoopee cushion here.” And with that she nudged Hiero hard with her foot. Hiero jumped back but said nothing but his usual drone.
Nephys stood there awkwardly and didn’t know what to do. She moved slightly towards him as if to hug him or something, but he tightened, and she got the message and stepped back.
“Well goodnight, Nep,” she said simply, arms at her side.
Nephys nodded and Maggie walked to the atrium.
“Come on you bile-filled rucksack.” Hiero gave out an angry “pharnt!” but followed by her side like a surly dog. She certainly had a way with Hiero that Nephys had never seen before.
Nephys lay down on the simple cot. It had been an amazing day. Any one of the strange things that had happened to him would have made it exceptional by itself, but altogether it was overwhelming. He felt genuinely tired and the subtle aftertaste of bitterness; wonderful, awful bitterness, still clung to the back of his tongue. He thought about the stone and all the things Maggie had mentioned: trees and leaves and ponds, frogs and lizards and green apples. What else? Her daughter’s eyes. He thought a lot about those eyes and the stone and thought it strange he wanted to see them both so badly. He drifted off imagining the color, and wasn’t the slightest bit afraid he would lose himself at all. It had been a good day. The first good day in more than a thousand years.
As he drifted, he thought he heard Maggie speaking to Hiero in the atrium.
“Something’s up with you, isn’t it, you disgusting excuse for an overstuffed alligator handbag.”
Hiero just huffed angrily.
“You know more than you are letting on don’t you? You didn’t just happen upon me or Nep by accident, did you?”
Hiero was dead silent.
“All right then,” she continued, “Let’s make a deal. I’ll keep your secrets…and you can keep mine.”
Hiero hooted sharply once. That usually meant, “yes.”



Chapter Eighteen
The Long Drive
Tim’s vintage Chevy Impala didn’t have the largest selection of vintage eight-tracks. This was the fifth time this trip that Schuyler and Miles had heard Boston’s “More Than a Feeling” and Schuyler’s patience was wearing thin. When Tim started singing along with the chorus, Schuyler couldn’t take it anymore.
“Enough!” Schuyler reached up and pushed the eject button on the eight track player. Tim just pushed the cassette back in.
“I keep telling you…don’t touch my tunes, dude.”
Schuyler gave Tim a look of death. At any other time, Miles was sure Schuyler would have drained Tim dry for that, just out of spite, but after Hokharty’s wholehearted endorsement of Tim earlier, Schuyler was a bit wary. One just couldn’t take a bite out of the servant of the most powerful vampire in the world without consequences. But Schuyler was reaching his limits.
“Y’Know, Tim, just because you drive a crap car from the seventies, it doesn’t mean you have to listen to crap music from the seventies, too.”
Tim couldn’t let that go and he started into another spirited defense of his musical choices. That led to another snide comment by Schuyler and that started a whole new round of arguing, insults and occasional frantic yelling. Each time Schuyler spoke Tim’s name with a special contempt he usually only reserved for people like…well people like Miles. Miles just sat in the back silently and didn’t get involved. It was nice not to be the target of Schuyler’s spite for a change.
Miles had listened to the two squabble from the back seat the whole way from Rivenden. Miles and Schuyler had spent most of the day inside the manor, anxiously awaiting Hokharty’s return, just as they had been commanded. Graber had spent the time whipping the remaining vampires into shape, mostly by chasing them up and down the manor and throwing them through walls. Schuyler, and even Miles, had fared surprisingly well. It was impressive how much a partially decapitated zombie can sharpen even a vampire’s already sharp reflexes. After a while, Graber left them to their own devices. Where he went or what he was up to no one knew. That was a merciful break, but then the kittens practiced by turning Miles into their personal scratching post. Sky seemed to really enjoy that.
When Hokharty returned that afternoon after having spent most of the day with Tim running errands doing who-knows-what – Tim looked even more shell-shocked than usual – he had a special task for the three of them: retrieve one thirteen-year-old Lucy Miller, unharmed, and return her to Rivenden ASAP. The only thing that they knew about Lucy Miller was that she was the daughter of the corpse Graber had laid on the lounge in the wrecked ballroom at Rivenden. Hokharty had treated the body with a special deference, so it was obviously important. It turned out that Hokharty did have a master, some important bloke named the “Necromancer,” and that he needed this Lucy Miller at all costs.
Why Hokharty or Graber couldn’t come, they didn’t say, but they obviously had pressing business elsewhere. Hokharty had made three things perfectly clear before they left however. One, the girl was not to be harmed in any way. Two, she was very powerful, deadly in fact, particularly to vampires. That raised Sky’s eyebrows. Fortunately, she had no idea how powerful she was which was their only advantage. It did complicate things though. She could not be forced or compelled to come, but she had to be persuaded to come of her own free will. Third, and finally, Tim was in charge. The first two conditions didn’t seem to bother Schuyler. He was already working up new monologues and angles on how to trick the young lady into compliance, but they were very troubling to Miles. He couldn’t imagine how they were supposed to manage to persuade someone who had the power to kill vampires to come willingly. It was the third condition however, that was currently chafing Schuyler.
They had left before sunset to get a head start on the trip to Harrisburg and to make sure that Miles and Schuyler had a full night to work with before dawn. (Even then, Schuyler had insisted on taking time to change clothes. He was now wearing a pair of black jeans, a white silk blazer and a pair of vintage, black-and-white wingtips, but still no shirt.) That meant that Miles and Schuyler had to ride the first hour in the trunk to avoid a deadly sunburn. (Graber had knocked a hole in the outside wall of Rivenden so Tim could back the large 70’s sedan right up to the manor doors. That corpse was like a walking bulldozer.)
The trunk was at least roomy enough, but after the first half hour, Schuyler became convinced Tim was driving around after dark just to spite them. Tim didn’t pull over and let them out until Schuyler started kicking huge dents into the trunk from the inside. Tim insisted that Schuyler had to pay for that, and Schuyler said he would as soon as he got that hour of his life back.
That had been the start of the never-ending argument. Since then they had argued about, in this order, the route, the mission, the route again, the music selection, the mission again, the route again for the third time, and now the music selection once more and finally the quality of the various classic rock bands of the seventies. As long as Tim was taking the heat off of Miles, Miles was content to sit in the back and just enjoy the show.
“Every Boston song is the same dang four chords, that’s all I’m saying!” Schuyler yelled emphatically. Tim fumed, but stewed in silence for a while.
After a long, tense pause, Tim decided to start picking at the scab again.
“You kids have no respect for the classics,” Tim mumbled under his breath.
“Kids?!” Schuyler was indignant, “You do know I’m a vampire, right? After all the events of the past night that fact hasn’t escaped you, has
it?! Look, Renfield, I may look seventeen to you, but I’m a heckuvalot older than I look. How old are you, Tim, Twenty-five? Twenty-six?!!
“Twenty-eight,” Tim said sheepishly.
“Right. Twenty-eight,” Schuyler spat nastily, “So you weren’t even ALIVE in the 70’s, dude, but I lived through the entire soul-sucking, mind-wasting excuse of a decade, from the avocado corduroy bell-bottoms to the glam rock feather boas. I’ve suffered through hedonistic disco and folk music from hippies whose B.O. could melt your face off, and the last thing I need is for some snot-nosed poser hipster punk to tell me what a golden age it was for music, BECAUSE IT WASN”T!!” On those last words, Schuyler let his full fury and power as a vampire out for just a second. His fangs seemed sharper and longer and his eyes flashed blood red, if only for a moment.
Vampires normally didn’t look any different than normal humans, perhaps a bit leaner, paler or toothsome, but that was all. Vampires had a certain amount of glamour, a psychic haze that made people pass over the reality of what they were. Instead of seeing dead things, animated corpses…monsters, they saw what they wanted to see. Only once in a rare while did a vampire break the illusion, usually in a fit of rage or anger, and let anyone get a real good look at what they really were. Tim must have caught a glimpse of it however, because this time he didn’t have a ready comeback but just drove on silently.
A few tense moments later Schuyler blurted out in frustration, “Where are we?!!”
Tim jumped, but only a little. “Just outside Ephrata.”
“Where the heck is Ephrata?!” Schuyler shot back.
“Here.” Tim said sarcastically, regaining some courage.
Schuyler just shook his head, “Who the heck takes 322 to Harrisburg anyway?!”
“It’s the most direct route,” Tim began again. Miles smiled a little. This was the fourth time they had hashed over this topic.
“But why not the turnpike?! For crying out loud, it’s faster.” Schuyler had made this riposte before too.
“It’s faster, BUT the turnpike costs too much.” This was the same reply Tim had made before, but Schuyler’s redirect was new.
“You are the Renfield to the most powerful vampire in the world and you are worried about toll roads?!” When Schuyler spoke the words, “The most powerful vampire in the world,” he lowered his voice and said it with an exasperated, overwrought emphasis to express his full frustration with Tim. It was a rhetorical question, uttered more in disbelief to himself than directly at Tim, but Tim answered it anyway.
“Look, he may be the most powerful vampire in the world,” Tim replied, mocking Schuyler’s melodramatic emphasis, “but he hasn’t exactly got deep pockets, ok?! In fact, this entire adventure (including all of the gas money!), has been fully funded out of the Bank of Tim, and it doesn’t exactly have an endless credit limit!”
Tim seemed frantic, desperate. Miles was beginning to realize that Tim had been through an awful lot in the last eighteen hours. No sleep, no rest, no food, and that was usually enough to hash a mortal even without the introduction to the customs of the creatures of the night. The stress was really beginning to show. Tim was approaching a breaking point which was almost as scary as seeing a vampire’s true form.
“Wallach had money, Renfield,” Schuyler muttered contemptuously.
“Yeah, well Wallach’s dead. Beef jerky!! Ok?! And he didn’t exactly leave a will or even an ATM card!!” And then as an afterthought he added, “And stop calling me RENFIELD!! Geez! What does that even mean, anyway?!”
Schuyler just shook his head in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?” Miles just smiled. This was at least something different to argue about than the route or the music selection.
“Haven’t you read any books about vampires?” Schuyler said more in disbelief than in anger.
“Sure, I’ve read tons on vampires, Saberhagen and Hambly, but I don’t recall anything about any Renfields,” Tim offered in all honesty.
“What about Stoker?” Schuyler asked impatiently.
“Who?” Tim said earnestly. Even Miles widened his eyes at this. Schuyler turned around and looked at Miles with a confused look of desperation, hopeful for any sympathy. Miles just shrugged at him and tried to suppress a smile. Schuyler turned back to Tim.
“Stoker?!! BRAM Freaking STOKER?!!” Schuyler said, emphasizing each syllable carefully. “Only the most important vampire author…ever!”
“Never heard of him,” Tim said flatly.
“Never heard of. . .” Schuyler was cut off by another one of his silent fits. This usually meant the argument was going to go back to their mission. Right on cue, Schuyler folded his arms across his chest and began muttering in utter resignation.
“Doomed. I’m doomed. I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere on a mission for the Father of All Vampires with the most ignorant Renfield in the world and the worst vampire in history.”
“Oy!” Miles piped up. This was the first thing he had said in nearly an hour. He didn’t know why Schuyler had to drag him into this.
“Oh, so you ARE listening,” Schuyler said sarcastically. Miles was about to jump in to defend his vampire honor when Tim spoke up.
“Yeah, well…you two don’t know as much as you think you do either.”
Schuyler and Miles exchanged looks. What was Tim driving at?
“What are you talking about, Renfield?” Schuyler asked skeptically. Tim just laughed a little, unnerving, crazy laugh. He was becoming a more proper Renfield all the time. Schuyler turned around to look at Miles as if to say, “He’s just pulling our leg.” But Miles wasn’t so sure. Tim was gripping the steering wheel like a man clinging to a lifeline in icy waters. Miles decided to try a different tack.
“Tim, what do ya know that you aren’t tellin’ us?” Miles’ plaintive question was met with another disconcerting laugh. There was a pause, but then Tim swallowed hard and spoke plainly.
“Dudes, it’s the end of the world.”
“Get out of here.” Schuyler was trying to be dismissive, but Miles could tell there was a moment of hesitation to Schuyler’s usual snide reply.
“No, seriously, it’s the end of the world.”
“Did Hokharty tell ya that?” Miles asked.
“No…but it’s obvious isn’t it?”
“No way,” Schuyler shot out.
“Seriously,” Tim responded.
“How do you know that?” Schuyler retorted.
Tim shook his head a few times, but then began shakily. “He’s…we are gathering an army.”
“Really?” Miles asked amazed.
“Really,” Tim said emphatically, “Why do you think he’s sent us to fetch this girl…she’s important, she’s some kind of vampire queen or something. Maybe she’s a…”
“Not a chance!” Schuyler broke in, “There are no other vampires within miles of Philadelphia. Wallach would have known! He would have killed them or forced them to join Rivenden.”
“Dude,” Tim began, “Wallach didn’t know the half of what was out there – vampires and other…dead
things.”
“Other dead things?” Schuyler asked, “Like what?!”
“Like not vampires, I dunno what you call them!!” Tim gestured wildly with one hand in frustration. Then added, “I’m still new at this.”
“No joke,” Schuyler had resumed his more sarcastic reply.
“Look, it’s the only thing that makes sense,” Tim continued, “Hokharty is uniting all the dark, or dead, or whatever they are…forces for some final, epic battle or something.”
“You’re full of it.” Schuyler sounded like he was trying to convince himself, but Miles knew exactly what Schuyler was thinking. The back and forth between Wallach and Hokharty before Hokharty had kicked Wallach’s rear up one side and down the other was hardly the usual vampire banter. Then he destroyed Ulami and Forzgrim – the scariest vampires Miles had ever known – like they were an afterthought and had Graber drag Wallach into the early dawn and turn him into charcoal. Then there was all that talk about how Hokharty was going to restore vampires to their “true purpose.” It wasn’t just high-sounding prose and boasting like Wallach used to spin. Miles hadn’t known the Father of All Vampires more than a day, but it didn’t seem like Hokharty was given to empty melodrama. Tim was right; something was up.
“Fine,” Tim said indignantly, “If you don’t want to know, fine, just don’t come whining to me when the whole universe starts falling apart.” At this, Schuyler just gave a dismissive “hmmph” and turned to look out the window, but Miles knew Tim had hit a nerve. After a while Miles leaned forward over the seat and started again.
“Tim, what exactly were ya and Hokharty doin’ today?”
“Yes, please regale us, Oh GREAT Renfield.” Schuyler’s back was still turned to them.
“Look, if you don’t want to hear about it…” Tim began.
“No, no, no!” Miles prompted, “Go on mate, we want to hear about it. Right, Sky?” Miles raised his eyebrows at Schuyler.
Schuyler just said, “Whatever,” and turned back towards the window.
Tim began nervously but eagerly. He obviously wanted to get this out of his system.
“Ok, guys. So first, after we, me and Hokharty, left Rivenden, we headed up to Fishtown, some Eastern European community, I don’t know which, maybe Ukranian or something. Anyway, we go up to this common row home adjacent to a funeral parlor. At first I thought there was a funeral going on or something because everyone was in black and out front, dozens of ‘em, but no, it turns out they were waiting for us! Like they knew we, well Hokharty at least, was coming.”
Schuyler and Miles exchanged looks. Tim went on.
“So they take us upstairs, all these old ladies in black, and they take us to this cramped bedroom. And there lying in this old-fashioned, wrought-iron bed, in an ancient room with peeling, red velvet wallpaper are these two really old, I mean ancient, crones, identical twins they looked like, holding hands the whole time, right there in bed together. Majorly weird. So Hokharty goes right up and bows to them.” From the look on his face, Miles could tell this piece of information really surprised Schuyler.
Tim didn’t hesitate but went on, “And then they talk in some language I don’t know, Ukrainian maybe, and the crone on the left is finishing the sentences of the one on the right and vice versa, like they had one mind between them, with Hokharty asking questions, kneeling right beside the bed, like they’re his distant, sainted, dying aunts or something. Anywho, after some niceties, Hokharty gets up and says something, I don’t know what, and the room goes dark, it’s day out and the whole room goes dark, like crazy dark, and then these two women start talking in unison, but in this big, gigantic, booming male voice, like a subwoofer from hell. It was crazy. It was shaking the paint off the walls, and all the rest of us too, all crowded in this tiny room. When they stopped speaking, the light came back into the room and they fell down on the bed exhausted and Hokharty got this pleased look on his face.” Miles looked to Schuyler. He had peeled himself away from the window and was trying to hide the fact that he was listening intently.
Tim went on. “So after that was done, all the other old hags in the room line up in two rows, one on each side, and they all go up and kiss the hand of these two ancient, I mean scary old ladies, and then, each one of these ladies leans over in turn and lets one of these two in the bed take a bite out of their neck.”
“Were they vampires?” Schuyler got the question out before Miles did, but he was thinking the same thing.
“I don’t know for sure, but after these two had drunk a little blood from every old crone in the room, they were refreshed, so maybe so.”
“They couldn’t be…” Schuyler muttered, more to himself, “Wallach would have known…”
“Wallach didn’t know about them, did he?” Tim said that with a touch of smug satisfaction.
“Big deal,” Schuyler replied, “So Wallach missed a couple of ancient vampires being kept alive by a cult of knitting-club rejects, no biggie.”
“No biggie?! Dude, that was just the start.”
“Really?” Miles piped up.
“Oh yeah, after that we went to South Philly near the Italian market. There we found this scary butcher shop, with all kinds of meat hanging down. Well Hokharty goes up to the butcher, and the guy is blind as a bat, but here he is wailing away on some piece of meat with a HUGE cleaver. Well, Hokharty goes up to him just like he was ordering at a deli, and then the guy goes and grabs a bunch of pieces of dead animals hanging from hooks in the back of his shop: a leg of a cow, head of a pig, back of a goat, whatever, this and that, all the pieces that Hokharty asks for; only he doesn’t wrap them up to go, he STITCHES THEM TOGETHER!” Schuyler’s eyes widened.
Tim kept going, “Then Hokharty says a few words I couldn’t understand…and the thing comes to life!!” At that even Schuyler’s steely indifference evaporated. “I swear on my mother’s life that this thing was hopping and stumbling around like some demented, new-born deer.” Miles swallowed. Tim swallowed himself and went on, “Well, Hokharty negotiates something with the guy and tells him to make a bunch more, that he’ll come back later, and we are out the door.”
Schuyler and Miles just stared at each other. Animated meat?! They’d heard of dark rites, rituals and powers of transformation, but not once in their combined years as vampires had they heard of anything like bringing a butcher’s special back to life.
“And that’s not the worst of it,” Tim went on.
“There’s sometin’ worse?!” Miles was actually unsettled by this point.
“Heck yeah, way worse. We made lots more stops.” Tim listed off the stops on their macabre excursion, and they were not a few. “Society Hill, Kingssessing, University Museum, Oh! We checked out the mummies in the vault there, they were very respectful, practically reverential to Hokharty. I guess that makes sense, he being Egyptian and all, and then we went to the Mutter.”
“The museum of medical oddities?” Schuyler cautiously asked sounding almost genuinely dismayed.
“OH, Yeah.” Tim stared straight ahead and gripped the wheel with one hand, while wiping the sweat off the other on his pants. Then he switched hands and repeated the ritual on the other.
“What did ya do there?” Miles was almost afraid to ask.
Tim took a few short breaths as if to brace himself. “Well Hokharty goes up and has me buy a couple of tickets just like we were regular tourists. We go in and after a few minutes he ditches the tour group and starts wandering on his own. He finally finds what he’s looking for, a huge set of shelves, filled with jars full of pickled mutant baby fetuses. I swear to goodness. Pickled. Mutant. Baby. Fetuses!! Fetuses with two heads, or three arms, or two noses or six ears, all different kinds.”
Miles actually saw Schuyler cringe when Tim said this.
“What did he want those for?!” Miles wasn’t sure he wanted an answer to this question.
“He goes up, and he taps on one of the jars, just like you would tap on an aquarium, and this mutant fetus, it just opens one eye, like it’s been asleep waiting to be woken up all this time. I swear, I nearly lost it right there.”
Miles and Schuyler exchanged looks of horror and revulsion.
“So then he starts talking to it in cooing sounds, y’know, like you’d do to a baby or a kitten? Pretty soon he’s a got dozen or so up and rattling around inside their jars, and they’re all jumping up and down, happy to see him. So he opens the jar lids on a half a dozen or so and they all splash out and are slopping around his feet and pant legs excitedly for a while, like a pack of excited puppies. Then he says something to them in that cooing voice, and they have time for a few yelps of joy before they run off and slide down the air vents and squeeze down the drains.” Tim gripped the steering wheel extra hard for a moment and then tried to suppress a shudder that traveled down his spine. Then he went on, “So next, Hokharty spends a few minutes calming the ones still in the jars back down, because they are all disappointed to be left behind. Eventually, after a while, they fall back asleep and we’re out the door like nothing ever happened.”
Miles looked at Schuyler. Schuyler looked back at him. Miles had seen a lot of weird things in his hundred years being a vampire, but nothing, absolutely nothing had prepared him for the thought of pickled – mutant – baby – fetuses running around the sewers and ventilations shafts of Philly.
“You’re putting us on!” Schuyler interjected suddenly.
Tim didn’t speak at first, but then he drew a breath, and spoke. “I was at the end of a twelve hour shift when Hokharty and Graber just got up from their metal drawers in the morgue.” He didn’t look at either of them but just stared off through the windshield at the dark road ahead. “I haven’t slept in more than twenty-four hours. But after I saw those freaky mutant baby…things…I think I could go a lifetime and never sleep again.”
Schuyler and Miles said nothing. After that, there was no doubting Tim’s conviction. After a long pause, Tim just blurted something that couldn’t be held in any longer.
“Oh! And you don’t even want to know what’s under the cemetery at Laurel Hill!”
“What’s under Laurel Hill?” Miles asked innocently.
“You DON’T want to know,” Tim said emphatically.
“Yeah, we do,” Schuyler pressed.
“No. You. Don’t.” Tim stared at Schuyler with one twitching eye, and Schuyler decided to let it drop. Miles suddenly wished they could go back to arguing about the music again, but everyone was eerily silent.
After a long while Schuyler ventured a question.
“Where are we now?”
“Oh good,” thought Miles, “the argument over the route again.” At least that would distract him from thinking about mutant baby fetuses for a while.
“We’re passing through Ephrata now,” Tim sighed.
Any chance of reigniting the argument ended when Schuyler just sighed once through his nose, utterly resigned to his situation.
Miles watched the small city of Ephrata, Pennsylvania pass by. It was a typical Pennsylvania small town, a mix of Colonial and Victorian architecture: a red brick church here, a gothic revival one there, the grand turn of the century architecture, the belle epoque banks, war memorials and a city hall, topped off by a postwar main street, with its neon signs and large plate glass store fronts, all finally peppered with a few modern buildings and strip malls. It was far from its heyday but not yet forlorn like the neighborhoods around Rivenden. Old storefronts that had once been department and hardware stores were now antique shops and coffee houses. All in all, a lot of Pennsylvanian towns in Lancaster County had weathered the years well; changing from colonial farmer’s villages, to industrial centers and then eventually to gentrified tourist traps. They were comfortable, lived-in and utterly non-threatening.
As the Impala crawled through the evening traffic, on the left a park-like area came into view. In the center of it was a collection of odd buildings that seemed far older than anything else Miles had seen. The buildings were large, grey, blocky and monolithic, as though made of stone even though he could see the clapboard siding. The broad, flat walls and high, pitched, slate roofs were largely undistinguished except for a series of tiny, almost fortress-like windows. The whole complex turned inward, against the rest of the city and the landscape, like a citadel. It felt ancient and mysterious like Rivenden, and Miles felt as if he had seen it somewhere before.
Miles turned and watched the strange buildings through the rear window until they disappeared out of sight. The city faded and gave way to tree-lined highways and mixed suburban and rural farmland and still no one spoke. After more than an hour of acrimony, the morbid silence of Schuyler and Tim was galling. So Miles decided to start something himself.
“Sky?”
“What?” Schuyler came back obviously annoyed.
“Ya said ya were a vampire in the seventies, right mate?”
“Yeah, what of it?” Schuyler said impassively, “Weren’t you?” Schuyler turned around, examined Miles critically and gave him an odd smirk, “Well just barely, I guess.” Schuyler turned back around, but even looking at the back of his head Miles could tell he was wearing his smug little smile.
Miles decided to ignore the insult. “We didn’t hang out then, so I was just wonderin’....”
Schuyler interrupted him, “We don’t hang out now, Miles.”
Schuyler had a way of always making Miles feel inferior, but it was true. Miles and Schuyler hadn’t spent this much time together in the entire time they had known each other. Neither of them were top-flight performers in the Rivenden Clan, but they traveled in completely different circles. Miles trolled the streets and avoided Rivenden as much as he could, but Schuyler was always hanging around the court trying to ingratiate himself with Wallach, with limited success, it was true, but he at least tried. Aside from the times that Wallach had sent Schuyler to check up on him, they had hardly ever seen each other. Schuyler only spoke to him to tell him what a lousy vampire he was. Now here they were, stuck together, on a mission for the Father of All Vampires with a Renfield who was convinced it was the end of the world. It seemed like as good a time as any to get to know each other, but if Schuyler wasn’t interested then why bother.
“Just forget it.” Miles had meant to say it with a bored voice, but it just sounded petulant and hurt. He wasn’t as good at faking his emotions as Schuyler was.
Schuyler was silent for a while then he sighed and slapped the vinyl seat with both hands. “Fine! Whaddya want to know?” He didn’t turn around.
Miles leaned forward and cautiously asked a question, “So…when were you…y’know…”
“When was I turned? Is that what you want to know?” Schuyler seemed to read Miles’ mind. As always, Schuyler seemed far more intuitive than himself. Miles didn’t say anything but just waited for Schuyler to continue. Schuyler sighed and took a few moments to compose his thoughts.
“Sixty-seven,” Schuyler eventually said.
“Sixty-seven?” Miles started inquisitively, but Schuyler didn’t let him get any further.
“Yeah, I was seventeen. Ran away from home and my dad.” Schuyler said the word “dad” with particular contempt. “I headed out to San Francisco to catch the scene, y’know, ‘Summer of Love’ and all? But I was a bit late and missed all that.”
“So you were a hippie?” Tim said incredulously, deciding to join the conversation.
“No…” Schuyler sounded annoyed, “Not…religiously anyway. Dude, it was a good time – lots of chicks, drugs, no rules and mostly it was away from my family.”
Miles was hoping to hear more about Schuyler’s family, but he skipped over that and went on.
“Well, things were pretty dead in San Francisco by that time so I hooked up with some kids who decided to catch the hippie scene on the East Coast. We hitched our way to Philly and I wound up on South Street. A few months later, I was a vampire…been there ever since, end of story.”
“And that’s it?” Miles prompted.
“That’s it.” Schuyler’s tone told Miles he was trying to end the conversation, but Miles wanted to dig a little deeper.
“So, who turned ya?” Miles asked.
Miles’ question was met with nothing but stony silence. Schuyler folded his arms across his chest and turned back to the window. Miles leaned back against the bench seat expecting the conversation was now over. A few minutes later Schuyler piped back up.
“Oh…All right. I’ll tell you.” He took a breath. “It was Ulami.”
“No way!” Tim exclaimed, “That scary blond chick Hokharty killed?!”
“She wasn’t so scary back then.” Schuyler’s response surprised Miles. It didn’t sound angry or offended, more sentimental than anything. “She didn’t get super scary until she became one of Wallach’s lieutenants, back in the 80’s…I think.”
“Really?”
“Oh yeah, she was a real babe back then…long, blond braids…pony beads, leather-fringed mini skirt…go-go boots,” Schuyler always warmed up the more he talked about fashion. “Back then, she wasn’t so…” Schuyler hunted for the right word, “anorexic,” he finally chose. Miles smiled. Ulami wasn’t anorexic she was an emaciated corpse with a fright wig. Schuyler went on, “Ulami wasn’t her real name either. I don’t know what her real name was…but she was calling herself ‘Starlight’ back then.” Miles nearly laughed. The thought of the terrifying Ulami using the name ‘Starlight’ was just too barmy. Tim obviously felt the same way, because he blurted it out.
“’Starlight!?’ No way!” Tim laughed. And then the oddest thing happened. Schuyler laughed. Not one of his snide smug laughs, but a genuine, unpretentious laugh like someone gives when remembering a past embarrassment that was scalding at the time, but is now just a nostalgic memory.
“Yeah, she had this great gig going.” Schuyler was absentmindedly picking lint off his near-pristine, black jeans as he spoke now, “She would hang around the clubs and parties and find some dumb mark, a stray or runaway. She had a thing for young, blond boy toys.”
Schuyler sounded distant, wistful even. It suddenly struck Miles that Schuyler wasn’t talking about just any blond boy toy – he was talking about himself! This was the first real insight Miles had ever had into Schuyler’s personality. Did Schuyler have feelings for Ulami…er…Starlight? Had she made him believe that she loved him? What promises and lies had she made to him? Is this why Schuyler was playing lost little rich girls at Swarthmore and Bryn Mawr, because somewhere, decades ago, Ulami had played him the same way? Was this the secret to Schuyler’s personality? Was he really just a jilted, broken-hearted boy getting revenge for being used that way? Miles had never much liked Schuyler. He was pompous, vain and arrogant, but now he felt just a small twinge of pity for him. Miles wondered: if Ulami had changed so much, if she had transformed from a hippie in go-go boots to a monster in just a few decades, what was his and Schuyler’s future?
“Well anyway…” Schuyler began again, “It turns out it was probably good the way it happened.” Schuyler turned to Tim and tapped his shoulder in a genuinely friendly manner. “They say that if you are turned by a powerful vampire, the more powerful vampire you will become.” Schuyler was relaxed now, talking about his favorite subject, which was, after all, himself. He ran his fingers through his perfect, blond hair and examined his teeth in the side mirror. All of Miles’ pity evaporated.
“Hmmph,” Miles muttered under his breath, “Well that’s not bloody true.”
“What would you know?” Schuyler had commandeered the rear view mirror now too, and was checking his hair. Schuyler pulled a lurid-blue lollipop out of his pocket, another one of his plastic props, and started practicing poses with the thing halfway out of his mouth.
“Never mind,” Miles muttered. He didn’t like the direction this conversation was going.
“Never mind?!” Schuyler stopped primping and turned around to stare down Miles. “Oh, no…no, no, no, no, NO! You started this pajama party sleepover confessional and you’re gonna finish it, missy.” Schuyler jabbed the lollipop at Miles and then stuck it defiantly back in his mouth.
Miles said nothing. Schuyler stared at him a good long time, then he removed the lollipop from his mouth and said in an almost earnest tone, “C’mon. ‘Fess up. Who turned you Miles?”
Miles bit his lip. He didn’t really want to continue. He just knew that Schuyler would use this over him somehow, but after all that Schuyler had just offered, he didn’t feel like he could refuse.
“Wallach,” Miles spat out quickly, barely speaking above a whisper.
“No. Freaking. Way!” Tim turned around to look at Miles and nearly swerved off the road. He quickly turned back around and got control of the car.
“You lie,” Schuyler eyed him suspiciously.                                                                          
Miles sighed and decided to get it over with.
“Five days off the boat. He caught me in Brewer’s Alley near the waterfront. I was drunk.”
“No way!” Schuyler laughed.
“Yeah, mate,” Miles laughed nervously. It wasn’t entirely true. Miles wasn’t drunk. He had never been drunk in his life, but it sounded better than the truth – that he was lost. Miles forged ahead. “He was havin’ a bit a’ trouble, some tussle with another vampire. He was weak, away from his usual haunts and in a tight spot, and he needed a quick pick-me-up, that’s all. I stumbled into the alley where the two were fightin.’ He got sight of me and that’s all I remember. Drained me dry in a single bite.” But Miles had lied again, that was not all he remembered. He remembered the whole thing vividly.
“In an alley?! You gotta be kidding me?!” Schuyler laughed some more and pounded his fist on the seatback.
“Yeah mate, pretty pathetic.” Miles tried to laugh, to make it a joke, but all these years later it still didn’t feel like a joke. It was not a pleasant memory, and he had relived it every day since. Miles trudged on in the tale. “I figure he just needed to get over a dry spell. Once he got a bit a blood in him, he was fresh as morning dew and ready to fight again. He had his row with the other vampire right then and there too. Murdered the blighter, tore him limb from limb, right in fron’ a me, and then, he just left me and walked away like I was an empty bottle.”
“Wait…wait…wait…” Schuyler was beside himself with delirious laughter. “He didn’t try to turn you?”
“Nah, mate, the bloke was surprised as all bloody heck when I showed up livin’ the next day.”
“Then how did you turn?” Schuyler was incredulous. “How did you do it?”
“Whaddya mean, turn?” Tim piped up again.
Schuyler sniffed. “Geez, I keep forgetting you’re a noob and not a regular Renfield. Look, not just anyone can be a vampire, dude, you have to have the gift.”
“The curse, ya bloody well mean,” Miles interjected. Schuyler just shot him a dirty look and went on.
“Look, you can take a quick bite out of anyone, and it won’t kill him, but if you drain him dry, that’s the moment of truth. At that moment, when your lifeblood is gone, you’re utterly helpless. Most just pass on, just like if you cut their veins open and let the blood all out, but some…some…get to make the choice.”
“The choice?” Tim was obviously confused, but he was trying to understand.
“Yeah, it’s kinda hard to explain, but at the very last moment, you can feel your soul leaving, and at that very moment…you make the choice – to stay, or to go.”
“Go where?” Tim said.
“Beats me,” Schuyler absentmindedly said as he picked more lint off his jeans, “Beyond, Elsewhere, Limbo…I dunno…who cares, really?”
“Did…did you see a light, or a tunnel?” Tim asked cautiously.
“Nah, nothing like that,” Sky replied, bored.
Miles winced a little at Schuyler’s answer. Miles had seen a light. He had never thought that it might have been different for Schuyler.
“So…no pledge to some dark lord, no drinking the master’s blood?” Tim nervously ventured.
“You read too many novels, guy, that gothic stuff’s just window-dressing,” Sky replied nonchalantly. “Some old-school vampires are still kind of hung up on ceremony, though. I’ve seen Wallach do it that way a time or two, but I managed with just Starlight, I mean Ulami, a lava lamp and some incense.”
Miles had to suppress a smile at the thought of Sky turning into a vampire under the glow of a lava lamp. He could imagine them sitting cross-legged on the floor holding hands humming “ohmmm.”
Sky turned around to look at him as if he could read his thoughts before going on. “Anyway, the real key is the will to survive at all costs. When you reach the end of your mortal life, and you feel it slipping away, and you know you would do anything to stay alive…”
“Anything?” Tim asked frightened, sidling a little farther away from Schuyler as he spoke.
“ANYTHING,” Schuyler said enthusiastically, baring a little tooth in the process, “Then that’s when you become a vampire.” Sky leaned back and smiled a broad, satisfied smile and put his hands behind his head as if basking in the sunlight of some great, personal reverie. Of all the things that Schuyler had ever done in Miles’ presence, this was the most unnerving.
Tim gulped and the car went silent for a while.
“Not everyone can or will do it though,” Schuyler went on, “Even those that think they will often don’t and just slip away. Starlight…um, I mean…Ulami had me all psyched up and ready for it, so I was there right away, but this dumb mick,” Schuyler pointed to Miles, “This dumb mick somehow got through on his own.” And then turning to Miles said, “How did you do it?!”
Miles shrugged, “I dunno really.” Miles looked down at the floor of the car. “I was sixteen…and I just wasn’t ready to go yet. That’s all.” But that wasn’t all. Miles remembered everything. He wasn’t sixteen. He was ten days short of sixteen. He was looking for work but there was nothing for a mick straight off the boat. He stumbled into the wrong alley at the wrong time. Wallach pounced on him before he even had a thought to turn around and run. After Wallach had dispatched the other vampire, he came back to gloat over Miles. He remembered vividly the smug look on Wallach’s face as he looked down on him. He just laughed and stepped over Miles’ body. Miles lay against the wall, and he could feel his life going. He called out to God and St. Jude and whomever he could think of, but there was no answer. Then he saw the light. He knew instinctively what the light meant. He clawed on the alley floor, desperate to hold on, desperate to live. He only just had something to live for, but it was enough to make him hold on. He felt the light tugging at him and he turned his face to the ground. Then there was a wrenching, like the light took a part of him away.
And then suddenly he stood up, as if nothing had happened. He had patted down his body and looked around. His mind was suddenly clear, and he wondered if it had all been a dream, but a short walk later, he knew it wasn’t. No one looked the same anymore; they all looked different somehow. And when he looked at people, dockworkers and ladies, gentlemen and drunks, he felt not curiosity or indifference or interest of any kind like before. The only thing he felt now was hunger. When the dawn came that first day as a vampire, he felt the dawn burn like a thousand suns. He barely had had time to scramble into a store cellar along Front Street where he stayed hidden ‘til dusk.
He was alone and confused and didn’t know what to do. He spent all the next night searching for Wallach to try to find answers, and when he somehow found him, sitting in a posh tavern downtown, he forever remembered the look on his face – shock and revulsion. From that night on, more than a hundred years ago, Wallach hardly looked at him again, but handed him off to a series of lesser vampires to tend him. Schuyler was just the latest of many. It had been a miserable existence, and he had regretted fighting against that light every day since. No one but he and Wallach knew how Miles Killam, a boy fleeing Ireland for the land of opportunity, had come to be a vampire. Miles had been too ashamed to speak of it, and only now that Wallach was dead had he dared.
Miles shook himself from his memories to see Schuyler smiling at him while slowing shaking his head back and forth as if he had finally put down the last piece in a very complicated puzzle.
“What?” Miles didn’t like Schuyler’s expression at all.
“You are such an IDIOT!” Schuyler said suddenly. “I mean, I always knew you were a dumb mick, but I didn’t know how dumb until just now.”
“Leave me alone.” Miles knew it was a mistake to share this with Schuyler.
“I never could figure out why Wallach kept a loser like you around, but now it all makes sense!”
“It does?”
“Yes!”
“How?” Miles was perplexed.
Schuyler laughed hard. “You still don’t get it!! Man you are soooo….stoooopid! All this time I thought Wallach hated you because you were a no-talent screw-up, but that’s not true at all! “
“It isn’t?” Miles was confused.
“No!” Schuyler bellowed, laughing. “Well, you ARE a no talent screw up but that’s not why he hated you.”
Miles just screwed up his face at Schuyler. Now he was really confused.
Schuyler looked at Miles for a moment as if he just realized he had to spell it out for Miles.
“Don’t you know anything about vampires?!! Look, dude, a vampire master gathers his powers from the vampires he controls, the vampires he’s turned. Every vampire has some weird, psychic bond with the ones he’s turned. Those vampires, in turn, turn other vampires who turn other vampires, yada yada, on and on, all of them passing a bit of their power up to the top…it’s the ultimate pyramid scheme when you think about really.” Miles was still lost, but Schuyler went on, “Anyway, the strongest bonds are supposed to be between the first generation, just one step between the turner and the turnee.”
“So?” Miles tried to sound indifferent but failed as the “so” squeaked out nervously.
“So?!” Schuyler laughed, “So YOU and Wallach are only one generation removed! That means that Wallach must’ve been drawing a fair amount of power from YOU.” Schuyler reached over the back seat and thumped his lollipop hard into Miles’ chest to drive the point home.
Miles just stared at Schuyler in shock. Schuyler went on.
“Furthermore,” Schuyler continued in a mock academic tone, “Wallach drained you dry to try to save his hide when he was really desperate. So there has got to be some real powerful juju going on there too.”
Miles’ blank expression told Schuyler he would have to dumb it down even further.
“Dude! You saved his life!”
Miles’ jaw went slack.
“Your lifeblood gave him the power to overcome that other vampire. Without you, he would’ve been toast! There’s powerful, powerful magic at work there, man. You were the secret to toppling Wallach this whole time and you didn’t know!! Man! I can’t believe how dense you are.”
“But a…master vampire…has power over the one’s he’s turned…” Miles stammered.
“Yeah, but it’s a two way street, you doofus! I’m not sure how it works exactly, Ulami told me some things, but not everything, but once you became a vampire he couldn’t just kill you, not outright, because he had drawn so much power from you – you more than the others because he used you to survive in a moment of desperate need.”
Miles’ head was swimming. Was Schuyler saying what he thought he was saying? Miles knew that for a century-old vampire he actually knew very little about how vampires worked; no one had taught him really. Schuyler was far younger and yet knew an awful lot more it seemed, but was Schuyler right, or was he just blowing smoke as usual?
Schuyler went on, “You weren’t supposed to live, dummy! He wasn’t ashamed of you, he was ashamed that he had to USE you to save himself, and that you somehow managed to turn yourself. He knew that if anyone knew about you, they could use you to hurt him. Get it yet?!”
Miles’ world was suddenly shifting underneath him, but it hadn’t fully sunk in.
“Wallach was playing you the whole time!! He kept you around, drawing on that connection, but always at arm’s length so no one would suspect you had this deep, magical bond. Man! What a master player he was!” Schuyler always could admire a good con.
Miles deflated in the back seat of the Impala. Had the last century of misery and degradation just been a ruse by Wallach to manipulate him? Did Miles really have some magical pull over Wallach and he had never known it? Hadn’t he felt something when Wallach died, and hadn’t Hokharty singled him out before confronting Wallach? Was that what all that staring was all about? Maybe there was a reason Wallach had never taught him the ways of being a proper vampire and he had forced him to schlep along in alleys all this time. Was the whole last hundred years just a horrible joke or trick? Miles didn’t know whether to feel relieved or sick.
“Boy!” Schuyler exclaimed. He turned around and faced towards the windshield of the car, twisting the stick of his lollipop in fascination. “What I could have done with THAT little piece of info, huh? You don’t think that Ulami and Forzgrim never thought about overthrowing Wallach, do you?” He turned back around to face Miles. “Let me tell you, ALL upper henchmen want to be the top dog someday. If I had known that you were a big source of Wallach’s power, Ulami would have made me her lieutenant, just for that.” Schuyler turned around again and then added almost as an afterthought. “Of course, she and Forzgrim probably would have done terrible, terrible, things to you, just to get the advantage over Wallach, but hey, that’s the game, nothing personal.”
Miles didn’t much appreciate Schuyler’s professional detachment at the moment. Schuyler just sighed, “Not that it matters much anymore. They’re all dead and we have a new master now.” But as Schuyler stroked his chin, Miles could tell he was still gaming the possibilities of what might have been.
“Schuyler?” Miles decided to test a theory he had just formulated.
“Yeah?” Schuyler said distractedly.
“Did you feel anything when Ulami died?”
“Nah, dude, I got over that heartbreak a long time ago.”
That wasn’t exactly what Miles had meant, but he didn’t feel like pressing the matter. If it was true that he and Wallach were linked and that his life gave power to Wallach, he wondered where all of Wallach’s power had gone.
After a short pause, Tim started up again, “Wow, this whole vampire thing sounds really…complicated.”
“You have no idea,” Schuyler said around his lollipop.
Miles just sniffed and wished the conversation had never left the merits of seventies music.
“So,” Tim sounded nervous, “What’s it like?”
“What? Being a vampire?” Miles asked.
“No moron, he wants to know what it’s like to be an Irish, ginger dwarf,” Schuyler laughed.
Miles stuck his hands in his pockets and just stewed.
Tim went on, “Yeah, so what’s it like?”
“Seriously?” Schuyler eyed up the Renfield like a piece of meat.
“Seriously,” Tim replied.
Schuyler took out the lollipop and held it like a cigarette. “Dude, it’s fantas-”
“It bloody STINKS!” Miles spat out, interrupting.
Schuyler turned and gave Miles a look of utter contempt. Then he nudged Tim with his elbow and said, “Don’t listen to him, he’s just upset because he got played for a chump for the last hundred years. Being a vampire is great. You never get old.”
“You never grow up either,” Miles added.
“Yeah, well some of us weren’t pimply-faced, ginger dweebs to begin with.” Schuyler didn’t turn around to deliver this insult face to face, but Miles could see him eyeing him in the rearview mirror. Schuyler kept talking to Tim as if Miles wasn’t there, “Dude, you never have to go to school or work. Stay up as late as you want.”
“Yeah, and spend all day trapped indoors or underground,” Miles interjected. Schuyler just ignored him.
“You can do anything you want. . .”
“Unless it’s outdoors and during the day, or y’know, involves other living people.”
“…and you can jump between buildings, hear a whisper a mile away, it’s like being a superhero.”
“Yeah, bloody right! Superheroes that suck people’s blood,” Miles retorted.
“Will you shut up?!” Schuyler was annoyed. “He doesn’t want to hear it from some drunk-sucking alley rat.”
“Yeah? Is that right? Well why don’t ya tell him about the fact that you can’t taste anything but blood anymore…that ya can’t eat or drink food because your innards are dead.”
“You never look at the positive side of anything, Miles. There are always trade-offs.”
“Trade-offs?!”
“Sure, eternal life is worth giving up a few fattening snacks,” Schuyler said impassively.
“Saints an’angels! Not having a bloomin’ pulse is a heckuva trade-off, Sky!”
“So…about the bloodsucking thing…” Tim redirected the conversation before the two started arguing again, “How’s that work exactly?”
“Whaddya mean?” Schuyler coyly responded.
“I mean…well…are you guy’s…y’know…vegetarians?”
“Well that all depends, Tim,” Schuyler said in a mocking tone, “Is blood a vegetable?”
“No man, I’m serious…you know what I mean… does it have to be…y’know…human?”
“Well, Tim boy, let me ask you a question. This magnificent land yacht of yours,” as Schuyler said this he made a grand sweeping gesture with the lollipop. “Does it matter if I put oil or ranch salad dressing in the crank case?”
Tim harrumphed. “So no substitutions…is that what you’re saying?”
“Oh, you can try it, but you won’t get very far,” Schuyler explained. “It’s not like eating anyway. The blood isn’t digested…it’s more like it’s absorbed.” Here Schuyler did his best Bella Lugosi impersonation, “The veeery life essences of your veektims flow in your veins…muwhahaaa!”
Tim winced.
Schuyler just punched him in the shoulder and laughed. “Dude, it’s cool. But you don’t have to kill someone to get by. In fact, it’s better not to – ya get more outta milking the cow than by killing it.”
“Cows,” thought Miles. That’s all his victims were to Schuyler, mere cattle, livestock for vampires.
“So…” Tim said nervously, “Have you ever…y’know…” He trailed off.
“Killed anyone?” Schuyler finished his thought for him.
Schuyler just waggled his eyebrows at Tim. Tim scooted a little further away from him. Schuyler burst out laughing.
“Dude! I’m just messing with you!! Don’t worry, I ate before I left, I’ll be good for a couple of days at least…and Miles…well we can always round up a junkie for him.” Schuyler turned around and shot a vile look at Miles. Miles tried to ignore him.
“Look,” Schuyler began again, “I’m not saying it’s for everyone,” he paused and tossed his head in Miles’ direction as if his tone wasn’t obvious enough to make that clear, “but the life of a vampire is great, and it has excellent fringe benefits, not the least of which is an eternity of freedom.”
“Freedom?” Miles thought. Miles just shook his head in disbelief. “Is that what they’re calling it now when you are stuck in a car to Harrisburg on a mission of your master’s choosing?”
“Speaking of benefits…” Schuyler continued, “What exactly are you in this game for?”
“Huh? What?” Tim responded in a shaky voice.
“C’mon, Tim,” Schuyler went on, “Why are you here?”
“Whaddya mean?”
“Surely you’ve thought about bolting. You could have done it while we were in the trunk and it was still daylight. Parked the car and made a run for it. Unless this beater is just too precious to you,” Schuyler muttered that last part under his breath, but if Tim heard it he ignored it.
“Wouldn’t you have just hunted me down?”
“Probably,” Schuyler mused, “but that doesn’t mean you didn’t think about it, did you?”
Tim just shrugged. “What would it matter? Hokharty would find me, wouldn’t he?”
“Again, probably, but there’s always a carrot to go along with the stick – if you know what I mean – what’s YOUR carrot?”
“What do you mean?” Tim said.
Schuyler continued, gesturing the whole time with his lollipop. “Look, no Renfield ever did something for nothing, there are always promises, usually false promises, of course…” Tim looked really nervous when Schuyler said that last part. “But hey, that’s the way vampire masters work.” Schuyler paused for effect. Miles had seen Schuyler play people like this before. He was planting seeds of doubt in Tim’s mind, trying to unnerve him, trying to find a way to wheedle himself in between Hokharty and Tim. Hokharty had obviously placed a great deal of trust in Tim; Schuyler had to undermine that trust a little. After that, he would then turn friendly and comforting and start giving Tim advice – advice that conveniently played to Schuyler’s interests. Schuyler truly was a piece of work.
Schuyler kept working his angle with Tim. “So what did Hokharty promise you? Fame? Women? Money? Power? It had to be something."
“Well…I dunno…” Tim said uncertainly.
“Oh, c’mon!” Schuyler got petulant and acted hurt, or at least faked it well. “We’ve totally been bearing our souls here, dude, now it’s your turn. What was it?”
Tim just sighed. “OK. Hokharty said he could make me the greatest doctor in the world.”
“No way,” Schuyler sounded impressed.
“Yeah. I always wanted to be a Physician’s Assistant, but he started talking up the idea and…well...”
“Good for you, dude.” Schuyler paused for effect. “Well, here’s hoping,” Schuyler trailed off. He had lit the fuse of doubt in Tim’s mind and any moment it would go off. Inside his mind Miles counted down the seconds… 5, 4, 3, 2….
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Right on cue Tim took Schuyler’s bait.
“Well heck, Tim, it ain’t no secret vampire masters aren’t exactly great promise keepers.”
“Yeah, but Hokharty’s different, dontcha think?” Tim’s doubts were growing.
“Well…” Schuyler paused, “Maybe, but in all the years, I’ve been a vampire, I’ve never seen a Renfield get rich or famous or powerful. In fact, there’s only one of two ways they end up – dead…or undead, as a vampire.”
Tim swallowed hard. Schuyler smiled; he’d hooked him.
“Sorry to break the bad news to ya, but that’s the way of it, but if it comes to it, you should really consider the vampire option.” Schuyler was speaking casually as if giving advice on financing a new car. “Let’s hope it works out, but when it comes to vampire families, Tim, it’s like they say in the song…you can check out any time you like…”
“But you can never leave,” Tim finished Schuyler’s sentence, but his voice was far off and distant. His mind was in another place as if some revelation was dawning on him. Schuyler looked at Tim and narrowed his eyes at him. Something important was communicated between the two in that moment, some silent bond, but exactly what, Miles couldn’t tell. After a brief silence, Tim spoke.
“Hey, that reminds me.”
Tim reached across the car to the glove compartment in front of Schuyler. Schuyler leaned back out of the way. Leaning over dangerously while keeping one hand on the wheel, Tim rummaged around his eight-track collection, found the one he was looking for, dusted it off on his pants then shoved it in.
The eerie sounds of the intro music drifted through the car and then the singer began some bloody thing about desert highways and mission bells. None of the songs of the day made much sense to Miles, and this one was worse than usual, but he had at least heard this one before.
“Is this ok?” Tim was talking to Schuyler.
“It’s cool.” Schuyler tried to sound indifferent, but he was already tapping his hand in time to the backbeat on the vinyl upholstery.
For his part, Miles just stared out the windows at the passing farms and trees. Harrisburg wasn’t far off now, and he’d had little time to reflect on the events of the past 24 hours.
Wallach was dead. Ulami and Forzgrim were dead. Whatever humiliation Wallach had forced him to endure to keep his secret, that was over now. The family had a new master, one who claimed to be the Father of All Vampires and who, by all appearances, was the most powerful vampire in the world, in history in fact. He had made promises to all of them, even Tim.
Tim and Schuyler were both nodding in rhythm to the song now having entered into a silent truce. Something about the song had made them understand each other in a way Miles couldn’t understand, but Miles was still worried. Miles knew Schuyler had been trying to place doubt in Tim’s mind, but he had placed it in Miles’ mind as well. What did they really know about Hokharty? Or this mission? And who was this girl they were being sent to retrieve? Why was she so important? And what about all the things that Tim had seen? Was it really the end of the world? And what was under Laurel Hill anyway and how could it be worse than stitched-up meat and mutant, pickled babies?!
By the time the singer had gotten up to the part about feasting and stabbing beasts – whatever the bloody heck that meant – Schuyler and Tim were singing along in unison, enthusiastically. Schuyler was even singing into his lollipop like it was a microphone. By the time they reached the guitar solo at the end, they were both wailing away on air guitars. They played the song another eight times before reaching the outskirts of Harrisburg. Long before that Miles was already wishing they had just stuck to arguing.



Chapter Nineteen
The Hospital
Lucy stabbed repeatedly at a block of Jell-O that was the consistency of ballistic gelatin. A broad, thick-necked nurse sat directly opposite her unsmiling, her heavy arms folded firmly across her chest, waiting for Lucy to finish. Lucy was doing her best to drag dinner out as long as she could to avoid getting sent back to her room for the night, but neither the Jell-O nor the nurse were looking very flexible at the moment.
Lucy’s afternoon had been even more tedious than her morning. Running out into traffic to chase Yo-yo had caused the hospital to re-evaluate its policies regarding crazy orphans. She hadn’t been given more than a three-foot lead since then. Lucy couldn’t blame them. “Orphan Child in Hospital’s Care Dies in Traffic Accident” was not a headline any hospital administrator wanted to see on the front page of the Patriot News. There was even talk of turning her over to someone from the legal department or public relations until she was foisted off on Child Welfare Services in a couple days.
In the meantime, everyone was on edge and didn’t have the slightest idea what to do with her, so they just kept her under annoyingly close watch. And everyone kept asking her if she needed to ‘talk.” Gad no! How come when you just want to be left alone, that’s exactly when everyone decides it’s the best time for a heart-to-heart and an endless discussion about your feelings? “You want to know what I’m feeling?” she thought, “I’ll tell you what I’m feeling!! I feel like telling you to GET LOST!!”
She didn’t say that of course, and she had tried to be polite because they were only trying to be nice, but it was infuriating. Her mom at least knew when to give her space. Here, she was being loved to death. Every time she saw a doctor or a nurse later that afternoon they had scolded her like a two year old and then afterwards they all tried to hug her and tell her it would be ok. Ick. She had never endured hugs or lectures from so many complete strangers in all her life. They knew she had been through something traumatic, but they also thought she was a little crazy, and once someone thinks you’re crazy, they can’t help but treat you like you’re crazy. Get a little angry or upset, and it just couldn’t be because you have a rational reason like, I dunno, your mother is dead and a strange and evil, longhaired woman is haunting you. Oh no, it was because you were mentally unstable and you would feel so much better after we talked it out and had a good cry. Barf. She hadn’t even mentioned the longhaired woman or Yo-yo to anyone. THAT would have only made the situation worse.
The orderly from that morning was at least nice enough not to keep talking about it. The adventure in the park had finally allowed him to break the ice with the receptionist, so he was feeling pretty grateful she guessed. But he had been released from crazy-kid watching duty hours ago, and since then Lucy had endured a long string of humorless orderlies, nurses and lower admin. staff that seemed to have only one thing in common: a complete contempt for children. This latest one was the worst – an emergency room nurse more used to dealing with drug addicts and gunshot victims than thirteen year olds.
“Get a move on, kid,” Nurse “Manhands” huffed.
Lucy reluctantly took a bite of the stale Jell-O. It wasn’t as bad as it looked, but she needed to stall for as long as she could. She had had to beg the staff to let her eat in the cafeteria. She had hoped it would give her a chance to duck out into the waiting room and make her rendezvous with Yo-yo, but that plan soon evaporated the second Nurse “Monobrow” had shown up to be her chaperone. Still, the cafeteria was the only place she could think of other than the lobby where she could keep a watch on the large, plate-glass windows and the park across the street. It was twilight and the sun was already down. She was hoping she could catch a peek at him, maybe give him a signal or something that she was under house arrest, but she hadn’t seen him yet and was afraid she had missed him already. She was afraid she might have missed her last chance to get some answers.
Just in case he hadn’t shown up yet, she had ordered everything she could stomach and had even gone for seconds. It was hard to put that much hospital cafeteria food down in the first place, but she still managed to drag out the meal as long as possible. She begged her warden for a second desert but by then, this ancient brick of lime Jell-O was the only thing left, and she hated Jell-O, especially lime Jell-O with pineapple chunks, but that wasn’t about to stop her.
She took the smallest possible bite she could and chewed each one for as long as she could. She wasn’t sure she could keep up the pretense very long. Even the toughest Jell-O didn’t need to be chewed fifty-two times. After a while, she could tell the nurse was counting how many times she chewed each piece. Her monobrow was slowly turning into a deep, hairy v-shaped furrow of displeasure. Nurse “Mustache-wax” was getting annoyed, but Lucy didn’t care. She used the time to think about Yo-yo and the woman with long hair and cold, grey eyes. There were so many questions. They were miles from the accident scene. How had Yo-yo gotten there? How had he found her? And who was this strange woman they both kept seeing? A ghost? A witch?
That sounded crazy to her. Lucy’s mom had always been very skeptical and had taught her to be the same. They read fairy tales of course, but her mom never let her believe in anything like that for very long. They said grace over dinner, but not much else. Once, when Lucy had asked her mom if she believed in God, her mom just sighed and took forever to answer. Eventually, she just said she had hope and that that was enough for her. She was practically phobic about any discussion of anything remotely supernatural. They hardly ever talked about ghosts or angels or what happens to you after you die or anything like that. Lucy figured that stuff like that made her think of her dad, and that made her sad and that’s why her mom didn’t want to talk about it. It made Lucy sad and not want to talk or think about it either frankly, but now she had no choice and no other explanation for the visions she was seeing.
Even chewing each bite forever, she couldn’t make the block of Jell-O last any longer. She had kept one eye on the large, plate-glass windows and another on Prison Nurse of the Month, but she didn’t see any sign of Yo-yo. She felt like crying, but she eventually took the last miserable bite and pushed the empty plate away.
“Finally!” said the nurse. The nurse’s chair scraped so hard across the floor when she stood up the whole cafeteria turned around to look. She walked over to Lucy’s side of the table and held out her massive ham hand. Lucy sighed. Ever since they had been together the nurse had insisted on holding her hand everywhere they went like she was a little girl. Lucy was small for her age, but she wasn’t that small. She was thirteen after all and resented being treated this way, but it was hard to assert your maturity against an ape in a nurse’s uniform, especially when you were wearing lurid pink and purple princess kitty pajamas. So with all the eyes in the cafeteria looking at her, Lucy sheepishly got up and limply held out her hand. The nurse grabbed her hand roughly and started dragging her out like a little kid that had just said a dirty word in church.
Past the swinging double doors of the cafeteria and out into the hall, Lucy had one last chance to check out the lobby while she was dangling like a fish on the line from the massive nurse’s hand. She hoped that Yo-yo would be there, that she could at least mouth some message to him. They went down the hall towards the information desk. The elevators were just past it so this would be her last chance. As they turned the corner, she saw the front lobby waiting room. She spun her head frantically around to see the whole room, but it was difficult being pulled along like a dead dog on a leash. She saw several kids, boys and girls with parents, but no Yo-yo with his distinctive ball cap, shorts and striped shirt. She tried to hang back a little longer, but the nurse just yanked on her arm and said, “C’mon!” She was anxious to end her shift tending “Little Orphan Crazy” and drop her off with the night nurses upstairs.
Lucy was almost in a state of total despair and about to give up when she saw something. It was just half an eye, peeking out from behind the far end of the information desk. It was him!! He was hiding. Of course he’d be hiding! Why hadn’t she thought of that? As she saw him he came out a little further. Yes! She could definitely see his dirty face and the distinctive yo-yo in one hand. When he saw her being dragged away, the yo-yo dropped to the floor with a dead bounce. He looked terrified. She was about to silently mouth “I’ll be back” to him, but when she saw how forlorn his face looked as the nurse dragged her away it almost broke her heart.           This was about more than just getting answers anymore. Right now this kid needed her, but what could she do?! What would her mom have done? She wished her mom was here. Right then Lucy didn’t know exactly what her mother would do, but she did know she wouldn’t stand for being dragged around like a shopping cart by a nurse whose chief distinction from a gorilla was walking upright. She kicked off her slippers, dug in her calloused heels on the hard vinyl floor and leaned back, pulling the nurse to a complete stop and nearly knocking her over in the process. She didn’t like that at all.
“WHAT?!!” the nurse turned and yelled at her, but when it became apparent that the receptionist at the information desk and several people in the waiting room gave her a disapproving glances for yelling at a little girl she spoke more calmly, but no less forcefully.
“What is it?!”
“I…I…I…” Lucy stammered.
“C’mon! Out with it! What’s this all about?!”
Lucy thought hard. She couldn’t tell the nurse about Yo-yo. “I…I was just wondering…”
“Yes?!”
“If I could, y’know, take a look at the gift shop?” The gift shop was in sight and it was the first thing she could think of.
“Oh, for Heaven’s sake! I was supposed to have you back to the fourth floor over an hour ago! Let’s go.” The nurse started yanking again, but Lucy spread her toes to increase friction and her feet squeaked on the smooth floor. The nurse turned on her again, nostrils flaring.
“What is it now?!” She remembered not to yell this time.
“Um…what about play area? I thought I might…”
“Aren’t you a little OLD for the play area?”
Sure, now they wanted to start treating her her age. That was just Lucy’s luck. Lucy thought fast.
“But they have some books over there and I thought I might read some?”
The nurse huffed and softened a little. She looked at the play area. Then she looked at Lucy. “I’ll see that they bring some up to your room, ok? Now let’s go.”
Drat. The dragging was starting again and Lucy had no more ideas, she turned to look back at Yo-yo, who looked like he was on the verge of crying. She mouthed “I’m sorry” to him, and then his face went strangely calm. Suddenly he turned to look at another pair of double doors opposite the information desk that read “EMERGENCY” in large, bold letters. At the same instant there was a loud crashing sound, and several troubled voices from inside, yelling. The nurse pulled up to a dead stop.
“Come with me,” she said tersely and she began dragging Lucy in the direction of the Emergency Room doors. She was nearly there when a young man in scrubs burst out of them and almost ran into her.
“Marjorie!” the startled young man said.
“What’s going on!” the stern nurse replied.
“I dunno, everything was fine and then three patients that were stable just crashed all at the same time…then Perkins tripped over the surgical cart and cut himself up pretty badly, he’s bleeding all over the place. We need all hands on this one. I was about to…”
“Three?!” The impatient nurse didn’t wait for him to finish. “Let’s go already!” Then she turned to the receptionist to bark some brief commands with the forcefulness of a drill sergeant and turned back to the young man and shouted, “Outta my way! I’ve got work to do!!” The young man immediately turned around to go back through the double doors he had just come out of. The nurse plunged ahead, then stopped and looked down almost surprised to see Lucy still there hanging on the end of her arm like a growth. The young man popped his head back through the door when he realized she had stopped following him.
“What’s the matter?” he said.
“Darn it! I have to watch this little…”
“Go ahead,” thought Lucy, “Say it. Say ‘brat.’ I know you want to.”
“I have to watch this girl,” the exasperated nurse finally said.
“That’s ok,” came the voice of the receptionist from behind, “I can watch her.”
The nurse seemed uncertain at first, then she bent down ‘til she was nearly eye to eye with Lucy. Lucy leaned back as far as she could. She didn’t need another, closer look at the nurse’s mustache.
She eyed Lucy menacingly for what seemed like a long time, but was probably only a second and finally said, “You stay out of trouble…Missy!” She added a stern single nod that made the hairs in her mole shake.
“Yes, sir..er…ma’am,” Lucy replied. Then the nurse was off. Before disappearing through the double doors she shouted some more orders to the receptionist who didn’t wait for her to finish barking before answering, “Already on it, Marjorie! They are on their way!”
And the nurse was gone. She didn’t have much of a bedside manner, thought Lucy, but she was probably the nurse you would want most of all in an emergency – all business.
Lucy turned slowly around and walked back the short distance to the information desk. Yo-yo was still there cowering out of sight. He braved a timid smile. She smiled back. She couldn’t believe her luck! The receptionist was busy with the telephones, holding her headset firmly to her ear to shut out the background noise. Lucy decided to risk interrupting her.
“Um…excuse me, Ma’am?”
“Yes…um excuse me for a moment.” The receptionist moved the headset mic away from her mouth for a second. “Yes, dear, what do you want?”
“Um…would it be ok if I went over to the play area…it’s just over there...” Lucy pointed sheepishly at the small, plastic fort behind a waist-high partition wall on the far end of the waiting room.
The receptionist craned her neck to see where she was pointing then looked back at Lucy. “Aren’t you a bit old for that?”
Lucy deflated. Why was it that adults insisted on treating you like a kid when you wanted to be treated like an adult and treated you like an adult when you wanted to be treated like a kid?! “Yeah…but…” Lucy went on spinning, “But there’s books and a TV and other stuff over there too.”
The receptionist stood up and leaned over the desk to get a better look, looked back down at Lucy, then back to the play area and seemed satisfied by this explanation.
“Ok,” she said sitting back down, “But don’t go any farther and stay where I can see you.”
“Ok!” Lucy said brightly. Then she looked back to Yo-yo. He was looking happier too. Lucy waited for a moment for the receptionist to become engrossed in her calls again, then she all at once bolted over to Yo-yo, grabbed him by the hand and reached down to scoop up her slippers as she dragged him to the play area. When they got there, she took a quick look around. There were no other kids, perfect.
“Lucy...I…” began Yo-yo as she tugged him along.
“Shh! Not yet!” she whispered back at him.
She looked around for a good place to talk. There, under the small plastic fort. She shoved Yo-yo unceremoniously into it. It was really built for toddlers and so she had to squeeze herself in on all fours. Once inside there was barely room to turn around, but she managed by drawing her knees up to her chest. Soon they were both comfortably seated in opposite corners of the cramped, four-by-four foot cube. They sat there silently smiling dumbly at each other for a second. She had spent the whole day waiting for this moment and now that it was here, she didn’t know exactly how to start. It felt awkward, and Lucy pulled her sandy hair back behind her ears and thought about how to break the ice and what to say but, “Soo…how long have you been haunted by evil, longhaired, grey-eyed phantoms?” seemed too abrupt.
She looked at Yo-yo and how utterly pathetic and ragged he looked. He had obviously been through a lot. Then she noticed he wasn’t looking at her anymore – he was staring at her clothes.
“What? Yeah, I know the princess kittens are pretty scary, huh?” she said, pulling the white bathrobe closer over the googly-eyed royal felines. Then she noticed he was looking downward at her robe. One of the candy bars the young, pretty doctor had given her was sticking out of her robe pocket.
“Oh!” she said in sudden realization. “Here, take it.” She took it out and held it out to him. He moved back a little. “It’s ok, trust me, I’m stuffed. Go on, it’s ok.” He looked at her briefly than snatched the candy bar away and tore off the wrapper and started stuffing it down his face. Lucy was overwhelmed with empathy. He must have been starving.
“How long were you out there on your own?”
“Fwee mweeks,” he mumbled around mouthfuls of chocolate and peanuts.
“Three weeks?!” she echoed back in disbelief, “You were out on your own for three weeks?”
He just nodded and kept on eating.
“How?!”
He took a moment to swallow, then spoke, spraying a few crumbs of chocolate Lucy’s direction, but she didn’t mind considering the state he was in. “Don’t know…hand outs, ate out of the trash. Whatever.”
“Wow,” Lucy said, dumbstruck.
“Yep. Ran away from the foster home three weeks ago.”
Foster home. He was an orphan too. Just like she was…well now.
“Where from?”
“Scranton.”
“Scranton?!”
He just nodded and kept eating.
“But how’d you get this far?!”
“Took a bus to Philly; told everyone I was on my way to my grandma’s. After that I just started walking or hitching.”
“Didn’t anyone notice you or try to, y’know, report you?”
“Nope, I just moved on if anyone got suspicious.”
“And people just drove up and gave a nine-year-old runaway a ride?”
“I’m ELEVEN!” He sounded hurt.
“Oh.” Lucy tugged at her toes and tried to look away. People were always thinking she was younger than she was too, so she understood how that felt. “Still how…” she pressed on.
“Some don’t care,” he interrupted, “and if they don’t know they don’t care either. I look for pick-up trucks or vans and hide in the back. That’s how I got…” he paused, “That’s how I got to that truck stop where…” he paused again and then went silent as he licked the chocolate remnants from his fingers, looking like he didn’t know where to go from there.
“Where you ran out into the highway and caused my accident,” Lucy finished for him. She was suddenly very angry at him. If it wasn’t for this runaway, her mother would still be alive, and she would be home, in her own clothes, in her own house arguing with her over the paint. She realized she must have been scowling at him because he drew back as far as he could in the cramped confines of the play fort and looked like a beat dog. Then she felt guilty for making him feel guilty. Her mother wouldn’t have acted petty like that. Not to a little kid. She immediately had an overwhelming compulsion to hug him, to let him know it was ok and that she didn’t blame him, even though she did…a little. She decided against a hug and just leaned over and touched his arm and said, “It’s ok, okay?”
“Ok,” he said meekly, and then he relaxed a little. Then they were stuck in the middle of another awkward silence, but it felt better, and she was a little less mad now. She realized all at once that the crisis in the ER could end at any moment and she still wasn’t any closer to answers, so she forged ahead, but as tenderly as she could.
“So,” she began cautiously, “did you see…her? Is that why you ran out like that?”
When she said “her” his face went white and his eyes got wide as saucers. Then he gave a little nod. After a while he rubbed his hands against his shorts as if they were sweating. Then he began nervously winding up the string on his yo-yo as he began to speak.
“I…I wound up at the truck stop. I was trying to go south from Philly, I dunno why, cuz I thought it might be warmer, I guess, but the truck I jumped into went west instead.” He finished winding the yo-yo and just unwound it and wound it again. “Well, I went into the truck stop to use the bathroom and then…then I stole a bag of chips and ran out. I was hiding in the woods eating them when…” he paused and unwound and wound the yo-yo again, “when she just came out of the darkness, out of nothing. It…it was awful. So I ran, and then I saw the headlights and just froze.” He was looking anxiously side-to-side, as if he expected the phantom woman to pop up any moment. His eyes were wet too. Then he wiped his nose and looked embarrassed. After that he started winding the yo-yo again.
Lucy looked at him. She thought about how weird it all was. Had he stayed in the woods, the car would have landed right on top of him, but of course had he stayed, they would have never veered out of the way and crashed. It was all so random and yet not random. Here they were talking to each other. Somehow they had been thrown together. That had to mean something, didn’t it?
“So after that, you jumped another ride here?”
“Yeah,” he said wiping his nose again.
“Why?”
“I-I watched them put you and your mom into the ambulances. I…I wanted to see if you were ok.”
She smiled a little. “Thanks,” she said and pulled at her hair again. Then she got back to the matter at hand.
“So, was that the first time you, y’know, saw her?”
The boy shook his head nervously from side to side with a frightened look. “No. I’ve been seeing her for a long time.”
“Where?” Lucy was curious.
“Everywhere!” he said throwing his hands up in exasperation. “In my dreams, in the wallpaper, in the reflections of mirrors.” He shuddered.
“How long?” Lucy asked, shuddering herself.
“MONTHS! I told my foster parents, but they just thought I was crazy. They took me to therapists and social services, but after a while, it was just too much for them and they told me if it didn’t stop they were going to have to send me back.”
“Back?!” Lucy said affronted, “Back where?” She was only just beginning to realize how callously people treated orphans now that she was an orphan herself.
“Yeah, back to the home, or to some other foster home for troubled kids. I dunno where exactly, but I didn’t want to go.”
“That sounds awful.”
“Yeah, worse, I kept seeing…” he paused and looked around before continuing, “kept seeing her.” He leaned forward and whispered the word ‘her’ like he was afraid of it. “And not just in mirrors or windows and wallpaper, but in real life! She was following me in crowds and at school. She was chasing me everywhere! I was seeing other things too – things I didn’t understand. I didn’t know if I was going nuts or not, but I knew that if I told them they would just think I was crazy and wouldn’t believe me.”
Lucy certainly knew how that felt. The whole hospital thought she was seeing hallucinations of her dead mother.
“And it wasn’t just her. I started seeing other crazy things in my dreams. Tombs and children and monsters and stuff.” Then Yo-yo looked at Lucy quizzically. “Did you ever see anything like that?”
Lucy hesitated, “I dunno. Maybe after the accident. I’m not sure.” She drifted in thought for a moment and tried to remember. Then she turned back to look at Yo-yo. He was looking at her very strangely. “Go on,” she prompted him.
Yo-yo went on, “Anyway, so I decided to leave, since they were going to send me away anyway. But I didn’t stop seeing her, and I’ve been running ever since.” Then he looked sheepishly at Lucy, “But you believe me…don’t you?”
Lucy had been looking away in thought, thinking about tombs and children and where she had seen Yo-yo first, but then she turned and looked directly at Yo-yo.
“Yes, I believe you.” It was important that he knew that she did. She desperately wanted someone to believe her. It was the least she could do for him.
“How long have you been seeing her?”
Lucy shook her head. “I’ve only seen her twice.”
“Really?!” The boy sounded shocked.
“Yeah, once after the accident and then again last night in a water stain on the wall.”
“Weird,” the boy said quietly.
“Yeah, tell me about it,” Lucy said, lost in thought. Then she saw how scared Yo-yo looked and realized he needed a little more empathy. “But she scared the living bejeebus out of me!!” she added enthusiastically, “I didn’t know if I was going crazy either. Heck, I wasn’t even sure you were real until this morning!!” She laughed a forced laugh to hide her anxiety. He smiled.
“So you think she’s real too?” he said after a while.
“Well if it was just one of us, I wouldn’t be so sure, but we couldn’t both be crazy, could we? So yeah, she’s real.” She shuddered at the thought, and Yo-yo shuddered too, then she added, “But no one around here would believe me…um…us.”
There was a pause then Yo-yo spoke, “Well I believe you, Lucy.”
“Thanks, Yo-yo. I believe you too.”
After that the words flowed easier. They spoke a bunch. She told him about Texas and it turned out he had been born near Austin, though he couldn’t remember it. He had moved when he was still really young after his father abandoned him and his mother. Things weren’t any better with his mother though. She moved first to Ohio and then Scranton, but eventually she had abandoned him too. Or rather the state had taken him away from her because her drinking had become more important to her than he was. But he loved his mom anyway. There was always the hope that she would get her life back together, and they could be together again, but two years ago the state informed him that she had passed away because of complications of drinking. He never really knew what happened. He didn’t even get to see the funeral. She was in a different state at the time and he never saw her ever again. So he had been passed from one foster home to the next: some were ok, others were awful, but none were great or ever really home.
It struck Lucy how much they had in common – both were now orphans, both had no one that wanted them. Lucy opened up to him about her mom, how she really missed Texas, and about her dad’s suicide. It was nice to finally have someone to talk to, especially someone who wasn’t some earnest adult that wanted to hug it out. They both lost track of time and just kept on talking for nearly an hour about their likes in food and music and whatever. All the time, Yo-yo kept winding and unwinding his yo-yo compulsively.
After a while Lucy stopped to look at him and then asked, “So do you know how to use that thing or do you just like to wind the string?” After she said that it reminded her of something her mother might say.
“Huh? Oh yeah, I know a few tricks,” he shrugged.
“So…why don’t you show me some?”
“Um…” he said nervously, “well, it will be hard in such a tight space, but yeah, I guess I could show you a few things.”
He scrunched back against the wall as far as he could, and then kind of stood up and crouched over so he could spin it. Lucy pushed herself back as much as she could, partly to give him more room, but mostly to make sure she didn’t get hit. She shouldn’t have worried. He started slow, throwing a few catches where he spun the yo-yo around a finger and then caught it on the string, then after a while, he really started to let loose. Lucy didn’t know a thing about yo-yos and she didn’t know many trick names beyond ‘walk the dog,’ but the kid spun that yo-yo around the tiny play fort like magic. He wove patterns in the strings that somehow didn’t end up in knots, and the yo-yo always had enough momentum to follow the complex loops around and come back to his hand effortlessly, but it wasn’t there long before it was out again, spinning like an electron in one of those old-fashioned models of the atom. She couldn’t imagine how he was doing it without getting himself and the yo-yo all tangled up in knots. It was amazing actually.
“Um…whoa,” Lucy said out loud, not meaning to.
“Yeah…I could do better if I had my Yomega transaxle, but one of my foster brothers stole it a while back, so all I have now is this old-fashioned imperial. Someday I wanna learn off-string and compete 4A or maybe even 5A, y’know, with the counterweight?”
She didn’t know actually. In fact, this was complete gibberish to Lucy, but she figured he was just trying to be modest.
“It’s incredible,” she said.
“Um…thanks,” he answered sheepishly.
“No seriously, you’re really good. How long have you been able to do that?”
“Um…since forever?”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I’ve always just been really good at making the yo-yo do whatever I wanted it do. It just came naturally. I don’t know, it just felt right – the only thing that ever really felt right in my life, y’know?”
She did know. That was the way she felt before her mother had died, but she didn’t appreciate it at the time. He pulled it back one last time and it snapped into to his palm like a faithful and well-trained pet. Then he unceremoniously pulled the string off his finger, shoved it in his pocket and sat down.
She decided to give him a little golf clap and said, “Bravo!” It was a joke between her mother and her, something she and her mother often did to each other when one of them did something menial like clean the dishes or finish the mopping. One of them would golf clap and say “Bravo! Encore!” while the other made grandiose bows and curtain calls. For a moment she thought she had embarrassed him, but he just blushed a little and smiled and hugged his knees. But the thought of her mother inadvertently made her sad and he could tell.
“You ok, Lucy?”
He put his hand on her shoulder. She felt something odd for a moment, a strange power or presence, but it passed and all she could see were the frightened eyes of this little boy. He seemed more relaxed and less anxious than he had before. It was important to have someone believe in you. Right now, this boy was the closest thing she had to a friend, and she was probably the closest he had to a friend. At that instant, she thought she knew now why chance or fate or whatever it was had brought them together. He needed someone to take care of him, and she suddenly felt as if she had a new purpose.
“Yo-yo, do you trust me?”
“Yeah.”
“I think we need to leave.”
“Yeah, I bet the nurse will be coming back any minute now.”
“No, I mean, I think we need to run away…together.”
“What?”
“Look, this long-haired woman, whatever she is, she’s still out there, and I can’t help but think she’s after us for a reason.”
Yo-yo suddenly got scared. “Yeah, but what?”
“I dunno, that’s what we have to find out, but one thing I do know, no one here is going to believe us or help us. Adults just won’t listen and soon they’ll put me in a foster home and then it will be too late. And if they find you, who knows where they’ll send you! We need to stick together. We need to go find the answers ourselves before that happens.”
“Where would we go?”
“I dunno…I have a house…near Ephrata, near the truck stop where…” she paused. This was bringing up bad memories. She just skipped ahead a little. “We can start there, it’s not far. We can get food and money and…and clothes.” As she said that she opened her robe to show off the lurid purple and pink pajamas. Yo-yo chuckled a little. “And then we can go from there. We can’t stay there for long, they will come looking for us, but we can start a new life and figure this whole mess out. Whaddya say, partners?” She stuck out her hand like she was making a sale.
Yo-yo looked at the outstretched hand nervously, then he grabbed it enthusiastically.
“Ok. Partners.”
“Good.” Lucy said simply.
“LUCY?!” came a voice from nearby.
“Oh, crap!” Lucy whispered. They both dropped the handshake and instinctively crouched down and became silent.
“Who is it? The nurse?” Yo-yo whispered.
“LUCY MILLER?”
Lucy listened to the voice carefully. “No, no I don’t think so…it’s not deep enough, but I better go.”
“Wait!” He clung to her arm.
“Don’t worry. We’ll make our escape after midnight tonight.”
“How?”
“Do you remember where I caught you in the park? Near the bridge?”
“Yeah?”
“I’ll meet you there, just wait for me.”
“But how will you get away?!”
“LOOCEE?!!” came the voice again. They both cringed.
“It’ll be ok, just hide here for a minute until I’m gone and then head for the park. I’ll meet you there later. I promise.” And then she impulsively threw her arms around him and hugged him hard. “Don’t worry about me; I’ll find a way. Just wait for me. Ok?” She didn’t wait for him to answer but bolted from the play fort before she got in trouble again.
“But…” he stammered, but before he could finish, she was gone.
 Lucy crawled out and to the edge of the play area and out of the gate and then popped up all at once. She didn’t want to be seen too close to where Yo-yo was hiding and give him away.
“Here I am!!” she said, standing up all at once. The second she said it she realized it sounded a bit too earnest, but it was too late to call it back.
The person calling her name was in a white lab coat with her back to Lucy. She turned all at once and Lucy let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t “Nurse Hamhands” but the young and pretty doctor from last night. Lucy liked this doctor. She was younger than her mom, with darker hair that was longer and curly, but she reminded her a lot of her mother: pretty, thin and kind.
The doctor sighed and walked briskly over to Lucy.
“Oh, girl, you are going to give us all a heart attack.” It was said more in jest than in anger.            “Sorry,” Lucy said, “I was just…reading.” She was nervously wringing her hands behind her back. She caught herself looking towards the play fort worrying about Yo-yo and instantly snapped her neck back.
“Aren’t you a little old for Cat in the Hat?” the doctor said walking up to her.
“Well…there isn’t exactly a lot else to read.”
“The hospital has an adult library too. Maybe I can rustle up something more challenging for you.” Then the doctor looked at Lucy’s pink and purple princess kitten pajamas admiringly with her hands in her lab coat. “Don’t you just look adorable in those!” Lucy winced a little and then tried to smile appreciatively.
“Thanks, I LOVE ‘em!” she tried to sound grateful, but it sounded forced and sarcastic to her. If the doctor noticed she didn’t show it. She just smiled back. “So…what are you doing here? Where’d the nurse go?” Lucy asked as she looked around, hoping the nurse really had gone.
“Oh!” The doctor pulled herself away from the hypnotic kittens. “She’s busy. The ER’s in some kinda mess. Besides, I came on shift, and I figured you could use a break from Nurse Marjorie. I know she can be a bit gruff.” That was an understatement, thought Lucy. Then the doctor motioned for Lucy to lean in. Lucy did so and the doctor whispered in Lucy’s ear, “Just between you and me, we all call her ‘Nurse Marjorie Pain.’” Lucy sniggered and had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from breaking out into open guffaws. Despite the purple princess kitty pajamas, she really did like the doctor.
“C’mon,” the doctor said as she started to walk away, then over her shoulder added, “I’ve got some good news.”
“Good news?” Lucy hesitated a moment, then jogged a few steps to catch up with the fast walking doctor. She wasn’t used to someone not dragging her around by the hand. As they left the lobby area, she took one last glance back to see if she could catch Yo-yo, but she saw nothing. That boy could certainly disappear when he wanted to.
The doctor led her past the info desk and towards the elevators and casually pressed the button. “Yep. The hospital has a legal office that occasionally does pro bono work – um, that means for free.”
Lucy just smiled. She knew what pro bono meant. The doctor went on.
“Usually it’s there to help people manage the bureaucracy of insurance claims, but I thought I would give them a call, just in case.”
The elevator doors parted and an orderly got out, pushing an older woman in a wheelchair. They waited for them to pass and then got in. The doctor pushed the button for Lucy’s floor and once the doors closed started talking again.
“Well it turns out that they don’t usually work custody or child welfare cases, so I thought that was the end of it, but then this afternoon I got a call back from them. Seems your story got around and there is a lawyer there that has practiced custody and family law in the past who’s interested in helping you.” The doctor smiled at Lucy as the elevator hummed and vibrated.
“So what does that mean?” Lucy said, genuinely confused.
The doctor smiled, “What it means, Lucy, is that there are a lot of people here that care a great deal about you. We aren’t just going to let you get dumped into the system. We are going to try to get you an advocate and get you placed in the best possible home we can find.”
Lucy nodded. That seemed really nice.
“Don’t worry,” the doctor went on, “We are going to take care of you, Lucy.” Lucy wished for a moment the doctor would take her home with her, and then she almost felt guilty about her planned escape. She shook her head to get rid of that thought. Yo-yo needed her and she wasn’t going to lie back and take what came at her anymore.
There was a pause as both of them watched the numbers of the floors change.
“She seems really nice too,” the doctor said offhand.
“Who?” Lucy said.
“The lawyer.”
“On the phone?”
“No, I’ve met her in person.”
“She’s here now?” Lucy sounded surprised.
“Oh, yes,” the doctor continued, “The second she heard about you, she decided she had to come out and check on the situation herself. She drove in from Philly this afternoon. She’s up waiting to talk to you now.”
“Oh,” said Lucy. This was moving much faster than she had expected. These people really did care about her.
The elevator doors parted and the doctor got out first. Lucy followed her over to the nurse’s station. The doctor took a clipboard from one of the nurses and then signed it and handed it back. Then she looked down the hall. “Ah, there she is now.”
Lucy turned to look. Down at the other end of the nurse’s station was an elegant woman, professionally dressed in a black business suit with a calf-length skirt. She turned and walked directly toward them. She was very pretty and elegant looking, much prettier than the doctor even, like a fashion model. She even walked like a fashion model. She had short, dark-brown hair that was almost black at the tips, but more brown at the roots, which Lucy thought was a bit strange. She had on tinted amber eyeglasses, but behind them her eyes looked odd, unlike any eyes Lucy had ever seen before. Lucy was certain she had never seen her before, but there was something eerily familiar about her.
The woman ignored the doctor and walked right up to Lucy gracefully lowering her body in one smooth movement until she was face to face with Lucy. She was beaming with excitement, but not in a motherly way. It was hard to describe. It was more like a hungry look. She held out her leather-gloved hand in a stiff, formal manner.
“Why, you must be Lucy!” she said in the forced enthusiastic voice adults often use with children. Lucy took the gloved hand gingerly.
“Allow me to introduce myself, Lucy. My name is Amanda Tipping.”



Chapter Twenty
The Herald
Nephys stood in line waiting to enter the scriptorium for the next day’s work. He wasn’t certain, but it seemed as if the other scribes were staring at him more intently than usual. It was all Maggie Miller’s fault. He was still rolling the wonderfully disgusting bitter aftertaste of breakfast around the back of his tongue and it was hard not to smile. That night he had come closer to actually sleeping than he could remember in centuries. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he had even dreamed a little–a strange dream about two odd teenagers, one short, one tall, one dark, one fair, and they were screaming at each other in a dark alley. He was lying on his bed meditating, staring at the ceiling, feeling genuinely rested for the first time in a long while when Maggie came into the tomb from the garden and belted out a hardy “Up and at ‘em, Sunshine.” She had a knack for annoying nicknames.
She was already up and puttering around the tomb, cleaning up and making breakfast. She was trying to make hash browns out of some nondescript, gray tubers she had found in the garden. She couldn’t get the cool, blue fires of Limbo to actually get hot enough to sizzle or brown anything, so it ended up another gray, lumpy mess, but it was even more bitter than last night’s soup, so Nephys didn’t mind. In fact, he ate the whole thing. Even standing in line he could taste the wonderful sensation of tangy bitterness. He looked around. He was drawing uncomfortable and awkward looks again, so he assumed a phony reserve and stared at his sandals and shuffled along quietly in line. Everything had changed since Maggie Miller had come into his life, and he wasn’t certain he liked it.
Hiero was different too. Usually he came and went as he pleased, and behaved like an ornery and independent cat, hardly deigning to let Nephys look at him, let alone touch him. But ever since Maggie had arrived, Hiero hadn’t left her side. She had a way with the violent imp, not that they got along all that well. She would throw stray kicks at him and call him a string of insulting nicknames: “Gall-bladder” or “Whoopee Cushion” or “Ol’ Ladies Handbag” or “Barf-Bag” or “Waddles” and, even once, “Accordion.” That one really seemed to upset him the most.
For his part, Hiero would respond with violent shrieks and overturned furniture. When she tried to kick him, he would play numbly-pegs with her toes and his large butcher knife. Still, for all the trouble, Maggie was always setting him on some task, usually cleaning, which the animated bagpipe did at best only begrudgingly, usually making a worse mess than when he started. That only gave Maggie more to do, but that seemed to make her happy, so somehow it all worked out, though it was noisier than Nephys liked. Frankly, Nephys wasn’t certain he liked the arrangement at all. He had been alone for nearly two millennia, and in all that time he hadn’t felt so much like a…well…like a child ‘til now. He reached up and tugged on the Horus lock over his right ear. He didn’t like being reminded that he was a child.
When he left that morning he had to endure several awkward moments at the gate while she dusted off his clothes. For a moment he was afraid she was going to hug him. He had only gotten thirty or so steps away when he realized he had forgotten his reed pens and ink palette. A scribe of Limbo forgetting his tools! How embarrassing! When he turned around and went back to the house, Maggie was already there, standing at the gate, smiling, waiting for him to return, his pens and palette in hand. Nephys just grabbed them quickly and turned without saying “Thank you” or anything. She just smiled. He ran and caught up with the rest of the scribes in line. He did not want to be late again and catch the wrath of Falco, the scriptorium master. He would probably be copying actuarial tables and building code manuals for months because of that.
In the long, slow, shuffling line he had time to think over the whole Maggie situation. He could tell she was burning her soul light too much and too brightly. That’s why the house was brighter, why the food had any taste at all. She was a mother and just trying to do what came natural to her. He had tried to warn her of course, but not nearly as forcefully as he should have, because she seemed to be enjoying it. The truth was, Nephys was enjoying it too and so was Hiero, oddly enough. Little imps thrived on conflict and he was enjoying fighting with someone with some spit and fire for a change, instead of the placid, complacent scribe. That was what made Nephys feel so guilty.
A soul only had so much fire to burn, and it had to last for eternity. Expecting someone to burn their soul light for your enjoyment, even a meager, trifling enjoyment like lumpy bitter potatoes, was asking too much. He had seen the great philosophers of Elysium burn up their lives too. And for a while, they had thought it was worth it, but he doubted the lost shades in the marshes thought it was worth it now. No, it was wrong to take warmth from Maggie, even if she did it willingly, and he resolved to make her conform and behave the way a proper soul should, for her own good.
“Good morning, Nephys.”
Nephys looked up suddenly from his sandals. He had been lost in thought while shuffling along in the queue and hadn’t realized he was at the entrance already. The voice sounded familiar, but its tone was almost pleasant, if a little oily. He looked around and saw no one in particular, then he looked down. His eyes fell on the diminutive tyrant of the scriptorium, the eight-year-old taskmaster, Falco, and his dead, white, fish eyes. He had the oddest expression on his face, like he was trying to give a friendly smile but had forgotten how. Had Falco just said good morning to him and called him by name?! No, that was impossible, Falco hardly spoke to Nephys except to scold and sneer at him.
“Ahem,” Falco coughed politely. “Good morning, Nephys,” he said again.
“Gods of the black land!” thought Nephys. It was Falco speaking to him! He paused awkwardly and then immediately composed himself.
“G-good morning, Master Falco.” Nephys recovered from the shock of having Falco say a polite word to him and bowed deeply and reverently if somewhat clumsily.
Falco smiled ever so subtly and returned the bow, not as deeply as Nephys, but sincerely, even lowering his eyes slightly in a gesture of deference and respect.
“I trust you had a pleasant evening.”
Was Falco actually trying to make small talk? Nephys couldn’t have been more surprised if Hiero had suddenly stood up straight and asked him to tea in a perfect Oxford accent.
“Um…yes, Master. I did have a pleasant evening,” Nephys said nervously, and then he added another bow for good measure.
Falco just smiled an oily thin smile. Then Falco’s eyes flitted to the line that Nephys was holding up with thousands of blind children staring at him again. Nephys felt those dead eyes burning holes in him, so he quickly bowed at Falco again, who just stood there smiling oddly, and hurried inside.
He went to his usual spot between the pigtail schoolgirl and her button shoes and the one-armed boy with the paper hat manning the mechanical monster. The girl was looking forlornly at a tall stack more than five feet high of more of those strange silver disks. To his left, the one-armed boy was stacking metal type in a tray as best he could. He had an enormous pile of what looked like softbound phonebooks like the ones Nephys had copied the other day. Nephys felt sorry for both of them, but next to Nephys’ simple reed mat were only two books. Nephys sat down in his usual cross-legged fashion and picked up the first one. It was leather bound and ancient and had an old iron chain attached to its spine. It must have been very valuable to someone. He opened the book. It was a beautiful Latin manuscript, a translation of a book on optics by the Arab polymath Ibn Al-Haytham. In the margins were countless notes and scribbles in medieval Italian. The scribbler was obviously some artist and had drawn exquisite diagrams and perspectives of buildings and landscapes based on Al-Haytham’s theories.
Nephys closed the book and put it down. Then he picked up the second manuscript. It wasn’t a book so much as a bundle of papers tied with string. Nephys carefully untied the string and looked inside. It wasn’t as elegantly made as the other work, but it was also covered in handmade notes and strange, arcane formulae Nephys could hardly understand. He suddenly realized that he was not looking at a finished work, but the original working manuscript, most likely by the author himself. It was titled Principia Mathematica by someone called Bertrand Russell. Nephys read through the first few sections. It was fascinating. He put that work down too and paused to reflect for a moment. It was not like Falco to let go of a grudge so easily. Usually, if he was lucky, Nephys saw a book this unique maybe once a decade or less, and yet here were two waiting for him before he ever sat down.
He looked up at the front of the vast scriptorium. At the front he could barely see Falco, but it did look like he was looking towards Nephys. Falco gave a tiny little wave in Nephys’ direction as if to say, “Do you like them?” Nephys looked behind himself to make sure Falco was waving at him and not someone else, then nervously returned the friendly wave. This was very odd indeed. The blond schoolgirl in the uncomfortable shoes at the high desk was glaring at him menacingly, stabbing the iron nib of her dip pen repeatedly into the wooden desk. On the other side, the print boy was looking at him almost murderously. He was setting type for a set of 1950 phonebooks, Des Moines, Iowa. Nephys decided not to question his good fortune and started in on the work by Bertrand Russell. He wrote the author’s name in tall, elegant letters and was certain to use the red ink.
 
By mid-morning, Nephys had managed to work through half of the first text when he noticed someone near the entrance of the scriptorium. Rather he noticed someone blocking the entrance with his enormous form. It was the gargantuan soldier from the previous day, the one in chain mail that was missing the top of his head. Nephys froze mid-stroke on his copy work. The massive soldier was leaning down to let Falco whisper something into his non-existent ear. They were discussing some matter intently when they both suddenly looked in Nephys’ direction. Nephys looked down immediately. He didn’t want them to know he was watching.
The gigantic warrior with the face missing above the mustache was even more terrifying to Nephys than Falco, though he wasn’t entirely sure why, besides the obvious. He was certain he was a servant to the Great Master. The scribes were servants too, but strictly low-level peons who never spoke to the high lord personally except through the massive labyrinthine bureaucracy of the underworld. The Great Master, Death himself, had many servants but spoke to few directly. As far as Nephys knew, absolutely no one except perhaps the High Lord Chamberlain spoke to Death in person and even then the higher echelons of servants were rarely seen, content to communicate through lesser heralds and messengers like Falco. Everyone knew they were there of course. They lived in the Halls of Death, The Great Master’s own private court, somewhere deep beneath the now-abandoned acropolis of Elysium in walls of stone rumored to be deathless and indestructible.
What they did there was something of a mystery. Every scribe knew their job, so did the “greeters” who catalogued and recorded the names and lives of souls arriving through the gates of Erebus. They were record-keepers. No one ever questioned why they kept the records, they only knew it was the will of The Great Master, but few knew what the higher functionaries were up to, though Nephys assumed it was important.
Every once in a rare while, in the past, there would be a flurry of activity, and pages and servants of the dark court would be seen in the city in their distinctive, long, black and silver robes. This was usually a bad sign. It meant that some great plague, or war, or catastrophe was about to befall the living world and that the land of the dead would soon be inundated with new recruits. It was above Nephys’ station to ask how or why these events occurred or what hand the courtiers and civil servants of Death had in them. Did they cause these events? Or were they only informed in advance? And if so, then by whom? None of those questions really mattered to a child of Limbo. He just assumed that like any large event, a wedding or a funeral, it took lots of planning and preparation. Now however, the streams of souls pouring in through the gates of the dead on a daily basis were so numerous, he doubted if the greater numbers of even a terrible catastrophe would be noticed.
Nephys had been in Limbo long enough to see more than a few of the higher courtiers, but rarely had he seen one this close and never twice in as many days. As Nephys thought this, he realized he wasn’t actually transcribing anymore. His reed pen was frozen in the same place it had been since he had first looked up to see the warrior. The blond schoolgirl in pigtails and the boy in the paper hat were both staring at him. There were no lunch breaks in Limbo. Scribes didn’t stop working ever until Falco clapped his hands at the end of the day. Nephys realized he had become lost in thought and nearly blushed. He had been so distracted that he had to find his place all over again. Once he found it, he kept his head down and began copying again in earnest.
Sideward glances confirmed that the other scribes had indeed returned to their work. Good. He had spent most of the last thousand years avoiding notice. All this attention he was unintentionally attracting, from Maggie, the other children and even Falco, was unraveling him like a dream where you were inexplicably naked in public.
He threw himself back into his work. His penmanship suffered a bit, but the relief of being absorbed fully in his work was worth it. He was nearly back into his old rhythm when Falco shook him out of it.
“Nephys?”
“Aah!” Nephys nearly jumped out of his cross-legged position and dropped his reed pen. The clatter on the stone floor drew the attention of thousands of scribes whose pens now fell silent. Somehow the blue-tinged little Roman had snuck up on him, but Falco didn’t look mad or upset at all, instead he was smiling.
“Y-Yes master?” Nephys stammered as he stood up and bowed quickly.
“Gather your things, please,” Falco said plainly. It was the “please” part that scared Nephys the most. Falco turned and started walking away. Nephys knew by experience that this was the little tyrant’s way of telling you to follow him. He quickly gathered his pens and ink palette, tidied his station and jumped up to follow. Usually Falco just stormed off and you had to chase after him. Even with his tiny legs he had a purposeful stride that could outpace Nephys every time. Yet this time, Falco slowed to a leisurely pace so that instead of having to chase after him, Nephys could walk nearly beside him with no difficulty. A few paces on, Falco stunned him again.
“How are you enjoying the Russell?”
Falco was asking his opinion on a text? This was so out of character for Falco that it took a while for Nephys to recover.
“Um…um…very much, Sir,”
Falco smiled. “I thought you would like him. The 20th C. humanists are so rational, so certain of themselves, it’s all very…reassuring.” He paused here to let Nephys give his opinion. Nephys could only nod in mute agreement. He had no precise idea what Falco was talking about, but he liked the way Falco was talking to him, as if he were a colleague and not an underling. Falco continued, “Pity they were all wrong about there being no afterlife.” Nephys had to admit, he had had that thought himself more than once. He thought to say something intelligent just to prove he could, but Falco spoke again.
“I have recently come into the possession of a first edition of Petrarch’s translations of Virgil’s eclogues illustrated by Simone Martini. I was wondering if you would be willing to work on it for me?”
Nephys was stunned. “Me?! Sir, you want me to work on it?!” Nephys had never in more than a thousand years seen any indication that Falco appreciated his work or any scribe’s work for that matter.
“Yes, of course,” Falco said apparently earnestly. “You don’t think I’d trust my native Latin to some pigtail schoolgirl that couldn’t conjugate vedere, do you?”
Nephys shrugged. Now that he thought of it that did make sense.
Falco continued, “After all, you’re a proper scribe, not some ink-stained print monkey tending an errant machine.”
“Really?” Nephys was a bit incredulous at this new praise from Falco, but he liked it.
“Yes, of course,” Falco stated as if the fact were self-evident.
Nephys felt a small swelling of pride and satisfaction inside himself. Perhaps Nephys had been wrong about Falco. Maybe he wasn’t an imperious little social-climbing tyrant. Perhaps Falco had only pushed Nephys to be his best…through nearly a millennium of abuse…and feigned contempt. Nephys looked carefully at Falco. Falco looked sideways at Nephys and smiled a satisfied smile himself.
“Nephys,” Falco began again, “I have been the master of the Scriptorium for a very long time, but eternity is always longer. Someday I hope to move on to other tasks for the Great Master.” Falco paused, he didn’t specify what other tasks these might be, but Falco’s ambition was hardly a secret. Falco continued, “I will have to find my own replacement. Someone will have to become the new master, someone who has been here longer than all the others, someone who is a proper scribe.”
“A proper scribe?” thought Nephys, “A proper scribe like me?”
Nephys’ doubt grew. What was Falco driving at?
Falco looked at Nephys like a cat eyeing a mouse.
Nephys wasn’t quite certain anymore, but he liked the new Falco far better than the old one, and even this faint praise made him feel more confident in spite of his doubts.
Nephys’ new confidence evaporated when they reached the front of the scriptorium. The massive soldier was like a wall of chain mail with tree-trunk legs all hung in bloody, black armor, and above it all, that horrifying, truncated head staring down at you with the empty space where his scalp, eyes and nose used to be.
“Ah yes, here we are,” Falco said indifferently as if introducing Nephys to a new stack of copy work. “This is the Sergeant-at-Arms to the Courts of Death, Chief Herald to the Great Master Himself and Grandmaster of all his Knights and Soldiers.”
Nephys froze. He didn’t know whether to bow or throw himself flat on the floor and beg for mercy. If his inaction was a breach of protocol neither the giant soldier without a face nor Falco gave any indication.
“You have been summoned, Nephys, to the courts of Death to see the Great Master himself, a singular honor.”
Frozen in terror, these words came to Nephys’ ears slowly, as if spoken underwater and from several miles away. The words wormed their way down his ear canals gradually like pouring molasses into a tiny funnel; it took forever to get through. Recognition was dawning painfully sluggishly on Nephys when finally the words gushed forth into his brain like a spurt of molten lava. The back of his neck got boiling hot.
“Excuse me, M-Master?” Nephys weakly uttered, unbelieving.
“Yes, Nephys,” Falco said in an almost paternal, reassuring way, “You have been called by the Great Master himself for a personal audience. His Herald is prepared to take you there…now.” Falco added the “now” with a terrifying finality.
With that the soldier turned slowly, like a boulder grating on the bedrock, his metal-shod boots scraping the floor. Then it started walking away. Nephys gaped, jaw slack, uncertain what to do. No one ever saw the GREAT MASTER! Certainly not a lowly scribe like him!!
Nephys thought hard. This had something to do with that stone! The other day they must have known that he could tell it was a different color. WHY HAD HE PAUSED OVER THAT STONE?! He had known at the time something was wrong. He thought he had fooled them into thinking he hadn’t seen it, but they had known. Somehow, even without eyes or a face to put them in, that bloody, horrible soldier had known. And now Nephys was on his way to see DEATH himself. He should have realized. He should have known. No one ever tricks Death–EVER! Maybe if he had just come clean earlier and admitted he could see the stone…But it was all too late now. What was he going to do?! What were they going to do with him?! He thought about running, he thought about saying “No, thank you,” but that would never do. What was he going to do?!!
Panicking, he looked at Falco who only nodded comfortingly in the soldier’s direction and gestured towards him indicating that Nephys should follow the great brute out the door. Nephys was petrified. He tried to will a leg, a foot, a toe! to move, but none of his body parts would obey him. Finally, Falco walked towards Nephys and gave him a tiny push. Nephys stumbled forward, numb, first one leg and then the other. As he made his way out the entrance like a man half asleep, he looked back at Falco.
Falco was giving him a tiny wave as if he were sending Nephys away on his first day of school.
“Remember, Nephys,” Falco called after him, “That copy of Petrarch will be waiting for you when you come back.”



Chapter Twenty-One
The Smoothie
“Are you ok, Lucy? You keep looking at that smoothie like you expect a monster to jump out of it.”
The elegant lady in black smiled a little at Lucy from behind her stylish black-framed tinted glasses and raised a cappuccino to her lips.
“Oh, that’s good!” she said a little too indulgently to herself as if she hadn’t had one in a very long time.
The woman was certainly enjoying her drink selection. All Lucy could do was stare at her pink, strawberry smoothie. She had hardly touched it, and it wasn’t just because she was still digesting a brick of lime Jell-O the size of her head. Lucy was expecting a monster to leap out at her, but not from her drink.
“If you don’t like it I can get you something else.” The lady across from her leaned over gracefully – everything she did looked graceful – and recovered a stylish, black alligator clutch from an equally stylish, black calfskin briefcase. She was already unsnapping the clasp to show her willingness to purchase another beverage when Lucy protested.
“No, no!” Lucy said a little too urgently, and then forced herself to remain calm. “That’s ok. I really like it.” Then she made an effort to take a few sips from her strawberry smoothie. It was good. She drank some more, but she didn’t drink more because she liked it, she did it to avoid suspicion or at least to avoid letting the lady know that she was suspicious. The lady smiled at her in a genuinely friendly way. Lucy could tell because the corners of her eyes moved and not just her mouth. Nothing the woman did betrayed any intentional deception, but still there was something horribly unsettling about her. Lucy suddenly became aware that she was staring at the lady again, so she quickly looked down, but almost against her will her eyes darted back up at her. The beautiful woman just leaned back and smiled knowingly at Lucy as she slowly stirred her coffee. Lucy’s eyes shot back to her smoothie.
The lady had offered to buy Lucy an iced coffee but she had refused and got the smoothie instead. Lucy had always wanted to try an iced coffee actually, but her mother always thought she was too young. Now that her mother was gone and she could have one, it seemed like a betrayal of her mother’s memory to get one. She wondered if she would ever be able to drink one even when she was an adult, but right now she had bigger concerns. There was Yo-yo of course, and her impending escape which she still didn’t have a plan for, but the biggest problem was sitting opposite her with a stylish, short bob and high-end, oblong, chunky-framed, amber-tinted glasses and black leather gloves. Lucy couldn’t explain it, but something about the woman sitting opposite her, who called herself Amanda Tipping, was just plain wrong.
She was fine enough Lucy guessed. She hadn’t even given Lucy any reason to be suspicious, and yet, there was something about her, a presence she couldn’t describe. Her glasses obscured her eyes and who wore gloves in May anyway? The tinted glasses and fine leather gloves were one thing, but even without those the woman stood out. The coffee shop was filled with doctors, nurses and a few odd patients and visitors. They were all dressed in the usual scrubs, brightly patterned uniforms and lab-coats, but she looked more like she belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine. The hospital coffee shop was just a little past the main lobby. The woman, Amanda, had said she wanted to talk to Lucy in a more comfortable setting, but Lucy wasn’t comfortable anywhere near this woman even while sitting on a cushy leather chair in a trendy coffee house.
And it wasn’t just that – it was her whole demeanor. Every move or gesture Amanda made was beautiful and…well…perfect, geometric and flowing. Even though she was dressed in high-end contemporary clothes and shoes that must have cost a small fortune, she seemed like something from another time. Sometimes she was stern and officious, forced and cold and humorless like a Victorian nanny. Other times she was warm and friendly, pretty and sassy or genuinely funny like a favorite aunt, or at least how Lucy imagined a favorite aunt should be. It was like she was two completely different people. At first Lucy thought this was just a product of her being a lawyer, but now she wasn’t so sure.
They had spent the first twenty minutes going over the same territory the social worker had gone over this morning. Lucy had given Amanda – she had insisted Lucy call her by her first name – her entire history: her name, age, address and all known relations. On this point she was far more thorough than the social worker had been. She filled up several pages of notes on a big yellow legal pad with an old-fashioned tortoise-shell fountain pen. It looked like an antique. Even her handwriting was gorgeous. She had pumped her for information about her mother, her father and her grandmother. She even asked if her grandmother had kept any records or any genealogies. Lucy didn’t know.
Boxing up all of grandmother Holveda’s stuff and moving it up to the attic, down to the basement or out to the garage had been job number one when they had moved into the crummy old house more than a year ago. Her mother had insisted on it and it had been quite a chore. Just like the social worker that morning, she had asked specifically if Lucy knew anything about an uncle or great uncle. When Lucy said she knew nothing about any uncles, she seemed almost pleased. It was all very odd, but if she really was here to help Lucy find a new home she guessed it made sense to scout out any possible relations, but it still didn’t feel right.
After that, Amanda tried to make small talk in an effort to get to know Lucy better. She had asked Lucy about her opinions on clothes, school and even boys, but Lucy wasn’t feeling chatty. After a while, Amanda just decided to spend the next few minutes in silence. Even that was unnerving. Most of the adults here didn’t know when to shut up, but after a while she apologized for talking so much and told Lucy she could just enjoy her smoothie in peace while she read the paper. It was like something her mother would have done. Some of the best conversations with her mother were spent in total silence over a couple of milkshakes. Usually, there was nothing Lucy would have liked better than to just sit and enjoy a natural silence over a strawberry smoothie and a coffee. It would have been comforting after a full day of forced talking, if only the company were different. Now it made Lucy feel edgy. How did this woman know Lucy so well?! Amanda had gotten her almost instinctively. Lucy tried to rationalize away her fears. True, Amanda did have a file on Lucy, but she seemed to know her right down to her soul.
Amanda went back to her newspaper, (a copy of Le Monde – even her newspaper choices were sophisticated) and Lucy stared forlornly at her slowly melting smoothie. Lucy risked a peek, and just at that moment, one of corners of the paper bent down to reveal one of Amanda’s amber-tinted eyes staring right at her. Lucy jumped.
Amanda just smiled, folded the paper neatly and put it down on the table. “Ok, what is it? What did I do wrong?”
Lucy just gaped. “Huh? What? Oh! Um…nothing.” She nervously tried to brush her hair behind her ears. That was pointless because she had done that several times already.
Amanda went on, “Ever since I met you you’ve been looking at me like I’m some kind of alien. I obviously did something to put you on edge. What was it?”
Lucy just retreated back into her chair as far as she could. Amanda gave her an inquisitive, penetrating look from behind those amber lenses. Lucy desperately wanted to find somewhere to hide but didn’t dare move. Suddenly Amanda’s face softened. “Look, Lucy, I know you’ve been through a lot lately, and I know no one can replace your mother, but you really need to trust someone if we are going to help you. I know you don’t know me very well yet, but I really do want to find the best possible home we can for you, not just a foster home, but a permanent home. A loving home where someone can provide you with everything you might need, but I need your help to do that.”
She paused and Lucy considered what she had said. She sounded totally sincere and caring. Lucy wanted to believe it was true, but after all that had happened in the last two days, she just didn’t trust anyone anymore. How could she explain to this lady about everything that had happened to her? How could she explain to this woman about Yo-yo or the long-haired, grey-eyed, phantom woman?
The second she thought about the long-haired woman Lucy realized what she was feeling. Amanda was giving her the same strange sensation of terror that the long-haired woman did! Lucy had a crazy, impossible thought. What if Amanda was the long-haired, grey-eyed woman?!! That didn’t make any sense. This woman didn’t really look much like that woman. She had short hair, for one thing, and she seemed, well, far too graceful to be the same woman as in the menacing vision. But then hair could be cut and she really couldn’t see her eyes. No, that was crazy. Even if she had cut her hair, how could she lunge out at her from a water stain? That was nuts. Or was it? Lucy was so confused. Only Amanda’s next question shook her out of her own befuddled thoughts.
“So tell me, Ms. Miller, what do I have to do to make you trust me?” Amanda smiled a disarming smile that was nearly identical to one Lucy’s mother constantly used when she wanted to get Lucy to do her chores.
Lucy shifted uncomfortably in her seat a little; then she had a thought. “Um…could you…um…”
Sensing her nervousness Amanda broke in, “No, go on, it’s ok, tell me.” She seemed sincerely happy to do anything for Lucy.
“Um…could you take off your glasses?” She winced as she said it, like someone expecting a blow, then added quickly, “Um…please?”
Amanda looked incredulous but she was still smiling. “My glasses? You want me to take off my glasses?”
“Um…yeah,” Lucy said it a little defensively. “I want to see your eyes…I want to see what color they are. I’m curious, if that’s ok?”
“My eyes? Really?” Amanda seemed more amused than angry.
Lucy nodded. Amanda snorted a little and then said, “Well, ok then, if that’s all.” She reached up and pulled the glasses off her face as gracefully as if she were a movie star, but then she did something ungraceful. She scrunched up her face as if the light hurt her eyes and blinked several times. She squinted her eyes to help her focus on Lucy’s face, and then satisfied she was looking in the right direction, she leaned over the small table and made huge, googly cow eyes at her so she could get a good look. Her expression almost made Lucy laugh a little. The eyes were tinged with a little gray around the pupils but otherwise they were an inoffensive, warm, golden brown. Somehow the eye color and the goofy way she had done it made Lucy feel a little relieved.
Amanda leaned back and smiled. “So…anything else?”
Lucy looked at her gloved hands. Without even having to speak, Amanda picked up on Lucy’s next request.
“Ah, the gloves! They are kinda silly aren’t they? I mean who wears gloves in warm weather?”
That was exactly what Lucy had thought. She began pulling the fingers of the fine leather glove on her right hand to loosen them. “Well, you may have noticed I’m a tad bit self-conscious about my appearance.” She gave Lucy a sideward glance and a little half-smirk. Lucy smiled at Amanda’s self-effacing sarcasm. It was like something her mother would have done. She went on, “Well the other day I was trying to find a stray cat and got scratched for my troubles.” She pulled off the glove and held up the back of her hand to view. It did have quite a few nasty cat scratches all right. They were ragged, red, and deep with purple edges indicating infection. Lucy wrinkled her nose at it.
“That must have been some nasty catfight,” thought Lucy.
“No good deed goes unpunished, right?” Amanda declared. That was also something her mother always used to say. “And I just couldn’t cover it up with foundation.” Amanda smiled again and she began wriggling her fingers back into the glove. “But it’s not all bad. As you may have guessed, I’m a bit of a neat freak too, and the gloves keep the newsprint ink from coming off on my fingers.” She folded her hands on the table and looked at Lucy intently. “I only wear the amber-tinted lenses because these fluorescent lights give me a headache, but without them I’m blind as a bat.” Her tone had become soft and conversational again. “I can’t even see your pretty green eyes from here without them.” As she said this she slid the chunky, black frames back on. She looked at Lucy and smiled as if admiring a beautiful work of art. Lucy had to look around to make sure Amanda was really looking at her.
Lucy’s bright green eyes widened in embarrassment. “You think my eyes are pretty? Really?” Her mom had always said so, but she had never believed it. This was the first time anyone other than her mom had ever said it.
“No, I don’t think they are pretty,” she said a little coldly before she said, “I think they’re FABULOUS!” with genuine overflowing enthusiasm. Lucy almost blushed. “With eyes like that you’re going to have beat the boys off with a stick.”
“Boys?!” thought Lucy. Why did she have to bring boys into it?! Lucy tried to scrunch lower into her chair.
“What’s the matter, Honey?” Amanda said quietly, “Did I say something wrong?”
“Oh, nothing.” Lucy looked away. “It’s just that…I don’t really think I’m all that pretty.” She said it barely above a whisper and stared back at her smoothie.
“Oh, dear, listen to me.” Amanda reached across the table and raised Lucy’s chin so that she could look right into her eyes. “You are one gorgeous young lady. You’ve got great bone structure, a cute little nose and a fabulous pair of peepers. You’ve just got to grow into it a little bit.”
Lucy did blush this time. “You really think so?”
“I do,” Amanda spoke it with absolute authority and without hesitation.
Lucy felt a little bit shallow, but it was more than a little gratifying to hear she was beautiful from a complete stranger – especially one that was so glamorous. Even then, Lucy still wasn’t so sure she believed it.
Amanda seemed to sense what she was thinking and dropped her chin and reached up to take off her glasses again and looked at her with her big cow eyes. “You may not believe me, Lucy, but I used to be something of an ugly duckling.”
“Really? But you’re so gorgeous!” Lucy said that a little too eagerly and felt embarrassed afterwards.
Amanda smiled, “Well it may be a bit vain to admit this, but I do like hearing that. Thank you.” She laughed and Lucy smiled as she went on, “Believe it or not, I was always a bit of a tomboy when I was a girl. I always thought my hair was too plain or my legs were too skinny or my eyes were too dull. None of the boys were ever interested in me. I was a real late bloomer, and then one day that all changed.”
Lucy looked at Amanda and found that hard to believe.
“So what happened?” Lucy ventured, then leaned over to whisper, “Was it…y’know…puberty?”
            Amanda laughed. “Well, no. Actually, one day I discovered that I had a choice. I could be the person I thought I was, or I could be the person I always wanted to be, and that changed everything.”
“Seriously?”
“Absolutely,” Amanda replied with dead certainty.
“How old were you when that happened?” Lucy was curious. Her own “blossoming” still felt ages away.
Amanda looked up as if searching for the exact date. “Not…as…long ago…as…you might think,” Amanda finally replied cryptically. “Of course, it didn’t hurt to have one good friend, one true friend, who believed in me too.” Amanda smiled at Lucy with both her mouth and her eyes. Lucy’s mom had always believed in her also, and for a moment Lucy wondered if Amanda could be that one true friend who believed in her too.
Lucy looked at Amanda with her stylish glasses off. She didn’t look quite so glamorous anymore. In fact she looked fairly normal – pretty and stylish maybe – but very normal and even kind. Lucy suddenly felt very silly that she had suspected her at all. The tightness that had clutched her chest since she had met Amanda eased significantly. Lucy thought she should give Amanda a second chance and try to get to know her better.
“So you read French?” Lucy asked cautiously, looking at the neatly folded copy of Le Monde.
“Mais, oui!” Amanda nodded, “Also Spanish, Italian, Dutch, German….aaaand… even a little Hungarian, oh…as well as a smattering of other things.”
“You speak all of those?” Lucy said, genuinely impressed.
“Well not fluently, at least not all of them, but yes, languages always came easy to me. How about you? A smart girl like you; I bet you know another language.”
Lucy shrugged. “I took some Spanish in middle school, but I wasn’t very good at it.”
“I bet you know more than you think you do,” Amanda said very reassuringly, “Try this on, kiddo, do you know what in loco parentis means?”
Lucy did know that one. It was Latin, but she couldn’t remember where she had heard it. “It means in place of a parent or something like that.”
Amanda smiled, impressed. “That’s exactly right, Lucy. You could have a future as a lawyer.” She paused to take another sip of coffee and continued after she put it down. “In loco parentis means that the state recognizes that the hospital is acting in the same role as a parent. That means that right now I am acting in the place of a parent since I am the representative of the hospital. I take that very seriously, Lucy, and I want you to know that I will do my utmost to do what’s best for you.”
Lucy looked into her warm, brown eyes tinged with grey and she could tell that she meant every word sincerely.
“So,” Lucy asked, “Is that why you became a lawyer…to help people?”
“Well that’s the Miss America answer isn’t it? But as corny as this sounds, that’s exactly why I got into it, Lucy, though the particulars are a bit complex.”
Lucy moved her chair a little closer.
Amanda smiled. “Alright then. Well, where to begin? / Hmm. I put my ex-husband through law school. After the divorce I thought to myself, if this dumb bunny can do it, anyone can.”
“You were married?” Lucy asked, surprised. Amanda didn’t seem the marrying type.
“Yes, but I won’t bore you with the details. It fell apart as all things do. I don’t like to dwell on it.” Then she got a far-off look and a coldness crept back into her voice, “Of course that’s all over now,” she drifted off and went silent.
“So, he’s still a lawyer then?” Lucy prompted.
“Hmm?” Amanda was a bit distracted in thought. “Oh! No…not anymore. He actually only recently stopped…practicing.” A sudden, vicious glare passed over Amanda’s eyes, but it was gone in an instant and replaced by sadness. Lucy thought she understood. She had friends back in Texas whose parents were divorced. It generated a lot of complicated, hurt feelings. She decided not to press Amanda on it.
Amanda looked down wistfully into the dregs of her cappuccino. There was a long pause before she next spoke, “I could never have children, Lucy. I tried, I even got pregnant twice, but they both ended in miscarriages.” She was very quiet and still and melancholy. Suddenly, the warm and friendly Amanda returned. “BUT…that’s probably why I got into family law, so that I could help other people’s children instead.”
Lucy wanted to reach across the table and hold Amanda’s hand, to show her some compassion, but it was such a private moment, Lucy felt too awkward to try. They sat in silence for an indeterminate amount of time before Amanda spoke again.
“So,” Amanda began again impulsively, “What do you think, Lucy? Do I pass muster?”
Lucy looked earnestly at Amanda. She appeared so different than she had seemed just a few minutes ago. She was no longer mysterious and frightening but vulnerable and human. Lucy decided that she had just let her imagination get away with her and that she had misjudged her. “Yeah,” Lucy said meekly.
“So we agree I’m not an alien?”
Lucy laughed out loud this time. “No…definitely not an alien,” she said shaking her head.
“Good,” Amanda said with a satisfied smile, and as she spoke she put her stylish, amber glasses back on, “Because I don’t think I could take being stared at by you and all those kittens at the same time.”
Lucy quickly pulled her robe over the princess kitty pajamas and Amanda gave her a look like she was afraid she had offended her.
“Oh, Lucy, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”
“No, no…it’s ok,” Lucy began, then she leaned in to whisper confidentially into Amanda’s ear, “Actually…I kinda hate them.” It felt fun to share this little secret.
Amanda at first smiled and then burst out laughing uproariously. Lucy looked on in shock and then joined in.
“Oh, Thank GOODNESS,” Amanda blurt out after a moment, “Because, honestly…no offense, seriously, they really are hideous.” And then she laughed some more. Great, barking guffaws even. It was funny to see such deep, hoarse laughs from someone as fashionable looking as Amanda. It made her seem far more human and Lucy didn’t feel nearly so tense anymore.
“I know!” Lucy joined in the laughing. “Aren’t they the worst?!!”
“Where on earth did you get them?” Amanda tried to compose herself and retain some of her more usual dignity.
“The young doctor, the one with long, curly, brown hair? I don’t…I don’t even know her name. She got them for me.” Lucy felt a bit guilty about not knowing the nice doctor’s name.
“Carfax,” Amanda stated, wiping a tear of laughter from underneath her black-framed glasses. “Rebecca Carfax. I think she’s the head resident here. She’s a good doctor, but she obviously doesn’t know a thing about thirteen year olds. It even makes you wonder if she ever was one.”
Lucy laughed again and slapped her hands over her mouth. It felt somehow wrong to laugh at the young doctor. After all, she had meant well, but it still felt good, like some forbidden pleasure, and it felt even better to share it with someone like Amanda. Lucy felt ashamed of how suspicious she had been before.
When Amanda had finally managed to stop laughing she spoke again, “Well, Lucy, when you finally finish that bottomless smoothie, how about we go over to the gift shop and buy you a couple of black t-shirts and some nice, dark plaid drawstring pants to go with them and we can say goodbye to the royal kittens with thyroid problems?”
Lucy laughed again. “That would be GREAT!” Lucy didn’t even bother to finish the smoothie but just dumped it in the trash. Amanda gathered her notes in her usual elegant fashion and the two got up and walked off together towards the gift shop. Amanda didn’t even grab her by the hand, although a small part of Lucy wished that she had. Their friendship was still too new, but it was good to have another friend. As she thought this, Lucy suddenly thought of Yo-yo. She hadn’t even thought of him at all ‘til just now!! She was still planning on the escape but now as she looked up at Amanda she wondered if there might not be another way. If Amanda could help Lucy, maybe she could help Yo-yo too? Lucy was nearly ready to abandon the escape plan altogether and tell Amanda about Yo-yo when Amanda unexpectedly stopped, grabbed Lucy gently by the chin and stared directly into Lucy’s eyes from behind those amber lenses.
“She would have been about your age by now…my daughter. Had she lived.”
Her voice was cold and distant. Talking about her lost child this way made Lucy feel very awkward and uncertain. Lucy was about to look away when Amanda pulled her chin back a little too roughly. What she said next wasn’t at all comforting and the voice wasn’t the friendly, funny Amanda, but the stern imperial one.
“Lucy, I promise you that I will never let anything bad happen to you…ever again.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
The Halls of Death
Nephys followed the Herald of Death solemnly through the abandoned streets of Limbo. If the streets weren’t abandoned before they arrived, they almost certainly emptied out when they saw the hulking frame of Death’s Herald coming their way. Nephys didn’t see a single other soul the entire time. In fact, all he could see in front of him was the great, hulking mass of the headless warrior. The herald never turned around once to see if Nephys was following. Nephys assumed the monstrous warrior was utterly confident in his ability to intimidate all into compliance.
They trudged unstopping through the dense landscape of tombs and avenues deeper and deeper into the city. Rarely had Nephys ever come this far. This had once been the very seat of Elysium, Limbo’s only golden age, though it wasn’t terribly golden. It was already ebbing and falling apart by the time Nephys had arrived. Here the tombs and buildings were larger and more magnificent than those towards the edges of the city near the swamps were Nephys lived, but they too were falling into ruin. Everything passes in Limbo, and few held on for as long as he had.
The long walk through the somber ruins of the once-great city gave Nephys time to reflect. Why was he being selected to see the Great Master? Obviously it had something to do with the stone. To all the other children and scribes it was only one of several identical, glassy pebbles, but Nephys had seen more. He saw it not with the penetrating, crystalline Death Sight, but with his own, natural eyes. He had seen its true color, a color he only faintly remembered from the date palm groves and reed-lined canals of his youth.
Nephys marveled at the paradox. The Death Sight gave the user unparalleled clarity and reach of vision, penetrating nearly every substance and giving the viewer the power to render the world transparent and open. Virtually nothing could hide its true nature from the Death Sight – it could see right into the very souls of men and see their life fires burning. But it didn’t see everything did it? There were simple things it could not see, simple truths that eluded it; things that any living person took for granted but most in Limbo could no longer see. But Nephys could see it, and somehow that had set him apart. He could see things the other children of Limbo couldn’t anymore. That’s what had brought him to the attention of the Great Master.
What they wanted from him was another matter altogether. Did they want to punish him for failing to conform and holding on to his natural eyes so long? Or did they want him to use his natural eyes for some unknown purpose? Whether for good or ill – Nephys couldn’t tell – his persistence in keeping his sight had brought him this far. Right now he didn’t much like his chances or the look of the brutish figure leading him.
The long walk also gave Nephys time to reconsider Falco’s unexpected acts of kindness. Falco’s sudden interest in Nephys’ skills was starting to come into focus. It was Falco’s dearest wish to be elevated someday to the higher echelons of the Great Master’s service, so he had readily accepted the opportunity to assist the Herald in hopes of future promotion. Once he knew that Nephys was the subject of the Herald’s interest, he had set about ingratiating himself to Nephys. That explained the wonderful manuscripts and the sudden praise of Nephys’ skill. “Proper scribe,” sniffed Nephys to himself. He was embarrassed he had been taken in so easily by his own vanity.
Whether Falco did this to mock him or to obtain a good report to the Great Master, Nephys didn’t know for sure, not that it mattered much. That was what was so infuriating about Falco. The little tyrant’s plans could always be manipulated to benefit himself, no matter the outcome. That was Falco for you, all cynical calculation. Nephys thought about Falco’s life for a moment. Falco had only been eight years old when he died of the plague. He tried to imagine Falco running or playing ball like other eight year olds, but he just couldn’t. Nephys knew Falco’s Father had been a Roman Senator. Falco’s father must have scrupulously ingrained into the little child, through constant repetition, all the vagaries of Roman politics from the time he was an infant. How else could you explain why Falco was such a manipulative political climber by the tender age of eight years? If Falco’s father could see his little boy now, thought Nephys, he would surely be proud.
Nephys’ walk with the dark Herald had led him to the very heart of the city of Limbo. Here now, towering above him, was the shadowy outline of the crumbling acropolis of Elysium. Limbo was a vast, flat plain, and the ground that the city stood on was scarcely higher than that of the spreading marshes around it. Even that was slowly eroding and sinking into the wetlands, the city disintegrating a little each day. The only high point and distinguishable landmark for leagues in any direction was the acropolis jutting up incongruously in the middle of the ancient city.
The acropolis was not a natural hill at all. Instead, it was an enormous, artificial mound constructed by the ancient architects and rulers of Elysium. They had piled the detritus of the afterworld up in a great heap, like a pyramid or a ziggurat, and had built their great temples, palaces and cathedrals upon it, reaching higher than anyone had ever reached in Limbo before. It was said that from its heights you could almost tell if the dark, low overhang that covered the land of the dead was the ceiling of a cave, or the underside of a dark, persistent cloudbank. No one went up there anymore now, however.
The Herald’s path led them around the base of the hill onto a narrow trail that wound through the shadow of the abandoned acropolis. Nephys stepped into it with great trepidation. As the edge of the darkness passed over him, he shuddered. The silhouette of the broken hill cast a pall over this section of the city creating a profound gloom that somehow managed to stand out in a land of nothing but shadow. The acropolis was a great, dark, wretched mass of mismatched architectural styles and crumbling battlements. It was like the carcass of a massive beached whale or the hull of a giant, shipwrecked vessel. Its broken towers and spires were exposed like bleached ribs, broken bones and snapped spars and masts. Gravity was deforming any of its remaining beauty. In a land of decay, its hopelessness and despair was exceptional, perhaps because its light and fire had been greater.
It wasn’t always like this. It had once been beautiful. Its fabled towers had reached a great height, and its halls were filled with the sound of philosophy and music, but it was not to last. The ground beneath the acropolis, like all the land in Limbo, was swampy, and the foundation ultimately proved too weak and unstable to support such a lofty structure.
In its last centuries, the architects frantically tried to shore up what remained of the glorious building. Whatever natural grace or rational planning the original acropolis had attained, it was completely overshadowed by the many haphazard accretions, retaining walls, buttresses, additions and other ad hoc preventive measures that had been hastily erected to forestall its imminent collapse. All attempts had failed of course. Even now as they passed beneath the high steep embankment of one side, stray stones periodically fell from the crumbling edifice. The path around its base was strewn with fallen rubble – so much so that Nephys had to be careful where he stepped.
He knew that the dangerous path around the edge of the massive ruin wasn’t leading to the acropolis but to what was directly beneath it: the courts of the Great Master, the Halls of Death himself. The creators of the acropolis hadn’t been complete fools. They knew that the flat, swampy plain of Limbo was unsuited to any large construction so they built upon the only sure foundation they could find – the imperishable stone walls of Death’s temple. The Halls of Death had become completely incased by the hill of the acropolis and the machinations of its architects. The souls of that time were vain and full of hubris. Some had been in the afterlife so long they even thought themselves gods. In their arrogance they thought they could change Limbo and remake it in their image, so they piled their edifice on top of the only lasting structure in the underworld.
The Temple of Death preceded all other buildings in Limbo. It had once stood alone on the lone and dreary plain, a vast structure of unadorned, unforgiving, polished black granite. Unlike the crumbling stone and rotting brick of all the mausoleums and crypts that surrounded it, the Halls of Death were said to be imperishable and unbreakable. This was only spoken in rumor however, as none of the structure could now be seen, but Nephys knew it was true. The large, shallow basin he used as a mirror – that Maggie was now using as her stewpot – had come from there. It had been passed to him by another scribe long ago and was one of his most cherished possessions. In fact, it was his only possession other than his reed pen and palette, frankly. He knew it was special the first time he had dropped it, because it reassembled itself back to its original form the second it had shattered. No matter how many times you tried, no matter how hard you threw it, it always came back together flawlessly. It was as if time rolled backwards and undid whatever harm was done to it. That’s why he wasn’t too put out about Maggie cooking in it. If being smashed to smithereens couldn’t undo it, certainly a batch of bitter soup wasn’t going to harm it. It was like Death himself, everlasting. There was only one thing permanent in life and the afterlife, the certainty of Death, and it was the only thing that could wind back the clock of time.
Why the Great Master had allowed the architects of Elysium to build on top of his temple in the first place was always something of a mystery, but now that Nephys saw the acropolis up close, it made complete sense to him. What better monument to the futility of their efforts than this gargantuan, heaping ruin that would one day be utterly washed away by the slow tides of Erebus and the Styx? Death was patient and in time destroyed all evidence of resistance, all evidence of existence other than its own emptiness.
Deep in the shadow of the crumbling hill, the Herald led him further into the rubble. Ahead of them near the very base of the hill were what appeared to be two massive, misshapen boulders. Only as they came closer could Nephys realize that they were two giant heads of bluish stone. One was upside down and badly broken, the other was half submerged in the black sand to its upper lip. They must have fallen from the heights of Elysium and had been left to lie where they landed. They were the heads of goddesses. Only as the massive frame of the Herald approached them did Nephys realize how colossal they really were. The headless Herald could walk comfortably under the first one’s broken nose. The divot between upper lip and nostrils was easily twice the height of the largest man.
They were magnificent. Nephys gasped as he got closer. He couldn’t make out the features of the one that was upside down, but the other wore a massive crown made to resemble a city wall, complete with towers and crenulations. Nephys knew this goddess. He had seen many similar images in his own country. She was Tyche, the embodiment of the destiny of a city. These were the statues that must have flanked the gates of the acropolis. As Nephys passed underneath them he marveled at their size, beauty and skill. These were not created by a people who ever doubted their own fate, and yet here they were lying broken in the black sand, slowly crumbling into nothingness. Just then Nephys looked down at the sand underneath his sandals and wondered how many statues or great cities was he treading on? Surely these were not the first or the last.
The Herald disappeared around the cheek of the first head. Nephys turned the corner and saw that the Herald was gone. Ahead of him was only a narrow passage. The two stone heads had fallen in such a way that there was only a small gap between them. It was so narrow that even Nephys had to turn sidewise and duck to get by. He wondered how the large Herald had managed it, but there was nowhere else he could have gone. Nephys quickly squeezed himself between the two heads and emerged into a small, open space. Sure enough, the Herald’s hulking frame was there with his back turned to Nephys, but it was what was in front of the Herald that drew his attention.
It was a massive door made of polished, featureless black stone. On either side was a giant urn, much like his shallow bowl, only much larger, made of the same black stone. Each contained a raging bonfire of blue flame, but the fires were utterly silent. The door itself was a simple, rectangular opening in the black rock, undifferentiated, without columns or gables or any decoration at all. The only inscription was a single, large triangle over the door, like a pyramid or the Greek letter, Delta. It was identical to the sign on the Herald’s black tabard. Large drifts of sand were banked up on either side of the door with only a narrow trail leading into the gaping maw. This must be the entrance to the Halls of Death.
The heads had completely concealed the entrance from view, though that seemed impossible to Nephys when he thought about it. The door was so massive you could have easily rolled one of the heads through the gap with plenty of room on either side. A door this large and tall should have been visible in the hillside even with the heads. It must have been concealed magically. None of the light from the non-roaring fires could be seen beyond this small area, as if it was confined to this limited space and none other. No wonder so few people had ever seen the Halls of Death. But that was not the most impressive or frightening thing about the door. The most impressive feature of the door was the implacable blackness of its rectangular opening. At first Nephys had thought the rectangular frame held a solid door made of some black, unreflective material. As he walked closer though, he could tell it was just an open frame of darkness; an empty space that seemed to consume all light. Despite the raging, silent bonfires, which filled the small courtyard in front of the door with bright, blue-white light, Nephys couldn’t see a half-inch into the interior.
The Herald didn’t hesitate but walked across the small drifts of sand and directly into the door. He disappeared like a stone falling into an inky pond, except there wasn’t even so much as a ripple. Nephys only then realized his feet were rooted firmly on the black sand. He suddenly rushed forward to follow, afraid of what might happen if he didn’t, but he couldn’t help but pause in fright at the threshold. It was like standing a half-inch from living blackness. He willed himself forward a half dozen times but couldn’t budge. After what seemed like an eternity, he finally worked up the nerve to step forward. However, no sooner had he barely begun to shift his weight off one foot to move it forward when the large arm of the Herald reached back through the darkness and pulled him in.
The passage inside was impossible to explain. There was no feeling of transition or movement like walking through fire or plunging into cold water. If you took all those feelings and imagined the exact opposite of them, that’s more what it felt like. It was more like he had entered a place with no movement at all. It was utter blackness. He couldn’t see anything – not even his own body – he couldn’t even feel his own body anymore. Not the weight of his feet in his sandals, not the clothes on his skin, not even the still and languid movement of Limbo’s normally stagnant air on his face. Nothing! It was like he didn’t exist except as a thought. Nephys realized that he had entered an entirely new place like a separate universe. It felt as far away from Limbo as Limbo felt from earth. He never imagined he could miss the torpid and dull realm of Limbo so much. Whatever its faults, it was better than this.
Nephys began to panic. He couldn’t feel or see anything! How was he supposed to manage at all?! Was he going to be like this for all eternity – a disembodied thought struggling for existence? How could the heralds and servants of Death manage stumbling around in the darkness like this without even so much as the pain of a stubbed toe to let them know where they were?! How could they see and function in this place at all?! Then he remembered that the Herald didn’t even have the top of his head, let alone eyes, to see with. Of course!! He calmed himself and looked inward. The Death Sight came to him, and the blackness slowly melted away and was replaced by the crystalline world of the Death Sight. A hypostyle hall like a forest of massive, crystalline columns came into view and then a ceiling and a floor. As the darkness continued to fade away, Nephys realized he was surrounded by people – lots of people, a huge crowd of courtiers, clerks and messengers – and they were all staring down at him with dead, sightless eyes like he was a lunatic.
Nephys looked around with his Death Sight. He was lying on the floor, desperately grasping on to it like someone clinging to a cliff-face for life. He stood up. The Herald was there bending over him ominously and Nephys was certain that if he had eyes, he would be rolling them right now. The brief distraction over, the crowd started to disperse. The Herald turned to go. Nephys thought he heard the Herald huff in frustration as Nephys’ sandals slapped against the hard stone floor catching up to him.
He felt horribly foolish and silly. Of course you had to use the Death Sight in the Halls of Death! It was obvious now that he thought of it. No one there had any use for eyes anymore. Had Falco, that little tyrant and suck-up, entered the hall with his dead, white, pupil-less, fish eyes he wouldn’t have even noticed the change from outside. Falco always lived in that crystalline world now. He would have walked in like he belonged there and no one would have noticed him. Only a clueless idiot like Nephys who was still sentimental about his eyes would make a stupid mistake like that.
The Herald and Nephys walked on past featureless, columned halls, each indistinguishable from the next. Along the way, Nephys examined the residents. There were more than he ever could have imagined. They were terrifying. All wore the black and silver robes that marked service in the company of Death, but the fashions of those uniforms were from many different lands and many different ages. All were profoundly blind however. Some had pallid, white orbs like Falco’s, others had removed their eyes altogether and replaced the eyes with bizarre jewelry that looked like elaborate daggers and spear-points embedded into the empty sockets. It was ornamentation designed to draw attention to their lack of sight, as if they were vain about it.
They all walked about purposefully as if they had urgent business. Their mannerisms were those of bureaucrats and civic officials and had their appearance not been so frightening, they would have seemed completely normal, dull even. They never spoke, but often looked intently at each for moments at a time. Nephys suspected that they must have other ways of talking. If there was a Death Sight, why not a Death Speech?
Nephys noticed something else disturbingly peculiar about them all. They were all wounded in particularly gruesome and violent ways. Some had horrible gashes across their abdomens, spilling out their intestines. Others had large pieces missing from their skulls. What was strangest, none of them seemed the slightest bit perturbed by this. To the contrary, it looked like they celebrated the deformities. Their clothes were elaborately cut and styled to expose the wounds to view, even to flatter them, no matter how graphic. One had his bowels tied into intricate knots that hung around his middle like an apron, as if it were a common fashion statement. Another had his severed arm hanging from an ornate, silver chain around his neck as if it were a spectacular trophy. A tall thin one that brushed by Nephys had boils and sores all over his face, but he had polished and decorated them as if they were encrusted gemstones. One, with her skull bashed open, had a crest of feathers erupting out of it like a floral arrangement, as if her cranium were nothing more than just an exceptionally fancy, if extremely macabre, vase. In all cases, it was clear that they were vain and proud of their distinction.
Nephys reached his hand up to his throat. He had always hated the mark of his death that he had bourn for more than a millennium. It was nothing that he was proud of or wanted to flaunt. It was a constant reminder of how, at a young age, he had been separated from home and family who he could barely remember, not to mention sunshine and dates and honey cakes or boat-trips on the Nile. For the first time though, he felt lucky that his wound so small. Even now as he felt it, it seemed much smaller than he had remembered it being.
Looking at all these souls with their proudly displayed lacerations, disemboweled abdomens and severed limbs, Nephys wondered if a horrible, disfiguring wound was a requirement of the job. Nephys suddenly had a funny thought. It was Falco’s sincerest desire to be promoted to the Halls of Death, but he had died as an eight year old from the plague. He had no magnificent wound to show off. What on earth could he do? What fashion could he possibly adapt to show off and flaunt his slightly more purplish hue? A transparent toga perhaps? Nephys giggled slightly at the mental image. Instantaneously the Herald stopped. The entire assembly of mutilated souls ceased whatever they were doing and glared at him with sightless eyes. The Herald’s metal-shod feet scraped the floor as he turned slowly to regard Nephys with the empty part of his face.
Nephys cringed. After what seemed like an eternity, the Herald turned back around and the rest of the court returned to their duties. Apparently laughter was not the proper protocol in such places.
“Blessed Anubis!” thought Nephys, “Can’t I do anything right?” Then he thought some more. “This is all Maggie’s fault,” he said to himself bitterly. Nothing had been the same since she had come into his life. This laughter was a complete distraction. He was in enough trouble already for seeing the stone; he didn’t need to compound problems by giggling. He resolved to have a stern talk with Maggie and implore her to be more proper when he got back.
They walked on past countless columns. The temple seemed vast, even bigger than the Acropolis on top of it. Nephys wondered how anyone found his way since everything seemed to look exactly the same. Soon though, they came to an aisle that was taller and broader than the rest. The Herald made an abrupt turn left up this aisle and quickened his pace. Soon they came to another large rectangular door, much like the entrance only smaller. It was also completely undecorated except for the solitary triangle above the door. Once inside, Nephys found himself in a broad antechamber.
Nephys didn’t think it possible but the characters inside were even more frightening than the ones outside. These wore the same black and silver uniforms, except their wounds were more lavish and spectacular than the others. One had a pike through his chest on the other side of which was embedded his still-beating heart and another was so encrusted with arrows that he resembled a human hedgehog. Some carried their heads under their arms like packages and others carried their organs in silver jars. Others were flayed alive and had their skins draped over their shoulders like they were fashionable capes. One in black, fluted armor seemed normal enough until he turned around to see the two pass. His face had been completely removed to show the grinning skull underneath – the flayed flesh hung from his lower jaw like a gruesome beard. Nephys turned quickly to avoid looking at him, but no sooner had he turned away than his sight landed on something more horrifying: a woman with her breastbone removed to expose the glistening organs within. Her ribs were splayed back to make two wing-like protrusions from either side, a particularly gruesome fashion statement.
There were many different kinds of courtiers here. There were Sumerian high priests and Chinese mandarins, Briton druids, Teutonic knights and African shamans. By their costumes and dress, most of them seemed to come from the earlier ages of man. There were few that wore the increasingly tighter and ridiculous clothes of the last few centuries. They all stared at him in what was either contempt or apathy – Nephys couldn’t decide which. It was just clear that none of them were happy to see him there.
All of the people gathered there were also profoundly blind and sightless but around each hung a pallid blue aura of light. Some auras poured over their occupants like flowing water, others licked at them like flames. There was dark and powerful magic clinging to each one. They were not busying themselves with errands or messages like the ones in the outer halls either. They were working their hands into dark figures, making spells or something, but Nephys didn’t know for what purpose. They were writing figures to each other with blue flames that hung briefly in the air before disappearing.
All of these people were marked with the same triangle badge he had seen above the doors and on the tabard of the Herald, but there was something else. Flanking the triangle were two outstretched, upright arms glowing with faint blue light. Nephys knew this symbol. It was the Ka sign. The Egyptian symbol for the soul or life essence found in the blood and bones of every human body.
Nephys recognized at once who these high-ranking courtiers were. These were no ordinary functionaries. These were the elite of the Courts of Death. These were the nameless ones. These were the champions of Death himself. These were the Necromancers. The servants of Death on the other side.
Death did not often tread openly on the world above. Just his presence in the underworld was enough to insure the continuation of the business of death as usual back on earth. When Death did emerge from his Temple to walk the land of the living in person it almost always portended horrible times. Famine, plague and war followed in the footsteps of the Great Master like eddies in the wake of a great ship. Where Death walked, disaster followed: The Fall of Atlantis, The Eruption of Versuvius, the Black Death. Nephys shuddered at the thought.
Thankfully, Death rarely did emerge. The last time was many decades ago. When he left the temple, it was like a horrible wind that fled out the gates of Erebus, and when he returned, a flood of harvested souls like a tidal wave followed after him. Nephys knew very little of the events of those times, but he had caught snippets of it from the stacks of poor, thin grey paper sheets with smudgy ink that had come down to the scriptorium in heaps. Usually, those things, newspapers they called them, were left to the print boy in the paper hat and apron to copy down, since they were closer to his time. When Nephys had on rare occasion happened to transcribe some of those strange texts, he had made certain to use the red ink for all the strange-sounding names: Buchen-Wald, Okinawa, Auschwitz and Nagasaki. It had seemed the reverent thing to do.
When Death did not see to matters personally, he needed agents and representatives on earth to oversee the passage to the underworld. That was the role of necromancers. Nephys didn’t know how it began, but at some distant point, the Great Master had shared his power with a few select families. They in turn served him in life…and death. From the looks of their shattered bodies, the price was a high one. In the Halls of Death they served as his generals, soldiers, legates and viziers. Their very names were hidden behind ranks and titles, which is why the children of Limbo simply called them “The Nameless Ones,” known only to Death apparently. They were rarely seen outside the walls of the Temple, and none of the children of Limbo knew exactly what their functions were, but it was almost always a very bad omen to see any of them about. It was rumored that a few of them could even return to the land of the living, though Nephys wasn’t exactly certain how.
The soul was comprised of many parts: first was the Ka, which was the life essence of every living thing, but it was found only in the land of the living, for obvious reasons. The second was the Ba, which was the personality, and the third was the Akh, or as the Greeks called it, the Nous, which was the mind or sense of self. Added to these were the heart or Yib, and the shadow or Sheunt – light and dark, truth and illusion, the energy sources that powered the other parts of the soul.
Only a living human soul was complete. The Ka departed at death and remained only in the land of the living. The light and shadow could only be at peace inside the soul of a living human being. Once dead, the heart or light had to depart for the afterlife. Usually the Ba and Akh came with it, but that was not mandatory. The other pieces might end up anywhere in a variety of unpleasant combinations. A Ba without an Akh would become a mindless shade in the afterlife. A Ba without his Akh in the land of the living became a ghost or a specter.
The shadow was a powerful, ravenous force: amorphous, unpredictable and consuming. Imps were made of the disembodied shadows of souls that long ago consumed their other, better parts. The shadow could re-animate the once-living body, making it undead. Nephys assumed the souls of necromancers returned the same way – by pouring their shadows and Akhs into the re-animated body. There were dozens of types of undead: blood-drinkers and ka-stealers, revenants, mummies and skeletons. Nephys shuddered. Shades were scary enough. He hated to think of what it might be like to meet up with any of the others, but then he was already dead. What could they do to him?
The Herald led him across the antechamber to another identical door with the now-familiar triangle overhead. This one actually had a solid door of blackened bronze that opened unbidden when the Herald came near. Nephys followed and was pleased to see that this room was empty and mercifully free of morbid inhabitants. It was impossibly tall and even though the walls were lined with torches of blue flame, Nephys couldn’t make out the ceiling. On the opposite side was another door of identical bronze. Unlike the outside halls, which were transparent and crystalline, both the doors and the ceiling above were impenetrable to the Death Sight. Nephys realized he was standing and gaping at the architecture and not following so he rushed to catch up. The Herald walked to the center of the rectangular room and abruptly stopped. Nephys nearly ran into him. The Herald turned around and looked at him with the empty space above the stub of a nose he still had left. There on his chest was the usual triangle, but below it was the Ka sign with outstretched arms, burning with a faint blue outline. That was definitely not there before. Only now did Nephys realize that the Herald must be one of the nameless ones too.
Nephys swallowed hard.
“Wait here,” The Herald said once. This was the first time Nephys had heard the Herald speak and he sincerely hoped it would be the last. It was somehow quiet yet shook him like a thunderclap immediately overhead. He felt it more in his stomach than in his ears and it made his bones and teeth ache and his skin crawl. He couldn’t imagine that even the voice of Death himself could be more frightening. No wonder he was chosen to be Herald of Death. Who could ignore that?! When Nephys recovered from the unavoidable cowering the words had forced him to assume, the Herald grimaced at him, huffed and then brushed by him and walked towards the doors they had just entered. Nephys watched him go as they opened magically before him and closed silently behind him.
Nephys was alone. There was a dawning realization that he must be just one door away from the Great Master. He was numb from fear. He immediately scanned the room looking for an exit in the delusion that he could make a run for it. When it became obvious that that was madness he began second-guessing all the decisions he had made in the last two days: going out to rescue Maggie, cracking jokes at Falco, pretending not to see the stone. He ran them over in his mind wondering whether if he had just decided differently he wouldn’t be here now, but that was worthless too. He could no more change the past than he could escape this room. He turned to look back and forth at the door behind and the door ahead. As he felt the panic start to consume him he felt his throat, the gash seemed larger and more ragged than before. If the presence of a shade could burn a soul, how much more would the presence of Death consume him?
The colorless world of the Death Sight was overpowering him, and it wasn’t doing him much good in this room somehow immune to its effects. So he decided to open his natural eyes. He wanted to see with them one last time. Instantly he was plunged back into darkness. The torches only seemed to give light to those using the Death Sight. Why would they need to do anything else? But now as his inevitable doom descended on him he found some measure of calm and took comfort in the sense of disembodiment that existed in this place.
Just then a narrow sliver of light appeared in front of him. It was bright and odd. It wasn’t blue or grey like everywhere else in Limbo. Instead it glowed amber and gold and the stream of light was full of dust. He had to shield his eyes from it at first, but as they grew accustomed to it, he saw the narrow sliver turn into a tall, narrow rectangle that progressively got wider. A golden pathway of light flooded over him. A dry breeze rolled forward, acrid and tainted with the smell of dust and rot. It was heavy and sickly sweet, like the myrrh, beeswax and spices used to embalm the mummies in his own land. It suddenly dawned on him what he was seeing. It was the other door! It was opening!! He instantly threw himself on his knees, dropping his reed pen case clattering to the floor. He bent his forehead to the ground placing both palms on the smooth floor and attempted to adopt the most reverential posture he could. He then tensed his body, like a person tightening against a blow. Nephys was certain he was destined for destruction, but the blow never came. Slowly as time passed, he lifted his head a little and risked a peek.
The wide door had opened to reveal a room full of lights. Thousands of candles, lamps and lanterns lined the walls, in endless profusion and variety, flooding the innermost chamber with a warm amber glow. He certainly had not expected that. In the center of the room were two figures illuminated by the radiant flickering amber light: one, was a figure of a man, sitting cross-legged on the floor in a posture of relative calm like a student before the other figure, a vast, gigantic beast of unfathomable size and shape. Nephys’ eyes shot back to the floor in terror. It was Death.
The living imagined Death in many forms. Some imagined him as a skeleton with a scythe and an hourglass, others as a corpse, and still others as a woman with long hair, but they were all wrong. None imagined him as he really was. Death was a monster, a great, terrible amalgamation of hideous forms and mismatched parts, gigantic and terrible. Nephys had heard stories of course, but there was an enormous difference between hearing rumors and seeing it firsthand. He trembled on the floor, too terrified to look again. He knew it was impossible, but it felt as if beads of cold sweat were rolling down his face and neck. He felt paralyzed, but inexorably, as seconds ticked by, he couldn’t control the urge to look once more. He looked up from his crouching position.
It was a terrifying sight. It was a gargantuan beast, bigger than the stone heads or the door to the Temple itself. Nephys wondered how it could even leave the room it seemed to fill. It was covered by broad drapes and ragged shrouds that hung nearly to the floor. These concealed its form, but not its sheer mass. Despite these coverings Nephys could tell that it was misshapen and oddly formed. Many limbs and appendages moved about under the drapery creating the impression of several great beasts writhing over each other under the coverings. Beneath the trailing edges of the shroud one could see the many clawed and monstrous feet of the monster. Here was an iron cloven foot like an ox’s hoof. There was a gray, giant paw like a lion, only many times larger. A vulture’s taloned toes scratched at the pavement. The edge of an enormous, black wing grazed the ground nearby. There were more than a dozen feet in all. Underneath the shroud the feet were constantly moving, making it nearly impossible to get a sense of the monster’s true form. All of this was so incongruous it was nearly impossible to imagine how these parts connected together to form a single creature.
There was an arching bulge in the draperies on the side closest to the sitting man that must have covered the creature’s head and neck. From where he was watching, Nephys could see the light from the candles shining through the linens covering its head. The backlit silhouette revealed an equally monstrous head of diverse shape. It was horned like an ox and maned like a lion, with a ruff like a griffin vulture. This strange profile at times looked like a vulture’s rapacious beak, and at others times like a man’s face.
But even as he watched the Great Master, transfixed, Nephys noticed something even stranger about the great beast than its shape or form. The wing was haggard and limp, the feathers gray and dull and several battered and threadbare giant feathers littered the floor beneath it. The lion’s paw was ashen and weathered as if from great age, its claws dull or in some cases, snapped off. The iron hooves were cracked and broken in several places, like a neglected and ancient plow ox, and the aged vulture’s foot scraped desperately on the floor, scrambling to gain a stable foothold like a sickened animal. It drew in great, rasping breaths with difficulty only to cough them back out. The closer he looked, the more improbable it seemed, but the creature stumbled and staggered, and shuddered like a frail and sick man, uncertain of its step or balance. Despite its size and many limbs, it seemed brittle, fragile, tired and impossibly old. This of all the characteristics of the Great Master was the most terrifying and puzzling.
Before Nephys had a chance to consider what this all meant the Great Master’s whole body began to shake from a racking cough that shook the entire chamber. The lanterns and candles flickered tremulously in the exhaust of its hacking, wheezing breath. It arched its great neck upward as if struggling for breath, its feet clawing away desperately on the floor. The man instantly stood up and raised his arms to placate the beast, as if it were only a rearing animal he was trying to calm and not the Great Master, but the flailing and struggling for breath continued.
The candles began to sputter and fade until the room was nearly dark. Nephys felt something terrible pull on his insides. It was like the tug on his soul when he had angry thoughts, only worse many times. Instead of pulling him in the direction of the Pits of Punishment, it was pulling him everywhere and nowhere. It was pulling him apart. He gasped for breath. Then slowly, slowly, the coughing fit subsided. Nephys could breathe again. He looked up. The candles had stopped flickering and began to burn steadily once more. The man stroked the neck of the great beast like he was stroking the neck of a favorite old horse that was very near the end of its life. The Great Master was lying on the floor, its chest heaving slowly as it composed itself. Suddenly, the face of the man turned towards him, followed by the shrouded head of Death himself.
Nephys forced his eyes to the floor and trembled. Even though he had thought he had long ago lost all faith he couldn’t help but call on the names of the gods of the black land, “Anubis! Isis! Osiris! Gods of the Underworld! Hear me!” he frantically whispered. He heard the clattering of a dozen clawed and horny feet scrape across the floor as the monster struggled to get up. It was coming for him. “Horus farsighted! Savior! Protector! Protect me! Amun, Hidden One, All-Father! Spare me!” He considered calling out to the gods of the Greeks and Romans too, and his Uncle’s favorite, Mithras, but then the amber light faded to a narrow sliver and then disappeared entirely. Then he heard the sound of footsteps. Not clawed, gigantic feet but simple sandals on stone. The door had closed. The Great Master had not come. The sound of the footsteps came closer slowly until Nephys saw the toes of simple silver Egyptian sandals stop directly in front of him.
“Arise, Nefer,” the voice spoke in his own language with a dialect older than even the one his grandmother used. The speaker’s voice was dead, calm and toneless, and strangely he had used the more ancient form of Nephys’ name. “Arise Nefer. We have been expecting you.”
Nephys slowly looked up. Before him was a tall man wearing a silver visor like a hawk’s beak over his eyes. He was dressed as one of Nephys’ own countrymen, but in a more ancient style.
“I am the Grand Chamberlain, High Vizier and Chief Lieutenant, Second only to the Great Master, Lord of all his Servants and High Priest of all his Mysteries.”
Nephys gulped. The man reiterated these titles without a trace of vanity and spoke them as if they were nothing more than a grocery list that had to be gotten out of the way before he could get on to business. He said the next thing just as monotonously, but it fell like thunder on Nephys’ ears.
“And I pray that you can help us.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
A Shirt
“What on earth are you two mouth-breathers doing?” Schuyler’s exasperated voice came unexpectedly from behind Miles. Miles and Tim turned around slowly only to see Schuyler leaning against a lamppost nonchalantly. He had snuck up on them without them even noticing while they were hiding in the bushes across the street from the hospital. He was looking at them as contemptuously as if they were a pile of dog crap stuck to his shoe.
“What does it look like were doing?! We’re hiding!!” Tim whispered back hoarsely.
Schuyler put his face in his hands and massaged his temples as if he was trying to forestall the onset of a stroke. “You two don’t have the brains God gave a doorstop,” he said at last. Then he dropped his hands and walked over to them shaking his head in subdued rage.
“NO! You are not hiding. You’re crouching in the bushes like a couple of low-rent peeping toms! That’s what you’re doing.”
“Well, you’re the one who told us to hide and wait for you!!” Miles shot back.
“I did not tell you to hide. I told you to stay out of sight!”
“So that’s what we did!!”
“Yeah, but not like THIS!” After yelling at them, Schuyler tried to calm himself. He closed his eyes, gritted his teeth and held out his trembling hands as if he were wringing the thick neck of some invisible person.
“How. In. The. Heck!! Did you survive this long as a vampire, Miles?!!” Schuyler’s frustration was palpable. “Seriously!!! How did you get this far without learning the FIRST THING about being a vampire!! You do NOT hide in bushes!! People who hide in bushes attract suspicion. Muggers and perverts hide in bushes!! Not vampires!!”
“So where were we supposed to hide?” Tim asked innocently.
“You hide in plain sight, morons!! You blend in!!” Schuyler could tell he wasn’t getting through to them, so he went over to Miles’ shoulder, leaned over and pointed down the street. “Look, you stand at the bus stop where people assume you’re waiting for a bus, OR, you find a park bench and take a seat and fake a conversation like ordinary people, OR, you stand on the street corner opposite a pub or a coffee shop where people figure you just came out and are waiting for a cab, OR, you stand out in front of the hospital doors where people assume you’re on a cigarette break!”  
Schuyler pointed out each of these locations in turn as he spoke. Now that he pointed them out, Miles had to admit they all seemed like far more obvious and plausible choices than bent over in a patch of scraggly park bushes, but Schuyler wasn’t finished.
“But whatever you do…” Schuyler went on, “You don’t hide in a bush under a streetlamp with your butts hanging out in full view of a jogging path!!”          
Miles and Tim craned their necks behind them to see the clearly marked jogging path. Neither of them had seen it before, and Miles hadn’t even thought about the streetlamp! They exchanged embarrassed looks. Then they slowly stood up, shuffled their feet and stuck their hands in their pockets like children caught stealing candy. After a minute with Schuyler’s flared nostrils indignantly staring them down, Tim spoke,
“Dude, it was Miles’ idea.”
Miles rolled his eyes. It was bad enough that Schuyler snuck up on them unnoticed; it was another to be ratted out by a lousy Renfield. Miles punched Tim in the arm.
“Ouch!” Tim nearly fell over. “Remember what Hokharty said!! I’m not supposed to be harmed!!” Tim rubbed the offended arm and launched an accusing glance at Miles.
“Yeah, well don go an’ make me regret tellin’ ya Hokharty said that!” Miles shot back.
“Miles, don’t touch Tim,” Schuyler intervened.
“Why are ya takin’ his side?!”
“Because he’s a lousy Renfield and YOU’RE the vampire! You should know better.”
“Thank you!!” Tim said. Then thinking it over, “Hey, wait…”
“If you girls are finished?!” Schuyler interrupted them. He was staring upwards as if wishing he could be anywhere else. “We have some work to do.” He trailed off and started walking off towards a darker section of the park along the riverfront. Miles and Tim elbowed for position for a moment before following sheepishly like a couple of whipped puppies.
Miles put his hands into the pockets of his denim jacket and stared at his shoes dejectedly as Schuyler led them to a less conspicuous spot away from the street opposite the hospital and closer towards the riverbank. It had been a miserable trip. The first half had been endless arguments of the route and the music selection, but amazingly, the second half was worse. Somehow, Tim and Sky had bonded over their favorite 70’s music. It turned out Schuyler didn’t hate everything about the 70’s after all. It started with the Eagles and then eventually ranged to the Steve Miller Band and some early Cars, but Miles never would have pegged Schuyler as an Earth, Wind and Fire guy. Along the way the two talked cars, music and even women. Listening to Tim earnestly seeking Sky’s sage advice on romance had to be lowlight of the trip.
Miles tried to point out to Tim the fallacies of Sky’s approach to women. “How desperate do you have to be to take advice from a bloodsucker?” or “Hey mate, you do know that Sky treats his women like meat…LITERALLY!” or “Isn’t this a bit like asking advice on roadkill from a vulture?” When that didn’t work, Miles tried a more subtle approach, “Excuse me, Miss, but me fangs seem to have gotten stuck in your neck” or “Pardon me, but Miss, but would you happen to be AB negative? Because O+ is a bit too common for me.” But all of Miles’ interjections from the backseat were ignored.
Thankfully the arguments returned once they hit the outskirts of Harrisburg. Tim was certain he knew right were the hospital was until he got them lost on the wrong side of the river. After the first fifteen minutes of arguing, Miles had to physically lie down in the backseat of the Impala and pull his jeans jacket up over his head to shut out the bickering. While the two sorted out the directions something really odd had happened though. Miles dozed off.
Vampires didn’t sleep, not really, but you could fade off a bit. The last time Miles remembered fading off like that was on a train outside Philly back in the thirties, but that wasn’t the oddest bit. Miles had actually dreamed, though it was more of a nightmare really. He saw some strange, pig-like thing that looked like it had been speared with three or four old flutes. Then there was a boy with a shaved head, and he was screaming and clawing his way through white rapids, or fog or something, Miles couldn’t tell. Then he saw what looked like big-eyed kittens in wimples and crowns. Whatever the heck that meant. Dreams were crazy. Then he saw the dirty face of a boy in a cap. The boy’s face was stern and cold and lifeless and he was doing yo-yo tricks of all things. His face morphed into the face of a beautiful woman with grey eyes and long hair. Just as that face lunged at him, Schuyler shook him awake. The three had finally arrived at the hospital. Tim parked down the street a block or two from the hospital and Sky went in to check things out and told them to stay out of sight. That’s when he and Tim had made the poor decision to hide in the bushes where Schuyler had found them.
Now following Sky down the short distance to the river’s edge, Miles scratched the back of his head and tried to remember the dream that was already disappearing from his memory. It seemed like he had seen the boy before, but he couldn’t remember where. Schuyler led them to the edge of the water. The top floors of the hospital hi-rise could still be seen above the trees in the park, but they were out of view of the street and the lobby entrance. Comfortable that they were now safely out of sight; Schuyler began his report.
“Alright, dudes, here’s the deal…she’s here.”
“You found her?!” Tim seemed surprised.
“Yeah, her room’s on the fourth floor, she’s fine physically, but they are worried she’s gone a little coo-coo.” Schuyler crossed his eyes and spun an index finger next to his temple.
“Coo-coo?” Tim asked.
“Yeah, apparently she ran into traffic this morning. They’re afraid she’s a little shell-shocked since the accident, and they’ve been keeping her under a tight watch ever since then.”
“Accident?” Miles asked, but before he got an answer, Tim interjected a question of his own.
“And you found this out…how?”
“The receptionist told me the whole story.”
“And she just told confidential patient information to a complete stranger who walked in off the street…because?” asked Tim.
“Dude…she’s a woman and…it’s me,” Schuyler smiled.
Miles sighed. This was Sky’s answer to everything. How a shirtless seventeen-year-old in a silk blazer with a fake plastic lollipop managed to get the most private information from unsuspecting women was a complete mystery to Miles, but he had seen him do it enough times to stop questioning it.
Schuyler went on, “Besides, she’s been pestered all day long by this orderly who’s been hitting on her and I think she was desperate to get rid of him. That’s when I came in.” Sky ran his fingers through his hair in a gesture of triumph.
“Sweet,” said Tim in admiration.
“I know,” Sky said affirmatively, basking in Tim’s misplaced respect.
After a few seconds, Miles had to jar the two out of this silent reverie. “So what now? An’ow are we supposed to convince ‘er to come with us?!” Miles said, exasperated.
“So now we have to find a way to talk to her,” Schuyler replied as if the matter were obvious.
“But you said she’s always bein’ watched! ‘ow do we…” Miles began, but Tim jumped in.         
“Look, Hokharty left me in charge and he said we can’t just grab her, so what do we do? We need to get her alone. We need a plan.”
“No. What we need is an introduction,” Schuyler said emphatically, gesturing with the lollipop like it was a conductor’s baton. “Right now she’s in the coffee shop with some chick, probably a fancy lawyer from corporate judging from the expensive shoes. Manolos. Very nice.” You could always count on Sky to notice things like that. “BUT, they were heading for the gift shop when I left, so the situation’s perfect.” Sky stuck the lollipop in his mouth and fingered the stick. This always meant he was scheming.
Miles’ eyes widened. “Perfect? She’s never alone!! ‘ow is the bloody situation perfect?!”
 Schuyler smiled and explained, “Hospital gift shop, public space, lots of traffic, perfect opportunity for two strangers to make a connection.” Schuyler raised his eyebrows at Miles and twirled the lollipop in his mouth.
Miles slouched. “Oh…no…Ya’ve got to be sassin’ me.”
“No seriously, don’t you see? It’s perfect!” Schuyler insisted. “We’ll bump into each other, apparently at random, just a friendly conversation. I’ll get to know her first and then we can slowly ease her into the whole trip back to the vampire den thing.”
“Bloody heck, SKY!! She’s not one of yur ditzy freshman bloodbags.”
“She’s a girl, she’s vulnerable, she’ll want to open up to a friendly ear….” Sky was ticking off his talking points on his fingers.
“She’s just a kid, Sky.”
“Even better. She’ll be working out certain issues…”
“She’s bloody thirteen!” Miles tried to inject some sanity into the conversation.
“No…no it’s a magical age, their bodies are changing, they are uncertain of themselves, they are just starting to recognize boys, perfect time for the Schuyler experience.”
“Ugh.” Miles thought he was going to be sick.
“I’ll be gentle, I promise. Whaddya say, Tim? Hokharty put you in charge.”
“Um…maybe…” Tim said, mulling it over.
“Saints ‘n Angels!! I canna believe ya are seriously considering lettin’ Sky hit on a thirteen year old.”      
“All right, smart guy, so what’s your plan?” Schuyler jabbed the lollipop at Miles. “Walk up to her in a crowded lobby and say ‘Hi little girl! Hey, not to freak you out or anything, but we’re two vampires and a Renfield and we’re here on a mission from the Father of all Vampires to take you back to Philly. Come on and jump into our 1970’s landyacht! It’s got a trunk big enough to hold four girls your age!! OH! And did we mention that we have the corpse of your dead mother back at our place and it just might be the end of the world?’ Oh, no! Nothing suspicious about that! You might as well go trolling around the elementary school with a bag full of chocolate bars.” Sky stuck the plastic lollipop into his mouth and folded his arms across his chest and gave them a smug look.
Miles and Tim exchanged embarrassed glances. “Well when ya say it like that…” thought Miles. From their defeated postures, Sky knew he had won this argument.
“Ok, this is gonna take some thought.” Sky took the lollipop out of his mouth and stared out into the distance, lost in contemplation. “Thirteen year olds aren’t like college girls.”
“No foolin,’ yer gom,” said Miles. Sky ignored him.
“They aren’t looking for excitement or bad boys. No, they want to play it safe.”
“Canya get any creepier?” Miles was disgusted that Sky had actually thought it out this far, but no one was listening to him anymore. Schuyler continued his monologue as if he were pondering some deep philosophical truth.
“No. They want nurturing, they want protection, they want a nice guy, a safe guy, a sorta older brother figure, or the boy next door, approachable, not too pretty, not too weird, not too different.”
Sky stuck the lollipop back in his mouth and moved it from side to side. Finally after a long pause he spoke.
“This is gonna take all of my skills…THIS…is gonna take…a shirt.”
“A shirt?” Tim asked, nervously feeling his own t-shirt.
Schuyler turned to look at each of them in turn and eyed up his potential wardrobe choices. Miles was first. Miles was wearing a thin, summer-weight, v-neck, navy sweater. It was threadbare and stained. Worse yet, Miles was so short, it probably wouldn’t cover Schuyler’s long lean torso, leaving him with a ridiculous bare midriff.
Miles flinched under Schuyler’s discerning gaze. “Hmmm,” Schuyler mused disapprovingly. Schuyler turned to consider Tim’s couture. Underneath a plain, gray hoodie with “Thomas Jefferson Memorial University Hospital” stamped on it, Tim was wearing a brown faux-vintage, iron-on decal t-shirt that read: “Han shot first.” Schuyler looked up at him and smiled.
Miles breathed a sigh of relief.
“Dude,” Tim protested.
“It’s for the cause. C’mon, take one for the team, Solo, she’s never gonna talk to some boy without a shirt – it’s too threatening.”
“An’ I wonders why any girl would talk to sumun without a shirt,” Miles interjected.
Schuyler ignored Miles again and continued to make the sale to Tim, “You can wear the blazer.”
Tim eyed Schuyler and the blazer suspiciously.
“Dude, it’s Italian,” Schuyler reassured him.
Tim relented and jerked off the hoodie and then pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it to Sky. Then he put the hoodie back on and zipped it up to the neck. Sky took off the white silk blazer and handed it to Tim who put it over the hoodie. It was a great jacket, but he looked ridiculous. Schuyler pulled on the t-shirt. Miles had to admit, it looked better on Sky than on Tim. Tim was lanky and skinny, but Sky was toned and fit. His six-pack showed even through the shirt. Then Miles watched in disbelief as Sky took a small bottle out of his pocket and squeezed some gel into his hand, put the bottle away, and then ran the goop through his hair with both hands.
“What in bloody heck are you doin’?” Miles asked.
“Young girls can sometimes be intimidated by guys when they’re too good looking. No girl wants a guy with hair better than hers, so I’m adding a little conditioner to grunge it up – tone down the awesome – to make myself a little more approachable,” Schuyler explained this as if it should be a self-evident fact apparent to everyone but Miles.
Miles blinked in disbelief as Schuyler went through this regimen and worked the conditioner carefully down to the tips of his shoulder-length blond hair. After a while he just had to ask, “Now let me get this straight…you don’ carry a spare shirt…but you carry around a bottle a’ conditioner?!”
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
The Gift shop
“Ugh, this one looks like my grandmother’s sewing room exploded all over it,” Amanda snorted.
Lucy laughed out loud. “How about this one?” Lucy said as she held up a pair of blue ones.
“Ducklings and what are they? I can’t tell…are they teeth? That doesn’t even make any sense, does it? Who are they marketing to? Duck-fancying dental students?!”
“And this one?” Lucy held up a tropical floral print.
“Good grief, Lucy. It’s like the demon offspring of Laurel Ashley and Jimmy Buffet’s concert wardrobe.” Both of them burst out laughing, until the little old lady behind the cash register started giving them dirty looks.
“Well I hate to admit it, Lucy, but I think Dr. Carfax got you the best set of jammies in here.”
It was true. They were all awful. There were floral nightgowns for little old ladies, a few muumuus of circus-tent proportions and some super, sickly, sweet, cute stuff for little kids, but other than that there wasn’t much of a selection. There were piles of stuffed animals and fake plants and get-well balloons galore, but Lucy figured the hospital didn’t have much call for pajamas because most people weren’t here that long or brought their own. Lucy didn’t want to think about how long she would be here, so she went back to the small rack of pajamas.
“This one looks like a sofa cushion,” Lucy said.
“More like a dog pillow,” Amanda wrinkled her nose. She was right. “I’ll have to have a talk to marketing and concessions back at corporate. I don’t think some of this inventory has moved since the eighties.” Amanda smiled at Lucy, and she smiled back at Amanda. Amanda was funny. The stern, cold and scary Amanda hadn’t shown up since they came into the gift shop. Lucy liked the fun and warm Amanda much better. Lucy just figured that stern Amanda was her business/courtroom face – the one she used to show she was serious. Her mom had a face like that, but it wasn’t her normal face, just the one she used to tell her something was really important.
Lucy was having a fun time shopping and making fun of the pajama selection with Amanda. She was like the awesome, glamorous aunt she never had. In fact, it was the most fun she had had…well since her mom had died. Thinking about her mom, it made her feel guilty that she could have fun without her.
“It’s normal, y’know,” Amanda said while searching the shelves for t-shirts.
“What?” Lucy said not realizing she was twisting her hair.
“What you’re feeling. They even have a name for it. It’s called ‘survivor’s guilt.’”
Lucy looked down.
“It’s ok,” Amanda said sympathetically, “You just have to keep telling yourself it wasn’t your fault that your mother died. Some things just…happen, and life goes on…and it will even get better. You’ll see. It just takes time.”
Lucy didn’t want it to get better. Getting better might mean that she didn’t miss her mom anymore, that she didn’t love her enough, but the more she thought about it, the more it seemed like Amanda was right. Amanda put her arm around Lucy and rubbed her shoulder. It wasn’t quite a hug, but it was close enough to make Lucy feel better without feeling self-conscious.
Eventually they decided on a couple of dark t-shirts, but there were no decent pants at all. Amanda told her she would just have to put up with the princess kitty bottoms for the night, but she promised she would find something for her and bring it back to her tomorrow. She also bought Lucy a bunch of necessities: some shampoo and a washcloth, a toothbrush and a hairbrush too, also a bunch of snacks. She was being really nice. She knew just what she needed to restore a sense of normalcy.
For a minute, Amanda stared intently at Lucy in a curious way. Lucy was just starting to feel nervous about it when Amanda spoke.
“Do you wanna get out of here?”
“What? Oh, yeah…I guess we better be going, the gift shop is gonna close soon, huh?”
Amanda smiled, “Not that, honey…I mean do you want to get out of this hospital?”
Lucy shrugged and then said, “Sure, but that’s up to the social worker, isn’t it?”
“Not entirely,” Amanda responded. “Dr. Carfax will probably want to watch you another night, just to make sure you’re ok, but if everything checks out, you could leave tomorrow.”
“Where would I go?”
“Well…” Amanda began looking at the ceiling as if she was searching for the words, “I was thinking you could come and stay with me.”
“You?” Lucy said surprised, but it came out sounding weird and Lucy was afraid she might have offended Amanda. Amanda just smiled.
“Well, yes. I have a suite at a hotel here. You could have your own room and your own bed, real pajamas,” and as she said this, she gave a small tug on Lucy’s sleeve. Lucy laughed. “Give you back some sense of normalcy, for a start, but then after that I thought I might take you back to my place in Philly.”       
“Really?! But what about child welfare? I thought I was going to be turned over to them.” Lucy was twirling her hair again.
“Well, I do happen to know a really good family-law attorney, so I think I might be able to persuade them to let you stay with me.” Amanda gave her a wink and half-smirk. Lucy smiled then thought about something else.
“What about your job?”
“I’ve got plenty of vacation time coming. I thought I’d take a couple weeks off and spend it with you, just until we get things sorted out.”
Lucy got real quiet and pulled her hair behind her ears. “And what about after those two weeks?”
Amanda smiled, “Look, I like you, kiddo.” Lucy’s mom liked nicknames – she always used to call her ‘kiddo’ too. “In fact I like you a lot. I’ve always wanted a daughter, Lucy, and I can’t help but think that fate has brought us together. I don’t know what the future holds. Maybe we should take it slow. I figured we could try it on a trial basis and see how it works out. Whaddya say?”
Lucy was skeptical, but it was hard to shove down the swelling feeling of hope in her chest.
Amanda turned and lowered her body ever so slightly so that she could look at Lucy face-to-face. Then she grabbed Lucy gently by the shoulders and gave them a comforting little squeeze. “The important thing, Lucy, is that you are happy. I want you to know that it’s your choice. You have a choice, Lucy. You will always have a choice with me.”
Lucy looked down and thought, but she didn’t have to think long. Anywhere was better than here and Amanda seemed to really like her. Maybe it was possible this whole disaster could have a happy ending after all? Maybe her mom was watching her from beyond and had sent Amanda to her. Lucy looked back up.
“I think I would…like that…I think I would like that a lot,” she answered haltingly at first, but got stronger towards the end as she found her conviction.
Amanda looked at her and her eyes were wet like she was about to cry. She looked like she really wanted to give her a hug, but the relationship was still too fragile. She just stroked Lucy’s arms a little and said, “All right, honey. I’ll get to work on the arrangements right away.” Lucy felt almost contented. Everything seemed like it was going to work out just fine now. She had forgotten about the woman with the long hair and gray eyes and all her troubles. Then she realized that she had forgotten about Yo-yo too. She was still planning to make a run for it with him tonight. How could she abandon him? Amanda must have seen the anxiety flit across her face.
“You ok, honey?”
“Hmm? Oh! Sure…everything’s fine!” Lucy said a little too anxiously.
“Anything you want to tell me?”
‘Um…nope! Everything’s peachy.” “Peachy?!” thought Lucy. Why had she said “Peachy?!” That was bound to sound forced. Amanda was smart. She would suspect something. Amanda looked sideways at her for a moment, but just then her cell phone rang.
“Darn it…work never ends.” She stood up abruptly and pulled a sleek, black phone from her elegant clutch.
“What is it?!” The cold stern Amanda was back. It was such an abrupt change it made Lucy jump.
“WHAT?! Are you certain?!” Her voice was suddenly terrifying. Amanda’s eyes suddenly locked on Lucy and she flinched again, but her gaze immediately softened when she realized Lucy was looking at her.
“I’m sorry, Lucy. Work,” she rolled her eyes and shrugged her shoulders in an exasperated gesture her mom often did after a long day at the middle school library. Still there was something odd and forced about the expression. Lucy imagined that corporate life must be pretty cutthroat, but her urgency seemed to suggest something else.
“No…no…listen to me!!...no…just…wait…hang on!” The stern Amanda was building up to a rage. Amanda slapped her hand over the phone. She forced the friendly Amanda back to the surface to talk to Lucy, but the stern Amanda was burning through her eyes. “I’m sorry, Lucy, but this is an old colleague of mine, a very old colleague, and he’s not that familiar with cell phones. Can you excuse me for a few minutes? I’ll be right back.” Then she held up a finger as the friendly Amanda strained to hold the harsh Amanda back. “Don’t. Leave. The. Gift. Shop. Promise?”
Lucy just nodded. She didn’t feel like talking to the other Amanda anyway. Amanda made a forced smile and marched out of the gift shop, barking into the phone, “How did this happen?!!!”
Lucy grabbed her head in both hands and let out a muttered grunt of anguish, “Unarrrrgh!” That attracted another disapproving glare from the cashier. Lucy milled about the store, uncertain what to do next. There were only a few people there so she wandered over to the stuffed animal section where no one else was standing. She was even more confused than ever. Just an hour or so ago, she was certain of her plan. She and Yo-yo were going to escape and make their way to her house outside Ephrata, but Amanda had thrown all that into chaos. Now that she thought about it, the whole plan had been chaos to begin with. Exactly how was she going to get to Ephrata anyway?! And once she got that far then what? It was a stupid plan – a stupid childish plan. And that’s just what she was, a child, a kid that needed someone grown up to take care of her, someone like Amanda. She decided that she would take Amanda’s offer and tell her about Yo-yo. Maybe she could help him, maybe she couldn’t but it was the safest thing for her. But as she thought that, she couldn’t help but wonder if the cold and austere Amanda was the real Amanda behind closed doors. Lucy just slumped down face first into a pile of fuzzy teddy bears and screamed. Thankfully, the plush toys muffled her frustration.
That’s when she felt it. She wasn’t really certain what it was, or whether it was real, but she felt something, a presence, like a ghost, passing close, near by. She unburied her face from the pile of scream-silencing bears and looked around. There was nothing obvious in sight. The sensation had gone, but as she turned to look around, she saw something out of the corner of her eye that instantly drew her attention. And that’s when she saw him. He was only a boy, but for some reason Lucy couldn’t take her eyes off of him. He was tall and young, a teenager, maybe 16 or 17, lean and fit and somewhat graceful looking. He had his back mostly towards Lucy and she could only see the side of his face. She found herself wishing he would turn around so she could get a better look at him. He was casually looking over the get-well card selection wearing a brown t-shirt and black jeans. He crouched down, perused the choices, selected a card and stood up and turned towards Lucy. As he turned he ran his fingers unassumingly through his shoulder-length dirty blond hair. As he tossed the hair back, Lucy caught a look at his face. He was gorgeous. A glint of light seemed to sparkle magically from his crystal clear blue eyes.
It took a minute for Lucy to realize that she was staring at him, with her mouth hanging open. She pulled the white robe tightly over the peeping kitten pajamas, and snapped her mouth shut so quick it made her teeth clack. She looked around embarrassed to see if anyone had heard it and ducked behind the bin of teddy bears. She rolled her eyes and groaned a little inside. Could this night get any more embarrassing?!! As if losing your mother wasn’t bad enough she needed a reminder of her impending puberty right now.
Why was she feeling this way?! She had seen cute boys before, but they had never affected her quite like this. Oh she had been awkward and geeky and quiet and shy but she had never actually hidden behind something before. There was something magnetic about him, almost magical, like she was under a spell, but she decided it just couldn’t be that. He was just a boy. It must have to do something about her and her situation. Times of stress often left you vulnerable to swings in hormones. She was not herself, that’s all, but she could easily regain her composure through an exercise of willpower she decided. Yes, that’s all it was. She stood up. He was still there. She quickly slid back again. So much for willpower!
A couple years back boys didn’t faze her at all. She had played kickball and soccer with them without even thinking about it. But now she was thirteen – almost fourteen really; well, thirteen and three quarters actually; okay, thirteen and two-thirds – and everything was awkward. This was just another thing that made her miss her mom. She had just started talking about boys with her mom before the accident. It was horribly embarrassing. Every conversation was punctuated by squirming discomfort, but it did help her cope. She had learned all about the birds and the bees long ago, thankfully, so that hurdle hadn’t been too traumatic. She instantly wondered if Amanda could talk to her about boys. That would be nice. She seemed really confident and certain, though she had been divorced. She had no idea how that might skew Amanda’s impressions of dating. “Great, I haven’t ever been on a date and I’m already contemplating divorce!” she thought.
Oh, who was she kidding? She was just a kid. She desperately tried to shake the whole idea from her head but somehow couldn’t. She quickly peeked over the bin of stuffed animals to see if he was still there. He was. She quickly ducked back down. She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she saw him look her way.
Her whole life right now was such a disaster it seemed wretchedly unfair to be reminded of the dreaded minefield that was every adolescent girl’s social life. In any fair universe, losing a parent should exempt you from such mundane worries like boys for at least a week but obviously not. She decided the whole thing was a silly distraction. She had far more important things to think about now anyway – like living with Amanda or helping Yo-yo. She would just stay here and wait for Amanda to return. Yes…that’s exactly what she would do: hide behind a bin of teddy bears…from a boy she didn’t even know. “Ugh,” she groaned at her own lameness. Then she took another quick peek. He did look really good. Then she shot back down.
“Well this is stupid!” she thought to herself. Then she thought of her mother and Amanda and about what utterly confident, self-assured women they both are…were. They certainly wouldn’t go through life hiding behind bins of fuzzy animals would they? No, they would not. She suddenly thought, “I know what they wouldn’t do, but what would they do?” She really didn’t have an answer. What did she want to do? Well, she didn’t want to stay hidden behind a bunch of plush animals, that’s for sure. She wasn’t going to do anything rash, she decided, she wasn’t even going to go up and talk to him. She just wanted to not feel like a child for once. So, she was going to just walk around the gift shop like a normal person and if she just happened to find herself looking at cards near where he was, that was just fine too. She made up her mind, however her legs didn’t move but remained stubbornly crouched. She sighed, concentrated and then she shot up, a little too quickly perhaps. She pulled the robe tighter around her and stood up – straight and proud for a moment – then she saw him and she cringed a little, but at least she didn’t go back down.
He wasn’t looking her way but was still intent on selecting a card. Good. Now what? She couldn’t just go walk over there, not directly. Instead, she had to nonchalantly wander around the store, and THEN find her way to the card section to avoid suspicion. So where to start? She started by picking over the teddy bears, but she had already done that and there was only so much to pick over. So then where? She went to go look at the refrigerated cooler full of flowers. This required her to turn her back to him for a moment, but she pulled her hair in front of and behind her ears a few times and managed to turn just enough to keep him in sight. Great. Flowers seem satisfactory, now over to the glass shelves of knick-knacks: snow globes, key chains and shot glasses that said “Fabulous Harrisburg!” Lucy picked up one with a view of the capitol. Who buys this stuff? And in a hospital? Amanda would have said something witty about that. She put it down. She peeked back over her shoulder, still there. Take a breath, where to next?
It was interminable, but she eventually managed to work her way over to the card racks by way of the teddy bears, the floral case, the souvenirs, the candy bars, the pajama racks, the toiletries, the teddy bears again and then the magazine selection. She was there. Deep breath. She was less than two feet away from him, but she couldn’t take a direct look at him without looking suspicious. So, she looked at his hands. They were beautiful – elegant but not at all dainty. Strong and powerful-looking, but not thick or hammy. His forearms were great too, muscular but not bulging or veiny. Good. Guys that worked out too much were vain and self-centered. She was just a few seconds into hand and arm rapture before she realized it would look pretty odd for her to stand there without looking at a card, so she grabbed one at random. She was staring directly at it as if perusing her options, but couldn’t see a thing because she was concentrating so hard on her peripheral vision. He was looking at get-well cards for grandmothers. He was getting a card for his grandmother! He was probably here to visit her too. What a sweetie.
She leaned forward a little and risked a sideward glance. His shirt read “Han shot first.” That made her smile. Her mom was a huge Han Solo fan. Ok, so he liked science fiction and that meant he was probably a little bit of a geek too. That was good – geeks weren’t too self-obsessed or vain, but he wasn’t too geeky or weird, though he did seem a bit pale. Maybe he played video games in his mom’s basement all day. She leaned in a little closer and took in a deep breath. He even smelled great. He smelled like a mix of cut grass and fresh water and good, clean earth with just a touch of campfire or barbecue. He smelled like summer. He smelled like Texas. He smelled like home. “Nope, definitely not a basement-dwelling gamer,” Lucy thought.
He probably worked outside a lot, maybe with people or animals. In a split second, she imagined they were riding a horse together. She was riding in front with one of his arms tightly around her middle while his other hand held the reins. They were galloping across a beach at sunset. Lucy put the card she was holding over her face to hide her smile. She was getting carried away with herself, she thought. Entirely unpractical and her mom would not approve. Mom. She turned away a little sad. She had let herself daydream a little too much. It had been fun to forget for a while, but she had to come back to earth.
She turned to her right to take one last look at him. He was gone! Somehow, he had slipped away while she was daydreaming. Darn it! She craned her neck to see if he was somewhere in the back of the store. She wasn’t certain why, but she just had to see him one last time. He wasn’t anywhere. Maybe he had left? She instantly felt a twinge of regret and turned to make a dash for the lobby to see if she could catch one last look. She didn’t get far.
“Ouch!” Lucy collided hard into the firm midsection of another person and fell backward from the jolt. When she could focus her eyes, she found she was sitting on her backside staring at a pair of vintage wingtips. She slowly scanned up the legs in black jeans that were attached to the shoes. Further up, her eyes climbed until they met a brown t-shirt that read “Han shot first.” Lucy quickly tried to look away, but inexorably her eyes were drawn back. The boy was lowering himself, crouching down until his face was just a few inches from hers, his crystal-blue eyes shimmering, his blonde hair flowing around his face, backlit by the gift shop’s track lighting. He was even more beautiful up close. Perfect skin and perfect teeth too. Great smile. It all seemed to be unfolding in slow motion until finally she realized he was talking to her.
“Um…what?” she said, shaking her head to clear it.
“I said, ‘are you ok?’ I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there. Here, let me help you up.”
It took Lucy a moment to realize he had extended his hand to her. Lucy froze. It was like her hands were stuck to the floor in glue. She let herself fantasize a little. She imagined that he was reaching for her hand asking her to dance, or maybe he was reaching down to pull her up onto the back of a white stallion. “This is silly,” she thought. Finally, she slowly reached up a hand and placed it in his. It fit perfectly. All at once he lifted Lucy – she felt weightless and was instantly on her feet. His hand was strong and surprisingly cold. She had a flash of him leaning over her languid, ecstatic body to…kiss her? Or was it to take a bite out of her neck? She couldn’t tell. “That was odd,” she thought. She usually didn’t go in for the whole goth-vampire-romance thing at all, but there were plenty of her friends in Texas who did, so maybe that’s where that came from. She quickly pulled her hand away.
She stood there unsure of what to say. Finally, she just looked down and pulled her hair behind her ears and said, “Um…thanks.”
He just smiled a friendly, normal smile and then said, “Here, you dropped your card, let me get that for you.” Before she could even react he had bent down and retrieved the card she had dropped. He held it for a moment and read it aloud, “Congratulations…on your twins…step-daughter?”
Lucy’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even noticed what the card had said.
“Boy…they got cards for every occasion don’t they?” He handed the card back to her.
“Yeah,” Lucy grabbed the card back and stared at it…sure enough, that’s what it said. She lamely tried to think of a cover story. “Yeah…I was getting it for a friend…a friend whose stepdaughter just had…twins?” She hadn’t meant it to come out sounding like a question. She cringed. Whether he bought it or not, she couldn’t tell. He just smiled. An awkward silence fell on them.
He took a step forward and just stood there looking at her…deeply. Why was he just standing there looking at her? His eyes were so blue and clear – so deep – she just had to take a step back to withstand their intensity. It was making her very anxious. She was frantically looking left and right for a way out, but there they were, stuck in a narrow aisle, and he was blocking the only way forward. She was starting to have crazy thoughts. Half of her wanted to run away and the other half wanted to step forward. She was having uncontrollable, wild daydreams. She was on a bluff overlooking the sea with him and running into his arms like they were in one of her mom’s favorite corset dramas. Or they were splashing around in the old swimming hole in the moonlight. Or they were dancing in a strange nightclub with all the people forming a circle around them cheering as he swept her off her feet.
“Um…I forgot the envelope,” he finally said as he glanced towards the card rack.
Lucy instantly deflated. “Oh, of course.” She rolled her eyes and awkwardly tried to squeeze herself out of the way in the narrow aisle. As the boy squeezed by he couldn’t help but brush up against her. When his arm touched hers, it felt like an electric shock. She saw a vision of him like a beautiful, wild animal, knocking foes aside to protect her. They looked like zombies. Maybe she liked the goth-vampire-romance scene more than she realized! He grabbed an envelope, and she rocked back and forth on her toes, not certain what to do. She couldn’t really leave until Amanda got back, but she didn’t want to stay here enduring endless embarrassment. She was just about to go back over to the teddy bears to scream into their tummies some more when he spoke.
“So…what you in for?”
“Huh?” she said, dumbstruck.
He looked down at the wide-eyed kitten pajamas. She instantly pulled the robe shut in horror. She had forgotten what she was wearing. He chuckled.
“I figured you must be a patient, that is, unless you make a habit of walking around gift shops in your PJs.”
“Um…no…I’m a, I’m a patient. Here. In the hospital. This hospital,” she said as if it wasn’t obvious she meant this hospital. She rolled her eyes at how lame she must sound. He just smiled again.
“So?” he said again.
“So?!” she replied defensively.
“So…what are you in for?” he prodded gently.
“Oh! Um…” She really didn’t want to say she was here because she had been in a car wreck. That would just bring up the whole dead mom thing again, and he probably already thought she was crazy – she didn’t want to look needy too. “Tonsils!” she eventually said. It was the first thing that popped into her head.
“Tonsils?” he replied. “I didn’t know that was an overnight stay. I thought they did that out-patient these days.”
“Did they?” Lucy thought. She didn’t know. She quickly decided to change her story. “Um…I’m sorry…I meant to say…” she tried to think. What was it that little French orphan girl had taken out of her in those stories her mother used to read to her when she was little? “Appendix…I meant to say appendix,” she finally said at last.
“Appendix?” he said a little cautiously, “Like Madeline from the stories?”
She cringed again. Why couldn’t a meteor fall out of the sky and bury her right now!
“Yeah, I’m not having my tonsils out, I’m having my appendix out. Just like Madeline from the stories.” She resisted the urge to bury her face in her hands.
“Yeah, I get those two mixed up all the time.” He smiled.
She blushed uncontrollably. Suddenly desperate to change the subject, she asked him a question. “So… what are you here for, since you are obviously NOT a patient like me, because I am definitely a patient. A patient who is having her appendix taken out, not her tonsils.” The second that sentence left her mouth she knew she must have sounded like she was an alien pretending to be human. Any moment he would expect her to take her rubber face off. He thankfully didn’t comment.
“Oh, my grandmother’s up on the fourth floor.”
“Really?” That was the same floor she was on. She tried to sound surprised and concerned, but aloof all at the same time. It sounded robotic instead.
“Yeah, I drove in this morning from Philly.” 
“Really?” she said again.
“Yeah. Nothing serious, but she’s the only family I have left.”
He was an orphan? An orphan coming to visit his sick grandmother? So he was cute and noble. A noble and cute orphan who checked up on his grandmother? What were the odds? All she could think to say was “Really?” Had she already said that? She couldn’t remember.
He laughed a little and said, “Really.” There was another awkward silence.
“So what’s your name?” he eventually said.
“My name?” She had a crazy thought about giving him some elaborate alias, like Natasha or Lolita, but then she just blurted out, “Lucy. My name is Lucy.”
“Lucy. That’s a nice name. Hey, isn’t that Latin for ‘Light’ or ‘Shining?’”
“Um…yeah…I think so.” Lucy didn’t think, she knew. It came from the Latin, Lux, for light or shining or dawn, but she didn’t want to seem too pushy or like a know-it-all. Guys didn’t like that. Her mother had told her a dozen times what her name meant. Her mom had chosen it especially for her, because she was born at dawn, and because her eyes were bright green. But more importantly, he knew Latin! Most people just made the connection to the character from Peanuts, so it pleased Lucy that this boy wasn’t just some dumb airhead at least.
“Well, it fits you, ‘cause your eyes are so bright,” he continued.
This sounded a little patronizing, like the kind of thing older boys said to tease younger girls, but she didn’t care. Lucy’s stomach flipped and she nearly swooned.
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Lucy.” He stuck out his hand again. She looked from his hand to his eyes and to his hand again. “I better take it, before he thinks I’m a weirdo,” she thought. She reached up and took it roughly. It was strong but gentle, if a bit cold. She had a flash of fangs and fiery eyes, and then she had that fantasy about him biting her neck again. Ok, she guessed she really had to read that book everyone was talking about now. It obviously had impacted her more than she thought. She pulled the hand away awkwardly.
“My name is Schuyler.”
“Schuyler.” She didn’t know why, but when she said the name it sounded like poetry. She put too much into it and it sounded a bit too melodramatic when she said it.
He laughed. “Yeah, it’s a bit pretentious for a name isn’t it?” She blushed. Oh no! She hadn’t meant to make him feel bad about his name!
“Um…no…it’s a great name…I mean, it’s a beautiful name, a lovely name…no really, I… I knew this girl in Texas who was called Schuyler!” Egad. Had she just told him he had a girl’s name? She had. She was really blowing it.
“It’s ok.” He laughed a little. “You can just call me Sky – everyone else does.” He was being really nice.
“Sky,” she said once. “Sky – like the blue in your eyes?” she thought, but she didn’t dare say it out loud. Why was this boy having such an effect on her?!! It was almost like magic.
“So…Lucy,” he started again, “Was that your mom in here with you earlier?”
“Hmm? Oh…no…that was…my…” Lucy paused. “Aunt. Yep, that was my aunt.” She said it twice, just to convince herself she believed it.
“Really?” Schuyler replied, acting somewhat dubious, “Cause I wouldn’t have put the two of you together.” He eyed the exit to the gift shop and seemed to be calculating something in his brain, but whatever it was, Lucy couldn’t guess. “Are you two together a lot?” he finally asked.
“I guess so,” she said. She didn’t really know what more to say to this, so she just stood there rocking on her feet idly.
There was another long pause before he spoke again, “Well, I think the cashier wants to close up.”
“Oh!” Lucy turned to look at the cashier. The little old lady was already sore at Lucy and Amanda for their mocking of the pajama selection, and she was looking rather testy at the moment.
“Um…ok.” Lucy walked awkwardly towards the checkout counter. Schuyler was just a step behind her. She desperately wanted to turn around and look at him again but that would be too awkward so instead, she just slowed down a little to force him to walk just a little closer to her. Once they had arrived she stood there holding her “Congratulations on the Twins, Stepdaughter” card like it was a failing report card she was trying to hide from her mother. She didn’t really want to buy it, but she didn’t know what else to do with it.
“Um…you can go first,” she said at last.
“That’s ok, you can go first. I’m in no hurry.” The cashier gave them a look – she was obviously in a hurry.
Great. There was no getting out of this. She turned to the cashier and relinquished the card hesitantly. Only then did she realize she didn’t have any money when the cashier announced the price: two ninety-five. She ran through the pockets of her robe, but she already knew she had nothing to pay with. She looked up at Schuyler anxiously and then back to the cashier.
“Um…I’m sorry…my Aunt…just stepped out…and…she’ll be back soon…and…”
“That’s ok…I got it,” Schuyler interrupted.
“Oh..no…that’s ok!! You don’t…” she tried to protest but he was already asking the cashier to ring it up with his card.
“Um…thanks,” she said as she pulled her hair behind her ears for the forty-seventh time.
“No problem.” He just smiled back at her.
While the cashier was ringing up his items, Lucy looked at the card he had purchased for his grandmother. It had lilies and silver writing. It was a beautiful card for a grandmother.
“So your grandmother’s ok?” she finally asked.
“Hmm? Oh yeah, she’ll be fine,” Sky responded. “She caught a spot of pneumonia, and they decided they wanted to watch her for a few days, so it’s just precautionary. The doctors say she’ll be fine.” He got quiet and his eyes looked just like a lost puppy dog’s eyes. He was obviously considering sharing something more with her. His voice got a little shaky when he finally spoke, “My parents both died years ago. I live with my step mom in Philly now. She doesn’t like me taking the trip, but y’know…” he trailed off.
“Prince Charming complete with wicked stepmother,” thought Lucy, “How perfect.”
Schuyler went on, “I don’t get to see her as much as I should, but I try.” He looked a little sad. Lucy felt the need to cheer him up.
“I’m sure you’re being modest,” she said, “How many other teenagers would visit their grandmother?”
He shrugged humbly. “Well, I’m the only family she’s got left. If I didn’t look out for her who would?”
“Well I think it’s really sweet,” Lucy said.
He smiled. It was hard to believe this guy was for real. He was really nice and kind and sweet. He wasn’t arrogant or bossy. He was just too good to be true. She thought about him and her for a minute and tried to force the crazy daydreams aside. They were both alone – like her and Yo-yo or her and Amanda. So many broken and unfinished lives. She certainly felt broken, but having him near made her feel better. Maybe all the broken and lonely people could find a happy place together. Then she imagined they were living in a big house together in the country and that he did housework for her without his shirt on while she sat on the couch reading and watched. “WHERE DID THAT COME FROM?!!” she thought. She quickly shoved that daydream back into the recesses of her mind and looked away. That wasn’t like her at all.
“Well I think it’s really great that you come to visit your grandmother,” she said trying to shove the previous thought from her mind.
“Thanks…that’s really nice of you to say that.”
“Oh no, I mean it,” she said perhaps a little too anxiously. He just smiled.
As she looked back, their eyes locked. He paused and then leaned in towards her very slowly and reached a hand behind her head. “OMIGOSH!!” she thought, “Is he going to kiss me?!! Do I want him to kiss me?!!” She panicked and closed her eyes. From behind her slammed-shut eyelids there was a deafening silence and then…nothing. Lucy opened one eye.
“Um…I was just reaching for the gum,” he finally said. He was holding up a pack of sugar-free gum. Of course he was just reaching for the gum on the counter behind her! She felt like such an idiot. If she could have shrunk down to the size of an ant and crawled away she would have done it right then, but still he just smiled.
“Do you want anything?” he finally asked. She shook her head “no” vigorously, too afraid to speak. If she opened her mouth who knew what would come out of it!! Probably something awful like, “Hey…my mom died in a car crash and her body was stolen from the morgue in Philly, do you want to take your shirt off and do some housework?” Oddly, she did feel like sharing the first secret with him, as if it would help relieve the burden. She just felt instinctively that she could trust him, but she didn’t know why.
The cashier bagged up their items and he started to slowly walk to the entrance just a few feet away. Her card was in his bag so she had no other choice but to follow.
“You ok?” he said as they walked to the door.
“Hmm? Oh, yeah…fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” she said defensively, but as she thought to herself she realized there was plenty to worry about. Other than losing her mother, hearing that her mother’s body had been stolen, and being chased by a mysterious longhaired phantom and a small crisis of conscience involving her mixed feelings for a potentially wonderful new guardian and a small boy she had only just met, but who desperately needed her, why, aside from that, Lucy was fine. But she didn’t dare say that, though she really wanted to.
“Really?” he seemed incredulous, “You look worried, is there something wrong?”
“Nah,” she tried bluffing, “I’m probably just a little nervous about the…y’know…tonsils.”
“Appendix.”
“Right.” She cringed from embarrassment and rolled her eyes. “That’s what I meant to say.”
They reached the door and he paused.
“Well, it was nice meeting you, Lucy.”
“Over so soon?” Lucy thought, but she didn’t know what to say so she just stood there awkwardly pulling her hair behind her ears and then forward again. Then he pulled his hair behind one ear too. She smiled. And then the oddest thing happened. Just as she was certain he was going to lean in and REALLY kiss her this time, or at least give her a brotherly hug, he paused and a look of disgust crept across his face. At first she was horrified she that she must have had a booger hanging from her nose or something worse, but then she noticed he was actually looking past her, at something beyond her in the lobby. She turned around to see what was the matter was. There in the lobby waiting room were two strange young men – well one was a teenager really. One was tall, the other short and they were loitering about without a purpose and only occasionally did they sneak furtive peeks in her and Schuyler’s direction.
“Um…do you know those guys?” Schuyler eventually asked.
She turned back to face Sky, “Um…no…why do you ask?” Lucy said genuinely surprised.
“Well…it’s just…I dunno…they’ve been staring at you for the last several minutes.”
“Really?” Lucy said. She turned back to look at the two strangers. Instantly they both turned their eyes away the moment she saw them. They were looking at her. She turned around, frightened. Sky looked concerned too and slightly angry. She slowly turned around to look at them both one more time. They were looking at her again. They tried to pretend that they weren’t of course, by staring at their shoes or the ceiling, but they were acting really suspiciously. Lucy took a long, hard look. They were the oddest-looking pair she had ever seen. The short one on the right was thick and stocky with spiky red hair. He looked young, maybe fourteen or fifteen tops. He wore a dirty jeans jacket and dirty pants smeared with filth. He looked like he had spent the night in an alley. His face was pock marked and acne scarred and heavily freckled. He had a blunt, squashy nose; heavy brow; thick, bushy eyebrows; beady eyes and boxed ears. His jaw was broad and massive but his lips were thin. His mouth hung open in an expression of perpetual cluelessness, revealing his crooked teeth. He looked like he hadn’t learned to breathe through his nose yet. Despite his heavy jaw and brow, he looked doughy and indistinct, like a sculpture made by an alien from another planet who only had a vague idea of what a human should look like. He was positively ugly and brutish looking. He looked mean, stupid and threatening.
Lucy instantly hated him, but as unpleasant as he was, he wasn’t anywhere near as disturbing as his odd companion. The one on the left was tall and lanky with pointy knees and elbows. He was not what Lucy would call handsome, but compared to the other red-haired one he was positively attractive. He appeared to be in his mid-to-late 20s. “Some kind of slacker, loser or gamer geek for sure,” thought Lucy. He had a few days’ growth of beard and straggly, unkempt, dark-brown hair, pointy features, and saucer-like eyes with an expression that was lost somewhere between horror and exhaustion. He looked like those pictures of soldiers that had been at war too long, but the strangest thing about him was his outfit.
He was wearing ragged sneakers, blue-green scrubs for pants and a gray hoodie zipped up all the way to the neck with the hood up. Weirdest of all, on top of the gray hoodie he was wearing a crisp, white-silk blazer that looked like it must have cost a fortune. It was the kind of blazer you only saw on male models in fashion magazines and he wasn’t that type at all. It was glaringly white and shimmering like a snowman in a coal mine. He looked positively ridiculous. Maybe he was trying to be ironic, Lucy thought. It certainly stood out. To top it off, he was holding up a large, lurid, electric-blue lollipop, but he stared at it like he didn’t know whether to suck on it or throw it away, so he just held it loosely between thumb and forefinger as if he were holding it for someone else.
The thought that these two were stalking her or checking her out was really unsettling. “No…I’ve never seen them before in all my life,” she said with an air of apprehension, but even as she said it, she wasn’t so sure. There was something awfully familiar about them, especially the brooding red-haired teenager. She looked at him intently for a moment. He glanced her way and then quickly turned away. In that instant though she thought she saw something dark and terrible, like a large monstrous, black dog. When she felt it she fell back a little, but Sky was there to steady her.
“Hey, you ok there?” Sky asked concerned.
“Um…yeah…it’s just that those guys are so creepy.” Lucy blinked a time or two. What had she just seen?
“Yeah, hospitals at night can attract a lot of weirdoes. Sometimes you have to watch out for yourself.”
“Great,” thought Lucy, “As if things weren’t bad enough, now she had a couple of creepy stalkers, but that last thing wasn’t like the usual creepy, pervy vibes, it was almost like…well…it was almost like the way the longhaired, grey-eyed woman made her feel. Lucy didn’t dare look back at the red-haired teenager again.
Schuyler eyed them both contemptuously. He was watching out for her. How sweet.
            “Well you should watch out” Schuyler began after a minute, “Sometimes the creepy older guys like to hit on pretty fifteen year olds.”
“Yeah…” Lucy said absentmindedly, not really listening. She was still thinking about the vision of the black dog when she realized what he had said. Wait! What did he say?! “Pretty!?” Did he just say she was “pretty!?” She was in a state of near catatonic joy for a second. It didn’t last before paranoia and self-doubt overwhelmed it. “Wait,” she thought again, “Is ‘pretty’ good? Or was that something you said to your little sister? Do I want to be ‘pretty?’” Only then did her mind catch up with the rest of what Schuyler had said.
“Wait…How old do you think I am?!” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but now it was out there like a dead rat on the dinner table and she couldn’t take it back.
“Fifteen,” Schulyer just replied casually. “Why? Oh, I’m sorry, are you sixteen? I have a hard time guessing people’s ages.” He turned away and looked shy for a moment before peeking cautiously back her way.
“Um…no…I’m fifteen,” she said beaming. “Yeah…a fifteen year old in princess kitten pajamas,” she thought to herself, and then she regained a bit of confidence. “Shut up, brain! You’re not ruining this for me!”
He looked nervous. It was strangely gratifying that he could get nervous too. It made her feel far more confident for some reason.
They stood there awkwardly for a moment. Lucy was trying not to look directly at the two creeps or at Schuyler. She just wanted to enjoy the moment when she was mistaken for a fifteen year old.
Schuyler broke the silence first, “Oh! I almost forgot.” He reached into his small bag and pulled out Lucy’s purchase. “Your card.”
“Oh,” Lucy muttered, she had forgotten about it. “Thanks.”
Schuyler held it out to her, “Wouldn’t want your friend’s stepdaughter to miss out.”
Lucy reached up slowly to take it from him. She let her hand pass a little farther than she needed to. As she pulled it slowly away, her hand brushed his, and she had another one of her inexplicable, spontaneous fantasies. They were sitting on a rooftop overlooking the Manhattan skyline. Then suddenly they were somewhere else. She didn’t know where they were, but there were narrow streets and fabulous architecture in rich colors like in Mexico somewhere. Then just as quickly, the scene changed again. Now they were standing on a vast, empty, gray plain she had never seen before on the edge of a cliff overlooking an immense black pit. There seemed to be strange, blue fire around them everywhere. In her daydream, Schuyler leaned over and put his hand gently to her face as if to kiss her, but the fantasy disappeared the second Schuyler spoke. It was…odd.
“Well…later,” he said simply. Schuyler turned to go and Lucy danced on her feet like she had to go to the bathroom, uncertain if she had the courage to do what she was about to do next.
“Um…Schuyler…I mean…Sky,” Lucy called out nervously.
He turned around, “Yeah?”
“Um…I’m up on the fourth floor too, where your grandmother is...so y’know…maybe the next time you come by to see your grandmother, maybe tomorrow, you could…” He gave her a querulous look and she thought she had said too much. She started backtracking, “But…y’know…if you don’t want to…"
He looked a little unsure for a moment and Lucy was certain she had crossed a line somehow, but he just smiled and said, “Sure. I’d like that.” It took everything she had inside to not to do a little dance and scream, “Yes!” but she managed to restrain herself.
“You take care of yourself, Lucy.” He turned to go for the second time and then five steps away he stopped and looked back and shot her a carefree smirk and a wink, “See ya later, freckles.” Her mom had called her that. That pet name had always annoyed her, but coming from him, it was just…magical. She watched him walk out into the lobby.
As he passed near the two creepy strangers he made a quick head fake in their direction. They both flinched and nearly jumped out of their skins. Lucy laughed. Sky was totally looking out for her. What a sweetheart. Sky looked like the kind of guy that could handle himself. Heck, he looked like the kind of guy that could probably mop the floor with those guys! The two stalkers were so intimidated by Sky’s gesture they practically stumbled over the top of each other to get out of the lobby. Schuyler watched them go as they elbowed each other past the double doors and headed out outside and down the street. Confident that she was safe, he then walked to the end of the lobby and over to the elevators, he made one last look her direction, smiled that carefree smile that Lucy would always remember and then turned the corner and was gone.
Lucy leaned her cheek against the doorframe of the gift shop and sighed.
“Wow. He was cute,” Amanda’s voice came from behind her.
Lucy’s eyes widened to the size of ashtrays. She quickly spun around and gave the elegant woman in amber tinted glasses a horrified look. “Amanda!”
“What?” Amanda chuckled, “I may be over thirty but I’m not dead!”
“Amanda!” Lucy said again through gritted teeth. This mortified Lucy, but she laughed all the same. It was like something her mother would have said.
“What? All I’m saying is that there are times I wish I was a teenager again, especially if there are hotties like that roaming around the...”
“AMANDA! Could we please not talk about it here?”
“Ok, I get it. We can’t talk about boys or bodily functions until we’ve known each other for at least two weeks. Right?”
“Right,” Lucy agreed and laughed a little.
“Still…” Amanda turned to gaze off in the direction where Schuyler had disappeared from view. “There was something special, something almost…unnatural about him, wasn’t there?”
“Yeah, I guess so.” Lucy tried to soft-pedal it, but she thought Sky had been almost…well…supernatural. Guys like that – kind, sweet, funny and good-looking, without being vain – only existed in teenage romance novels, but just for a minute she let herself wallow in the sweetest indulgence of all…the indulgence of…possibilities. She clutched the stepdaughter-having-twins-card to her chest and sighed.
Amanda just stared relentlessly at the spot she had last seen Schuyler. Her eyes narrowed in intensity and her whole expression was cold and foreboding. Lucy didn’t like it. Even when she didn’t speak, Lucy could tell when the cold and stern Amanda took over. She hoped this was just maternal protective instinct. What mother wasn’t concerned about her daughter when it came to teenage boys? She seemed to stare at the spot for a whole minute or more, like she could look through the walls and still see him around the corner. Her eyes tracked the unseen Schuyler not to the elevators, but to somewhere else beyond. Lucy thought that was odd. Not even her own mother was that paranoid about boys. Whatever the reason, when she turned back to face Lucy, the kind and funny, cool and stylish Amanda was back.
“Well, I have some good news,” she said brightly.
“Really?” Lucy really needed to come up with another word to say.
“Really. But we can’t talk about it here… C’mon, let’s get our things and go.”
Lucy and Amanda gathered up their purchases and brought them to the check-out counter. The cashier gave a forced smile, she must have guessed Amanda was corporate, but her eyes betrayed a silent, “Finally!”
“I can get that for you, honey…” Amanda said, grabbing at the card Lucy was holding.
“No! That’s ok! It’s already paid for!” But Amanda had already snatched it away.
“Congratulations. Twins. Stepdaughter?” Amanda said out loud. She looked at Lucy with her brown cow eyes over the top of her amber glasses. “Is there something you want to tell me, Lucy?”
“Ugh…no! Just…give it back.” Lucy grabbed it back and stuffed it in her pocket.
Amanda regarded Lucy with a knowing and sly look. Then she leaned over to whisper in Lucy’s ear, “You aren’t the first one to do something foolish for a cute guy, y’know.”
“Yeah…I know,” Lucy replied shyly, and she pulled her hair behind her ears again. Amanda stood up and smiled at Lucy admiringly and Lucy felt a little less embarrassed.
They paid for their things and the cashier practically closed the shop doors on their heels.
“C’mon, honey, we have lots to talk about.” Amanda held out her elegant, gloved hand and Lucy didn’t hesitate to grab it. They walked out into the Lobby, hand in hand carrying their bags. For a moment it was just like those glamorous movies where two best friends go out and buy fancy clothes for their night on the town, only instead of a fancy schmancy street in Paris or Hollywood it was the lobby of the Harrisburg Hospital and instead of designer clothes it was a couple of t-shirts, some toiletries and a bag of cheese curls, but it didn’t matter. It still felt the same to Lucy – that is it did at least until she saw the dirty face of Yo-yo pressed against the lobby window. As she walked away hand-in-hand with Amanda she saw the look of shock and abandonment in his eyes. He was white as death, his eyes like empty glass bottles, vacant from horror.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
The Chamberlain
“Come along Nefer, don’t hesitate, we have much to accomplish.”
The Chamberlain said this with even less urgency than one might say, “I’ll have another date-and-honey cake, please.” The Chamberlain hadn’t spoken much since he had bidden Nephys to follow him out of the chambers of the Great Master into the vast dark corridors of the temple. Thankfully, with his Death Sight, Nephys could follow the Chamberlain’s heart-flame through the dark hallways. The Chamberlain’s soul light was small, faint, but clear, like the lights of many that had been in Limbo a very long time. The Chamberlain was a tall man so that even though he didn’t seem to walk with any great speed, his stride never wavered. Nephys had to skip every third step in order to keep up.
“Yes, Chamberlain.” Nephys tried to bow while struggling to keep pace and only lost a step in the process.
Ever since they had left the chambers of the Great Master, he had been struggling, not only to keep up, but also to understand what had happened. The Great Master was terrifying but ancient and sickly. It had never occurred to him that Death could be ill. One of the few graces of the afterlife was the cessation of disease. No one was sick in the afterlife because everyone was already dead. Illness was a trait of mortality, but if Death were ill, did that mean it was mortal?! He had always assumed Death was…well…deathless – as permanent a feature of the universe as the stars – but then he wasn’t even certain about them anymore. He had read in some texts that had come to him recently to copy about strange things called supernovas where the very stars could explode and then shrink to a nothingness so dense it could consume everything, even light. He didn’t really understand it, but it chilled him to think that stars could die. He didn’t believe it at first. In his home country they had called the stars to the north, “The Imperishables” because they never set below the horizon, but nothing seemed to last forever anymore, so maybe they would die out too. And if a star could die, why not Death? It was too much to think about.
Instead, he concentrated on the figure of the Chamberlain ahead of him. The Chamberlain was a fellow countryman for certain. He spoke the old tongue and wore the clothes common to his land, if in a more old-fashioned style. He wore a long, blue-black linen kilt, fastened just below the breastbone. It was a simple affair commonly worn by the priests of his age. It was just one, long bolt of cloth wrapped several times around the middle with the tail end thrown over one shoulder. No other garment was worn beneath it and the left breast was left bare. Here the Chamberlain bore a terrible black wound. It gaped like an empty well, but it was not a clean wound. It looked as if he had been stabbed in the heart with a hoe or other farm implement. He wore a broad collar of lapis and silver that was beautiful but simple. His feet were shod in simple, silver sandals adorned with the typical Ankh knots, the symbol of life. His arms were covered in tight linen wrappings, like a mummy. Silver finger coverings protected his fingers. Each was made to resemble the nails and first knuckles of each finger. Nephys had seen similar finger coverings in gold placed to protect the digits of deceased royalty. The Chamberlain had obviously been a high-ranking noble or official even in life. His head was shaved, like a priest’s head should be, and the upper part of his face was covered by a silver mask like a hawk’s beak. It was made in the image of the god, Horus: the far sighted one.
Even though it had the hawk god’s eyes, there were no eyeholes for the occupant. He obviously didn’t need them. He was as blind as everyone else here and judging from the way he spoke to Nephys without looking at him, his Death Sight could look straight through the back of his head.
The Chamberlain had led him from the innermost chambers of the Halls of Death, out past the other necromancers and into the outer halls. At first, Nephys had tried to use his natural eyes and stumbled and tripped until he remembered to use his Death Sight. His natural eyes had strangely worked in the antechamber of the Great Master, but out here in the halls themselves, they were useless. The Chamberlain eventually led him down a narrower causeway, away from the many mutilated attendants and bureaucrats, into what appeared to be more private rooms and studies. The longer they walked on in silence, the more nervous Nephys became. At last he decided to brave a question.
“Chamberlain?”
“Yes, Nefer?”
It didn’t bother Nephys much that the Chamberlain used the ancient form of his name. Nephys was just glad that his grandmother had insisted the old tongues should be spoken in his house or he wouldn’t have been able to understand the Chamberlain at all. In life, many of his cousins and neighbors only spoke Greek. The Chamberlain’s dialect was often formal and hard for Nephys to understand, and he worried that the Chamberlain might look down on his humble speech. Still, there were questions burning on Nephys’ tongue so hot that he couldn’t not speak them.
“I…I thought that I was supposed to see the Great Master?” He cringed after speaking, expecting some rebuke, but the Chamberlain replied in his usual impassive manner.
“The Great Master sees no one these days.” He paused for a moment. He didn’t turn but kept on walking forward. However, Nephys could tell that he was looking directly at him. The power of the Death Sight was so great with some souls that they didn’t even need to point their eyes at you to see you anymore. Many did anyway out of force of habit, but it wasn’t necessary. After regarding Nephys through the back of his head, the Chamberlain spoke again, “But such is the Great Master’s trust in his servants that whether you see him or his servants, it is the same.”
Nephys almost smiled in anxiety. It was definitely not the same. Though not entirely certain of his fate, Nephys much preferred to be following the Chamberlain than to be face to face with the beast he had seen earlier. Nephys couldn’t resist another question though, the minute he thought of the wheezing creature.
“Um…Chamberlain?”
“Yes, Nefer?” If the Chamberlain was annoyed or impatient he didn’t show the slightest trace of it.
“The Great Master…he seemed, that is…” Nephys struggled with how to say what he wanted to say. He eventually settled on, “The Great Master is very old, isn’t he?” That sounded more respectful than saying ‘sick’ or ‘feeble.’
The Chamberlain did not hesitate but tonelessly answered, “The Great Master was already old when the stars were new, young Nefer.”
“Oh,” Nephys replied. That really didn’t answer the question though. Nephys tried again. “It’s…um…Chamberlain,” Nephys bowed a little as he said this to look more deferential. “It’s just that he seemed…” Nephys chose the next word carefully, “um...weary.”
“Does that surprise you, young one?” the Chamberlain replied without emphasis.
As a point of fact it did surprise Nephys, but he didn’t know what to say. The Chamberlain took his silence as an answer.
“All who labor will tire eventually,” the Chamberlain said casually then paused.
“Oh,” Nephys replied, but he was as confused as ever. Against all good judgment he pressed on.
“Is that why? …um…Chamberlain?” He added his title hastily and bowed again to avoid offense. The bowing slowed him down and he had to skip again to catch up.
“Is that why what, Nefer?” the Chamberlain responded emotionlessly.
“Is that why he…um…the Great Master…Is that why he doesn’t see anyone anymore? Because of…his…his age?” Nephys asked hesitantly.
The Chamberlain walked on silently for a while before speaking, “It is not the years; it is the burden.”
This made little sense to Nephys, but he was so relieved that he didn’t have to get any closer to the Great Master than he had that he really didn’t question this.
The Chamberlain turned down a short aisle of columns and through a side door. This door was large but far closer to human scale than the others. However, unlike the other doors, which were just simple, unadorned rectangles, this one had lotus fretwork across the top and was surmounted by the winged sun disk, also marked with the triangle. Usually, the sun disk was flanked by the Uraeus – the cobra and symbol of life – but this one was flanked by the outstretched arms of the Ka sign – the sign of the life essence of the soul and mark of the necromancers. Nephys followed the Chamberlain in. It was like being in a large and elegant tomb from his own country. Nephys blinked and noticed that here he could see with his natural eyes unlike outside where he had to use his Death Sight. The columns were shaped with lotus capitals and the walls decorated with scenes from the life of Osiris: his dismemberment at the hands of Set and his rescue by the farsighted one, Horus. It was like his own tomb, only more lavish. It was beautiful. It felt…comforting, like returning home after a very long journey. Nephys only realized he was standing still and gaping in wonder at all this when the Chamberlain spoke.
“You really are from the Land of the Black Earth, aren’t you Nefer?” he said flatly. The Chamberlain had crossed over the chamber to an ebony table with many scrolls and small chests on it. The Chamberlain was obviously working on something. There was also a large balance scale, like the kind his grandmother said Anubis would use to weigh his heart, but instead of weights or coins the balance held tiny human figurines in blackened bronze. One tray of the balance was overloaded with so many figurines it was weighted down to the surface of the table, lifting the other nearly empty tray high into the air.
“Yes, Chamberlain,” he said hurrying over to where the Chamberlain stood. “I am from the Land of the Black Earth.” No one called it the Land of the Black Earth anymore, except maybe his grandmother. Even in Nephys’ time it had simply been “Aegyptus” for centuries.
“Yet you use the Greek form of your name. Why?”
“My…my Father was Syrian Greek, a Roman citizen…I
think…Chamberlain.” Nephys only had the vaguest memories of his father. The Chamberlain betrayed no emotion, but Nephys suddenly worried if he might think less of him for not being full Egyptian. So he added another bow just to be extremely circumspect. The Chamberlain just stood rigidly behind the table.
“I see,” he said at last, “But your mother was a daughter of the black land?”
“Yes…Chamberlain, a-and her mother as well.” For all his grandmother had taught him, he felt like he had to get that in. He owed her that much.
“Then you are my countryman as well,” he said simply. He reached down and picked up a small ebony box from the table and walked around to Nephys’ side. As he walked he spoke, “How did you die, Nefer?”
“Die?” Nephys reached up and touched the ragged slash across his throat. “I…I don’t really remember. I was at home…I think.” Nephys didn’t really know how he had died, he had just remembered waking up in the afterworld.
“Your father was an official? A centurion perhaps? Or a man of substance?”
Nephys shrugged. He hardly remembered anymore, but they weren’t poor or uneducated.
The Chamberlain walked up to him slowly and ran the tip of one silver finger covering over the edge of Nephys’ wound. “Thieves – thieves that steal in the dead of night or in the early morning before dawn. Their kind existed in even the best times, but even they will meet the same fate. None escape the Great Master.” His voice seemed tinged with some subtle form of regret mixed with malice – the only real emotion that the mouth under the mask betrayed.
He composed himself and continued, “I died in the time of Djoser, a good ruler, a just and wise man. Our nation prospered under his watch. I have watched our people from this side for many centuries. I saw them rise to heights I could not imagine. They were wise and just and good and loved beautiful things and wisdom more than anything. There were troubled times, of course, but they outlasted them and reigned for more than a thousand years. It gave me hope. I began to believe that some things could last. Then came the Assyrians and the Babylonians and the Persians and the Greeks and then the Romans and others – raiders and invaders, pillagers and thieves all.” He paused directly in front of Nephys. He was very tall and towered over him. “Now no one worships the gods of the black land anymore. Do they?” He paused again.
Nephys wasn’t certain if the Chamberlain wanted an answer, but he finally felt the need to say something, “No…no they don’t…Chamberlain.”
The Chamberlain’s mouth, which was the only part of his face that Nephys could see, moved slightly, as if he meant to smile, but then he suppressed it. Nephys thought he saw a sharp tooth for a moment. “But then they were never gods to begin with, were they?”
Nephys had no idea what to say to this, so he said nothing. He stood there silently with the box in hand for what seemed like an eternity before speaking again.
“But our people’s fall taught me a lesson. It taught me that hope is a delusion. I learned that the only true comfort is to accept things as they really are.”
“As they are?” Nephys asked, confused. “Chamberlain,” he suddenly remembered to add while bowing.
“Yes, Nefer. The truth is that all must end in death and blood.”
Nephys swallowed hard, but the Chamberlain wasn’t finished.
“But while we can, we must save as much of life as is possible.”
He held the small box flat in the palm of one hand and removed the lid with the other.
“Tell me, Nefer. What do you see?”
Nephys peeked into the box. It was full of unremarkable glassy pebbles. All of them were more or less the same size, small and of a rough, unhewn rounded shape. They were nearly identical except that one near the bottom was glowing brightly with an unbelievable light. It was cool and bright, just as Maggie had described it, and seeing it again he suddenly had visions of palm groves and banks of reeds where they would hunt ducks and of fields of new barley. It all came flooding back and more. His grandmother’s necklace had an emerald, his uncle’s shield was painted the same color and so were the walls of his room. Once he saw it, a whole universe of memories came back to him, as if he lived his whole short life again in that instant, from the moment of his first steps to the time of his…he reached his hand up to his throat.
It was green. He knew it was green. He could see the color vividly, both before him and in his mind. And it wasn’t just green, all the other colors came back too: purple, yellow, blue and carnelian, ivory and rosewood and saffron – vivid and intense like an overflowing spice market.
He saw other things too. Strange things he had never seen before: a large house of brick and white stone columns in a green wood. Maggie was there and so was the Chamberlain, only it wasn’t Maggie and wasn’t the Chamberlain. It made no sense. And a girl. He saw a girl with glorious green eyes in strange purple clothing adorned with unusual representations of the goddess Bastet, each with enormous eyes like Horus, and each wearing crowns and resting on fat pillows.
He looked away. It was too intense, like standing next to a fire, not the cool blue fires of Limbo but an actual roaring fire like in the real world, and he instantly remembered the fires from his life where they would roast calves outside his home. In the midst of these visions he only just realized that the Chamberlain was still waiting for an answer. He panicked.
“I…I see a box of glassy pebbles, Chamberlain.”
The Chamberlain did not react at all but said simply, “And is not one of them different from its brothers?”
Nephys cringed in horror. He knew. He knew everything. Yet the way he had phrased this question was merciful. It gave Nephys a second chance. He took a breath and calmed himself.
“Yes, Chamberlain. One is different.”
“Can you show it to me?”
Nephys slowly reached in and pushed aside the remaining glassy stones to find the scintillating stone he now knew was an emerald at the bottom of the box. As he touched it, he saw all the visions again, only more quickly and more vividly. The stone was warm and seemed to fill his body with warmth – traveling from his fingertips to his very bosom. As he drew it slowly out of the box, he could see that its light was illuminating his hand. His hand no longer looked blue and pallid. He could see the green light, but underneath it his hand looked olive in tone, like his flesh had been in life. He held up the stone and marveled at it. It didn’t just cast a green color to everything, but seemed to give new color and life to everything in its light. He passed the stone around the room. In its light the murals that were once blue and white and black were transformed to green and warm-brown flesh tones, with clothes both brilliant white and purple. Again the Chamberlain had to interrupt his revelation.
“That is correct.” The Chamberlain almost seemed to smile, and Nephys thought he saw a sharp tooth slip over his lower lip again but only for an instant. The Chamberlain closed the box and put it back on the table. He held out his cupped hand. “May I?” The Chamberlain spoke deferentially to Nephys even though he was but a scribe. Nephys reluctantly relinquished the stone into the Chamberlain’s outstretched hand. The Chamberlain’s hand closed on the stone, and the magical color-restoring light disappeared, returning the room to its usual monochromatic tones.
The Chamberlain held the stone tightly in his hand and walked away slowly, turning his back to Nephys, but Nephys could tell he was watching him with his Death Sight right through the back of his head.
“Do you know what this is, Nefer?”
Nephys ventured a guess. “It’s an emerald?” he answered nervously.
“Yes,” the Chamberlain replied flatly. “And more. All of the stones in that box are emeralds, Nefer. All of them have lost their color – but not this one – at least not to you. This stone is very special.”
He wandered over to the murals and examined the one of Osiris being dismembered by his brother. He crossed one arm across his chest and then rubbed the fingers of the other hand near his face. “I have known this stone since I was a young man not much older than you are now. When I first came to Limbo many millennia ago I could see the color of this stone just as I could see the color of this mural. But now, they are all lost to me. I knew even then that I was losing my natural vision and resisted it as long as I could, just so I could enjoy the stone’s light, but the Death Sight is irresistible.” Nephys looked down. He certainly understood that feeling. “It’s purity, its clarity, its sense of detachment. The Death Sight is the only thing that can make one see reason or purpose in this place. So, finally I embraced it and lost the ability to see the stone’s true color.” The Chamberlain expressed almost no emotion, but for a moment it almost sounded as if he were regretful.
He paused, then turned and spoke to Nephys directly, “But before I did, I rolled this stone over countless times between my fingers.” He opened his hand and the light of the stone seemed to flood the room with more intensity than before. He rolled the small gem between his thumb and forefinger. “I held it in my palm and scrutinized it endlessly. I memorized every surface, every flaw and every imperfection, every subtlety, so that when I could no longer see its real hue, I would still know it.” He walked across the room back towards Nephys.
The Horus mask covering the Chamberlain’s face with its large falcon eyes stared directly at him. “And now that I can no longer see its vivid green color, now that the very word green is just an abstraction to me, I still know that it is this stone that is unique, and I can tell it from all the others by feel alone. At times I doubted my ability or my resolve to remember this, yet I would open the chest and examine the stones and instantly know which one was the stone just by its shape. And you, Nefer…” Nephys had been staring at the stone this whole time, but as the Chamberlain said this, his vision snapped back to the large falcon eyes of the mask. “You alone of all those residing in Limbo, are the only one who can still see it.” He held the stone up between two fingers as if to drop it. Nephys quickly realized he meant to give it back, and he awkwardly cupped both of his hands underneath it.
The Chamberlain dropped the stone. Nephys caught it, clamped both hands over it, and then opened his fingers just a crack to see the bright green light streaming out.
“And that is why I have called you here today.”
“Chamberlain?” Nephys was confused and dazzled at the same time.
“Only a person who can still see the stone for what it is can wield it. To all others, it is powerless.”
Nephys gulped. It made his stomach lurch to think that there was a power that even the Great Chamberlain could not use but he could. Nephys marveled at it. “It’s so beautiful. What is it for?” he asked.
“It is a weapon.”
“A weapon?!” Nephys looked up in shock and almost dropped the stone as if it were a poisonous asp.
“Yes. A weapon against the darkness. A weapon against the end of time.” Before Nephys could even respond to this, the Chamberlain was moving again. “Come, Nefer.” The Chamberlain immediately began to walk away and Nephys followed him out of the elegant tomb. “Put the stone away for now.” Nephys didn’t have any pockets to speak of, so he merely held it tightly in one hand to conceal its light. Instantly he was plunged into darkness. Nephys had to remember to use his Death Sight outside. Thankfully he could still follow the Chamberlain’s soul light.
The Chamberlain spoke with urgency, “The Great Master is not well, Nefer.”
“Not well?!” thought Nephys. They walked on past columns and courtiers at a furious pace. How could Death be “not well?” It’s not as if he could die, could he?! Before he could ask the question the Chamberlain was already explaining.
“Do you know what would happen if the Great Master perished, young Nefer?”
Nephys just shook his head “no” furiously, not daring to speak. Even through the back of his head, the Chamberlain could see Nephys’ response with the Death Sight.
“No one knows for certain, but without Death, the flow of life and death could be reversed.”
“Reversed?” Nephys said in shock. What would that mean? That the dead would leave the underworld and come out into the land of the living? Nefer tried to imagine the world flooded with the dead: shades pouring out over the living, and not just shades, but worse things from the pits of punishment. Nephys gulped. The Chamberlain seemed to read his mind.
“Yes, Nefer, that must not happen,” he said tonelessly. “Do you know of the Necromancers?”
“Yes, Chamberlain.” Nephys didn’t bother to bow but just kept walking trying to keep up with the Chamberlain’s long stride, his mind still reeling from these recent revelations.
“The Necromancers are a race of men endowed with powers of life and death. Only one of them is THE Necromancer, however, the Champion of Death himself and charged to maintain the balance between the world above and the world below, keeping the flow moving always in the one direction only.” The Chamberlain spoke hurriedly but in the same, monotonous way, “The soul has many parts as you know, Nefer. The Yib, the Ba, the Ka, the Akh – the heart, the mind, the essence of life, the sense of self. The living necromancers can call on the necromancers of the past. The Necromancer provides the life essence, or Ka, in his own blood so that the other parts may be summoned into the dead. These are his servants, his helpers in this great task. Their hearts remain in Limbo, but their other parts – their shadows and psyches – can return. The Necromancers of the past have sworn to maintain the balance between the worlds and to help the current Necromancer in this one goal. But now the necromancers above are very few, and the Champion is failing in his task.”
“Failing?” Nephys asked, curious despite his apprehension.
“Yes, Nefer. The balance between our worlds is very delicate. It can be broken at any moment. If it is broken, catastrophe will come to both worlds.”
“Catastrophe?!!” Nephys would have been panicking had he not been struggling so hard to keep pace.
“Yes. The balance is now very close to being broken, but, with the stone, I believe that the Necromancer can restore the balance between our worlds and save us both. There is no time to lose. You must take the stone to the Necromancer.”
“Um…which one? Chamberlain?” Nephys glanced around the hall at the various courtiers. He wondered which mutilated soul he had to take it to and why the Chamberlain could not take it himself.
“THE Necromancer, Nefer. You must take the stone to the Necromancer in the world above.” Only now did the Chamberlain’s voice betray any urgency.
“What?!!” Nephys came to a dead stop. “B-b-but how?” The Chamberlain stopped, but only briefly, to turn the eyes of the Horus Mask on the hapless scribe.
“Through the gates of Erebus, of course.” He stated this as if it was obvious and resumed his brisk walk. Nephys doubled his pace to catch up. “The stone once resided in the world above, but it was sent here by the current Necromancer to protect it. He can call up the souls of the Necromancers of the past, but he cannot call up the stone. It must be carried out and there is only one way.”
“But…but Chamberlain, no one could survive the passage! The torrent of souls… I…I would be destroyed and turned into a shade in mere moments!!”
“The stone will protect you…and you will have help.”
“Help?” Nephys was incredulous.
“Do you know the causeway to the Gates of Erebus?”
“Yes, Chamberlain.” The causeway was a large earthen dam, bridging what was once the rivers Styx and Acheron. It served as the main thoroughfare between the lands of the living and the lands of the dead. Many children of Limbo worked there cataloging souls as they made their way, confused, into their new habitations.
“Do you know the broken statue of Apnu on the far side of the causeway?” the Chamberlain went on.
There were many battered and half-broken statues along the causeway. They were relics from the time of Elysium and before. The statue of Anubis was a gigantic thing of black granite with half its head missing. It was so big you could see it easily from the other side of the river. It had been there longer than any other.
“Anubis? Yes…I know the statue.”
“It is not a statue. It is the god himself.”
Nephys nearly came to another stunned halt. Before he had time to question, the Chamberlain went on.
“He never was a god, not truly, but one of the ancients who learned all the secrets of the afterlife and then remained to lead souls to the other side, but even gods can fade over time. Rather than embrace oblivion, he decided to remain still and endure the long passage of time in silence, but there is still some strength in him. Tell him you need passage to the land of the living. Show him the stone. He will understand what to do. He will help you across the threshold of the gate. From there you will have to take the stone to the Necromancer. The stone will guide you.”
“But…” Nephys was having a very hard time assimilating everything he was hearing.
“Give the stone to the Necromancer so that he can prevent the disaster. There is very little…” and the Chamberlain paused slightly here to emphasize the next word, “time.”
Nephys thought about Maggie and Hiero. “Chamberlain…” Nephys began to protest.
“Come. I will take you there now.”
“Chamberlain!!” Nephys only realized how disrespectful this sounded when it was out of his mouth. The Chamberlain stopped and turned on him with the empty eyes of Horus.
Nephys’ mind was spinning, but he needed to say something to Maggie before leaving. “Um…I will need to tell Falco I will be leaving…otherwise he will be very upset with me.” Nephys cringed. He wasn’t certain if this ploy would work.
If the Chamberlain was looking at him askance from under the silver mask he couldn’t tell, but it certainly felt that way. Nephys was counting on Falco’s reputation as a tyrant to sell this flimsy excuse.
“Very well,” the Chamberlain said after what seemed like an eternity, “But go directly to the gates afterwards. Do you know the way to the entrance?”
Nephys glanced around. He was not far from where the Herald had led him. “Um…yes, Chamberlain. I think so.”
“Then go and do not fail, Nefer. Hurry.” The Chamberlain stepped aside to let Nephys pass. Nephys hesitated and then ran past him frantically in the direction he thought the entrance was located. He must have guessed right because when he turned to glance back, the Chamberlain was already hurrying in the opposite direction.
He continued to run without stopping until he reached the large, columned hall just before the entrance. The large, black rectangle of the entrance was just as impenetrable from this side as from the other. He paused and paced back and forth nervously. He was going back! Was he happy or terrified or both? His near panic was so intense he forgot the small stone held tightly in his fist.
He held up his closed hand. He could feel the heat and light inside. He had been using his Death Sight to better navigate the hallways just now during his run. He opened his hand. With the Death Sight, it was just an unremarkable, glassy, irregular, oval stone. Then he closed his eyes and opened them again, this time using his natural eyes. The radiance of the green stone burst forth all at once, and with it, the memories of honey cakes and starry nights and everything else he had loved about life. It gave him hope that he could accomplish the task the Chamberlain had given him.
As he held up the light, he gazed past it to the pillars and walls of the great hall in shock. There on the pillars, in untidy scrawls, in letters rough and large or tight and cramped were thousands and thousands of words. All written in haphazard fashion, some overlapping others like a palimpsest. They were created by many hands and in many languages. Nephys stepped back. He hadn’t seen those on the way in! He looked around him. Everywhere, on every surface, the graffiti spread, over the walls and columns and over the floor. Some were phrases, others were just the same words over and over again in Greek, Latin, Heratic and many other tongues. Kronos, Tempus, Metamorphoses, Thanatos, Transformation, Death, Change, Time. It was everywhere. The courtiers gazed at him contemptuously as he gaped at the confusing text.
He reached up to stop one that had an axe embedded in his skull decorated with silver ribbons. “Excuse me sir, what do the words mean?” Nephys pointed, but the man just looked at the wall puzzled. Then he looked at Nephys dismissively, uttered a “hmmph” in disgust under his breath, and moved on. Nephys held out the pebble and looked at their faces. They were staring at him, but none were looking at the writing. Nephys had a thought. He closed his hand tightly around the pebble. He was instantly plunged into darkness and nothingness. He looked inward. The Death Sight took him and he looked around. The walls were plain, featureless, smooth and utterly devoid of writing. He opened his palm. It was a glass pebble again. No writing appeared. Then he opened his natural eyes. The green light flooded the room and the writing was everywhere.
“They can’t see it!” thought Nephys. They were all blind and couldn’t see it. But Nephys could see it. He could see it illuminated in the green light of the stone.
But what did it mean? He walked toward the entrance. There were mad scribblings all over it. Above many layers of writing and overwriting, there was a large, messy phrase scratched over the top of the silver triangle above the empty black door. It read, “Time is not Deathless, Death is not Timeless,” and then beneath that in a smaller untidy scrawl, “Death must continue until all have passed beyond the veil of time.” Nephys didn’t have the slightest clue what that meant, but it gave him the shivers all the same. He held aloft the stone and examined it again, but it was just as impenetrable as before.
He thought of the Chamberlain’s mission and the racking cough of the Great Master and an unbidden thought came to him – Could Death really die? What would that mean? No more delays. He faced the black void of the doorway. He closed both his natural and dead eyes, gripped the stone firmly in one hand and plunged through the inky barrier. He tumbled into the blue sand drifts outside. He stood up and brushed himself off and looked back at the door. It was as black and indecipherable as ever. Above it was only the triangle he had seen before. He opened his hand and held out the stone, but even in its magic light there was no writing, only the triangle above its empty frame and nothing more. He hesitated a moment longer and then turned and fled for Maggie and home.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
The Plan
“You two are stiffer than a couple of corpses, and believe me, I’ve known a few.”
Schuyler’s voice just came out of nowhere. Tim jumped up from where he was leaning against the cream-colored Impala parked on a street a few blocks from the hospital. He wheeled around nervously looking for the source of the disembodied voice, but he couldn’t see anything. Miles just slumped where he was and didn’t bother. Schuyler had snuck up on them…again.
“Sky?! Where are ya, ya bloody piker!” Miles shouted out.
“You never look up, do you, you stupid mick?”
Miles really hated it when he called him that. Miles slowly looked up. On the streetlight above them, Schuyler was perched as casually as a cat sitting on a fence. The second Miles caught sight of him, Schuyler jumped. He grabbed the pole with one hand and in a smooth, continuous motion spiraled down until he landed on the roof of the Impala.
“Whoa,” Tim said, genuinely impressed.
Sky did a back flip off the roof of the car over the top of Tim’s head. In mid-air he snatched the blue lollipop Tim was holding for him. He landed gracefully and then put the lollipop into his mouth in his usual dramatic way.
“Dude, that was cool!” Tim said.
“Yeah…I know,” Sky said casually.
“But ya gotta watch the car, dude.”
“Yeah, yeah…” Sky said dismissively, “don’t touch the girlfriend. Got it.”
Tim looked hurt at the word “girlfriend.” Then Tim began furiously polishing the roof of the car with the sleeve of Sky’s white jacket.
“Dude! Not the blazer! That’s Italian!” Sky sounded more hurt than when Hokharty had trashed him earlier in the alley.
Tim stopped, “Well then don’t touch my car! This is a Spirit of America Limited Edition Impala I’ll have you know!”
“Fine. Fine, but seriously, dude, do not get that blazer dirty. Dry cleaning’s expensive.”
“Fine, but can I at least have my shirt back now?”
“No. I need it.”
“For what?” Tim whined.
“The plan,” Schuyler replied as if it were obvious.
“What bloody plan?!” Miles finally interjected.
“The plan to get the girl back to Rivenden,” Schuyler said casually, picking lint off the white blazer Tim was still wearing.
“Really? Did you tell the girl we need to take her back to Philly?”
“No.”
“Or about her dead mum?”
“No. Of course not.”
“Then what bloody plan?! ‘Ow are we any better off than we were thirty bloody minutes ago?!!”
“You can’t just walk up to her and blurt it all out. She’ll run away screaming.”
“Why not? I thought ya were supposed to be bloody good at this, bloke.”
“Dude, it’s way harder to talk to a thirteen year old than it is to a twenty year old.”
“Really?” Tim asked genuinely curious.
“Oh, sure. Younger girls are all shy and defensive, but college girls just want to be lied to really.”
“Really?” Tim sounded surprised. “I thought girls liked honest guys.” Tim looked down at his shoes, “Y’know…nice guys.” Something about Tim’s demeanor just now made Miles think he wasn’t just speaking hypothetically.
“Yeah, they all say that, but they don’t really believe it,” Schuyler went on, “College girls misinterpret cockiness and arrogance as confidence and assertiveness, the bigger the jerk you are, the more they think you are worth the hassle. You can tear them down all day and they will still come back for more – it’s like catnip to them. Women always say they want the nice guys, but they’ll dump the nice guy and go for the bad boy every time.”
“Every time?” Tim looked a little depressed at this thought, and Miles rolled his eyes at Schuyler’s sage wisdom on relationships, but he had to admit, it wasn’t far off from his own limited experience. Schuyler wasn’t finished yet though.
“Now, thirteen year olds are totally different. Thirteen year olds haven’t been ruined by six or seven years of dating yet. They aren’t nearly so jaded. They don’t interpret cockiness and arrogance as confidence and assertiveness.”
“Then what do thirteen year olds interpret cockiness and arrogance as?” Tim asked innocently.
“As cockiness and arrogance, of course!” Schuyler said impatiently. “Look, thirteen year olds have their BS meters cranked up to eleven. You have to be gentle, kind. Instead of tearing them down you gotta build ‘em up. Make them feel good about themselves, make them feel less like kids and more like women. They’re neither fish nor fowl. They straddle the fence and they want someone to y’know, help ‘em to the other side. They are looking for sincerity, not showiness. Fortunately for you two…I got that act down cold. She totally bought it. I even made her think I thought she was fifteen.”
“Smooth,” Tim said admiringly.
“I know…right?!” Sky and Tim exchanged high-fives.
Miles was disgusted by both of them.
“You’re a right piece of work y’are, Sky. Bloody Heck!! Is that all this is to you? A bloody act?” Miles shook his head.
“Dude, everything’s an act! ‘All the world’s a stage and all the people merely players’?” I seem to remember some British guy saying that once. The problem with you Miles is that you don’t know it. It’s even truer for a vampire! You’ve been given the role of a lifetime, but you never live up to the part!”
Miles just brooded on this, but it stung more than he cared to admit. Schuyler saw Miles’ hurt expression as skepticism. “Geez, don’t worry, I’ve got it all figured out, it’s all part of the plan…and speaking of plans…” Schuyler turned venomously on the two of them. “What in the heck happened to waiting outside?!! What on earth were you two thinking hanging out in the lobby like that?!!”
Tim and Miles just stared guiltily at each other.
“We were hanging around outside just like you said when this emergency case showed up – a dozen or so ravers got hurt at a party or something,” Tim said shyly. “So they just rushed in and we kinda got swept up in it. So once inside we decided to just, y’know, hang out and watch and try to fit in.”
“Fit in?” Schuyler groaned. “Could you two be any more obvious? You two fit in like a couple of corpses at a wedding.”
“Mate, we bloody are corpses,” Miles replied.
“I’m not.” Tim looked down like his feelings were hurt. Schuyler ignored him.
“Well you don’t have to act like one, Miles! You two screw-ups nearly ruined the whole thing. Nearly lost my groove and everything.” Schuyler rolled his shoulders like he was trying to shake loose the icky feeling of ‘losing his grove.’
“Lucky for you, I know how to improvise.” He paused and bit his lip in thought before continuing. “You two,” Schuyler pointed his lollipop at each of them in turn, “Are now part of the plan.” He flipped the lollipop high into the air, caught it in his mouth on the way back down and gave them a wide satisfied smile.
Tim and Miles exchanged looks.
“How?” they both said together.
“Easy. I’m going to be her knight in shining armor,” Schuyler said triumphantly.
Tim and Schuyler just gaped at each other.
“I still don’t understand,” Tim finally piped up.
“Me neider,” Miles admitted.
Schuyler just sighed like a teacher who was tired of explaining things. “Look, if she knew this whole thing was a set up, she wouldn’t have trusted me. I had to make her think that that whole little romantic rendezvous back there in the gift shop was just by chance. That way, when she comes looking for me later for help, she’ll think it’s her idea. Classic con, really.”
Miles and Tim exchanged looks. They weren’t so sure.
“Yeah, but…what makes you think she would come running for help from you?” Miles said baffled.
“She would if she was being chased by a couple of vampires.” Schuyler waggled his eyebrows at them.
“Oh, bloody heck no…” Miles began, but Schuyler cut him off.
“No, don’t you see, it’s a perfect set up! She saw you looking at her in the lobby. She already thinks you’re a couple of pervy stalkers.”
“Aw, c’mo,n Sky!!” Miles whined. He didn’t like where this was heading.
“No, listen… You guys will show up, flash some fangs, and chase her right to me…”
“Oy, you’ve got to be bloody foolin’ me, Sky!!” Miles slapped his hand to his forehead.
“And then I’ll be there to rush in and save her and take her back to Hokharty.”
Miles tried to calm himself and talk some sense. “Sky. This is all barmy. Why don’ we just tell her the truth?”
“You really think she’d believe us?”
“But Hokharty said we ‘ad to persuade her!”
“I think getting chased by a couple of blood-sucking monsters is pretty persuasive.”
“Schuyler!!!” Miles was indignant, but Schuyler cut him off.
“Dude, there’s no time for discussion, and unless I’m mistaken, Tim’s in charge. Tim, whaddayasay?” Sky turned to Tim who looked utterly baffled.
“Um, guys…” Tim began, “I’m confused…if Schuyler is playing the …um…knight in shining armor,” he made quote signs in the air when he said that last part, “and Miles is going to be the first vampire, then who’s going to be the second vampire?”
Schuyler just raised his eyebrows at him.
“Oh, no…you don’t mean,” Tim reached up to feel his neck.
“No. No…dude…you’re just going to pretend to be a vampire…for now.”
“Um…but how on earth am I going to fake being a vampire?” Tim said desperately.
“Well, fortunately for you, I have a plan for that too.” Schuyler reached into one of the side pockets of the blazer Tim was still wearing and pulled out a set of cheap, plastic, fake Halloween vampire teeth. “Check out these puppies.” He gave them a little squeeze to make them bite down.
Miles just stared at Schuyler. “Oy, right. You carry around conditioner AND fake vampire teeth but still not a shirt?”
“Hey man, don’t knock it, these babies are a great gag. You go to a college party, make a move, and if the move goes south and the girl freaks out, and starts screaming, ‘Vampire!! Vampire!’ you just pop these in and then take them out in front of everybody and make like it was all a big joke and everybody laughs at the girl. Saved my butt loads of times.”
“You really are a marvel, Sky,” Miles said contemptuously.
“Thanks,” Sky said, oblivious to Mile’s sarcasm. “Here, Tim, try ‘em out.” Sky tossed the teeth to Tim who held them a little uncertainly.
“Ok now, Miles, a word in private if I may.” Sky turned his attention to Miles. He put his arm around his shoulders and walked him a few feet away out of earshot of Tim and lowered his voice. “Ok, now the teeth will help, but let’s face it.” Sky turned to regard Tim, who was looking at the teeth as if they were going to bite him, and then turned back to Miles. “Tim really doesn’t have the persona for this, so you are gonna have to really sell it. Ok?” Sky took his arm from around Miles’ shoulders and put his hands on his knees like he was a coach giving a pep talk in the middle of the big game. “So…c’mon, put on your game face. Show me what you’ve got. C’mon…scare me.”
Miles sighed and rubbed his eyelids. “Do I bloody ‘ave to?”
“Do I bloody ‘ave to?” Sky repeated in a mocking, whining tone. “Heck yeah, Ya BLOODY have to!! This scam is only going to work if you two can scare her so freaking senseless she runs right to me. And I don’t think Tim is gonna cut it. So let’s get it on!!”
Miles looked at Schuyler’s eager face and knew there was no getting out of it.
Miles faced Sky, took a deep breath, and roared as loud as he could in Sky’s face.
Sky stood there in silence.
“That’s it?” Schuyler said flatly. “Seriously? That’s the best you can do? That was pathetic. That was about the least intimidating thing I’ve ever seen. I’m more afraid of butterflies and rainbows and big fluffy pillows than I am of you. No, really. Kittens show more fang than that. Now do it for reals this time, ok?”
Miles slumped. Sky was right. He just wasn’t very scary. He was about to try again when they heard a retching sound from behind them.
“Blech – ack- urgh!!”
They turned around to see Tim pulling the fake teeth out while trying to hold back the urge to vomit.
“Dude! These things taste like blood!” He held them up at arm’s length, disgusted.
“Oh, sorry about that guy,” Schuyler shrugged, “I guess I didn’t rinse them out after the last meal.”
Tim looked horrified. “You don’t mean…this is a person?!” He struggled to hold back the gag reflex. “Bleeeeechh!! Who is this?”
“Not sure,” Schuyler shrugged. “If it tastes like a double espresso, fair trade, organic, soy latte it’s probably a sophomore from Bryn Mawr, but if it tastes like a shot of wheat grass it’s probably the freshman from Haverford.” Schuyler turned back to Miles and continued talking in an offhand manner. “Personally I think the girls at the state schools taste better; they don’t have that grungy aftertaste. But the liberal arts college girls are easier pickings. The more expensive the college, the lower the self esteem.” Miles just winced. Schuyler knew college girls like butchers knew cuts of pork.
“Um…guys?” Tim asked gingerly, “Can we rinse these off or something?”
Schuyler turned back to Tim. “No time, dude. Take one for the team, ok? Oh! And do not throw up on the blazer.”
Tim screwed up his face and slowly inched the fake fangs back into his mouth like he was trying to force down an eyeball sandwich.
“Ok, back to business.” Schuyler turned his attention back to Miles. “Where were we?”
Miles’ shoulders just sagged in resignation. He just wasn’t a very good vampire and there was nothing he could do about it. This was doomed to failure. Miles looked sideways at Sky and waited for the inevitable put-down. For once though, Schuyler didn’t immediately go for the insult. He must have sensed Miles’ defeatism and decided to take pity on him.
“Ok…relax guy, you’re totally over-thinking this. All you have to do is find the source of your passion.”
“Passion?” Miles was puzzled.
“Yeah, passion. What is it that really moves you? Makes you want to take on the world? Shout out your barbaric ‘yawp?’ ”
Miles just shrugged. He really didn’t have a passion, let alone a barbaric ‘yawp,’ whatever that was. There was nothing he really wanted to do. Every day since the night when Wallach had drained him dry had been just a matter of survival, one day at a time. He had never thought about what he really wanted. The only thing he really wanted was not to be vampire, but that wasn’t gonna help him here. Sky could tell this was getting him nowhere, so he tried a different tack.
“Ok, forget passion. Let’s go with anger. What is it that really pisses you off? What is it that totally enrages you most and just makes you want to tear somebody’s head off? Find that and concentrate it, and you’ll find your game face.”
Miles looked away. He thought of Wallach, but Wallach was dead, and somehow, he didn’t have quite the hold on him he once did. He thought of how he’d been turned all those years ago, how he’d been cheated out of a chance at being an adult, his own man, but that just made him depressed, not angry. He thought about how frustrating this whole mission was, how he still didn’t know what they were really doing here, or what Hokharty was planning, but that just made him nervous. It was no use. He had nothing. He just wasn’t that angry of a person. Then he looked back at Sky’s smug face.
Miles wasn’t exactly certain what happened next. Something large and black and overflowing boiled up from inside him and exploded. He had a vision like a massive black dog, like the one that Wallach had turned into, and then he saw a flat plain and blue flames and blind children screaming and running everywhere and a boy with a yo-yo and a woman with long, black hair. It was really weird. He blacked out for a second or two and when he came back, all he could see was Sky standing there, wide-eyed, staring at him with the lollipop hanging loosely from his lower lip. For the longest time he’d thought he’d blown it again until Sky spoke just two words.
“Not. Bad.”
“Really?” Miles couldn’t believe Sky meant it.
“NOT BAD AT ALL!!” Sky punched him hard on the shoulder in a gesture of triumph and laughed. “Woohoo!! That’s more like it!! I must be rubbing off on you!! We’re gonna make a vampire out of you yet!!”
Miles laughed, and if he could have blushed, he would have. It was the first time since becoming a vampire that anyone had given him any gesture of approval, first time in more than a hundred years! And it felt…well…good. Seeing Sky look at him with something other than contempt was actually nice. For a moment, Miles almost felt a sense of vampire pride.
“Hey, Tim! Did you see that?” Schuyler spoke over his left shoulder in genuine praise of Miles, “Whadya think of our boy now?” But Tim didn’t answer. “Tim?” Schuyler and Miles turned around looking around for him, but Tim was nowhere. Then they looked down. Tim was passed out, apparently from fright, white as a sheet and drooling on the dirty asphalt.
“Aw, crap,” Schuyler muttered, “He’s still wearing the blazer.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Escape
The whole ride up in the elevator to the fourth floor Lucy was haunted by the wide eyes of Yo-yo. She couldn’t imagine living the rest of her life with the memory of those eyes, knowing that she had broken her promise to help him. She looked up at Amanda and realized that time was running out. In a few hours, it would be midnight and Yo-yo would be waiting for her in the park, expecting them to escape together and go looking for the longhaired woman with cold eyes. Or maybe he wouldn’t! Maybe he had seen Lucy with Amanda and figured she had abandoned him. Right now he might even be deciding to take off on his own. Lucy’s mind was racing. She wasn’t certain what the right thing to do was. She really liked Amanda, but she wasn’t entirely certain she could trust her. Amanda had already committed to looking after one orphan, two might be one too many, and maybe she wasn’t ready to pick up another stray just now. Lucy bit her lip and thought. Her mother had always said that when you didn’t know what to do, do something, anything. No sense dawdling. If it was the wrong thing to do, then you would figure out what the right thing was pretty quick. Lucy decided. She would tell Amanda about Yo-yo.
“Amanda?” Lucy started, but Amanda shut her down instantly.
“Not now, honey, not here, it isn’t safe.” It was the cold, stern Amanda again. She put her gloved hand on Lucy’s shoulder and squeezed a little too hard and didn’t let go.
“Safe?” Lucy thought.
The elevator doors opened and Amanda only tightened her grip. She steered Lucy down the hall like a puppet. Lucy’s slippered feet practically skidded across the floor. She was hurting Lucy, but Lucy didn’t dare say anything. A nurse saw Lucy and said “Hi” in a falsely cheery tone. She tried to tell Amanda that visiting hours were over, but Amanda pulled rank, told her she was from corporate, dismissed her and brushed by anyone else in the hallway. Amanda could be quite rude when she wanted to. They reached Lucy’s room and Amanda practically shoved her inside. Lucy’s forward momentum didn’t stop until she hit the bed. She turned around. Amanda had dropped the packages unceremoniously. The toiletries had spilled across the floor. Amanda locked the door. She continued to face the door for a moment, adjusted her glasses and smoothed the front of her black business suit. When she suddenly spun around on her tall heels, it was the friendly Amanda again, but Lucy was just as scared as ever.
“I’m sorry, Lucy,” she said, “It’s just that I’m a little worried.”
“Worried?” thought Lucy, but Amanda didn’t explain.
“And I haven’t even told you the good news yet.”
Lucy didn’t like the way she said “good news.” She said it the same way that clueless parents on TV said “boarding school” to their kids.
Amanda walked over to Lucy in her usual, elegant fashion and bent down to look her directly in the eye. She smiled affectionately, but it wasn’t as convincingly sincere as before.
“I just don’t think it’s right for you to spend any more time here. I think you need someplace stable, someplace normal, someplace safe, right now.”
Lucy was beginning to think she would never know what normal was again, but it was the “safe, right now,” that was troubling her the most.
“Right now?” Lucy said, but all she could think about was Yo-yo.
“Yes. Something urgent has come up and I have to go back to Philadelphia. But I just couldn’t bear to think of you alone here. Sooo…I’ve made arrangements for you to come back to Philadephia with me…tonight. Right now in fact.”
“Tonight?!” Lucy was stunned. Amanda had already made this offer, but their departure was supposed to be tomorrow. This sudden acceleration made Lucy panic. “But…but I thought the doctors wanted to watch me for another day.”
Amanda looked to the corners of her eyes and shook her head in that way when someone wanted to tell you they’ve done something clever. “I’ve managed to pull some strings. Lawyers are good at that.” She smiled a confident smile and Lucy felt a little more comfortable until she thought of Yo-yo.
“Amanda…I have something to tell you…”
“I know, honey,” Amanda put up a hand to quiet her, “and I have something to tell you too, but right now I just need you to know I would never harm you and that you can always trust me.” Amanda put her hands on Lucy’s shoulders and lovingly smoothed the robe like a mother might. “But it needs to be your choice.”
Lucy thought about Yo-yo, and she wasn’t certain she should tell Amanda anymore. “Ok,” she said weakly at last.
Amanda tilted her head at her. “Okay, Okay? Or Okay like ‘I’ll think about it’ okay?”
Lucy smiled and laughed a nervous laugh. “No…OK.”
Amanda smiled and something cold flashed before her eyes, but she just rubbed Lucy’s arms affectionately for a moment and then stood up. The all-business Amanda was back. “Now I have to go get some paperwork signed. Once I’m back, we can leave. Until then I want you to stay here. Lock the door behind me when I go.”
“Lock the door?” Lucy asked.
“Yes…don’t question me, Lucy,” she said in her cold tone. “I need you to trust me. I will be back shortly, but don’t open the door for anyone but me. I will knock three short times…like this.” Amanda rapped three short times on the nightstand. “Got it?”
“Um, I guess so.” This was all of a sudden rather cloak and dagger and it scared Lucy even more.
“Good.” Then she strode off to the door like a drill sergeant. She didn’t even bother to pick up the toiletries or bags, but just kicked them aside. She opened the door and turned back to look at Lucy one last time. “Stay here.” Amanda pointed to the floor like someone commanding a dog and she was gone.
Lucy froze for a moment, then she ran to the door and locked and it backed away to the bed and stared at it. Something was terribly wrong. Something bad was going to happen. She didn’t know what. She pulled at her fingers for a minute not knowing what to do. She ran back to the door and unlocked it. She took a breath, opened it a crack and peeked both ways. Amanda was gone. She had to warn Yo-yo – do something at least. She bolted for the elevators. One of the advantages of being small was being able to duck under the nurses’ counter. She slid her way underneath the edge of the counter and listened to the nurses’ gossip. She would have to come out into the open to get to the elevators. She paused a moment, then ran. She got to the button and pushed it a thousand times. The whole time she didn’t take her eyes off the nurses. Good, they hadn’t seen her yet. She danced on tiptoes and kept mashing the button. When she heard the doors finally open, she rushed in without looking, only to suddenly come face to face with Yo-yo’s giant, moony eyes.
“Aaah!” She nearly fell over backwards from surprise. She turned to look. One nurse was already leaning over the counter to see who made the sound. She shoved Yo-yo into the elevator hard and pulled him back into the far corner of the elevator while simultaneously hitting the button for the lobby.
“Hey!” Yo-yo began, but she slapped her hand across his mouth and held him back in the far corner for what seemed like forever before the elevator doors slid shut. She breathed a sigh, then she saw Yo-yo’s frantic eyes.
“Oh!” she said and let go. Yo-yo stood up and took in a huge breath.
Lucy marveled that this little kid managed to get everywhere with no one noticing. “Boy, you get around…you must be really sneaky.”
“What’s going on!!” he said, panting.
“Yo-yo…it’s going to be ok.” Lucy tried to adopt one of her mother’s many authoritative tones.
“Who was that back there?!” He sounded angry.
“That was Amanda, she’s a lawyer…don’t worry…she’s cool…I think…she’s going to help us…maybe.” Lucy realized she was trying to convince herself as much as Yo-yo.
“No! Not her…him! The boy back in the gift shop!” Yo-yo bleated out in frustration.
“Who?” Lucy said in disbelief. You mean Sky? He’s just some guy I met in the gift shop. That’s all.” Lucy tried to sound dismissive, but she was hurt and a little defensive.
“Why were you talking to him?!” Yo-yo seemed genuinely upset.
“I dunno. We were just…talking.” Was Yo-yo jealous or something? “Why? What’s it to you?!” She realized her tone was a little too sharp.
“I don’t like him. There was something…wrong…with him. He’s not who he says he is!! I just know it.”
“Who?! Sky?! You’re crazy, he’s harmless.” Lucy crossed her arms across her chest. She had almost said “My Sky.”
“I don’t like it, something’s wrong Lucy. I just know it.”
Lucy unfolded her arms. Yo-yo was right, she didn’t know how or why, but he just was. All the dreams of going away with Amanda just evaporated. She and Yo-yo were in this together, but first she had to find a way to explain things to Amanda…somehow.
“I know,” she said. Just then the elevator doors opened on the lobby.
“You have to go!” She shoved Yo-yo outside the elevator doors.
“But…” he protested.
“Just go to park like we said before! I’ll be there soon…I promise!” She pushed the button for the fourth floor and watched the doors close on Yo-yo’s panicked face. As they nearly touched, she saw his face go from panic to stony indifference in a flash of a second.
That look of indifference made her innards freeze. It was like he had given up all hope for rescue. She just had to help him. In the elevator ride up, she thought of what she could possibly say. She thought of the friendly Amanda and thought for sure she would understand. Of course she would want to do the right thing by Yo-yo. Then she thought of the cold Amanda and wasn’t so sure. The doors opened on the fourth floor and the cold Amanda was already there.
She yanked Lucy out of the elevator by her arm hard and nearly lifted her off her feet.
“I thought I told you to stay in your room!”
“I…I…” Lucy stammered. Amanda was gripping her so tightly under her armpit that she was starting to lose feeling in her fingertips. Lucy’s toes were just barely clinging to the floor. Her mind scrambled for an answer but didn’t get too far. The nurses were looking around the counter for the source of the commotion. Amanda sensed their uneasiness. She eased her grip a little and Lucy’s feet were back on the floor, but only just barely.
“Amanda…” Lucy dared to try again.
“Quiet,” she said in a low voice, “We have to go.” The elevator had already returned to the first floor. Amanda reached over and pushed the button once. She looked back once at the nurses anxiously and then back at the doors as if nothing unusual was happening. She squeezed Lucy’s arm tightly, but not in an affectionate way, but in the way you grab on to something valuable in your pocket to make sure it was still there. Her grip was so tight and high under Lucy’s armpit it hurt. Amanda was looking back and forth between the nurses’ station and the elevator doors. Just then the ping of the elevator announced its arrival and the doors slid open.
“Schuyler!” Lucy said brightly. The handsome blonde boy in the “Han shot first” t-shirt was casually standing with his hands in his jeans pockets just inside the elevator doors. He looked up. Just seeing his eyes made Lucy feel better.
“Hey, Luce. I was just coming to see you…who’s your friend?”
What happened next was so fast Lucy didn’t know what had happened until it was over. Amanda stepped forward and pushed Schuyler back so hard he hit the back of the elevator wall with a loud thud.
“Hey!” he shouted. Amanda had already reached in, hit the button for the lobby and mashed the “close door” button before stepping out. Schuyler had hardly pulled himself off the back wall when the elevator doors shut on him again.
“Sky!” Lucy shouted as the elevator carried him away.
“C’mon!” Amanda yanked Lucy up hard by the armpit and walked briskly down to the end of the hall.
“Amanda!” Lucy cried.
Amanda spied a bright green “EXIT” sign and pulled Lucy towards it. She pushed open the door to the stairs and dragged Lucy down a couple flights before she stopped on a landing and forced Lucy into a corner before letting her go. Amanda bent over as if in pain and grabbed the hand she had just pushed Schuyler with. She pulled off the fine leather glove with her teeth and rubbed the back of her hand. The hand was bony and withered, the veins were bulging, but it was slowly returning to normal.
“You might have warned me!” she spat under her breath. “That was worse than the cats!”
“Warned you about what?” Lucy said, genuinely puzzled.
“NOT YOU!” Amanda turned and screamed back at Lucy. Lucy cowered against the back wall. “I WAS TALKING TO…” Amanda suddenly stopped and calmed herself for a moment before going on. “I…was…talking to…myself.” She laughed a cold little ironic laugh like someone might do when losing her mind.
“Amanda,” Lucy asked tremulously, “What’s going on?” Lucy was shaking in fear.
Amanda stood up and went over to Lucy. She pouted as if she was sad she had yelled at her. She looked sad and hurt and not angry at all. It was the friendly Amanda again. She walked over to Lucy and crouched down in front of her.
“I’m sorry, Lucy. It’s not safe here. You are in danger. I know this is a lot to absorb, but you don’t need to worry because I am here to protect you.” She moved to cradle Lucy’s trembling face in the hollow of her ungloved hand, but the second the hand grazed Lucy’s face, Lucy felt a spark like electricity and she saw a terrible vision. Standing over Amanda was a tall ghostly, female figure with long, black hair flying in some invisible maelstrom. The otherwise featureless face had two black hollows pierced by two orbs of cold grey light.
“You!” Lucy pulled away and pushed herself tightly against the back wall as if hoping she could pass right through it.
“What did you see, Lucy?”
“It’s you!! You’re the longhaired woman!!” The vision had disappeared, but so had the friendly Amanda. Amanda pulled herself up to her full height and stood rigid.
“It’s not what you think, Lucy.”
“You’re the one that’s been chasing me!” Amanda was blocking the stairs down. Lucy began inching her way towards the staircase going up.
“I’ve been sent here to protect you, Lucy.”
“You LIED to me! You’re not even a lawyer, are you?!!” Lucy eyed the stairs.
“I may have lied about that, but everything else I said was true. My name really is Amanda Tipping and I really do care for you, Lucy. I would never hurt you or force you to do anything against your will.”
“You’re the one who’s been chasing Yo-yo!! You’re the one who scared him out into the street and caused our accident! You’re the one who killed my mother!!”
“Yo-yo?” Amanda seemed perplexed by this at first. Then a revelation dawned on her as she realized who Lucy must be speaking about.
“He’s here?!”
Lucy blanched in horror. She hadn’t meant to give up Yo-yo like that. She didn’t know that the longhaired woman didn’t know he was here. Now she had gotten them both into big trouble.
Amanda took a threatening step towards Lucy, but just then another voice called out.
“Lucy?!”
A door opened at the top of the stairs and the pretty, young doctor emerged.
“Lucy! We’ve been looking all over for you! Where have you been?” The doctor came down the stairs with a smile on her face, oblivious to what was unfolding between Lucy and Amanda. Amanda shot a quick, venomous look at Lucy then turned to face the doctor. Instantly, the nice Amanda was on display.
“We’re down here, Doctor. We just needed a space to have a little private…chat.” Amanda shot another cold-eyed look at Lucy and then positioned herself between Lucy and the doctor. “I’ve told Lucy the good news. Lucy will be coming to stay with me for a while.”
“I know. That’s what the nurses said,” the doctor replied a little incredulously, “Problem is, I didn’t sign off on it, and until I do, she’s still my patient.”
“It’s already been decided, Doctor. Lucy and I are going to leave this evening for Philadelphia. Trust me, she will be well taken care of.”
“Is that a fact?” The doctor folded her arms, and leaned to the side to try to get a direct look at Lucy, but Amanda stepped in between them.
“I just think it’s a little early,” the doctor said, “AND without my signature she’s not going anywhere.”
“The paperwork is all in order. I don’t need your signature,” Amanda responded coldly.
“Really?” the young doctor seemed annoyed. “I’d like to see the release form if you don’t mind.”
“Fine.” Amanda reached into her pocket and produced a folded paper.
The doctor snatched the paper from Amanda’s grasp, unfolded it and perused it. As her eyes darted over it you could see the displeasure on her face. “Harris signed this?!” she said at last, “He’s never even seen Lucy. He isn’t even in pediatrics!”
“It’s perfectly legal, I’m afraid,” Amanda said as she gingerly took the paper, refolded it and put it away. Lucy wondered what Amanda had done to Harris to get him to sign. Was it another smooth act like she pulled on her in the coffee shop? Or was it something worse?!
“I’m not standing for this,” Dr. Carfax went on.
“I’m afraid it’s not up to you, Dr. Carfax. It’s been arranged. Now if you don’t mind, we have to be going.” But nobody moved.
Dr. Carfax narrowed her eyes at Amanda and sent a sideward glance to Lucy. Lucy tried to shake her head “no” ever so slightly, desperate to send some signal to the doctor not to leave her alone with Amanda.
The doctor pushed her tongue in and out of her cheek a few times. Amanda didn’t even blink.
“I’m calling corporate,” the doctor eventually said as she pulled out her cell phone and began dialing.
“Please do,” Amanda said. She paced the small landing like a caged panther and looked at Lucy menacingly, as if she knew Lucy was to blame for Carfax’s stubbornness. Lucy could hear the phone ring on the other end of the line of Dr. Carfax’s mobile phone. A small glimmer of hope lit inside of Lucy. Amanda grimaced. The other side picked up and Lucy faintly heard someone on that end say “Hello?” The doctor turned her back to Amanda for a split second and was about to speak, but never got the chance.
“Doctor!!” Lucy tried to warn her, but it was too late.
Amanda spun around violently and delivered a savage backhand to the doctor’s face, her fist smashing through the phone and sending the pieces of plastic scattering everywhere in the process.
The doctor staggered but didn’t fall. Lucy gasped. Undaunted, Amanda grabbed the young doctor by her long hair and shoved her face first into the wall of the stairwell, breaking the drywall and the doctor’s nose with a hideous crunch. Lucy screamed. The doctor slumped to the landing floor, but she still wasn’t down yet. She struggled to get up before Amanda pummeled her one last time with an overhand punch to her left cheek. The doctor was finally unconscious.
Amanda winced and shook out the hand she had just punched the doctor with.
“Ouch. That was a lot tougher than I thought it would be.” She looked up at Lucy who had all her fingers in her mouth.
The nice Amanda was back. “I’m sorry you had to see that, Lucy,” she said, as if Lucy had just seen something mildly embarrassing, like Amanda’s bra strap was showing. “Are you okay?”
Lucy bolted up the stairs.
“Lucy, STOP!!” Amanda lunged over the fallen Carfax but missed Lucy’s ankles by mere inches.
“LUCY!!” Amanda called after her. Good Amanda or bad Amanda or WORSE Amanda, it didn’t matter. Whether lawyer or longhaired woman or witch or psychopath, Lucy didn’t care!! She was never going to stop!! Amanda struggled to get up over the doctor’s body. Lucy kicked off the slippers so her toes could grip the stairs better. Amanda’s high heels were slowing her down thankfully. Lucy’s heart was pounding, but she just kept going up and up. Three flights up she finally thought to start yanking on the doors, but they were all infuriatingly locked. DANG!
“LUCY!! COME BACK!!”
Lucy’s panic had been replaced by simple one-word imperatives. MOVE!! UP! RUN! DOORS!! GO!! KEEP MOVING!! Amanda was getting closer and still none of the doors were budging. Finally, a door pulled open several floors up, but Amanda was nearly on her.
“Aaaaaaaahh!!” Lucy screamed and slipped just past Amanda’s grip, but not before she had more flashes of that horrible, longhaired witch clawing her way after her. Lucy slammed the door in her face. From the sound of it, Amanda fell backwards and down the stairs. Lucy ran out into the hall. It was dark. There was plastic sheeting over everything and there was open framing everywhere. The whole floor must have been under renovations. The door behind her flew open and Lucy quickly squeaked past the open framing and under some plastic sheeting that was covering an unfinished counter.
The clack of Amanda’s elegant high heels came slowly down the hall. Lucy put her hand over her mouth to keep herself from breathing too hard.
“I know you’re here, Lucy.” The clacking footsteps continued. They walked past where Lucy was hiding. Lucy was shuddering, trying to keep her breath shallow and quiet.
“I didn’t want it to be this way.” The footsteps stopped, the shoes scraped as she turned around and slowly walked back in Lucy’s direction. “I was going to tell you everything, but I wanted to do it somewhere safe. Somewhere where I could help you to understand who you really are.”
Lucy’s mind was racing. What was she talking about?
“Didn’t you ever wonder why your mother left Pennsylvania for Texas, Lucy? Didn’t you ever wonder why your mother and your father never talked about their families? No uncles, no aunts, no cousins. It must have been lonely for you.” The shoes walked past Lucy, paused, and then walked back again. “Didn’t you ever wonder why she never talked about our family?”
“OUR Family?!” thought Lucy. Amanda continued as if reading her mind.
“That’s right, Lucy, OUR family. We are related, you and I – distantly – but we are family.”
Lucy felt sick. Was this true?!
“You knew your mother as Margaret Milller, but she was born Margarita Zephorah Candelaria Valda de Vasca y Hoffenstedter Holveda.”
Amanda spoke in an almost entirely different voice when she said this. She even rolled her “r’s” perfectly. Lucy could never do that in Spanish class.
“You were not born Lucy Claire Miller either. Your full birth name is Lucia Clarissa Francesca Estafania Zephorah Candelaria Valda de Vasca y Hoffenstedter Holveda Miller.”
Lucy struggled with the weight of that name. She had never seen her birth certificate come to think of it. Was any of this even true?!
“We come from a very ancient family, Lucy.” The soles of the shoes scraped again and paced back up the hall. “We were the counselors and advisers to kings and queens and popes, Lucy. Nobles and men of great learning sought us out for our wisdom and guidance. We are a very special family.”
The shoes stopped.
“We have powers, Lucy, you and I. Powers that no mere mortal can understand.”
“Powers?!” thought Lucy.
“We can talk to the dead.”
The shoes took one step closer to the counter where Lucy was hiding.
“We can summon their spirits into the bodies of the deceased…” Another step forward. “…or the living.”
Lucy began hyperventilating.
“We can see the ends of the paths of life, even from the beginning, and we can stretch out those paths to the farthest horizons.”
“What did that even mean?” thought Lucy. Amanda took another step.
“We can make slaves of corpses or learn wisdom from the mouths of mummies.” The shoes stepped forward again. “We can make meat golems and zombies.”
“Meat golem?! WHAT in the HECK was that?!!” Lucy was struggling to control her own brain.
“We are necromancers.”
Necromancers. The word burned on Lucy’s tongue somehow, even though she hadn’t spoken it out loud. The shoes stopped. Lucy bit down on her burning tongue.
“We hold the balance between this world and the next. Without us, there would be chaos. Once we were many and powerful, but we were betrayed and scattered. They branded us witches and heretics. But we found refuge in the New World. Among the other disaffected religious refugees, the Amish and the Brethren, we made a home here in Pennsylvania. Why do you think your mother was born in Pennsylvania, Lucy? This was the only place where we were free to practice our art.”
The shoes shuffled but did not move.
“But what persecution could not destroy, apathy accomplished far too easily. Too few held to the old ways and soon there weren’t many of us left. Your mother was one of the last.”
“My mother?” Lucy thought.
“There must always be one to carry on the burden, Lucy. At least one. That one is THE Necromancer, the champion of Death himself. He makes sure that the will of Death, the Great Master, is done.”
“Great Master?!” Lucy was panicking in her mind. “What sort of people called Death the ‘Great Master?!’”
“We have been led by one for a very long time, but he is very old, Lucy, centuries even, and he can no longer lead us.” Amanda paused and said the next word very carefully, “Lazlo Moríro.”
The name made Lucy shudder uncontrollably with dread, though she didn’t know why.
“He is your great uncle, Lucy.”
“Great uncle?!” Lucy thought, “Is that why everyone was asking me about an uncle? How come I’ve never heard of him?!”
Amanda went on. “From birth, your mother was chosen to replace him.”
Lucy ran her fingers through her hair, this was all too bizarre to absorb.
“Haven’t you wondered why she left Pennsylvania? She was running away, Lucy. Running away from her family. She was young and afraid of the responsibility.”
Lucy held her breath. Amanda was very close. Then the shoes began to walk off again. Lucy breathed a sigh of relief but then slapped her hands over her mouth, afraid Amanda might have heard her. The shoes paused, but only briefly and then kept walking.
“Haven’t you wondered why she came back after all these years? Why she moved back to your grandmother’s house a year ago? Away from your friends and everything you knew? Why she insisted on home-schooling you here but not in Texas? Haven’t you wondered why she left a job as a librarian at a community college in Texas to take a lesser job as a middle school librarian in rural Pennsylvania? Doesn’t that strike you as a step down, Lucy?”
Lucy had thought that many times in fact. Every day she had slept or ate or did anything in that musty old house she hated it and wondered why her mother had forced them to live there. Lucy pounded her temples with her fists and tried to force herself not to cry. How did this woman know so much about her and her family?! “It just couldn’t be true,” she thought to herself, but she wasn’t so sure anymore.
“Your mother left Pennsylvania because she was afraid of who she was. She attempted to run from it, Lucy, but I think she eventually came to terms with it. She came back. She had to come back. The old Necromancer, your great uncle, is very old and near death. He has lost his way. She came back to take his place. Someone had to, and there is no one else. And she also came back for you.”
“For me? Why?!” Lucy thought. Amanda seemed to sense her thoughts before she knew them herself.
“You have the gift, Lucy.”
“The gift?” Lucy thought.
 “She thought you would be safe here. I believe she was trying to protect you, Lucy.”
“Protect me? From what?” Lucy thought. She hugged her knees and rocked silently, clenching her teeth and trying to think what to do.
“I believe your mother would have told you everything…eventually. She would have taught you how to protect yourself, but she never got the chance. But I’m here now, Lucy, and I can protect you.”
“Yeah! Like you were sooo gentle with Dr. Carfax!!” Lucy thought sarcastically to herself.
“There are dark forces at work here, Lucy.”
“Dark forces?!” thought Lucy.
“Dark forces that want to take you from me. Do you think your mother’s death was an accident?”
“Not an accident?! What was she saying?”
“Or that boy from the gift shop, Lucy? He’s not who he appears to be.”
“Sky?!” thought Lucy, “Impossible! Not Sky! He was so nice!” But then she remembered that Yo-yo had said the same thing.
“It wasn’t an accident that he met you, Lucy. He was looking for you. He was there to kidnap you…kill you…or worse.”
“Worse? What could be worse than death?” Lucy thought.
“We call them hunters, blood-drinkers or night-stalkers, but you know them as vampires.”
“Sky – a vampire? That’s crazy!” Then she remembered the strange daydreams she’d had. Visions of fangs and neck-biting that she had mistaken as flights of fantasy. “It just couldn’t be true! Vampires weren’t real, they didn’t exist!!” she thought. “But then neither do longhaired ghost witches,” she thought again.
“Do you remember how cold his hands were? Do you remember how overpowering his charm was? Vampires are like that, Lucy. They trick you, make you lower your defenses, waiting to strike. They are the perfect predators really.”
Lucy bit her lip and tried to prevent herself from sobbing.
“But I can protect you from them, Lucy. I can teach you how to use your powers against them.”
“Powers?” Lucy felt totally powerless right now.
“You can do it now. I can show you how if you want.”
Lucy gripped the sleeves of her bathrobe so tight that she nearly pulled them off.
“Listen, Lucy. Can you hear your own heartbeat?”
Lucy’s heartbeat was pounding in her ears so loud she could hardly hear anything else.
“Listen to it, Lucy. Listen. Make the beats go…slower. Concentrate.”
Lucy did listen. Her heart was racing so fast she could hardly make out the individual beats. It was like her head was inside a roaring engine.
“Listen, Lucy. Listen. Calm yourself. Count the beats.”
Lucy listened. She didn’t know why or how, but she decided to follow Amanda’s instructions. She started counting the beats, “One! Two! Three! Four!” They were too fast to count. She tried to concentrate, tried to make the time between beats longer. “One…two…three…four…” Slowly, slowly, the pace abated.
“Good. Now listen. Don’t listen to me, but just listen.”
Lucy did listen. There was only her heartbeat at first. Then slowly, there were others. A few here and a few there. Some were strong and steady, others thready and weak, soon there were dozens of them.
“You hear them don’t you, Lucy?”
Lucy nodded even though she was hidden. She unclenched her teeth. Her jaw went slack. Was she imagining this? No. No, she wasn’t – this was real. They were everywhere. It was overwhelming. As she listened, she could almost tell who they belonged to! Three floors down, fast and angry, overworked – a nurse maybe. And then – someone outside the lobby entrance, someone smoking she thought. His was unsteady, irregular. There were dozens, hundreds! of them. She lowered herself slowly to the floor, laid her head silently on the cool concrete and tried to overcome the shock of it all. It was true. Everything Amanda said was true!
“Those are the heartbeats in this hospital, Lucy. A necromancer can sense life…a necromancer can sense death…he can sense the thread and tremor of it, like a guitarist knows the strings of his instrument. He knows which ones are strong and which ones are near breaking. Each string has its own tone, a finite number of beats. Can you pick out a single string, Lucy?”
Lucy listened.
“Can you find the thread of life down the hall and down the stairwell? Can you find Dr. Carfax’s heartbeat?”
“You killed DR. CARFAX!!” Lucy screamed inside her head.
“Can you hear it?”
Lucy placed one ear to the cold floor and put a hand over her other ear to shut out the other noises. She pushed the other heartbeats away. There, lying on the floor of the landing was a heartbeat, strong and steady. It was Dr. Carfax. She was alive. She was going to be ok. That heart had many more beats left it in.
“I’m sorry I had to hit her so hard, Lucy, but she’s going to be ok. I just couldn’t have her following us.”
Lucy curled up slowly into the fetal position on the floor. Silent tears, poured down her face. Why hadn’t her mother told her?! Why had she never known?!
“That’s how you can tell the vampires from the rest of us, Lucy. Vampires are dead. They don’t have heartbeats.”
Lucy wiped the tears from her eyes.
“The world is full of hazards, Lucy. For teenage girls.” Amanda’s shoes walked closer to the counter Lucy was hiding behind. “For orphans.” The shoes took another step. “And especially for necromancers.” The shoes came closer still. “There are more than just vampires out there. There are undead and half-dead and things in-between. Zombies and bone golems and shades and wraiths and…” she paused, “demons.” The shoes stopped just the other side of the counter. “You need someone to help you. Someone to teach you how to use your powers. Someone you can trust.”
Lucy didn’t know who to trust anymore.
“You can hear my heartbeat, can’t you, Lucy?”
Lucy could. It was steady and firm and even, certain and absolutely in control. But there was also something hissing and spitting around the edges of it. Something dark surrounding it like a black flame, feeding off of it.
“You can tell that what I am telling you is the truth.”
Lucy wasn’t sure.
“Just as I can hear your frightened heartbeat on the other side of this counter.”
Lucy tensed.
“I can tell that you’re scared and that you don’t know what to do. You don’t know if you can trust me.”
Slowly from the other side Amanda pulled off the plastic sheeting. Lucy sat up and pressed herself against the back of the counter. Amanda walked slowly around to the other side. All Lucy could see were her fashionable black-leather heels.
“That’s the funny thing about trust, kiddo. It’s like two friends daring each other to go off the high-dive.”
Lucy stood up slowly, sliding her back up along the counter. She looked up at Amanda. It was the friendly Amanda again. Lucy rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand.
“Sooner or later one of you just has to jump.” Amanda held out her hand. “C’mon, Lucy. It’s time to go home.”
Lucy stared at the hand. She reached her own hand forward slowly and just before she touched it, she looked up into Amanda’s eyes, barely visible in the dark behind the amber-tinted lenses. A cold light danced through them and Lucy saw the towering specter of the longhaired woman flash before her once more.
“NO!” Lucy lunged forward and shoved Amanda hard in her mid-section sending her toppling over backward and ran in the opposite direction.
“LUCY, STOP!! IT ISN’T SAFE!!” Amanda clawed after her. “LUCY!!”
Lucy ran and ran her heart beating louder than ever. She could hear Amanda’s heartbeat too. Except the even and steady heartbeat was getting slower and was being consumed by the hissing sound that surrounded it. The hissing sound got louder and louder until it eclipsed the sound of Amanda’s heart entirely. It was now roaring like a fire. The hallway turned a corner. Lucy’s toes slipped on the hard floor and she stumbled. She had to put a hand down to the tile floor to catch herself but managed to make the turn and keep running. Lucy could feel the cold breath of something right above her, the crackling energy of the muffled heartbeat right behind her.
She saw the end of the next hall and a dim, green exit sign that marked the other stairwell. The hallway seemed to stretch out in front of her like a dream and everything was moving in slow motion, or maybe it was just that her senses, were speeding up. Either way it took an eternity to reach the door. A heartbeat, a footstep, another heartbeat, another footstep, the roaring dark fire behind her always gaining. The exit sign was just a few more feet away, she dared a peek over her shoulder, but Amanda wasn’t there anymore – it was the longhaired specter filling the hallway, its arms outstretched like two, great black wings. It filled the hall like a giant vulture of black flame, its empty face and hollow, cold, grey, hungry eyes burning, it’s wild hair flailing behind it.
Lucy gasped and quickly turned back around. She was under the exit sign. She turned one last corner and reached for the door to the stairwell but just as she did so, it swung open and out stepped the pimply-faced boy with red hair from the lobby. His beady eyes burned fiercely for a moment with pure malice. Lucy threw up her hands in front of herself and slipped. She crashed to the floor, landed on her bottom and nearly skidded into him. He leaned over her and howled and as he did so his face transformed into a visage of smoke and blackness, like a giant black dog with dagger-like canines.
“VAMPIRE!!!” Lucy tried to scream but no sound came out. The boy’s face changed back, first to one of slight embarrassment or shame, then he looked up and the face just as quickly turned to shock and horror. Lucy put her arms across her face just in time to miss the collision of vulture-like specter and dog-like vampire.
The sound of the crash was terrific, like a box full of cats and dogs being thrown down a flight of stairs. Broken pieces of dry wall and glass cascaded over her. Lucy closed her eyes, covered her head and felt for the wall. She crawled away from the sound while being showered with debris. She cut her hand on the broken glass. Some large piece of debris hit her head and she saw stars but kept going. She found the corner, got around it, opened her eyes, got up and ran. She got halfway down the hall before she stopped to look. Large pieces of broken walls and debris were flying past the corner but she couldn’t see the epic fight happening just out of sight. From the sound, it must have been horrifying. She realized she was hyperventilating. She tried to stop and felt something wet on the back of her head. She reached up and felt it. She looked at her fingers…blood!
A huge crash dislodged some large piece of construction equipment, which came flying past the corner. No time to waste, she had to go. Lucy turned and ran, past the second corner and towards the other end. She skidded to a stop before the elevators. A thundering crash came from the direction of the fight. Should she try the elevators? Did they even stop on this floor? She pressed the button. It lit up. A good sign. There was a huge howl like a wolf in pain followed by manic screeching, somewhere between a woman’s voice and a bird of prey. She pressed the button frantically.
“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon, C’MON!!”
The doors opened, but someone was already there! It was the second creep from the Lobby in the hoodie!! He spun to face her.
“VLAH!!” he hissed at her, exposing sharp teeth that weren’t nearly as long as the other vampire’s, but in Lucy’s state they were still terrifying.
“I VANT TO DREEENK VOR BLOOOD!!” he screamed and reached out to grab her with both arms.
Lucy ducked, screamed and ran.
“Hey!! Com vack!!” the vampire in the hoodie shouted, chasing after her. Only fifteen feet on did Lucy realize she was running in the WRONG direction when she heard the sounds of the terrifying fight coming her way. She skidded to a stop and then turned and ran in the opposite direction. However bad the vampire in the hoodie was he couldn’t possibly be worse than what was happening back the other way. She came face to face with the vampire in the hoodie and screamed again. He winced and covered his ears as she ducked and crashed right into him. He went high, she went low, colliding with him right at the height of his knees. Thankfully, he was so much taller that he just flipped face forward completely over the top of her.
“Ah, cwapf!!” the vampire muttered as he hit the floor. Lucy slid to just within a few feet of the still-open elevator doors. She quickly crawled in and pounded the button for the ground floor repeatedly.
“No!! No! No! Cwom vack! Dawn’t vo!” the vampire said as he scrambled on his hands and knees towards the doors. The doors just started to close as the vampire in the hoodie got up and lunged at them.
“AAAAAHHH!!” Lucy screamed and leaped back to the far corner of the elevator, but the vampire was too late. The doors slid shut and the elevator began to move slowly downward.
Lucy hugged herself and panted, unable to control her breathing. She was safe, for the moment.
As her eyes darted back and forth trying to think of what to do next the thoughts were so jumbled only one thought managed to push itself to the surface.
“Did that last vampire have a lisp?!”


“No! no! no! no! no! no! no! no! no! no! no! NO!!” Tim pounded on the closed, metal elevator doors but it was too late. He banged his forehead against them once in frustration. He slowly got up from his knees and muttered around the rancid, blood-tasting plastic teeth, “Skwaiwer is gwonna kwill me.” He repositioned the fake plastic teeth in his mouth. They did taste a little like wheat grass.
Just then an enormous crash came from around the corner and then everything went silent. Tim took a few steps in the direction of the noise.
“Mwilz? Ith dat woo?” Silence. “Mwilz? Woo okwaa?” Again nothing. Tim shuffled his feet uncomfortably. The lights were all out and the remaining light that managed to filter through the windows and all the plastic sheeting gave the floor an eerie look. Hospitals were creepy enough as it was. This place looked exactly like the set of “Hospital of Horrors VII.” Tim made a mental note to throw out his horror DVD collection when he got back home. He looked back into the silence for a long while before turning back to the elevators.
“Whoa!” Tim jumped back. Standing there behind him was a tall, elegant-looking woman in a black business suit and heels. Her short hair was a little mussed, her glasses askew and there was dust all over her front.
“Oh…sworry Mwam, I didn’ mean to skwar you,” Tim muttered around the plastic teeth. She looked at him with disgust maybe for half a second before she balled up a fist and punched Tim right in the mouth.
“Ouch!” The plastic teeth flew out of Tim’s bite and landed several yards away. Tim grabbed his jaw and massaged the pain away. “Hey! I said I was sorry! What’s the matter with you?!”
The woman looked stunned. She hit him again, but this time he raised his arm and turned his shoulder in to block it. “Ouch! Hey! Cut it out!!”
She pummeled him repeatedly, as hard as she could but she never really landed a solid punch past the first one where she’d sucker-punched him in the mouth. She was tall, but she was petite and wasn’t terribly strong and she didn’t know a thing about how to throw a punch. All-in-all Tim’s kid sister could hit harder, but Tim’s kid sister had grown up in a house of six boys.
Tim didn’t like getting aggressive with women but this had to stop. “Cut it out already!!” Tim grabbed her and pushed her away. “GEEZ! What’s up with you, lady?!!”
She staggered, stepped back and looked at Tim incredulously, panting through clenched teeth.
“WHAT ARE YOU?!!” she bellowed at him, throwing her arms in the air in frustration.
“What?” Tim asked, utterly confused.
“You’re no vampire that’s for certain! What are YOU?! Are you some new half-dead abomination Moríro cooked up?! Or did that wretched Sicilian butcher stitch a pile of cadaver meat around a living heart?!”
“Um…” Tim didn’t really know what to say to this, “I’m just Tim, the orderly from Wilkes-Barre.”
“UNNGH!” the woman groaned and paced furiously in a tight circle.
“OF COURSE!! YOU’RE MORTAL!!”
“Um…yeah?” Tim said uncertainly. Was this lady nuts or what?!
“How very clever of Moríro, because my powers don’t work on mortals!!” She was furious. The woman stormed off to the other side of the room and began frantically searching for something while muttering to herself. “When you can’t kill someone with a rapier!! You send around some lackey…WITH A LOG!!” she screamed indignantly while rummaging around. She found an old IV stand and began unscrewing the top part.
“Um…are you ok, lady?” Tim approached cautiously. This lady was seriously psycho, but Tim couldn’t help but feel a little worried about her. He must have scared her more than he thought.
“I will be in a few minutes,” she said in a false sing-songy way, “AS SOON AS YOU’RE DEAD!!” Tim was right behind her when she suddenly spun around. The top of the IV stand connected with Tim’s head.
“Ugh!” The metal bar dug deep into Tim’s temple and he went down on all fours. Sucker punched again!! He raised a hand to the wound only to have the second blow hit the back of his hand, HARD. “AAARGH!” The third blow hit between the neck and the shoulder blade. “OW!!” He fell flat on the ground with that one. Blood was streaming into his eyes and his left eye was swelling shut. He blinked his eyes to clear the blood from them, but she hit him repeatedly over the head and shoulders and continued screaming.
“FIRST! I’m going to KILL YOU!! THEN!! I’m going to bring your lousy carcass back to life so I can kill you AGAIN!! WITH!! MY!! POWERS!!” she hit him repeated shouting each word with defiance after each new blow. “I’M GOING TO TURN YOU INTO A ZOMBIE AND MAKE YOU SHOVE YOURSELF INTO A CHIPPER SHREDDER!!” Tim was losing consciousness rapidly. He was only spared total oblivion because she was so angry she wasn’t taking the time to carefully aim each blow. Tim looked up one last time through bloody eyes as she raised the IV stand up with both hands for the final blow. Tim was certain he was about to die. She screamed in rage and yanked down on the metal bar, only it didn’t move.
She turned around. It was Miles. He looked absolutely horrendous. His face was covered in bad scratches and a few deep gashes and his jeans jacket was totally shredded. He had grabbed the IV stand and stopped it just in time to save Tim’s life.
“YOU!” she screamed. She was a bit surprised to see him alive. “Why aren’t you DEAD?!!” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You, I can hurt.” She let go of the IV stand with one hand and delivered a backhand to Miles’ midsection. Instead of the impotent blows that had fallen on Tim, this one went off like a small explosion.
Miles was thrown back ten feet and into the far wall. He crashed to the floor. Miles grabbed his middle and rolled onto his knees. He could barely move. She threw down the IV stand and walked towards Miles dusting off her hands.
“My, my, my…aren’t you the tough one! Where did Moríro dig you up?! You two aren’t exactly top shelf, but he didn’t just find you on the street corner did he? Are you one of Hokharty’s slaves?! Is that old mummy still ordering you bloodsuckers around?”
Miles jumped up and charged directly at her. In the small space, she didn’t have room to dodge. He slammed her into the opposite wall and pinned her there with his shoulder.
“Ungh!” she groaned and writhed in pain, but it didn’t last long. She brought both hands together and hammered Miles with them, smashing him to the floor. Then she kicked him in the ribs and sent him flying across the room where he stopped hard against the wall and slid down in a heap. She charged across the room, transforming as she went into the dark, longhaired specter with hollow eyes. Miles leapt straight up a mere fraction of a second before she struck. He clung to the ceiling like an animal and she passed right through the wall behind him like a ghost. Miles dropped to all fours, a cloud of blackness gathering around him. He was becoming more dog-like by the second. He turned around in a circle like an animal. He could smell her, sense her somewhere just beyond his sight. She wasn’t gone, not yet.
The phantom burst from the opposite wall and crashed into him. Even though it was insubstantial to everything else, it hit Miles as solid as a brick wall. The two tumbled into a side room, clawing and tearing at each other. Miles broke free and jumped around the room trying to avoid the phantom, finally crashing through a solid wall to escape her. She was right on top of him, but he rolled over on to his back and gave her a savage kick to the head. It connected. She screeched like an eagle. She only hesitated a moment though before she swiped back sending Miles rolling down the hall and crashing into another wall like a puppy that she had just batted away.
The dark cloud surrounding Miles disappeared. He wasn’t the dog-monster anymore but looked very much like a broken and battered teenager lying in a pile on the floor. Miles struggled to get up, but he just slipped and fell forward again.
“I just don’t understand you, vampire,” she said at last. Miles looked back. The bird-like phantom was turning back into its human form. “Why aren’t you dead yet?!”
He had no idea what this strange woman was talking about, but for the moment, he was just happy she was talking instead of kicking his butt up and down the hall.
“Him, I get.” She folded her arms and tossed her head over her shoulder to indicate the fallen body of Tim. Tim was a lifeless lump on the ground behind her. “It makes sense to send a mortal, someone immune to the power of a necromancer’s blood. But you.” She pointed at him with one finger. “You’re no ordinary vampire, that’s for sure, but I can’t figure out what’s different about you. You should be dead, but you just refuse to stay down, don’t you?” The woman walked forward, bent over and grabbed Miles by his red hair. “Who are YOU?” She yanked his head back. “Who sent you?! Was it Moríro?! It doesn’t seem like his style.”
“I don…don’ know what the bloody heck you’re talking about,” Miles said weakly.
“Did Hokharty send you to get the girl?!!”
Miles said nothing, but she must have guessed the truth by the venomous look he gave her.
“Hmmph. If that mummy thinks he can go back on our…” but she didn’t finish. She just let go of his hair with a violent push, got up and walked away.
“Nice try, bloodsucker, but the girl is mine, and if Hokharty wants her he will have to come get her himself.” She reached down and picked up a large piece of splintered wood from the debris. “It’s not fire-tempered white oak,” she said with a satisfied smile, “but it will do.”
Amanda was relishing this moment of victory. Miles watched helplessly as the woman raised the splintered two by four over her head to pierce his heart, but then she stopped and her eyes got extremely wide. Just as she was about to bring the makeshift stake down, she heard something behind her…a heartbeat. She turned around desperately, but it was too late. The metal IV stand crashed down hard on the crown of her head. She collapsed, unconscious on the floor like a rag doll, right before Miles.
Miles looked up. Tim was holding the same IV stand she had been beating him with. His left temple was bleeding and the left eye was a big, purple mass, completely swollen shut.
“Who IS this psycho?!!” Tim dropped the IV stand to the floor with a clang.
“Bloody heck,” Miles breathed a sigh of relief.
Tim reached down and helped Miles to his feet. Miles groaned in pain. He gingerly took off his shredded denim jacket and used it to mop the dirt and blood off his face. He handed it to Tim who did the same. Once finished, Tim tried to hand it back, but Miles just shook his head and Tim tossed it to the side. Miles looked down at the unconscious woman with short hair breathing shallowly. She looked utterly harmless now.
“Is she a vampire?” Tim finally asked.
“I dunno what the bloody heck she is, but she is sure as St. Columkille no vampire.”
“How in the heck did she know about Hokharty?!” Tim agonized while pressing his hand against the swollen eye.
“I dunno,” Miles said holding his ribs and straining to stand upright.
“Hey, dude, why didn’t you tell me you could turn into a monster…dog…thing? I didn’t know you could do that.”
“Um…neider did I. That’s the bloody first time it e’er ‘appened.”
Tim turned his head to look at him with the one good eye. “Dude…weird.”
“Um…yeah,” Miles said stupidly, but inside his mind he was struggling to come to terms with it as well.
Miles stared at the woman in amazement. She looked so helpless now it was hard to believe she was a monster about to kill him mere moments ago. He suddenly saw flashes of sunlit wheat fields and a woman with long, dark hair slowly dying under some kind of flowering tree. He squeezed his eyes shut and the vision was gone.
“C’mon.” Tim tapped Miles on the upper arm to get his attention. “We gotta go find that girl before Schuyler has a fit,” Tim said as he started back down the hall.
Miles limply followed and shook his head. “I think we got bigger problems than Sky’s fits.”
 
Lucy decided to get off the elevator at the second floor rather than risk being seen in the lobby. She scrambled down the hall trying to avoid attention along the way. Even then there were a few “Hey!’s” and “You shouldn’t be here!’s” along the way, but she just ignored them and kept moving. She found her way to a stairwell that eventually led outside and to the parking garage. She burst through the last door and felt the rush of night air. Finally! She was outside! She didn’t dare go back inside, not after what she had seen. But she didn’t know where she was compared to the park where she had promised to meet Yo-yo either. So she just started running around the building hoping she would find it eventually. That was her only motivation now – saving Yo-yo. She hadn’t realized that Amanda didn’t know about Yo-yo and she was terrified she would get to him before she would. At least Amanda didn’t know where Yo-yo was. If anything happened to Yo-yo, she would never forgive herself.
Whatever that THING was back upstairs it sure as heck wasn’t a lawyer and she wasn’t even sure she was human. She may have known a lot about Lucy, but she didn’t know everything. Lucy didn’t know if she believed her about the whole necromancer thing, either, but something was up with her mother, for sure. Some things may have been true but she knew she wasn’t right about everything. It wasn’t Schuyler who was the vampire at all! It was those other two creeps from the lobby!! Sky was suspicious of those two all along. But what were they doing there?! Who sent them? Still, Amanda was wrong about Sky. Sky was just a nice kid, a really nice, gorgeous kid in a gift shop, not that it mattered much. She doubted she would ever see him again, but it would be nice to have someone to protect her right now. No more thinking about that. She had to help herself. But if Amanda was wrong about Sky, she could be wrong about a lot of stuff. All the more reason to get away from here and start finding answers. Whatever happened now, she had to get to Yo-yo and get them both to safety before that witch showed up again.
 
Amanda groaned and struggled to get up from the floor but couldn’t. She felt very weak and tired. She reached up and felt the massive goose egg on her throbbing head. She couldn’t believe she was so stupid as to turn her back on the mortal. She got up on her hands and knees but fell back down again. A pain racked her midsection and she instantly curled up into the fetal position and held her middle. That wasn’t from the fall; that was something else…something familiar. Cancer! The cancer was back! Her whole body was frail and weak again. There was something else, something missing.
“Amarantha!” Amanda screamed and reached out as if she were reaching out to grab someone but no one was there. Amanda looked down at the broken glass she was laying on. She could see the reflection of her own eyes. They were completely brown with not a trace of grey. Amarantha was gone. The connection between them had been broken somehow. Amanda was trembling with fear. Her lower lip quivered, she was on the verge of tears. Amarantha had left her and now she was going to die alone after all. It was all over. She was dying, dying here alone among the rubble.
“No…no…No!” she thought to herself. This couldn’t be the end. Think Amanda. Stop and get control of yourself. Think! It was hard to think with this ringing in her ears. What were the words?
“A-Amaran…Amarantha, come.” she said barely above a whisper.
Nothing happened. Then she thought…something’s missing. Using all her strength she reached up and felt the back of her head. She looked at the fingers. There was a faint trace of blood. Not much at all. Would it do? Was it enough?!
She said the words again, “A-Amarantha, come.”
Still nothing. She almost broke into tears again. She choked them back and bit her lip and summoned every last ounce of will she had.
“AMARANTHA, COME!!” she yelled at last before sinking to the floor, utterly spent.
The body of Amanda Tipping lay there silently for a moment, completely still as if dead, then the eyes sprang open. They were solid, cold grey. The frame of Amanda Tipping instantly shot up and stood. She reached down and found the amber glasses and put them on as she walked to the stairwell with a determined pace. She brushed the dirt from her front, straightened her jacket and smoothed back her hair as she went. With each step, the stern and formidable Amanda reappeared, her face brimming with cold fury. As she walked she spoke to the voice inside her head, which had returned.
“You might have warned me that getting knocked out would separate us!” she muttered to herself bitterly. “I KNOW we have to get the girl!” she suddenly bellowed as she kicked the stair door open violently and went right on screaming to the voice in her head, “I don’t care if you spent the last 300 years in Hell!! STOP TELLING ME WHAT TO DO!!”
 
“Where. On. Earth. Have. You. Been?!” Schuyler was chewing on his lollipop so hard he would probably be pulling plastic chips out of his fangs for weeks. Miles and Tim timidly limped up to the Impala Schuyler was leaning on.
Schuyler stood up from leaning on the Impala and took the lollipop out of his mouth to gape at the state the two of them were in. Tim had one hand pressed against his temple while the other pinched the bridge of his nose. He held his head back to prevent a runaway nosebleed that had developed on the short trip back. Miles wasn’t bleeding, but he looked like he had lost a fight with a pack of rather nasty alley cats.
“You two look like hamburger,” he said at last, genuinely perplexed, “Puh-leez don’t tell me that this little girl did this to you. Because if she did, I swear I will NEVER let you live it down.”
Tim and Miles looked at each other sheepishly.
“We got ambushed,” Miles finally said a bit defensively.
“By what? A hockey team on a fleet of riding mowers?!”
Miles sighed, “NO! It was the bloody lawyer!”
“Y’know that chick in glasses from the gift shop?” Tim tried to explain.
Schuyler just stared at them. “Are you freaking kidding me?!” He was so angry his voice got squeaky.
“Dude, she was seriously psycho,” Tim offered helpfully.
Schuyler looked unimpressed. “Psycho?!” Schuyler retorted. “She’s a buck -“O”-five if she’s an ounce! What did she do? Threaten to sue you?!”
“Dude,” Tim tried to explain, “She turned into this scary vulture-phantom thing.”
Schuyler blinked in disbelief.
Tim decided to keep talking, but Miles wished he hadn’t. “Oh…and Miles turned into a dog.”
Schuyler started gritting his teeth so loud it sounded like a car engine that couldn’t get started.
“Well he did!” Tim interjected.
Miles rolled his eyes. Tim’s candor wasn’t helping right now.
Schuyler finally lost the remaining shreds of his composure. “WHERE’S THE GIRL NOW?!”
Miles bit the bullet first. “I dunno. She got away.”
“Got away?! Are you two kidding me? What happened to the plan? What happened to scaring her?!” Schuyler said indignantly.
“Oh, we bloody well scared ‘er, alright,” Miles said guiltily as he thought of the poor girl’s face the first time she saw him.
“Then how’d she get away? What’s the problem?” Schuyler demanded.
“The problem was the bloody lawyer.” Miles stretched his neck and rubbed his scalp where the woman had grabbed him by the hair. It still felt a bit loose.
“Are you kidding me?! I set this whole thing up perfectly for you two! I told you she was heading upstairs with the chick in the glasses didn’t I?” Sky pointed his lollipop at them both in an accusatory fashion. “How in the heck could even you two losers screw this up?!”
Miles flexed his neck and popped his jaw back into joint. He was tired of Schuyler dressing them down. “LOOK, Sky! She wasn’t some bloody ordinary lawyer, OK?! She ‘ad powers! She could transform into…heck I bloody dunno what it was, but she could walk through walls!!…and she had this bloody wicked power to…” Miles was at a loss to explain it. He finally settled simply on “Hurt ya jus’ by touchin’ ya.” It sounded even crazier when he said it.
“Hurt you? Are you jerking my chain?” Schuyler said mockingly.
“NO, SKY, I am not bloody ‘jerkin’ ya chain’ and if ya don’ believe me just check out the scars ON ME FACE!” Miles screamed right in Sky’s ear. Sky leaned back, wide-eyed. Miles had never spoken to Sky like this before. He even surprised himself a little.
Sky seemed taken aback by Miles’ new assertiveness and decided to just get back to the matter at hand. “Powers? Powers how? Powers like vampire powers?”
“No, worse! Much much freaking worse.” Miles just sighed in frustration as he rubbed the soreness out of his neck and held on to his ribs with the other. It was hard to explain. “Every time she touched me it jus’ burned like ice, like she coulda reach her hands right inside a me.” Schuyler looked a little nervous. Miles just thought he didn’t believe him.
“I know…it sounds crazy, but trust me it’s bloody true.” Miles put his hands in his pockets like he did when he was anxious. “The crazy witch knew about Hokharty. No, she bloody acted like she knew Hokharty woulda go an’ send us.”
“Hokharty said there might be others,” Schuyler said, musing, but you could tell by his look he hadn’t expected this.
“Yeah, bloody heck, but ‘e never told us it would be some crazy witch who could kill us jus’ by touchin’ us did ‘e?!” Miles looked sternly at Sky who, for once, didn’t seem so cocky. “And what’s more, Hokharty never didna tell us why we need the girl did ‘ee? If it’s the bloody en’ of the bloomin’ world, why wouldn’t ‘e tell us? Sumtin’s not right, Sky.”
Sky just rubbed a small spot just below his sternum and looked as if he was remembering something. “Yeah…well maybe.”
The three of them stood there looking at each other like beat dogs, afraid to move or bark for fear of risking another beating.
Miles finally broke the awkward silence, “So what now?”
Tim just shook his head and shrugged. “Hokharty’s gonna kill us if we don’t bring him the girl.”
“Yeah? Well what in the heck are we supposed to do about that now, TIM?” Schuyler spat at the orderly.
“I just think we need a new plan, that’s all,” Tim said.
“A plan?!” Schuyler said in disgust. “Well how am I supposed to come up with a new plan if I don’t know where in the heck she even is?!!”
“Well your last plan went straight to heck, Sky, so maybe we should start listening to Miles.”
“That stupid mick wanted to tell her the truth! She would have run off as soon as he started talking!” Schuyler went back to talking about Miles as if he wasn’t there. It was his usual mode. In a way, for Miles, it was oddly comforting and familiar to be treated like a non-entity.
“Look, I never asked to be part of this little party in the first place!!” Tim was beginning to lose his temper, but it was hard to look imposing when holding a bloody nose.
“Well neither did I, you 1970’s retro-loser!”
“Loser? Well at least I’m not some bleach-job, bloodsucking scumbag.”
“bleach-job?!!” It figured that Sky would care more about the integrity of his hair color than the integrity of his profession.
“I spent an hour in a metal morgue drawer!!”
“Oh, boo hoo, poor Tim, why don’t you go cry to your two-ton girlfriend.”
“HEY! You leave the Impala out of this!”
“Why couldn’t the stupid culchies just shut their cake-holes!” thought Miles. The two of them continued to bicker endlessly. Miles just took a few steps away and banged his fists on the side of his head. The whole past two days had been one bloody disaster. The whole thing had just gone to pot and they had made a right hash of it. He closed his eyes, turned his back on them and put his hands over his ears, but he could still hear them arguing.
“Without that Impala your butt would still be back in Rivenden.”
“Exactly!! Without that Impala I could have taken the turnpike!!”
Why couldn’t they just SHUT the BLOODY HECK UP!! Miles just needed somewhere quiet to think! He tried to retreat even deeper inside himself to get away from the noise.
“I’m sick of your lollipops and stupid plans!!”
“Why don’t you go paint yourself asphalt color and pretend to be something useful, like a speed bump.”
Miles took a few more steps. Slowly Miles managed to block it out. The insults faded away and he had a moment of peace, of utter blackness, when he unexpectedly saw Lucy. He opened his eyes and looked around. She was nowhere. He closed his eyes again. There she was. She was running through a park near the riverfront, checking behind bushes and hedges. He hadn’t seen her with his eyes, he’d seen her in his head! She was barefoot in her white robe and garish pink pajamas. She was searching for something, frantic, desperate. She knew she was in the right area, but uncertain of the exact spot. Suddenly, she found it, near the waterline by the bridge. She was alone, but she was calling out. No one was answering. She fell to her knees and looked at her hands. They were bloody. She was hurt! As she stared at her two hands it looked like she was about to cry.
“I can’t believe I let you convince me to wear those rancid teeth!! I’m so glad I lost them.”
“YOU LOST MY TEETH?!!”
Miles groaned and opened his eyes. He had lost the vision. What had he seen? Was it his imagination? Or was it something else? Was it real? He had never seen the girl close up before just now, upstairs in the hallway, and he hadn’t gotten that close a look at her before that thing had showed up. He only remembered one thing really – how scared she looked – and he suddenly felt very ashamed that he had gone along with Sky’s crazy plan. That’s all this was. His imagination. He was just working out the shame he felt for scaring the poor girl…and yet…those pajamas. He hadn’t remembered those crazy, pink pajamas with the ruddy cats all over them. He wondered.
Miles took a few more steps away. He thought hard and tried to shut out the sound of Tim and Sky fighting. He concentrated on those pajamas. He closed his eyes again. Nothing…then…slowly something came into view. He saw her again, still crying by the water – still in those crazy pajamas. She was pulling her hair back and forth behind her ears nervously. There was a swirl of darkness and then…a boy…a boy with a yo-yo? Now Miles knew he had never imagined that before.
The little boy called to her softly, “Lucy?” She turned around. She was crying still, but now out of relief. She stood up and rushed to embrace him. He stood there a bit awkwardly at first, then fell into her arms and returned the hug. It made Miles feel a bit happy and a bit sad all at once. It didn’t last long before they broke up and started running, she was dragging him along by his hand, like a pull toy. She was running frantically, away from the hospital and down the street. The boy could hardly keep up, they were running and they were….
Miles eyes shot open.
“They’re coming this way!” he suddenly shouted.
“If I wanted the opinion of some gamer, geek, drop-out orderly then I would…What?” Miles had unexpectedly interrupted Schuyler’s diatribe. He was building to a crescendo but never got there. What Miles had said sounded too urgent to ignore.
“What are you talking about? Who’s coming?” Tim asked, confused.
“They are! I mean the girl…she’s coming this way and she’s got a boy with her.”
“What are you talking about?” Sky said dismissively. Tim looked equally stunned at Miles’ sudden revelation. “Can you see them?” Sky was scanning the horizon in all directions.
“YES!...well…no…not actually, but they’re coming this way. Trust me,” Miles insisted.
Sky gave Miles a look like he was drunk or crazy. “How could you possibly…”
Miles walked back over to them, he didn’t have time to explain, not in a way that didn’t make him look bollocks so he just decided to bluster them both. “LOOK! Do you wanna go back to Hokharty empty-handed?! She’s coming this way, so if you still wanna grab her we can, but you better bloody well hurry!!”
Sky’s eyes danced around in his skull uncertainly. “OK, FINE!!” He threw up his arms in frustration. Schuyler paced around the fender of the Impala thinking. “Ok, Ok, we’re good. So we’re back to the old plan, right? She saw you two, right? She thinks you two are vampires and is running scared right?”
Tim spoke nasally through his pinched nose, “More or less.”
“Yeah, we bloody well scared her alright.” The look on her face still hung before Miles’ eyes, much to his embarrassment.
“Good. Then I’m still the knight in shining armor. So you two gotta get out of sight before she gets here so I can work my magic.”
“Well…I guess we could hide over behind those…” Tim was trying to get a bearing on his surroundings but it was hard with his nose in the air.
“No stupid! I’m not gonna come back for you! Get in the trunk!”
“The trunk?!” Tim was indignant. “Who’s gonna drive the car then?”
“I am, moron. She thinks you’re the bad guys, remember?!” Schuyler yelled at Tim, exasperated, “She can’t see you two with me or the game’s blown.”
“You’re just trying to get back at me for making you ride in the trunk earlier.”
“Will you shut up and get in the trunk already?!” Schuyler was impatient. Miles could see he was already checking his teeth in the side mirror, but just to smooth it over with Tim, Sky added, “Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle with your baby.”
“And what about the girl?! Will you be gentle with her too?” thought Miles, but he didn’t think it would be helpful to say that right now.
“C’mon, Tim!” Miles pushed Tim in the direction of the trunk. Tim opened it up and Miles helped Tim in before jumping in himself. Fortunately, the 1970’s sedan had plenty of trunk space.
“Keys!” Sky clapped his hands once and held them out in expectation.
Tim sighed. It was a bit awkward partially lying down while pinching his nose, but Tim finally managed to toss Sky the keys, but not before he gave a paternal suggestion, “Don’t rev it above 4000, I just put new compression rings on the pistons.” Schuyler rolled his eyes with impatience but said nothing. Sky was already closing the trunk when Tim had to offer one last admonition.
“Oh! And you have to be careful shifting from second to third! It gets a little sticky.”
“Yeah, yeah fine!” Sky shoved Tim’s head down rather roughly and slammed the trunk shut.
It took a minute to get Tim’s Converses out of his spleen, but in the dark of the trunk it was easier for Miles to concentrate. He closed his eyes again. She was there, running up the street in her bare feet and crazy, pink pajamas. He had seen her! He had always heard that some vampires developed the sight, but he never imagined he ever would. It was like the car just melted away and he could see right through it and his eyelids to where she was. He had seen things before, but it was never as real as this. It made him wonder if the other things he had seen were true too.
She was being careful, running from bush to bush or from bus-stop shelter to telephone pole. She was hiding, running scared. Running scared from that woman and from…Miles gulped…him. Miles had done a lot of low and dirty things as a vampire over the last hundred years, but this felt the lowest.
She was dragging the boy along as fast as she could when Schuyler spied her and called out to her from across the street.
“Lucy?!” He pitched it perfectly, right between surprise and concern. What a horrible liar he was. In his mind’s eye, Miles saw Lucy look back and forth frantically before finding the source of the voice. She and the boy with the Yo-yo looked at Schuyler, and suddenly a wall of darkness fell over Miles’ inner vision. He blinked his eyes a few times, but he couldn’t get the vision back. All he could make out now in the near total darkness of the trunk was the whites of Tim’s eyes, but she was close enough he could hear her now.
“SKY!!” She called out in an expression that was a mixture of surprise and relief. “No, Yo-yo. It’s OK, trust me,” she said next. Then there was a brief pause as Miles assumed they made their way towards Schuyler and the Impala where he and Tim were hiding in the trunk. He had no idea what plan Schuyler had for getting them out of the trunk once they got to Rivenden, but he was sure Sky would think of something on the way. He always did.
“Lucy, are you OK?” Schuyler sounded genuinely concerned and friendly, unassuming even. In other words, it didn’t sound like Schuyler at all. It was weird listening to Sky talk like that. It was like he was an entirely different person when he had his game on. What a piece of work he was.
“GET IN THE CAR!” Lucy barked at him.
“Um…Lucy, are you sure…are you in some kinda…”
“Trouble” he was going to say, but he never got that far. Lucy just ordered him again.
“GET IN THE CAR!!! DRIVE!” she said it louder this time. It was the voice of a stern schoolmarm, the kind that could liquefy your spine. Miles could already hear her opening the door and climbing inside.
“Um…oookay,” Schuyler said, a bit chagrined, but he didn’t dare disobey. Schuyler was obviously expecting some sob story from Lucy, but he didn’t get it. He undoubtedly had a few “There, there, it will be alright” and “I’m here for you, kid,” lines ready to go, but they went unuttered. It made Miles smile a little to know that one of Schuyler’s patented monologues was never going to be heard.
With a couple solid “ka-chunks” Miles could tell the car doors were closed and the car was off. Schuyler squealed the tires.
“PISTONS!!” Tim whispered hoarsely. Miles gave him a small kick to shut him up.
Sitting on the front car seat, Lucy couldn’t believe her luck finding Sky like that. She didn’t really have a plan, but now she had someone to at least drive her to Ephrata, and that was loads better than trying to find a bus home while in pajamas with no pocket money.
“It’s all right, Yo-yo, everything is going to be fine now,” she kept saying. Yo-yo was sulking in the back seat where Lucy had shoved him. He hadn’t wanted to get in the car with Sky at all, but there was no time for disagreements. She was only just now realizing how hard she was breathing, when she recognized to her horror that Sky was driving back past the hospital.
Lucy ducked and laid down on the front bench seat out of sight.
“Um, Lucy…are you ok?”
“SHUT UP! And just keep driving!!” She hated being this rude to Sky after he had saved them, but she didn’t have time to explain. He seemed to take it in stride and trust her. He was a really great guy. She would make it up to him somehow and explain everything later.
“Hey…isn’t that your aunt?” Schuyler said not a half a minute later.
Lucy didn’t think her heart could beat any faster, but it went from a rapid percussion to a jet engine-like hum after that. She dared a peek over the dash. It was Amanda, standing on the street corner, just outside the lobby, her head whipped around in flash. “Crap!” Lucy thought as she ducked back down, but she knew Amanda had seen her.
“What the?” Sky exclaimed as Lucy peeked over the dash again, but Lucy could already guess what was happening. Amanda had walked out into the street and was standing directly in the path of the car. Schuyler started slowing down. There was nowhere for them to go except maybe into the path of oncoming traffic.
“DON’T STOP!!” Lucy screamed.
“But?!” Sky stammered and Lucy saw him ease his foot off the gas pedal.
“NO!! KEEP GOING!!” She slid over on the bench seat, scooted forward as far as she could and stomped right on top of Schuyler’s right foot. The car surged forward.
“WAIT!!” Schuyler yelled. Lucy shut her eyes and braced herself. Even with them shut she could see Amanda standing defiantly staring them down, unmoving. As the car came within inches of her, Amanda instantly transformed into the specter – hollow eyes, wild flying hair. Lucy braced for the impact but it never came. Instead, it felt like she passed through a waterfall of ice water. There was a skidding sound as the undercarriage scrapped on the pavement and bounced through the intersection. A car horn blasted. It sounded like someone yelled, “My pistons!” and then nothing. A few seconds later Schuyler yelled at her, “LUCY! GET YOUR FOOT OFF THE GAS!!”
Lucy shook herself back to reality for a moment and looked down at her foot still firmly pinning Schuyler’s foot and the gas pedal under it to the floor.
“Oh!” she cried and instantly lifted her foot and slid over. Schuyler brought the car back down to a safe speed and swerved to miss a car ahead of them in the lane. Lucy whipped her neck around to look out the rear window. Yo-yo was plastered to the vinyl seat in one corner clinging on for dear life, but Amanda was still there standing in the same exact spot looking over her shoulder back at them. It was like they had passed clean through her.
“You ok, Yo-yo?” she asked. Yo-yo just nodded a smidge, his wide eyes vibrating in their sockets.
“What was THAT all about?!!” Schuyler said angrily. Lucy watched Amanda diminish into the distance for a moment before speaking.
“Nothing. We just have to keep going.”
“And WHERE exactly are we going?” Sky sounded annoyed and peevish. He looked different too. He was the same guy, same hair and t-shirt, but his face was harder and tensed. Lucy turned forward in her seat. She didn’t know how much she should tell Sky. Earlier she had felt like she could tell him anything, but as she looked at him now she realized he was just shy of a complete stranger. She got quiet and looked away from him and pulled her hair behind her ears. After a while Sky spoke again.
“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, Lucy, and I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but I want you to know… you can trust me and I’m here for you.” He looked right into Lucy’s eyes with those big, blue eyes of his when he said that last part. Then he smiled a disarming smile that lit up the whole car. He seemed more like himself just then, concerned, noble and charming, just like he had been in the gift shop. That whole stomping on his foot thing had probably just scared him. Heck, who wouldn’t it scare, come to think of it? He smiled at Lucy knowingly. She smiled back and felt far more at ease now that the crisis was over and Amanda was far behind them. Lucy would try to explain it to him somehow, just not yet, not until they were safely away.
“So, where do you need to go in such a hurry?” he said smiling.
She bit her lip. “Do you know how to get to Ephrata?” she asked cautiously.
“Ephrata?” he replied enthusiastically, “Yeah…It’s right off 322. I take that route from Philly all the time. It’s my favorite way to get to Harrisburg. I hate taking the turnpike.”
Lucy smiled, but just then she thought she heard someone whisper. It was faint and indistinct, but it sounded an awful lot like someone saying, “Lying scumbag!” followed by a something that sounded like a dull thud and muffled groan.
 
Amanda watched the large cream-colored 70’s sedan pull away. Already several people were approaching her, some concerned for her welfare, others just mere rubberneckers. Some came from cars that had come to a sudden stop over the near accident when the Impala sped through a red light at the intersection, others from the hospital lobby nearby. One of them was a security guard.
“Ma’am, are you all right?! I thought for sure that you were going to get hit. You shouldn’t go out in traffic like that – you’ll get yourself killed.”
She didn’t turn to face him but kept looking in the direction of the car speeding away. “That’s always a possibility, isn’t it?” she said coldly.
The security guard didn’t know what to say to that so he just kept on his original thought. “Still, running a light like that. He must have just barely missed you, though I don’t see how. It’s like he was trying to run you down or something.”
“Indeed,” Amanda said emotionlessly, thinking.
“Still, I’ll have to call it in.” The security guard reached for his radio.
“Meddling law enforcement. Can’t have that.” thought Amanda. She turned and placed a hand on his arm.
“Maybe I can help you make the report…inside. Help me to the lobby, will you, I’m a bit wobbly after all this.”
“Um, sure.” The security guard put away the radio, offered Amanda an arm and walked her to the sidewalk. She didn’t wobble in the slightest, even on her high heels.
“Tell me, do you have a morgue here in your hospital?” she asked as they reached the curb.
“Um…of course. Why?” The security guard seemed a bit perplexed.
“Oh nothing…I just need to call on an old friend,” she answered cryptically. As he held the door open for her she remarked on one last item.
“Thank you, sir,” she said and then added casually, “By-the-way…is that a gun?”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
The Gates of Erebus
Nephys ignored the odd glances of the other children of Limbo as he ran down the sandy streets towards home. It had been a long run. The city of Limbo was far from its glory days, but it wasn’t small. Endless alleyways and tomb-lined streets separated the Halls of Death from his residence and Maggie, but he was nearly home now and luckily, his tomb wasn’t far from the causeway that led to the Gates of Erebus.
Nephys had been so preoccupied with the harrowing journey to the Halls of Death that he gave little thought to what he was going to say to Maggie. He only knew he had to let her know he was leaving before disappearing. He thought mostly about the strange words written on the temple walls, the Chamberlain’s mission, and the glowing stone buried tightly within his fist. Walking through the streets of Limbo, he snuck a peek at it every now and again when he was certain no one else was looking. Sure enough, its green glow confirmed its presence. It was real. He was returning to the land of the living! The thought made him ecstatic until he pondered the journey backwards through the Gates of Erebus against the rushing tide of departed souls. That wasn’t a pleasant thought. Nephys shuddered before he realized he must restrain himself. He didn’t want to attract any shades. He would need all his strength and calm for the passing. He steeled himself and tried to swallow his apprehension, but it kept trying to claw its way back up like he had swallowed a live frog.
It annoyed him that it took him so much effort to restrain his emotions now. It had never been this hard before. It was Maggie. Before she came he had been, at least to all outward appearances, the perfect child of Limbo: calm, stoical, resigned, emotionless. Now he was giggling in the Halls of Death! This mission was too important though. He would have to stop all that nonsense now. However when he turned the last corner and finally stepped out onto his street he skidded to a halt and nearly dropped his pen case at what he saw.
There, in the open narrow street not far from his tomb were a dozen or so children of Limbo gathered in a circle. They were blind, as usual, none more than nine, or at least no older than nine when they had died. Some were dressed in old-fashioned tunics, others were in more modern dresses or pants but the most surprising thing was that they were playing ball. They were actually playing ball!
Perhaps “playing” wasn’t the best description. Most were standing around nervously not knowing what to do, looking around uncertainly at the others. The ball looked like it had been speared with several short pikes. When the ball rolled up to one of them there was an interminable pause before anyone would dare touch it. They just stood there looking at it.
“HOOONT!” it squealed as one boy barely nudged it with a toe before retreating behind another child in fear. Nephys took a second look. It was Hiero. They were using Hiero as the ball?!
“No! No!” came a familiar voice from the midst of them, “That’s good! That’s good, kids! That’s what you’re supposed to do. Kick him again!”
Nephys cringed. He knew that voice. Maggie. Of course! Maggie was actually trying to teach the children of Limbo to play ball. What was he going to do with this woman?! Children in Limbo didn’t play ball!! Or house or sennet or tabula or anything else for that matter! This woman just refused to accept things as they were. She was running around the circle in her plaid shirt and jeans desperately trying to encourage the children, most of whom stood as still as statues, utterly perplexed by the whole affair. For all her pep talk, not many responded. Eventually, one kid nervously approached and examined the “ball” thoroughly before violently kicking Hiero to the other side. He ran and hid behind Maggie as Hiero protested.
“WHOOP!!” Maggie cheered jumping up and down clapping. Hiero rolled away awkwardly, hooting and complaining the whole way. He inflated his sheep’s stomach bag to its full size and tucked in his legs to make himself as round as possible, but it didn’t work very well. Hiero may have been willing, but he was a terrible substitute for a ball. He hadn’t gone far before landing in a pile at the feet of another child who just stared at him as if he were a dead duck that had dropped out of the sky right in front of him. How did she manage to get the imp to do these things?!
“Kick him!” Maggie shouted somewhere between forced enthusiasm and abject frustration, “Go ahead!! Kick him hard!!”
“FlufooolAAAAArnt?” Hiero protested, but it was too late. The boy gave a half-hearted kick that sent Hiero scooting a few measly two feet forward in the sand. “Flubbit,” Hiero muttered, underwhelmed. At least real balls didn’t critique your performance.
Maggie responded like the proud mother of the player that had just scored the winning goal in the championship game. She ran over, fell to her knees and gave the kid a big bear hug. The child was even less enthused about the hug than he was about the game they were playing. Nephys couldn’t remember the last time he had played ball, if ever. Only a few of the girls actually seemed to get the point of it. Some covered their mouths with both hands as if to conceal an embarrassed giggle, only they weren’t laughing or even smiling. This pointless gesture was the last vestige of mirth from their living lives.
Nephys closed his eyes and looked at them with the Death Sight to calm himself. Twelve little heart flames were burning brightly, too brightly, and Maggie’s was roaring like a bonfire. Nephys opened his eyes and smacked his forehead. Then he walked in a tight circle biting his finger. The whole thing was a disaster!! He had deliberately told Maggie not to draw attention to herself, and here she was teaching them ball and getting them to burn their little hearts out. What was he going to do with her?!
Maggie must have seen him because she called out to him, “Hey, Nep!” she waved to him enthusiastically, “Come join us!!”
Nephys groaned and took a breath before plunging into the circle.
“You’re home early,” she said brightly, “Or is it late? It’s so hard to tell here.”
He ignored her and went right to the interrogation. “What are you doing?!” He tried to calm himself but it came out all squeaky.
“What does it look like I’m doing?” Maggie said laughing, brushing sand off her hands and knees. “I’m teaching these kids how to play ball. They were all pretty hopeless at first, but some of them are starting to get it. I think I saw one of the girls nearly smile there once.” She put her hands in her back pockets and assumed that satisfied smile she always had.
“I KNOW what you’re doing but the question is WHY?” Nephys tried not to whine, but he sounded really annoyed.
Maggie laughed, “Well excuse me, Nep, but it isn’t exactly a pleasure cruise here alone without you. I had to do something to fill up my dance card.” She turned back to give some pointers to one of the children who seemed to be paralyzed without her input, “Go on! It’s ok, give the phlegm-bag another kick for me.”
Nephys groaned, “No! Don’t give the phlegm-bag another kick. Go home! ALL OF YOU! Go back to your tombs now! The game is over!” Nephys grabbed Maggie by the arm and pulled her aside a bit forcefully.
“Nep!” Maggie protested, brushing off his arm, but Hiero just deflated and burbled out “Blllurburant” as if relieved it was finally over and scampered back inside the tomb before someone changed their mind about continuing the game.
Nephys sighed. “I need to talk to you, privately. I have something important to tell you.” She must have heard the urgency in his voice because she didn’t protest too much after that.
“Um…okay, kids, we’re done for the day. GOOD GAME! Go Aggies!” She gave them a double thumbs up, but from their blank expressions they had no idea what to make of the gesture. Some just looked upwards to see what she was pointing at. “We’ll meet back here, same time tomorrow? Okay? Go on now, go back home, see you tomorrow.” She hugged a few around the shoulders and patted some of them on their behinds gently to get them started. The sport rituals of Maggie’s age were truly bizarre. Most continued to stare blindly at her for several moments before eventually sidling off. The rest then followed, breaking off towards their own tombs and familiar paths once they passed the corner.
It took them an excruciatingly long time to disperse, even with Maggie waving and encouraging them on continually. Most were as dead-eyed and sullen as ever, but a few, as they were meandering off, did look back wistfully over their shoulders, and the youngest girl, a black-haired girl wearing a black and blue threadbare silk Asian dress gave a faint smile before suddenly hurrying off. She even tried to skip as she went, but couldn’t manage it as if she couldn’t quite remember how.
Maggie smiled as she watched the last of them go before turning back to face Nephys, his arms folded.
“Now, Nephys, what squirrel’s got your nut?”
“Unngh!” Nephys groaned, annoyed, and marched back inside the tomb as Maggie followed, “I thought we agreed you couldn’t keep doing this?!!” He turned around abruptly once he reached the garden, and she almost ran into him.
“Doing what?!” She threw her arms up in the air. “All I was doing was trying to teach them how to play or run or have fun like normal kids!”
“But they’re NOT normal kids! They are in Limbo! Don’t you understand?! You can’t drag them here…”
“I didn’t drag them here! They came on their own!”
“What?”
“Yes! They started gathering around outside when I was out doing the gardening. They were just standing there staring at me.”
Nephys covered his eyes with his hands in frustration.
“You did bring them here.”
“No, I didn’t!” she replied indignantly.
“Yes, you did!!” Nephys screamed at her. She was so taken aback by this Maggie fell into silence. Nephys felt a strong pull downward. His anger had gotten the best of him again. He didn’t like to yell at his elders, it was not the way his grandmother had raised him. He tried again. “Yes, you did,” he said calmly, “You went around…gardening, working…improving…things. All of that made your heart burn a little brighter.”
“My heart?”
“Yes! Remember? Whenever you try to remake Limbo, shape it to your consciousness, it takes away some of the flame of your heart, your soul. You were burning yours a little too brightly. You can’t see it yet, you don’t have the Death Sight yet, but THEY do. They are drawn to it, like moths to a candle. They came to see what was going on, that’s all.”
“Well I didn’t mean to bring ‘em here.”
“It doesn’t matter, but then you went and made the whole thing worse by actually trying to teach them ball!”
Maggie went on, “Well what was I supposed to do?! It was so creepy having them watch me do the gardening I decided I might as well give them something to do. What’s wrong with that?”
“What’s wrong with that? Everything!!”
“Everything?!”
“Yes! EVERYTHING!” Nephys tried to calm himself. “Remember what we talked about?! Remember all the rulers of Elysium? Well they burned themselves out! Do you want that to happen to you?! Forever is a very long time and if you don’t make it last you could spend most of it as a shade.”
Maggie became very quiet as if trying to conceal her anger, but Nephys could tell she was very cross. “Nep, I’m very appreciative of how much you’ve done for me. I would be lost without you, and I want you to know that I know that, but I am NOT your child. I am a grown woman and I can make my own decisions. There is NOTHING to do here all day, and if I choose to burn my soul light, or heart-flame or Anima, or Ib or whatever you call it, and live a short, bright afterlife of purpose and beauty instead of wasting away slowly over millennia then that’s MY decision to make and no one can tell me otherwise.”
Nephys just blinked at her. It was very threatening the way she thumped her fist over her heart when she said “MY decision” and pointed to Nephys when she said “no one.” She could be very stubborn when she wanted to be, but Nephys sighed and steeled himself to try and make her understand one last time. He hated to correct an elder, but he had to let her know how he felt.         “And what about them?” He pointed out towards the street where the children had recently been gathered.
“Them?” Maggie looked suddenly shocked, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to her before. She looked down at the ground and pulled her hair behind her ears nervously.
“When you help them play ball you make their lights burn quicker too. Do you get to make the choice for them too?!”
Maggie looked abruptly back at Nephys with fire in her eyes and he was instantly sorry he had said that last remark. She opened her mouth as if to yell back at him. Nephys flinched, but she instantly softened and looked down somewhat ashamed.
“I’m sorry,” she finally said simply. “I’ll try harder to fit in.” After a long while she stepped forward as if to hug him and only then did Nephys realize that he was still cowering.
“Farnt-Hoont-hoont-hoont-hoooont!” Hiero chortled at Nephys from where he was perched like a gargoyle on the garden wall. He had obviously been enjoying the fight and the keen taste of Nephys’ fear. Interrupted by the imp, Maggie instantly stepped back sensing the awkwardness as Nephys stared at his sandals.
“So…” she said clapping her hands in front of her, “Is that what you wanted to talk about or was there something else?”
“Oh!” The ballgame had made Nephys completely forget the stone and his mission. “Um…I have something to tell you…something really important.” That was as far as he could get before freezing. Maggie widened her eyes and rocked on her heels, but still nothing.
“Okay,” Maggie eventually prodded him, “Go on.”
He swallowed and looked down. “Um…I have to go. I have to go…now.”
“Go? But you just got here!” she chuckled nervously.
“No…I have to go…” and then he leaned in to whisper the last word, “back.”
“Back? Back to the scriptorium?” she laughed. “Well…Okay. Just checking up on me, huh?” she laughed again and started turning to go back to work in the garden. “Ok, I’ll see you when you get back. I’ll have supper ready when you get here, I hope you like leeks and lumpy tubers. That’s all that seems to grow here.”
“No, you don’t understand!” He ran forward and grabbed her arm. She turned, suddenly aware of his urgency. Her angry glance made him immediately let go. “I…I won’t be back, or at least maybe I won’t be…not for a while anyway, and I wanted to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye?” she looked at him genuinely concerned. “You’re scaring me, Nep.”
“Flubbit!” Hiero tooted in equal dissatisfaction.
“And that’s hard to do in this place,” she said coolly, eyeing up Hiero contemptuously. She folded her arms and looked back at him with an unwavering stare. “What’s going on, Nep?”
“Um…” he hesitated.
“WHERE are you going, Nep?” she demanded authoritatively. For a moment it was like his grandmother was standing there scolding him.
Maggie raised a stern eyebrow at him and he decided there was no discrete way to say it, so he just pointed one finger slowly upward. Her eyes followed it all the way up to the empty sky and the overhanging clouds or cavern roof, whatever it was. She looked up puzzled for a moment and then back at him. As her eyes widened and her mouth opened soundlessly he knew she understood.
“No,” she said faintly, bringing her hand to her mouth.
“Yes,” he said, nodding vigorously.
She turned around in a tight circle pulling her hair back from her forehead before asking, “But…but you said it was impossible!”
He shrugged and said, “I thought it was impossible!” not sure he quite believed it himself. “But I guess it’s not.”
“You guess?!” she was getting angry, but she calmed herself. “I’m sorry…it’s not your fault, it’s just…” She looked like she couldn’t think of the words to say. “How?” she finally said simply.
He looked around frantically. The garden didn’t seem secure enough, so he reached down and grabbed Maggie by the hand and pulled her into the dark, inner chamber of his small tomb.
“Fooont?” Hiero tooted curiously, jumping down and following them.
“Nep?” Maggie exclaimed as he pulled her roughly in and closed the tomb door just after Hiero squeezed past. “What’s going on?! Why are you going back? How are you going back?”
Nephys dropped his pen case on the small table and turned to look at her. He wasn’t actually certain how to start or how much he should tell her or whether she would even believe. Then he felt the warmth of the stone and decided to start there.
“This is why and how.” He unfolded his hand and the small, glassy pebble shone on his palm, its bright green light flooding the small tomb chamber. He wondered for a moment if she would be able to see it all but that notion was erased when he saw her expression.
“Oh, my…” she put her hands to her mouth, but her wide eyes expressed her shock perfectly, as well as a faint glimmer of something else like recognition.
“You can see it?!” Nephys asked excitedly. He was glad to know he wasn’t the only one.
“Yes…yes I can see it. It’s beautiful…it’s so green. I had…I had almost forgotten.” She turned away a moment. “Two days in Limbo and I had already forgotten,” she said almost in shock. She turned back quickly.
She reached out towards it. “Is that…” she was about to say something else but she was cut off by a sudden fit by Hiero.
“FaRghanntafoonttulapoooont!” Hiero was doing backflips and stabbing the ground and walls in a fit of something like manic rage. Hiero nearly stabbed the bed into splinters. The stone bowl tipped over, shattered and instantly reformed.
“Hiero! Stop it!” Nephys closed his hands on the stone and went to try to calm the angry bagpipe down, but Maggie called him back.
“Nep!” Maggie reached out frantically for him. “What’s going on? What’s this about going…back?” Nephys turned and faced her. She was terrified. He tried to ignore the sounds of Hiero thrashing around the small room and concentrate on her for a moment.
“I don’t know really…it’s just…” he hesitated. He wasn’t certain how much he should tell her, but then he thought, “Who else did she know? Who was she going to tell?”
“The Chamberlain told me…” he began.
“The Chamberlain?!” He couldn’t tell if her expression was from shock or confusion. He had forgotten that she was new here and didn’t know much.
“Yes, he’s the second in command to Death himself. He told me I had to take the stone back through the Gates of Erebus.”
“But the tide of dead souls…you said…”
“I know!” Nephys shuddered at the thought. “But, he…the Chamberlain…he said the stone would protect me…he also said the god, Anubis, would help me.”
“Anubis?! He’s still around?” She pulled her hair back from her forehead again.
“Um…I guess.” Nephys wasn’t really certain what she knew or understood, but he had no more time. “But he told me I had to go…right now.”
“I don’t understand! Why are you taking the stone out of Limbo?!” she said frantically.
Nephys swallowed. “It’s for the Necromancer.”
Hiero’s fit came to a sudden stop. The silence was eerie. Nephys turned to look, but Maggie called him back.
“The Necromancer?! What has he got to do with all this?!”
Nephys looked back at her curiously…a question started to form in his mind, but then Hiero started throwing another fit. He picked up the stone bowl, smashed it, let it reform and smashed it again.
“Hiero!” Even though he couldn’t harm the bowl the sound was extremely irritating.
“Nephys!” Maggie called him back and had even pronounced his name correctly this time.
“What?” Nephys looked back at Maggie’s anxious and desperate expression. “Oh…the stone. The Chamberlain told me that I had to take the stone to the Necromancer. He said that the Necromancer was failing, that he was near death and that he needed the stone to restore the balance between our worlds, I’m not sure how exactly, and that only I could take it to him. He said it was important, so I have to go…now. ”
Maggie went white. Her eyes unfocused and she wandered off a bit before lowering herself onto the remnants of Nephys’ bed. She looked numb. Even Hiero paused, but when Nephys looked at him he just smashed the bowl again.
“STOP THAT!” he yelled, but Hiero just ignored him.
He turned back to Maggie. She looked utterly forlorn. He had to say something.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be back. Eventually,” He added trying to sound encouraging. “Don’t worry. You’ll have Hiero to look after you.” That last part stuck in his throat. He wasn’t so certain if that was comforting or not, but he had to say something.
They both looked at Hiero expectantly. “Flubbit,” Hiero droned out before smashing the bowl again.
Nephys looked back at Maggie. Her eyes looked moist. He swallowed. “Well…Goodbye.” he said abruptly and he turned towards the door, but she jumped up off the bed and pulled him back once again.
“Nep!” Her eyes darted side to side like she was unable to look directly at him.
“Maggie, I’m sorry but the Chamberlain said I had to go right away.”
“I know, I know,” she said trying to slow her breathing, “But I need to tell you something first.” She swallowed hard and looked at him. “I know we haven’t known each other very long.”
“Maggie…” Nephys whined trying to pull free, but she wouldn’t let go of him.
“AND!” she went on forcefully, “And I know that you don’t owe me anything more after all you’ve done for me…but…” She paused and tightened her grip on his arm. “I need to ask you to do me a favor.”
Nephys sighed. “Maggie, I don’t know…I need to go.”
“Just listen to me.” She gripped his arm a little tighter and her lower lip trembled as she gathered the courage to say what she was going to say next, “I need you to take a note to my daughter.”
Nephys just blinked in disbelief. Hiero stopped smashing the bowl and went dead silent. “I…I don’t think that’s allowed. No one up there is supposed to know anything about the afterworld! There are rules!”
“I know it’s against the rules, Nephys,” she said emphatically. He found it odd how she could suddenly pronounce his name correctly. “But…but I really want…no I need…I need my daughter to know I’m all right.”
“Maggie…I don’t think I can…”
“Please, Nephys!” She gripped him by both arms. “I’m begging you. I really need her to know I’m ok.”
Nephys rolled his eyes. “How will I even find her?” He hoped to dissuade her. “I could wind up on the other side of the world from where she is!”
Maggie was undeterred. “It’s not hard, I can give you directions. We live just outside Ephrata, Pennsylvania, just off East Mohler Church Road.”
“I don’t even know if I will be going anywhere near there!” Nephys complained.
“TRUST ME!” she implored, “It’s important. There’s no street address, but it’s the second drive after you pass a large, white church heading towards Reamstown, can you remember that?”
Nephys sighed, “Yes, I can remember it.” Nephys had remembered half the books in creation, of course he could remember it, but he decided not to share that with her cause it might sound like he was bragging.
“Repeat it for me. East Mohler Church Road. Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Second dirt drive past the old, white church.”
“East Mohler Church Road. Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Second dirt drive past the old, white church.” he repeated tonelessly, resigned.
“Good. So you’ll take a note for me?”
Nephys bit his lip and looked at her and then at Hiero who was panting furiously, holding the bowl over his head as if ready to drop it at any moment. What she wanted violated all the rules, but even though she was still asking, Nephys knew that she knew he would eventually cave in and consent to her request.
“All right, but make it quick,” Nephys said at last.
Hiero slammed the bowl one last time before instantly snatching the pen case from the small bedside table and handing it to Maggie. She certainly had him very well trained. Maggie took out one of the reed pens and looked around for something to write on. Nephys helpfully looked through the rubble of Hiero’s fit, pulled out a small scrap of papyrus and handed it to her. She snatched it from him and turned her back to him. She paused with the pen over the small piece of papyrus, took a deep breath and held it in thought.
“It must be hard to think of what to write to your daughter from beyond the grave,” thought Nephys. The regrets, the last moments, the things left unsaid, all the parental advice she wanted to give but would never get the chance.
For a moment, Nephys was afraid that she was going to take all night but then she took one more breath, and plunged the pen into the palette. Nephys noticed she used the red ink. Less than two seconds of rapid scribbling later and she was done. She rolled it up and handed it to him. He took it gingerly, but he didn’t even get the chance to look at her awkwardly before she pulled him into a tight bear hug.
Nephys blinked in a mix of discomfort and surprise for what seemed like ages. He couldn’t even remember the last time anyone had hugged him. He felt warmer and more alive than he had felt in centuries. She gripped him tightly for a moment longer before releasing him.             “We’re family now, Nep. You and me.” she said simply. She was trying to put on her tough act, but she had to sniff back the tears.
“FAAARnfarnt!” Hiero bleated, not to be ignored.
She smiled at the protesting little imp. “And Hiero too.”
“VARN-Flubbit!” Hiero replied. Nephys couldn’t tell if he was happy or insulted by the inclusion.
“You should take Hiero with you,” she prompted suddenly, “Might come in handy.”
“Hiero?!” Nephys said in horror.
“PARAANT?!” Hiero hooted hopping up and down and violently stabbing the ground with his butcher knife.
“OH, NO!” Nephys protested. “Taking the note is bad enough. Imps aren’t even supposed to be in Limbo let alone the land of the living. I’m already going to be in trouble enough taking this note back!”
“Are you sure?” she asked.
Hiero spat up a black piece of phlegm and stared venomously back at him.
“Definitely,” Nephys said firmly. Then he looked back at Maggie. She had resumed her usual pose, hands in back pockets. Tears were running down her cheeks, but she didn’t bother to wipe them away. After all the urgency of the last few minutes, now that it came to leaving, Nephys found it hard to go.
“Well, you best get a move on!” she said at last, sending a half-hearted kick his direction, but her eyes held back more tears. Nephys stepped back, smiled, and left without saying goodbye one last time. He was out of the garden and halfway down the street before he turned to look back. Maggie was there at the gate watching him go. Hiero was stomping mad at her feet. She leaned over to say something to him. Nephys could just barely make it out.
“It’s ok, I know about the cats, I can handle myself. Go!” she told him.
The imp looked from her to Nephys before it trundled off after Nephys like a demented puppy. The little monster had nearly reached him before Nephys responded.
“No, no, no, no, no!” Nephys took a few steps forward and waved the imp back. “NO, HIERO! Not this time! You have to stay and take care of Maggie!” he ordered the little bagpipes back. Hiero stopped, whined and deflated, nearly dropping his massive butcher knife. “For ONCE, please listen to me,” Nephys demanded. All of the pipes on his back laid flat and he let out a sad, little droning honk. He looked forlornly back at Maggie and then back to Nephys, but he didn’t move. Satisfied that the imp would stay, Nephys turned back down the street and ran for the causeway.
 
“I told you to go back! Now for the last time GO!”
“Garbaanbatanflabit,” the small imp grumbled.
“I heard that!”
Hiero had dogged Nephys all the way to the edges of Limbo. Nephys’ pace had slowed recently, but he had run most of the way. Still the little monster had kept pace, always careful to drag himself no closer than thirty paces behind Nephys, like a dejected pet. Whenever Nephys turned around to see if he was still there, he caught the vile thing acting as if it just happened to be in the same vicinity by chance.
Nephys ignored him for a while and pressed on, hoping to out pace the little monster. Twenty minutes of fast walking later, Nephys hadn’t heard Heiro’s idiosyncratic drone for quite some time so he stopped and peeked over his shoulder. Sure enough, Hiero was still there, thirty paces behind as always.
“Ugh,” Nephys grumbled. This had to stop. He marched back to where the little imp was waiting.
“Enough! You have to go home! You can’t come with me to the land of the living – it’s just not right. More importantly, Maggie’s all alone, and she has no one to watch over her. You have to go back and take care of her!”
“Flubbit,” it muttered despondently, stabbing the ground absent-mindedly with the butcher knife. It looked up at him with eyes like a child that had been told he couldn’t go to the amusement park, but Nephys decided to be firm.
“I mean it! Now go!”
Slowly, the imp turned himself around and began stabbing the ground, dragging himself in the opposite direction, at a lugubrious pace, back towards the city and Nephys’ tomb. A few steps on it looked back over its shoulder at him.
“Go!” Nephys said adamantly pointing back towards the city. “I’m not going anywhere until you go home!”
Hiero let out a long, droning whine, but ultimately relented and started walking away. It was interminable, but finally the creature dragged itself far enough away it was a tiny spot on the edge of the city. Nephys didn’t move but watched it until it had nearly disappeared. Satisfied that he had finally gotten through to the demonic bagpipes, he turned around in a huff and picked up the pace considerably. A few minutes on, he looked back over his shoulder, almost certain that Hiero would be thirty paces behind him again, but the imp was nowhere in sight.
“Finally!” thought Nephys, but in truth it made him a little nervous now to be on his own. A short while later, he left the city and entered a rocky, debris-strewn plain that led to the causeway that crossed the black river that separated the land of the living from the world of the dead.
By the growing number of ghosts and souls wandering around aimlessly in their new surroundings, Nephys could tell he was approaching the causeway to the Gates of Erebus. The vast plain surrounding the city of Limbo was less soggy on this side. The foundations had been shored up long ago by toppling eons of rubble into the swamp. Instead of sand or marshy soil underfoot, there was dry broken marble, gravel and brick. This was the causeway. It was a great, raised thoroughfare, a road of smashed tombs and gravestones leading from the Gates of Erebus to the edge of the city. There was nothing graceful or planned about the causeway at all. Unlike the elegant, crumbling temples and tombs, the causeway was a haphazard and ad hoc affair, piled up in great haste.
During the first taste of the Black Death, the souls had piled up so thick and heavy on the far side of the river Styx that the ferryman, Chiron, simply couldn’t keep up. First he had to abandon the skiff for a larger boat, and then later he had replaced the bark with a broad barge. He reduced the usual fee of a gold coin to a copper groat, and then eventually, because there were so many, he waived the fee altogether and just shoved them on by the dozens no questions asked. The barge listed and nearly sunk under the weight, and still he carried on, but things only got worse. By the end of the plague he was beating them off the giant barge with a large oar like cattle before returning to the opposite shore to fill up the barge once again.
Eventually, he gave up and left altogether, for where, no one knows. Not that anyone could blame him. There were just too many. The souls crowded on the far shore, helpless, unable to wade across and unable to go back, and always new souls arriving, pressing on them, driving them forward. The newly arrived pushed at the great mass of souls ahead of them, but the crowds of newly departed had nowhere to go. They were shoved into the flood of the great river of death, where they were washed away, down into the marshes of lost souls or beyond, lost forever.
Finally, the last remaining residents of the acropolis in Elysium came to their aid. They knocked over the temples, tombs and gatehouses, broke the stones down and tossed the rubble haphazardly into the river. More and more they tore down, destroying nearly a third of the city in the process. Once the gates of the city had been glorious with many great and beautiful statues, but now only a large field of rubble greeted the newly deceased to Limbo.
Desperate, they kept on, throwing all the broken pieces into the river at a furious pace. Eventually, they had constructed a broad, earthen dam of debris, thrown across the wide Acheron with little forethought. As he trod on the broad path, Nephys could read the names of departed kings and gods in the broken inscriptions and epitaphs beneath his sandals: Gilgamesh, Agamemnon, Thutmoses, Qin. None had been spared the indignity.
The brackish waters behind the earthen dam had backed up and flooded around the city, increasing the marshes in all directions, but the earthen causeway had held, and it had worked. Now hundreds could walk across freely from the Gates of Erebus unabated to the realm of Limbo without the aid of a ferryman or approval of any sentinel. It was all very democratic now and far less impressive.
Nephys was just approaching the close side of the causeway where it crossed the river and emptied out into a broad plaza of debris. The crowd was already immense and growing. Hundreds of souls wandered about in confusion, some not even aware that they were dead, most were muttering to themselves. Nephys caught faint snatches of dazed and disoriented conversation, pleas or prayers in many languages.
“Is this the land of my fathers?”
“Where is my husband?”
“Oh, Great God, protect me…”
“Where am I?”
Many had horrific wounds and one young man was wandering around carrying the wheel from one of those deathcarts. He kept looking around as if he was searching for the rest of the wretched device. All were awakening to their new life – some were adapting better than others. Some met it stony-faced, others with wailing and tears. Many of the more morose ones probably turned to shades right there and were lost to the swamps immediately. Everywhere there were dashed expectations and misery.
Amongst them, nimble of foot and ever polite was an army of young, blind children carrying wax tablets or notepads, asking for names and birthdates, cataloguing the who and how and when of each new arrival. What was done with this information was a mystery, but the names were tallied and recorded and handed over to representatives from the Halls of Death all the same. The young record keepers were often met with angry and ardent questioning.
“Don’t you know who I am?”
“I have to be getting back to the convention floor. They are expecting me to give the keynote any moment now!!”
“Will my luggage be checked through Denver? I have to make the connecting flight.”
The assiduous young bureaucrats of the underworld, however, avoided making any concrete commitments or answers. They had none to give anyway – only a job to do. They placated all, took the names, and with blank stares, directed all the members of the loose throng towards the city. Several of the children of Limbo eyed Nephys suspiciously. No one ever walked against the flow of traffic here, but there was too much to do, so many new arrivals, they couldn’t be bothered to question him. So, Nephys elbowed his way past the crowd without being waylaid. Deeper and deeper he pushed into the mass of people, until there was barely enough room to pass. Once a woman met his glance and fell to her knees grabbing Nephys and shaking him.
“Where is my daughter?!! Where is she?!! Why have you taken her?!!”
She had a horrible gash across her forehead. Nephys just pushed her away. “Them!” he said, pointing to the young children of Limbo taking names. “Talk to them!” She let go and he quickly shoved past her. As he pushed on, he looked back, but she was already lost in the crowd. She had been someone like Maggie, he thought, but no one would help her and take a note back to her daughter.
Nephys approached the edge of the causeway where it met the river. The crowd was so thick and pressing, they hardly noticed him but just roughly brushed by. He craned his neck to look over the crowds. Far away, on the other side of the river, he could barely see a vast, black granite statue with half its face missing.
“Anubis,” he said faintly to himself. His grandmother always said Anubis would ferry his soul to the land of the dead. She instructed him that Anubis would present his heart to Osiris and weigh it against the feather of truth. If he passed this test it would be recorded by Thoth, the scribe of the gods. Horus, far sighted, falcon-headed and son of Osiris would then usher him into the rest of the blessed. If not, his heart would be fed to the devourer of souls, Ammit. Nephys lived in fear of that day, but Anubis never came. There were only the children of Limbo and they were utterly disinterested in truth or judgment. As he looked to the far end of the causeway towards the massive statue, he thought maybe this was his test, finally.
He paused and looked at the stone the Chamberlain had given him. There was no going back now. He was filled with equal parts dread and anticipation. Would the stone work? Would the statue of Anubis on the far side really help him? There was only one way to find out. He took an empty breath – the dead couldn’t breathe, but the habits of life were hard to break – and he plunged forward into the crowd and out into the causeway crossing the river.
By the time they crossed the causeway and reached the outskirts of the city, the dead had assimilated something like their earthly forms. Their spirit bodies bore the wounds of their passing, but they were human at least, and to the other dead felt and appeared solid, but further out into the causeway, in the middle of the great, black river, they began to lose form and shape. A never-ending stream of bluish and white ghosts poured through the gates and across the causeway, so many that it didn’t even resemble a crowd as much as a river of ghostly light. Nephys pressed first through the human crowd and then at some point, gradually crossed into the torrent of insubstantial souls. Soon, it didn’t feel like he was in a crowd of people at all, but rather like he was standing in a dense, whirling, freezing mist. He could still catch the whispers of regret and moans of grief of the dead blowing around him before their ghosts hurried off to the other side.
The black waters on either side of causeway revealed nothing deeper than an impenetrable, opaque surface like a sea of ink. The river was nearly still, languid and stagnant with hardly a trace of movement, but every once in a while, a ripple would indicate the presence of something darker underneath. Nephys had only ever seen the murky waters of the swamp close up. He had never seen the Stygian waters this close to the source. Nephys’ toe kicked a loose piece of rubble. Curious he picked it up and tossed it in. It vanished without a trace of a ripple, almost exactly how the herald had vanished through the doorways to the halls of Death.
At first it was easier to negotiate this stream of spirits than having to elbow your way past a crowd of angry ghosts, but it was cold, bitterly cold. However, he could feel the warmth of the green stone in his hand, and it seemed to warm him from within, making the trip passable, but with every step it got harder. He pulled his thin linen robe tightly over his shoulders and curled his toes under, but Egyptian clothing just wasn’t made for cold weather, let alone a current of dead souls. Each step grew wearier, and the cold stabbed deeper, until only the part of his body close to where he clutched the stone to his chest felt warm. The intensity of the deluge of departed souls became stronger. It roared in his ears like a storm and he had to walk against it like a stiff wind.
Afraid the stone was fading, Nephys took out his hand and peeked at it. The glow was faint, but it was still there. Around the stone in the palm of his hand, the flesh still looked real and solid, but towards the edges of his robe he could see that his form was trailing away into nothingness, becoming just another part of the swirling river of mist that was the souls of the arriving dead. He clutched the stone even tighter to his body and redoubled his speed.
It seemed to take nearly forever to reach the statue. At first it appeared to be only a few hundred yards away, but frustratingly, it never got any closer, only larger, like a mountain that seemed deceptively close until you realized how massive it really was. The wind roared like a monster but also moaned with the miseries of all the dying, thousands of them. It was nearly impossible to think in the din, but he blinked against the gale and kept his eyes on the statue, inching ever closer to it.
Finally, after an interminable time and a constant fight against the gale of souls, he reached the gigantic statue. It was larger than all the great statues of the Pharaohs of Egypt, more than double the size of the colossus of Memnon, or the statue of the great Pharoah Ramses in Memphis. He paused and examined it, holding his hand above his face to shield himself from the fierce tempest of the souls, like the blast of a sandstorm. The statue sat rigid, in the old style, on a simple throne, a solid block of black granite. The toes of the god were nearly above Nephys’ eye level. Looking up, he could see the god in his kilt with his hands laid flat, serenely on his lap, stoic and utterly lifeless. Half of the god’s Jackal-headed face was missing. The broken parts of his cheek and right ear lay in the rubble close to his feet. It seemed impossible that this statue was the god himself, the god of death and judgment, the one that had haunted his childhood from the earliest years as he listened to stories at the feet of his grandmother.
“ANUBIS!” he called out. His voice was nearly lost in the roar of the souls rushing past him.
He stared up at the statue, but it did nothing. Perhaps it did not like the new names, the Greek names, so he called again, this time in the old tongue.
“APNU!!” He cupped his hands around his mouth to help project the sound, but it sounded barely louder than a whisper in the onrush of souls. “APNU! THE CHAMBERLAIN SENT ME!! HE TOLD ME TO FIND YOU!! HE SAID YOU WOULD TAKE ME BACK THROUGH THE GATES OF EREBUS!! HE SAID YOU WOULD TAKE ME BACK TO THE LAND OF THE LIVING!!”
Still nothing. Nephys was frantic. He pulled his thin robe over his head and shivered uncontrollably, clutching the stone tightly against his chest. Then he had a thought. He opened his hand and held the stone aloft for the god to see. As he did so, he could feel the wind of death tearing his lower extremities, drawing them out into wispy mists that were quickly being swept away. The longer the stone was held away from him, the weaker and the more insubstantial he became. Without it, he never would have made it this far, but he had to communicate with the statue somehow.
“APNU! I HAVE THE STONE!!”
But still the god was unresponsive. Nephys would have wept if he had had the energy. He gripped the stone back to his chest and felt only slightly better. He realized that even with the stone, he couldn’t last long. Time was running out.
“PLEASE!!!” he screamed as loud as he could, “I NEED YOUR HELP!!! I MUST RETURN TO THE LAND OF THE LIVING!!! I HAVE TO HELP THE NECROMANCER RESTORE THE BALANCE BETWEEN OUR WORLDS, AND THERE IS NO MORE TIME!!”
There was no response. He fell to his hands and knees panting and began to despair. He had failed. He wouldn’t even make it back to the other side. He would be torn to pieces and wind up a shade in the marshes for sure. There, in front of him, was the broken half of the face of dog-headed Anubis, its large, impassive eye staring blankly past him. And then slowly, slowly, the eye turned to look at him. Then the eye blinked. Nephys scrambled backwards in shock until he fell against the toes of the massive statue. Then he heard something like stone grating on stone, and a faint trace of dust and rubble fell around his shoulders. It seemed to fall unaffected by the intense wind of the passing souls, as if it were perpetually calm. Nephys slowly looked up. The statue, or rather the god himself, was standing above him and looking down at him as if he were a small and curious beetle.
“NOOOO TI-IME,” it said in a booming, sepulchral voice.
“AAAyah!” Nephys had hoped his first utterance to the god would have been more eloquent, but he had lost the capacity for rational speech at the moment.
“THERE IS NOOOO TI-IME,” the god said again.
“Yes! Yes…no time! I have to go now!” Nephys said, delirious that the god had finally understood.
“COME,” the god spoke before it slowly turned away as if to go.
“No! Wait!” Nephys pulled himself together and climbed on top of the god’s toes, pulling himself up just before the god’s foot took one, massive step forward. The god’s right foot lifted him high above the stream of dead souls. Nephys had a momentary relief from the cold and dread before the god’s step came crashing down again, shaking the earth underneath it, plunging him, once more, into the icy stream of spirits.
“Ach!” Nephys scrambled higher up the god’s foot and stood up, clinging to the carved stone ankle like he was hugging a column in a massive temple. His arms didn’t reach all the way around, but it was the best he could do. This position spared him from the worst of the current of souls that burned like ice every time he touched it. The god completed the step and raised the right foot again, swinging it forward, taking in strides of more than a hundred cubits in a single step. Nephys gasped and held on, closing his eyes. The foot came down hard, and debris and dust showered down on Nephys. Again, the blast of the souls seemed to have no affect on it, but it fell straight down instead.
The god stepped again and again. Each time the right foot came down, Nephys held his breath and closed his eyes and endured the frigid torrent of souls for a moment before being lifted again high into the air. From the god’s ankle at the top of his stride, Nephys could see all around in every direction: the causeway, the black waters, the marshes, the city of Limbo and even all the way to the acropolis and the Halls of Death himself.
Ahead of them on the other side of the river directly opposite the causeway was a vast tunnel of smooth, black stone, long and deep. At the far end of it was a single bright light. Streaming from it at terrible speed were the brilliant blue vapors that were the insubstantial souls of the newly dead, pouring out of it like a great torrent of icy water. Some called it “The Eye” or the “Light” or “The Tunnel,” but Nephys knew it as The Gates of Erebus. The passage to the land of the dead and to the land of the living, but the trip from this side was considerably harder.
The world of the living and the world of the dead were like a giant hourglass, with the land of the living on top and the underworld on the bottom. The narrow neck of glass between them was the Gates of Erebus, the slender passage between worlds. The sand, forever flowing downward, was the souls passing on. And like an hourglass, the sand only flowed one way – downward. It was against this flow of thousands and thousands of souls that Nephys now had to forge, like a small boat paddling against the tide. Only the tide was full of the newly departed, their memories and fears, and all the anguish and misery of their passing.
Nephys had never seen the gates before, or at least, not that he could remember. But he could see it now. He could actually see his destination. It wasn’t far now. And with the god taking him, he hoped the rest of the way would be easy. Every step brought them ever closer. Every step, Nephys clung on desperately to the ankle. And all the way, the god kept talking.
“NO TIME,” it said, “THERE IS NO TIME.” It kept repeating itself over and over again.
“I know!” Nephys finally replied, annoyed. “There is no time, but it is all right now. We will make it.”
“NO,” the god replied, “NO TIME. THERE IS NO TIME. TIME IS NO MORE.”          “UGH!” thought Nephys, “What was this thing babbling about?!” Was it this annoying when it greeted his countrymen to the afterlife long ago? No wonder no one believed in the old gods anymore. Perhaps the god had waited too long and had gone mad. No matter, they were halfway down the tunnel now. It was hard to tell how far ahead the light really was, but soon they would be there.
The foot came down hard again. More debris and dust fell from above. Nephys looked up. The god or statue or whatever it was seemed to be coming apart with every footstep. The arms swung broadly, but they cracked and strained under the movement. Chips and flakes of stone fell all around them. The god’s step faltered and he nearly tripped.
“What’s the matter?!” Nephys screamed up at the god, holding his arm above his face to shield his eyes from the dust and broken fragments of rock.
“NO TIME,” the god said again, “NO TIME. TIME IS NO MORE.”
“What do you mean?!” Nephys shouted back up at him, irritated with the deity’s enigmatic pronouncements. Just then, a large chunk of the statue the size of Nephys’ head broke free and nearly hit him.
“AAAAAH!” Nephys screamed, dodging the falling wreckage. He clung to the stone ankle but there wasn’t much cover. Splintered pieces of stone were coming off in his hands as he desperately tried to cling to its crumbling surface.
“WHAT’S HAPPENING?!!!” he screamed up at the god.
“NO TIME. NO MORE TIME…THERE IS NO MORE TIME,” the god replied, but its voice was breaking up too. It held up one arm against the torrent of dying souls but as it did so, the fingers crumbled as if from great age into rubble, sand and dust. The large parts of the upper arm crashed down around Nephys, breaking more of the god’s stone body away.
“AAAAGH!” Nephys screamed, narrowly escaping being crushed. He screamed up at the god. “ARE YOU TELLING ME THERE IS NO MORE TIME FOR YOU?! ARE ABOUT TO DIE?!”
“NO TIME. THERE IS NO TIME,” the god replied in answer.
“I CAN”T BELIEVE THIS!!” Nephys looked on in horror. They were still a hundred feet or more from the bright light of the gates, and he wasn’t certain the god was going to make it. It took valiant strides forward, but already both arms were crumbling, as was the torso. The ankles and knees were cracking and the god staggered with every step. Nephys clung desperately to the ankle. Even the god’s stone body, which seemed to be able to magically resist the force of the relentless onslaught of oncoming souls, seemed to be fading. Nephys stared forward, directly into the eye of the storm, but the force of the wind was like looking into a hurricane. All this and the god never stopped babbling.
“NO TIME. NO TIME. THERE IS NO TIME.”
They were getting closer, but would it be enough?! If the god crumbled down to pebbles before reaching the gate, could Nephys claw his way the last few feet?! The god took one last step with the left foot, but the foot broke off at the ankle, crumbling into dust as he lifted it. The broken stub came down hard, shattering the knee above it and embedding itself deeply into the ground. This is it, thought Nephys. This was the last step. The god heroically lifted its right foot, the thigh and knee above it cracking, sounding like an avalanche about to crash down. He lunged forward making as large a stride as he could. As he did so, his torso shattered and fell, the already-broken head falling on top of it. The head had time for one last utterance before crumbling into dust. It was at least a little different this time.
“NO TIME. THERE IS NO TIME. SEEK ME BEYOND THE VEIL OF TIME.”
With that last piece of worthless advice the whole god collapsed, but not before transferring all the remaining forward momentum to the right foot, flinging it through the air.
“AAAAAAAAAHH!” Nephys screamed and turned his face into the ankle and braced for the impact. The stone foot hit with a colossal “thud” and felt like it was going to roll over on top him before it finally settled on the floor of the tunnel. Nephys opened his eyes. Behind him lay the broken remains of the god and his stone body. In front of him was the maelstrom of the Gates of Erebus, the souls of the deceased pouring through it like a massive whirlpool, only in reverse. The sound was deafening, like the roar of the ocean but mixed with all the last, plaintive wails of the dying. He was still twenty paces or more short of his goal.
He steeled himself and reached forward with his free hand, but just past the range of the toes of the broken giant’s foot, his arm burst into blue flames. It felt like he had plunged his arm into a vat of cold fire. He pulled it back quickly, smothered it in his robes, and groaned in pain, but as he looked at it, his hand was gone! It had been torn into wispy shreds of smoke like a shade’s hand! He recoiled in horror and clutched it to his chest. There, close to the green stone, it slowly but painfully reformed into a complete hand. Nephys looked around in horror. He was trapped. He was just a few paces away from the gate, but it might as well have been a thousand miles. Just inches from the protective magic of the god’s stone foot, the maelstrom of death was too deadly, and even that power was fading as the stone was slowly eroding. He looked down to see the toes first crack and then begin to crumble. He backed up and hugged the broken stump of the ankle, but even there, he could feel the once-hard black stone disintegrating under his fingers. He had failed.
He had failed the Chamberlain, and he had failed Maggie. Lucy would never get the note. He would be torn asunder, and whatever pieces were left wouldn’t even be enough to make a shade anymore. He watched the light burn away the last remnants of the statue’s toes. He gripped the ankle tightly and closed his eyes and waited, shuddering, for the end.
“WhaaaaaROOOONT!!!”
Nephys opened his eyes. There was only one thing in Limbo that made a sound like that. He looked. There behind him, picking his way over the rubble was Hiero.
“HIERO!!” Nephys called out to the bagpipe in shock.
The crazy monster had followed him the whole way after all! He was there! But the little imp was struggling against the flood of souls. He was moving forward, barely, inching his way with all three available limbs and the butcher knife. “Ka-chunk!” went the butcher knife, stabbing the ground violently and burying it into the stone of the tunnel almost up to the hilt. Then he would drag his wretched body forward, slowly, agonizing over each foothold until finally, “Ka-chunk!” he would stab the knife again, moving forward a measly few inches at a time, but he was moving forward. It was difficult for the poor little imp, but he wasn’t torn to pieces.
“How is this possible?” thought Nephys. Then he realized that imps didn’t have souls! They had no spirit body to waste away. They were made of darker, harder things, like misery, pain and suffering, and there was plenty of that here!
“HIERO, OVER HERE!” Nephys called out to the imp.
Slowly, patiently, persistently, never giving up, the imp worked his way towards Nephys. The stump of the ankle had eroded to not much more than a pile of rock. It was hard to imagine it was ever a foot. Nephys lay down behind the rocks to get as much advantage from their residual staying power for as long as he could. Already, though, he could feel the souls burning him all around the edges. Eventually, Hiero made it up to where he was clinging for life.
“PARRAAAAAAANTTT-BARRKANT!!” it bellowed angrily.
“I KNOW! I KNOW!! I’m sorry I ever sent you back!!” Nothing could hold a grudge like an imp! Nephys pulled an arm free from the remnants of the god Anubis and flung himself onto the back of the tiny imp. Instantly, he felt the full force of the gale of the dead emerging from the eye. It was like hanging onto a chain in the midst of a great waterfall. He wove his arms through the pipes sticking out like spines on Hiero’s back. He could hear them crack and break under the strain. Instinctively, he held the hand with the stone forward. It was his last defense. Like the prow of a ship, it split the tide of oncoming souls, only slightly, but it was enough. The little imp shuddered and seemed to take courage. Ka-chunk! Went the knife, and again, Ka-chunk! Inch by inch the little monster clawed his way right to the eye itself, dragging Nephys the whole way. It was excruciating, but after an interminable struggle the imp stopped just inches from the gate itself, an immense blue-white screaming ball of light, pain and death.
“WHAT ARE YOU STOPPING FOR?!!” Nephys screamed at Hiero.
“FLUARAAAAAANT!!!” it replied angrily.
For some reason, it couldn’t make the crossing. The gate was resisting the little imp, as if it knew it didn’t belong in the land of the living. Nephys thought hard. What could be done? Then he thought. It was the stone. Only Nephys and the stone could breach the eye. Nephys summoned all his strength, and groaning, he pushed the fist with the stone against the blue-white flames of the eye. His fingers weakened, his arm wavered and bounced around in the furious tempest, like a magnet being forced against the resistant pole of another magnet. It just didn’t want to budge the last few inches, but he yelled one last time and thrust his hand through. Instantly, he felt some force grab his hand from the opposite side, and it jerked him violently forward.
But the eye definitely did not want to let the imp through! As if it had a natural revulsion to all dark things from the pits of punishment, the imp was rooted to one side while Nephys was being dragged to the other. With his arm laced tightly through the pipes on Hiero’s back, Nephys didn’t let go though. Hiero’s pipes cracked and one snapped in the middle, and it felt like his arm would be pulled from its socket, but Nephys didn’t let go. For a moment it felt like he might be torn asunder between the imp and the eye and then suddenly, he was plunged into darkness and he and the imp were tumbling, rolling and falling over each other until they were flung apart and Nephys landed with a dull thud on a hard surface.
Nephys blinked. He was alive. He was sprawled on his back on some hard, rough surface. His back ached and he groaned. He felt the ground beneath him, felt its rough, pebbly texture, like small stones stuck in hard earth. He felt a breeze. Not cold and harsh, but cool and gentle and soothing. Nephys blinked again and opened his eyes. There above him was the night sky, not a cavern roof or overhang or clouds, but the actual night sky, with STARS! Bright and twinkling and real! Suddenly the memory of the stars of his life on earth came back to him brilliant and dazzling in all their constellations. There weren’t as many stars here as he remembered back home. They were few and hazy but they were stars all the same.
He blinked again. Around the edges of his vision he could see green. They were leaves – leaves all around the edges of his peripheral vision. He sat up. He was sitting on a strange road with a double yellow line down the middle. All around him were green and leafy trees, types and varieties he had never seen before, not even in his own country. They were dense and thick and lovely. He had never seen so much green in all his life! And everywhere movement! Every leaf or twig danced gently, swaying in the slight breeze. He stood up and looked at himself, his hands and his body. His robes weren’t blue-grey anymore, but they were bright, white linen. And his hands! They weren’t pale and thin but olive toned and fleshy. He laughed out loud and turned around. Everything was different! Everything was wonderful!! The sights, the sounds, the smells! Cool and green and fresh, and other smells, earthy and musty. He had forgotten it all. The brightness and joy of living! Memories came flooding back! Honey cakes and date palms! Barge rides and duck hunts and incense and sunshine and girls with dark wigs and spices and smooth plaster walls splashed with color. It had all come back!! He had made it! He had made it back to the world of the living! He didn’t know where he was, but it didn’t matter. He had made it!
It was the same feeling he had gotten when he first had seen the stone but a thousand times better! TEN thousand times better. The stone! He looked at his clenched fist and opened it carefully. It was still there, still burning like a green sun. The note! He rummaged around in his robes and breathed a small sigh of relief when he found the tiny scroll. It was still there too. There was something else though, something he was missing. Something he was forgetting.
HIERO! He slapped his hand to his forehead. He quickly looked around him, frantically. There in the middle of the strange road was Hiero. He was laying in a crumpled heap, silent, his bag completely deflated. Even his spidery fingers were barely holding on to the butcher knife.
“HIERO!”
He ran over to him and fell to his knees beside him. He looked at Hiero not knowing what to do. The imp was utterly still. The passage had been far rougher on Hiero than him. Little imps just weren’t meant to be in the land of the living.
“Hiero?” he said softly. He gently picked him up. His head and his blowpipes hung limply like a dead animal. The center one was cracked badly and nearly snapped through.
Nephys didn’t know what to do. As tears almost broke through, he remembered something he had copied once in the scriptorium – a new technique for reviving the near dead or the drowned. A way to impart one’s breath to the dying. What had they called it? CPR? He looked at the broken, limp, boneless body but didn’t know where to begin. The blowpipe hung loosely from the back of the little creature’s cowl. A slight ooze of phlegm and bile was dripping from it. “Well, after all, he was a bagpipe,” thought Nephys. Maybe he could re-inflate him.
Nephys steeled himself. He placed the animal tightly under one arm, grabbed his trumpet-shaped nose in both hands, and putting his fingers over the finger holes he put the blowpipe in his mouth, took a huge glorious breath and blew.
“FUUUUUUU WAAAAAANAAAAAAAAARNTAAAAAPAAAANTFFT!!!”
Hiero’s bag inflated and his eyes bulged out like a fish that was squeezed too hard. He instantly went into a mad fit and clawed his way away from Nephys’ grip.
“Blech!” Nephys flinched. The taste of the blowpipe was wretched and yet somehow tingling, like acid. It was like Maggie’s soup, only much, much more potent. Nephys was disgusted by the taste, but oddly, was eager to taste some more. Even the bad sensations were somehow wonderful here.
Hiero, however, went into the biggest fit Nephys had ever seen. He honked and hooted and bleated and stomped the earth, tearing and lunging at everything in sight with his butcher knife. His usual horrifying, atonal drone was made even worse by the hiss of the broken middle pipe on his back. He finished by chasing after Nephys stabbing after his toes in a frothy, foamy, bloody rage. Nephys couldn’t make out any words, but the gist of it all was crystal clear. “NEVER. EVER. TRY TO PLAY ME AGAIN!!”
“All right, all right! I’m sorry, but I just wanted to make sure you were all right. That’s all!”
“FLUBBIT!!” he shot back at Nephys, but Nephys couldn’t help but laugh at the little imp. It was odd that something so ugly and misshapen had enough of a sense of pride that he felt violated by being played, but then Nephys supposed if he had a pipe coming out of the back of his head, he wouldn’t want anyone to blow on it either.
Nephys watched Hiero continue to fume and fuss for a while longer before he cleared his throat. Hiero calmed down enough that Nephys could finally be heard. Nephys coughed and said simply, “Thanks.”
Hiero looked back at him with one leery eye but only snorted once. That was as close as Nephys was ever going to get to “You’re welcome.”
Nephys smiled, but Hiero just snorted indignantly. Nephys opened his hand and examined the stone. It was blazing and getting brighter all the time. How was this stone supposed to lead him to the Necromancer?
Nephys was just about to look around to get his bearings when a horrible, screeching noise confronted him. He turned to see a bright light coming his way at incredible speed. He froze. At first he thought it was the Gates of Erebus again, that it had somehow come unhinged from its moorings and was now pursuing him to swallow him up whole, but then he noticed that there were TWO lights, not just one. The lights blinded him and bore down on him with a horrifying roaring sound. Nephys stood paralyzed with fear not knowing what to do when Hiero pushed him out of the way.
Nephys came to a stop on the ground at the edge of the strange road just in time to see two red lights speeding away. Hiero bounced off of the fast-moving object and rolled to the side of the road, but he quickly came to his feet and looked unhurt.
“A DEATH CART!” Nephys exclaimed in horror as he sat up. “Not two minutes back in the land of the living and I was nearly killed by a DEATH CART!! No wonder the Gates of Erebus are so overrun!! It’s a marvel there are any living left up here at all!”
“Bludundulunt.” Hiero was back on his feet and shaking off the impact like a dog shaking off water.
“Are you okay?” Nephys asked standing up, bruised but not seriously hurt, brushing the dust off his white robes, but Hiero just ignored him and tore off after the death cart in full furor, honking and hooting with murderous rage.
“HEY! WHERE ARE YOU GOING?!!” Nephys shouted after him, but it was too late. Hiero had already disappeared into the darkness, chasing after the death cart. Not that Nephys could blame him after hitting him like that. It suddenly struck Nephys that Hiero had saved his life twice that day. He wondered what he could ever do to repay him, other than letting him torture some poor soul. He just knew he would love that.
Nephys looked around. It was dead silent. He realized he had no idea where he was or what he was going to do and now he was all alone in a strange land with strange customs and dangerous machines. How he was ever going to find the Necromancer, let alone Lucy? He looked at the stone. It glowed brightly, though slightly less intensely than just a moment ago, but it didn’t give him any indication which way he should go. Hiero had run off, he was in the middle of nowhere, and he didn’t have the slightest idea what to do or where to go.
Then something came to him. Not a thought, but a smell – a rich, wonderful, fat, sweet smell, carried on the gentle breeze. It was intoxicating. He started walking and followed it a short while. “Someone must be cooking nearby,” he thought at last. The smell was delectable – a mixture of roasting meats and sweetbreads and a bunch of other smells he just couldn’t make out. He looked at the small, glowing stone in his hand. He really should be thinking about finding the Necromancer. He took another deep breath and drew in the wonderful smells. He closed his hand up on the stone. He looked both directions and then immediately started in the direction of the wonderful smell, being careful to stay off the hard, black road with the double yellow lines. He didn’t want any more encounters with a death cart. As he walked, he thought out loud to himself.
“I wonder if they have any honeycakes?”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Boston
“You like Boston?!” Lucy picked up the eight-track from under the dash and gazed in wonder at the garish, guitar-shaped spaceships amid blue flames. Her mother collected vintage vinyl. It was just like the cover of one of her mother’s albums.
“Are you kidding? Boston is my favorite!” Sky said this with the special, unbridled enthusiasm people reserved only for those that shared their secret passion. Lucy smiled at him. Somewhere in the car, there was another strange thumping sound. Sky didn’t react.
“Old cars,” thought Lucy.
“My mother loves Boston,” Lucy finally said out loud. Then she turned away and got sad. “Loved.” Her mom had loved Boston. She corrected herself in her mind. It had only been a day. It was hard to believe she was actually gone – and not just dead, but missing too. Lucy sniffed and hugged the eight-track to her chest as if that would make her mother closer somehow.
“Well, your mom sounds really cool,” Schuyler said, “I can’t wait to meet her.”
“Yeah, she was…is…really awesome.” Lucy’s voice trailed off. She didn’t really want to tell Schuyler that she was dead. Not just yet.
“So…is that where we’re going? To see your mom?” Schuyler ventured.
“Um…no,” Lucy said simply. She didn’t want to talk about it. Schuyler looked at her like he was expecting her to elaborate, but she just stared out of the car window at the passing scenery. She wiped a tear from her eye and then looked back at Sky. Schuyler pretended not to, but he had seen her. It was nice of him not to make a fuss about it.
After a long while, Schuyler spoke, “So, you wanna hear some?”
“Um…yeah.” Even though it had been less than an hour since they had escaped the clutches of Amanda Tipping, psycho-witch, it had felt a lot longer. Lucy didn’t feel much like talking and Yo-yo had fallen asleep on the back seat, or had at least curled up and tried to. After so much time riding in silence, it would be nice to listen to something. Lucy began sorting through the eight-track casettes. When “Amanda” came to the top of the stack, she quickly shuffled that one to the bottom. It would be a while before she could listen to that one.
“Oh! This one, I love this one. My mother used to, I mean my mother listens to it all the time.”
She handed it to Sky, because she wasn’t quite sure how to work the eight-track. Her mother only had the old turntable. Schuyler kept one hand on the wheel, took it from her and looked at the cover with really wide eyes as he read it out loud.
“’More Than A Feeling?’ Well, that’s just fantastic!” It was an enthusiastic response…she guessed, but it sounded a little forced somehow. Somewhere behind her, there was more thumping.
“Did you hear that?” Lucy asked.
“Aw, you know these old beaters, they’re always falling apart.” Sky shoved the cartridge in a little too hard and turned the volume down. Soon the familiar guitar intro started up.
Lucy heard the thumping again. “I guess so,” she said at last. “You must spend a lot of time fixing it up though, it looks great.”
“Oh, yeah!” Schuyler said a little too loudly, as if speaking to someone hard of hearing. “I just LOVE fixing up this pile of junk. What can I tell you? Kind of a sickness really. But I love her. She’s my old ball-and-chain.” He thumped the dash hard a couple times, but not in a loving way. There was more thumping from behind Lucy. Actually, it was more of pounding this time, like something loose rolling around in the trunk.
Schuyler looked anxious and annoyed. Maybe he didn’t like talking about his car, but Lucy thought it was nice. Maybe he was embarrassed. Guys liked cars, so she felt like she needed to make him feel good about it.
“Well, I like it,” she said at last, “It’s roomy and comfortable and has big bench seats – you could slide over and sit right next to someone if you wanted.” She quickly blanched. Had she really just said that?! Lucy suddenly realized she must have been daydreaming while talking again. She turned forward and pulled her hair behind her ears. Maybe he wouldn’t make anything of it. Schuyler just smiled at her. She looked away from Sky and back out the window and listened to the music. After the first verse, the heavy guitars were just getting warmed up for the chorus.
“Oh I love this part!” Lucy cranked up the volume and nodded along to the beat. She started singing the lyrics under her breath, but by the end she was yelling them out.
Schuyler looked a little embarrassed at first, but by the end he had joined in. It was great, like karaoke with a good friend, where you don’t care if anyone is any good but you just have fun. Or at least that’s the way Lucy imagined it should be. She didn’t really have any friends since coming to Pennsylvania, but her mom and she would sing along while doing dishes or chores and that was as close as she ever got to karaoke anyway.
The song ended. She didn’t want to think about her mom again, so she just leaned forward and tried to figure out how to rewind the thing. “We gotta do that again! That was awesome.”
Sky unexpectedly leaned forward and pushed the eject button.
“What’s wrong?” Lucy said a little surprised.
“Sorry, Lucy, I don’t want to be a buzzkill or anything, but I just really think we need to talk.”
“Talk? Talk about what?” Lucy was suddenly very nervous. She had almost been having fun there and the last thing she wanted to do was talk.
“Well, how about where we’re going for one?” He was being nice, but his tone was a little too earnest.
“I told you,” she said a little defensively. “We’re going to my place, just outside Ephrata.”
“Which is where exactly? You haven’t even given me an address.”
She had told him where to turn off of 322 a few minutes back. Why did he need to know that when she was there to give him directions? “I told you. It’s on a farm road just past a truck stop – we’re not far now. Don’t worry, I know the way, I’ll tell you where to turn off.” She tried to change the subject. “C’mon…let’s sing again that was fun.” She pushed the cartridge back in, but he just popped it right back out again.
“And what happens when we get to your place? Am I supposed to just drop you off and say goodbye?”
She hadn’t thought of that. Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure exactly what she expected him to do. Her plans were simple: get a change of clothes, some money and food and just keep moving she guessed. It sounded stupid now that she thought of it. It might be nice to have someone else to help her, but she couldn’t imagine Sky just hanging around indefinitely. Schuyler asked his next question as if he could read the apprehension on her face.
“Is there someone waiting there for you?”
She looked up at Sky with a frightened look. She didn’t really want to tell him that she was all alone, but she had to say something, and she didn’t want to lie. “No,” she finally said curtly.
“Then why are we going there?”
“Because,” she said, and she turned away, folded her arms and looked out the windows, but she knew that wasn’t a good enough answer.
“Isn’t there someone to look out for you? A parent or a neighbor?”
Lucy said nothing. She had no one now. After a while, Sky must have guessed she was utterly alone.
“Look, I know you’re in some kind of trouble, that much is obvious. It’s also obvious that it’s a heckuvalot bigger than just tonsils…or your appendix.” He smiled a knowing smile. Lucy frowned. He knew that she had been lying to him earlier in the gift shop. He was being nice, but she just hated that she was so transparent.
“I’m just worried about you being on your own, Lucy” he paused. “Yo-yo too,” he looked briefly over his shoulder to the backseat, “and I just think you, both of you, could use some help, that’s all.”
“I’m NOT going to the cops. They just wouldn’t understand!” She overreacted a little when she said this, but she didn’t trust anyone to keep her safe anymore.
Schuyler gave a nervous laugh. “I wasn’t talking about the cops, Lucy.”
“You weren’t?” she asked, puzzled, “Then who are you talking about?”
Schuyler smiled. “I have this place in Philly. You could hang out there with me for a few days. I have some friends that are very good at finding out things. You could lie low for a while and we could help you figure this whole thing out.” He ended those words brightly, but there was just something a bit too convenient about it. Friends? What friends? And why were they so good at figuring things out that cops couldn’t? Maybe he was right, but how on earth could anybody help Lucy with her problems? She doubted any of them would know anything about necromancers. Still, it was better than nothing.
Lucy thought for a moment about what her mother might say about her staying a few days with a seventeen-year old boy, but then, she didn’t have many options. Now that she thought about it, going to her house didn’t sound so smart anymore. “Maybe,” she said hesitantly.
Schuyler could sense her nervousness. “Tell you what, we’ll stop off at your place, get you a change of clothes and then head on over to my place in Philly. Whaddaya say?” He smiled that disarming smile of his.
It would be nice to have someplace safe, someplace Amanda didn’t know. “I guess so,” she said at last. Schuyler smiled again, but a bit too much, as if he was a bit too satisfied with himself. It was a little too smug, like he had expected she would give in all along. Lucy just turned forward and thought. Something was not quite right, and then she remembered something Schuyler had said back in the gift shop.
“Your place?” Lucy asked a bit anxiously.
“Yeah, my place,” Schuyler answered nonchalantly.
Lucy wrinkled her brow in thought, something wasn’t right. She remembered a snatch of conversation from the gift shop.
“You mean your stepmother’s place, right?”
“Who?” he said casually, not taking his eyes off the road.
Lucy’s eyes widened. “Your stepmother?” she repeated.
“Yeah, sure. My stepmother’s,” he replied, but his answer was a bit too glib.
She leaned back and thought for a moment. Schuyler was acting a bit strange.
“Your stepmother wouldn’t freak out about you bringing home some strange thirt…um, fifteen-year-old girl and a little boy with you?”
“Um, sure. No biggie.” Sky seemed confident, but Lucy couldn’t imagine a home where that wasn’t a biggie. Her mom wouldn’t have liked it.
“The one who doesn’t like you coming out all this way to visit your grandmother?”
Sky waggled his head and shrugged his shoulders a little. “She’s not so bad really,” he laughed, “I mean, it’s not like she’s a wicked stepmother or anything. She may not like everything I do, but she wouldn’t turn out someone who needed help.”
Lucy thought this over. It sounded reasonable, and yet still….
“What’s her name?” she asked impulsively.
“Excuse me?” Sky asked.
“What’s her name?” she said again a bit testily. And then she said, “I’m just curious, that’s all,” to soften the sudden interrogation and avoid having Sky think she was suspicious.
He turned to look at her and got a far-off look. Then he turned back to look out the windshield at the oncoming pavement. After a while longer he simply said, “Rose. Rose Johnson.”
Lucy stared at him for a long time, but he didn’t flinch. His eyes never left the road. He acted as if he had no feelings for this name or the person attached to it, as if she didn’t exist at all.
Then he gave her a warm smile, and she melted a little. She was being paranoid she suddenly decided. He couldn’t possibly have made up the whole thing, and even if he hadn’t told her the whole truth, well she wasn’t exactly telling him the whole truth either. Appendix! How stupid a lie was that?! And he had seen right through it. Hadn’t even asked her about it later, like he knew it was a lie all along.
Lucy bit her lip. If he knew that was a lie, what else did he know? Still, it wasn’t as if he was some creepy stalker. She was about to laugh at her own suspicions but it froze in her throat. Stalkers. Night stalkers. Isn’t that what Amanda had called them? She looked at him again and pulled her hair behind her ears. He looked utterly harmless. There was nothing wrong with him, except that he was really good looking and charming. Perhaps a bit too charming? Oh, that was silly. Besides, there wasn’t anything weird or creepy about him, not like those two weirdoes in the lobby who really were vampires. Anyway, he hadn’t stalked her, he had just bumped into her in a gift shop, buying a gift card for his grandmother…whom Lucy never met or saw. Still…their meeting was just a fluke, some random thing. It was all just an accident. “Accident.” She held the word in her mind for a long time. What had Amanda said? That meeting Sky was no accident? But that was crazy – this whole trip wasn’t Sky’s idea. She looked over at Sky. He had that satisfied smile on again. “Or was it?” she thought at last.
Lucy scooched over to the far end of the bench seat away from Sky. She looked at him. He looked back.
“You ok?” he asked nonchalantly.
“Yep,” she said a bit too curtly. Her eyes darted back and forth, but if he suspected anything it didn’t show.
“This is crazy!” she thought, “He can’t be a vampire! He just can’t!! Not that there’s any way I can tell.” She looked up suddenly. There was a way. She had already done it. She looked over slowly to Sky, and then slowly over the back of the seat. Yo-yo was still sleeping fitfully. She leaned forward. How did Amanda say to do it? Count the beats? 1, 2, 3, 4. She found her own heartbeat. It was beating faster than she wanted it to, but it was there, loud as a drum in her ears. She gradually brought it down to a more temperate rhythm. When the rhythm was steady she closed her eyes and listened, just like Amanda had said. There was a faint heartbeat, coming from somewhere behind her. It was somewhat nervous and drumming away rapidly. She could hear it as well as if she were listening through a stethoscope. She turned around. Yo-yo was still sleeping. That had to be his heartbeat, she guessed. She turned back around slowly and kept listening. There was hers, Yo-yo’s, the rhythm of the car, the road noise, the air rushing by, the engine, and the usual occasional thumping like something large and lumpy rolling around in the trunk, but there were no other heartbeats. She listened harder, but still nothing. Her own heartbeat got faster. So did her breathing.
She slowly turned to look at Sky. He looked as beautiful and calm as ever, but there was no sound coming from his chest. No heartbeat at all! She stared directly at his chest over the space where his heart should be. She realized her eyes were fixed on him like a pair of giant owl eyes, but she couldn’t look away. She had to be absolutely certain. She somehow managed to shut out all the other noises. She listened and concentrated directly on that spot, but still no heartbeat. Not even a whisper of one!! There was nothing there but a deep, empty silence, like a big hole and nothing else. As she felt her panic rise she stared gape-jawed at his chest. Then she took in a deep breath. She could actually see it!! There! Where there should have a been a living, breathing heart was a swirling mass of darkness like a living shadow, a dark and profound emptiness in that space that consumed all sound and thought. It was like staring down a black well so deep you couldn’t see the bottom, and yet inexplicably, you had the urge to jump, as if the darkness was dragging you over the edge. Her heart rate instantly doubled. She clutched the vinyl seat with both hands and began hyperventilating through her mouth but couldn’t turn away.
“Are you ok, Lucy?” Schuyler said.
Lucy finally managed to tear her eyes away from the gaping, black hole where his heart should have been and tried to stay calm. Whatever happened, she couldn’t panic and let him know she knew. She tried to put on a brave face and smile but she could tell she was grimacing all the same.
“Is something the matter?” Schuyler said totally innocently. Then he turned to look at her.
At first all she saw was the handsome, kind face, the crystal blue eyes and stellar smile of the wonderful teen Schuyler, but in a flash, they melted away like wax in a fire and she was looking into a corpse-white face with black, pupil-less eyes over a fanged, menacing grin. She panicked.
“AAAAAHHHHAEAARAHGAAAAH!!” Lucy screamed and clawed her way to the farthest side of the front seat away from Schuyler.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa! What’s the matter?” Schuyler intoned.
“GET AWAY FROM ME!!” she screamed, “OH MY GOSH…YOU’RE A VAMPIRE!!!” She pressed herself up against the inside of the door, her hands scrambling behind her back frantically trying to find the door handle. She didn’t dare take her eyes off of him out of fear he would change back again.
“What?!” Schuyler tried to laugh it off innocently, but Lucy wasn’t buying it.
“VAMPIRE!!” she screamed again and pointed at him in horror and accusation.
“WHAT?!”
“GET AWAY FROM ME!!!” she screamed again. She found the door handle and yanked on it repeatedly, but it didn’t budge. The door was locked, but she couldn’t think straight enough to figure out how to unlock it. She had lost the ability to think rationally. She didn’t care if the car was still moving. All she thought about was getting out of that car, NOW.
“What?! Lucy, stop! Lucy, I think you need to calm down.”
“DON’T TELL ME TO CALM DOWN, YOU BLOODSUCKING FREAK!!” She began banging on the window and hitting the door as if hoping it would break free. As she did so, she tore open the fresh scabs and wounds on her hands from her recent fight with Amanda and the other vampires, leaving bloody handprints all over the interior.
“Lucy! Don’t! You’ll hurt yourself!!” He reached towards her but she just screamed and kicked her feet at him.
“GET AWAY FROM ME, YOU FREAK!!”
“LOOK OUT!!” Both she and Sky turned around. It was Yo-yo. She had forgotten all about him! He was standing up in the back seat pointing towards the windshield with a look of horror. Instantly, she and Sky turned around to catch a glimpse of a strange boy, wide-eyed in the headlights. He had a shaved head and was wearing a white robe and heavy eyeliner of all things.
Everyone in the car screamed. Schuyler swerved but not in time. They were going to hit him! Then something like a giant goose shoved the boy out of the way just in time, but not soon enough to save itself. It bounced of the hood and hit the windshield, which spider-webbed on the passenger’s side with a terrible “CRACK!” The goose, or whatever it was, gave out a horrible honking sound and then there was more screaming, this time from somewhere in the trunk. The car spun out of control skidding first to the right and then to the left. Schuyler desperately tried to gain control of the car and only managed to do so at the last moment keeping the car moving down the lonely farm road.
Lucy whipped her head around just in time to see the boy fade into the distance. He was on the side of the road sitting up, looking back at them. He was ok. Lucy felt as though she had seen him somewhere before. Then as she got her bearings, she remembered where – in the visions after the accident, in the ambulance! They weren’t very far from where the accident had happened right now! Only after this thought had passed did she remember she was still in a car with a vampire.
“STOP THE CAR!!” Lucy spun around and screamed at Schuyler, “STOP THE CAR NOW!!”
“Look, the kid’s ok, and we’re on a tight schedule. Nobody’s stopping right now.” Schuyler’s whole voice had changed. It wasn’t reassuring anymore but was snotty and dismissive.
“Tight schedule?!” Lucy thought, “Tight schedule to where?! Where was this freak taking her?!” she thought anxiously. “STOP THE CAR!!” she yelled again.
“No,” Schuyler replied adamantly. He stared her down and all the warmth was gone from his face. She could tell the ghastly, fanged visage of the vampire was hovering just beneath the surface of his beautiful face. “His beautiful FAKE face,” she thought, but she didn’t know what to do.
“Lucy?” It was Yo-yo, cowering in the back, his eyes barely peeking over the seat.
“It’ll be ok, Yo-yo.” she said thinking, desperately trying to regain her composure. She had an impulsive thought. “Stop the car NOW or…or I’ll jump.”
“You’re not gonna jump, Lucy,” Schuyler said, totally dismissive of her threat. He didn’t even bother to look at her as she said this, he was so sure of himself.
She regained her composure and the ability to think. She reached for the door lock and popped it up. His eyes darted her direction and narrowed. They were cold and menacing now and not warm and friendly at all. She couldn’t believe that she had been taken in so easily by this thing! She couldn’t believe she had actually been attracted to it!!
“I swear I’ll do it!” she said defiantly.
“You’re bluffing,” he said coldly.
She jiggled the door handle. He narrowed his eyes even further at her. Something like fear flitted behind them. Something was keeping him from hurting her outright, fear of something, some reprisal. He needed her alive she guessed, or he would have killed her by now. He considered her for a long while. She slowly began pulling the door handle to where it was just beginning to feel the tension of release. Any harder and it would pop open. She wasn’t certain if she was willing to do it or not, but she was going to find out.
Suddenly, he cranked the wheel to the right and slammed on the brakes. The car skidded sideways to a halt on the gravel of the shoulder. The sudden stop caused her to lurch toward him. She nearly tumbled into his lap before she scrambled back to the other side. There were more muffled groans from the trunk. The thumping in the back of the car!! She instantly wondered if they were other victims.
“Ok,” he said, putting the car in park. Suddenly, the old charming Schuyler was back. “I’m sorry if I scared you back there but it’s going to be ok. Lucy, we need to talk…”
She wasn’t going to let him start that again. She yanked on the door handle and practically fell out. “RUN, YO-YO!!” she yelled as she bolted for the trees lining the road.
“Hey!” Sky lunged after her but missed, “Lucy! Stop!” She got ten feet from the car and turned to look over her shoulder hoping to see Yo-yo right behind her, but he had gotten out on wrong side of the car!! He was over on the street side of the Impala looking like he didn’t know where to go. “DARN! How come these things never work out?!!” she thought frantically. Schuyler had already stepped out on his side of the car. He was ignoring Yo-yo entirely and striding around the front of the car towards her, palms out trying to calm her down.
“Lucy…just calm down, we can talk this out.”
Lucy was of no mind to talk though. She began to run around the back of the car. She was going to catch up to Yo-yo on the other side, grab him and make a run for it, but she didn’t even get a half a step before a hand like iron grabbed her by her upper arm. Schuyler had moved surprisingly fast, closed the gap between them in less than a heartbeat and seized her.
“LET GO OF ME!!” She flailed, but his grip was unwavering like a steel band.
“Relax, Lucy, it’s ok!! I’m not going to hurt you,” Schuyler said as calmly as if nothing unusual was happening. Yo-yo was whimpering, hunched down on the other side of the car.
“Unnngh!” Lucy tried to pull herself from the vampire’s clutches but it was impossible; it was like straining against a stone statue. His hand burned like ice.
“C’mon, freckles, I’m trying to help you,” he kept saying. She just remembered how much she hated that nickname! “You just need to come with me and we can sort this whole mess out, promise.”
“I’M. NOT. GOING. WITH. YOU. ANYWHERE!!” She struggled helplessly against his steel grip and spoke each word through gritted teeth. “LET GO OF ME!” With that last exclamation she pulled with all her might, but still nothing. “UNNGH!!!” She hit his stomach with her free hand, more out of frustration than anything else, but then something happened that she didn’t expect. There was a loud crack like a small explosion and…he let go. In fact, he didn’t just let her go, he let out a loud groan and was pushed back several feet. He stood there, holding his mid-section, regarding her with a look of utter shock.
Lucy looked down at her scratched and bloody hands. Did she do that?! He looked down for a second and then instantly lunged for her again. Lucy screamed, closed her eyes and shoved her hands out in front of her. There was another loud crack followed by a solid, metal-sounding “CRUNK!” and then the sound of more groaning. When she dared peek open one eye, there at her feet was a trail of skid marks in the gravel leading all the way back to the car. Lying in a crumpled heap at the foot of an impressively dented rear fender was Schuyler – unconscious, eyes goggling, wingtips in the air, tongue hanging out of his mouth like a cartoon character that had just been plowed by a Mac truck.
There was silence for a moment as Lucy gaped at her outstretched hands. Yo-yo was staring slack-jawed as well. A brief moment of silence passed before Lucy was startled out of her shock by a muffled voice coming out of the trunk.
“What’s going on out there?!! What are you doing to my car?!!”
“Aach!” Lucy jumped back and bit her fingers in fright. She could taste the blood on them. Then another voice spoke in an Irish accent.
“Oh, bloody heck!! Move over!!” There was a lot of thumping and muffled groans and protests from the other voice before something started kicking from inside the trunk. The first two kicks raised huge bulges in the trunk from the inside before the final kick broke the lock and sent the trunk flying open. What lumbered out made Lucy turn white. It was the brooding, thick-necked, ugly, red-haired vampire from the hospital, only now his face was all scratched up. After it dragged itself out, the taller one with the hoodie and the lisp stepped out, and his left eye was swollen shut.
“YOU?!!” she yelled in shock. Then a horrible realization hit her. They were all working together!! Schuyler was working with them all along! She couldn’t believe it! She felt so used and stupid.
The dark one took several large strides towards her, breathing through his teeth and furrowing his brow in anger. His whole body was transforming into dark smoke, his visage changing into a monstrous, dog shape with jaws that seemed to unhinge like a viper’s. She was frozen in terror, but as he stepped closer to her, she flung out her hands towards him and screamed, “GET AWAY FROM ME!!”
A single drop of blood struck the approaching vampire. There was a wooshing sound, and the dog-vampire thing was knocked clean off its feet and sent hurtling through the air before it disappeared with a crash into the woods a few yards away.
Lucy stared in wonder at her scratched and bloody hands. Something about her blood repulsed vampires!! She laughed a mad giggle that she had to silence by slapping one hand over her mouth. She had already taken out two of them so now she turned her attention to the last one.
He had followed the path of his friend through the sky with his eyes like a person might follow an impressive tennis serve. He stared at the dark patch of underbrush his friend had disappeared into before he looked back at Lucy with a look of panic. “What in the heck was that?!” he said at last. He was cringing now and had somehow magically lost his lisp.
She looked down at her hands not knowing exactly what to do. Then she held up one finger on her right hand and waved it around like it was cattle prod. She ran up and brandished it at the last vampire who dodged it like it was a poisoned dagger.
“How do you like me now, vampire? Huh?! HUH?” Lucy taunted him, poking and jabbing in his direction.
He flinched and tried to run around the car, but she cut him off.
“AHA!!!” she yelled triumphantly as she jabbed the bloody finger into his sternum.
“AAAAAARHGH!” he screamed and threw up his hands to cover his face. But nothing happened. The hoodie-wearing vampire opened an eye and seemed as stunned as Lucy. Lucy poked him again and again, but the most she could get out of this one was a mild “Ouch” or “Stop that!”
“Crap!!” she yelled. “What’s the matter with this thing!!!” she muttered, holding up the finger and shaking it like a jammed gun. The two descended into a kind of childish slap fight when the second, red-haired vampire crashed through the brush and staggered back towards them. “Grab her ya idiot!!”
Lucy and the hoodie-wearing vampire exchanged awkward glances before she turned and fled. She didn’t get far. He tackled her and grabbed her around the middle, pinning her arms to her sides. He then awkwardly hoisted her off her feet and hauled her back while she flailed helplessly. She just hated being so small and weak!!
“Let go of me!!” she screamed, kicking at the vampire in the hoodie. “Why was this one immune to her magic finger?!” she thought to herself.
“Cut it out, kid! Ouch! Stop kicking!! It’s ok!” he tried to say reassuringly.
“OK?!” Lucy spat back at him indignant. It was NOT ok.
“Lucy?!” Yo-yo called out plaintively. He was still cowering on the other side of the car, not knowing what to do.
“It’s ok, Yo-yo!!” she said, but she couldn’t think how things could be less ok. She arched her back and tried to pry herself free but to no avail. “Let go of me!!” she yelled at the vampire in the hoodie and then again in a calmer voice to Yo-yo, “It’s Ok!” but Yo-yo just slipped even further behind the car.
The red-haired, pimply vampire staggered back out of the woods, holding his arm. He came around the front of the car wincing in pain. He laid his head down on the hood of the car for a moment as if resting and blinked back up at Lucy.
“Blimey! She’s a right sight worse than the other one.” He grimaced in pain. “I’m beginnin’ to see why Hokharty bloody well put you in charge, Tim.” He was talking to the vampire holding her. “Tim?” she thought, “What kind of name is that for a vampire?!” She gave “Tim” a sharp jab with her elbow.
The red-haired vampire has gritting his teeth and groaning. Underneath his sweater, there was a large, misshapen lump on his left shoulder. It had been dislocated, badly. He took a few deep breaths, screwed up his face then rammed the shoulder against the front fender. With a sickening crunching sound the shoulder popped back into place.
“Eewww!” Lucy exclaimed and winced, but she couldn’t help but look anyway.
“Watch the fender guy!” the vampire, “Tim,” said. The red-haired vampire stood up and cracked his thick neck side to side. It sounded like someone stomping on peanut shells in heavy boots. Lucy went silent. He took a few more unsteady steps over to where Sky was slowly coming to.
“Sky?! Ya dead, mate?” he slapped a hand down hard on Schuyler’s shoulder and shook it to bring him around. Schuyler groaned.
“What happened?” Schuyler spoke weakly.
“You made a right bags of it, didnya?! THAT’S what happened!” The red-haired vampire grabbed Schuyler by the hand and yanked him hard up to his feet. The ugly vampire seemed to be making a very quick recovery despite his short flight. Schuyler was having a harder time and had to bend over and put his head below his knees for a minute.
Convinced that Schuyler was ok, the red-haired vampire turned towards Lucy. He took a half a step forward.
“Don’t you touch me!!” she screamed.
The vampire put up his hands and took a half a step back. “Believe me, sister, that’s the last thing I wanna do.”
“Well it serves you right!!” Lucy yelled back at him.
“Look, we’re sorry awright? I didn’t want it to come down like this. I never wanted to hurt or…” he paused, “frighten you.” He seemed sincere, even guilty sounding. This was not what Lucy was expecting, but then Schuyler had seemed sincere too. She desperately wanted to hurt both of them again, but couldn’t wiggle free. She gave “Tim” another hard kick instead.
“Ouch! Will you cut that out?!!” Tim complained.
“Well, I’m sorry you didn’t get your head torn off!!” she said defiantly. “What do you creeps want with me anyway?!!” She gave the one holding her another jab with her elbow.
The red-haired vampire turned and looked at each of his companions in turn. Schuyler just rubbed his stomach and shrugged. Lucy couldn’t see the reaction of the vampire holding her but by the red-haired vampire’s face it wasn’t decisive either. He looked confused and troubled like he didn’t know what to do, and despite her circumstance and his brutish appearance, she couldn’t help but feel a slight twinge of empathy for him, he looked so pathetic. He just stared back at her like a beat dog. The red-haired one said nothing for a while. Then he looked suddenly determined and stepped back to talk to Schuyler face to face.
“We have to tell her the truth, Sky!!”
“The truth?!” Sky replied, incredulous.
“Yes, bloody heck, the truth!! Ya can handle that can’t ya?” The red-haired vampire seemed really, really angry. “Ya made a right bags of it with all this bollocks! Now it’s time to come clean and tell her the truth!!”
“The truth? You really want to tell her the truth?” Sky said nervously, rubbing his stomach were Lucy had touched him.
“Yes, Sky!!” the red-haired one bellowed. The red-haired vampire was terrifying when he was angry and Lucy was glad he was mad at Sky and not her, but why weren’t these guys all on the same page to begin with? This was all very odd and Lucy couldn’t help but wonder out loud.
“Who are you guys?!” she said at last, utterly bewildered.
The red-haired one looked at Sky with a look of pure venom. Sky looked down sheepishly then slowly took a few steps towards Lucy.
“The truth…” he paused and looked away as if ashamed of himself before going on. “The truth is that I am a vampire. I’m…I’m a monster!” He looked away and hid his face in his hands. Lucy shot a glance at the red-haired one who seemed as boggled as she was. When Sky got control of himself, he looked directly at Lucy with freshly moist eyes. They weren’t real tears. He had a small bottle of saline for just such an occasion.
“I…I didn’t want to tell you because I was afraid you wouldn’t…” he paused and bit his lip, “accept me for who I am.”
“Oh, bugger,” the red-haired one grabbed his forehead by the temples and looked like he was going to crush his own skull in frustration.
Sky went on, “Lucy…the truth is that from the moment I first saw you…I
knew…that you were the one.” He stepped closer and reached out his hand in a melancholic gesture. “That only your love could break the spell.”
“SWEET BRIGID!” the red-haired one yelled, “Canya ever shut your lyin’ gob!? Canya?!!”
Sky instantly stood erect, stuck his hands into his pockets, dropped the melodramatics and adopted a completely nonchalant posture. “Dude, what did you expect?” he said diffidently, “You just toss me this without any prep and tell me to tell her ‘the truth?’” He made his voice all warbly and sarcastic when he said “the truth” and he spread his hands in front of his face as a pantomime of the concept. “You gave me nothing to work with!” He reached into his jeans back pocket and pulled out a box like an old-fashioned cigarette case, except this one had lollipops in it. He took out a lime green one and stuck it in his mouth by wrapping his arm backwards around his head. After rolling it around a while with his tongue he spoke around it. “What did you expect me to do?” Lucy didn’t think these guys could get any weirder, but that whole lollipop thing did the trick. She was now more disturbed than ever.
“Saints an’ angels save me!!” The red-haired one stomped around in a tight circle as if he were losing his mind. Lucy could relate. “I expected ya to tell her the truth!!” he screamed in Sky’s face at last in utter exasperation.
Sky didn’t blink. Instead, he took out the lollipop and pointed it at the red-haired vampire. “Well, ‘Truth’ is an abstract concept at best. If you want ‘truth’ you should take a philosophy 101 course instead of asking a vampire. Besides, it looks like Tim has things under control for now, so what does ‘Truth’ matter anyway?” Sky even made sarcastic air quotes each time he said the word “truth.”
The red-haired one looked like he was trying to form a rebuttal to this, but all that came out of his mouth was, “AARAAAANGHAA!!” He kicked the dented car fender, damaging it even more and stormed off towards the woods.
“Dude! Not the car!” Tim said behind her, but the red-haired vampire ignored him. He stopped a few yards away; the thick black smoke Lucy had seen earlier in the hospital gathering around his head and shoulders like his own personal storm cloud.
“He’s just having a fit, Tim, ignore him. Irishmen are sulkers – just let him sulk,” Sky said as he pointed the lollipop at the vampire holding her. “What we need is a new plan. What’s the quickest way to Philly from here?”
“Dude, how am I supposed to know?! I was in the trunk the whole time! I don’t even know where we are!” Tim said.
“Well, we can’t be that far from route 322 can we?” Sky whined.
The two of them continued to argue over the route and directions. Lucy ignored them and looked back at red-haired vampire. Slowly, his massive, rounded shoulders just slumped even more and the smoke dissipated. She almost felt sorry for him. Lucy looked back to Sky. His stance, his smirk, his face, it was all the same and yet all, different. He was nothing like the boy she had met in the gift shop. Even if he hadn’t turned out to be a vampire, this would have hurt. She didn’t know why, but she nearly started crying. Then she looked and saw Yo-yo’s large, impassive, dead eyes looking back at her from the other side of the car. She felt utterly defeated and had to sniff back the tears to keep from losing herself altogether.
The two others were still talking like she wasn’t there. “Well we could put her in the trunk if MILES HADN’T BROKEN THE TRUNK LATCH!!” Sky said this last part in the direction of the red-haired vampire.
“Miles,” Lucy thought. That must be the red-haired vampire’s name.
“Hokharty’s not going to like that,” the one holding her, Tim, said nervously.
“Yeah well, Hokharty would like it less if we didn’t get her. C’mon, we’ll use the seatbelts in the back seat to tie her up.” Schuyler was already walking towards the car. “At least we won’t have to listen to anymore Boston.” He said “Boston” with a particular contempt. Lucy felt another small stab in her heart.
“Dude! Don’t rag on Boston!” Tim whined.
“Yeah, whatever,” Sky said calmly as he opened the car door for him. Lucy stared into the large back seat of the car and felt as if she was going to be shoved down an open well. She was about to just give up and resign herself to whatever horrible fate they had in mind for her. Then she thought of her mother. She just had to resist as much as she could.
“NO!” she screamed and pushed her feet against the ground. Tim struggled to push Lucy forward. Her bare feet hurt on the gravel, but she dug in hard. “What do you want with us?!!” she demanded.
“Us?” Sky said puzzled. Then he pulled the lollipop out of his mouth and looked at Yo-yo who was still cowering behind the car. “Oh,” he laughed, “He’s just a tag-along. No one’s interested in him. Just you. Get her in.” She flailed and screamed and kicked at the ground. The one holding her was bigger than her, but he was kind of skinny, maybe she could break free, but so far she wasn’t having any luck. Her magic finger was pinned down and Sky was well out of reach. Doom was coming for her in the form of a mid 1970’s vinyl bench seat. It was almost here when the door mysteriously slammed shut.
Lucy followed the thick-knuckled hand of the person who had shut the door all the way up to his brutish, pockmarked face.
“You’re not doin’ this.”
“MILES!!” Sky yelled, “Get your hand off the door!”
The red-haired vampire just ignored Sky and pushed him back against the car.
“Hey! What are you doing?!” Sky yelled, but something in Miles’ look didn’t make him protest any further. Miles just turned to face Lucy with a look of determination on his face.
“Put her down,” he said to the vampire holding her as he folded his arms defiantly. Lucy raised her eyebrows.
“Um…I’m not so sure that’s a good idea, Miles,” Tim said nervously.
The red-haired vampire sighed, then spoke directly to Lucy, “If I have him put ya down do ya promise not to run until I have said me peace?”
“Miles, what are you doing?” Sky said, disbelieving.
“Shut ya gob, Sky!” Miles shot back. Then he turned back to Lucy and continued to stare her down.
“And then what?” Lucy asked cautiously.
“Just listen to what I have to say. Then ya can make up yer own mind to come with us or not.”
“Miles, are you crazy?!” Sky said impatiently behind him.
“Shut up, Sky! We’ve done it yer way long enough!!” He looked back to Lucy but said nothing.
Lucy looked nervously back and forth. This was a better chance to escape than she was likely to get again. She nodded once quickly. Miles and Tim exchanged glances. Tim slowly let her down and quickly backed away to avoid another sharp jab in the ribs.
They all just stood there stupidly for a minute before Lucy said, “Well?!”
Miles looked around as if hunting for the right words. He was obviously having a hard time thinking of just what to say. Looking at him, Lucy realized he wasn’t much taller than her and not much older…well at least he didn’t look much older than her, fourteen, maybe fifteen tops.
Finally, he clapped his hands together and rubbed them nervously before starting out a little haltingly, “Um…well…we are vampires.”
Lucy stared at him contemptuously. “Uh, yeah…I kinda figured that out, thanks!” Lucy responded sarcastically.
“I’m not,” Tim said, chagrined, from behind her.
“Right,” Miles said kind of embarrassed. “Sky and me, we are vampires, but Tim’s an orderly.”
“An orderly?” Lucy said, disbelieving. “But I saw his teeth! What was all that about?”
“Fake,” Tim said simply.
“Why would you pretend to be a vampire?!” Lucy asked in disbelief. Tim opened his mouth but never got to answer.
“Yeah, and you still owe me for those!” Sky interrupted, sounding annoyed.
“Well then you owe me for the dented fender!” Tim retorted.
“Dude, that was her fault,” Sky threw his chin towards Lucy.
“My fault?! You’re the creeps who grabbed me in the first place!”
“Anyway!” Miles jumped back in to stop the argument, “None of that matters right now!” There was silence for a minute as Miles rubbed his forehead in thought. He was certainly taking his time getting to the point. “What matters is that…we…” he rubbed his scalp as if he needed to massage the words out of his brain. Finally, he just blurted it out in one breath, “We are on a mission, of grave importance, from the Fawder of all Vampires, Hokharty-Ra, to take ya back to Rivenden, that’s our den in Philly.” He paused. “Soooo…let’s go.”
Sky rolled his eyes and then began banging his head against the roof of the impala. Lucy looked at Tim. He just shrugged. When she looked back at Miles he was smiling stupidly.
“L-let’s go?!!” Lucy stammered dumbfounded. “That’s the great explanation of why you tricked me and kidnapped me and tried to tie me up in the back seat?! Let’s go?!! Well, SCREW THAT!!”
“Well there’s a bit more to it than that,” Miles tried to go on.
“A BIT?! Ya’ think?!”
“Well, there’s the whole end of the world thing too.” That came from Tim behind her. She turned to gape at him. Schuyler went back to banging his head on the car roof.
“End of the world?!!” Lucy replied in sheer disbelief. Lucy was near exhaustion from the night’s revelations so far. Just in the last few hours she had found out she was a necromancer, her only potential guardians were a psycho-witch and an unknown great uncle, these three idiots were vampires, well two of them were, and now it was the end of the world?! It was just too much. “How is it the end of the world?!!” she yelled.
“Well, we’re not exactly sure…really,” Miles said at last and cringed a little.
“Yeah…we’re kinda new at the the whole ‘End-of-the-World’ thing,” Tim tried to add helpfully.
Lucy gaped at them all in turn, ending on Sky. “Don’t look at me!” he said, “If it were up to me, I wouldn’t even be hanging out with these two losers.”
Lucy looked down at the ground, her jaw was slack, her hands numb. She just kept shaking her head back and forth in shock. “What. On. Earth. Has the End-of-the-World got to do with ME?!!” she yelled at last jumping up and down in frustration.
“Well we ain’t exactly sure,” Miles said cautiously rubbing his neck as he spoke, “All we know is that our master, the Fawder-of-all-Vampires, well, he has a master too, ya see, some bloke called ‘The Necromancer.’ ”
Lucy’s eyes widened, staring off into space as a dawning realization hit her. “Lazlo Moríro,” Lucy said the name barely above a whisper, retrieved slowly from her conversation with Amanda.
“Yeah, that’s him!” Tim jumped in enthusiastically, “Do you know him?!”
“Um…no…well…maybe…he’s my uncle. I think,” Lucy said at last. She buried her face in her hands.
Everyone exchanged glances, but no one knew what to make of this. Lucy was numb. What had Amanda said? There must always be one Necromancer or the world will fall into chaos? But hadn’t she also said the current Necromancer had lost his way – that he had taken on too much for himself and wouldn’t let go of the power?! Who was right?! Amanda or these clowns? Who was the good guy and who was the bad guy?! She felt like she wanted to sit down, but she couldn’t move for fear that if she tried she would crumple like a piece of paper.
Miles and Tim looked at her a little worried. “Well we were supposed to fetch ya an all and bring ya back to him so ya could help him or sometin’,” Miles tried to explain. “Only we were supposed to try an’ persuade ya.” Miles shot a dirty look towards Sky.
“Wait…what?” Lucy had been distracted in thought over this new revelation about the end of the world and the Necromancer, so it took her a while to digest what Miles was saying. “You were supposed to come here and persuade me to come with you? So what…you just decide to what…LIE to me instead?! Is that it? And when that didn’t work you were going to tie me up?!!”
Tim and Miles looked shame-faced at their shoes.
“What kind of screw-ups are you guys?!!”
“That was Sky’s idea,” Tim pointed an accusing finger at Sky. Miles rolled his eyes.
“It was your call, OH FEARLESS LEADER!!” Schuyler shot back as he leaned against the car and pouted while twirling his lollipop stick. “So, don’t give me that butt-covering crap now, Tim!”
“NONE A THAT MATTERS NOW!!” Miles jumped in to stop the fight. “What matters now is that we need yer help. We’re sorry we lied, but sometin’ big is gonna happen, sometin’ important and we don’t know what, but we know we need yer help to fix it. So, please…will ya come with us?”
There was silence for a moment while Lucy considered it. Then Tim added another tidbit of information, “Oh…and we also have your mom’s body.”
Lucy turned slowly and looked directly at Tim, her nostrils flaring.
“YOU’RE THE JERKS THAT STOLE MY MOM’S BODY?!” Lucy was fuming.
“Don’t look at us, we weren’t there! That was all orderly boy’s doing,” Schuyler said dismissively. Schuyler’s main operative seemed to be to pin the blame on everyone else.
“Well it’s not like I had a choice!” Tim whined defensively.
“A CHOICE?!” Lucy said tearing, “Why. On. EARTH! Would you steal my mom’s body?!”
“Lucy?” A timid voice came from the other side of the car.
“What could it possibly mean to you?!” But none of them answered.
“Lucy?” It was Yo-yo’s nervous voice again, but Lucy ignored it.
“What in the world would make you think that I would trust you three NOW?!”
“Lucy!” Yo-yo’s voice was louder this time.
“Not now, Yo-yo!!” She didn’t like to be stern with him, but she was strained to the breaking point and had to get this out. “After all the times you’ve lied to me,” she gritted her teeth and glared at Sky, “And all the horrible things you’ve done!” she shot venomous looks at Miles, “And what you’ve done to my mother’s body!” she yelled right in Tim’s face, “What makes any of you think I would ever go anywhere with you, EVER?!”
Hot tears were pouring down her face and she was breathing hard through her teeth. She pulled the sleeve of her bathrobe over her face to wipe them away and spoke more softly this time, but no less forcefully, “I’m not going with you anywhere.”
There was a pause before Sky stood up and clapped his hands together. “Ok, so we’re back to the tying her up in the back seat plan then. Tim! If you don’t mind?”
Miles rolled his eyes again, but Tim had already grabbed Lucy.
“WHAT?! Let go of me!! YOU LIARS!! You promised to let me go!” she yelled, kicking and screaming, but Tim was holding her tight by the elbows this time so she couldn’t even jab him back.
“Lucy!” Yo-yo said again.
“Sky! We promised!” Miles stood nose to nose with Sky, indignant.
“No. You promised. I didn’t agree to anything.”
“Sky, let her go!”
“Um…no.”
“But Hokharty said!” Miles tried to argue, but Sky cut him off.
“Yeah, and Hokharty turned the last people who didn’t do what he wanted into a pile of vampire nuggets and some charcoal, so if you don’t want to end up like Wallach, Forzgrim and Ulami I suggest you open the back door for Tim.”
“Unngh!” Miles was storming off again, so Sky just opened the door himself, keeping clear of Lucy’s kicking feet, but he stopped to look when Yo-yo tried one last time to get their attention.
“LUCY!!” Yo-yo screamed with intense urgency. All turned their eyes towards him and even Lucy stopping flailing for a moment. Yo-yo was peeking through the car windows just above the door, with one slender finger pointing down the isolated road.
All eyes turned and followed the finger into the darkness in the direction it was pointing. A faint ka-chunk barrap, ka-chunk barrap came up the road getting louder and faster as it got nearer. In the distance they could see a weird, lumpy, misshapen thing with large spikes jutting out of its back. It was getting closer and closer and approaching fast. It looked like a pig or a goose or some horrid, half-broken animal. Lucy couldn’t make it out, but as it came down the road, it filled her with an unspeakable sense of dread and horror.
“What in the HECK is that?” Tim said at last.
“PANT-FHWOOOOT!!” it bellowed ominously, somewhere between a squealing pig and a foghorn.
“Isn’t that the thing we hit a couple miles back?!” Sky said in horror.
Lucy looked hard, she couldn’t tell. It was difficult to figure out what in the heck it was. It had an awkward, sideways gait like a crab but was moving at such a furious pace it was a blur. Ka-chunk Barrap! Ka-chunk Barrap! It was half running, half scraping itself along the asphalt and there, in one hand, was a flash of metal. Lucy squinted her eyes…it was a knife! A huge…absolutely gigantic butcher knife, and the thing had a look of pure murder in its eye. It had a long snout like an anteater and coming from it was a froth of saliva and a bloody, red tongue. Tim saw it too.
“Um…maybe we should get in the car,” Tim said.
“PHARAAAANTTT!!!” it bleated out a horrifying war cry like a dying horse strained through an accordion.
The fear of the thing spurred Lucy to action. She had an idea. “I’m all for that!” Lucy stomped hard on Tim’s instep.
“Ouch!” Distracted by the oncoming whatever it was, he let go of Lucy and she lunged forward. Sky tried to get in the way but she jabbed him with a bloody finger and thought “GET AWAY!” as hard as she could. It worked! There was a crack and he shot back and plowed over Miles in the process. She jumped in the door and yanked it shut and locked it. Then she scrambled to the other side and opened the door for Yo-yo. He leapt in and locked it himself. Sky and Miles were pulling themselves up off the pavement. Tim was banging on the car door and jiggling the locked door handle when the creature hit them like a bowling ball crashing through a set of china.
There was a lot of indistinct jumping and screaming and crashing and yelling.
“What in the bloody…YEARGH!!!” That was Miles.
“AAAAAAAAAHHHH!” That was Tim.
“Not the blazer!!” THAT was Sky.
Lucy hunkered down for a second in the car, thinking desperately what to do. She clambered over the back seat and plopped down into the driver’s seat. Fortunately, Sky had left the keys in the car. She turned the key and it started. Outside, the fight intensified. She looked down and saw three pedals. She stomped on the gas hard. It revved, but the car didn’t move. DANG!
“ARRGH!!”
“PHARRNT!”
“GET THAT THING OFF OF ME!!”
“WOOOONT-ParfarNAAWWWNT!”
“SWEET BRIGID!!” Things were not going any better outside. She stomped on the first pedal and tried the gearshift. “Ack!” She flinched at the screech of grinding metal.
Tim shook off the fear of the monster outside long enough to exclaim, “NOT THE TRANSMISSION! What? OH, CRAP!!”
“FAAAAARNT!!” The monster flailing around with the enormous butcher knife obviously took offense at its lack of precedence.
She tried the other pedal and yanked hard on the gearshift. More grinding, but this time it stuck. She sat back up and grabbed the steering wheel. Her mother had let her drive for a few yards on the driveway, but she had never driven a clutch before. All self-doubt disappeared however when the point of a butcher blade came through the roof of the car.
“AAAAAAH!!” she screamed and stomped on the gas. The car leapt forward and the thing on the roof rolled off with a thud and a painful hoot.
“MY IMPALA!!” screamed Tim.
She swerved madly from side to side, overcorrecting as she went. The car lurched like a boat dragging its anchor. Thank goodness there were no other cars on the road! She let up on the gas. A few seconds in she had gotten it under control enough to look back. The thing was charging after the car and right behind it was Miles. He was running on all fours like a dog, a cloud of black smoke surrounding him. Why was everybody always chasing her?!
“LUCY!!” Yo-yo pointed out the windshield. Lucy spun around. They had veered off the road and onto the shoulder and the guardrail was missing! She let off the gas and stomped on the brake, but the car barely slowed and just squealed a high pitch whine, then she remembered the clutch and stomped on both it and the brake and yanked the wheel to one side. The car turned 180 degrees and skidded to a halt, stopping just short of where the guardrail was supposed to be. The engine sputtered and went out. She tried the key. The starter whined but the car did not start. Coming right at her was the THING, ka-chunk barrap, ka-chunk barrap, getting closer with its massive knife and hooting and panting in rage the whole time. Right behind it was this monstrous, black dog surrounded in a thick black fog!! What in the heck was that!! Was that the red-headed vampire?!! She decided she had to abandon the car. She flung open her door and scrambled out.
“C’mon Yo-yo!!” She reached into the back seat and grabbed Yo-yo by the hand and dragged him out behind her. She went over the edge and the steep embankment and the two slid down to a small copse of trees lining the road. Then she froze and slowly looked up. She knew the place instantly. She was standing under a tree with two trunks in the shape of a “V,” each trunk was badly scraped up and scarred from last night. The car had been cleared away, but she could still feel the shattered glass and broken plastic from the lights under her toes. This was the site of the accident. This is where her mother had died.
She lost all sense of time and place and horrible visions leapt through her mind. She had to grab on to her head. It was like she was falling in slow motion. The woman with long hair. Yo-yo in the high beams. A boy with a shaved head. Was that the boy they had just seen?!!
That strange pig-thing chasing them!! A boy with blond hair and a red-haired sullen boy! She had seen them all!! And more. A city of tombs under a pall of darkness, blind children screaming, running everywhere and flames of ice! Her mother was with them. Why was her mother with them?!! An army of abominations and monsters, each worse than the previous one, gathered on the edge of a vast swamp, crushing everything in their path. Behind them, an enormous pit that was growing larger and larger consuming all – the swamp, the city, the children, everything!
And then suddenly another vision. A house in a wood. A large, elegant manor of brick and stone. She is there. She enters. She sees a vision of her mother, no her mother’s body, lying on an old-fashioned lounge. Amanda is there too, standing behind her mother, along with the others, Miles and Sky and even Tim. Lucy approaches her mother’s body slowly, stepping up a low set of stairs to reach her. She leans over her, her mother’s body is lifeless until suddenly, her eyes open, but they are nothing but blind, white orbs.
Somewhere, as if from very far away, someone called her name. She heard it as if from under a thick pillow. Something was tugging on her. It was Yo-yo.
“LUCY, we have to go!!” Yo-yo yanked on her arm desperately and she came back to herself. She looked back. The pig-goose thing was already clambering down the embankment. The dog monster was right behind it. Yo-yo tugged hard on her hand and dragged Lucy away from the accident scene and into the woods. “He was amazingly strong for someone so small and skinny,” Lucy thought. Lucy didn’t think to look back, she just ran headlong into the woods, Yo-yo leading her on. At first, her heartbeat was pounding in her ears so hard it was the only sound she could hear at all, until she heard the thing crashing through the brush behind her. Ka-chunk barrap, KA-CHUNK BARRAP!! PHAARNT!! She could feel the swishing of the large blade at her heels, and her eyes began to dim. The blade stabbed at her bathrobe and pinned it to the ground.
“Aach!” She pulled at it frantically. It tore, but it did not break free. Lucy could feel the blade in the bathrobe pulling her back. Everything was becoming dark. In front of her, the woods were disappearing. A swirl of darkness emerged from nowhere and enveloped Yo-yo, completing engulfing him. She looked down at her hand, still clinging desperately to his. Only Yo-yo’s hand was still visible, emerging from the black cloud, the rest of him had disappeared into the darkness.
“PHAAAARANphhbttt!!” The thing was dragging her back!!
Yo-yo’s hand gave one last sharp tug forward and the bathrobe tore free! The monster bleated out a cacophony of angry notes. Lucy took one last, deep breath, as if jumping off a pier into deep water and plunged forward into the icy blackness.



Chapter Thirty
The Diner
“Anything?!” Schuyler shouted to Miles as he emerged from the woods.
“Nothin.’ Not a bloomin’ thing!” Miles shouted back as he made his way down the embankment to the road next to the Impala where Schuyler and Tim were waiting.
“Sonofa!!…” Schuyler spun around and began a stream of profanities.
Tim’s shoulders fell. “Nothing? Nothing at all?”
“Nope, nothin. Nothin’ at all. It’s like they just plum disappeared into thin air.” Miles wiped the dirt on his hands off on his pants.
“Do you think that thing, the hooting, pig-duck thing, got them?” Miles could hear the fear in Tim’s voice.
“Nah, I don’t think so.”
“And why not?” Schuyler had broken off of his reverie of obscenities to turn on Miles accusatorily.
“Cuz it’s still out there, crashin’ around the bush lookin’ for ‘em. It…”
Sky barked at him before he could finish, “You’re certain? You saw it?!”
Miles paused. “Not exactly seen, but…”
“So you know this how, exactly?!” Sky demanded clarification.
Miles took a deep breath. “I can see the thing in me head. It’s still raging around out there in a bloody fit. It must ‘ave jus missed ‘em too.”
Schuyler just blinked. So did Tim.
“Let me get this straight,” Sky looked down and gestured at Miles with one hand. “You can SEE it, and I quote ‘IN ME HEAD?!!’”
Miles shrugged, “Aye, I have the sight now, Sky.”
Sky goggled at him. “You have the sight?!! When did THAT freakin’ happen?!”
Miles shrugged and raised an eyebrow. “I dunno. Around the time I started turning into a dog, I figure.”
“You figure?” Sky folded his arms and looked at Miles.
“See, I told you!!” Tim added.
Sky looked like he was desperately trying to come up with a good putdown, but nothing came to mind. Schuyler had a lot on tap, but he had obviously never prepared for Miles turning into a smoke-monster-dog creature before. Miles almost felt sorry for him. Seeing some second-rate bloodsucker you never had much respect for suddenly develop serious vampire skills had to be infuriating.
Sky suddenly blurted out the only thing that made sense to him, “Did Hokharty teach you that?!”
Miles almost laughed, “Nah, it just sorta happened,” Miles said in a sort of off-hand way rubbing the back of his neck.
“Really?” Sky said, obviously annoyed.
Miles said nothing but just stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. He tried to act sheepish, but it was hard not to reveal a secret smile.
“Dude, that was really weird,” Tim interjected, “You looked like that thing Wallach turned into.”
Sky shot a nervous glance back to Tim, as if something important about that observation had just occurred to him.
“Really? Go on.” Miles didn’t really like the association, but the comparison made him a little giddy. Wallach may have been a monster, but he was a powerful monster.
“No seriously, dude, it was cool.” Tim went up for a fist bump. Miles didn’t really know what to do and tried to return with a high five and they mussed it so bad they just let it drop and stood around looking awkward as if it had never happened.
“Well that was a symphony of dweeb,” Sky rolled his eyes at them and kept pacing.
“C’mon, dude, lighten up,” Tim whined, “I’m just saying that Miles’ new…trick…is awesome that’s all.”
“Yeah, dude, because getting our butts handed to us by a mutant duck is soooo awesome.”
“It’s not THAT bad.”
“Oh, really?! So far, we’ve been bested by Hokharty and Graber, Ulami and Forzgrim – Wallach’s ol’ goons, (Rest in pieces, rotten...)” he muttered more insults under his breath before going on, “A lawyer in heels, a little girl with a magic finger and now a screeching anteater with a meat cleaver! What’s next?! A troop of zombie girl scouts?!” Sky paused long enough to regain his sarcastic composure. “Do you two give lessons in getting your butt kicked? Because seriously, you really should consider going pro. I on the other hand am SICK of getting my rear handed to me by every freak we’ve met tonight! Now if you two are through?!”
Miles and Tim tried to look away.
Sky turned on Miles, “So you’re certain this thing didn’t get them?”
“Nah, I dunno what the bloody heck it was, but it didn’t care a thin’ about us, only them, and it’s still lookin’. So, I guess they’re still out there,” Miles replied. “But he…it…won’t find them. They aren’t out there. I can’t see them no more. It’s like they have been covered in some kinda darkness.” Miles folded his arms across his chest and bit his lip. He thought of that darkness and where he had seen something like it before, and then he thought of the first time he realized he had the sight and seen Lucy and Yo-yo running in the park.
“Great,” Sky replied, breaking Miles’ train of thought, “That’s just freaking great. Now what are we supposed to do!?” He didn’t wait for an answer because he was just venting his frustration now. He went back to pacing and muttering curse words to himself, trying to think what to do next.
Tim stepped back from Sky’s circle of rage and leaned in to speak quietly to Miles, “Dude, I didn’t think it could get worse than that psycho-witch, but that thing scared the living bejeebus outta me. I don’t think I’ll ever eat pork again…or duck…or whatever.”
Miles nodded consent. It had looked like a set of bagpipes to him, but that was a bit too crazy a thought to share with Tim. Whatever it was, that thing certainly took the biscuit. Miles bit his thumbnail and thought about it. There was still something familiar about it he couldn’t place. The two of them watched Sky wear a rut in the pavement next to the Impala.
“Do you think that thing was with…y’know…her? That lawyer-witch-ghost-vulture thing?” Tim asked somewhat anxious.
Miles shook his head. “I dunno. Hokharty said there would be others, but this didn’t feel the same. It was different somehow.” Miles didn’t know how he knew that either, but he could feel it all the same.
“Well, she’s gotta be out there somewhere, Lucy I mean,” Tim said to Miles quietly. “How far can she get on foot, really? We know she’s heading for her old house, it can’t be far, can it?”
“And WHERE exactly do you expect us to start looking?!!” Sky suddenly broke out of his swearing fit and answered Tim’s question himself. He had been listening to them the whole time despite his free verse profanity jam. “There’s miles of farm road out here and she could be down any freaking one of them! By the time we even got through a few of them, she’d be long gone!!”
“Well maybe they’re in the phone book or something.” Tim was just spit balling now.
“HELLO!!” Sky pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “I’ve already checked, MORON!! They aren’t listed!!” He went back to pacing and swearing.
“Well she’s gotta have hospital records, right? So what if we go back to Harrisburg and see if we can find an address somewhere?”
Sky stopped dead mid-pace. “Let me get this straight.” Sky pinched his nose bridge in thought. “You want to drive the whole way back to Harrisburg, more than an hour away, in an Impala that was nearly involved in a hit and run, in front of dozens of witnesses, right in front of the hospital lobby and then walk into that same hospital, where you two trashed a whole floor I might add, and ask them for the file of a missing girl, who was last seen with the person driving that aforementioned Impala?!”
There was a long pause before Tim said, “Well when you put it like that.”
Sky threw the cell phone at him. It bounced off Tim’s forehead and landed in the dirt giving a faint beep of protest.
“Ow!”
“Think, doofus!!” Sky yelled. “That whole hospital is going to be crawling with cops asking questions because of the trashed floor, the hit and run, and the missing girl!! That’s the last place we want to go!”
“Well I was just trying to help!” Tim said, rubbing the small red spot where the phone hit him.
“Hokharty told us to be discreet. What part of stealth do you two not understand?!!” Sky said nothing more but just sighed and joined them leaning against the cream colored seventies sedan as if resigned to defeat. “The whole thing certainly was sideways,” thought Miles. Hokharty was going to make mincemeat of them for sure, but right then, oddly, Hokharty’s punishment was the last thing he was worried about. Miles was mostly worried for the girl. Lucy was all alone with that boy, and terrible, TERRIBLE things were after them; things with butcher knives and bloody tongues, not to mention lawyers that could turn into screaming phantoms, or…vampires. Miles sighed. They had been just as bad to her. They had lied to her, kidnapped her and told her it was the end of the world. Now most folk would turn to jelly right then. Yet somehow despite all of that, she still had the nerve to tell them to go jump and shove it up their…well shove it anyways…and then…well…then she jacked their ride and drove off! Nearly wrecked it too, she did. Miles laughed a little. Sky shot him an ugly, suspicious look. Miles composed himself and kept thinking. That Lucy, she was a tough one she was. Miles smiled a little, and then he thought of the witch and that crazy monster that were still after her. She wasn’t that tough though, and those things, whatever they were, were still after her. Then Miles had a thought.
“Hey…about a mile up the road is a all-night truck stop. I saw it while I was crashin’ around the woods.”
“Yeah, so?” came Sky’s petulant reply.
“Well…they’re local, aren’ they? Maybe they know where the girl’s house is?”
Sky looked impassively to Miles and then to Tim.
Tim’s mood brightened a bit. “Dude, I haven’t had a meal in fifteen hours, and even then I lost most of that after the whole mutant pickled baby fetuses thing,” Tim said that last part as if mutant pickled baby fetuses were an everyday part of his routine.
“He must be getting used to the whole undead lifestyle,” Miles thought.
“I know you guys don’t go for, y’know, food, but I sure could go for some pancakes.” He smiled brightly at both of them optimistically.
Sky stared at each of them in turn. He breathed hard through his nose a few times, flaring his nostrils in agitation.
“Fine!” he said at last, throwing up his hands. “Might as well, but I’m wearing the blazer, I don’t care if this place has a ‘no-shirt no-service’ policy.”
“Fine by me,” Tim said.
Sky walked around to the passenger side and pulled off the “Han Shot First” t-shirt. As he went, he tossed it over the car to Tim who was already taking off the dirty blazer that had once been spotless white. Sky took the blazer and brushed it off as best as he could and Miles thought he saw Sky’s lower lip tremble a little in despair of it every being pristine again. Miles crawled into his usual spot in the back and plopped down in the middle of the bench seat. Tim was already in the driver seat, struggling to get the car started. “Darn kid,” he said under his breath.
Sky pulled the door shut with a heavy “tchunk” as the car finally started. From the rear-view mirror, Miles could see Sky’s numb face. Schuyler sighed and spoke, “I just hope Hokharty kills both of you first so I at least get to watch.”

Lucy walked down the dark, single-lane road in her bare feet. There was a thin sliver of moonlight. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to walk by. They were on an access road that connected a few dozen farms that were sandwiched between Ephrata and Reamstown. The road was lined with trees. Once it had been open farmland, but most of the farms were being cut up into lots for McMansions these days, so they had allowed the land to be reclaimed by the woods.
Lucy knew exactly where she was. She was less than a mile from Grandma Holveda’s home, from her home, the one her mother had moved her to from Texas more than a year ago, but what she didn’t know, was how she had gotten here. She remembered Sky and Tim and Miles, those loser vampires, stealing their car and nearly crashing it, and that thing chasing them with the butcher knife, but then she had slipped into darkness and then…nothing. Nothing at all. No feeling, no sensation, just emptiness and blackness, like she had fallen down an elevator shaft but never hit the bottom. She had simply ceased to exist. The next thing she knew, she was walking on the road home. Walking silently beside her was a pale and haggard boy, skinny and frail looking, wearing shorts, a striped shirt and a baseball cap. He was walking a few paces ahead and to the left of her, numbly pumping a yo-yo over and over again, but he wasn’t looking at it or her, he was just walking. So Lucy walked on beside him silently. The two walked on quietly for a long time before Lucy had the nerve to say what had been on her mind the last fifteen minutes.
“You have powers too, don’t you?”
The yo-yo dropped to the ground. Yo-yo had to pick it up and rewind it, but he didn’t say anything. Lucy skipped a few steps ahead ‘til she was side-by-side with him and could look at his face. He still didn’t look at her but just rewound his yo-yo over and over again like he had when he was in the hospital.
Lucy pulled her hair behind her ears and stared at him.
“That’s how you can get around so fast isn’t it?” She looked at him, but he just tried to avoid looking at her and wound the yo-yo again.
“That’s how you can hide so quick, isn’t it? I’ve seen you do it before.”
He looked at her with a mixture of horror and shame and she immediately tried to soften what she meant to say. “I mean…I haven’t seen you, not really, but I’ve seen you disappear, like, one second you’re there and the next you’re just gone.”
He said nothing but just stared at the ground.
“That’s why no one saw you after the accident, and that’s how you got around the hospital so fast. That’s how you got to Harrisburg so fast. I knew it didn’t make sense. I couldn’t see how an eleven-year-old boy could hitch all the way from Scranton without getting picked up.” She tried to get him to look at her, to let him know it was okay, that she didn’t hate or fear him, but his gaze remained fixed on the yo-yo he was winding over and over again.
“Are you a necromancer too?” she asked.
He just looked at her like he didn’t know what she was talking about.
“That’s what I am...a necromancer,” she said the word like she was confessing to picking her nose. She hated the word and still didn’t know what it meant exactly. “Amanda…that woman I was with? She’s the one that told me. She’s a necromancer too. Apparently, we have control over the dead. She told me I can talk to the dead and make…meat golems. Whatever those are,” Lucy shuddered. She didn’t really want to know. “And it seems I can knock vampires across a room with a touch too. So, I suppose it’s not all bad.”
Lucy looked at Yo-yo. He was looking at her a little less nervously. Maybe it helped him feel less like a freak if he knew she was a freak too.
“So maybe you’re a necromancer too? Huh?” Lucy asked, but Yo-yo just shrugged. “I only just found out today,” Lucy went on, “How long have you known you’ve had powers? How long have you been able to do…whatever it is you do?” she asked in as tender and motherly a voice as she could muster.
“Forever,” he said flatly. Lucy was a bit envious. She had only just found out she had powers and she still didn’t know the first thing about them. He was still treating his powers like a dirty secret and didn’t feel like talking about it, but at least she had gotten him talking.
“How do you do it? I mean…what is it…exactly?” Lucy gingerly prodded.
He shrugged, “Don’t know,” he said at last, “I just think about it and then the shadows come, that’s all.” He stopped winding the yo-yo and started doing some of the incredible tricks Lucy had seen him do back in the hospital. It seemed to help him somehow. “I can’t go for very far or very long. It’s hard to tell where I am, but when I’m there…no one can see me. That’s the only thing that’s really good about it.” He paused. “I don’t really like it. It’s scary,” he shuddered. “That’s why…” He paused. “That’s why my Mom didn’t want me.” He rubbed his nose on the back of his hand. Lucy reached out a hand to touch his shoulder, but he pulled away. “That’s why no foster parents want me. Things…happened and they’d think I’m…they think I’m…I’m evil or something.” He looked like he was on the verge of crying. Lucy had to scrunch up her face to keep from crying herself after he said that.
Lucy looked at him and felt sorry for him. He was trying to be tough, but she could tell he was really hurt. Lucy could only imagine what potential foster parents would say if they found out she could talk to the dead. Her mom had known though. If she were alive, maybe they could have adopted Yo-yo. Maybe he could have joined the family and they could have been a great big freaky family with freaky powers. Then she realized that aside from that psycho Amanda and those creepy vampires, well two vampires and an orderly, who weren’t exactly the best role models, she was the only other person that could ever understand what he was going through.
Lucy took a few quick steps and got ahead of him, stopped and faced him. He came to an abrupt stop and let the yo-yo run out to the end of its string and just looked at her nervously for a moment. She stood there not knowing what to say to him, until she threw her arms around him and pulled him into a tight hug. He stood there awkwardly, but eventually he hugged her back. When she let go they started walking again, but she held on to his arm. After walking for a while she decided he needed to hear something.
“You’re not evil, Yo-yo,” Lucy said at last.
“W-What do you m-mean…” he started to stammer.
“Your powers don’t make you evil. They aren’t evil – they just…are.”
“H-how do you know?”
“Because,” she said, confidently cutting him off, “You didn’t leave after the accident. You came to the hospital to see if I was okay, didn’t you?”
He shrugged at this and Lucy could tell he needed some more convincing.
“You could have left after we jumped out of the car and those creeps grabbed me but you didn’t, did you?”
“No. I guess not,” Yo-yo said meekly.
“And you could have left me when that thing chased us over the embankment, but you didn’t.”
Yo-yo nodded.
“You didn’t leave me and I’m not going to leave you now.”
Yo-yo seemed to cheer up a bit at this news.
She smiled back and had a sudden thought. “Hey…you know what? We’re like superheroes, Yo-yo!!” She bumped him with her hip the way her mom did her when they used to go on walks together and her mom was trying to get her attention. “We both have superpowers!! You and your shadow-thing and me and my magic, anti-vampire finger!” She pointed her finger like a pistol and made a ‘kapow’ sound. She wasn’t very good at it, but Yo-yo laughed anyway. She got a little more serious. “That’s why they’re after us, Yo-yo, but we won’t let them get us will we?!” She reached down and slid her hand into his. Her mom always sounded most confident when things were at their worst. She wasn’t certain if this was an act or not, but it did make her feel better. She tried to act that way now for Yo-yo. “That’s why we have to depend on each other now. We’re family now.”
Yo-yo looked at her especially keenly when she said the word ‘family.’ She decided he needed a little more convincing.
“Soooo… it’s a deal?” she said expectantly.
There was a short pause. “Deal,” Yo-yo said quietly.
They walked on a little while longer silently hand in hand before she said something else she had meant to say.
“Thank you,” she said quietly and she gave his hand a little squeeze and leaned her head onto his shoulder for a moment.
“For what?” he said, somewhat confused.
“For saving my life…back there.”
He gave a timid squeeze back and smiled. She smiled to, but as she sneaked a peak at him out of the corner of her eye, he returned to that far-off, impassive, dead-eyed stare he always seemed to get whenever he thought she wasn’t looking.
 
“Oh I needed this,” Tim said as he dunked another fry into his vanilla shake. Miles looked on with mixed feelings of envy and revulsion. Tim had got quite a spread. A vanilla shake, fries, a short stack of pancakes with a side of scrapple and a bacon double cheeseburger and a large diet Pepsi.
Tim caught Miles looking at him. “Oh, I’m sorry, dude,” Tim said, licking the shake off his fingers, “Do you want some?”
Miles sighed, “Nah, mate, it’s fine. Couldna taste a thing anyway.” Miles looked into the rapidly cooling cup of black coffee he had ordered. He couldn’t taste that either, but he didn’t want to stand out so he had to order something.
“Dude, that stinks,” Tim said taking another bite of his cheeseburger, “So you can’t twaste a theen?” Tim asked around large mouthfuls, wiping the mayo and ketchup from the corners of his mouth.
“Nah, nothin’ but blood…the rest jus’ tastes of dust or ashes.”
“Bummer.” Tim took a big slurp of the shake to wash down that monstrous bite of cheeseburger. “That’s gotta suck.”
Miles nodded. Miles had never even had a milkshake or cheeseburger before he was turned. A century of American food had passed him by. At first there hadn’t been much more than the roasts and potatoes of home, but come the fifties there was suddenly pizza and Chinese food, then cheese curls and Twinkies. Every year there was some new snack he wanted to try, but it never mattered. It was all tasteless to him.
“You must get tired of it, just salty and acrid all the time?”
Miles waggled his head and slid the coffee mug back and forth between his hands. “Mostly…but there’s a bit more to it than that.”
“Like what?” Tim said, shoving another five french fries into his mouth simultaneously.
Miles shrugged, “I dunno, it duzzint always taste the same, everyone is different.”
“Really?!” Tim sounded surprised as he folded a whole pancake into his mouth and rammed it down with a fork.
Miles widened his eyes at this, but he wished he could do the same. It took him a second to remember what they were talking about. “Oh, yeah,” Miles went on, “Blood is blood, but everyone tastes a wee bit different.”
“How?”
“Oh, Sky coulda tell ya better stories. He’s a right connoisseur he is. Picks out his victims like hoighty-toighty prats pick out wines or cheese.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, he likes them college girls, the rich ones that take care of themselves. He sez some taste like flowers or coconut, some saffron and others strawberries, but he keeps a better clientele than I do. Most of me own just taste like what they bloody got pissed on last…bad beer, heroin or thunderbird usually.”
Tim snorted. “You’re making this vampire gig look really glamorous you know that?” as he shoveled the grey, gelatinous scrapple into his maw.
Miles raised his cold mug of coffee to him in mock salute.
Just then, Sky walked up and slid into the booth beside Tim.
“Well, that does it. We’re cooked. Might as well stake us out in the sun and take the easy way out before Hokharty gets to us.”
“No luck?” Tim said talking around the scrapple.
Sky just looked at him with disgust. “What part of ‘we’re cooked’ do you not understand?”
Tim swallowed and went back to his shake and fries.
“I asked the waitresses and the guy tending the cash register. They all knew Lucy and her mom, maybe not by name, but they came in here every month or so, usually for late-night snacks, but nobody knows where they lived.” Sky picked up his own coffee and pretended to sip it. Even shirtless, in a white blazer, with a plastic lollipop he was much more convincing at looking normal than Miles.
After a short pause, Tim asked the question on everyone’s mind, “So now what?” But there was no answer.
Miles thought over his options and from the nervous way Sky was pretending to drink his coffee and the way Tim was shoving down the scrapple like it was his last meal, he could tell they were doing the same. They could run. If it had been Wallach, they wouldn’t have gotten far. He doubted Hokharty and Graber would be any easier to escape. They could go back and admit failure. Wallach would have killed them for that too. Hokharty seemed a lot more placid a master than Wallach, so maybe he wouldn’t flip out and kill them all. But then Hokharty seemed bloody calm right before he turned Ulami and Forzgrim into a pile of butchered, undead meat too. Truth was, no one knew what Hokharty would do or even what he was up to.
Miles looked around the small diner. It had about a dozen booths and a few seats at the counter. It wasn’t much more than a grill and a cashier tacked on to a convenience store and a gas station. There were maybe another fifteen other people there, mostly truckers or people coming on to the late shift or stopping on their way for a coffee or a meal. If anyone thought the three young men in the corner were a bit odd, they didn’t show it. It was a place where people came and went unnoticed, and they undoubtedly had many customers they saw once and never again. It seemed the perfect place to contemplate the end of his life, well the end of his undead life. No one would notice him when he was gone either.
The diner door opened and a man with a mustache, broad gut, white shirt, tweed jacket and tie walked in. He stepped around the room and went over to chat with the guy at the register before stepping into the center of the small restaurant.
“Excuse me!” he announced in a commanding voice, “Is the owner of a cream colored Chevy Impala in here?”
Tim made a slight movement as if to turn around and stand up, but before he moved an inch, Sky put his hand on his shoulder and slowly guided him back in his seat.
“What?” Tim said, annoyed.
Sky cautiously raised his coffee mug and used it to conceal his mouth. “He’s a cop,” he said in a low sing-songy voice.
Tim whipped around to take a look before Sky hoarsely whispered, “Don’t look, you moron!”
Tim leaned in closer and whispered, “How do you know?! Can you read his mind?”
“No, doofus! I just know the ‘cop voice’ when I hear it!” Sky whispered back.
“But why send a plain clothes cop?!”
“To flush out the morons! They are counting on the criminals being stupid! Now shut up!”
All three of them cautiously leaned over out of the booth to take a closer peek at the stranger. Sure enough, two uniformed state troopers walked in right behind him. They slowly retreated back into the booth and out of view.
“What do we do now?!” Tim’s hoarse whisper revealed a hint of panic.
“Nothing! Just be cool for once! Okay?!” Sky admonished him.
The two state troopers started to fan out across the room. The man kept talking.
“We would really like to talk to the owner of that vehicle if he’s here.”
The customers responded with silence.
“The vehicle in question was involved in a possible hit and run in Harrisburg this evening not far from the Harrisburg Hospital.”
Tim winced. Sky didn’t react until he heard what the cop had to say next.
“The same vehicle was possibly involved in the theft of several bodies from the morgue of Jefferson University Memorial Hospital in Philadelphia yesterday.”
Sky’s eyes widened on Tim who was cringing under the withering gaze.
Tim tried to defend himself, “Dude! I was having a hard enough time showing Hokharty how to use a zipper! How was I supposed to tell him about surveillance cameras?!!”
“You might have told us!” Sky whispered from behind his coffee mug.
The cop went on, “There were also several bodies stolen from the Harrisburg Hospital morgue, so we suspect it may be the same culprit.”
Sky shot an accusatory look at both of them, but Tim and Miles just gave back looks that said, “Don’t look at us!” or “We had nothing to do with that!”
Unfortunately, the cop wasn’t even close to finished. “Is there anyone here by the name Miles
Killam? Anyone?”
Miles didn’t think Sky’s eyes could get any wider, but they did. Miles shrunk further into his seat. Sky didn’t need to speak for Miles to know exactly what he was thinking. “HOW. ON. EARTH! Do they know your name?!!”
Miles realized Sky was waiting for an explanation.
“Um, mates, I might have left me jacket in the hospital.”
“And it had your NAME written in it?!” Even though he didn’t have a pulse, Sky still looked like a vein was about to burst in his forehead.
“Aye…it did.” Miles winced as if awaiting a blow from Sky.
Instead, Sky became strangely calm as if the horror of that revelation had made him numb to its stupidity. “What? Did your mommy not want you to get it lost on your first day of vampire pre-school?” he said sarcastically.
“Sky…” Miles started to explain, but he didn’t get very far.
“No, Miles!” Sky’s anger returned. “We are vampires!! We are shadows! We are legends! We do not exist! We do not carry ID and we sure as heck don’t write our names in our underwear!!”
“Well, technically it was his jacket,” Tim added.
“Shut up, Tim!!” Sky shot back.
The cop dropped one more revelation. “Well folks, this is more than just a case of a couple of sickos stealing bodies. That would be bad enough, but we have an amber alert situation here.”
Sky went rigid, but Tim put his head in his hands. The cop went on.
“A young girl was abducted from the Harrisburg Hospital a little over three hours ago. A doctor was assaulted as well. We believe the victim is in the custody of the same characters who stole those bodies and drove off in that Impala, so if you have any information, we would very much appreciate it.”
No one in the diner volunteered anything.
The cop took a breath. “Well, we’d really like to nail these two scumbags, so if you don’t mind, we’d like to interview each and every one of you in turn, ask you a few questions. So just sit tight, don’t worry, and we’ll hopefully have you on your way in a few minutes.” He then turned to the man at the counter and asked, “Do you got a back door here?”
“Yeah…it’s in the back.”
A few exchanged nods later and one of the state troopers was already following the cashier back into the kitchen to secure the back door, while the other stood directly in front of the main door, barring the last exit. The cop in the tweed jacket then went to the nearest booth and started asking questions.
Tim started freaking out. “This is bad…this is really, really bad!”
“No, Tim, it’s worse than that,” Sky interjected, “They have the registration on your car. It won’t take them that long to match that up to your file at the hospital. After that it’s just a matter of time before they come up with a photo of you and you’re nailed.” Tim blanched, but Sky wasn’t finished. “But, oh! It gets worse!”
“Worse?” Tim seemed horrified.
“Don’t you guys remember?!!” Sky was really annoyed now. “I just spent the last twenty minutes asking people about a thirteen-year-old girl and her mother! How long before you think someone in here passes on that little piece of information and fingers us?!”
“Omigosh!” Tim went to bite a french fry and bit his finger instead. He was not handling this well.
“We have minutes, MINUTES! At most before we get nailed. We have to get out of here. NOW.” Sky began nervously eyeing the room but all the obvious avenues were blocked. Miles could tell his mind was working furiously but there weren’t many options left.
“Well, you’re vampires right?!” Tim asked desperately, “Can’t you just, y’know, move at superhuman speed and blow right by that guy?!” Tim tossed his head in the direction of the large state trooper barring the front door.
Sky sighed,“Yeah, I can blow by Smokie the Bear over there, no problem, and chances are, even a lousy vampire like Miles could too.”
“Oy!” Miles protested. After the last two fights this evening he didn’t think he deserved that. Maybe Sky was just jealous he couldn’t turn into a smoke-dog-monster-thing.
Sky ignored him. “But what about you?! What are we supposed to do with you? Stand in front and back of you like the bread in a Tim sandwich?! I may be a vampire, but I ain’t bulletproof!”
“Oh,” Tim said with dawning realization.
“And what if we do bust you out of here?! They still have your name, Tim!” he said ‘Tim’ especially snidely. “They’ve probably got warrants with reckless driving, stealing corpses, and kidnapping a minor all written up with YOUR name on them.” He ticked the charges off on his fingers as Tim shuddered with each new horror. “Do you really want to add evading arrest and assaulting an officer to that list?! Or are you still under the delusion that you could ever go back to your old normal life.”
“But…Hokharty said…”
“He’s a vampire, Tim! We lie to people and then we bleed them, first for favors and then for actual blood. It’s what we do.”
Tim had just put a french fry into his mouth, but it fell out onto his plate when his jaw went slack and his lower lip started to tremble.
“Oh good grief, don’t tell me he’s gonna start crying.” Sky rolled his eyes and shot a glance at Miles. “Do something, will you?”
Miles reached across the table and punched Tim in the arm hard. That seemed to bring him back around.
“Ow….um thanks,” Tim said rubbing his arm. Then he quickly shoved another pancake into his mouth and topped it off with a bite of cheeseburger and some more shake. If this was his last meal as a free man, he was going to enjoy it. The cop was already making his way to the next table. Sky stiffened a little.
“Don’t lose it yet, Tim,” Sky said.
Tim nodded weakly.
Miles could tell Schuyler was nervous. Sky was running his fingers through his hair but not in his usual vain way. “What we need is a distraction…and fast.” His eyes were darting around the room looking for an exit, but Miles could tell nothing was coming to him. That’s when they heard it.
“So you guys are vampires?”
All three of them stiffened and looked at each other. The voice had come out of nowhere. The cop wasn’t anywhere near them yet. Besides it wasn’t a man’s voice. It was younger, and stranger, with a weird foreign accent Miles had never quite heard before.
“I’ve never met a vampire before.”
It was the voice again. This time Miles could tell it came from the booth behind him. The booths were rather tall, so Miles slid to the end of the seat and craned his neck around the edge of the booth to take a look. There in the booth behind him was an odd-looking boy in heavy eyeliner. He was thin but not too old, maybe twelve or so. His head was nearly shaved except for a single, long black lock on one side. He was wearing a white robe and he had a pile of food bigger than Tim’s in front of him. There was a cheeseburger, fries and onion rings, but also a plate of meatloaf and mashed potatoes, sides of bacon and hash browns and a country fried steak, biscuits and gravy under what looked like a large lake of mustard, a half-eaten slice of apple pie with ice cream and a stack of pancakes he was currently squeezing ketchup on to. This was in addition to several plates that were already empty. He wasn’t using utensils of any kind but he was just shoving it in with his hands with even less decorum than Tim had when eating. He looked up at Miles and smiled with a mouth full of ketchup-covered pancakes. His eyes were brown, but dim and cloudy like he was half blind. It was bloody creepy weird and Miles began to back away before he bumped into Tim and Sky who had slid up right behind him to take a closer look themselves.
Miles jumped. “Ach! Saints ‘n Angels, Sky!”
“Relax, Miles,” Sky said in a whisper, “He’s probably just some emo-vampire-groupie wannabe. Check out the eyeliner. They get younger every year.” Sky walked around to the end of the boy’s table. He shot a look over his shoulder, the cop wasn’t looking this way yet so he went back to looking at the boy intently. “So, kid, what makes you think we’re vampires?” Sky asked folding his arms across his naked chest.
“Well…you are, aren’t you?” The boy shoved a handful of mashed potatoes into his wide-open mouth and kept chewing while he was dumping mustard onto the apple pie and ice cream, all while making noises of unrestrained enjoyment. “Mmmmm! That’s wonderful!”
Sky eyed him curiously. “How do you know we weren’t just talking? Vampire’s just a word, kid. Maybe ‘vampire’ is just the name of our club, like the ‘Werewolves’ or the ‘Zombies.’”
“Or ‘Mermaids,’” Tim added out of nowhere.
Sky blinked furiously, forcing himself to say nothing, but Miles could hear his teeth grinding.
The kid got a perplexed look on his face and looked at each of them as if he was suddenly uncertain. Then he did the oddest thing. He screwed up his face, and with his eyes scrunched up tight, he turned to ‘look’ at each of them with his peepers completely closed. Then he opened them again and smiled around large mouthfuls of half-chewed food.
“Nope. Definitely vampires. Well, he’s not,” he said pointing a food-covered finger at Tim, “but you two definitely are.” He paused, and then exclaimed, “This food is amazing!” Then after shoving more mash potatoes into his mouth with his hands, he gave another weird smile and said, “Hey, you haven’t seen a set of bagpipes walking here around, have you?”
The three of them exchanged odd looks.
“He’s bloody barkin’ he is!” Miles whispered to Sky, but Sky smiled a wry smile and peeked over his shoulder towards the plainclothes cop and the state trooper. Miles didn’t need to read his mind to know what that meant. Sky had found his distraction. Sky quickly shoved Miles into the booth and slid in beside him. Tim grabbed his shake and the red plastic basket holding the remains of his fries and burger from their table and slid in beside the strange boy, who looked a little surprised but obligingly slid over to let him sit down.
“So, you know we’re vampires,” Sky said somewhat menacingly.
“Yes,” said the boy, who watched Tim dunk his fries in his shake with fascination.
“And you’re not scared?”
“Nope.” The boy ignored Sky but dunked his fries in Tim’s shake so far he got vanilla shake all over his fingers. Tim looked a little chagrined, but let it pass. “I thought I might be, but somehow it doesn’t bother me anymore.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m already dead,” he said flatly. “Wow, that’s good! Better than honey-cakes!” he said, eating the vanilla shake off the fries and his fingers.
Whatever Sky expected him to say, it wasn’t that. He decided to take a different tack.
“And how can you tell we’re vampires?” Sky asked curiously.
“Easy,” he said licking the shake off each of his fingers in turn. “You don’t have souls. Well, not your whole souls anyway.”
Miles and Sky exchanged glances.
“Pardon me?” Sky said, somewhat affronted.
“Um…yeah…” the boy said distractedly, deciding what delicacy to try next. “Your chests are full of shadow where your hearts should be.” He grabbed the chicken-fried steak and went to dunk it in Tim’s shake, but Tim pulled the shake away. The kid shrugged and dunked it in the mash potatoes instead. “In vampires, the Yib or heart or whatever you call it here leaves at death, leaving the shadow behind to take the seat of the Yib.”
They all exchanged glances on that one. Miles had no idea what the boy had just said, but somehow it resonated inside his skull like a fly was trapped up there, buzzing around and trying to get out.
“And that means what exactly?” Sky asked.
“That your souls are in hell. That’s what you call it here, don’t you? Hell? We called it Duat, or the land of the unjustified dead,” the boy said matter-of-factly. He squeezed more mustard on the apple pie and started shoving that into his maw. Around mouthfuls of pie and mustard and steak he continued, “Pwobably the pwits of punishment. That’s where all the souls who do violence to themselves go, or so I’ve heard.” He went back to squeezing mustard on nearly everything before shoveling it into his mouth.
“Want some?” he said eagerly. Miles and Sky just politely shook their heads “no,” but Tim leaned over and grabbed a fork from off the table and tried some of the mustard-drenched pie. The kid stared in wonder at the revelation of the fork’s purpose. He quickly grabbed one and aped Tim’s movements as he relished his discovery of this device that could shovel food directly into your mouth in large quantities. Tim was only slightly less enthusiastic. Miles didn’t regret so much not being able to taste normal food anymore.
Sky stroked his chin and decided to change his avenue of attack. He was sizing up the kid and his appetite and something must have occurred to him.
“So, kid, are you from around here?”
“Um…no…not exactly,” the kid said a little nervously. Sky smiled. Whether the accent or the get-up, he had guessed the kid was a stranger.
“What’s your name, kid?”
“Nephys,” the kid said brightly in a foreign accent Miles couldn’t place.
“Neth puss?” Sky responded somewhat disbelieving, “Your name is “Neth Puss?”
The kid sighed, “Just call me Neppy,” he said dejectedly.
“Neppy’s good,” Sky said smiling. “So, Nep…are you enjoying your meal?”
“Oh, very much!” he said, shoveling in even more food, “The food here is great – even better than bitter, lumpy soup!”
Sky let that odd observation pass over him. “A big meal like this has to cost a lot though.” Sky smiled, but the boy stopped and looked up at him mid-shovel.
“You do have enough money to pay for all this, don’tcha, Nep?”
Nephys slowly lowered the fork and leaned back in his seat, a look of horror growing on his face. Sky smiled. Miles had to give Sky credit. Somehow he had pegged this boy right from the start. He knew the kid had just wandered in here from somewhere, some religious hippie-cult-commune or something where they no doubt ate wheat germ and tofu all day. He didn’t know much about the outside world, probably a runaway, or at least playing hookie from meditation class. He had stumbled in here and couldn’t help but order every shiny new thing on the menu, without thought to money, that is, until Sky brought it up.
Sky leaned in and put on a faux oh-so-concerned voice. “Nep,” he said earnestly, “Do you have any money? Any money at all?”
Nep looked around the table of food he had just been wolfing down with a horribly guilty expression.
“Oh, Nep,” Sky said in fake sympathy, “Do you see those men over there?” He pointed to the cop and the state trooper. Nephys leaned across Tim to get a better look then slowly leaned back with a look of intense discomfort on his face.
“Well, those men are police officers. They arrest kids who don’t pay for meals.”
The kid looked a little uncertain. Sky decided he had to sell it a little harder.
“They’d take you to prison, Nep. You know about prison, don’t you?”
The kid cringed in his seat and tried to scrunch down as if he could shrink down to nothing. The kid obviously knew about prison. He may not be afraid of vampires, but he was afraid of prison. Miles rolled his eyes. Sky really was a piece of work, manipulating some poor kid like that.
“But lucky for you, Nep, we have money,” Sky said brightly. “We have plenty of money. We could pay for all this, and no one would have go to prison.”
The kid’s mood instantly improved. “You’d do that?” he said eagerly.
“Of course!” Sky laughed, and then his tone got somewhat threatening, “But of course, we’d need you to do something for us.”
“Like what?” he said meekly.
Sky smiled as the boy looked down like he was a condemned man. “Do you know what a terrorist attack is, Nep?” Sky asked seemingly innocently.
Miles conscience got the best of him. He had already conned and terrified one kid tonight and he wasn’t so sure about this plan either. Miles grabbed Sky’s blazer and pulled him over to whisper in his ear.
“Sky! Are you sure we should be doing this? He’s just a kid!”
“Watch the threads, dude! And, YES! That’s the point! He’s just a kid! They aren’t going to lock him up! They’ll probably just ask him some questions and then send him back to his mommy when he’s done. All he has to do is make a disturbance, yell ‘fire!’ or “bomb!” and bingo! Mass chaos, the cops leave the door, then we waltz right out of here and with any luck, they won’t be watching the Impala.”
“I don’t like it, Sky.”
“Geez! We’re vampires, Miles! When are you going to get over your squeamishness! Besides do you have any better ideas?!”
“No, but it still doesn’t solve the problem of how we find the girl! We still haven’t got a clue where Lucy lives!”
“Lucy?” the boy said earnestly. Either he had very good ears or they were whispering louder than Miles thought.
“Lucy Miller?!” the boy said again excitedly. Another french fry dropped from Tim’s gape-jawed mouth, but it didn’t even begin to match the shock on Sky’s face when he heard what he said next.
“Lucy Miller just off East Mohler Church Road?”
Miles didn’t know how much time had passed in shocked silence before Tim spoke.
“Oooo-kay,” Tim said in a far off voice, “That was weird.”
“I have a note from her mom,” the kid said rather urgently.
“Um…what?” Sky managed to force out just as the plain-clothes cop walked up and interrupted him.
“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said in a sarcastically polite fashion, “And just exactly what is your story?” In their shock, no one had even noticed the cop approach the booth. The cop eyed the strange quartet suspiciously: a shirtless blond kid in a white blazer, a tall, gangly geek in scrubs, (hospital scrubs, that’s a clue right there!) with a swollen eye and a “Han shot first” t-shirt, a ginger midget with a scratched up face and arms (Now how’d you get those marks, kids?) and a skinhead weirdo in a bed sheet. He started chuckling to himself. He obviously thought he had just found his perps.
Sky buried his head in his hands. Tim leaned over and tried to whisper.
“Now would be a good time for that distraction!”
Just then, there was a thunderous crashing of glass and metal followed by frantic screaming and the horrific sounds of slashing and hooting. Everyone in the place was running, cursing or screaming, even the state troopers, but whatever was happening, it was out of view, blocked by the wide girth of the cop at the end of the table. The cop turned to face the source of the commotion, only to start stammering incoherently and then faint dead away. As his body fell backward, it revealed the panting, heaving, stomping-mad, bloody-tongued pig-duck monster that had attacked them earlier.
It jumped up on the fallen body of the cop triumphantly and blasted another bilious hoot from its anteater snout and all three pipe-like spikes emerging from its bulbous back, spraying the whole booth and nearly everyone in it in a froth of bile and phlegm, all the while swinging its enormous, rusty butcher knife around like a maniacal food processor from Hades.
“Wharr-ANANANT-PHOONT!!!!!”
Only then did Miles realize he and Schuyler had been clutching each other, screaming the whole time. They stopped instantly and pushed each other apart awkwardly only to stare at Tim opposite them. He was white as a sheet, gape-jawed, clutching his chest and pounding on his heart as if to restart it. Next to him, the strange boy, other than being slightly annoyed, was not fazed in the slightest.
“There you are, Hiero. Where have you been?” Nephys muttered to himself and went right on shoveling mustard-and-phlegm-covered apple pie into his mouth.
 
“This is it, Yo-yo!!” Lucy swung open the rusty gate and tore down the dirt road in her bare feet. She had done it many times before. She ran past the small, tree-lined path that was much neglected. It hardly looked like a driveway to a large farmhouse – more like an abandoned hiking trail. Mom had never bothered to fix the rutted, overgrown drive that their sedan could barely manage. Now Lucy knew why. She understood a lot of things now. Why they didn’t have a mailbox but used a post office box in town, or why her mom had insisted on taking her out of school and home-schooling her away from any potential friends or contacts, or why she had taken a job as a middle-school librarian and given up a better job in Texas in the first place. They had been hiding. It all seemed so obvious now. She was protecting her. “She should have told me,” she thought, but then maybe that was a way of protecting her too.
She reached the end of the drive and came out into a clearing that held the old, dilapidated barn and the giant house. It was a simple, clapboard structure with small windows, practical, nothing fancy, typical of early colonial farms, but even that small amount of grace was ruined by many later artless Victorian additions, hapless lean-tos and a variety of twentieth century protective coverings laminated over the top of each other. The latest was vinyl siding put down in the seventies. She had always hated the thing and thought it was ugly but now that she saw it, she realized how happy she had been with her mother there despite everything else. She felt so guilty that she had given her mother so much trouble over the house, the fights about leaving Texas, the fights over décor and clothes and home-schooling everything else she hated about Pennsylvania.
There, not far from the drive was her mother’s garden. It looked exactly as she remembered it. It seemed ages ago that they had left for that midnight snack at the truck stop, but it had only been a day. It felt like the garden should be dead and brown and covered with vines and weeds, but there it was, fresh and green as if nothing had happened. She sniffed back some tears. It had to be close to midnight now.
Yo-yo finally caught up to her. He was bent over, huffing.
She smiled at him. “C’mon,” she said, taking his hand and dragging him to the edge of the garden. There on the corner was a massive, Japanese stone lantern standing in a patch of hostas and spring lilies. Grandma Holveda had brought it back from Japan a long time ago. It was one of the few things her mom had taken to Texas when she left before Lucy was born and it was one of the only things she brought back, even though it had cost them a fortune to ship and it took four guys and a forklift to get it here.
She didn’t do it that often when the lived in Texas, but every night since they came back to Pennsylvania, her mom would put a small tea candle in the stone lantern. It was one of her mom’s many rituals. The stubs of several spent candles were still there, but their wicks were all burnt out now. She let go of Yo-yo’s hand and ran her own hands lovingly over the worn surface of the old lantern. The stone was light grey granite but the top was stained by several, dark brown streaks that ran down its surface. “Bird or tree stains,” thought Lucy, though it wasn’t under any trees here or in Texas either and she never saw birds perch on it. Though completely still, it seemed to vibrate with some kind of energy as if alive. It had always felt that way to Lucy. She laid her head down on top of it and felt the hum of its stillness, if that made any sense. It made her feel closer to her mom now somehow.
Yo-yo backed away slightly. Lucy laughed. She guessed hugging a lantern was pretty weird so she stood up and went back over to him.
“It’s ok,” she said. “This was my mom’s garden,” she said absentmindedly.
“You’re mom grew things?” he sounded surprised
“Sure!” Lucy said proudly. “She was always out here working on things. My mom could grow anything! Look here!” She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him closer to the lantern, though he held back somewhat.
“Hostas and lilies.” She pointed to them triumphantly.
Yo-yo just stared at her puzzled.
She smiled and realized she had to explain why this was special. “Lilies like the sun, hostas like the shade, and yet somehow she could get them to grow together. The stone lantern somehow managed to give them a perfect microclimate with just the right mixture of both.”
“Oh,” Yo-yo remarked, sounding unimpressed. Lucy just wrinkled her nose at him. Kid obvious didn’t know a thing about plants.
“C’mon…” She dragged him down the wire fence line to the far end of the garden.
“There’s heliotropes and below them is monkshood.”
Yo-yo just shrugged, “So?”
“So?!” she laughed, “Heliotropes have to have a lot of sun and monkshood just hates it!”
“Really?” he sounded a bit cold and impassive again. It really bothered her when he sounded like that.
“Really! It’s something that shouldn’t exist yet there it is! Sun and shadow, light and dark, all growing together and happy as clams in the sand. Can’t beat that, can you?!” She gave him a little bump with her hip like her mom used to give to her and nearly knocked him over. That at least got a smile out of him.
She looked back over the garden overflowing with beautiful green plants. Sunflowers over bleeding hearts, ferns next to daisies, and in the back, rows of early corn and vegetables that were just sprouting. Most of it was her mom’s favorite sweet summer corn, but the last two rows were a special breed of Indian corn that came out with blue-black ears with a spare, pearly white kernel or two, like stars in a midnight sky. Mom always hung a bunch of them on the door each fall. She said it was good luck.
“I never really liked gardening or weeding before,” Lucy said regretfully, “It was always my mom’s thing…but…” she hesitated, “It would be sad to see it go away now.”
“C’mon,” she said after another long pause, “I’ll show you the house.” She ran past the rest of garden towards the house, but she skidded to a halt and fell hard on her bottom when she saw what was there.
Parked just in front of the house was an old, rusty pickup truck that Lucy had never seen before. Beyond it, she could see the glass window of the front door and just beyond that, the silhouette of someone just inside.
“What’s the matter? What’s wrong?!” Yo-yo asked earnestly.
“Someone’s in my house!”
 
“Deputy Pruitt, Lancaster Sheriff’s Department. Now what in the world is going on here?”
“Thank goodness you’re here. We have a heck of a situation, Deputy.”
“You’ve got that right. I’ve got two state troopers and a federal marshal out there in a state of catatonic shock. Can’t get a lick of sense out of any of them, and I’ve got a parking lot full of people who are convinced it’s the end of the world. Some think they saw a demon and others think it was an alien or the Jersey devil. What in the heck is going on here?!”
Miles and Tim looked at each other nervously as they pressed their ears against the inside of the walk-in freezer door.
“Nothin’s going on here! It’s just a bunch of dumb kids pulling a stupid prank, that’s all!”
This voice was new, but Miles guessed it belonged to either the owner or the manager.
“Just calm down and tell me what happened.”
“I’ll tell you what happened! Four kids dragged a feral pig in here and let it loose and those troopers went and wet themselves over it.”
“It wasn’t a pig,” another new voice piped up, “It was a big, fat goose – you could hear it honking.”
“No, it wasn’t, it was a pig!”
“I thought it was a set of bagpipes,” said another voice. Miles recognized that one. It was the young man manning the register.
There was a long silence.
“Are you crazy?!” came the owner’s voice again.
“Well, that’s what it looked like to me!”
“Don’t be stupid.”
“Well, maybe it was a pig dressed up as a set of bagpipes,” the young man tried to rationalize.
Miles and Tim slowly turned their heads to look to the back of the freezer. It was a set of bagpipes all right, complete with one black goosefoot, two pig’s feet and a huge butcher knife. It was throwing a small fit and rummaging around in a pile of frozen tater tots and fish sticks.
The voices started up again.
“It was a pig, I’m telling you.”
“No. It was a goose.”
“Maybe it was a ventriloquist’s dummy in the shape of bagpipes.”
“You’re ALL crazy,” came the agitated voice of the owner again.
“Anyway!” the Deputy broke in, “What happened after that?”
“Nothing! That’s what happened! Just a big commotion and then the pig ran off into the freezer and those four kids that let it loose went in after it.”
“Are they still in there?”
“Yes, they’ve gone and barricaded themselves inside!!”
“You got descriptions?”
“Four kids, two short, two tall. Three of them were teenagers, real loser types, one was shirtless in a white blazer and the fourth one was a Hare Krishna or something!”
“Hare Krishna?”
“Yeah, he had a shaved head and was wearing a robe!”
“Really?” the deputy remarked on that last observation. He seemed almost amused as if the cashier wasn’t the only crazy person in here. Miles heard something scratching. The Deputy must have been taking notes.
Miles and Tim both looked back to the end of the freezer again. The “Hare Krishna” kid was sitting in the back not far from where the bagpipes were cavorting in the frozen fried foods. He had a five-gallon tub of chocolate ice cream between his knees and he was using a soup ladle to cram as much of it as he could down his face, which was already smeared with chocolate. Near him, tapping his foot in an agitated state was the shirtless “loser” trying to stay as far away from either of them as he could in the cramped freezer. Whether he was concerned more for his safety or was just trying to keep chocolate stains off his white blazer Miles couldn’t tell.
Miles pressed his ear back against the metal door.
“So what do you want me to do about it?”
“It’s just a bunch of stupid kids!! I just want them gone and out of here, now!”
“All right, all right, calm down. Let’s give this a try.”
There was some shuffling and then there was a sharp metal rap on the freezer door as if someone was hitting it with a metal flashlight. Tim winced and pulled his ear away.
“You in there! Can you hear me?!” the voice was slightly amused before, but now it had the unmistakable air or authority, “This is the Lancaster County Sheriff’s Department. All I want to do is talk.”
Tim looked at Miles and mouthed the words, “What do we do?!” but Miles just put his fingers to his lips, asking for silence. After a pause the deputy started up again.
“You kids are in a lot of trouble, letting that pig loose and everything. There’s a lot of damage that needs to be accounted for, but hiding out is only going to make it worse. Come on out now, you hear?!” There was another pause.
“You’ve got nowhere to go. I don’t know what happened in here tonight, but you can come out and tell it to the judge, and I guarantee you that will be a whole lot better than if I have to come in there after you.”
Another pause.
“Whatever you’ve done or whatever you’re thinking of doing, I can promise you, you are only getting out of here one way and that is in the back of my cruiser.”
There was one last pause.
“Whatever you think is going to happen to you, I guarantee you it isn’t worse that freezing to death in this icebox!!” He tried the door handle a few times, but the spatula Miles had jammed through the handles on this side held.
Miles and Tim said nothing. Schuyler just rolled his eyes at the situation.
“Well they are a stubborn bunch, aren’t they?” The deputy said at last. “Hey, there isn’t any chance they’ve frozen in there is there?”
“Nah, they haven’t been in there that long.”
“Well, looks like we gotta call this one in and get some back-up. I’ll call in the fire department – see if they can get these doors open. I just hate it when they won’t see reason.” There was a crackle of a police radio and a bunch of quick jargon before the Deputy spoke back to the owner. “You there, keep an eye on this door ‘til my back-up arrives,” he said, probably to the cashier. “Now you can tell me what the story is with these state troopers.” Miles strained to listen, but the voices had moved out of earshot.
Miles and Tim stood up slowly and stuck their hands in their pockets and examined the scene. The bagpipe was rummaging through the frozen foods. He wasn’t eating them as much as despoiling them intentionally, smashing them beyond recognition with a vengeance as if he had been wronged by a fish stick sometime in the past. The boy was head first in a tub of ice cream like a vulture on road kill. Schuyler eyed them both contemptuously.
“Are we clear?” Schuyler asked over his shoulder.
“For the moment…aye,” Miles nodded.
Schuyler began the interrogation, “Okay, kid. First question. How do you know Lucy Miller?”
“I don’t actually, I just know her mother.”
“You mean you knew her mother, right?”
“No, I KNOW her mother,” he replied, clearly annoyed.
Miles took a deep breath. He lowered himself to the kid’s level to break the news to him. “Sorry to tell you this to you mate, but her mother’s dead. She died last night.”
“Yeah, I know, that’s when I met her.”
They all exchanged raised eyebrows.
“Where did ya say ya met her again?” Miles asked, puzzled.
“In Limbo.” He looked at their perplexed faces and decided he had to spell it out for them, “You know…the AFTERLIFE?” Then he craned his neck as far forward as he could, like a turtle stretching its head out of its shell.
There was a pause before Sky spoke, “The kid’s lost his freaking mind.”
“No, no…wait a bit now,” Miles leaned forward cautiously and examined the kid’s neck. Tim and Sky thought this was odd but leaned in too, just to see what Miles was looking at.
Miles was having a hard time figuring out what he was supposed to be seeing. At first it looked like any normal neck, but then he realized he wasn’t actually seeing the kid’s neck. Rather, he was seeing all around it and that, for some reason, his eyes couldn’t or wouldn’t look directly at it. He squinted his eyes tightly and then suddenly he saw it, a large, black gash drawn across the kid’s throat so deep it must have reached the spine.
“Whoa!” Tim recoiled in shock.
“Holey moley,” Sky said in a low whisper.
“Blazes! Didya see that?! Ya saw it did ya?” Miles asked the other two earnestly.
Tim nodded vigorously, but Sky just gave one nod in affirmation. Miles looked back at the kid. He had resumed consuming what was left of the ice cream. The gash was as plain as day. It was always there, he just couldn’t or wouldn’t see it before.
“So you’re dead right?” Miles queried gingerly.
“Yep!” He replied hardly looking up from scarfing down ice cream.
“So what are you? A vampire?” Miles asked.
“No,” he laughed.
“Are you a zombie?” Tim asked cautiously.
“Heavens no!” he sounded offended.
“Then what are you?!!” Sky demanded.
“I’m a scribe. I work in the scriptorium.” He took another large spoonful of ice cream.
“Don’t get cute with us, kid,” Sky replied.
“I wasn’t being cute. I’m a scribe for the Great Master.”
“Great Master?” Sky sounded suspicious.
“Yeah, you know…Death?”
They all looked at each other.
“Are we talking Death-Death here or just some guy named ‘Death,’” Tim said, asking for clarification.
“He’s the only Death I know,” the kid responded unhelpfully.
“Look, kid,” Sky said, jerking the ice cream tub away from him, “Don’t mess around with us – we’re vampires! Remember? The living dead?” The kid kept on licking the ladle while looking at Sky contemptuously for taking his ice cream away. “We could kill you right now if we wanted.”
The kid wasn’t impressed at all and laughed. “I don’t think so, I’ve been dead for nearly 2,000 years now already.” He grabbed the tub back from Sky and kept digging.
Schuyler nearly laughed at the kid’s chutzpah himself.
“Don’t get cocky, kid, this is serious stuff. We are on a mission about the end of the world.” Schuyler folded his arms across his chest triumphantly.
“You too?!” he said brightly without a trace of sarcasm.
Schuyler blinked, “Are you kidding me?”
“Um…no.”
“Yeah…Well…We are on a mission for the Father of All Vampires!” Sky countered.
“I’m on a mission from the Grand Chamberlain of Death himself,” Nephys replied calmly shoveling in more ice cream.
Sky nearly flipped over this piece of one-up-man-ship, but he couldn’t top it.
“OH, Yeah?! Well…well…just shut up!”
“Sky,” Miles tried to calm him down, “Don’t scare him, we need him.”
“Don’t ‘Sky’ me! Miles! This kid and his thing are just messing around with us.”
“Flubbit,” the bagpipe uttered from under the pile of ruined food.
“And what is that thing anyway?” Sky said, pointing to the mutant bagpipes.
The creature snorted a derisive hoot from the bottom of a pile of onion rings and corndogs he was rooting around in.
“Him?” Nephys pulled his head out of the tub of ice cream. “Oh, that’s Hiero.”
“And what’s a Hiero?” Tim asked, utterly bewildered.
“He’s an imp, that’s all,” the boy said annoyed as if he were pointing out common bird varieties to inexperienced bird watchers.
“Oh, really?! An imp! And what exactly is an imp?” Tim sounded troubled. He had already been introduced to vampires, mummies and mutant pickled baby fetuses in the last 48 hours. He was probably beginning to wonder if the cast of horrors would ever end.
Nephys swallowed, sighed and adopted an officious manner. “An imp is a soulless gestalt, a psychic manifestation of the collective fears of the soul that feeds on the evil obsessions and failed desires of the damned.”
Miles and Tim exchanged weird looks. Miles didn’t have the foggiest idea what that meant and from his expression, neither did Tim. It was odd the way he said it too, like he was recalling it verbatim from some book he read once.
“They torture people in hell,” the boy added quickly, seeing that they needed him to dumb it down for them.
Miles, Tim and Sky’s eyes were all riveted to the strange boy after that comment.
“In hell?!” Tim said, genuinely shocked, “That thing’s from HELL?!”
“Um, yeah…” the boy said nonplussed, “Where did you think it was from?”
“Well, not hell obviously,” thought Miles. Miles looked at it again closely though. It wasn’t hard to believe this thing was from hell. It had that kind of unnatural feeling.
The boy wasn’t finished yet though.
“He’s a lot like you really,” he added, talking to Sky.
Sky nearly swallowed his lollipop, and Miles had to do everything in his power to keep from snorting in laughter.
“EXCUSE ME?” Sky said, genuinely offended.
“Well,” Nephys went on taking large spoonfuls of ice cream in between every word, “Vampires are just a psychic manifestation of the naked desire we all have to live. When the body dies, if the desire to live is strong enough, so strong you are willing to kill for it, then the dark desires and hunger for life rooted in the soul’s shadow take over the seat of the heart. The two, shadow and heart, can never share the same place in the soul, so the heart is expelled to the afterlife and only the shadow remains to animate the body, but the body can’t survive without the life essence, or Ka, a living body with a heart provides.”
“Do tell,” Sky said sarcastically.
“Oh, yes,” Nephys went on. “Since the Ka is most concentrated in the blood, you have to get it from someone else. That’s why you have to drink blood to survive.”
Miles actually understood most of this, much to his own surprise. It was a bit odd hearing it from a boy like this, but he’d never heard the matter explained quite so clearly before. Sky’s eyes just narrowed in anger, however.
Nephys tossed the half-eaten tub of ice cream to the side and then reached for the next one. Miles was getting a little envious of this kid. Why could this corpse eat but he couldn’t? “You survive off blood, he feeds off misery and pain, frustration, whatever,” Nephys said pointing to the imp, “Same thing really.”
“PHARNT!” Hiero piped up, as if on cue.
“The only difference is that he never had a soul while you lost yours when you became a vampire. So you see, you really are very similar.” The kid said this like he was describing a mundane medical condition like acne. “You’re both soulless.” He dug out some cookie dough ice cream and scraped off a large spoonful with his teeth.
Schuyler stewed in the silence, but Tim spoke first. “Um…just for the record,” Tim held up his hand like a kid in grade school, “I have a soul.”
Sky was done stewing. “Not to rain on your little metaphysics lecture here, kid, but I AM NOTHING LIKE THAT THING!” Sky suddenly bellowed, pointing in derision at Hiero. Nephys cowered and held up the tub of ice cream as a shield. Hiero instantly leapt up and began hissing and spitting like a half dead cat.
“Sky!” Miles decided to interject. Whatever Schuyler’s objection to the kid’s rather deep explanations, they needed his help and he didn’t want to anger this thing any more. He pulled him aside to whisper in his ear, “This ain’t gettin’ us nowhere.”
“Ya think I don’t know that?! But the kid is some kinda lunatic and that thing is his mad-scientist-experiment sidekick!
Hiero pulled his head out of the pile of mutilated food and instantly began honking and frothing while stabbing the floor around Sky’s feet menacingly.
“HEY!” Sky complained. “Can’t you stop this thing?!” he yelled to Nephys while dancing out of the way of the knife blade.
“Um…not really,” the boy shrugged. “That’s just the way he is,” he said while ladling more ice cream into his wide-open maw. “But you might want to put on a shirt.”
“Why should I put on a shirt?!”
“Bare flesh like that is just an invitation for a quick stabbing.” Nephys held the tub up over his head to scrape out the last bit of remaining ice cream.
“Why you little…” Sky made a threatening move towards Nephys, but Miles pulled him back.
“Sky!!” Miles pulled Schuyler aside. “We ain’t got many options, Sky. He may be our only shot to get her back. If the kid really knows where Lucy is…”
“East Mohler Church Road. Ephrata, Pennsylvania. Second dirt drive past the old white church,” the kid repeated robotically, interrupting Miles.
They all turned to face the kid. Miles nudged Sky and gave him an “I-told-you-so” look.
“Fine! So now what? We still have to get past Barney Fife out there. How do you manage that?”
“Dude,” Tim laughed as if something just occurred to him, “That show was still on when you were alive, right? What was that like?”
“Some other time, Tim.” Sky rolled his eyes at him. “We’re kinda busy here.”
“Well, I know it’s not a problem for all the dead people here, but speaking as the only person with a pulse, it’s starting to get cold,” Tim offered.
Sky looked at him and then back to Miles. “So how ‘bout it Miles? What’s the plan for getting out of here?”
Miles just stuck his hands in his pockets and shrugged.
“I thought so,” Sky said leaning against the inside of the door. They all looked around dejected until the kid spoke.
“Well…I think I can help with that.” Nephys dropped the tub of ice cream, now empty, and wiped his messy face off on his linen robes.
“Oh, really?” said Sky. “You’ve got a magic wand in your robes that can teleport us out of here?”
“No, but I have a psychotic bagpipe with a butcher knife.”
He called over to Hiero in some foreign language. Hiero jumped right to him like a dog, a surly angry dog with a goosefoot and three harpoons in its back, but a dog all the same.
They all looked on perplexed as he spoke to him in stern tones and the imp replied with discordant notes, foot stomping and more stabbing.
“He’ll do it,” the kid looked up and said brightly.
“Do what?” Tim asked.
“Scare all the people out there away.” The kid was already on his way to pull the spatula from the door handles.
“Oy!” Miles interjected, “He ain’t gonna hurt anyone is he?”
“Him? Oh no, well, not much anyway. Imps don’t actually kill anyone, that would defeat their purpose.”
“Which is?” Sky asked curious.
“Oh…to scare people mostly, torture their souls forever and ever and extract the full measure of pain and suffering that they can. No sense in killing the cow if you can keep milking it, forever.”
Miles laughed and hit Sky on the arm. “How about that. He really is like ya!”
Sky shot Miles a dirty look, but said nothing.
Nephys said a few more words to the imp, who was hopping up and down with expectation and delight. Then Nephys pulled the spatula free and swung open the door. The imp was out like a bolt of lightning, and Nephys quickly slammed the door shut behind him.
The other three rushed to the door to press their ears against it.
“What in the…” came an extremely anxious reply before it was quickly drowned out by a murderous honking sound. What followed was a like the soundtrack of a hundred horror movies sped up and played over the top of each other. There was a lot of screaming and crashing and more noise than a brigade of highlanders shoved through a meat grinder. There were odd snatches of yelling and cursing and swearing and downright panic, but there was at least one moment of vindication.
“I TOLD YOU IT WAS A BAGPIPE!!”
Miles took a look at Nephys who was still rummaging around for something to eat. He was a right bottomless pit that one.
“Oy!” Miles called to him and he turned around with a frozen corndog in one hand and handful of french fries in the other. “This thing of yours. Why was he chasin’ after Lucy?”
“He was chasing after Lucy?” he sounded surprised.
“Too right he was. Why would he go an’ do that?”
The kid shrugged, “I dunno. He feeds on pain and misery. Was she miserable?”
Miles’s face fell. There was no doubt Lucy was miserable, but he was a bit ashamed to admit to the kid why.
Miles decided to change the subject. “Well he sure is havin’ a right feast out there tonight, ain’t he?”
Nephys nodded while trying to gnaw off a piece of frozen corndog. “Food on a stick! This is genius!! Oh…that’s the secret of dealing with imps. Don’t ever let them know you’re afraid of them or they’ll never leave you alone.”
Miles nodded and filed that useful piece of information away for later.
Eventually, the screaming and honking died down. It got dead silent and all three leaned in closer to the door to listen when an enormous blade pierced the metal door right between Miles and Tim’s faces. They all jumped back and looked as the imp swung the door open from the other side and stood there, droning and beaming as if it were the greatest day of its life.
“HOOONT-FAARRRANTOOOPANT!!” it hooted triumphantly. It was more than a bit disconcerting.
“C’mon, let’s get out of here before anyone sees us,” Sky said urgently. He didn’t have to worry. As they cautiously edged around the imp they surveyed the scene. The diner was trashed, not a single window or door left intact and most of the people were gone. What few lay around were passed out or babbling incoherently, but they didn’t look too bloody. Miles hoped none were permanently damaged.
Out in the parking lot, it was like a scene from a movie. One of the police cars was even overturned and on fire, but all of the law enforcement officers had fled.
“Dang,” Tim looked around impressed before spying his own baby, “Oh, man!” He ran up to the beaten Impala. “Criminy! Will you look at this?! It’s gonna take me forever to fix all this!” In addition to the dented fender, the cracked windshield, and the damage done by Lucy’s joyride, there were several new scratches and serious dents, but considering the damage elsewhere Miles thought he should count himself lucky.
“Will it run?” Sky said unsympathetically.
“Uh…yeah, I think so,” Tim said, obviously depressed.
“Good. Let’s get on the road. ALL ABOARD!” Sky opened the door and they all piled in the usual spots, with Tim driving, Sky up front and Miles in back. Even Hiero eagerly jumped into the back and began jumping up and down on the vinyl like an excited kid on a trip to an amusement park.
Sky was ready to pull the door shut when he noticed that Nephys was still standing in the parking lot, hanging back, with an anxious look on his face.
“Last call kid, there ain’t no other ride,” Sky remarked caustically.
“Do we have to go in that?” Nephys said nervously, strangely clutching one fist to his chest.
Sky laughed, “Let me get this straight. You hang out with THAT thing.”
“FLUBBIT!” Hiero burbled excitedly.
“And you’re afraid to drive in an Impala?”



Chapter Thirty-One
Family Reunion
“Who is it?” Yo-yo hoarsely whispered.
“I don’t know!” Lucy tersely replied. They were peeking over the bed of the old, rusty pick-up, looking through the front door window. Every once in a while the tall figure would pass in front of the door, but it was hard to see what he was doing. He looked like he was pacing, reading a large book. Grandma Holveda had an impressive and odd book collection that Lucy’s mom had squirreled away to the attic or the spare room the first week they moved here. She had insisted on it, but Lucy had never suspected why, until now.
“Is it…is it another vampire?” Yo-yo asked nervously.
“I don’t think so,” Lucy answered.
“A cop?”
“Cops don’t show up in old pick-ups,” she replied coldly.
“What are we going to do?” Yo-yo asked after a long pause.
Lucy didn’t answer. Instead, she just lowered herself behind the pickup and sat on the ground safely out of view. Yo-yo sat down beside her. She pulled her hair behind her ears and hugged her knees. What was she going to do?! Everything was so desperate, so messed up. She went to rub her moist eyes with the heel of her hand but stopped before getting there. Her sadness and frustration was being slowly replaced by something else. She had been lied to and manipulated and chased and terrorized by Amanda, Sky, and those loser vampires and creeps with him and even by some crazy, pig-duck thing. Her mother was dead, and her body had been stolen. She was stuck here all alone and now someone was rummaging through her house. Not even her own home had been spared. Something hot was bubbling up inside of her. She was done running. She was angry.
“I can tell you what we’re not going to do,” she said to Yo-yo without looking at him, “I’m not going to run or hide anymore.” Then she looked down at the princess kitties goggling back at her, mocking her. “Ugh! And I’m NOT leaving here without a change of clothes!” She stood back up abruptly and peeked over the pick-up. The figure was walking down the hallway to the back, somewhere near the kitchen. There was a better view from the backside of the house. Without asking, she grabbed Yo-yo by his shirt, dragged him around the pick-up and ran crouching for the edge of the porch. She peeked around the corner. All clear. She ran quickly to the next corner and then peeking, ran to the abandoned henhouse out back. She yanked Yo-yo around the corner beside her and then gave him the “Shh” sign before he had a chance to protest.
She glanced around the corner of the dilapidated coop that was little more than a shed, but from here she could see the lean-to that served as the expanded kitchen with its larger window. He was there all right. He was tall and gaunt with short, grey hair and a goatee and a large army overcoat. He had piled several books out on the butcher-block island and he was eating an apple!
She watched him for a while longer. He was looking for something, looking agitated.
“There’s only one of him,” she said, trying to sound confident, “We could take him.”
“What?! Are you crazy?!” Yo-yo said anxiously.
She quickly pulled back from the corner and crouched to talk to Yo-yo face-to-face.
“Look. I’m tired of running. That’s my house and I’m not leaving it undefended. They took my mother, and I can’t do anything about that, but they aren’t going to violate my home, whoever they are. That’s all I have left.” She was breathing hard but she was amazed at how steely her own voice sounded.
“I don’t like it. What if he’s a vampire?!”
“He’s no vampire.”
“How do you know?”
“Do vampires eat apples when they think no one is looking?”
Yo-yo chewed on that for a while before making his next suggestion, “What about a burglar?”
“I don’t think so. If he was here to steal something he would have taken it and run, not set up a reading room in my kitchen! Besides, there’s something odd about him…he’s looking for something and I want to know what.” She went back to peek at him from the corner of the chicken coop. Yo-yo crept up right behind her and peeked over her shoulder. He was still there, reading and fuming.
“What if he’s like that witch thing back in the hospital?” Yo-yo asked.
“Amanda?” Lucy said a bit nervously. She rolled it over in her mind. This guy didn’t look anything like Amanda. He looked homeless and not that well put together, but he was also odd looking, like someone from another time. Perhaps, but then, perhaps not. “I don’t think so,” she said, not too confident herself, but she didn’t want Yo-yo to worry. “I’m going to sneak in there,” she said at last.
“No, Lucy! Don’t!” He pulled her back behind the old coop.
“Don’t worry. I’m going to sneak in there and hit him over the head with something…a frying pan, maybe.” She wished she hadn’t said “maybe,” it made it sound like she had made up the plan there on the spot, which of course she had. “Besides, if he’s one of them, I have the magic finger, remember?” She held up the finger, but this was a bluff too. She had no idea why and how it worked. Why did it work on vampires but not on orderlies, for example? Would it work on Amanda? She didn’t know.
“I don’t know…” Yo-yo said uncertainly, “He’ll see you. You’ll get caught!”
“Not if he doesn’t see me first. Not if he’s distracted.” She turned to Yo-yo and gave him a nervous smile.
“Oh, no…” He got up as if to leave but didn’t know where to go. She grabbed his arm and pulled him back down. “No, it’ll work! See, you go knock on the front door. He’ll go to investigate and then I’ll sneak up from behind. I know where the old cast-iron frying pan is. He’ll walk down the hall to the front door and I’ll clobber him – he’ll never see it coming.”
Yo-yo bit his lip, “I don’t like it.”
“No, no, it’ll work, and if he gets close, you can just do that disappearing trick you do. He’ll never touch you. You’ll be fine.”
“That doesn’t mean I like it! I hate doing that!”
She grabbed him by the shoulders. “Trust me, it’ll be ok.” Then she pulled him into a quick hug and whispered in his ear, “Wait ‘til I sneak up to the back door. Then go.” Then she had a thought, “We have an old ship’s bell with a pull rope on the front porch. You won’t even have to get close to the door. You can just pull that. I’ll wait ‘til I hear you ring it. He’ll go to the front to look, and when he does I’ll sneak up behind him.”
She let go of him, but he still looked unconvinced. “What if anything goes wrong?”
She thought for a moment and looked away. “If anything goes wrong, run for the woods, out by the edge of the drive and hide. I’ll come for you, I promise.”
Yo-yo took a deep breath and nodded, but didn’t say anything.
Another quick hug and she was off. She went first to the edge of the back porch, being careful to stay low. Another pause to catch her breath. She looked back. Yo-yo was looking at her from the edge of the coop with his usual, dead-eyed stare. She shuddered, but his eyes brightened when he saw her looking at him. She gave him a thumbs up, which he meekly returned. Then she was up again and managed to get up the back steps without them creaking and slowly worked her way to the back door. She crouched below the window in the back door and hoped no one had thought to lock it. Mom had lots of rituals, like lighting the candle in the stone lantern, but she never locked the back door until they were home for the night. It was a safe town. She reached up to grab the handle and turned it slowly. It was unlocked.
She looked back to the chicken coop. Yo-yo hadn’t moved yet. He was still rooted there in place. She gave him an anxious look and pointed with her eyes repeatedly to the left around to the front of the house and mouthed the word “GO” to him several times. He made several false starts before finally going. He was rather noisy, thrashing about too much in the weeds around the corner. She cringed and hoped the man hadn’t heard him. Lucy waited for the bell but it didn’t come. It must only have been a few seconds, but it felt like hours. As she waited, she wondered how she would know when the man inside moved for the front door! She hadn’t thought of that. She thought maybe she could peek through the back door window, but what if she was seen? Then she realized she did have a way to know.
She closed her eyes and shut out the noises of her mind. She found her own heartbeat. She counted the beats. She listened. There was another heartbeat just inside, in the kitchen. It was slow. Very slow. It had to beat less that forty times a minute. It was like a metronome keeping time for a funeral dirge. There was something peculiarly heavy and leaden about it, like it was very old and very tired, but also burning with deep rage. The sound was almost swallowing her up and she was getting very nervous. “When was Yo-yo ever going to ring that bell!”
“DING!” rang the bell, clear and bright, a perfect sound to cut the fog, but it only rang once and the sound after it was far from melodious.
“AAAAAARRGH!” It was Yo-yo. It was surprisingly loud and shrill, but it was him no doubt. “Why is he yelling?!” She thought maybe he had fallen off the porch or something.
Inside she heard the scraping of shoes on the oak floors and the leaden heartbeat quickened slightly. The heartbeat, or the man attached to it, closed the leather-bound book and began to walk out the kitchen. “He’s going! This is it!” she thought. She heard the heartbeat grow fainter down the hallway, but she froze. She forced herself to turn the back door knob slowly and she slid in and shut the door slow enough to prevent him from hearing it click shut. Crouching the whole time, she crept into the kitchen. So far so good. She went into the kitchen and carefully opened the bottom cupboard. The cast-iron pan was on the bottom with all the other pans on top. Of course. Dragging it out without clattering the other pans was an immense chore and she was afraid he would get to the front door and back before she managed it, but no, she got it out without making any noise and started down the hall.
Crouched down she could only see his heavy combat boots. He was moving slowly to the door and got slower with every step as if he was approaching the front door with extreme caution. She was glad she was in bare feet, and that she knew where all the creaky floorboards were so she could avoid them. She had sneaked down to read or listen to music on her earphones or even go for a night swim in the nearby water hole a time or two after all. She slowly stood up and held the frying pan high above her at the ready and tiptoed down behind him. He was very tall and she was worried that she might not be able to hit him on the head even with her arms extended to their full length, but she would just have to manage somehow.
A few feet from the door, he paused, and then he lowered himself slowly and leaned one ear towards it. She was afraid he might see her, but all of his concentration was on the door. He was expecting something, but wasn’t seeing it. He reached a hand for the doorknob, but then he pulled it back. Then he did the oddest thing. He brought the knuckle of one hand up to his mouth and bit down on it hard with a sickening crunch. When the hand was lowered again, Lucy could see that the knuckle was streaming blood, dripping on the floor. “Ew,” she thought. He then reached over with his left hand to open the door so that he could hold the bloody knuckle at the ready like a weapon. For what, at first she couldn’t imagine. Then she realized he had a magic finger too!
He began to turn the doorknob slowly. She realized her arms were already tired from holding the frying pan aloft. This was it. She would have to rush forward and strike. She closed her eyes and cringed for just a half second. Her heart quickened and she took a breath to prepare for the lunge, but just then he stopped, stiffened and instantly turned around to face her.
“Aaaaah!” Lucy screamed and brought the pan down hard, but he raised his arm quickly to defend himself and deflected it from his head. However, the pain made him swear and fall to one knee.
“La Madre!!”
She brought the pan down again and again screaming, he fell to his knees from the onslaught but finally managed to grab the heavy pan and yank it away.
“RUN, YO-YO!! RUN!!” she managed to get out before turning and running down the hall.
“FIE! Copón bendito!”
 He kept cursing in what she thought was Spanish and a bunch of languages she couldn’t understand.
“Putrede en el infierno!”
Whatever that meant, it couldn’t be good. Lucy was pounding her feet down the hall, racing to the back door, but he was already up and after her. She flung open the back door and was already to the porch steps. She made a leap for it and for a split second she thought she was free, but her feet never hit the ground. She was jerked back by an incredibly strong hand that pulled her into the house.
“Let go of me!!” she screamed, kicking and clawing at him furiously.
“Diablo!! Silencio!”
She understood that, but she wasn’t about to quit now.
He dragged her all the way back to the front room. He was strong, but he was no vampire. His grip wasn’t anything like Schuyler’s, which was like an ice-cold iron band – she could actually twist in this grip. In a way that was encouraging, it meant she might escape if she tried hard enough. She resisted by kicking and screaming and clawing at his arm to no avail. He cursed but did not let go of her arm. Eventually, she decided she had to bite him. She chomped down hard on the arm just above the wrist where she could reach it. He cursed, but he didn’t let go.
“Monstruo!” he yelled.
She remembered he had bitten his own finger so he was probably used to biting. Time to try another tactic. She went as limp as a rag doll and forced him to drag her.
“SANTA MARIA!”
He responded by hauling her off her feet and throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She beat on his back savagely with both fists and tried to kick his stomach, but he didn’t stop. He carried her to the front room and threw her down hard on their old couch.
“Demonios!” he yelled, exasperated. He paced furiously back and forth eyeing her like a panther the whole time. She watched him in silence until he got the other side of the room and then she made a break for the front door, but she never got there. He just grabbed her and threw her back on the couch.
“Ay, Dios! Diablo!” He muttered more curses and went back to pacing and examining her like she was a strange bug. For a second, she remained silent before she couldn’t hold it in any longer.
“What are you doing in my house?!” she yelled at him, furious.
He stopped and leaned forward and then grabbed her face with both hands roughly. “Tu casa?” he spat out.
She was so scared by this, she didn’t think to fight back but just held her breath and winced. His nose was less than an inch from hers. He held her face for more than a minute and turned it one way and then the next examining it as a doctor might. Finally, he stared directly into her eyes with a withering glare. His eyes were dark and menacing. She tried to pull away, but he just jerked her face back towards him. After an interminable length of time he let her go.
He stood up, put his hands on his hips and looked down at her with a baleful look, shaking his head slightly from side to side in a gesture that meant complete disapproval. It was a mannerism nearly identical to one Lucy had seen in her mother more than a thousand times. This was so eerie and disconcerting Lucy retreated to the far end of the couch, grabbed a throw cushion, cowered behind it and nearly started crying but she managed to keep it together. He just “hmmphed” at her.
“You are just like your mother,” he said in a rich Spanish accent, rolling the “r’s” with special contempt on the word “mother.” “You can be full of fire one moment and then crying the next! Inconstante!” he proclaimed throwing his arms into the air in agitation.
Lucy hated him talking this way about her mother, but she was so scared that she didn’t dare say anything. He was an odd duck for sure. He was wearing olive-drab army pants and combat boots and a large, heavy overcoat in May. Just now, Lucy noticed the faded black doublet with slashed sleeves and silver buttons he was wearing underneath it, like he had just come from the Pennsylvania Renaissance Faire. Lucy contemplated him for several more seconds before speaking.
“Who are you?” Lucy said at last, but she already had a guess.
He straightened up, craned his neck and pulled down on his doublet like a man about to present himself to royalty.
“I am Lazlo Moríro. Once I was counselor and personal doctor to Philip IV, King of Spain, and I have been advisor to countless other monarchs of Europe. I am the Necromancer and the champion of Death himself. I secure the balance between this life and the next. I am overseer of Death’s minions on the mortal plain and the arbiter of the passing for all mankind.”
She stared at him in disbelief.
“And I am also your Great Uncle, your last living relative and guardian, and believe it or not...” And here he paused as if it bothered him to stoop to the vernacular language of the day, “I am…the ‘good guy.’ ”
 
“Who were you calling out to before?” Moríro asked almost indifferently as he turned the page of the thick leather-bound book in front of him.
The better part of an hour had passed between the time of her rather ugly first introduction to her Great Uncle in the front room and now. Most of that time he had spent swearing to himself about something or the other, storming up and down the halls, searching through books as he went. First, he had insisted she tell him how she had gotten there. She gave a brief account of the evening’s adventures with Sky and Miles and Tim but left out the parts about Amanda and Yo-yo. She didn’t know what he knew and she didn’t want to give too much away. When she mentioned the vampires, he went into another tirade. Lucy had picked up several words, some she recognized, others she did not. “Gilipollas!” “Graber!” “Idiotas!” “Hokharty!” “Tontos!” “Hematofagos sin valor!” When he had calmed himself down a little, he assured her he meant her no harm, but he also stressed she would not be allowed to leave his sight ever again. Then he tried to comfort her, after a fashion, insisting that he would protect her, teach her, care for her, but even then he barked at her more like an angry gym teacher than a caring guardian.
Content that she was not going to run off, they had returned to the kitchen where he leaned on the butcher block island pouring over the massive, ancient and dusty books he had dragged from upstairs. Lucy sat on the far counter. He had told her not to even think of running, but Lucy decided to hang around anyway just to see what information she could get out of him, and after all, it was her house. If anyone was leaving it was him. Amanda had said his mental state was slipping and everything about his performance so far seemed to confirm that, so best not to push him over the edge, because it didn’t look like he had far to go.
“You were trying to warn someone.” He said again not looking up from his reading. “Someone named ‘Yo-yo,’ I believe. Who is this ‘Yo-yo?’”
Lucy tensed. She thought of Yo-yo. She wasn’t sure if she trusted Moríro yet. She wasn’t about to let him know about Yo-yo.
“No one,” she said, “I was trying to throw you off. Confuse you.” She said it a bit too quickly, as if it was forced. She knew it sounded like a lie, but she had to say something.
“Hmmph.” He muttered looking up at her momentarily. “I wonder then, who rang the bell?” he said sarcastically before going back to his reading.
“Dang!” Lucy thought. She hadn’t thought of that. “I did,” she said at last, “Then I ran back around and snuck in the back door.”
“You are very fast then. I wonder why you were not faster when I was chasing you.”
Lucy wrinkled her nose at him. No wonder her mother hadn’t ever told her about him. He was a smug, condescending jerk. After a minute he spoke again.
“When I went to the door I sensed…no one. Even now I sense…” and here he paused to look up at her over his reading glasses and shrug his shoulders “Nothing. Whoever was with you, they have abandoned you. I suggest you reward them in kind.”
Here Lucy had to suppress a small smile. “That’s what you think,” she thought to herself, a little satisfied. Yo-yo was no ordinary boy though. He could hide like no one else. That meant he had gotten away or used his powers to hide. That was good. She hoped he was still out there hiding. She hadn’t yet decided what to make of Moríro, but she wasn’t about to give up on Yo-yo.
Lucy looked from side to side and realized she was hungry. The last big thing she had had was a smoothie and that was on top of a colossal brick of Jell-O. Neither were very good memories now. She hopped down from the counter and went to the fridge to get herself some milk. At least she was back in her own house again and knew where everything was.
“What are you looking for?” she tried to ask innocently as she took the jug out of the fridge and went to the cupboard to get a tall glass.
“Answers,” he said cryptically.
On the way to the cupboard, she went past the cabinet that had the graham crackers.
“Answers to what?” She set up the glass, milk and crackers on the counter.
“Answers to questions you would not understand.”
“Condescending jerk,” she thought. Lucy took out the graham crackers. Mom had always said if they broke perfectly on the perforations that meant you were going to have a good day. “Better than tea leaves,” she always used to say. That always sounded funny to Lucy, that is before she knew her mom was something of a witch, or a necromancer, or whatever. Did her mom actually read tea leaves? She had no idea. After vampires and Amanda, anything was possible she guessed. Next she’d have to go inspect all the brooms in the broom closet, just to make sure that none of them could fly.
Lucy tried to snap the cracker cleanly. It crumbled into several pieces. None of them broke cleanly on the perforations. “Crud,” she thought. Well that was at least accurate. Today had been lousy. Lucy dunked them anyway and chomped on them angrily. Moríro looked up at her testily and moved the books out of the way of any stray crumbs or drops of milk.
“Your mother was a librarian?” he said out of the blue, examining the books as if disgusted by their condition.
“Yeah,” she said, defensively dunking more graham crackers.
“Like a carpenter that never cleans his own shop,” he muttered under his breath.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lucy asked, offended.
“Oh nothing…I was just talking to myself,” he said in a passive aggressive tone. What a creep he was! If he hadn’t wanted her to overhear, he could have said it in Spanish. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that all these books were a mess. They were a mess to begin with. Mom occasionally tried to sort them out from time to time, but she was busy, with the new job and moving in, and the home schooling…and…protecting her.
Lucy put down the graham cracker. She didn’t like him taking jabs at her mother. Not when she wasn’t here to defend herself from this jerk who was in her house, uninvited. Trouble was, she realized she was mad at her mom too. Mad at leaving her alone and not telling her about any of this and leaving her in the care of this weirdo. She had sacrificed so much to protect her. She had a wild thought. Maybe she was protecting her from him! Maybe Amanda was right! It occurred to Lucy that of all the things she wanted to know about what her mother knew or didn’t know, the one with the answers was right in front of her, no matter how much she didn’t like him.
“When was the last time you…saw…my mother?” she asked, trying not to sound suspicious.
“Twenty years.” He didn’t even look up.
“That’s a long time,” Lucy said, hoping it would prompt him to begin some recollection. “You didn’t see her for more than twenty years?”
He said nothing.
Lucy sighed, “Was that the last time you saw her, or was it the last time you spoke to her?”
He kept right on reading, not looking at her. “It was both the last time I saw her, and the last time I spoke to her…in person.” But he did look up directly at Lucy when he said “in person.”
“In
person?” Lucy asked.
He took off his reading glasses, left them on the book and walked over to the other counter where a worn army satchel was located. He fished out a small envelope, tossed it unceremoniously on the counter in front of Lucy and then put his glasses back on and commenced reading again.
“What’s this?” Lucy asked.
“You can read, can’t you?” he asked in a mocking tone.
Lucy put down her glass of milk and picked up the letter. It was addressed to a small convent north of Philadelphia in Bucks County. It was addressed to Mr. Lazlo Moríro, c/o The Sisters of St. Clare. It had no return address but the postmark was from College Station, Texas, not far from where they had lived. The date was from just a few months before their move here last year! Lucy gasped. It was her mother’s writing. She quickly fumbled with the letter and opened it. It had no signature or salutation, which was odd for her mom, she was always writing friendly notes, and this thing was far from friendly, but it was definitely her mom’s handwriting. It was very short and cryptic. It read: “I will return to the old house in Pennsylvania this year. Attempt no contact before September first, six years from now. If you do this, I will accept the order.”
Lucy gasped. Six years. That date was just a few days after her eighteenth birthday.
“Your birthday is before September first?” Moríro asked as if reading her mind.
“August twenty-ninth,” Lucy replied, stunned.
He nodded. “And you will turn eighteen in a little less than six years time?”
Lucy nodded.
“The date made no sense to me at the time, but I was so glad that she had finally come to her senses, that I did not question it. I stayed away and hoped she would come to me. I didn’t even know she had a daughter until yesterday.”
Lucy looked up at him, wide-eyed.
“Now, of course, it seems ridiculously obvious,” he said, never looking up from the page of the large volume he was looking at. There was a long pause before he spoke again.
“Your mother hated me,” he said casually. Lucy looked directly at him in shock. Why was he telling her this? He looked at her momentarily and for a fraction of a second he seemed more sad than angry, but it didn’t last. He went back to his reading and turned another page and adopted an aggressive tone.
“I was your mother’s mentor. Your grandmother never had much of the gift, so I had to teach your mother the art myself. She was not…” he paused, “an enthusiastic student.” He quickly turned another page and continued speaking, “When she left, your grandmother was furious with her, but your mother made her swear to keep her secrets. Zephorah Holveda never approved of her daughter’s decision to leave, or marry.” He looked above his reading glasses at Lucy for a moment as he said that last part before going back to his reading. “But, she was loyal to your mother. She never told me Margarita had a daughter,” he said absentmindedly thumbing the pages in front of him.
“Margarita,” thought Lucy. It was still weird to think that her mother was a “Margarita” instead of a “Maggie” or even a “Margaret.”
“For what it’s worth,” he stated somewhat testily, “I never hated your mother. It was only that she was so stubborn.” He turned the next page furiously. Lucy thought he was going to tear it. She craned her neck to see what he was reading. She couldn’t make out the words, but it seemed to be nothing more than lists of names and genealogy charts.
“I had lost all hope of her ever returning,” he began after a moment, “I don’t know why she changed her mind, but she did. She came back, I believe, to protect you.” Lucy looked up from the book to Moríro. This was the same thing that Amanda had said. “Whether to protect you from the secret, or those that might have done you harm, I do not know, but it is clear there was one thing more than any other she wanted to protect you from.”
“What?” Lucy asked, genuinely curious.
He looked directly at Lucy with the most intense and serious gaze. “Me.”
Lucy swallowed hard. He said it without a trace of irony or humor. Lucy pulled her hair behind her ears nervously, though she thought she almost saw Moríro smile when she did this. He went back to his reading.
“There must always be one Necromancer, Lucia.” Lucy could hear the urgency of his voice. “Your mother wanted to make sure that before she took over the mantle, she would never have to leave you in my care. That is why she only agreed to become the next Necromancer after you had reached legal age.” Moríro went on, “She wanted those last years together with you, all to herself without any of my meddling.”
Lucy poured this revelation over in her head. What did it all mean? Did her mom want to protect her from this crazy Spaniard at all costs? Was Amanda right after all?! Had Moríro gone mad and her mother knew it? But if that was true, why had she sent the letter to Moríro in the first place and agreed to come? Lucy was very confused. She almost felt sorry for how angry she had felt towards her mother just a moment ago. She was obviously trying to protect her, give her a shot at a normal life. The one thing she wanted more than anything herself.
Moríro had one last thing to say though. “But of course, she didn’t expect to be murdered either, and now there is no one else.”
“Murdered?” thought Lucy. He had definitely said “murdered” and not “killed.”
He slammed the book he was working on shut, and pulled the next one over and opened it. “That is why I’m looking for answers.”
“Answers to what?” Lucy replied.
Moríro didn’t answer.
“ANSWERS TO WHAT?” she repeated, yelling at him.
He took a breath. “Who and why, Lucia. Who and Why.”
“Who and why?!” Lucy asked, desperate for clarification.
“WHO knew your mother was the heir to the Necromancer, and WHY did they want her dead.”
Lucy sat there stunned. She didn’t know if this confirmed Amanda’s statements or not. She thought about what Yo-yo had said. How the long-haired witch had scared him into the street and that that was what had caused the crash. Had Amanda killed her mother? She sat there with the milk in her hand. She set it down. She wasn’t hungry or thirsty anymore; she was just numb.
Abruptly, Moríro stood up straight and removed the reading glasses, his eyes frantically darting about.
“Imposible!” he said it in Spanish but she understood that, no problemo.
“What?” Lucy asked, “What is it?”
“Someone’s here,” he said, and his expression terrified Lucy. If THE Necromancer, champion of Death, and all those other high-falutin’ titles was this scared, then she was horrified. “Someone who should not be here. Someone who CAN’T be here.”
He dropped the glasses on the book and walked towards the front door. “Stay here!” he barked at her, but she thought of Yo-yo and how he was still out there and followed anyway.
He stormed down the hall and out the front door. When he reached the porch, he stopped at the steps abruptly and looked out into the darkness, but nothing was there. Lucy nearly ran into him. He looked back at her contemptuously. For a moment, it looked like he was about to scold her and order her back into the house when a clear and calm voice penetrated the darkness.
“Well, well, well. From the palaces of Castile and Budapest to a rundown farmhouse in Pennsylvania. How the mighty have fallen.”
“Amanda!” Lucy whispered in shock. She hadn’t meant to speak it out loud, but she did anyway. Moríro turned back to look at her in horror and confusion. Then he looked back into the darkness.
“Amarantha? No es posible!” he muttered more to himself than anyone else.
“Amarantha?!! Who the heck is Amarantha?” Lucy whispered frantically to Moríro, but he just brushed her aside.
There was a cold chuckle from somewhere out there in the darkness. It was hard to tell exactly where it came from, but Lucy knew the voice instantly. It was the cold and austere Amanda. The scary-as-a-night-in-a-graveyard-alone-without-a-flashlight Amanda.
“But it is possible, godson,” she said “godson” with complete derision and utter contempt. “I have clawed back from the inferno twice now. I think I have a better grasp of the impossible than most. I spent twenty very uncomfortable minutes in a near-dead fly you didn’t notice just to get back this time. That moth was just a distraction.”
Lucy shuddered, then said, “Godson?!” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud. Moríro just shushed her and tugged his overcoat away from her. Unknowingly, she was clinging to him, scared. She stepped back, a bit embarrassed, and tried to think. How was Moríro Amanda’s godson?! Amanda said they were all family, but Moríro was supposed to be centuries old. At least, that’s what Amanda had said. If Moríro was centuries old, how old was Amanda?!
“Come forward!” he called into the darkness.
Slowly, from near the end of the drive, Amanda Tipping walked out of the darkness. She was wearing a long, black overcoat and had both hands in her pockets. She was just as elegant as usual in her chunky, square, amber-tinted glasses, short, dark hair, and high heels. She looked exactly the same as she had the first time Lucy had seen her in the hospital. You would have never guessed that the slim and petite woman in front of them could turn into a phantom-longhaired-witch-monster thing.
“I had a devil of a time finding this place,” Amanda said utterly calm in a conversational tone, “Your records from the hospital were horribly vague, Lucy, and the road here isn’t even on the GPS. Perfect hiding-space really. Though the décor is certainly wanting.” She looked around the place with her nose in the air, wrinkled in disgust, as she casually strolled towards them. Then she smiled. “Nice garden though. Interesting juxtapositions, don’t you think?”
“What do you want?!” Moríro barked at her. She ignored him but stopped a few paces in front of them.
“Hello, Lucy,” she said pleasantly leaning forward to look at Lucy over her stylish glasses, which she pulled down to get a better look. Even in the dark, Lucy could see her warm, golden-brown eyes. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see that you’re ok. I was really scared when those boys took off with you.” She looked intently at Lucy with a completely disarming half-smile that looked like a mixture between regret and relief. She looked a lot like her mother when she did that. She raised her eyebrows subtly. “You found out the truth about that boy then, I take it?”
Lucy nodded quickly but retreated further behind Moríro. Amanda stood up slowly, looked directly at her and smiled a smirk almost identical to one her mother gave her. It was a more subtle way of saying “I told you so,” but it burned all the same. Were these mannerisms genetic?! Everyone in the family seemed to have them, even Moríro. She just hated that Amanda had been right about Sky. She worried that she might be right about everything else as well. Yet still, as obnoxious as Moríro was and as nice as Amanda seemed, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something just awful lingering below the surface of Amanda’s pretty face. At any moment that long-haired ghost thing was going to pop back up, she knew it. Moríro looked down at Lucy with a look of confusion and contempt. It was clear he was fuming about being left in the dark about Amanda. Lucy retreated behind Moríro a little more. Somehow Moríro, as creepy and rude as he was, felt safer right now. He didn’t feel the need to sugarcoat anything, and that meant that however rude and condescending he was, he wasn’t pretending to be something he wasn’t. Moríro yanked his coat away from Lucy and pushed her back a little further behind him on the porch like a disobedient puppy.
“What do you want?!” Moríro spat at Amanda.
She went on ignoring him and continued to look around casually, hands firmly in pockets. “Oh and sending a mortal henchmen along with the usual bloodsuckers? Very clever. Hokharty hasn’t lost his touch has he?” She shot a sly glance at Moríro and smiled, but Moríro wasn’t smiling. “Where are the three stooges, by-the-way? Are they around?”
Just then the sound of metal scraping against the gravel driveway met their ears. Amanda’s eyes widened beyond her narrow frames and slowly she turned around with a look of complete disgust on her face. There, coming up the rutted drive out of the woods was the battered and dented cream-colored Impala, its broken trunk bouncing open and closed, clanging with every bump.
“That was supposed to be a purely rhetorical question,” Amanda said through gritted teeth.
The car pulled up to a stop not far from her, the pick-up and the front porch. Out of the passenger’s side, stepped Sky, who was now shirtless and wearing Tim’s white blazer?! Tim got out of the driver’s side wearing Sky’s “Han Shot First” shirt?! Why on earth had they changed clothes?! Lucy thought that was weird. The brooding, red-haired Miles got out of the back. At least he looked the same. There was something else back there too, something jumping up and down agitated, but it didn’t get out just yet. It looked like someone was working hard to hold it back and restrain it. Had they picked up another victim?!
Miles and Tim looked anxious, but Sky just leaned back nonchalantly on the dented fender, folded his arms confidently across his now naked – and impressively ripped, Lucy had to admit – chest while he pushed the sucker around his mouth with his tongue playfully. He eyed Amanda from her heels to her eyes and back down again like a cat eyeing up a mouse.
“Well…hello again,” Schuyler said to Amanda in a smoky voice.
“Ugh,” Amanda winced. Lucy couldn’t blame her. Where was that nice, clean boy from the gift shop?! It was like he had been abducted by aliens that had sucked his brain out and replaced it with one from one of those incredibly self-satisfied scumbags you see on reality TV shows. The only thing Sky was missing was the spray tan.
Amanda turned abruptly to face both Moríro and Lucy. “THIS is what the order has fallen to under your leadership, Moríro!” She tossed her head over her shoulder towards the three standing near the Impala, but she didn’t take her hands out of her pockets. “A hapless scarecrow, a strutting peacock and a swarthy, red-haired dwarf? This is the best that the Father of All Vampires can manage?”
“Hey!” Tim said, offended.
“You think I strut?” Schuyler said almost affectionately.
Amanda continued under her breath, “Hokharty can’t even be bothered to dig up proper minions anymore! The insult!”
“Oy! Lucy! Ya aw right?!” someone suddenly shouted out. That was Miles. He sounded genuinely concerned. That surprised Lucy. The last time she had seen him he was turning into a dog and chasing her. Lucy didn’t know how to respond to this apparent concern for her welfare, so she just said nothing.
“And you!” Amanda turned coldly on Miles, “Don’t think I’m finished with you either, dog boy.”
“Dudes! I got this,” Tim suddenly spoke up. He came around the front of the car a bit nervously, bouncing on his feet anxiously as if trying to convince himself.
“Oy! Tim! Whatch’ya doin’ mate?!” Miles shouted out.
“Yeah…I got this. I got this,” Tim kept repeating.
“Tim…come back to the car,” Sky said as if scolding a child.
“No, it’s cool,” Tim replied.
“Dude…” Sky stood up and took the lollipop out of his mouth, obviously concerned about Tim’s newfound confidence, or overconfidence as he saw it.
“No, I got this, remember, dude, she can’t touch a mortal,” Tim danced up to her like a fighter trying to stay light on his feet.
“Yeah…no sucker punches this time, lady!! This witch is going down!” He rushed at her half-heartedly, withdrew as if he were planning to feint all along then started dancing again. Amanda rolled her eyes at him, but Tim was still selling it. “Yeah, how do you like me now, you bee-yaaah…THAT’S A GUN!!”
Tim fell over backwards and scrambled like a crab on all fours towards the car when Amanda suddenly pulled a handgun from one of her pockets.
“You’re not the only one who’s learned something from our last encounter,” she said coolly as she held it at arm’s length rigidly. She followed his retreat back to the car with the muzzle. Miles and Sky helped Tim back to his feet. Then Sky rolled his eyes at him.
“Dude!” Tim said in shock, “Where’d you get the gun?!”
“I got this one from an obliging security guard at the hospital,” Amanda said matter-of-factly.
“You…you didn’t kill him did you?” Lucy asked nervously.
“No, Lucy, he’s perfectly fine. He’s just locked up in a morgue drawer.”
“What is it with you people and morgue drawers?!” Tim exclaimed.
She turned back to look at Tim. “Shut up, you!” She reached up to feel the back of her head with her free hand. “I’m not normally in the business of killing, unlike some people.” She shot a sideward glance at Moríro. “But I have been known to make the rare exception when I am extremely irritated.” She took a menacing step towards Tim. Tim cowered behind Sky.
Moríro used the momentary distraction to bridge the distance between him and Amanda. It was amazingly fast. He had left the porch and crossed the drive in less than an eye blink, biting his knuckle as he went. A half-second later, he had wrested the hand with the gun downward until it pointed harmlessly to the ground.
“Stop!” Amanda yelled out, surprised.
“AMARANTHA, DEPART!” Moríro yelled pressing one bloody knuckle with his free hand against Amanda’s forehead. Amanda gasped and shuddered and raised the other hand to push him back. It looked like her strength was leaving her, but obviously not quickly enough for Moríro.
“Release her, Amarantha!! Release her!! AMARANTHA, DEPART!” he bellowed again. Amanda’s body went limp, her head hung on her shoulders, but she didn’t fall down or drop the gun. Moríro let her go and she hung there as if in a trance, lightly floating on her feet, the gun hanging gently at her side. The three boys took a step forward, but Moríro held up a hand of caution to warn them back. Moríro leaned in closer to examine her, and that’s when Lucy saw a faint trace of a smile on Amanda’s face. Lucy had no time to warn the old Spaniard. Amanda raised the hand with the gun and pistol-whipped Moríro across the face…hard.
“Ay!” he cried out.
Then she hit him again with the backhand.
“Santa Maria!” he cursed and fell over backwards.
Lucy heard the crunch of bone on the last hit and saw Moríro grimacing in pain, his nose broken and his brow bloody. Lucy nearly ran to him but stopped at the steps on the edge of the porch out of fear.
Tim advanced but Amanda had the gun on him in a heartbeat. “Cool it, orderly,” she said menacingly. Tim obliged. Sky was edging around the front of the car stealthily as if to flank her.
She called him back without even looking at him, “AND I DON’T EVEN NEED A BULLET TO KILL YOU!” Sky made his way slowly back to the fender as if he wasn’t planning anything.
“Everyone just stay where they are!” she threatened. “I only came here to talk. No one gets any ideas and I won’t have to kill any of you. Some of you for the first time,” she pointed the gun at Tim, “Some of you for the second,” she shot Miles a vicious look.
“How?!” Moríro said rolling over on to his knees, recovering from the attack, wincing in pain.
“You don’t think you found Amanda Tipping by accident, do you?!” she said triumphantly wiping the bloody streak off her forehead with the back of her free hand. “I’ve…we’ve…been watching her…I mean me!…for years now. Her blood, I mean my blood, may be weak. She…that is I…may only just be one sixteenth necromancer, but that’s more than enough to summon a talented necromancer like me, Amarantha, who can make up all the difference.”
She was obviously trying to relish this moment of triumph, but she was getting flustered, struggling with her pronouns. It was really weird. She was talking like she really was two different people.
“What’s going on?!” Lucy screamed, but no one answered her.
“Amarantha! Let her go! Let Amanda go!” Moríro yelled back at Amanda.
“CAN SOMEONE PLEASE TELL ME WHAT’S GOING ON?!!” Lucy screamed, nearly at her breaking point, “WHO IS AMARANTHA?!”
“Hasn’t he told you, Lucy?” Amanda looked up at Lucy placidly. “Hasn’t he told you about the orphaned boy without hope of life or survival and the woman who took him in? Who raised him as her own and taught him all of her secrets?” She turned to face Moríro. “And how he later betrayed her and left her to die without mercy!” She pushed the muzzle of the gun tightly up against Moríro’s temple before shoving him back to the ground with it.
She took a few steps back and regarded the fallen man before her. “And now I’ve come back for justice. First for myself,” she pointed the gun first at Moríro, and then slowly at Sky, Miles and Tim, “And then for everyone else.”
“Her name is Amarantha!” Moríro said abruptly, as if to draw her attention back to himself. It worked. Amanda turned the gun back on him. “And she is…my godmother,” Moríro said this as if resigned to the matter, his voice tinged with something like shame.
“Yes, Lucy,” Amanda stated smugly, “Welcome to the family! He’s your great uncle, several generations removed of course, and I am your umpteenth great aunt, his godmother and your distant cousin all wrapped up in one. We are your last known living relatives. It’s a great big dysfunctional family reunion!” she said in a mocking tone. “We should have our own television show really.”
Moríro narrowed his eyes at her and continued to explain, “She passed away long ago.”
Amanda snorted, “You say that as if you had nothing to do with the matter! You walked away and left me to DIE under that tamarind tree in Mexico, MORÍRO! REMEMBER?!” As she said this, she stood over him and pressed the gun hard to the old man’s temple.
Lucy noticed that Miles stood up and tensed a little as if this meant something more to him. Amanda’s anger was palpable and seemed to affect the air around them like a sudden wind. Lucy caught a glimpse of the long-haired phantom she had seen in the hospital in Amanda’s face, but then it was gone. Amanda wasn’t finished, however.
“When all it would have taken was for you to say a word, A SINGLE WORD, MORÍRO! And I would have lived!!” She beat against her chest with her free hand. “Yet you turned away and let me die!”
“It was your time, you had lived too long, Amarantha.”
“Ha! As if that were your choice to make alone!”
“It is my choice!” he shouted defiantly. Then in a more mournful tone, “I never asked for it, but it is my choice. You made it my choice, when you trained me to replace you as Necromancer,” He added ruefully.
Amanda stood there staring at him her nostrils flaring. “A mistake I hope to remedy very soon,” she said in an icy voice.
An awkward moment passed before Moríro turned to Lucy and continued, “She was a necromancer once, THE Necromancer. She raised me, but died and descended to the pits of punishment. She is little more than a demon now.”
“Demon?!” Amanda just snorted in derision as she pulled the gun away and rested it on her shoulder while walking in a tight circle, agitated. “Oh that’s rich coming from you. She…I…only want to save the world from death and misery, oh, she’s, I’m,
such a monster, godson,” that last line was uttered with particularly venomous sarcasm that was effective even with the odd use of pronouns.
“She has taken the body of this young woman, Amanda, and possessed it for herself.” Moríro explained, ignoring that last retort. “Release her, Amarantha!” he suddenly ordered, “Let her go!”
Lucy pulled her hair back from her forehead and turned from side to side as if looking for a place to hide from her anxiety. Amanda really was two people! It was almost too much to take.
“I’m sorry, godson, but this body is by invitation only,” Amanda said coolly, “Amanda wants me here.” She thumped her fist hard against her chest. “We WANT to be together.”
“Amanda,” Moríro pleaded desperately, “Force her away! Let her go! You have the power. She is a demon! She will destroy you!” Moríro implored.
Amanda just laughed. “DESTROY ME?! She only saved us…me…from dying of cancer, miserable, ALONE! When you were content to let us…I mean me…suffer and die, but only after you had tried to use us to get what you wanted of course.”
“What did she mean by that last part? What did Moríro want with Amanda…or Amarantha…this was all so confusing,” thought Lucy.
“What does she mean?!” Lucy asked.
Moríro took a breath and closed his eyes as if in shame before speaking. “I…I summoned Amarantha into the body of Amanda Tipping.”
“What?! Why would you do that?!” Lucy asked exasperated.
“Answers,” Amanda or Amarantha or whatever she was, replied calmly, “He needed answers. Answers only I could give. And now I’m here to deliver them…in person.”
“What do you want with me?!” Moríro demanded, breaking off the previous thread of discussion.
“With you?” Amanda scoffed, “I don’t want anything to do with you.” She pointed the gun at his head again. “Except for maybe tidying up some unfinished business, perhaps.”
Lucy watched as Amanda stepped forward slowly towards Moríro with dead eyes, the gun fixed on his head. She stepped forward until the gun was just inches from his forehead, her fingers tensed on the trigger. Lucy was convinced she was about to see Moríro get his brains blown out. She tried to look away but couldn’t move. She was frozen in place from sheer horror. She wanted to yell out “Stop!” or something but couldn’t make the words come out. The three teenage boys looked equally petrified into inaction. Moríro closed his eyes and waited for the gunshot, but just as if she could hear Lucy’s pounding heart beat, Amanda looked up into her tearing eyes and her face softened to the kinder Amanda once more. Amanda moved the finger off the trigger and lowered the gun to her side.
“But I didn’t come here to kill,” Amanda said simply, “I came here to save lives, unlike some people.” She turned to face Lucy. “I came here for you, Lucy. I came here to save you from him.”
“What are you talking about?” Lucy demanded.       
“Hasn’t he told you?” Amanda looked to Moríro and then turned back to Lucy casually. “Hasn’t he told you the job description yet? The job he expected your mother and now you to fulfill? Hasn’t he told you what it is the Necromancer does? How he maintains the balance?” She turned to face Moríro and adopted a sardonic tone. “If you expect her to take over the family business you really should let her know what she’s in for, godson. It’s only polite.”
“Don’t listen to her!” Moríro implored.
Amanda walked back to Moríro, crouched down and looked right at him. “Tell her, Moríro! Tell her the truth. Tell her what it is you’re supposed to do for Death everyday for the rest of your miserable life. Tell her what your job really is.”
Moríro was silent.
Amanda smiled and rested the gun on her shoulder and looked between Lucy and Moríro smugly.
“What is she saying?” Lucy asked, but Moríro said nothing and remained on his knees, as if utterly defeated. Amanda sneered at him, stood up and walked towards Lucy and let the gun fall to her side again. Lucy’s eyes darted to the gun. At least she wasn’t pointing it at anyone anymore.
“The truth, Lucy. That’s all I want you to know. The truth.”
“Don’t listen to her!” Moríro yelled.
“The truth, Lucy, is that the Necromancer is not the champion of Death, no matter what he tells you. Oh, you have powers. Powers of life and death, but you are strictly limited in how you can use them.” Amanda turned and walked back to Moríro. “Oh, you can call up the dead all day if you want. Summon up all the ghosts and spooks you want. Stitch together dead meat into golems and slaves…” She strolled past the three boys, “Raise the dead, zombies and mummies, call up the shades, the inferi, dis and manibus, and all the infernal spirits and monsters of the underworld and have tea parties, wouldn’t that be lovely.” She looked Sky up and down contemptuously, “Even vampires and other worthless minions if you want.”
“Tease,” Schuyler said playfully twisting the lollipop in his mouth. Amanda wrinkled her nose at Sky, but smiled coolly at Miles, who only looked down, and then she walked back to Lucy casually.      
“You can play all day long and all night too, to your heart’s content with all the dead
things, but do you know what you can do for the living?”
There was a long pause. Lucy stared into Amanda’s eyes. It was hard to tell if this was the hard Amanda, or Amarantha, or the nice Amanda. Was there even a nice Amanda? Or was it all an act, like Sky in the gift shop or Tim’s fake vampire teeth? She didn’t know anymore.
“No…what?” Lucy asked, both scared and genuinely curious.
“Amarantha!” Moríro interjected but Amanda just smiled.
“Nothing,” Amanda said simply.
“Nothing?” Lucy asked, confused.
“Nothing. Nothing what-so-ever.”
“I…I don’t understand.”
“Ask him.” Amanda walked back to Moríro. “Ask him yourself. Ask him what he would do if he were to come across a gunshot victim breathing out his last.”
“What?” Lucy said weakly, unnerved by the horrifying suggestion.
“Ask him what he would do if he came upon a train wreck with all the victims splayed out and broken on the ground.”
“AMARANTHA! STOP IT!” Moríro demanded, but she went on all the same.
“Or a person dying of cancer. Or a child in the street, struck down by a car while riding her bike, her life slipping away before your eyes. Ask him. Ask him now.”
“ENOUGH!” Moríro bellowed.
“ASK HIM!” Amanda retorted angrily, and then after calming herself quickly said quietly, “Ask him what he would have done had he come across your mother’s broken body just moments after your accident.”
A deafening silence fell over the already tense gathering. Even Sky seemed somewhat shocked and taken back.
Lucy took a step closer to Moríro but didn’t come down the porch steps. “Is what she’s saying true?”
“I will not entertain the ravings of a mad woman…” Moríro began, but Lucy cut him off.
“Is it true?!”
He became imperious and evasive. “I do not have the time to explain the mysteries of the afterlife to an inexperienced little girl while in a state of duress!! I am the NECROMANCER and I do not have answer to novices and…”
“IS IT TRUE?!!!” Lucy screamed at him.
He didn’t answer, but only looked away.
Lucy was numb, and all she could see was the floorboards of the porch in front of her. She wasn’t even aware of when she had fallen to her knees. She looked around at the others. The three boys were standing there, numb.
“Whoa. Dude. That was heavy.” That was Tim. He meant to whisper that only to Sky but in the silence it carried all the way to Lucy. Miles thumped him hard on the arm and took a few steps forward, as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of what. Instead, he just stood there and looked at Lucy helplessly.
“Smooth, real smooth,” Sky said dismissively looking around as if he was embarrassed to be seen with either of them.
Lucy looked at them all, but none of them had anything to say. Finally, her gaze landed on Amanda’s face. It was calm, sad and strangely motherly.
Amanda lowered herself into a crouching position so she could look at Lucy face to face.
“You see, Lucy, the Necromancer isn’t Death’s champion. He’s his lackey.” Her eyes shot sideward to Moríro when she said this. Lucy thought she saw a flash of grey light in them for a second, but when they turned back to Lucy they were warm brown again.
“He has all this power, but he can never use it when it truly matters. He can delay death at times, but he can never stop it. Death has forbidden him to. When it really matters, when it is the most important, Death will not let him stop the hands of time and spare one soul, not one soul has been saved, Lucy…ever. Whomever Death marks, he will take, and the Necromancer is the person who makes sure that no matter what, the condemned is pushed, dragged or shoved over the threshold into the land of the dead. And no matter how much death the Great Master decrees, it is never, EVER enough.” She stood up and looked down on Lucy full of pity.
“Death is playing a heartless game, Lucy, and he never loses. He always makes sure the flow goes one direction and one direction only. Like a soulless referee, the Necromancer never takes sides, he only tallies the score, and Death is always running up the score.”
Lucy tried to look away, but Amanda reached out and lifted her chin so she could look her right in the eye.         
“That’s what the life of the Necromancer means, Lucy. You’ll be forced to spend the rest of your life with dead things. Tending over them like morbid little pets, making sure they do what they were intended to do, don’t get into trouble, play their little part in this sordid little drama we call life, that we call death. They are your minions. They are there to help you force the living down into that sunless land where we all must go, to make sure none of the prisoners ever escape, except as broken corpses or undead things like themselves who must join up like workmen shoveling coal into a never-ending furnace that can never be filled.”
Amanda paused to look over the odd assembly of dead and living persons there until her eyes fell on Lucy.
“But when it comes to the living, the breathing, the mortal, you’ll have to watch them die. All of them, Lucy. You will spend the rest of your life watching people die, people you could help – strangers, family, friends, everyone! But you won’t be allowed to help even one of them, not even your loved ones, especially the ones you love. You’ll have to shuffle them all off to oblivion, do what the GREAT MASTER says, and you won’t be allowed to do a thing about it. And you will do that for the rest of your life, which may last…centuries.”
Lucy was breathing slowly. Everything seemed to be falling in on her in slow motion.
Amanda stood up and walked closer to Moríro.
“I don’t blame Death really. Death is what it is, a desiccated monster that hardly ever leaves his temple in the afterlife anymore. He was born heartless. It’s a thing, Lucy, a monster. It knows only hunger. All he has to do is step from Limbo into the world of the living to cause endless death. It’s random, arbitrary, meaningless really. Getting mad at it is like getting mad at the weather or gravity. What’s to get angry about?” she shrugged, but something about the performance told Lucy that Amanda was very angry about it.
Lucy looked up at Amanda. The soft, tender Amanda was melting away and was being replaced by the stern Amanda, or Amarantha she guessed. Lucy didn’t much like the stern Amanda, or whatever she was, but the more she looked at her, the more she realized how much she understood her.
“No, I don’t blame Death, Lucy” Amanda said calmly, “I blame, him.” She pointed the gun directly at Moríro’s head again. “The one who has the power to stop it and yet does nothing.”
“Get away from me, you monster,” Moríro spat back at her.
“He’s the problem, Lucy. He’s the pitiless monster that won’t raise a finger to save a dying person. Not even for the godmother who saved his life!” She put the gun close to his head once more.
“YOU’RE MAD!” Moríro screamed at her.
“Who raised him! Taught him everything she knows!!”
“Go back to where you came from. Vete al infierno!” he said simply.
“Oh, we are all going to hell, godson, the only question is who arrives first.” Her finger tensed on the trigger and for a moment Lucy was certain she was going to shoot him.
“Don’t kill him!” Lucy yelled, finding her strength from somewhere. She stood up, staggered, but didn’t fall. “Don’t hurt him,” she said again, quieter this time but more forcefully.
Amanda smiled an odd smile.
“I didn’t come here to kill anyone, Lucy. Quite the opposite.”
“AMARANTHA!” Moríro yelled trying to interrupt her.
“Shut up, Lazlo. I’m talking to Lucy.” She dispassionately pistol-whipped him one more time.
“AAARRGH!” Moríro fell to the ground and held his right eye where she had struck him. Amanda looked at him like someone would look at a dying bug. Then satisfied he had been put in his place for the moment she looked back at Lucy. “It doesn’t have to be this way, Lucy. I’m giving you a choice.”
“Don’t listen to her!” Moríro tried to warn her. She kicked him hard in his ribs.
“Listen to me, Lucy. It doesn’t have to be like this. You don’t have to stay with him. You can come with me.” She held out her free hand.
Lucy looked at the proffered hand and honestly didn’t know what to say or do. She wanted to be away from this place, this mess, so much so it made her ache, but then she didn’t really trust Amanda either. Yet…the thought of a life with Moríro and vampires and zombies, surrounded by dead things?! She just shuddered. Amanda must have seen her eyes flit over to Miles and Sky because of what she said next.
“You can come and have a normal life with me, Lucy, away from all of them.” She shot a contemptible look at Miles, Sky and Tim. “You don’t have to spend the rest of your life tending dead things. You can have a normal life.”
“Normal,” Lucy thought, “What did that mean anymore?” Even if she went with Amanda it wouldn’t be “normal” to hang out with a guardian who was a demonically possessed psycho! Normal was her mom and her old life, but she was beginning to understand that she would never have that life ever again.
“You can have the life you once had and more.”
“More?” Lucy asked puzzled.
“We are necromancers, Lucy. We have powers. We don’t have to do what the Great Master says. We can right the wrongs. We can stop the random, senseless deaths and give death a purpose. We can give life meaning and use our powers to save lives, not just watch them pass, and make sure they die. We can save them, Lucy. We can save them all. We can even save…”
“AMARANTHA! STOP!!” Moríro yelled impotently shouting over Amanda. Amanda just smiled coyly at him.
“W-What do you mean?” Lucy stammered.
“I can’t say more here,” Amanda went on, “But if you come with me, I can promise you that I can give you the life that you want, the life that you had.”
“NO!” Moríro bravely struggled to his feet and stood defiantly. “It is not for you or any man to force the hand of DEATH!” he yelled. Lucy stared at him. What did he mean by that? What were they talking about?
Amanda raised the gun for another blow, but did not strike. Instead, she let if fall loosely to her side. She turned back to face Lucy, it seemed as if all her anger was gone.
“C’mon, Lucy. Let’s go home.”
Amanda held out her hand. It was the kind Amanda.
Lucy bit her lip and pulled her hair behind her ears. She looked at Moríro who had a look of scorn and contempt on his face, but that seemed to be his default expression. Tim was standing there gape-jawed. Schuyler was twirling the lollipop stick in his mouth, eyeing up both Moríro and Amanda, as if he was gaming which side to jump in on. Only Miles looked directly at Lucy. He looked sad and deeply troubled. She met his eyes for a long time. He stuck his hands in his pockets and shrugged, as if totally resigned to the situation and he had no idea what to do. None of them were any help at all. Only Amanda looked encouraging and hopeful, but then she was still the demonically possessed witch.
What did Lucy want? She didn’t know. She didn’t trust Amanda, but she didn’t want to stay with Moríro or the rest of those dead things either. She took a step forward and put one foot down the porch steps. Amanda smiled. Moríro just looked away. As she went, her fingers glided around one of the porch columns and its rough, weathered surface. She stopped and turned. She looked back at the front door and the old house, its peeling paint and mismatched aluminum and asbestos siding. She thought of the room upstairs that still had purple paint on the floor from the accident just yesterday. The fight with her mom. It had all happened here. The small windows and rooms that had never been very bright or comfortable. She had never much liked it here, but it had been a home. She looked out over the drive, past Amanda, the pick-up and the Impala, past Miles and Tim and Sky and looked out at her mother’s garden. Her mother had made it a home for her. It was all she had left of her, and she just couldn’t leave it now.
Lucy stopped, and then stepped back up onto the porch.
“I’m sorry. I am home,” she said defiantly.
Amanda looked both angry and disappointed. “You’re making a mistake, Lucy,” she said in the stern, cold voice.
“You said it was my choice, Amanda.” Lucy tried to keep her voice steady and gripped the porch column even tighter. “Back in the hospital you said it was my choice and that you would never force me.”
Amanda’s open hand dropped slowly. “Yes, I did. But this is the wrong decision. You are not safe here, Lucy. You are in grave danger as long as you are with them.” She gestured spitefully to the boys and to Moríro. “You will see that someday, Lucy. Someday soon I hope. And when you do, I will be waiting.” Amanda began to turn to go, but was stopped before getting half a step.
“You will wait in hell before I let you have her!” Moríro spat at her.
Amanda turned to look at Moríro. For the first time, Amanda looked almost frightened.
“SHE MUST NOT BE ALLOWED TO ESCAPE!” he bellowed. The three boys tightened and stood up instead of slouching around the car. By their demeanor, Lucy could tell they weren’t certain if that was an order or not. Slowly, Moríro stood and began advancing on Amanda. The three others began awkwardly positioning themselves around her, surrounding her, cutting off her retreat.
“What are you doing?!” Lucy called out.
“She is condemned!” Moríro bellowed, “She has escaped her prison and must be sent back to the pits of punishment in hell where she belongs.”
“NO!” Lucy called out from the porch.
Amanda twisted to look at all of them. “Don’t you see, Lucy? Death never loses. Everyone must die. And like a good toady the Necromancer is here to see that the dead stay dead.”
“Don’t hurt her! Let her go!” Lucy yelled back at them.
“It is not for you to decide, Lucia! She has been condemned and must accept the price of her sins.”
“Just let her go!” Lucy begged Moríro.
“Stay on the porch, Lucia!” Moríro called back at her, “You must not leave the porch!”
“Don’t do this!” Lucy implored.
Amanda just smiled a wry smile at Lucy. “Don’t worry, Lucy. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” She turned to look at Moríro. “You don’t honestly think I came here alone with just a handgun, do you?”
Moríro tensed. The other three stopped their slow progress to surround her and looked at each other uncertainly. Amanda slowly tilted her head back. Her eyes rolled back into her head until only the whites were showing. Her eyelids fluttered as if in a seizure and then there was a sudden flash with a sound like a crack of lightning and the phantom, Amarantha, appeared over her, hair flying wildly as if in some supernatural cyclone. Then it was gone, followed by an intense silence. Then in the distance from the woods beyond the drive, or the weeds at the edge of the house, came noises: the snap of a twig, a rustle of leaves, the moan of something not quite living. Several undead things crept from the darkness: some with arms missing, others with gaping chest wounds. Some were old ladies still in curlers, others middle-aged and paunchy men, naked, with large autopsy scars stitched up their middles. All were shambling, rotten and wretched with the stench of death hanging on them.
“I had a difficult time getting them all into the BMW,” Amanda stated simply, “So I had to borrow one of the hospital ambulances. There wasn’t much of a selection at the Harrisburg morgue, but they’ll do, don’t you think?”
Tim tensed and edged back to the Impala, putting it between him and the slowly advancing army of a dozen or so monsters.
“What…what are they?” Tim stammered to Schuyler, “Are they like…y’know…re-animated corpses, like…like Graber and Hokharty?”
Schuyler bit down on his lollipop, hard. “No, not like Graber. Worse. Much, much worse,” Schuyler said nervously.
“Worse than Graber?!” Lucy didn’t know who Graber was, but she could hear the panic in Tim’s voice.
Miles looked from the creatures approaching in the darkness to the porch where Lucy stood. She was alone and unprotected. He made a move in her direction, but Moríro stared him down and waved him off.
“Certainly you recognize the handiwork, Lazlo?” Amanda said simply, “I couldn’t manage them on my own, but fortunately, I was able to call a friend to help me out.” She turned to look into the darkness beyond the garden. From that direction emerged another corpse. Its face was missing, stripped to the bone, exposing the skull. It didn’t walk with a shambling gait like the others but stood straight and unbent, proud even. He walked boldly into the midst of the gathering, strutting frankly, and folded his arms across his chest in a pompous fashion.
“Bonsoir,” it said in a surprisingly jaunty voice that belied its terrifying visage.
“Mordant,” Moríro said bitterly beneath his breath, though how Moríro recognized him without a face was a bit perplexing. Lucy supposed there just weren’t that many dead French guys around.
“Et, bonsir á toi, mon bonhomme,” it said to Moríro.
Whatever that meant, Lucy didn’t like the sound of it. “Who is that guy?!” she yelled out, still clinging to the porch column.
“He is a necromancer,” Moríro replied.
“Another necromancer?” Tim spoke exactly what was on Lucy’s mind.
“Sí,” Moríro replied, “A living necromancer may summon the deceased necromancers of the past and call on their unique talents.” Moríro’s voice faltered, betraying his fear.
“Just as you summoned me,” Amanda said smiling.
“Oy! And what is this one’s talent then?” Miles asked turning in all directions to follow the corpses slowly surrounding them.
“Revenant,” Moríro spoke lowly, “Soulless revived corpses.”
“You…you mean zombies?!” Tim said, his voice rising in fear.
“Better,” Amanda replied smugly, “Zombies are just dumb slaves. These are fearless and remorseless hunters. A bit slow perhaps, but they are relentless.”
Tim gulped.
“Oh, and one more thing,” Amanda added casually, “These were created without the life essence found in the blood of a necromancer. So they are immune to its unique effects on the undead.”
Now Lucy gulped. Did that mean no magic finger?! Did that mean that Moríro’s bloody knuckle was useless too?
The corpses moved slowly forward until they were within twenty feet of the gathering and then…they stopped. They were now surrounded by about a dozen corpses. The boys and Moríro had Amanda surrounded, but her henchmen had them surrounded.
The faceless corpse tossed its head back and laughed ruefully.
“Où est-ce que tu peux fuir maintenant, mon petit cochon?”
Lucy really wished her mom was here now. Not the least because she spoke a little French. It was really horrible not knowing what was going to happen next. Amanda turned slowly back and forth, examining the situation. She felt so confident she put the gun away in her pocket.
“What now, Moríro? What trick do you have up your sleeve this time?”
“Just go!” Lucy screamed, “Just go and take your zombies with you!”
“Ils ne sont pas de zombis! Quelle insulte! Ce sont l’oeuvre d’un artiste, ma fillette!” the faceless Frenchman responded testily.
“I’m afraid we’re well beyond that now, Lucy,” Amanda said wistfully, “You see, Mordant and Moríro have a history together and I don’t think I could convince either of them to take the high road now.”
“Et maintenant, tu découvrirais ce qu’il est brûler à l’enfer!” The faceless corpse responded.
Moríro’s reply was barely above a whisper. “Yo os he enviado al infierno antes y puedo hacerlo de nuevo.”
Moríro and the Frenchman eyed each other ominously. The Frenchman barked a single word, “Avancez!” The corpses began a slow advance on their position.
Lucy could see the entire engagement from the elevated position of the porch. Tim looked like he was thinking of bolting, but Sky just put his arm in front of him, shook his head and pushed him back against the relative safety of the car. Moríro paired up opposite Mordant and the two began a sideways dance, keeping the other directly in front regardless of how they turned.
Seeing that he was occupied with Mordant, Amanda began edging towards Moríro’s flank. Miles saw it and began to move her direction, but stopped when his movement exposed his flank and Tim to two corpses advancing around the rear of the car.
“Moríro!” Lucy tried to warn him about Amanda’s advance.
“STAY ON THE PORCH!” Moríro yelled, holding his hand out behind him to stop her, “Whatever happens, you must stay on the porch!!” but he didn’t dare turn around to face her and take his gaze off of Mordant for even a second.
For the moment it was a stand-off, but Lucy knew everything was going to break loose any second. Just then, a small boy in a baseball cap staggered out of the woods and into the garden screaming. One of the dead revenant things was right behind him. It had scared him out of his hiding place. He came to a dead stop when he saw the gathering of monsters and people in front of him, but the monster behind him didn’t stop its pursuit and would soon be on him.
“Lucy!” he cried.
“YO-YO!!” Lucy screamed. He was all alone and exposed and about to be grabbed by the undead monster behind him. Before Lucy could think, she saw everyone turn to look at the odd boy. All were puzzled, except for one – Amanda.
Amanda exchanged looks with the boy and Lucy quickly before she instantly transformed into the long-haired phantom with nothing for a face except two empty hollows filled with piercing grey light. Immediately, she began speeding towards Yo-yo.
“Noooooo!” Lucy ran to Yo-yo. She didn’t even realize she had left the porch until she was halfway across the drive and saw Moríro lunge to protect her.
“NO!” he yelled, “You mustn’t leave the porch!” He turned to stop her, but he never got that far. Once his back was turned to Mordant, the faceless French necromancer seized him by the collar and pulled him back, flinging him through the air and slamming him hard to the ground. He then pounced on Moríro like an animal. Elsewhere all chaos broke loose. An undead monster was nearly on top of Yo-yo who stood there screaming, too scared to use his powers. Amanda and Lucy were racing to see who would reach Yo-yo first. From the crashing and screaming behind her, Lucy could tell that Miles, Tim and Sky had entered the fray as well. The fight between necromancers was horrifying with sounds like firecrackers and thunder strikes snapping off several times a second. The two tumbled into the path of Amanda’s flight and Amanda had to rear back out of the way, screeching all the time like an eagle in extreme pain.
The phantom Amanda became entangled in the fight between Mordant and Moríro and Lucy pulled ahead. Lucy raced into the garden, grabbed Yo-yo’s hand and pulled him away, just before the undead monster reached him. The zombies were fast in short bursts but were not terribly quick otherwise, thank goodness, and she soon outpaced it. She dragged Yo-yo away towards the porch in the hope that they might sneak back into the house in the middle of the fray. No sooner had she turned around to go back to the house than she came face to face with the corporeal Amanda, whose amber glasses were askew. She looked terribly angry.
“AAAh!” Lucy screamed and came to an instantaneous halt. Even through the amber-tinted lenses, Lucy could see Amanda’s eyes burning with cold, grey light. And that’s when another strange thing happened. An enormous, discordant honking sound emerged from the back of the Impala as the whole car shook violently.
“FFAAAARNT-HOOOOOOOOOONKFFT!!”
Lucy knew what it was the second she heard it. There couldn’t be two things that sounded that awful, but the noise was so jarring she couldn’t help but look anyway. Amanda turned too. Even Mordant and Moríro had to take a break from pummeling each other to see what it was.
The horrid pig-duck monster that had chased her and Yo-yo earlier burst out of the back of the car, except this time there was a boy with a shaved head in white robes clinging desperately around its middle, trying to restrain it.
“Diablillo?!!” Moríro stammered, “No es possible!!” The old necromancer’s notions of possibility had really been shattered that evening.
Amanda turned to look at it with a mixture of horror and disgust. “What infernal thing is that?!” There was no time for an answer, because the second she said it, Hiero spied Lucy and started frothing up like a mad dog. It lowered its anteater-like snout and charged directly at her and Yo-yo like a bull while waving its butcher knife appendage in a blind fury.
“AAAAACH!” Lucy screamed. This time it was Yo-yo’s turn to save her. He grabbed her roughly and dragged her back, pulling her towards the garden in the direction they had just come with surprising strength, but no sooner had they taken those few steps than they came face to face with the zombie they had just eluded mere moments before.
“AAAAAH!” they both screamed, clinging to each other desperately. The zombie lunged, but a flash of white silk and blonde hair dropped down immediately between them. Schuyler landed in a half split and then instantly shot up and spun around, sweeping the legs of the zombie out from under it. Then, while the zombie was still falling, Schuyler leapt up to perform an amazing roundhouse kick, catching the zombie in the torso in mid-air before it even had the chance to hit the ground. The force of the kick sent the zombie flying across the garden and into the woods where it collided with a tree before falling to the dirt.
“Yeah!” Schuyler jumped up triumphantly, “NOW IT’S A DANCE!!”
Saved from one horror, Lucy suddenly remembered the one behind them. She turned to look, only to see the pig-duck monster scrambling towards her, digging the knife into the ground and desperately trying to claw himself forward, spitting bile and blood and rolling his eyes in frustration, panting and hooting maniacally the whole time, but somehow, miraculously, it wasn’t making much progress. Behind it, the boy in white robes with the shaved head was frantically pulling it back by its one duck leg and the other pig leg.
“NO, HIERO!! STOP IT!!” he screamed over the horrific honking noise. Lucy recognized him. It was the boy they had nearly run over in the Impala! It was also the boy from her vision. The one she had seen just after the accident!
Spared from the horrors of both zombie and pig-duck monster, she had a second to survey the scene. In the distance, Moríro and Mordant were still at it, with Moríro getting the worst of it. He wasn’t trying to fight, so much as stay just out of reach of Mordant’s blows which crackled like lightning every time they struck. Tim had barricaded himself in the Impala. Several zombies were already clawing at the windows, rocking the car back and forth like mad rioters, smashing the windows and clawing their way inside past the sharp fragments. Tim was inside screaming hysterically. Beyond them, Lucy saw the most epic battle of the evening. The long-haired phantom with the grey eyes was thrashing about with the smoky dog monster. The dog monster was getting thrown around the most, but every time she knocked him down, it just kept getting back up, refusing to stop.
Sky was knocking the rest of the zombies left and right, throwing them back with relative ease, but they wouldn’t stay down either. Already the one he had kicked to the woods had crawled back. There were more than six of them at least. Sky was fighting heroically – like Kung-Fu-movie heroically, in fact. He made it look like a dance, throwing one into the other and doing flips over their heads before kicking them to the side, but there was a limit to what anyone could do, even a vampire. He knocked down the three in front of him, but the others in back were already on him. Each grabbed a limb on Sky and began pulling in opposite directions. It was artless but effective. Soon he wouldn’t be anything but pieces, torn limb from limb. Sky was screaming. Lucy looked away. Just then the dog-monster came crashing through. Whether of its own will, or because it was thrown over there by Amanda, she couldn’t tell, but it knocked two of the zombies away. With a leg free Sky was able to spin up and kicked the remaining zombie so hard it flew skyward. Back on his feet he easily knocked the others aside like they were empty boxes.
Standing up, Sky saw that the Impala was swarmed with the remaining undead and yelled, “DUDE! TIM!!” He jumped away to the rescue. Amanda’s phantom was now fighting with the pig-duck thing, trying to shake it off as it repeatedly stabbed her.
“GET OFF OF ME, YOU THING!” the long-haired specter screeched in the sepulchral voice that she had when in that ghastly form. Even in the phantom state the thing’s butcher knife seemed to be able to cause her great pain, but she had had enough, and she flung it far out into the woods, where it landed with a crash and yelp. Once free, she turned her hollow eyes and her full attention back to the dog-monster. Miles was chomping down on zombies with those enormous jaws of his. He had even ripped the arms and legs off of a few, but they were relentless and tireless. He tossed one aside just as the phantom crashed into him.
Looking around, things didn’t look good. Sky was throwing zombies off as valiantly as ever, but there were too many. Miles was trying, but Amanda was just too much for him, and Moríro couldn’t break free from his opponent. Already the zombies Sky and Miles had scattered were gathering back and surrounding Lucy and Yo-yo once more – slowly inching forward, their dead and rotten hands ready to rend them apart. Yo-yo was rocking back and forth in her arms crying. The boy with the shaved head was there in the garden beside her, crouching with his hands on his head. He was muttering something in a foreign language. It took Lucy a minute to realize he was praying.
As their attackers gathered in, she looked to Moríro, who had momentarily wrested free from Mordant. The two were standing opposite each other, waiting for the other to strike first. Moríro’s face was bloody and bruised. He was faltering. She caught his eye. She looked at him in despair, longingly, hoping there was something he could do. He regarded her and seemed utterly remorseful. He looked back at Mordant who was searching for the perfect chance to strike, but then Moríro turned around abruptly and fled. He ran away from the fight and down the driveway away from the house as fast as he could.
“NO!” Lucy screamed. She couldn’t believe he was abandoning them now. The zombies were getting closer; already they had grabbed the boy with the shaved head and began dragging him away.
“NO!” she screamed again. She clawed over to the boy, grabbed him by his ankle and tried to pull him back. No sooner had she left Yo-yo though, than another one reached up and grabbed him from behind. “NOOOO!” she cried. She reached out desperately for Yo-yo too, but he was already out of reach, and they were dragging him away. They were losing everywhere. Amanda had the dog monster pinned down. Sky was on the roof of the Impala throwing everything he had at them. Even Tim was throwing his eight-tracks at the zombies, but they would soon be overwhelmed. She looked for Moríro. His flight hadn’t taken him far. He had reached the end of the drive near the stone lantern when Mordant tackled him and began dragging him back by his ankles, laughing. Moríro clung desperately to the stone lantern, and there, she saw him biting his knuckle, opening up a fresh spurt of blood. With all his strength, the Necromancer dragged the bloody knuckle across the lantern and said something in yet another language. Lucy felt a vibration move through the earth. Mordant gave one last tug and pulled Moríro away kicking, but he didn’t get far before a blue-white flame burst from the lantern, sending them both flying back from the force of the explosion.
Out of the flames emerged ghosts and ghouls in profusion. They came rushing out, shrieking as they went. They were all human in form, but monstrous in appearance. They had glowing eyes but no legs. Their long, ethereal robes just disappeared into trailing wisps of tangled smoke. Some were old women with tattered kimonos, others were young pretty girls with painted faces like geishas. Some were warriors in armor with demon-shaped masks like something out of a samurai movie. There were dozens of them. All had terrible claws and sharp teeth that they gnashed violently whenever they got close to someone, especially the undead.
They ignored Moríro and went straight for Mordant and began tearing him to pieces, swallowing large chunks of the screaming necromancer’s re-animated body until he was completely gone. They swarmed over the remaining revenant, biting them and rending them apart like vultures or ravenous animals. They took large bites from the moaning corpses, tossing the chunks back whole the way a crocodile might consume the carcass of an animal. The large bites disappeared into their transparent innards burning there like hot coals before disappearing into white-hot smoke. Several raced towards Lucy. She threw up her hands in defense, but they passed right through her and continued on to the corpses, devouring them. They consumed the small horde around the Impala, but once they had scavenged a meal from them, they began harassing Schuyler, nipping him around the edges, perhaps not as violently as they ate the corpses, as if they were testing out the taste of his undead flesh.
“Hey! Leave me alone! Back off!” Schuyler jumped down off the car roof and tried to avoid them. He tried some of his martial arts moves on them, but they just melted away from his blows. Eventually, he was reduced to swatting at them like horse flies. Moríro got up off the ground and moved quickly to Sky. He grabbed Schuyler’s arm and smeared some of the blood of his knuckle on Schuyler’s wrist and spoke more unintelligible words. Instantly the ghosts’ attitude changed, they approached Sky, sniffed him, gnashed their teeth at him in frustration but ultimately moved on, as if he were now tainted meat.
Lucy looked around in shock. She couldn’t see him, but Yo-yo had stopped crying. The boy with the shaved head uncovered his head and relaxed his defensive crouch. Moríro had done it! He had saved them!
Amanda threw off Miles, who landed with a thud and slowly transformed back into human form. The hungry ghosts left him alone as long as he was the dog monster, but the second he turned human, the ghosts snapped at him too, until Moríro rushed over and marked him likewise with the bloody knuckle. Content, or more likely frustrated that Miles was off the menu, they returned to greedily gobble up the remaining pieces of corpse like scavenging dogs eating scraps, but they completely ignored the living, including Amanda, who stood there infuriated, stomping the ground and screaming.
“MORÍRO!! CURSE YOU!!” she yelled in frustration.
Moríro, Miles and Schuyler were already triangulating on her position. Even Tim had regained enough courage to emerge from what was left of the Impala. She was spinning around frantically like a trapped dog, but Amanda was still a formidable opponent even alone. Lucy hoped that Moríro had another trick up his sleeve. She looked around. The boy with the shaved head was sitting up breathing heavily but looked otherwise fine. Where was Yo-yo?!! Lucy stood up and searched frantically for him. Yo-yo sat up somewhat dazed, at the far end of the garden near the woods.
“Yo-yo!” she cried out. Just then Amanda spun around to see Yo-yo as well. Her gaze fixed on him. Right at that moment, the pig-duck thing broke free from the brush where Amanda had flung him. It too focused directly on Yo-yo, hissing and spitting. All the spines on its back stood erect and it gave out a horrendous bellow worse than the shrieking ghosts. Lucy had to cover her ears. When she looked up, it was already charging on Yo-yo. He looked desperately between Lucy and Amanda, who was narrowing her eyes menacingly at him. Amanda turned into a bonfire of grey light and swirling black hair. The force of the transformation pushed the three boys and Moríro back momentarily. She chose the easiest avenue of escape and turned on Tim, passing right through him like an icy cloud. Tim began shaking like he had had a seizure and bent over double. The phantom Amanda flew first high into the air and then plunged to the ground and circled back towards the garden with incredible speed. She was heading straight for Yo-yo.
“NO!” Lucy screamed. She ran for Yo-yo who was fixed to the ground in fear. With the pig-duck monster clawing his way toward him from behind and the long-haired witch phantom approaching from the front, he had nowhere to go.
Lucy ran as fast as she could. She was just feet away from Yo-yo, with Moríro and the boys not far behind, but it was too late. Amanda’s phantom form, with all the long hair flying like black fire, completely engulfed the boy.
“LUUUUCY!!!” Yo-yo’s hand stretched out behind reaching for Lucy’s hand, but the phantom Amanda had already gripped him around his middle in a ghostly embrace. Lucy just managed to barely touch Yo-yo’s outstretched fingertips before Amanda pulled him away.
“NO!” Lucy screamed, but it was too late. Amanda had flown for the cover of the nearby woods, Yo-yo grasped tightly under one arm. Lucy got one last look at Yo-yo’s impassive, glassy stare and then, he was gone.



Chapter Thirty-Two
The Note
“Man, this thing is in fabulous shape. Sure, the body is bit rusty, but everything is original. Even the chrome. I’m more of a Chevy guy myself, but the ‘46 Ford is a classic.”
Tim lifted up the hood of the old truck to inspect the engine compartment. “Look at that! Original headers. It’s near perfect. Wow. Most of these got chopped down into low riders or hot rods years ago. I tell you, this thing couldn’t have had more than three owners in its lifetime.”
“One.”
The voice was quiet but penetrating. It came form the tall man in the olive army overcoat, fatigues and combat boots. He had his back to Miles, Tim, and Nephys. He didn’t turn around. He was standing over the form of a thirteen-year old girl in a ragged hospital bathrobe and dirty purple princess kitten pajamas. She was on her knees, holding herself tightly, rocking and sobbing.
Miles nudged Tim hard in the ribs.
“Oh.” Tim lowered the hood carefully and they all got silent. The shrill, piercing voices of the Japanese ghosts were still whirling overhead and around the edges of the farm. They were far fainter than they had been during the battle, but Nephys was still looking on cautiously from where he was hiding in the back of the pick-up. The ghosts’ long kimonos and robes trailed out behind them into wisps of smoke and light, and the light in the stone lantern burned blue-white and pulsated with every screech. Mostly satiated, the ghosts seemed to be content to patrol the edges of the farm, but every once in a while, the ghosts dropped like vultures feeding lazily on road kill. Below them lay the remains of the battle – the fragmented pieces of Amanda’s recently animated henchmen lay strewn around the yard, but Amanda was gone, and she had taken the strange boy with the cap and yo-yo with her. The only other sound other than the ghosts’ shrill moaning and Lucy’s low sobbing, was the sound of Hiero, the demonic bagpipe, destroying what was left of Maggie Miller’s zinnias.
A familiar voice came from behind the three of them. “Well the ambulance is still there, but the beamer we passed parked on the side of the road is long gone.” Schuyler was walking back from the driveway, shirtless; the tattered remnants of his once-glorious blazer slung over one shoulder. “So you found a new girlfriend already?” he asked Tim, who was inspecting the Ford’s undercarriage.
“Don’t tease,” Tim said quietly, standing up.
For once, Sky said nothing smart or sarcastic. He just went and put an arm around Tim’s shoulders and walked him back to the Impala. They stared in silence for a while, the two of them, at the once proud vehicle with its dented fenders, broken trunk, smashed windows and slashed vinyl top.
“I had just gotten her the way I like her. I had even gotten the red, white and blue pin striping done,” Tim said in a melancholy voice, hands in pockets. After a few seconds he added, “She still runs. I bet I can get her back…back to where she was…ya’think?” He looked back at Sky expectantly, like a whipped puppy. Sky just squeezed his shoulder once. Then Sky took the silk blazer from off his shoulder, held it before him and inspected it: its seams were ripped out, the cuffs torn and ragged, the tails shredded. Then he folded the blazer gently and laid it on the hood of the Impala with great ceremony and solemnity. Miles wasn’t sure why, but that seemed to really touch Tim. It was as if Sky was saying, “At least they went out in a blaze of glory.” For a moment Miles thought Tim was going to start crying and the two were going to hug, but Sky just thumped Tim hard once on the back and walked over to Miles who was leaning on the pickup.
“Dude! That was some battle eh?! That dog monster thing of yours…totally epic.” Sky nearly pounced on Miles’ shoulders and gave them a good hard rub before letting go. It hurt, but somehow this show of affirmation from Sky was even more jarring. It didn’t come without a passive aggressive qualifier though. “You nearly had that old witch a couple of times,” Sky said casually as he took his lollipop case out of his back pocket and began sorting through them. Most were broken.
“Nearly,” Miles grumbled.
“I haven’t been in a fight that big in a long time. Really gets the blood pumping! So to speak, y’know, if we actually had blood.” Sky tossed one broken plastic lollipop aside after the other, until he got to nearly the last one. “No. No. No. AHA! Blood-red black cherry. Perfect.” He put it in his mouth in the usual theatrical fashion. “Were you around Rivenden back in ’96 when those Italian vampires tried to muscle in?” Sky asked Miles somewhat nostalgic.
“Nah,” Miles said simply. He didn’t feel the need to elaborate that Wallach wouldn’t let him hang around Rivenden to wash the toilets much less help fight off intruders, not that vampires used toilets anyway.
“Man, that was a big fight. I was just about to get some serious action and prove myself to Wallach when Ulami and Forzgrim jumped in and turned them to dog food. Over before it got started, really.” Sky did a back flip and landed light as a feather on the hood of the Ford, where he took up a casual lounging position with his back against the windshield – one hand behind his head, legs crossed at the ankles. “Dirty, rotten, brown-nosing, suck-ups,” he muttered under his breath.
Tim finally pulled himself away from the Impala and ambled over to join them leaning against the Ford. He gave them the “Wassup bro?” chin jab that every guy seemed to know these days and then stood quietly. They all silently took in the strange tableau before them: Necromancer, crying girl, rampaging bagpipe.
Finally, Miles broke the tension. “Blimey. So that’s him is it?” Miles whispered to Tim.
“Yep. That’s him. Lazlo Moríro. He’s the guy that brought Hokharty and Graber back to life,” Tim said simply. “He’s the one that started this whole mess. I wish to heck I hadn’t agreed to take overtime last night, that’s for sure.”
“That’s Hokharty’s master?” Sky said incredulously, “That’s the guy I’ve been hearing so much about? That old dude? Really?” Sky derisively pointed the black-cherry lollipop at the man in the olive coat. “Hmmph. I was expecting the Necromancer to be a little more…I dunno…impressive.”
Miles shot Sky a weird look. “More impressive?!” thought Miles. This “old dude” just took out another necromancer and a ton of zombies with a horde of flesh-eating ghosts he summoned with his own blood! What more did Sky want?! Miles figured he probably just didn’t approve of Moríro’s sense of fashion.
“So…that’s the Necromancer?” came a shy, puzzled voice from the bed of the pickup truck where the owner of the voice was still crouching.
“You still with us, baldy?” Sky said back to Nephys, “Wasn’t sure if you made it or not.” Sky winked at Miles, but Nephys didn’t reply.
“I mean, that’s the Necromancer, right?” Nephys asked again, insistent.
“Yep,” Tim replied.
“And that’s Lucy Miller, right?” Nephys pointed to the sobbing girl in purple princess kitten pajamas.
“Hey, I think the kid is finally catching on,” Sky said sarcastically.
There was a pause before Nephys spoke again, this time very cautiously, “So, why are they both here together?”
They all looked back at Nephys, bewildered.
“Are you kidding me?” Sky said at last, “I thought you said you had a note from her mother.”
“Well…” Nephys began nervously, “That was just sort of a side trip, I was really sent here by the Chamberlain to give something to the Necromancer.”
They all looked at him again. “A side trip?” Sky said laughing, “What, do people moonlight in the afterlife?”
“It’s just…I never expected to find them together, that’s all,” Nephys said nervously.
Miles looked directly at Nephys. What did the kid know that he didn’t? For his part, Nephys settled in to listen to what was about to unfold between the Necromancer and Lucy.
Lucy was mumbling something through her tears, “I…I told him…I told him I would protect him.”
Miles took a step forward, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do, maybe just put a hand on her shoulder or something, anything to comfort her, but Sky gave him a subtle shake of the head and twisted the lollipop between his fingers contemplatively. Perhaps he was right this time. She probably didn’t want any comfort from one of the vampires that had tried to kidnap her. Besides, the man who had started their whole adventure, the Necromancer, was right there. Perhaps he would say something comforting, but Miles obviously didn’t know him very well.
 
“I should’ve never left him…I should have never brought him here.” Lucy was blaming herself.
“Get up,” the Necromancer said simply. Lucy continued sobbing.
The Necromancer took a step closer to her and folded his hands behind his back like a drill sergeant.
“Get up!” he said forcefully this time, but Lucy just kept on crying.
“GET UP!” he commanded her this time without the slightest trace of remorse or empathy.
“What?” Lucy said weakly. Lucy looked up at him confused and dazed, but he just glowered down at her.
“I said, GET UP.” He leaned over and yanked her up roughly. “Tears are worthless.”
“What?” Lucy was too shocked by his insensitivity to be as angry as she ought to be.
Miles jumped up. The poor girl had been through enough. Tim and Nephys were right behind him, even Hiero gave a hoot of protest, but Sky slipped off the hood of the truck and jumped ahead of them with his lightning quick reflexes.
“Leave it alone, dudes. Trust me on this one.” All of them stopped but Miles craned his neck to see what the Necromancer would do next.
“Tears are worthless. It’s your blood we need,” the Necromancer said simply before dragging her towards the stone lantern.
“Blood?! What is the matter with you?!” Lucy protested at the rough treatment. She shook off Moríro’s grip, but she noticed that she had stopped crying.
“Good,” Moríro said, satisfied she had stopped sobbing, flatly ignoring what she had actually said. “Now follow me.” He turned and walked the short distance to the end of the garden towards the large Japanese stone lantern.
Lucy looked dejectedly down at the princess kitties. Every
one of the kittens with goggling eyes seemed to be mocking her. She stood shell-shocked for a minute or so, but eventually, she willed her feet forward. The boys followed close by – they made sure to keep a safe distance, but she resented that they were there, looking at her. They probably enjoyed a good show, the blood-sucking creeps. She also hated that that freak-show hooting monster was digging in her mother’s flowers, but at least it wasn’t bothering her anymore. Lucy slowly walked down to the far end of the garden. The Necromancer was standing there beside the stone lantern, already waiting for her, illuminated by its eerie, blue-white glow. The swirling, shrieking ghosts that had saved them from the revenant not twenty minutes ago were floating menacingly nearby, making low circles around the lantern and the Necromancer’s head.
Lucy took her time getting there. If he was impatient he didn’t show it. He showed nothing more than a slight disdain for her and the whole situation.
Lucy arrived at the lantern and looked anxiously about at the snarling ghosts wafting overhead. They gnashed a bit whenever they got close to the vampires, but she noticed they ignored her, Tim and Moríro entirely, and strangely, even the odd boy with the shaved head and the pig-duck thing. They obviously had a taste for dead flesh, but Moríro’s blood must be protecting the vampires somehow. She wondered if her blood could do the same. Those that weren’t gathering over the lantern hovered over the fallen corpses like ravenous flies, devouring the remaining scraps.
“What are they?” Lucy said in wonder and horror. They were obviously incorporeal but they seemed able to digest physical meat well enough. She had never imagined that there were so many different varieties of dead things.
“We must put the hungry ghosts away,” Moríro said urgently, ignoring her inquiry. “They can become unpredictable if left out too long.” The Necromancer raised an eyebrow as a particularly loathsome one, a corpulent sumo wrestler with dead, white eyes floated by.
“Hungry ghosts?” Lucy said, puzzled.
“The jikininki,” he said tonelessly.
“But what are they?”
“Condemned souls, forced to eat coprses. Especially useful when fighting the undead. More effective on some varieties than others.” He took an odd look at Miles.
Lucy looked around at the strange ghouls in near total confusion. “But…how…did they…”
“Enough,” Moríro said impatiently. “Bite your knuckle!” he ordered suddenly.
“W-what?!” Lucy staggered back in horror at the command.
“Bite your knuckle,” he repeated emphatically.
“But…but why?”
“The life essence is found in a necromancer’s blood. It has the power used to summon spirits and other things. They were summoned with blood; they need blood to be put back.”
“But bite my own knuckle?! With my teeth?! Why can’t we find a pin or a knife or …”
“You can easily be separated from a pin or a knife,” the Necromancer interrupted, “but it’s much harder for someone to separate you from your teeth. In the midst of a battle you do not want to be scrambling around looking for a sharp implement! Your teeth are always at the ready.”
Lucy looked cautiously at her own knuckle as if someone were asking her to eat a live frog.
“Why can’t you bite your own knuckle? You did it before.”
“Lucia Clarissa Francesca Estafania Zephorah Candelaria Valda de Vasca y Hoffenstedter Holveda Miller!” the Necromancer yelled furiously. Lucy cringed. He said the whole name effortlessly without hesitation. He sounded just like her mother when he spoke like that. Miles even took a step back when he said it. “Look around you! The stone lantern, the plants your mother planted, the bell on the porch that drives away demons, the red paint on the door! Everything, EVERYTHING!” he calmed himself down and continued, “Everything about this place was designed for the protection of the order, of the family, and for your protection. Did you think you’re mother went out every night to this lantern just to light candles for the ambience?!”
“What?” Lucy replied weakly.
Moríro lunged forward and grabbed her by her wrist and pressed her hand firmly to the stone lantern.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” she screamed. Miles took a step forward, but Sky held him back.
“THIS, LUCIA! THIS!” His eyes flashed rage, but his tone softened, “This is your mother’s blood. And it kept you safe and the spirits trapped inside ever at the ready.”
Lucy looked down at her hand, which Moríro was holding to the stone lantern by her wrist. Between her white outstretched fingers she could see the brown drip stains that she had always assumed were just weathering. Moríro let go his grip on her wrist, but Lucy kept her hand on her mother’s bloodstains. How long had she been doing it? The whole year they had been there?! Longer? The whole time they had lived in Texas? She had never even noticed.
“We were very lucky,” Moríro continued. Lucy turned her ear in his direction but couldn’t look away from where her hand laid over her mother’s blood. “I wasn’t certain they would acknowledge my blood at all, but they must have recognized the family resemblance.” Lucy looked up at him. “Now they must recognize your blood and be bonded to your command.”
Lucy took her hand away and looked at her white knuckle. Miles and the boys leaned in to see what she would do.
“Bite the knuckle. Hard,” Moríro said without any feeling, “The skin is thin there and the wound will bleed for a while before closing, giving you the time you need to work the spell.”
She always hated how skinned knuckles bled for a long time. She never thought it would ever come in handy.
She took the second knuckle of her index finger on her left hand in her own right hand like a person might take a chicken leg. She wondered if her mom ever did this. She had never noticed any scars on her fingers before. She continued to look at it as if it was a hot dog with maggots, but she couldn’t force herself to move the last six inches and take the bite. Finally, she just screwed up her face, closed her eyes and did it, biting down hard. There was a sharp sting and a spurt of warm and acrid tasting liquid in her mouth.
“Good,” Moríro said simply. He grabbed her left hand and dragged the knuckle unceremoniously over the lantern. The granite of the lantern was rough and Moríro pressed down too hard, needlessly taking off even more skin. She didn’t dare say “ouch,” however. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.
“Now we must see if they will obey you.”
“How will I…” she began, but he cut her off.
“SHH!!” he hushed her. Even now some of the ghosts were snapping around the edges of Miles and Sky, so Lucy could understand his urgency.
“Repeat after me,” he said abruptly, “Jikininki voltai.”
“Ji-nink…”
“JI-KI-NIN-KI!” he repeated each syllable impatiently.
“Fine!” she yelled back, “JI-KI-NIN-KI!!”
“You must say it correctly!” he responded testily, “Every time!”
“Why does it matter so much?!”
“Because those are the words the spell was sealed with originally.”
“And that matters?”
“Of course!” he yelled.
“OK!” she replied, “What does it mean? What language is this anway?! Japanese?”
“Jikininki is Japanese. It means ‘man-eating ghost.’ ‘Voltai’ is Portuguese. It means ‘return.’”
“Portuguese?!” Lucy asked, confused, “Why Portuguese?”
“Because our ancestor who originally retrieved the lantern from Japan and created this spell was Portuguese, of course!”
“But then why not say ‘man-eating ghost’ in Portuguese?”
“Because there is no word for jikininki in Portuguese!” he bellowed as if this were obvious, “When you make your own spells you may bind them in whatever vulgar tongue you prefer! But for now, you will use the language I tell you to!” he yelled this impatiently in a way that indicated he would suffer no further argument on this matter.
Lucy sighed.
“Now say it together. Jikininki voltai,” Moríro dictated once more.
“Ji-ki-nin-ki vol-tai,” she said every syllable distinctly. Nothing happened. The ghosts were swirling overhead, but they were getting a little too nippy with Miles and Sky.
“Try again,” Moríro suggested, “Concentrate. Exercise your will over them. Bind them to your blood. You carry the blood of your mother. They will listen.”
Lucy concentrated, though she had no idea what she was supposed to concentrate on. She closed her eyes and put her hand on the stone lantern. She didn’t know if this was protocol or not, but it “felt” right.
“Jikininki voltai,” she said again. For a moment there was nothing. Then a wooshing sound grew. She opened her eyes. It was like a small, blue tornado had appeared over the stone lantern. It was sucking the ghosts in, but they didn’t seem too happy about it. They went screaming out curses. Lucy was certain she learned some other new Japanese words that night. The wind didn’t affect anything other than the gnashing Japanese ghosts. It blew them around violently, but not so much as a blade of grass swayed. With one last, pulsating blast of the blue flame in the lantern, they were gone, the light extinguished. Lucy looked around. Moríro had a half-smile on his face. The boys seemed impressed. Even the duck-monster thing tearing up the garden had stopped wrecking it long enough to look up.
“Good,” Moríro said, “Now they are bound to you and will come when you call in time of need. You must refresh the spell with your own blood to further bind them to you and none else.”
She opened her mouth to ask how often, but he raised a finger to silence her. “ONLY Call on them in extreme need! And return them to the lantern once they have served their purpose.” Moríro straightened up and put his hands behind his back in an officious manner. “You already know how to return them. To summon them simply say, ‘Jikininki vinde’ in a commanding voice.”
“Jikininki…” she began.
“DO NOT SAY IT NOW!” Moríro intoned ominously.
“I wasn’t!” she said defensively, but she really wasn’t sure if she was about to or not. She felt so stupid.
Moríro narrowed his eyes at her but said nothing more about it. He turned to look at where the boys were loitering nearby. The second he looked at them they all turned away guiltily and looked up or down at their shoes like they were embarrassed to admit they had been eavesdropping the whole time. Moríro fixed his gaze first on the two vampires and Tim, but he settled on the odd boy now with them. Lucy had never been able to get a clear look at him before, but now that she saw him he was odd. His head was shaved except for one lock of hair on the right side. He wore white robes and heavy eyeliner. He was fidgeting about nervously as if uncertain what to do. Moríro’s glance moved from him to the pig-duck with spines cavorting about at the other end of the garden. His look of disgust and shock spoke volumes.
“No es possible!” he muttered to himself, followed by some curses in Spanish and several other languages while he stormed around in a mad circle. Lucy couldn’t understand most of it thankfully, something awful sounding in some Eastern European language she guessed. Lucy was certain her mother wouldn’t approve of the education she was getting. Moríro broke from his frenzy to stare at the horrid little monster in the garden once more.
“Phhhhphttt-hoonk!” it gave him a bloody raspberry from its anteater-like nose and then shot phlegm from all three pipes on its back.
“Stay here,” Moríro said to Lucy without looking at her, “I have to find some answers of my own.” He strode off directly towards the boys who had withdrawn back to the pickup and were milling around like any group of bored teenagers in a small town, leaving Lucy in the garden alone with that vile thing rooting around in what was left of her mother’s purple nightshade.
“Harnt-harnt-harnt” it chortled at her. Her rage got the best of her.
“GET THE HECK OUT OF MY MOM’S GARDEN!!” she impulsively screamed at it, and it instantly yelped like a kicked dog and ran off to hide under the porch. Its reaction surprised her. She hadn’t expected it would be cowed so easily.
Sky hit Miles on the arm as Moríro marched over to them and the three of them straightened up like recruits awaiting inspection.
“Why are you still alive?” he yelled at them before he had even finished walking. Miles, Tim and Sky exchanged nervous glances uncertain who he was talking to until he stopped dead in front of Miles. Sky and Tim stepped aside somehow glad not to be the focus of the Necromancer’s rage. Miles looked nervously from side to side not sure how to answer the question.
“WELL?!!” Moríro demanded a quick reply.
Miles winced and said the first thing to come to his mind, “Well, because I ain’t dead yet, I reckon.” Sky snorted to avoid bursting out into open laughter, but the Necromancer was not amused.
“I’ve seen Amarantha decimate hordes of the undead with little effort. How is it that you survived more than five minutes?!”
“I…I don’t know,” he stammered. Miles looked nervously from Tim to Sky. Tim just shrugged but Sky was considering Miles coolly, twisting the lollipop stick slowly in his mouth.
“And why did you delay in bringing me the girl? And you!” he pointed to Tim who cringed, “You shouldn’t even be here! You are the sorriest lot of minions Hokharty has ever produced!!” he said, flailing his arms in agitation. “You should have been here hours ago!” He stormed off again back in the direction of Lucy, cursing in Spanish and other languages when Miles realized the Necromancer had just said something curious.
“Oy! But Hokharty didna tell us to brin’ her here,” Miles shot out after him.
Moríro stopped mid-step and went silent. Then he quickly turned back to face Miles nose to nose.
“What did you say?” Moríro was so close to Miles’ face, Miles had to pull back to focus his eyes.
“Aye. Hokharty didna tell us to brin’ her here.”
Moríro seemed genuinely shocked. “Where then?!”
“Um…Rivenden,” Tim offered when Miles seem too flustered by the question to speak.
“Rivenden?” Moríro said, stunned. “RIVENDEN!” he repeated, this time enraged. “He told you to take her to Wallach, that monster?!”
“Wallach’s dead,” Schuyler said flatly. He was finally joining the conversation, narrowing his eyes but he never stopped twirling the lollipop stick. Miles could tell he was putting puzzle pieces together, but what it all meant was still a mystery to Miles. “Hokharty killed him,” Schuyler went on. “Turned him into kindling, as a matter of fact,” he added casually. This seemed to genuinely startle the old man, but Schuyler wasn’t finished, “Hokharty just sent us to bring her back to Rivenden. We had no idea this place even existed. In fact,” Schuyler smiled and paused, “We wouldn’t have even found this place had we not run into someone else.” He twirled the lollipop some more. Sky didn’t have to add anything else for the Necromancer to get the point. Moríro’s gaze was already fixing on Nephys, who had been hiding somewhere behind the pickup ever since the Necromancer walked over to them.
As the Necromancer approached him, Nephys didn’t know how to respond. The tall, austere man in the long, olive-drab overcoat gave nearly the same impression as the Chamberlain: mysterious, serious, deadly, and not to be underestimated. His boots came to a halt right in front of Nephys with a crunch on the gravel.
“Come out,” he said in a stern fashion.
Nephys nervously complied and slowly came out from his hiding place but he only stared down at his sandals.
“Look at me!” the Necromancer commanded.
Nephys willed his eyes to look upward. Past the hard face of the Necromancer he could see the other three boys and a little further off, Lucy standing in the garden.
“Who are you?” he demanded.
“Nephys,” he replied. Then decided to add, “Necromancer…sir,” In order to not seem impolite. He even bowed a little. The Necromancer raised an eyebrow at this. It seemed he wasn’t used to this sort of treatment, though he seemed to respect Nephys’ efforts. His tone was less harsh after that.
“And where do you come from, Nephys?” The Necromancer had no trouble in pronouncing his name.
“From Limbo…Necromancer…sir.” He had no idea if he was being sufficiently deferential or not. All the others seemed quite informal with the Necromancer, rude even, but he didn’t want to take any chances.
“Limbo?” The Necromancer seemed doubtful.           
“No es possible!” he muttered to himself, “And this diablillo?” the Necromancer continued, gesturing to where Hiero was digging into the underside of the wooden steps with his butcher knife.
“Oh. That’s Hiero. He’s a set of bagpipes, he’s um…he’s my imp…um…Necromancer.” Nephys bowed again just to be careful.
“Imposible!” the Necromancer said to himself again, biting his thumb this time. “No imp has ever set foot on the world above! No es posible!” He walked a short distance away and looked closely at the imp who was hiding under the porch steps and only emerged to give an obscene raspberry.
Tim tapped Sky on the shoulder and whispered to him in a mock Spanish accent, “You keep using that word…I do not think it means…oof.” Sky thumped him hard in the stomach before he could finish.
The Necromancer kept biting his thumb and paced in a tight circle before his piercing gaze met Nephys’ eyes once more. He walked back over towards him and lowered himself to examine the boy. He reached forward a hand towards the boy’s neck as he narrowed his eyes. His hand stopped just a few inches away from Nephy’s neck wound, and his eyes dilated slightly. Then he slowly withdrew the hand as a look of wonder and mild astonishment came across his face.
“Incredíble!” He quickly reached down for Nephys’ hands and examined them back and front, then he felt his arms and placed a hand on his chest and back, as if feeling for a pulse, examining him the way a doctor might. It was rather rough and made Nephys feel very uncomfortable. As he did so he muttered things to himself, not in Spanish, but rather in Egyptian, Greek, Latin and even Summerian, “Yib, anima, numen, shi, genius, psyche, ka, pneumata, sheunt, ren, corpus…” He was running down a checklist of all the many parts of the human soul. Finally, he dropped his hands and looked up at Nephys intently.
“Es cierto!” he whispered, “You really are from the underworld, aren’t you?”
Nephys nodded.
“Pero como?” he asked pensively.
“T-through the Gates of Erebus…Necromancer,” Nephys replied respectfully. He had transcribed a first edition of Cervantes’ Don Quixote so he understood what the Necromancer meant.
Moríro looked at Nephys curiously and held the lower half of his face in one hand as a man utterly perplexed. “Not since the days of Dante has such a tale been told, but how did you manage it?” He was speaking more to himself than to Nephys, and Nephys wasn’t certain if he should respond. Thankfully, he didn’t wait for an answer but stood up immediately and adopted the more formal and cold tone of an interrogator.
“Why are you here?”
Embarrassed, Nephys suddenly realized the purpose for which he was sent in the first place. He had been through so much in the last few hours, he had nearly forgotten. He reached into his robes and felt around carefully for the small pebble. Good, it was still there. He wouldn’t have known what to do if he had lost it in the battle. He held it tightly in his fist and then stretched forth his hand.
“I was told to give you this,” Nephys said. The Necromancer looked at the clenched fist and then cupped his own hand underneath it. “I was told you were in danger,” Nephys went on. “I was told that the balance between our worlds was nearly broken and that you needed it to restore the balance. I…I was told it would help you.” Nephys willed himself to let it go, but realized a moment later that his hand was still clutched tightly around it and everyone was looking at him. Nephys thought about the light and warmth of the stone. He wished he didn’t have to give it up so soon, but he took a breath and opened his fist. The bright green light burst forth and the stone tumbled slowly a few short inches through the air until it came to a rest in the worn and lined palm of the Necromancer’s outstretched hand.
“Lapis Caeli!” the Necromancer said in a barely audible whisper. He seemed overcome by awe and shock. He had recognized it immediately.
Every one of the bystanders saw it. All took a few steps forward to take a closer look. Moríro instantly sensed their approach and closed his hand tightly around it and shut out the light to avoid any further scrutiny. The Necromancer’s eyes darted around madly, lost in thought and anxiety. Then his fiery gaze locked on Nephys.
“WHO gave this to you?!” he demanded of Nephys.
“What?” Nephys was too frightened by the Necromancer’s intensity to think, let alone answer the question.
“WHO?!!” he yelled grabbing Nephys’ robe with his free hand and dragging him closer while he shook the closed fist with the stone in it near Nephys’ face, “The stone should never have left the safety of the underworld! WHO GAVE IT TO YOU?!”
Nephys blanched and couldn’t speak.
“ANSWER ME!”
“T-the Chamberlain!” Nephys finally sputtered, pulling away from Moríro’s grip. The Necromancer went white and he let go of Nephys’ robes. Nephys fell back to the ground and trembled in fear.
“Who?” the Necromancer asked faintly, but his eyes were unfocused and dazed.
“T-the Chamberlain, the Chamberlain of Death himself and high priest to all his mysteries! He gave me the stone. He told me I had to give it to you and that you would know what to do with it. It’s the truth, Necromancer, I swear!”
“The Chamberlain?!” The Necromancer swayed on his feet as if he were about to fall down, but his eyes suddenly cleared, his stance became solid as granite, his glance fiery and resolute. He quickly withdrew the hand with the stone and squirreled it into an interior pocket of his coat. He grabbed Nephys by the arm and set him on his feet.
“You!” he bellowed, pointing to Tim who jumped when he spoke, “Will that vehicle of yours still run?”
“Um…I think so,” Tim replied uncertainly.
Moríro was already turning back to the house before Tim had finished answering. “Everyone MUST be ready to go in fifteen minutes!” Moríro stormed up the porch steps, sending Hiero into a hooting frenzy and slammed the red door to the house behind him so hard the bell hummed from the vibration.
They all stared at each other in confusion for a moment before settling in to wait. Nephys turned to look at Lucy. She did look a lot like her mother, only with lighter hair, skin and eyes. She looked as dejected and alone as Maggie had when he had first come across her in the swamp. Nephys reached into his robes and closed his hand over the tiny scroll. He had one last errand to perform, but he didn’t have the slightest idea how to approach her in her current state.
Just then, as if by fate, Lucy struggled back to her feet and walked over to where the boys were standing. She pulled her hair behind her ears and fidgeted as if she was trying to think of something to say but didn’t know what. Finally, she just turned and said, “Thank you,” to Sky and Miles. “Thank you for… saving me back there.” And then added as if it wasn’t obvious, “Y’know…from the zombies.”
Miles looked down and shrugged and looked at Sky. Sky smiled a smug little smile and looked like he was going to say something cute when Lucy cut him off.
“Don’t think for a moment that this means I’ve forgotten about earlier!” she said angrily. Schuyler just closed his mouth around the lollipop and smiled some more. She took a few steps past them and looked like she was going to walk away when she stepped back to take a second look at Tim. She looked him up and down and finally said quietly to him, “Why are you wearing Sky’s shirt?”
Tim hemmed and hawed for a minute before fessing up, “Um, it always was my shirt. Sky was just borrowing it, y’know, because he didn’t think he could approach you in the gift shop without, y’know, a shirt on.” Tim put his hands in his pockets and rocked back and forth anxiously, slightly embarrassed.
Lucy looked at Tim wide-eyed, then back to Sky and his naked chest. Schuyler waggled his eyebrows at her. She didn’t say anything but just sighed. She gave Nephys a look before she spoke again.
“And what’s your story?” she said a little bit surly, “I suppose you’re some awful dead thing too. What are you, a zombie, a ghoul, another one of them?” She shot a vicious look at Tim, Miles and Sky.
“Hey, do I have to keep reminding you people that I’m still alive?” Tim said, a bit hurt.
“Shut up, bloodbag,” Sky said dismissively. Tim opened his mouth to protest but said nothing. Lucy looked back to Nephys and widened her eyes as if to say “Well?” and he realized he hadn’t answered her question yet.
“Um…no…I’m a child of Limbo,” he said a bit defensively. She just raised her eyebrows at him. That obviously meant nothing to her.
“Um...we’re the lost children of the underworld. We…we help around the afterlife and live in perpetual service to the Great Master, help him catalogue the dead, record things, stuff like that. I’m a scribe, personally.”
“Great Master?” she said curious but cautious, “You mean Death?”
“Um…yeah,” Nephys said cringing.
She took in a big sigh, “Great. Why not?” she shrugged. “That’s. Just. Perfect.” She looked completely numb and stared into space. She turned away and walked off to the end of the garden and stood near the stone lantern, holding herself with her back to everyone.
“I think that’s your cue, baldy,” Sky said a half a minute later, “If you are ever gonna deliver that note you’re not going to find a better time.” Nephys looked at Lucy’s back and then at Sky’s face and the faces of the others.
“Go on now.” Miles tossed his head in Lucy’s direction. Nephys looked back to Lucy, tightened his hand around the scroll and walked after her. He stopped a few feet behind her. She had her eyes closed with her chin up and was breathing very slowly as if she was listening intently to something. Nephys was about to say something when she spoke.
“You have a heartbeat,” she said a little perplexed, “I didn’t think dead things could have heartbeats.” She looked down and opened her eyes. “Or maybe that’s only vampires. I’m… so new at all this.” She closed her eyes and looked up again. “I can hear them y’know. Heartbeats. Tim’s, Moríro’s and yours. Yours is different though. Not a steady beat at all, more of a hum.” She looked at him curiously but then looked back to the empty woods where the boy and the specter of the witch had last disappeared. “Miles and Sky don’t have heartbeats. Just shadows spinning like gurgling drains to nowhere.” She shuddered a little. Then she took another step forward as if she wanted to be further away from the sound of gurgling shadows. After another profound, awkward silence, Nephys wiped his palms on his robes and got the courage to speak. He needed to tell Lucy about her mother, but he couldn’t just blurt it out. He decided to keep it simple.
“My name’s Nephys,” he said. She didn’t look at him. Nephys sighed. “You can call me Neppy, though. Everyone does…even your…” He stopped. “Well everyone calls me Neppy.”
She didn’t look at him but just stared off into space. Then after a while she wiped her eyes a bit. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude. My mom said everyone’s got problems and so there’s no reason to expect someone else to put up with yours.” She turned to look at him. “Hello, Neppy, I’m Lucy Miller,” she said formally.
She held out her hand stiffly. At first he thought she wanted him to put something in it, but the way she was holding it, stiff and vertically, that didn’t make sense. Then he remembered something.
“Oh…I’m supposed to shake it, right?”
Lucy laughed, “Well…yes.”
He reached up and grabbed her right hand with his own right hand. It was awkward, but Lucy helped him through it raising and lowering her hand in a slow rhythmic fashion until he got the hang of it.
“I’m sorry, I’m not really used to your customs. I haven’t been on earth since I died more than…well I haven’t been to earth in a really long time.”
She just smiled. He liked holding her hand. It was warm and gentle. It was like holding the stone. Her eyes were as vibrant green as the stone and he could see her mother in her.
Finally, she looked at him a little funny and then said, “You’re supposed to let go of it after a while.”
“Oh.” He dropped her hand nervously, even though he didn’t want to.
She pulled her hair behind her ears and said, “Thanks, y’know for pulling, that thing off of me earlier.” She shot a venomous look towards Hiero, who was venturing a little from the safety of the stairs. The second the imp caught her eye, though, it darted back for cover with a whining, “flubbit.”
Nephys smiled. “My fault really,” Nephys said a little dejectedly, “If it wasn’t for me it wouldn’t have even been here.” Nephys looked up at her expectantly. “Sorry.”
She huffed a little and looked a little angry. She went to put her hands in her back pockets, just like her mother did when she wanted to assume a commanding position, but neither the robe nor the pajama bottoms had any back pockets so she had to settle with folding her arms across her chest instead.
“Well,” she said after a moment, “I forgive you and thanks…anyway.”
She pointed back to the stairs where Hiero was still hiding. “What is that thing anyway? I can sense you and even the bloodsuckers over there,” by which she meant Miles and Sky, “But I get nothing from it. It’s like it’s not there at all. What is it? Some sort of Frankenstein’s monster stitched together from a duck and a pig and some left over plumbing supplies?” She wrinkled her nose at it in disgust.
As she said this, the little imp ducked even further under the stairs as if it was afraid of her. Nephys laughed a little. She really was Maggie’s daughter.
“Hiero?” Nephys said, a little surprised, “Oh, he’s not a dead thing. You have to be living at some point to die, and he was never really alive, not in the proper sense.”
“Then what is he?” Lucy asked.
“He’s an imp.”
She looked at him skeptically. “An imp?”
“Um…yes…An imp is a soulless gestalt, a psychic manifestation of the collective fears…” Nephys began, but from Lucy’s raised eyebrows he could tell he was offering too much detail. “Um…it’s a bagpipe.” He finished hastily.
“A bagpipe?” she said, incredulous.
“Um…yeah…whatever you fear or hate the most in this life, those fears come to life and become imps who torment your soul in the life to come.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“So if I’m terrified of Twinkies, a giant monster Twinkie is just going to pop out of nowhere and chase me around the afterlife for all eternity?” Lucy chuckled a little.
Nephys didn’t know what a Twinkie was, but he decided he didn’t need to. “Yeah, pretty much.”
Lucy snorted and shook her head. She regarded the bagpipe as if it were an affront to all nature and decency, which, Nephys had to remind himself, it probably was.
“So that thing was created by someone who really hated bagpipes?” Lucy continued.
“Either that or someone who really loved bagpipes.”
“Someone who loved bagpipes?! How is a bagpipe a torture to someone who loved bagpipes?” Lucy asked, disbelieving.
Just then Hiero let out a long series of the most discordant and abominable notes Nephys had ever heard him give, as if affronted that someone could doubt his ability to torment souls.       “HOOOONparNAFFFA-spppfttt-BLAAAAARNT!!!”
Each note whistled or sputtered like a demonic firework and split the eardrum like an ice pick on the end of a jackhammer. Everyone turned and clamped their hands over their ears, even the vampires.
“Oh. That’s how,” Lucy said simply, unscrewing her face and unclenching her hands from the sides of her head. “Well, that thing better stay out of my mother’s garden, or I swear....” She folded her arms across her chest again. Nephys had to hide a smile. She looked so much like her mother when she did that. Her hair was lighter, her face rounder, her eyes bright green instead of brown, but she had all the same mannerisms and stubbornness.
“Why was it after me and Yo-yo anyway?” she asked suddenly.
“Hmm?” Nephys realized he was looking at her rather than listening.
“Yo-yo. The boy that that witch ran off with. What did the thing want with him and me?”
“Oh.” Nephys thought for a moment of how to say this sensitively. “It’s kind of like a vampire, but instead of blood, it feeds off of human misery, pain, anger, frustration, that sort of thing.”
Lucy’s expression didn’t even change, she just sighed again. This answer didn’t seem to surprise her at all.
“That’s why it’s best not to encourage it by being angry or miserable,” Nephys added helpfully.
“I see,” she said quietly.
“The best thing to do is to not let it boss you around. Your mother is really good at that. She’s the only one I’ve ever known that the thing will take orders from, frankly.”
Nephys went rigid. He hadn’t meant to just blurt it out like that. It had just happened.
“What did you say?” Lucy’s voice was soft and hoarse like a whisper from a tomb.
He turned to look at her. Her face was deathly white and her eyes hung in her sockets as if they were about to fall out. He froze, not knowing what to say next.
“What did you say?” came her desperate voice again.
There was no avoiding it now, no gentle way to take it back. He just had to press forward.
“I…I know your mother. We…we met in the underworld,” Nephys stammered nervously.
Lucy eyes were locked tight in an expression of shock, but already they were beginning to fill with tears.
“She…she found out I was going back.”
Lucy pulled her hair back from her forehead and her eyes finally managed to break the locked expression and darted about frantically while her lower lip trembled.
“She wanted to let you know that she was alright.”
“But…but…” Lucy put her hands to her mouth as if to force down the large, gulping sobs. Her whole body began convulsing. She was hyperventilating and bent over to keep herself from passing out. Nephys thought she was going to fall down.
He reached out, grabbed her arm and held her up. “It’s all right, she’s okay!” he tried to sound reassuring. “She was lost in the marsh of lost souls….” Lucy looked directly at him with those large, green eyes in a state of panic and he instantly knew he had said the wrong thing. “But it’s ok!” he immediately said, trying to correct his mistake. “She’s okay because we found her, Hiero and me.” Nephys nodded in Hiero’s direction and Lucy’s eyes followed to where the imp was cowering under the porch stairs. Even now he was peeking out, looking at her in an almost sympathetic glare, or as close to one as the vile little imp could muster. She was breathing heavily and shaking her head in disbelief as if boggled by the idea that the pig-duck thing could ever have anything to do with her mother.
“That…thing…saved…my…mother?” She was desperately trying to calm down while talking between sobs.
“Um…yes,” he said noncommittally. Nephys decided to leave off the part about the car coming to life and the twenty minutes of screaming, let alone Hiero’s motivations which had more to do with boredom than altruism. The important thing was that she knew her mother was okay. “She’s okay, and she wanted you to know she’s okay,” Nephys managed to get out. Lucy kept sobbing, but she placed her hand on her chest and forced herself to take in deep, slow breaths. Finally somehow, Lucy got control of herself, stood upright and calmed down to the point where she was not openly sobbing, though she was still tearing up pretty badly.
“She’s in the underworld?” she said, sounding disappointed. Everyone sounded like that.
Nephys nodded yes.
“But…she’s…she’s okay?” she said hesitantly, but somewhat hopefully.
Nephys let go of her arm, reached into his robes and pulled out the tiny scroll of papyrus. Lucy looked at in amazement, clutching her hands near her chest.
“It’s…It’s not really allowed, but…she sent you a note. She wanted you to have this.” Nephys held out his hand with the note held loosely between his fingers. She looked at it frantically and Nephys thought she was going to start sobbing again for a moment, but she remained composed. She reached out gingerly for the note before she withdrew her hand when it was less than halfway there. She clutched her hand back to her chest, looked around nervously and danced on her toes for a minute uncertainly. Then calming herself, she reached forward again, this time more slowly and carefully pulled the note from Nephys’ hand. Her warm fingers, wet from wiping her tears, grazed his as she pulled it free. Once it was out of his hand, she quickly pressed it to her bosom and held it there, as if afraid it would disappear if she didn’t hold it tight enough.
She turned to look away before quickly turning back.
“Thank you,” she said simply. Then she turned and walked a few steps further on, looking back over her shoulder once or twice as she went. He could see as she walked away that she unrolled the tiny scroll, holding the note close to her face to see it in the dark, her eyes darting back and forth at a furious pace to read her mother’s last words to her from beyond the grave.
Nephys thought it best to go. It was a very private moment after all. He turned and walked back to the truck. As he walked, he thought about all the dead souls that would desperately want to say something to their loved ones left behind and what they would say if they could send just one message back. He thought about all the unspoken “I love you’s,” all the harsh words they would take back, all the unspoken advice or counsel, and it made him happy to think that at least one person, one mother, got to say something to the living after all, and that one lonely and grief-stricken girl got to hear her mother’s last words. Nephys smiled and thought of the peace and resolution this one small act of his would bring, but before he could feel too satisfied with himself, or even walk a third step, Lucy’s hand clamped down tight on his shoulder like a vice and spun him back around.
“What does this mean?!” she said in a tense, hoarse whisper. She was shaking the note in his face. She didn’t look calm or happy or even sad. She looked angry and upset. Whatever impact Nephys thought Maggie’s note would have on her daughter it wasn’t this!
“WHAT. Does. This. Mean?!” she whispered even more forcefully, this time shoving the note unexpectedly into his hand. Nephys looked down at the crumpled note and then back at Lucy’s face. The tears were gone and she was breathing hard through her nostrils, her eyes blazing. She wanted him to read it! Stunned, Nephys didn’t know what else to do. He had wanted to respect the sanctity of a mother’s last words, but after looking at Lucy’s eyes he didn’t dare refuse.
He carefully unfolded the note in his hand and looked at it. It was written in simple and hastily written block letters, rather atypical for a woman’s hand. And it was just four words long.
It read: “DON’T BRING ME BACK.”
Before Nephys could even think of what this could possibly mean, he heard Moríro’s boots crunch on the gravel driveway in front of him. Lucy snatched the note away and shoved it into her bathrobe pocket. Nephys looked up at Moríro’s tall and imposing frame.
“You two in the truck with me,” he said curtly, “The rest of you in the car. We are going to Rivenden. All of us.”
 
 
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
The Father of All Vampires
No one said a word the whole trip back to this mysterious Rivenden they were going to. All Lucy knew about it was that it was a den of vampires somewhere in Philadelphia and that it was currently under the rather recent management of a vampire named Hokharty that was apparently the Father of All Vampires, and Moríro was rather upset with him.
It was hard to concentrate on where they were going however, because there were no seatbelts in the old truck and Moríro drove like a maniac. All three of them, Moríro, herself, and the strange boy, Nephys, were crowded in the front bench seat with Lucy sliding around in the middle with nothing to hold on to. Lucy was alternately squished up against Moríro or Nephys on every hard turn, but she wasn’t getting the worst of it. The imp was crashing around the bed of the truck in back like a frog in a paint mixer, hooting and gnashing at every jolt. Nephys hardly opened his eyes whole time and clung white-knuckled to the seat and door as best he could. She felt sorry for him. He obviously hadn’t driven in a car much before. During the rare straightaways when she didn’t feel like she was inside a pinball machine, Lucy took a moment to try and think. She would reach into her pocket and close her hand around the crinkly note. It was still there and it was real.
She had recognized the handwriting instantly. It was the blocky writing her mom used for quick, urgent notes. She used it when she didn’t have time to write in her usual prim hand, or when she really wanted to make a point, like “DON’T EAT THE CHEESECAKE IN THE FRIDGE. It’s for Sunday.” Or “DON’T LEAVE YOUR SOCKS IN THE LIVING ROOM.” Or “DON’T FORGET TO DO YOUR MATH HOMEWORK.” Lucy had seen that “DON’T” a thousand times, but never attached to the words, “BRING ME BACK.” It was those last three words that occupied her thoughts now. She ran them over and over in her mind and tried to fit them up against the many other words she had heard that night. Like blank puzzle pieces with no pictures, she just had to try them and see where they fit.
“Right the wrongs,” Amanda had said. She had even said that they could “Save them” before Moríro had cut her off, but what wrongs could be righted and who could be saved? Lucy looked up at Moríro who was intently focused on the road. Moríro didn’t look back, but Lucy remembered vividly how he couldn’t, how he wouldn’t deny Amanda’s accusation. How even if her own mother were dying in front of him, he would do nothing, nothing to stop it. Lucy was beginning to get a sense of what wrongs Amanda was talking about.
“We have your mom’s body,” Tim had said. Her mother’s body was there, in Rivenden, where Lucy was currently racing towards at reckless speed in an old pickup. “We have powers,” Amanda had said. Powers over the dead…and the living? “BRING ME BACK.” The thought, the mere possibility of those three words! “Bring her back as what?” Lucy thought. “A rotting zombie like the ones that had attacked her? Or maybe as a vampire with a heart full of darkness? She didn’t much like either idea, but then she looked at Nephys. He was there, he looked living enough. Minus the shaved head and weird get-up, he looked almost normal. He even had a heartbeat. He wasn’t like those bloodsuckers following them in the other car. He had come back as something other than a monster, hadn’t he? Why not someone else? Why not her mother?
The very idea that she could somehow bring her mother back would have been enough to send Lucy’s soul into euphoric elation had it not been for the single word prefacing that thought.   “DON’T.”
Her mother didn’t use “DON’T” casually. “DON’T forget to take out the trash.” “DON’T mix the whites with the coloreds.” “DON’T drink from the carton.” “DON’T talk about your father that way.” Or “DON’T talk back to your mother, young lady. “DON’T” was the word she used when she was serious, and she was only serious when she was very mad, but right then Lucy didn’t care. She would give anything to have her mother living now. She would have happily endured a lifetime of her mother screaming and yelling at her if it meant she could just have her mother back. But no matter how much she wanted her mother back Lucy’s thoughts just kept coming back to that “DON’T.”
The chaotic ride didn’t leave her much time to think. Soon they had left the more open spaces of the sprawling suburbs and once they crossed the Schuylkill River, they were barreling down the cramped streets of Philadelphia with its brick rowhomes. Lucy had been to Philly a time or two with her mom on day trips to the Reading Terminal Market, Chinatown, and Independence Square, but she didn’t recognize any of the streets here. She figured they were somewhere north of the city in the rundown neighborhoods where few tourists ever went. It was nearly two in the morning, and the streets were empty, just rows and rows of nearly identical and dilapidated rowhomes, half of which were abandoned or burned out. After careening around a tight corner, she looked back to see if the boys were still following. A few seconds later, the cream-colored, battered 1970’s sedan would squeal around the corner, desperately trying to keep up with Moríro’s reckless driving.
Eventually, the monotonous and rundown houses gave way to a massive wall – tall, thick and made of the stone common to the area, a grey schist that had sparkling bits of mica in it. The wall looked very old and behind it was another wall of thick and heavy vegetation – overgrown trees covered in vines. It was so thick it shut out all view of the interior. The wall went on for a quarter mile or more before it turned a corner and ran for another four blocks down another narrow street. It took up four whole city blocks. It was a whole forest right in the middle of the city, and it would have made Lucy smile in wonder if she didn’t instinctively dread the place. At once, she knew this must be Rivenden.
Finally, mercifully, Moríro began to slow down, but only because he was intently looking at the wall for a way in, but it seemed impenetrable. Eventually, after following the wall around three corners and several city blocks, he stopped opposite a massive dumpster bigger than a dump truck that had been parked on the side of the road, and pushed right up against the stone wall.
Moríro pulled the car up beside it and stopped.
“Que es Nuevo,” he muttered to himself.
Nephys leaned over and said, “He says this is new.” Lucy rolled her eyes. She had gathered that much, but it was nice to know Nephys could probably translate more if necessary.
“Stay here,” Moríro said curtly. He put the truck in park but left the engine running. He stepped out, walked a few steps towards the dumpster and stopped. He paused, then called out something in another language. Lucy thought it was German.
“He’s calling for someone named gravedigger!” Nephys whispered hoarsely. That alarmed Lucy even more.
There was silence for a moment, and then the giant dumpster, big enough to put several whole cars in began to slide away with a grating sound. Slowly it rolled away to reveal a large gap in the wall, wide enough for a car to drive through. The gap was rough and broken around the edges, as if this section of the stone wall had recently been demolished to make way for an entrance. There, on the other side of the wall pushing the dumpster out of the way, was a broad, thick figure in a black sweatshirt wearing a motorcycle helmet with a full-face mask. The single figure pushed the gigantic dumpster out of the way effortlessly, all by itself, then stepped aside as if waiting for them.
Moríro got back in the truck and slowly drove it through the gap into the dense green woods beyond. As they passed, the faceless figure stared back at Lucy from behind the black faceplate of the motorcycle helmet. Lucy didn’t know why, but that faceless figure seemed ominously familiar. She scrunched down as far as she could in the seat, but she kept her eyes locked on him, and he returned the gaze to watch her pass.
“Flubbit!” the imp in the back sputtered as it passed the large, looming figure.
The Impala drove in behind them, and as soon it was clear of the wall, the faceless, giant figure began pulling the makeshift gate that was the dumpster back into place concealing and blocking the only entrance inside. Moríro pulled forward a few dozen yards into the clearing. The boys pulled up beside him and everyone got out and turned to look at the large gatekeeper in the motorcycle helmet.
“Hey, Graber, nice work on the door,” Schuyler said to the large figure in a mocking tone. “Looks like the helmet is working out great too.”
The large man stepped a few paces forward, paused and then slowly removed the helmet. Lucy gasped at what she saw and hid behind Moríro. Nephys gasped too and hid behind her. But no one else seemed to be surprised at all.
The man only had the stub of his nose and a mouth, but everything just above the nostrils was gone. The whole top of his head was missing and Lucy could even see the wormy wrinkles of his severed brain.
“The Herald!” Nephys muttered to himself, but he quickly slapped his hand over his mouth to silence himself, as if this sudden revelation were too private to share. The large man walked towards Moríro and bowed deeply before him, but his truncated face never turned away from Lucy even once, as if he was looking at her with invisible nonexistent eyes. Lucy pulled the tail of Moríro’s coat over her face. Moríro rolled his eyes at her, pulled the coat away, looked up and just “hmmphed” at the massive figure they were calling Graber.
“Can’t you keep out of trouble for even a day?” he asked of the lumbering brute with the air of a disgruntled parent. Graber only chortled a dark laugh, slowly stood up and brushed by the others roughly, showing them none of the deference he had shown to Moríro, leading them deeper into the woods through a narrow path largely overgrown with bushes.
Moríro followed with Lucy behind him. Nephys, who came next, was clinging tightly to her, and the imp came tumbling out of the pickup truck after him, hooting disconsolately. The boys came next, but Tim caught up behind Lucy and whispered to her, “Trust me, he wasn’t any less scary even before he had his head chopped off.” Lucy looked back at him and pulled a face. Was that supposed to be comforting?!
They walked on, mostly in single file. The floor of the woods was covered with a dense layer of leaves that swallowed the sound of every footstep. Looking up, the thick canopy shut out most of the thin moonlight and all of the city surrounding them. It was very dark and nearly silent. It was hard to believe they were in the middle of Philly and not in the woods somewhere, miles away, but then Lucy listened very carefully. The woods near home were full of sounds, warm comforting sounds – cicadas and crickets and frogs. Every once in a while, the darkness would be punctuated by the occasional firefly – wonderful, magical fireflies. Here in these four, square blocks of trees though, there was nothing – no light or sound to alleviate the presence of dread. It wasn’t just the thick vegetation that made this place feel miles apart from the city or everything else. This place was old and dead and somehow just plain wrong in every way.
A few steps on, and the dreadful silence was broken by something ahead of them on the path, coming their way very fast. It sounded like something rustling through the brush and under the leaves. Eventually, Lucy saw it – a small lump, burrowing under the leaves like an animal coming towards them, fast. Everyone stopped and took a step back, except Graber and Moríro. The bump was hurtling towards them, zigging back and forth across the path as if agitated. Finally, the thing burrowed right up to Moríro’s feet and burst out of the leaves with a chirping “Kwawk!” and an overpowering chemical odor.
“Whoa!” Schuyler jumped back and Tim recoiled.
“Sweet Brigid!” Miles intoned genuinely repulsed.
“That is one freaky thing,” Sky said.
“DIDN’T I TELL YOU?!” came Tim’s exasperated reply.
Lucy pulled her bathrobe sleeve up to cover her nose and mouth and desperately tried to avoid retching at what she was looking at. It was vaguely shaped like an infant, but it seemed to have two bodies emerging from one neck, on top of which was a horribly deformed head. It had one overly-broad face with a cleft palette and several nub-like teeth set in soft pink gums, the ears were also large and set back too far. It looked like a mutant infant was in the middle of dividing into two infants and never quite finished. Lucy wasn’t sure how it managed to coordinate all those limbs on two bodies, but somehow it did and pranced around like an excited puppy. It was grotesque and only spoke in guttural grunts, chirps and squeaks. The smell was appalling, like something between a subway public restroom and an over-chlorinated pool.
“Mütter,” Moríro spoke under his breath, shaking his head in disapproval. Before another word could be spoken, Hiero plodded right over to the thing and honked.
“FAAARNT!”
“Qwarpf!” it replied merrily.
They exchanged pleasantries of a sort – clicks, honks and chirps – and then circled each other like two dogs meeting for the first time in a park. It was as if each had a special affinity for a fellow abomination.
“Basta!” Moríro finally interrupted them, pushing Hiero away with his foot. Hiero tooted indignantly before schlepping off behind Nephys.
“Kvak?!” the mutant infant cocked its head querulously.
“Hokharty,” Moríro demanded.
“Bvik-kak!” it said as if affronted.
“Now,” Moríro replied coolly.
“Vek-vek,” the thing dived back under the leaves and began burrowing its way down the path.
“It will announce our presence,” Moríro said, taking the lead once more.
“What?! What will announce our presence?” Lucy asked indignantly, and she skipped to keep pace with Moríro’s long stride.
“They don’t have any names that I know of,” Moríro said simply, “Mütter was a brilliant surgeon, but he was bit sentimental about some of his specimens. He collected deformed abnormalities and couldn’t help but bring a few of them to life. They should have been left asleep.” His tone indicated he disapproved of such things. “I’ll have a devil of a time explaining it to the new director – Gretchen would have understood.”
Lucy had a vague memory of hearing about Mütter somewhere, some famous surgeon who collected medical oddities. “Mütter was a member of the family? He was a…a necromancer?” Lucy asked nervously.
“Obviously,” Moríro answered sounding annoyed. Lucy went quiet. Moríro had an annoying habit of being horrendously condescending. Then he looked down at Lucy with as much empathy as she had ever seen him muster.
“You are a necromancer, Lucia, perhaps the last one of any measurable talent. You must remember that and try to act like one.”
Lucy didn’t like his tone, but it was at least somewhat supportive. She didn’t like feeling like a little kid. She wanted to feel like an adult. As much as she didn’t want the role, she did want to do it well if there was no other choice, and she wanted an opportunity to prove herself. She didn’t have far to go before she got her chance.
The burrowing abomination had led them through the dense woods into a small clearing. There at the other side, was a large, brick building from colonial times – a giant manor. Lucy nearly fainted. It was the one she had seen in vision just a few hours ago at the scene of her mother’s death. She instantly wondered if the other things she saw were true and if all necromancers had the ability to see the future. She decided not to ask.
“Vek-veki!” The strange little deformed baby popped up from the leaves to make one last salute at Moríro. Moríro gave a little nod in return and it disappeared back into the underbrush on some other errand. Graber and Moríro walked on to the building with the rest of the crew following. Miles and Schuyler followed the sounds of the deformed baby through the underbrush with some apprehension until it was gone. Lucy thought this got a smile out of Tim for some unknown reason.
Moríro was about to step up onto the large, columned porch and entryway to the manor when he hesitated. Graber instantly came to a halt at his side and waited for the Necromancer. Moríro turned slowly to look at Lucy. Lucy quickly turned around to see if he was looking at someone behind her, but the boys were looking back too, equally confused. When she turned back, Moríro was standing on one side, with Graber on the other. Moríro had his hand outstretched indicating she should come forward. He wanted Lucy to take the lead! Lucy hesitated at first, then, wiping her hands on the tattered white bathrobe, she walked forward, albeit rather slowly.
When she reached the porch, the rest gathered ranks behind her when Lucy placed her foot upon the first step. No sooner had she done so when two horrific, skinless creatures like dogs bolted out of nowhere and confronted her on both sides, barking and bleating maniacally.
“Aah!” Lucy gave out a small squeak and might have backed down and fled had Moríro’s hand not reached up to stop her retreat by holding her firmly at the shoulder.
Lucy recoiled as far as Moríro would let her. In addition to being skinless, they were literally gutless too. They were slabs of meat, bone and sinew stitched together into monsters. One was a creature with a goat’s head with its eyes sewed shut with sutures. This head was stitched onto a strange body that looked like a pig in the front part and a sheep in the back. The second one had TWO heads – one like a dog and the other like a calf – with the skinless body of a calf except it had six legs. Two of the legs were stuck on the midsection, and instead of touching the floor they rose upward in a grasping position. Neither thing had proper feet but walked on the bony stumps of their ham hock leg bones. They both smelled like day-old road kill.
“What are they?!” Lucy whispered, trying to hold down the panic in her voice.
“Meat golems,” Moríro responded, as if this was painfully obvious. “Oh, so these are what meat golems are!” Lucy thought to herself sarcastically. Knowing what to call them did not help in the slightest.
“They are soulless creations, golems, made to do the bidding of their masters. We use them as watchdogs.”
“Soulless?!” Lucy winced as one sniffed at her.
“Yes, you can summon a soul into a body, but it is forbidden to try to create a new soul for an undead creation. That was the sin of the Bezalel of Prague and of young Victor Frankenstein.”
Lucy turned and goggled at Moríro. She just wasn’t prepared to ask if she was related to Frankenstein just yet. The second meat golem sniffed her with one head while the calf head bleated at her disconsolately.
“But why make them out of pieces?!” she hoarsely whispered, “Why not make it out of just one animal!”
“Because one carcass would attract the return of the animal’s original soul which could take possession of it. Making it out of several confuses the spirits, making them less likely to be…temperamental,” Moríro rushed through this explanation and then quickly issued an order, “Now command them.”
“What?!” Lucy desperately wanted to ask for more instruction than “command them” but she never got the chance.
“Remember, you are a necromancer. A master of all dead things.” Moríro said one last time before he shoved her forward.
Lucy skidded onto the porch spinning her arms wildly to keep her balance. When she stopped she realized she was frozen in a ridiculous position, bent over with her arms far forward like someone who had just recovered from nearly falling; hardly a commanding position. The two beasties were snorting around her. She stood up quickly and went rigid without a clue of what to do. Should she pet them and say “nice doggy?” They weren’t exactly dogs. Somehow she instinctively reached out her hands, palms out. At first the wretched things just sniffed them, and she was certain she was blowing this trial by fire that Moríro had forced her into. But then they stopped and began backing away as if they could sense the blood of a necromancer. She stepped forward and extended her hands and the undead critters backed away even further. She felt more confident and took another step. They sensed her unspoken wish for them to back away. Eventually, they retreated to the sides of the opulent, columned porch where they assumed positions so still they were like stone gargoyles. Lucy lowered her hands and peeked over her shoulder. Moríro’s face was expressionless, but at least he wasn’t scowling. That must have meant she did okay. Moríro merely indicated the front door with one hand. He meant for her to enter the house.
Lucy swallowed hard. She walked up to the ornate double doors that had a large, broken pediment over the top of them. She grabbed the big, brass door handle and turned it. It was unlocked. She didn’t know what to expect inside, but she knew her mother’s body was in there somewhere and she wanted to see it. She took a breath. She had been through a lot tonight – vampires, demonically possessed psychos, zombies, imps and now mutant baby specimens and meat golems, but she had somehow managed through all of it, perhaps not brilliantly, or without the occasional breakdown, but she had survived this far. She was beginning to think she was prepared for whatever was behind this door. She turned the door handle and pushed the door open and took a step inside. She couldn’t have been more wrong.
She had no words for what she was seeing. The room was full of dead things: the undead, zombies, skeletons, vampires, mummies and other monsters and things she couldn’t even name, and every eye or empty socket was staring right at her. She turned to look behind her for assistance, but Nephys and the others seemed equally shocked and amazed. Only Moríro and Graber were nonplussed. Moríro took a step closer to her and stood directly behind her, waiting for her to advance. She had no choice but to go forward. She took one cautious step, and Moríro and everyone else took one step as well. Then she took another, and everyone else kept pace, preventing any possible retreat. It was very annoying. Slowly she walked into the center of the room, and the crowd of dead parted deferentially around her like water around the prow of a ship. Whether they were showing respect to her or to Moríro, she didn’t know, but she was glad they were keeping a respectful distance.
It was a large, elaborate ballroom, but it had been through a lot. There was broken and peeling plaster everywhere and even several smashed walls. It had obviously seen better days. Everywhere were large, standing candelabras with dozens of candles, but none of them gave off a warm yellow light like regular candles. Instead, they gave off an eerie bluish-white light that made the lifeless occupants look even less lifelike if that was possible. They were a horrendous and motley bunch of corpses.
On the right, there was a gathering of tall figures in long, black robes that covered them from the floor to their faces. Only when the hoods turned towards her did Lucy realize they were skeletons. They were sharing a silver ball like an eye, passing it between them, holding it up to their empty sockets like a monocle in their bony fingers. Some were sitting in chairs also made of human bones, but they stood up and bowed slightly as she passed. Then the chairs they were sitting in stood up and reformed into several separate skeletons themselves who also bowed!
Moríro leaned over and whispered into her ear, “High Ossurans,” he said simply. This meant nothing to Lucy. “Probably from Baltimore. Ossurans never disrobe in front of non-skeletals. Don’t bow to the chairs,” Moríro offered, “They’re just the help – common bone golems.”
On the other side was a gathering of emaciated figures with leathery skin, most wrapped in linens and shrouds, but a few were wrapped in vibrant, geometric textiles.
“Mummies,” Moríro continued his commentary, “Some from Peru, but most are from Egypt. These likely came from the university collections.” They bowed from the neck and Lucy returned the nod uncertainly.
Next was a group of what looked like zombies, but they weren’t shambling and filthy. While their flesh was blue and rotten, their clothes were spotless. They were wearing spats and pinstriped suits and dressed like mobsters from the twenties. “They probably were mobsters from the twenties!” thought Lucy.
A little further up was a gathering of women in black. They were wearing old-fashioned clothes, long gloves and veils. They pulled up the veils as Lucy passed and she had to try desperately not to flinch for fear of offending them, because their faces were like wax with half-melted features.
“Soap mummies,” Moríro whispered, “Alkaline water leeches into the coffins and partially saponifies the body fat, turning it into grave wax.” Lucy only partially understood that. “These are from a Quaker cemetery north of here, but I don’t see any of the famous Mexican ones.”
Lucy was really beginning to wish that Moríro would drop the running commentary as he introduced her to countless ghouls, monsters and other dead things. There were incorporeal wraiths floating on the ceiling and black ghosts writhing on the floor like shadows. There was a whole collection of blood-drenched figures that only appeared in your peripheral vision or in reflective surfaces but disappeared whenever you looked directly at them. Lucy checked twice just to make sure they were really there. She was only positive they were there because none of the other things would stand in the space where she had seen them out of the corner of her eye.
Moríro had names and classifications for all of these too, but it was beginning to overwhelm her. Slowly, they made their way to the opposite side of the hall. There was a sort of raised dais, like a platform for nobility or maybe a chamber orchestra. Here were some things she could finally recognize because she had had some rather unpleasant recent experience with their kind. They were vampires.
They were all superficially pretty and pale, young and beautiful, dazzling even, with piercing, pale blue or golden eyes. Each had a sort of aura, a magical glamour about them that made them look scintillating and attractive. None looked over thirty and while many of the other undead were plump or misshapen, they were all tall, fit and thin. Only the skeletons were thinner. They were obviously the celebrities of the undead world, the popular kids, but it was all a lie. When she narrowed her eyes at them, she caught flashes of the same dead eyes and corpse faces she had seen when she had first seen Schuyler for what he truly was back in the Impala.
There was a group of five teenage girls, nearly identical, like quintuplets in identical old-fashioned nightgowns. They were all very thin, very pale and very pretty, with long white hair and they clung together in languid poses like pretentious supermodels in a perfume ad. They were quite toothsome and reminded Lucy of a pack of fierce kittens. The second they saw Lucy’s group approach, they hissed like cats and rushed at them. Lucy froze for a moment in terror, but they rushed right past her. Lucy turned to see what their intended target was, only to see them pawing and clawing at the admittedly gorgeous and naked torso of Schuyler, squealing like a pack of ravenous, Japanese, school-girl, pop-star groupies. They even nipped him around the ears and shoulders affectionately.
“Ladies! Ladies! Ouch! Calm yourselves! Watch the upholstery!” Schuyler faked demurred embarrassment well, but Lucy could tell he was reveling in it. He already had two under each arm, while the fifth clung to his waist and mooned up at him running one clawed hand over his rock-hard abs.
“Ick,” thought Lucy. It was painfully embarrassing to remember how taken she was with this creep just a few hours ago. That felt like a lifetime ago. Still, she couldn’t take her eyes off the disgusting spectacle. Watching it, she saw another disgusted face nearby rolling his eyes as well. It was Miles. It suddenly struck Lucy that he was the most unvampirish vampire of all. He had acne scars on both cheeks, a broad chin, small eyes, a thick, round face and short, red hair. He had no aura of glamour at all. He wasn’t awful to look at, in fact he wasn’t as ugly as Lucy had originally remembered him – Lucy realized she was probably in the thrall of Schuyler’s glamour at the time – but he was rather plain and ordinary looking. She looked around at the group of bloodsuckers one last time. None of them were plain. They were all pretty, almost painfully so, tall and thin. Miles was average looking, short and stocky. All of them had a whiff of smugness or melodramatic uneasiness about them. Miles just looked tired and frustrated and grumpy. Miles was a very different vampire. She wasn’t certain why, but she decided to file this observation away for future reference.
As they approached the dais, the beautiful people parted to reveal a mortifying sight. There at the top of the dais was a large, battered, old-fashioned lounge with gold fringe, and laying on it, wearing the clothes she had last seen her in, the blue jeans, simple flats, and red plaid flannel shirt layered over a long sleeve pink t-shirt, was the body of her mother. Lucy gasped, and almost ran to her, but the strong hand of Moríro restrained her. She fought with herself inside, trying not to cry or to be angry with Moríro. She could tell this was a hostile place and he was probably just trying to protect her, but then she really didn’t know that for sure.
Behind her mother was a tall, thin man wearing a battered leather jacket over simple hospital scrubs. He was bald, maybe mid-forties. He didn’t look like a vampire either. While everyone else was staring intently at Lucy and Moríro, he was sitting at a small, antique writing desk making notes on scraps of paper. He looked totally unconcerned about anything; he was merely pushing paper like an accountant. All the other vampires looked at him to see what he would do. “Was this the famous Hokharty-Ra, the Father of All Vampires?” thought Lucy. He was not what she was expecting at all. She was expecting someone grand in outlandish robes of gold or silk, seated on a throne like a king. He seemed more like a bookkeeper or a bureaucrat than a scary vampire. He finished whatever he was working on, looked up at Moríro with a glimmer of recognition on his face and then quietly stood up gathering his papers.
He walked to the front of the dais and then bowed most solemnly before Moríro.
“Necromancer,” he said simply.
“Chamberlain!” came a hoarse whisper in Lucy’s ear. It was Nephys.
Nephys looked up at the figure in front of him. He didn’t have the silver visor of Horus, or the finger coverings, and he was wearing strange clothes and not his black and silver robes, but there was no doubting it was the Chamberlain. He had the same presence, the same bearing, and though the features of his lower face were identical, it was the voice that gave it away. That was the Chamberlain’s voice. The implication was horrifying. What was the Chamberlain up to! Nephys winced and in doing so his natural eyes faded and the Death Sight took him. In the Halls of Death, the Chamberlain’s heart flame had burned faintly and clearly, but here, there was no heart flame at all. Here, there was only the swirling shadow occupying the seat of the heart. Nephys gasped. Here, the Chamberlain truly was a vampire.
Nephys pressed up close behind Lucy and looked like he might die of fright. Lucy just instinctively reached over and grabbed his hand and squeezed it hard to reassure him. Moríro eyed Hokharty suspiciously. Whatever was going on, the Necromancer was definitely not pleased.
The Father of All Vampires stood back up and eyed the assembled group before him carefully. He looked directly at Nephys and smiled, but his look turned to concern when he saw the demonic bagpipe.
“Flubbit – paraantfh-FAAARNT!!” the thing hooted derisively back at the vampire’s sneering look, as if to say, “Yeah…that’s right! I’m an imp!”
Hiero took up a defensive position directly between Lucy and the Father of All Vampires and stabbed the butcher knife threateningly into the wood floorboards in front of him. Lucy wasn’t certain why the vile little thing had suddenly taken a protective interest in her, but it did strangely make her feel more confident. Hokharty looked long and hard at Lucy, Nephys and the bagpipe as if he was considering something rather unpleasant. Then his faced went impassive again and he looked directly at Miles, Tim and Sky and said in a rather flat voice, “Thank you for returning the child to the Necromancer.” Whatever slight cue or body language he gave, the three of them immediately recognized that that was a subtle communication to take their places with the rest of his minions on the dais. With the exception of Sky, who practically bounded up onto the dais, they shifted rather uncomfortably in their shoes before moving to his side of the room. It was like everyone was choosing up sides before a fight.
Graber moved first, taking a position to Hokharty’s left. Schuyler was right behind him, bouncing up on the dais with pride, the five kitten girls in tow. As he stepped behind Hokharty to take a position on his right, his foot caught something on the floor. He reached down and picked up an old-fashioned, black military coat with silver embroidery. It was like something the male lead out of one of her mother’s corset dramas would wear. Schuyler smiled broadly, dusted it off and draped it across his shoulders triumphantly – the girls squealed in laughter and cooed even more after that. Whatever it was, it meant something to them. Tim and Miles were next. They went the slowest and exchanged nervous glances between themselves before ambling slowly towards the dais. Miles looked back at Lucy for a long time before he finally took a position next to Schuyler and Tim. Tim stared off into space. He looked numb and defeated. Miles just looked down, his shoulders slumped in resignation.
So the sides were chosen. Lucy, Nephys, Moríro and the imp, against the Father of All Vampires, the walking brick wall, Graber, Miles, Tim, Schuyler and his fan club, thirty to forty other snotty-looking vampires and a host of other undead things.
Hokharty stood there looking utterly placid as if nothing unusual was going on. Moríro was fuming, however, and spoke first.
“What is the meaning of this, Hokharty?”
“Necromancer,” Hokharty bowed respectfully from the waist before beginning, “Allow me to explain. I am only following the orders you gave me.”
“Following orders?!” Moríro was indignant.
“Yes, Necromancer,” said the vampire without a trace of irony, “To the best of my ability.”
“TO THE BEST OF YOUR ABILITY?!” Moríro bellowed so loudly it made the plaster shake.
Moríro breathed hard through his nostrils and all the eyes or empty sockets passed between him and the Father of All Vampires as they waited for one of them to speak. The Necromancer was clenching Lucy’s shoulder so hard it hurt.
“Yes, Necromancer. I have followed your orders,” The Father of All Vampires said didactically as if speaking to a child, “Exactly.”
“How…” Moríro began carefully, “How can you believe you have followed my orders?” It wasn’t stated as a question.
The vampire tilted his head curiously as if the matter was obvious, but he stepped down from the dais and began circling Lucy, Moríro, Nephys and the imp like a schoolmaster explaining a simple lesson.
“I have done nothing but what you have asked me to do, Necromancer,” he said simply, rolling the fingers of one hand close to his face.
“I asked you to return the child to me,” Moríro replied testily.
“And I did so.”
“I expected you to retrieve her, personally, Hokharty.”
The vampire shrugged, “My apologies, Necromancer, but you did not specify so. Therefore I felt free to assign others to the task.”
“But these?!” Moríro pointed to the boys – Tim, Miles and Sky. Miles and Tim looked a little hurt and ashamed, but Sky was oddly cool, twirling the lollipop and thinking.
“They were…” the vampire brought his hand close to his face and rolled the fingers thoughtfully as he chose his next word, “Inexperienced, that may be true, but they had unique talents I thought were necessary for the girl’s protection. You no doubt realized others would be in pursuit. I wanted to take precautions.”
The Necromancer looked a bit surprised. He surveyed the three boys again and examined Miles especially hard. Lucy remembered what he had said to Miles back at the farmhouse. He was shocked that Miles had survived such a close encounter with Amanda, or Amarantha or whatever she was. Did Hokharty know Amanda was coming for them? If so, how? Lucy guessed Moríro was probably pondering the same question at this very moment.
“Why bring her here then?” Moríro asked seeming genuinely confused. “Why not bring her to me?”
“Again, Necromancer, I was being cautious. I needed a secure place to protect her.”
“But here?!” Moríro spat indignantly, “Amongst Wallach’s den of thieves?”
“Wallach is dead,” Hokharty said plainly, “He was…uncooperative.” The vampires all tittered at this. Moríro looked annoyed. He didn’t seem to care a fig about Wallach, but the killing was clearly not authorized in advance.
“I specifically instructed you to harm no one.”
“Actually, Necromancer, you instructed me not to harm any living soul, and I have not; as Wallach died more than two hundred years ago, I violated no vow to you.”
There was more tittering from the bloodsuckers. The vampires really were awful, like a clique of snotty, popular kids in high school except better looking and with superpowers. Vampires in high school – what a horror that would be! Home schooling didn’t seem so awful anymore. Lucy could tell Moríro hated being corrected like this, especially in front of so many dead things. It was like he was on the witness stand at a trial being hammered by a very talented prosecutor and he was being goaded into losing his temper.
“Your minions nearly let her be killed.”
“Regrettable, but that was not their intention,” Hokharty said, seemingly sincerely, “And I am grateful she is undamaged.”
Lucy snorted at this. She wouldn’t exactly call the last twenty-four hours undamaging.      Hokharty went on, “I would have, of course, delivered her immediately to you, had she arrived.” The vampire shot a look back at the boys. “But more important matters required my attention elsewhere.”
“More important matters?!”
“Gathering the minions, as per your instructions…”
“As per my instructions! I instructed you to find the girl! Why on earth would you need so many minions to do that?!”
“Necromancer, with all due respect, you instructed me to help you restore the balance, and I am in the process of doing so.”
“Restoring the balance?!!” Moríro was furious. “You have overstepped your bounds, Hokharty. Calling so many together in one place. It will cause the mortals to become aware of their presence. You have needlessly risked the safety of the girl and all of them!”
Several of the non-vampire dead shifted nervously and whispered amongst themselves, but the vampires just smiled rather smugly. What did they know that the others did not?
Moríro wasn’t finished yet though, “Finding the girl was the key to restoring the balance, and now that she has been found…” he turned to address the crowd, “This conversation is over,” he said emphatically. “You will all return to your lairs and haunts, carefully and in small groups so as not to draw attention to yourselves, and you!” Moríro turned to gaze at Hokharty. “You will clean up this mess here and return to report to me by morning. I have serious matters to discuss with you regarding the Chamberlain.” Moríro put particular emphasis on this word. Lucy remembered that Nephys had said the same thing when he saw Hokharty. Who was this Chamberlain and what did he have to do with this? Moríro gripped Lucy tightly and turned as if about to leave, but no one else moved. Not the wax-faced mummies or the skeletons or anyone. Lucy could tell Moríro wasn’t used to being disobeyed. Lucy had been anxious and scared before, but now, she was positively terrified. Nephys gripped her arm tighter and even the imp withdrew a step or two.
“Necromancer,” Hokharty called him back. Moríro turned slowly, eyes fixed on the old vampire. “The girl is the key to restoring balance, but not in the way you believe. The situation is far more dire than even you realize. Please allow me to explain.”
Hokharty brought the tips of his fingers together close to his face and looked away for a moment. He looked as if he were trying to think of a way to explain something to a small child.
“Forgive the impertinence, Necromancer, but how long have you been THE Necromancer.”
Moríro bristled at this sudden inquiry. He clearly wasn’t used to taking questions from inferiors.
“I have been the Necromancer for nearly three hundred and forty years,” he stated this proudly and defiantly, but there was a trace of tiredness in his voice, tinged with fatigue and deep sorrow. Lucy looked up at Moríro. It was amazing to think he was that old, older than the telephone and the light bulb. Heck! Older than the Declaration of Independence! Her friends’ grandparents back in Texas could hardly manage e-mail. How had Moríro managed cars and modern life? What did being that old do to a person? How did it change you to watch the seasons pass like days, to watch everything you knew, everything you loved, die and pass away. She looked back up at the others on the dais. How old were all of them? Miles had a similar look. How old was he? Then she wondered how old grandma Holveda really was. Then she thought about herself. How long could she live?! Would she still be driving around in a battered car like Moríro’s when everyone else had jumped to teleporters?! Her head was swimming.
“More than twice as long as any previous Necromancer,” Hokharty stated flatly.
Hokharty said this in an offhand matter as if reading stats on voter registration by county, but Lucy could tell it was a personal dig at Moríro.
“A lot has changed in those three centuries. How many people, Necromancer, were living on the earth when you first became Necromancer? 500 million perhaps?”
Moríro didn’t answer. Hokharty wasn’t really asking questions anymore. He was gaining steam and moving into a whole monologue. He was walking around them like a panther stalking its prey.
“How many are there alive today? Nearly seven billion? That’s quite a dramatic change during your tenure wouldn’t you say?”
Moríro said nothing. Hokharty wasn’t finished yet.
“Antibiotics, heart transplants, sanitation: the list just keeps growing, and so do the numbers.”
Moríro looked terribly angry with Hokharty. “What arrogance! It was not my place to meddle! The hand of fate cannot be stayed. I did not interfere with the Great Master’s design!”
“Exactly, Necromancer. Unlike your predecessors, you took a decidedly hands-off approach to your duties. You didn’t interfere, and by not interfering there is now more death than ever. Ironic, isn’t it?” Hokharty said simply. Another person couldn’t have said this without sounding smug, but Hokharty made it sound like instructions for installing software on your personal computer.
Moríro didn’t answer. What was Hokharty getting at?!
“Scribe,” Hokharty suddenly said looking at Nephys. Nephys jumped and nearly yanked Lucy’s arm off.
“Y-y-yes…Chamberlain?” Nephys said nervously. Both Lucy and Moríro looked at Nephys suspiciously. Was Hokharty this mysterious Chamberlain figure she kept hearing about?
“You are truly far-sighted, Nefer,” Hokharty replied, “But though I command many in your world, here I am only a servant. You may call me Hokharty.” Lucy thought that was impenetrable, but Nephys seemed to understand it right away and nodded vigorously.
“Scribe, I know you have a marvelous mind for facts. How many people die each second and cross the causeway from the Gates of Erebus to Limbo?”
“About 1.8…um…Hokharty, sir.” Nephys answered nervously.
“And how many is that a minute?”
“108”
“And each hour?”
“About 6,480”
“And each day?”
“Um…155,520…I think.” Nephys replied uncertainly. Lucy was impressed with Nephys’ math skills, but what was Hokharty up to with all these math problems?! Hokharty just paused and gave a slight smile.
“And you have seen these numbers personally haven’t you? You have seen them flooding through to the other side?”
“Yes…sir…I have.” Nephys gripped Lucy’s arm a little tighter.
“You have also been to the chamber of the Great Master, haven’t you scribe?” Hokharty remarked, as if this were a casual everyday topic of conversation.
“Yes…I have,” Nephys replied timidly.
Even Moríro looked shocked at this, and a new round of tittering went around the room.
“And how would you describe the Great Master’s health?” Hokharty asked ominously.
The whole room went silent. Nephys looked around desperately at Lucy, Moríro, even the imp who was droning and wheezing in an almost melancholy way, but there was no one who could help him. Lucy felt horribly sorry for him. It was unfair for him to be put on the spot like this, but Lucy had to admit, she was as eager to hear the answer as anyone else.
After several hard swallows, Nephys looked down at his sandals and said in a voice so soft it was barely audible.
“Not well,” he said.
The room gasped collectively. A slight flurry of cold air blew through the room and several of the blue-white candle flames guttered and went out.
Hokharty looked at Nephys in an almost pitying way then he stepped towards Moríro and looked him directly in the face.
“You see, Necromancer, the two worlds are out of balance, but the imbalance is found exclusively on this side.”
Moríro stood frozen and so did the rest of the congregation. Something horrible had just been revealed but Lucy still didn’t quite understand. She felt so stupid! In the long, hushed silence that followed, Lucy tried to wrap her mind around what Hokharty was saying. What did he mean that the imbalance was all on this side?! And what was all this playing around with numbers?! In the long pause that followed Hokharty’s pronouncement, Lucy tried to think.
She thought of the word “balance,” and instantly imagined one of those old fashioned scales with shallow plates suspended by chains on either side of a balance arm. She imagined weights piled up on the one side, weighing it down to the ground while lifting the other pan high into the air. Mentally, she tried to think how to make the pans even, and in her mind she imagined reaching out and transferring the weights from the heavy pan over to the lighter pan until slowly, one pan was raised, and the other lowered until they were even. She repeated this over and over in her head trying to understand, moving weights from one side, to the other. What were the weights? One side to the other. They weren’t weights at all, they were what? People? Moving weights from one side to the other, moving people from one side to the other…moving people from one side to the other!
As it dawned on her she cried out “OH, MY…” but she clapped her hands in horror over her mouth before the final word got out. People! He was talking about people! He was going to kill off billions and billions of people! Moríro gripped her shoulder a little more tightly, lest she panic or run off. He had obviously understood right away what Hokharty was up to.
Hokharty continued his monologue. “There are too many men and only one Great Master who must account for them all, Necromancer. Mankind has dammed the river of mortality and increased their numbers beyond all reason, but the dam is breaking. The earth is groaning under the weight of so many souls, and even Death suffers. And if Death suffers too much, all of us will suffer the more for it. You’re a doctor, Necromancer, surely you must understand how a limb must be severed to save the whole body? It will no doubt be hard, The Great Master will suffer greatly, and the pain will be felt both here and below, but when we are finished, the flow will be manageable and the balance will be restored, if not permanently then for a very long time.”
Lucy blanched and had to grab her head in shock. Kill six and half billion people! Was he serious?!!
“I’m sorry it has come to this point. An earlier intervention would have been preferable, but then, it wasn’t my decision.” He looked venomously at Moríro, but quickly regained his calm. He was talking about it like they were talking about assembly line production figures and not human beings. She looked to Miles and Tim. Did they understand what Hokharty was saying?! Schuyler was just twirling his lollipop thoughtfully.
“And how are you going to do this?! With this sorry band of corpses?!” Moríro spat at him.
The crowd muttered as if offended, but Hokharty kept his impassive stare.
Hokharty looked to Nephys and smiled. “The Gates of Erebus have been unlocked, Moríro. The one who opened it is standing right there beside you, and the key is in your pocket. We need only unlock the door from this side.”
Nephys blanched. Lucy looked at him and he looked at her. His eyes were darting about frantically. He was putting the puzzle pieces together himself. Lucy’s stomach fell. Had they all just been pawns in Hokharty’s game all along? It certainly looked that way.
Moríro was stunned but defiant. “There is no way to force the hand of the Great Master. You cannot force the Gates of Erebus from this side.”
“I believe I know of one way.” Hokharty turned and stepped aside revealing the body of Maggie Miller.
Lucy was stunned. What did her mother’s body have to do with this?!
“Imposible!” Moríro fumed.
“It’s not impossible, Necromancer,” Hokharty replied, and with this, he looked to Nephys who looked like he wished he could disappear.
“How did you come here, Scribe?” Hokharty said abruptly. Nephys didn’t answer at first but then nervously replied, “I…I came through the Gates of Erebus.”
“And how did you manage that?” The Chamberlain asked nonchalantly.
Nephys looked up and pulled a face. Why was the Chamberlain asking him things he already knew?!
“I…I had a stone.”
The crowd exchanged hushed whispers and furtive conversation.
Hokharty smiled a vague but satisfied smile. “The stone protected him through the gates, forced them open, just a little. With the stone and the talents of a necromancer, one could restore the life of another and open the gates from this side. If you will not do it, then perhaps your heir will.”
Lucy blanched. He wanted her to open the gates! She let go of Nephys’ hand and pulled her hair hard back from her forehead. Bringing her mother back would open the gates – she would have her mother, but then billions could die! This was unbelievable.
“For what purpose?!” Moríro demanded, “Even if you could do it, which I doubt, the Great Master would never allow it!”
“Exactly!” Hokharty exclaimed, almost pleased with his own cleverness, “If the Great Master does not want the gate opened, he will have to leave his temple and come here to stop it, himself.”
The crowd went silent.
“What are they talking about?!” Lucy asked Nephys in a hoarse whisper, “What happens if Death leaves his temple?”
Nephys gripped her hand a little tighter. It was too hard to explain. He thought over all the red-letter words he had copied in his time as a scribe and just decided to recite them out loud, “Atlantis, Krakatoa, Hiroshima, The Black Plague,” he whispered in blank-eyed fear.
Lucy looked back at him in horror.
Moríro pulled his coat a little tighter around him, as if to keep the stone safe.
“Madness!” Moríro turned in a circle like an angry dog. “MADNESS!!”
“Necromancer, please,” Hokharty pleaded, “I had hoped you, of all people, would understand. If the Great Master is to be saved we must act quickly.”
“What you are doing could be the end of the Great Master and the ruin of everything!”
“I am willing to take that risk for the sake of the continuation of the world for as long as possible. The world must continue, but it cannot continue as it is. Death has survived past cataclysms. He will survive this one, but if we do nothing, the world will be thrown into chaos. Will you help me?”
Lucy and Nephys looked up at Moríro. What was he going to do?! Moríro looked scared and uncertain himself, and deeply, deeply troubled. Then he steeled himself and spoke.
“Hokharty,” he began solemnly, “I cannot express what a grave disappointment this day has been, or how much your words have troubled me.” Moríro was nearly choking up from rage. “You have been a loyal servant and friend these many years and I had come to trust your judgment and skills time and time again, but this time, you have gone too far. I fear you have lost your mind. You wish to force the hand of the Great Master and take his role on for yourself.” Moríro’s voice became like burning metal with his next words, “IT. SHALL. NOT. STAND. I regret what must be done, but it must be done.” Moríro took a breath and pronounced his judgment of Hokharty and his plans.
“You will be banished from the Halls of Death and sent to the wastes or the pits of punishment or wherever the Great Master shall see fit to send you, but you shall never again be summoned back to the land of the living.”
Moríro let go of Lucy and bit his knuckle hard. Then he stepped in front of Lucy and walked the few short steps towards Hokharty. Hokharty folded his hands behind his back and didn’t move. He bowed slightly from the neck and stood perfectly still as if awaiting his punishment like an obedient child. The whole crowd waited to see what would happen. Moríro stepped up to him and put the bloody knuckle against Hokharty’s chest. He called out Hokharty’s full name in a commanding voice, and then uttered some other words in a language Lucy didn’t know, but nothing happened.
Hokharty looked down at the bloody knuckle and then slowly looked back up at Moríro. Moríro’s face was blanch white but otherwise expressionless. What had just happened? Lucy wondered. Was there supposed to be a crack, a pop or a bang? A wisp of smoke or something? Lucy was feeling very nervous. Moríro took a step back.
“Necromancer.” Hokharty bowed from the neck deferentially then spoke slowly, “I too regret what must be done. I believe you to be a good man, and I had hoped you would see reason, but I believe that you can no longer see things clearly.” Somewhere from behind them came the sound of a large door opening, and then the telltale sounds of shuffling feet and creaking floorboards as the gathered crowd made way for the sharp footsteps of someone approaching. Hokharty kept talking, “I was afraid you might feel this way, but the decision is too important to leave in the hands of any one man, so I sought out some assurances of my own.” He then looked beyond them to the crowd and towards the approaching new arrival. “I regret having to do this, Necromancer, but I am no longer here at your request.”
Lucy turned around slowly with her stomach dropping and her heart in her throat. The clack of high heels approached and the crowd parted to allow a tall and slender, elegantly dressed woman with amber glasses and stylish shoes to walk through. She strolled up to them with her hands behind her back. Lucy held her breath and reached out her hand hoping someone would grab it. Moríro stood there numb and impassive and wouldn’t take it, but Nephys grabbed it and held it tight and Lucy pulled him close to her side. Amanda stopped just a few feet from where she and Moríro were standing and smiled contemptuously at him as she slowly pulled one hand from behind her back, removed the glove and held up one freshly-pricked bloody finger.
“Flubbit,” Hiero tooted quietly.



Chapter Thirty-Four
Debates and Deliberations
Lucy was alone in an upstairs library at Rivenden. The walls were covered in bookcases and books were littered about the small desk and the floor in stacks. It was lit by the same blue-white candles found downstairs in the ballroom, only fewer of them. The room was a perfect cube and the ceiling was high enough the pale candlelight couldn’t reach the very top. It looked like she was at the bottom of a large well with nothing but blackness above her going on forever. Lucy looked down. The future felt pretty black as well.
After Amanda’s arrival in the ballroom things broke up pretty quickly. Amanda ordered Hokharty and Graber and all the dead things around like underlings. Several chafed at this but obediently complied. First thing Amanda insisted on was that Graber do something about that imp. It seemed she was not yet over the fight at the farm. It was quite the struggle, and the sound of the bagpipe’s squeals made even the skeletons’ teeth grind. Lucy wondered how it could bother people who didn’t even have ears anymore. Eventually the large corpse hauled the bagpipes out of the hall to someplace else. Nephys ran after him, but a vampire stepped up to restrain him – it was Miles. Amanda then dismissed the rest of the rabble and concentrated on the vampires. As the dead things filed out, Amanda barked orders at Hokharty, who reluctantly obeyed and passed them on to his vampires, commanding them to follow Amanda’s instructions explicitly as if they were his own. Graber returned to fetch Moríro who looked no more pleased to go than the imp, but he cursed less than usual frankly. Hokharty then had specific directions for Miles and Schuyler, after which they escorted Tim and Nephys from the hall. Schuyler didn’t look back when he left, not even to his five groupies who were whimpering about being left behind, but Miles and Tim did. Miles held back the most and stared at Lucy for the longest time before he finally went. After that it was just Amanda, Lucy, Hokharty and the other vampires.
Amanda was most explicit about Lucy, and insisted that no dead thing or vampire was to so much as touch her, EVER. She laid down a long list of all the terrible things she would do to any of them if even a hair on Lucy’s head was harmed. It was a pretty awful list, involving meat grinders, acid vats, flesh-eating beetles and a vivid description of a secret room with a sturdy chair with silver chains and one tiny hole for the sunlight to come through. Every day the small spot of sunlight would get closer and closer until it would eventually reach the vampire. The spot was big enough to burn, but never big enough to kill, at least not in one day. Not one of the vampires looked like they doubted her. Lucy imagined there was a charred vampire skeleton sitting in that chair right now, wherever it was. Amanda’s voice had that kind of authority.
After that, none of the vampires wanted to volunteer, but eventually one dark-haired vampire in a prim early 1960’s party dress came forward. She was immaculate, with lurid red lipstick and her hair coifed and done up in a bun. She looked like something out of an Audrey Hepburn movie. Amanda seemed satisfied, if not by the vampire then by her fashion sense. The vampire smiled and gestured for Lucy to follow her. She had led Lucy to this room and smiled before closing the door gently. Lucy sat down at the desk, but was afraid to open any of the books for fear of what might be in them – something awful, probably. Instead, she just sat down on the rickety chair with thin upholstery, drew her knees up to her chest, hugged them and prepared for what she knew was coming. Amanda was going to come in that door and try to talk her into bringing her mom back, she just knew it.
She didn’t have to wait long. Twenty minutes later the door opened and Amanda came through, smiling. None of the scary Amanda, or Amarantha more likely, was on display.
“I have nothing to say to you,” Lucy said immediately before Amanda could say a thing. Amanda just sighed and smiled a nervous, disarming smile. Then she carefully closed the door, walked over to the small desk, pulled up a chair opposite Lucy and sat down.
“Well, I hope you are at least prepared to listen.” She reached a hand across the small desk, but Lucy put her foot against the desk and pushed her own chair back several inches. Amanda withdrew the hand and looked sad. If she was faking it, she was very good at it.
“Perfectly understandable,” she said, folding her hands on the desk and looking away herself. After sitting quietly for a moment, she spoke again, “I’m sorry I was so gruff down in the ballroom just now. I just can’t stand being around so many dead things.” Amanda looked away and shuddered. Whatever her intentions with all those things down there, her revulsion of them was genuine.
They sat in silence a while longer, but something was burning on Lucy’s tongue.
“What did you do with Yo-yo?”
Amanda raised an eyebrow and smiled. “I thought you had nothing to say to me?” she said smugly. Lucy just folded her arms across her chest and looked away. She hated this game. Her mother would play it with her every time she would pout or sulk. There was no way to speak now without looking peevish. It was eerie how much alike Amanda and her mother were. Manipulative ruthlessness seemed to run in the family. They both sat quietly for a while longer before Amanda spoke again.
“He’s fine, Lucy,” Amanda said simply, “I only took him to keep him safe, just like I want to keep you safe.” Lucy looked away. Then Amanda did another trick her mom always did. She craned her neck around until Lucy couldn’t help but look her in the eye. “You can see him in a while if you like.” Lucy’s mom always did this when she wanted to make sure Lucy was listening. Lucy looked Amanda in the eye and Amanda smiled at her. Lucy just turned away again. Amanda leaned back.
“Yo-yo is a very special boy, Lucy, just like you are a very special girl. I can see now why your mother went to such lengths to keep you safe.”
Lucy turned away again. She just hated it when Amanda talked about her mother that way. The witch had no right to talk about her mother after the accident.
“You killed my mother,” Lucy said softly. Then she added in a louder voice, “You betrayed us all to Hokharty, and now you’re going to kill all of humanity with him!
“No, Lucy, I was trying to protect you and your mother, and I’m trying to save the world, not destroy it.”
“But Yo-yo said…” Lucy almost began tearing up.
“I promise you, Lucy, I didn’t kill your mother.” Lucy turned back to Amanda. She had reached her hand across the desk again and her eyes looked moist. She certainly looked sincere. “Lucy,” she said intently, “I was trying to protect you and Yo-yo, but I…I mean we…couldn’t do a very good job until…that is until I found Amanda.” She withdrew the hand slowly and looked away, very sad. “I needed this body, these powers to protect you, but I was too late. What happened to your mother was…regrettable. Tragic even, but, I swear, we can fix it, Lucy, we can fix it!” She brightened and was suddenly very earnest.
Lucy said nothing but turned her shoulder to Amanda. She thought of the note in her pocket and what it meant. If she didn’t hear what Amanda was going to say next then it wouldn’t be real, it wouldn’t be possible. Fortunately, for the moment, Amanda moved on to other subjects.
Amanda sat silently a while before speaking. “If it’s any consolation, the family has always been this dysfunctional.” Lucy looked back at Amanda suspiciously. “It’s true,” she said, nodding, “Going all the way back to Hokharty.”
Lucy raised an eyebrow.
Amanda smiled. “Yes, we’re related to the old mummy believe it or not. All necromancers are. Our line came from one of his nieces I think. It’s hard to say, actually, the genealogical records aren’t exactly accurate up to 5,000 years ago.”
Lucy rubbed her nose with her sleeve. It was hard to imagine that crazy bloodsucker actually had a niece, let alone that that niece was her umpteenth great grandmother.
“We’ve always been at each other’s throats. It’s this power, Lucy. It does things to you.” Lucy looked back at Amanda. Amanda seemed very near tears herself. She turned away as if ashamed to let Lucy see her cry. Was this an act? It didn’t seem like one.
“You’re mother had the right idea, actually.” Amanda hugged herself, got up, walked around the room and looked absentmindedly at the book titles as if trying to distract herself and prevent herself from crying. “Run away, and never come back. Take a chance at having a normal life, maybe even a husband…or a child.” Lucy looked at her, she was crying. Lucy was certain she wasn’t faking it either. Amanda was actually crying, or was it Amarantha?
“It’s wrong to have this power,” Amanda said after a while, “Wrong to force it on people.” She turned and faced Lucy and composed herself, quickly wiping a tear from one eye. “But as wrong as it is to have it, it’s much worse not to use it for the good of others.”
Lucy looked back at her, and Amanda’s voice began very urgent, very earnest.
“There are things Hokharty does not know, things that not even Moríro knows. Your mother was very special, Lucy, even for a necromancer. Do you know how I know?”
Lucy shook her head vaguely from side to side.
“Because of you.” Before Lucy had a chance to think, Amanda crossed the room and kneeled at Lucy’s feet and placed her hands on the armrests of her chair. Lucy tried to move back but she couldn’t help but look at Amanda’s big, brown cow eyes. They were full of tears. Amanda was literally kneeling at her feet and looking up at her, pleading with her eyes. Lucy was overwhelmed.
“Lucy, more than anything I wanted a child. We both did. Amarantha and I.” She looked aside confused by the conflict of being two people in one body and uncertain of how to proceed. “She wanted a son, and I…” she nearly broke up saying this, “I wanted a daughter.” She had to turn away and swallow before continuing. Lucy’s own eyes were tearing up against her wishes, but she was too stunned by Amanda’s behavior and what she was saying to do anything about it.
“But a necromancer has the power of death, not life,” she continued, her lower lip trembling. Amanda had to bite her lip to keep from breaking up at this point. “Any necromancer of any significant talent loses the power of life.” Lucy looked at Amanda, confused. “They can’t have children, Lucy.” Amanda said bluntly. “That’s why I…WE couldn’t have children. That’s why Moríro is your great uncle, and not your great grandfather, because the bloodline can only survive through siblings that do not have the gift.” Amanda leaned over and rubbed one eye with the heel of her hand and tried to compose herself.
“But your mother was different, Lucy,” she went on.
“What?” Lucy said meekly.
“Every necromancer has a unique gift, Lucy. Some have the ability to summon ghosts or make zombies, or turn into specters, like I can, but I knew that somewhere, someday, one would be born with a very special gift. I’ve been searching for centuries, and now I’ve found it. I thought Moríro had it, but I was wrong about him.” She looked down and pulled a face of rage and bitterness at the thought of Moríro, but it melted away when she turned back to face Lucy “But then I found out about your mother, and I knew that if I had to drag myself back from hell itself to find her I would.”
“What are you talking about?!” Lucy was becoming increasingly nervous.
“Her garden, Lucy. A necromancer can’t grow so much as a bean sprout, but your mother…she could grow anything. Her plants, her garden, you. They are all proof of it.”
“Proof of what?!” Lucy was shaking now.
“Life, Lucy, your mother’s gift was life. She had the gift of life and so do you. That’s how I know you can bring your mother back and that’s how I know you can defeat Death for all of us.”
Lucy jumped up out of the chair, pushed Amanda away and retreated to a corner of the room. She knew something like this was coming but not this! She didn’t want to hear it.
Amanda got up slowly. She wasn’t angry; she just kept on talking, “The soul at death is shattered into a dozen pieces, Lucy, pieces that can never be put back together again. It’s only Amanda’s heart and body that keeps me from falling apart. But you can put those pieces back together, Lucy. You can put your mother’s soul back into her body and give her life. Not like a zombie or a vampire or any of those other dead things, like other necromancers, but as a real living human being, that can run in the sunshine and laugh and love, whole and complete, Lucy, you can resurrect her just as she was before.”
Lucy was walking back and forth across the room looking for somewhere to hide, but there was, of course, nowhere to go, all the while Amanda kept talking making it harder for her to think.
“And not just her alone, Lucy” Amanda was less weepy now. The more she spoke the more ardent she became.
Lucy looked up frantically. What did she mean?! Amanda crossed the room and grabbed Lucy by her shoulders and held her firm while she gazed into her eyes.
“Once your mother is back, she’ll be immortal.”
“No,” Lucy said weakly and tried to look away.
“Yes!” Amanda said defiantly, “And she will have power over death. LISTEN TO ME!” she yelled and shook Lucy gently. Lucy couldn’t help but look back.
“Your mother will have the power to bring anyone back.”
Lucy didn’t know what to say.
“Listen to me Lucy,” Amanda was desperate to convince her, she was speaking faster now. “Hokharty is a monster, Lucy, he only cares for numbers and figures and the balance between the worlds. Moríro is no better. He is indifferent to human suffering and only lives to serve the Great Master. Hokharty thinks he has double-crossed Moríro, but I’m the one who has double-crossed him.”
“What?!”
“You mother is the key, Lucy! The Great Master is heartless. He cares nothing for justice or mercy, but he drags all down to the underworld to him. But he is also weak and old, Lucy, and with your mother we can defeat him.”
“Defeat DEATH?!” Lucy’s mind was reeling.
“Yes! You’re mother can resurrect the souls of the dead. You can bring her back to life, but she can MAKE life, Lucy. She could overturn all of the underworld and free anyone she wanted to. We could end the meaningless of this life and give life back to all those that deserve it. We could give life meaning again, Lucy!! Instead of the good and bad dying together in ignominy for no reason we could save the good forever and send the evil straight to hell where they belong!”
Lucy tried to push Amanda away, but Amanda held her firmly. “You’re crazy!!” she yelled and tried to writhe free, but all she could do was turn her eyes away.
“Am I?!” Amanda yelled earnestly, “Look at me, Lucy, LOOK AT ME!” Amanda shook her hard once. Lucy looked up at Amanda. Both her eyes and Lucy’s were full of tears. “Listen to me, Lucy. Hokharty wants to kill billions, just to make sure that Death can keep on killing for another thousand years, but what does it matter when they die? ALL of them will die sooner or later. ALL OF THEM! Lucy! Death will kill everyone! What does it matter If they all die now together in fire and blood of if they die alone of old age, or of cancer, or of a broken heart, or pneumonia or a gunshot or of any of the other stupid meaningless random ways there are to die in this wretched world …even a car accident?!”
Lucy narrowed her eyes to push the tears out and looked at Amanda with fury when she said the words “car accident.” She couldn’t have felt more stabbed in her heart if she had driven the knife into her chest herself.
“WHAT DOES IT MATTER?!” Amanda yelled again.
“Get away from me!” She pushed Amanda away and went to the far corner and buried her face in it and wished she could disappear like Yo-yo. She closed her eyes and wished to be engulfed by the darkness, but the feeling of oblivion never came.
“What does it matter, Lucy?” Amanda said softer this time, almost, like a prayer. “The whole of human life is death and misery. Whether it’s measured out in large amounts in natural disasters, or bit-by-bit in teaspoons, what does it really matter? I’ve been to the afterlife, Lucy. I’ve seen it. We are all going to a sunless land of no hope, no music, no life and no promise, where the best you can do is struggle to hold onto what little remains of yourself, your very soul, before every little piece of you is blown away, but we can stop all that.”
There was a long pause. Lucy was breathing hard and inhaling the musty smell of old leather bound books. The only thing that kept her from crying anymore was the desire not to give Amanda the satisfaction. Lucy thought of her mother in that place – no sun, no plants, no life, nothing to do but to wait for the embrace of oblivion. If that was true then Amanda was right. It was horrible, unfair and cruel and unjust. Amanda had walked away towards the door. Her high heels didn’t give the usual sharp clack they always did, but she shuffled away instead, tired and spent, hardly able to lift her feet off the floor.
“Lucy,” she said at last.
Lucy turned slowly and looked up at Amanda. She was numb and she could tell Amanda was emotionally drained as well, as if at the end of a very long journey. They locked eyes and Lucy felt she finally understood her, both of them really, Amarantha and Amanda, and then Amanda spoke, as much to herself as to Lucy.
“If you thought you had the power to stop that horrible fate for even just one person that you loved, wouldn’t you try? Aren’t you obligated to try?”
She opened the door and nearly left, but turned back to speak one last time, “It’s your choice, Lucy. I’ll be waiting downstairs when you make your decision, but before I go…a peace offering.” She pulled open the door wide to reveal a small boy in a baseball cap and shorts.
“Yo-yo!” Lucy ran across the room, and Yo-yo ran to her and they embraced. When she pulled away from him to look back, the door was already closed. Amanda had gone.
Lucy turned back to look at Yo-yo. His eyes were a bit red, but he looked fine.
“Are you ok? Did she hurt you?”
“No…no, I’m ok.” He said rubbing his nose on his arm.
“Did she treat you ok?”
“Well…she was kind of scary at first and yelled a lot but then she got real nice.” He reached into his pocket a pulled out a bright, stainless steel Yo-yo. “She even got me a new transaxle butterfly. I lost my imperial in the woods back at your house. Check out the wicked balance on this thing!” He instantly rolled it off his fingers as smooth as anything and had it spinning ‘round the room like a satellite in seconds.
Lucy smiled at Yo-yo as he put the new treasure away. “Yeah, that’s Amanda for you. Hot and cold.”
Lucy had a mad thought, “Yo-yo, can you disappear here?!”
“Nah, I can disappear, but I don’t go nowhere. I always wind up right back where I started. It’s this place, it’s really off, somehow.”
“That was an understatement,” thought Lucy. She sighed. She should’ve known that Amanda and Hokharty would have cut off all escape routes with some vile spell.
“Hey! Did you see those skeletons?!” Yo-yo said earnestly, partly horrified and ecstatic. “Wasn’t that creepy?”
Lucy smiled but didn’t feel much like talking. So they just sat on the edge of the desk, their legs dangling and said nothing. After a long while, Yo-yo spoke.
“So…that’s your mom down there?”
Lucy didn’t bother to look at him.
“Yeah.”
“She’s pretty,” Yo-yo said, looking a little embarrassed. Lucy smiled and tried to force back another tear. She swayed on the desk and bumped shoulders with him affectionately.
“So, is it true what she said…that you can bring her back to life?”
Lucy turned to look at him.
“She told you?!” Lucy was a little hurt by this, though she didn’t know why – it wasn’t his fault, after all, that Amanda had told him. Still, it was a little too personal.
“Yeah,” Yo-yo folded his legs up underneath himself Indian style and grabbed his toes nervously. He paused and then said, “If I could bring my mom back, I would do it.”
Lucy turned away, took in a deep breath and tried to think.
“So what are you going to do about it?” Yo-yo asked a half minute later.
Lucy dangled her feet over the edge of the desk and leaned her head to rest on Yo-yo’s shoulder. She felt more like a little kid than she had in ages.
“I don’t know, Yo-yo. I just don’t know.”
“I miss my Mom,” Yo-yo said simply, “If she were here, it would make everything feel better.”
“I know what you mean, Yo-yo.” Lucy put her arm around him and hugged him around the shoulders. “If my Mom was here, she could make everything right.” And Lucy genuinely believed it too, which is why the note in her pocket made no sense to her.
“Don’t you dare double-cross me again, Hokharty!”
Lucy and Yo-yo had tiptoed cautiously down to the large staircase from the upstairs library, careful not to make any noise. Lucy was surprised there had been no guard at the door. Amanda either trusted Lucy or she was certain she wouldn’t or couldn’t run.
“Mistress, at the time it seemed prudent…”
“PRUDENT?!”
She was holding hands with Yo-yo sitting on a broad stair, carpeted in a ragged and ancient red runner. They had stopped on the last landing before it opened on to the large ballroom. Two people were arguing. The staircase was carrying the sounds of the argument all the way up from the ballroom. The first voice was Amanda’s. The second one was Hokharty’s.
“You were only trying to secure Lucy for yourself!”
That was the stern, cold Amanda for sure, which Lucy guessed was really Amarantha all along.
“If there is only one key, Mistress, then it is wise to make sure you have it securely in hand.”
“What possible reason could you have for extra leverage when you had the stone?”
Hokharty didn’t answer. Lucy wasn’t sure about the rules about summoning dead Necromancers. It was clear they worked at their master’s orders, but it was also clear they could interpret those orders rather freely.
“You could have fetched her sooner, why did you delay?”
“I was gathering the minions, Mistress.”
“You don’t need the minions to open the gate. And you weren’t gathering an army either. What were you really looking for?”
“Answers, my Mistress.”
“Answers to what?”
“Answers to questions, Mistress.”
Amanda groaned. She nearly lost her temper with him by the sound of her voice.
“You can evade all you want, you old bloodsucker, but you know I will figure out what you are up to in time.”
“In time…you will find all the answers, Mistress.”
Lucy looked to Yo-yo, who had that far off stare of his. It was seriously creepy when he did that. When he noticed she was looking at him, he just shrugged. Whatever Hokharty’s answer meant it must have been equally cryptic to Amanda, because she said nothing in return.
Eventually, Hokharty spoke, “And what of the boy, Mistress?”
Yo-yo and Lucy exchanged looks and Lucy squeezed Yo-yo’s hand a little tighter.
“The boy is under my protection, that is all you need know.”
“And the girl, Mistress?”
“What of her?” Amanda said coolly in reply.
“Can she open the gate for us?”
“Lucy is an intelligent, brave, talented and strong girl. I know that she can open the gate.”
“But will she?” Hokharty sounded annoyed but then respectfully added, “Mistress,” to soften his tone.
“I believe she will, but why don’t you ask her for yourself. She’s sitting in the stairwell now.”
Lucy went rigid, but didn’t dare move. She had a wild impulse to run back up to the room and pretend she was never there, but she knew that would never fly. The familiar clack of Amanda’s high heels came as far as the base of the stairs. Amanda leaned into to the stairwell and looked up at the two eavesdroppers. Yo-yo’s hand tightened on Lucy’s.
Amanda smiled at Lucy. “Heartbeats, remember?”
“Of course,” Lucy thought, “Necromancers can hear heartbeats!”
“I can teach you how to shield your heartbeat from others, but in the meantime.” Amanda held out one gloved hand. She didn’t seem angry at all that they had been eavesdropping.
Lucy came down the last flight of stairs holding Yo-yo’s hand the whole way. She reached up and cautiously took Amanda’s hand. Amanda walked the two of them across the ballroom. It was empty. Only she, Hokharty and Graber were left. Hokharty was standing there to the left of her mother’s body. Graber was standing behind it.
“I sent everyone else away. I thought you would want some privacy,” Amanda said simply. She led Lucy up to the dais.
“Give her some room, you vultures.” That was Amarantha’s voice, cold and fearsome and for once, Lucy was glad of it. She didn’t like those two hovering over her mother like that. They bowed slightly and backed away to a respectful distance. Amanda walked her up on to the dais and then held back herself and let go of Lucy’s hand.
“Go on,” Amanda said softly. Lucy looked back at her and then at Yo-yo, who was looking on encouragingly. Then she let go of Yo-yo’s hand and raced to her mother’s side. For a moment, she just stood there looking down at her mother lying on the lounge. She looked just as she remembered her. Lucy had been to funerals before. She hated them – especially open casket funerals and viewings. The bodies never looked right. They looked like mannequins, stiff and lifeless. But her mother didn’t look like that. She looked like she was only sleeping, like she could wake up at any moment. Lucy fell to her knees and brushed the stray strands of dark brown hair from her mother’s face. There was a small gash above one eyebrow, but other than that, she looked flawless with her white skin, her petite features and dark hair with a single streak of grey. As hard as it was to believe she was actually dead before this, seeing her like this made it almost impossible. Lucy caressed her face and began to cry, sobbing deeply.
Hokharty moved as if to get a closer look, but instantly Amanda moved to stop him. She already had her glove off and extended a bloody finger. Lucy hadn’t even seen her prick it. She didn’t have to bite her knuckle.
“Back off, you monster,” Amanda said in a low voice. Hokharty bowed respectfully and backed away.
Lucy felt strange. She was suddenly glad Amanda, even the scary Amanda, was there. Amanda was being so protective of her, like an older sister, an aunt, or even a mother. And she knew Amanda could handle herself. Lucy remembered what Amanda had said just now while she was eavesdropping. That she was intelligent, brave and strong, but did she really mean it? Amanda had known Lucy was listening after all. Lucy really wanted to believe in Amanda and believe that everything she said about her mom and her powers were true.
Amanda let Lucy grieve in peace for several more minutes. When Lucy had finally stopped sobbing she spoke.
“Fetch him.”
Lucy heard Graber lumber off to the other room. In a few minutes he returned dragging someone. From the sound of it, he was treating him rather roughly. Lucy didn’t look up; she didn’t have to look to know it was Moríro. He instantly began swearing in Spanish from the moment he entered the room. A large thud meant that Graber had dropped the ancient Necromancer unceremoniously on the floor.
“The stone,” Amanda said simply.
It sounded like Graber practically ripped the coat off of him to get to it. Lucy looked back to see it. Graber held forth his fist and dropped the stone into Amanda’s hand. It glowed fervently, like green fire, and was unlike any stone she had ever seen. Amanda’s face lit up in maniacal glee when she looked at it, but Lucy could tell it burned far dimmer for her than it did for either Nephys or Moríro.
“It’s true,” Amanda whispered in mixed emotions of wonder and delight.
Lucy turned back to her mother’s face. Her tears had fallen on her like drops of dew. She carefully wiped them away and then leaned over and kissed her on her forehead. She was cold. Lucy stared at her mother’s face and desperately wished for the eyes to open.
“Time is pressing, Mistress,” the cold accountant-like voice was Hokharty. He had meant to whisper it to Amanda, but in the stillness of the room it carried all the same.
“Be quiet,” came Amanda’s hushed but stern reply, but Hokharty would not be deterred.
“The preservation spell will only last so long. If she is to be returned…”
“Heartless monster!” Amanda spat back at him, “Let her have a moment, for pity’s sake.”
“Mistress, if she is not revived by morning, all of this will have been for nothing.”
There was a loud smack. Amanda must have struck Hokharty, hard, and with the back of her hand from the sound of it.
“We’re not like you, Hokharty!” Amanda said sternly, “We can’t just shove our loved ones down into the grave like cattle to the slaughter. We can’t shut off our emotions like bureaucrats and machines!” Then her voice became soft, “We need time to grieve. Give her time. In time she will do the right thing. I know it.”
Hokharty said nothing, but then another voice joined the conversation.
“Todos ustedes están locos,” Moríro muttered.
“Have a seat, Lazlo,” Amanda said coldly. From the sound of it, Moríro was forced into a chair by Graber. “I don’t believe anyone asked your opinion on the matter.”
“You are all insane! MAD! What you are doing is against God and Nature!”
Amanda snorted, “So now you presume to speak for God and Nature as well as Death?” Amanda laughed a dry little laugh. “Trust me, godson. I’ve been to the other side. Had God cared at all, even if he did exist, he would have sent you there long ago.”
“THIS SHALL NOT STAND, AMARANTHA! If I have to drag myself back from the shores of Dis and the pits of punishment itself, I WILL NOT ALLOW IT.”
Lucy had to give Moríro credit. Whatever he was, he was not a coward.
“AND WHAT DO YOU KNOW ABOUT PUNISHMENT?!” Amanda screamed back at him.
“I know it awaits you when all this is done.”
“INSOLENT GODCHILD!! I curse the day I spared your life.”
They descended into even worse threats and jeers from there, dredging up their entire history together, from Lazlo’s birth to Amarantha’s death. Then Hokharty got into the mess.
“Mistress, is this really the time open old wounds? Time is pressing.”
That just got Amanda riled up for another several rounds.
“Shut your vile mouth, bloodsucker!”
From there the fight went on, with Moríro uttering out curses in every language imaginable, while Hokharty kept insisting on the urgency of the matter. All the while Amanda was lost in a holy rage, but she always defended Lucy against the two of them. Lucy closed her eyes and wished she could make it all go away. As she did so, she realized her eyes were dry and sore. She felt her face. Other than the salty tearstains, there was nothing. She blinked several times, and tried to will herself to tear up, but no more tears would come. She had cried so much in the last 24 hours it appeared she had nothing left. She was done crying, and she was done with all of them too. It was time to do something for herself now. She took her mother’s cold hand and held it one last time. Then she folded it gently with the other hand on her mother’s lap and took a long breath.
“I’ll do it,” she said quietly.
“Don’t you DARE talk back to me you…” Amanda stopped mid-sentence when she realized what Lucy had said. The argument stopped. The room went silent.
Lucy stood up slowly and turned to face all of them.
“I’ll do it,” she said again, “Only…I don’t know how.”
Amanda closed her hand slowly over the stone and then smiled faintly. She walked over to Lucy and put one hand on her shoulder while she gently raised Lucy’s chin with the other so she could look in her eye.
“Are you certain, Lucy?” she asked.
“Yes,” Lucy nodded, “I’m certain.”
“Then I will help you,” Amanda said, smiling faintly.
There was a short moment of reflection before the angry voice of Moríro broke in.
“Have you all lost your minds?! I AM THE NECROMANCER! THE Necromancer. I am Death’s chosen champion in this world. Only I have been entrusted with the power of the stone and only I am entitled to use it. It doesn’t matter how you manipulated this simple girl to do your whims – it is my choice!” Moríro was so angry he had to take a few panting breaths to speak. “And as long as I am living, I will never help you.”
Amanda let go of Lucy and walked over to the small desk where she had left her elegant, black alligator clutch. As she walked she spoke absentmindedly to herself, “Oh, Lazlo,” she said in an exasperated voice, “You always were the most tedious and unimaginative student.” She reached in and pulled out the gun she’d had at the farm, pointed it at Moríro’s chest and fired.
Lucy heard the gunshot and then a scream, but it wasn’t her. Her hands were over her own mouth in shock. It was Yo-yo. He had run to the far side of the hall and was cowering in a corner. It all happened so fast she nearly missed it. Even Hokharty looked stunned and shaken from his usual apathetic demeanor. Graber had a hand on the vampire master’s shoulder, restraining him. Whatever Hokharty’s plans were, he clearly had not wanted this.
Moríro’s chair had been knocked over and he was lying on his back, staring glassy-eyed at the ceiling, but he was not yet dead. His voice was gurgling through the blood in this throat, but Lucy couldn’t make out any words. Amanda strode over to Moríro’s dying body and placed her hand over his mouth and nose.
“No last words, Godson. You wouldn’t listen to mine under that tamarind tree in Mexico and no one is going to hear yours now.”
The muffled sound of Moríro’s last words disappeared into Amanda’s remorseless gloved hand. And then he was gone. The Necromancer who had held the job longer than anyone else in the history of the world was gone.
Amanda stood up and held the stone flat in her gloved palm. Lucy noticed that the stone glowed significantly less bright now that Moríro was dead.
Hokharty composed himself and approached Amanda cautiously. Even then he had to shrug off Graber’s massive hand.
“I did not believe that the Necromancer could be killed against the Great Master’s wishes,” he said in a tentative voice.
Amanda chuckled a cold little laugh. “Death doesn’t care as long as there is a suitable replacement. When it’s their time, The Great Master will toss them aside for another like an old shoe. I learned that lesson a long time ago under a tamarind tree in Mexico,” she remarked spitefully. “Moríro’s clock ran out long ago, the second Margarita was born in fact, and he knew it. He’s just been bluffing all these years.”
Amanda walked slowly towards Lucy, but kept her gaze on the stone. It was fluttering and going dark, like a bright coal of fire going out only it was bright green instead of red. She didn’t know exactly why, but it made Lucy anxious that it might go out entirely. It was slowly losing its color, going from green to clear grey.
“Now if I’m not mistaken,” Amanda said thoughtfully looking at the faltering stone, “There are only two suitable candidates of any merit left in the whole world. Myself, I mean…Amanda Tipping, but she, I mean I’m, less than one-sixteenth blood. Not to mention the fact that the Great Master and I, that is Amarantha, have a history.” She screwed up her face a little, but then wiped the sour expression away with a melancholy smile. “That leaves you, Lucy.”
She looked up from the faltering stone and held it out to Lucy. Lucy’s eyes flitted to Moríro’s body, but Amanda grabbed Lucy firmly by the chin and pulled her face back to hers.
“Don’t weep for him, Lucy. Don’t waste one tear on that man. He wouldn’t have shed a single tear for you or anyone else. Instead, think of your mother and your future.” Amanda extended the hand with the stone a little further until it was nearly under Lucy’s nose.
Lucy stared at it for a moment and then reached out and slowly picked up the stone from Amanda’s outstretched hand. Even before she touched it, the little, round, glassy pebble started to regain its color and gave off bright green sparks. When she first touched it, it felt warm and alive, vibrating, humming like the stone lantern, only a thousand times more so. By the time she lifted it out of Amanda’s hand and held it up before her own eyes, it was blazing like a lighthouse, flooding the room with green light. Lucy was lost in wonder, the pulsating power in her hand and before her eyes. It was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. It was like all the glorious feelings of life, picnics in the sunshine and fond, warm embraces after long absences, all in one tiny little stone.
A small hand snaked itself into her dangling free one and the sensation pulled her back for a moment from her reverie. It was Yo-yo. The beauty of the stone was such that it had conquered his fear and drawn him across the room like a moth to the flame. He was clinging to her arm and looking up at it with wet-eyed wonder.
“You are now the Necromancer, Lucy,” Amanda said simply, “The immortal, the deathless, the agent and arbiter of Death on earth.”
Then she bowed and slowly lowered herself to one knee in front of Lucy. Lucy was stunned by this, but then Hokharty and even Graber followed suit and knelt before her as well. Lucy was just trying to process what was going on when Amanda spoke again.
“The Great Master has chosen his champion.”
 
“Sit down Miles, you’re making me nervous.”
Sky threw himself down on a French settee, threw a leg over the armrest and assumed a languid pose not unlike Wallach in the days he was still alive. He shrugged off the cavalry jacket and tossed it onto a decaying ottoman. The kittens were gone, so Miles figured he didn’t need the prop just now. Miles just kept pacing the room. He hadn’t quite followed what had gone on in the ballroom just now, but everything felt wrong.
“Just relax, this will all be over by morning,” Sky said casually, but Miles couldn’t help but think, “What? What will be over by mornin’?”
Sky put his hands behind his head and lay back like someone trying to get a tan. “You think this was Wallach’s room?” Sky said in bored voice, “Seems a bit small for him.” Miles just groaned and went to pace on the other side of the room.
They were in a large, upstairs bedroom at the manor with its elaborate plaster moldings. There was a single set of double doors and no windows. They had been bricked up ages ago and the room had an overall shabby appearance. It had the same odd, eclectic furniture of the past three centuries that the rest of the house had. While the bed, dresser and settee were all from more than a century ago, Tim was sitting on the edge of a large, console Curtis Mathes TV from the seventies. He kept saying, “Man, oh man, oh man, oh man,” over and over again. He couldn’t keep his lower legs from shaking.
“Was that a gunshot I heard a while back?” Tim said at last.
“You’re dreaming,” Sky said, bored, “What would vampires need with guns?”
Nephys was sitting on the four-poster bed clinging to one of bedposts like it was a life preserver. Before they had left the ballroom, Hokharty had insisted that Miles and Schuyler keep Nephys and Tim safe and ordered them to take them to the upper rooms and wait there until called for. Miles didn’t like being here one bit, and his stomach kept getting more sour by the minute. He bit his thumb and looked back and forth at Schuyler who was examining the décor casually and Nephys and Tim who looked like the last mates on the Titanic. Miles had had enough of this. He went directly up to Nephys.
“What’s all this rubbish about restorin’ balance then?”
“What?” Nephys looked up at Miles as if stirred from a daydream…or a nightmare.
“This bollocks about removin’ the burden and bringin’ the flow down back to what it once was…what’s all that about?”
Nephys looked to Miles first then gave Sky a fleeting glance.
“Miles…leave the kid alone,” came Sky’s lazy reply.
“Shut yer gob, Sky!” Miles shot back defiantly. The force of Miles’ response was such that it made both Tim and Sky sit up and take notice, but Miles turned his full attention to Nephys. Miles stood there and stared Nephys down, biting his thumb the whole time. Nephys looked like he didn’t know what to say. He looked up into Miles’ anxious face. Should he tell an outsider what he saw in the Temple of Death himself? It didn’t seem right.
“OUT WIT’ IT!!” Miles’ bellowed. It filled the room and shook the plaster. Tim slid off the TV console and came closer, but Sky looked up with a cold and calculating stare.
Nephys swallowed and opened his mouth, but it took a while to say anything, “The Great Master, that is DEATH, is…is dying.”
“What?” Miles replied. His voice was quiet and far-off, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“No way,” came Tim’s voice, but Sky just started eyeing the door.
Miles recovered his previous sternness. “How? How can Death die then?” Miles prompted Nephys again, forcefully.
“T-there are too many souls these days,” came Nephys’ shaky reply, “It’s too much for him.”
“What?!” Tim walked quickly over and sat down on the bed next to Nephys. “Whaddya mean, ‘too many souls?!’”
“There are so many of you now, so many of you dying, that he can’t handle it all. The burden has become too much for him,” Nephys explained.
“Too much?!” Tim exclaimed, “How can it be too much?! He’s Death! What?! Does he have a quota? A Union?!”
“I dunno, but I’ve seen him…it…whatever it is, but it’s weak,” Nephys paused before saying the next thing, “And dying.”
“Sweet Brigid.” Miles bit his thumb in thought and paced some more before stopping short in shock. “Bloody heck!” he said again.
Unseen, Sky slowly got up and strolled nonchalantly towards the bedroom doors.
Tim jumped back in, “Wait, wait, wait! I’m confused here, what happens if Death dies?”
“T-the b-balance between the worlds will be d-destroyed,” Nephys said, stuttering. “Death is the only thing standing between the land of the living and my world, Limbo. If Death dies, all of the underworld will empty out… the pits of punishment, the infernal reaches…”
“Wait, wait, wait! You mean HELL?” Tim said anxiously.
Again Nephys nodded vigorously. “Duat, Mictlan, Hades, Tartarus, it has many names.” Tim didn’t look like he appreciated the mythology lesson. In their anxiety no one noticed Sky slowly making his way towards the double doors, blocking the only exit from the room.
“Are you kidding me?!! He’s actually going to unleash Hell?!! What’s down there?!” Tim said anxiously.
“Um…apocalyptic demons, wraiths, shadows, infernal monsters, imps and devils galore…” Nephys winced when Tim interrupted him.
“Wait…WAIT!” Tim said emphatically, “You mean things like that crazy set of bagpipes?!”
“Um, that and worse…much, much worse.” Nephys looked at the ground, his eyes as wide as dinner plates. “The most negative emotions come to life in the pits, and turn into monsters: hate, envy, wrath, pride. The worst of them consume the souls that created them and become demons, vast a-a-and powerful.”
“How many of them?!” Tim asked.
Nephys shrugged. “I dunno. Millions, b-b-billions, maybe. Nobody knows really, at least one for every damned soul, I guess.”
“OMIGOSH!! You mean there could be BILLIONS of those things running around feeding off human misery?!” Tim was near panicking now.
“They’d have to get past the Gates of Erebus, of course, and that’s not easy, believe me.” Nephys shuddered at the memory.
Tim eased up a little, but not Miles.
“Not ‘easy’ ya says, but it’s not impossible either is it?”
Tim looked from Miles and then back to Nephys, who had to shake his head, “No.”
“That’s what all this talk about gates and stones and all that rubbish was all about wasn’t it?” Miles said angrily.
Nephys nodded yes.
“That’s what they need Lucy for and her mother’s body, ain’t it?”
Nephys just looked around uncertain.
Miles crouched down and looked Nephys right in the eye. “If Lucy brings her mother back, will that open the gates of…whatever ya call ‘em. Aye, would that do it?”
Nephys looked from Miles to Tim who was in a cold sweat by now. He chewed his lip a few times before replying, “Um…it might.” Nephys screwed up his faced and winced as he said this, afraid of what Miles might do.
Tim went white. Miles stood up and ran his fingers through his hair and tugged on his scalp in frustration. It wasn’t the end of the world they were trying to stop after all. Hokharty was trying to CAUSE the end of the world! It was too much to fathom. Hokharty had used them all, and now he was going to use that girl to open up the living gates of hell itself.
Sky leaned against the double doors, folded his hands behind his back and felt for the key in the door lock.
“Eh!” Miles shook himself and turned back to Nephys. “You really think that’ll happen?” Miles asked Nephys, finding it hard to believe it was really all that dire.
Nephys shook his head ‘no’ slightly. Miles almost breathed a sigh of relief until Nephys spoke again, “Oh no. Death would never let the shades and demons loose. He would come to earth personally and stop it before it ever got that far.”
Miles and Tim both let out an anxious breath. “Oh, well, that’s good, right?” Tim said a little relieved.
Nephys shook his head furiously from side to side and gripped the bedpost even tighter.
Tim and Miles exchanged nervous looks.
“What happens if Death comes to the earth himself?” Miles was getting tired of so many shoes dropping.
Nephys swallowed and spoke in a reedy, tremulous voice, “When Death walks the earth, d-d-disaster follows.”
“Disaster?! What do you mean, disaster?” asked Tim.
“Earthquakes, floods, plagues, volcanoes, almost anything,” Nephys said, shrugging. “The last time was the atom bomb, but that was just a short trip.”
Tim and Miles just blinked at each other.
“A short trip?!” Tim’s voice went all squeaky, “What does a big trip look like?!”
“A meteor strike like the Permian extinction was big, definitely big,” Nephys said cautiously.
“You mean like the one that killed the dinosaurs?!” Tim’s voice jumped two whole octaves.
“Oh no, that was the KT extinction. That only killed off 75% of the species on the planet. The Permian one was much bigger.”
Miles nearly bit off his thumb. “Oy, are you jerkin’ me chain kid?!” he bellowed.
Nephys flinched, but shook his head no. Tim got up and walked around the room in a fog.
“OMIGOSH! What about my family? What about my brothers and my kid sister? What about all my friends? OH MY…” Tim went on vocalizing a long list of people he knew who were about to be snuffed out, while the gears in Miles’ head were turning. About the time Tim got to his auto detailer and the guy at the comic shop, the truth dawned on Miles. All that talk from Hokharty about cleansing the earth when he had killed Wallach – Hokharty wasn’t just talking trash, he was really going to cleanse the whole earth.
Miles interrupted Tim’s laundry list of everyone he knew. He was furious. “We’ve been had mates! We’ve been right bloody used! Right from the ruddy start! Hokharty’s played us all for fools!”
Nephys looked down. It certainly felt that way. Nephys knew that the necromancers could be summoned into this world, but the Chamberlain never told him he would be there, or that he was the Father of All Vampires. He held his head in his hands and rocked back and forth. He had brought the stone to this world. He had inadvertently opened the door on the other side by coming through. Now, Lucy was going to open it up from this side, and it was all his fault. The Chamberlain had tricked him. He had tricked them all – even the Great Master.
“What do we do?!” Tim was near total panic now.
“I can tell ya what I’m not gonna do! I’m not gonna sit around here an do nothin’! Sky! C’mon!!” Miles turned towards the settee where he had last seen Sky, but Sky wasn’t there. The distinct sound of a key turning in a lock directed everyone’s eyes to the doors where Sky was standing, barring the way. Miles watched in horror as Sky took the key from the lock and carefully slid it into his back pocket.
“What in the name of sweet Brigid do ya think ya doin’!!”
“What does it look like I’m doing, you stupid mick? I’m saving you three morons from yourselves. That’s what I’m doing,” Sky said, folding his arms across his chest.
“What are you talking about?!” Tim belted out.
“I was told to keep you safe, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
“SKY! Hokharty’s gonna bring about the end of the world!”
“You two geniuses just now figuring that out?” Sky laughed and shook his head. “Geez! Sometimes I wonder where your head is at Miles. It’s like you weren’t even in that ballroom just now. Honestly, how stupid can you get?”
Miles felt sick. It was just like Sky to be so far ahead of him on this one, and he felt like everything that Sky had said about him being a stupid mick was true.
“But he’s going to kill off every human being on the planet!” Tim yelled, exasperated.
“Not everyone, Tim, just enough of the human race to keep the situation manageable, and when it’s all over, Hokharty and the vampires will be on top, and that’s not a bad place to be when you consider the other options,” Sky said heartlessly.
“But that could be millions, maybe billions of people!” Tim bleated.
“Better them than us.”
“Sky!! Ya can’t mean that!” Miles stammered.
“I can and I do.”
“But…he’s gonna kill everyone!”
“Look, morons, let me spell this out for those of you who took the short bus to school every day. Hokharty has already won. It’s over.”
“Sky!!”
“All Hokharty wants is to ‘decrease the surplus population.’” He said the last words in a mocking tone. “If bringing back Lucy’s mom means Death dies and all hell pours out and destroys the earth, mission accomplished, he’s done it, he wins.”
Miles took a step forward, but Sky just pushed him back effortlessly and kept talking.
“AND…if Death does try to stop it, then Death walks onto the mortal plane and everybody dies anyway, game over, Hokharty wins again.”
Miles tried to protest but all that came out was a stammered “But…”
“Listen to me, will ya? He’s thought it out all in advance!” Sky pounded Miles’ temple with his forefinger to emphasize his point. “Hokharty isn’t going to lose this one, guys, he’s too smart. Think about it! Hokharty manipulated us to get the girl, when all he needed was time to work. He doubled-crossed the Necromancer and worked with Amanda to do it and unless I’m not mistaken, he’s got a plan to double-cross her too. That’s not a man you want to mess with, because he will dispose of you the second he has to, and he’s already thought of five different ways to do it. Trust me, you are all better off in here.”
Sky folded his arms and assumed an implacable expression. “Funny isn’t it? All these years these devil-worshipping morons have been trying to sacrifice virgins to bring about the end of the world and what you actually have to do is bring someone back!” Sky laughed a cold merciless giggle. “How’s that for irony?”
“Sky?!” Miles couldn’t believe he was being so heartless, but Sky just cut him off again.
“Give it up guys. It’s over. Just sit down and relax and be grateful you’re on the winning team this time.”
Miles froze, looked down and thought. “And what about the girl?” he muttered out loud, more to himself than anyone else.
“What about her?” Sky said dismissively.
“It’s our fault she’s here in the first place. If it wasn’t for us she a wouldna be in this blasted mess.”
Sky looked at him with eyes like ice. “If it all works out and she’s lucky, she gets her mom back, which is more than most of us ever get, and if not, she at least gets to live, which is more guarantee than anybody outside is gonna get, so you see, Miles, it’s a happy ending after all, so be happy for her already. It’s over…trust me.”
Miles felt ill. Was it really over? No, it wasn’t.
“It isn’t over,” Miles spoke softly to himself. Then looking at the others, “We can stop him.”
“Miles…” Sky began in a whining voice as if exasperated by Miles’ stubbornness.
“We can stop him, Sky!” Miles said enthusiastically and then looked to Tim and Nephys for support. They looked like they were uncertain and still taking stock of the situation. Miles figured he had to take the first step or no one else would, so Miles took a literal first step towards the door.
Sky moved to block him. “Sit down Miles, you’re embarrassing yourself,” Sky said emphatically.
Miles looked up defiantly at Sky and then looked at the locked door. Key or no key he wasn’t going to let this happen. He could break that lock no problem. He tried to side-step past Sky and reach for the doorknob but before he got even half of a step, Sky grabbed him and spun him around so hard he flew across the room and landed on the floor a few yards away.
“Sweet Jude!” Tim cried out.
Sky stood in front of the doors. Any trace of his carefree personality gone. He looked deadly serious. “Don’t get any cute ideas, Miles. No one is leaving this room.” Sky snapped his fingers at Tim. “Car keys, bro.”
“What?” Tim asked annoyed.
“I don’t want you getting any ideas about trying to sneak out of here the next time Miles tries to pull something. Trust me, dude, you’re safer in here.”
Tim looked dejected, but he snaked his hand into his skinny jeans pocket, pulled out the keys and reluctantly tossed them to Sky. Sky grabbed them and stuffed them in his front pocket.
“But what about my family? My six brothers and my kid sister?” Tim looked utterly defeated.
“Them’s the breaks, bro,” Sky said dispassionately. Then he strode across the room where Miles was sprawled on the floor and crouched low over him like a vulture. “And as for you, hero, I can’t help it if you are too stupid to know what’s good for you, but if you get any more ideas about leaving this room, do not think for a moment that I would hesitate to kill you.”
Tim looked horrified. “But Hokharty said you were to keep us safe! He said we were not to be harmed, remember?!”
Sky spoke to Tim over his shoulder, but he never took his eyes off Miles, “Actually Hokharty told me to keep you two safe, and don’t think I haven’t already thought up six different ways to keep you from bolting either,” he added hastily, “But Miles here…” And here Sky looked back at Miles with a hungry look. “He didn’t say anything about Miles. Him…” Sky narrowed his eyes at Miles and smiled a wicked grin. “Him…I can kill.”
Miles looked up at Sky, and he didn’t doubt that Sky meant it. Miles lay there on the floor. He really was stupid. He thought about all the pain and suffering he had endured and thought maybe Sky was right. But beneath all the embarrassment and frustration, there was something else. There was rage. Deep. Boiling. Rage.
Miles shot out with both fists to hit Sky, but Schuyler was already jumping backward so fast that by the time the blow hit, it never really connected. Still, the force of it surprised Sky.
“Oh crap!” Tim jumped up and yelled.
Sky shot towards the ceiling, thrown off balance by Miles’ sudden assault, but he managed to recover well. He did a cartwheel off the ceiling before landing in front of the locked doors gracefully.
Miles got up off the floor and spoke, “Don’t do this, Sky.” His voice sounded strange, dark and animal-like. Already, smoke was pouring from his body and he was transforming into the dog monster – the same one that Wallach had become.
“Oh, we’re doing it,” Sky said in a petulant voice.
They each regarded the other for a half second, when Miles decided he didn’t have time to wait for Sky to make the first move.
Miles barreled towards him and by the time he was halfway across the room he was on all fours, having transformed into the dog-monster. Sky had already dodged, but Miles was quicker than he expected and nearly had Sky in his teeth before he jumped. Sky flipped over the top of him and struck him hard on his flank, but he just bounced harmlessly away and the blow had little effect. Miles turned around and quickly made another lunge. Sky changed tactics. He faked high but went low, sweeping the legs out from under Miles. Miles flipped onto his back and slid into the wall with a thud. Miles stood up and shook it off like a dog shakes off water.
“Is that the best you’ve got, little puppy?!” Sky taunted him from the other side of the room. Miles leaped, but Sky spun out of the way, hitting Miles on the side of the head mid-air. It wasn’t much of a blow, but it wasn’t designed to hurt. It was calibrated just enough to throw the large dog-monster off balance and send it crashing into the far wall. Miles emerged from the rubble, stumbling. He had to think! What was Sky doing? Sky had figured out Miles was too tough to hurt in his dog form, at least directly, so he was going to try to make Miles hurt himself by crashing into things. He needed to slow down. No more blind lunges. He had to stalk Sky, corner him. If he could get his jaws on him, he knew Sky would be done for, but then obviously, so did Sky.
“Over here, puppy,” Sky was in a corner, trying to lure him into another collision.
Miles resisted the urge to rush in. He paced in a circle. Sky matched his every move. When he got close, he shot forward and snapped but the monstrous jaws which were more like a crocodile’s than a dog’s clenched on thin air. Sky had somehow skidded to the side. Miles tried to turn, but with his snout in the corner, he couldn’t turn and didn’t know where Sky was.
“Miles, look out!!” Tim yelled.
Miles twisted just in time to see Sky dropping a huge dresser on top of him from above. Miles caught the dresser in his jaws just in time, but the weight still forced him to the floor. Still, even flat on the ground, he managed to fling the dresser back at Sky and knocked him backward, hard. Sky smacked into the far wall, the dresser landing on him. He groaned, threw off the heavy piece of furniture and grabbed his ribs. He looked across the room.
Tim and Nephys were cowering on the bed. Sky leaped over and pulled the canopy down on them, gathered them up in it and then tossed them to the side where they tried to disentangle themselves.
“No more comments from the peanut gallery, thank you.”
Miles lunged at him, but this time Sky jumped and put his foot between Miles’ eyes. Miles saw stars and went down, hitting the floor hard, but he shook it off, sprung up, turned around and tried to get a bead on Sky, but he was nowhere. WHERE WAS HE?!
Then he remembered something Sky had said, “You never look up.” Miles turned to look up, but it was too late. Sky dropped from the ceiling, landed on his back and flattened him to the ground. Then he grabbed Miles’ left front leg and pulled it behind his back. Miles yelped in agony. In his dog form, this was excruciating, and he could feel his arm bones cracking. He tried to twist and spin and throw Sky off his back, but nothing worked and with only three legs to stand on he kept falling and staggering forward, and each time he did so, Sky landed on top of his spine. Sky kept twisting the leg slowly, and with him perched on his back, Miles couldn’t reach him with his jaws. The pain was excruciating. Finally, when it felt as if Sky was about to rend his arm clean off, Miles had no choice but to turn back into his human form. Dog’s legs, even monster dog’s legs, just weren’t meant to be twisted behind their backs.
As he changed, he felt the pressure let up. The human arm could be twisted behind the back without breaking, but the second he did so, he realized he had made a horrible mistake. In his human form he was no match for Sky, and now, with his arm behind his back, Sky had complete control over him, like a puppet on a string. Sky slammed him into the wall first, and then spun him through the bed and the dresser, turning them into kindling. Then he threw Miles to the ground so hard he splintered the floorboards. After that, still holding onto Miles’ left arm, he began to pound Miles’ back with his other fist with concussive force.
Miles could feel his bones cracking at first, but then, as it went on, he just began to feel numb. He began to feel detached from his body as if he just wasn’t there anymore. He couldn’t turn back into the shadow-dog-monster, and he couldn’t move. It was just his mind in a box by itself and the sound of the Sky pummeling him into dust somewhere far off in the distance. It was such an odd feeling. Then slowly he began to feel his mind slipping away and knew he was very near the end. As he began to slip away entirely, he thought about Hokharty and how he was about to destroy the world.
How odd it all was. When he first met Hokharty he thought he was about to die, and then he had helped him defeat Wallach. When Wallach died, everything had changed and then he thought his life was finally going to begin again anew. He had gained powers, and not just any powers, but Wallach’s powers, and for the first time in a hundred years, he felt like he might actually be something more than a cipher or a screw up. But Hokharty had betrayed him. It had all been a lie. As he thought about this, the last miserable day of his life, he remembered something that Hokharty had said to him: the body will fade, but reason and knowledge will always remain. However, what could reason say to Schuyler’s unforgiving fist?
“Stop it! You’re killing him!!” Tim had thrown off the bed linens and rushed forward and tried to push Sky off of Miles. Tim’s voice brought Miles back. Miles’ mind instantly came back to his body and he felt the horrible, burning pain all over him. Sky brushed Tim back and sent him across the room.
“BACK OFF, TIM!” Sky yelled, “I like ya, bro, I really do, but back off or I will have to hurt you no matter WHAT Hokharty said!” Tim sat up against the far wall in pain and held his arm. Nephys ran from the corner where he had been hiding and went to help him up, but neither took a step towards Sky out of fear.
Sky turned back to Miles, grabbed him by the back of his head and twisted it far enough so that he could force Miles to look him in the eye. He was relishing this.
“You’ve learned a lot of new tricks recently, Miles, but you’re still a lousy vampire. I don’t know how you got Wallach’s powers, but it doesn’t matter anymore. Who knows? Maybe if you weren’t such a poor excuse for a vampire, or maybe if you knew one thing about fighting you might have even had a shot at beating me, which is why I’m going to make sure you never get the chance.” Sky tightened his grip on the back of Miles’ head and raised his other hand for one final blow that would crush his skull.
“Goodbye, Miles,” he said, smiling.
Miles winced but looked back at Sky’s burning eyes. He was smiling malevolently. Sky was enjoying this, and with that thought, Miles finally knew what to say. As Sky was about to strike, Miles spoke.
“Oy! Say goodbye to the coeds for me,” Miles said cryptically.
Sky hesitated, his fist frozen at the apex of its trajectory. His forehead wrinkled. “What are you talking about, you stupid mick?”
“The coeds that taste like coconut and strawberries, or even the ones that taste like wheat grass. Kiss ‘em all goodbye, cuz they’ll all be bloody DEAD tomorrow dat’s what!”
“Shut up,” Sky said back to him in a low voice.
“What do ya think the end of the bloody world’s gonna do to the enrollment at all those hoighty-toighty colleges, Sky? Do ya actually think that any of ‘em will be around after tomorrow?”
Sky’s forehead unwrinkled slightly.
“No more prissy little rich girls to impress. No homesick freshman to swoon over your stupid little sob stories. No more milking them for months! Not even the chubby girls I know ya like cuz they can spare more blood than the others.”
“I said, SHUT UP!” Sky grabbed Miles by his stubby hair and shoved his face harder into the floor, but Miles was not about to be silenced.
“Think about it, Sky! No more Italian silk blazers. Who are they gonna make them for after tomorrow anyway? Huh? Corpses?! No more stupid, plastic lollipops, like the ones you special order out of California. No more clothes or nightclubs or cars or anything else, because after today it’s all gone.”
“After tomorrow we will be the kings of this world!”
“Ya?! Kings o’ what? Nothin’ but the bloody dirt, that’s what!! And a few ragged survivors to tend like cattle! Think, Sky! Ya actually love bein’ a vampire, ya crazy blighter, but what the bloody heck good is it being a vampire if everythin’ ya love about it is gone?!!”
Sky responded by grinding Miles’ face into the floor so hard his nose nearly snapped. Miles managed to turn his face enough to catch Sky’s expression out of the corner of his eye. It was pure, awful bloodlust and contempt. He watched as Sky slowly raised his fist for a deathblow and then brought it down screaming. Miles closed his eyes and waited to die.
“AAAAANGH!!” Sky screamed and there was a thunderous crash. Miles opened his eyes. The fist had crashed through the floorboards just inches from his face. Sky let go of Miles and paced around the room, furious.
“I HATE YOU, MILES! I REALLY, REALLY HATE YOU!” he screamed at him while he ran his fingers through his blond hair nervously.
Miles stood up slowly and held his aching ribs gingerly.
“Does that mean ya will help us?” Miles asked panting.
“YES, IT MEANS I’LL BLOODY HELP YOU!!” Sky shot back at him.
Tim smiled and he and Nephys ran over and nearly hugged Miles. Tim patted him hard on the back. Miles winced in pain.
“Oh, sorry, dude,” Tim apologized.
“Well let’s not get too pleased with ourselves just yet,” Miles muttered.
“No kidding,” Sky said sarcastically.
“So what now?” Tim asked nervously.
“Now?!” Sky was indignant, “Now we need a plan.”
“We haven’t got time for a plan.” Miles went to the door. Sky barred his way.
“I swear, Miles, you are going to get us all killed!” Miles hesitated. Sky just held his own head and stroked his temples in mental anguish. “Hokharty’s got close to forty vampires down there and who knows what else! But all that’s academic if we can’t get past Graber who’s bound to be watching the door!”
Miles took a breath and stepped forward. “I’ll take Graber.”
“Noooo,” Sky answered, annoyed, “I’ll take Graber.”
“Sky…” Miles began, but Sky cut him off.
“You’re the one with the special powers, remember, dumbhead?! For some stupid reason Amanda can’t kill you that means you’re the only one who even has a shot at getting past her to Hokharty. That means I have to take care of Graber.”
“Graber will kill ya, Sky. It’s suicide.”
“Not if he can’t touch me,” Sky said in a cocky voice then he became a little more serious. “Look, I’ll distract him, draw him away, that will give you a shot to get past and go to your own funeral with Amanda.”
Miles nodded, it wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
“Then who is going to take out Hokharty?!” Tim said anxiously, “Dude, he like killed Ulami and Forzgrim without even trying!”
Miles looked at Sky, but Sky just shrugged and let out a long breath as he rubbed the back of his head. “I got nothing,” he said a half second later. He put his hands in his pockets and looked off into space. The plan was falling apart before it even got together. Then Nephys took a trembling step forward.
“I-I’ll do it. I’ll take Hokharty,” he said, shaking.
Sky “hmmphed” and raised his eyebrows at him. “What are you going to do, baldy? Bore him to death with a lecture on metaphysics?”
Nephys fingered the edges of his robe and looked down.
“N-n-no. But I have a psychotic bagpipe with a butcher knife.” He looked up and tried to smile confidently. It wasn’t very convincing. It looked like he was grimacing for a dentist.
“Hokharty’s a pretty cool customer, kid,” Miles said. “I don’t think that thing is gonna scare him,” he said skeptically.
“Imps are forged in the depths of hell from the worst emotions,” the kid said a little more confidently, “They are invulnerable and their blades are unbreakable.”
Miles and Schuyler exchanged looks. What could even an unbreakable blade do against a cloud of metal locusts? Still, it was better than nothing.
“Are ya sure ya can find the little devil?” Miles asked.
“Oh, yes.” The kid closed his eyes tight and turned his head around like he was looking through his eyelids. Eventually, he scanned the floor and then opened them abruptly. “He’s in the basement… in an old icebox…I think.”
Sky laughed, “Whatever you say kid.”
“Are ya sure about this, mate?” Miles asked. He was scared about Nep’s chances, but something told him that if anything could get to Hokharty, it was this kid and his pet monster.
“Oh, yes…b-b-besides, the Chamberlain, I mean, Hokharty, is an Egyptian like me. Mabye I can reason with him. M-m-maybe he will listen to me.”
“Whaddya mean, Chamberlain?” Miles asked curiously.
“In the underworld, Hokharty isn’t the Father of All Vampires. He’s the Chamberlain of the Great Master, the grand vizier of Death himself.”
“Wait a minute,” Schuyler jumped in, “You mean the same guy that sent you to bring the stone here and force open the gates is Hokharty?! The Father of All Vampires? How can he be in two places at once?! Is that even possible?”
“The soul has many parts,” Nephys stated nervously, “It can be divided many ways, the mind, the memories, the spirit essence, but the heart of the Chamberlain must remain in Limbo. When I was in the Halls of Death I could see his heart, but here, he has no heart, just a well of shadow like any vampire. That’s why I think he’s doing this. I don’t think he’s the same person when he’s here. Maybe I can talk to him. Maybe I can reason with him.”
Sky tapped Miles and smirked, “Ya gotta love this guy; he’s a real pro. He’s been playing us from both sides!” Miles looked at Sky and could tell that he meant it. He actually admired the man about to destroy the world, just like he had admired Wallach.
“How can ya be sure?” Miles asked.
“I don’t think the Chamberlain is a bad man,” Nephys said tentatively, “I just think he’s forgotten what it means to be alive.”
Miles smiled and looked up at Sky as if to say that was good enough for him.
“So we’re putting the fate of the world into the hands of a bald Hare Krishna midget and walking set of bagpipes,” Sky snorted, “This plan just keeps getting better and better.” They all exchanged looks, but no one had anything left to add. Sky took a breath and then said, “Ok, let’s go.” Miles and Nephys followed on his heels. He went to the door, paused, took out the skeleton key from his back pocket and put it in the lock, took another breath and slowly turned the key.
“Wait a minute!” They all turned around. It was Tim. He was still standing in the middle of the room. “What about me? What should I do?”
Sky looked at him for a moment and then fished Tim’s keys out of his pocket and tossed them across the room where Tim caught them. “Wait until you hear the fight start – they’ll be distracted. Then make your way outside to the car. Once you get there, get that gate open, push that dumpster out of the way anyway you can, and then get in your car and go.”
“Yeah, but go where?”
“Home,” Sky said as if it should have been obvious.
“So…what?” Tim sounded hurt, “I’m supposed to run off with my tail between my legs while you guys go off to save the world?”
Sky sighed, looked at Tim intently and then walked across the room and put his hand on Tim’s shoulder.
“I ain’t going to lie to you, bro. This isn’t the Battle of Yavin or the Plains of Pelenor, and you ain’t Han Solo or Aragorn…no offense. We are all going to die, and the world is going to end as we know it.” Tim looked down as if someone had just told him there was no Santa Claus. Sky took a breath. “The only reason I’m doing this is because I just can’t imagine living in world without Italian blazers.” He stood there awkwardly for a moment and then he pulled Tim into a hug. Miles was stunned. Tim was too. Just as quick as it happened, Sky let him go and patted him on the shoulder and looked down at Tim’s t-shirt and smiled. Sky started to walk away, but then he turned and walked the last steps to the door backwards and gave one last little piece of advice to Tim.
“Go home, Han Solo,” he said with a smirk, “Get in your Millennium Falcon and go back to Wilkes-Barre. If you’re lucky, you’ll get there just in time to say goodbye to your brothers and that kid sister you’re always going on about.”
Sky turned his back on Tim who was frozen in place in the middle of the room. Sky turned the key the rest of the way and everyone listened to the click of the lock as it opened.
Miles looked at Sky. He really hated the prick. And he knew that Sky really hated him, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he was as shallow and awful as he seemed. Was he really doing this for Italian blazers and the chance to suck dry a few more stuck-up co-eds, or maybe somewhere, deep inside, could Sky be doing this because it was the right thing to do, that maybe he wanted to be a better person. Miles tapped him on the arm.
“Oy, I’ll see ya in hell, mate.”
Sky laughed. “According to baldy we’re already there, so what does it matter?”
With that, Sky pushed open the double doors and strode out into the hall purposefully, and Miles followed him. Nephys came hurrying after and gave one last look back at Tim, who hadn’t moved. He looked like he was dead already. He held his hand up stiffly, and gave Nephys one sad little wave goodbye.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Opening The Gate
Things were moving quickly now. The lounge with her mother on it had been carried to the center of the room. Lucy was kneeling beside it holding her mother’s cold hand. Lucy’s other hand held the stone. Amanda was lighting candles to illuminate the large ballroom. Lucy turned around. Yo-yo was sitting on the edge of the raised dais hugging his knees. As usual, when she first looked at him, he eyes looked dead, his face distant. The second he saw her though he brightened and smiled and gave her a nervous little wave. Lucy smiled back. She turned back around.
Hokharty was on the right, pacing, looking concerned, but he gave Lucy a wide berth. Graber was already dragging Moríro’s body away like a bag of dirty laundry. He left it in a heap on the far side of the ballroom. Lucy couldn’t help but stare at it. She didn’t like Lazlo at all, but she hadn’t wanted him to die like that. Amanda was barking orders at Hokharty, something about guarding the doors. Graber lumbered off and opened the doors Lucy had first walked into and closed them behind him. She kept looking at Moríro’s body. Left for dead under a tamarind tree. Killed in a car accident. Shot in an old, dilapidated ballroom. She wondered how she would end up.
“Lucy?” A faint voice was coming from somewhere far off, but she ignored it and stared closer at Moríro’s lifeless body.
“LUCY!”
Lucy suddenly came to. She wasn’t even aware she had drifted off. It was Amanda. She had been calling her for some time apparently.
“Yes!” Lucy said anxiously.
Amanda’s face softened and then she kneeled close beside her.
“We’re ready, Lucy.”
Lucy looked into her eyes. She had taken her amber glasses off. They were brown around the pupils but grey around the edges. Good. Whenever they were grey around the pupils it seemed to mean that Amarantha was in charge.
“What do I do?” Lucy said nervously.
“The gate has only one location in the next life, but it can be found everywhere in this life. That’s why you can die anywhere in this life and reach the underworld, but you can only come back, with rare exception, to this world through the gate.”
“Rare exception?” thought Lucy but Amanda was already moving on.
Amanda took Lucy’s right hand, which held the stone and held it out in front of both of them over her mother’s body.
“Hold the stone out like this. Do you know what it feels like when you push a magnet against the same pole of another magnet?”
“Yes,” Lucy said, shaking.
“It will feel like that. The land of the living and the land of the dead are polar opposites. The gate will resist the stone and push it back with great force. It will be difficult, but don’t let the gate force it back, hold it steady. After a while, you will begin to see the gate opening.”
“What does it look like?”
“A tunnel of blue-white light.”
Lucy swallowed and nodded.
“Then what?” Lucy asked.
“Hold the stone steady and concentrate on your mother. After a while the gate will open enough that your mother’s soul can come through. Do you understand?”
“Y-yes,” Lucy said. She was breathing hard, trembling.
“It’s ok to be scared, Lucy.” Amanda put her arms around her and hugged her across the shoulders. “When the gate is open enough, I will turn in to my specter form. I will go through the gate and find the spirit of your mother. I will bring her as far as I can to make it easier on you. I will bring her to the gate on the other side, but you must bring her the rest of the way.”
“H-How?”
“Concentrate on your mother. Never let go of her hand. When you can see her on the other side of the gate, call her name and command her back in to her body.”
“Command her?”
“You will be the conduit for your mother’s soul. It will pass through the gate into the stone and then into you. Then it will pass from you into your mother’s body. Don’t worry. You’ll know what to do when the time comes.”
That was hardly comforting. Amanda held her at arm’s length by her shoulders and examined her like she was sending a child off to the first day of school. Her eyes were moist.
“No matter what happens, Lucy, I will be here for you.” They looked at each other for a moment, and then she pulled Lucy into a tight embrace and held her there for several seconds. “Whatever happens I am so proud of you.” Lucy would have cried too if she hadn’t been all cried out.
Amanda stood up abruptly and took a few steps back.
“When you’re ready, Lucy.”
Lucy turned back around and looked at her mother’s face. Then she looked out at the empty space beyond her. She swallowed hard and thrust her arm out rigidly with the stone in her fist. At first nothing happened. She moved the fist around, searching for the spot of resistance. Just when she was about to start feeling silly she felt it, a small spot of resistance floating about a foot above her mother’s heart. She kept overshooting it, as it forced her hand away to either the left or right. Every time she got close, the stone would glow so bright she could see its verdant light through her own flesh.
“Steady, Lucy,” Amanda said behind her.
Eventually, she managed to center the fist directly on the resistance. The stone was so warm now it was nearly too hot to hold, but she pressed on. It was difficult, like pushing against a coiled spring, but she breathed hard through her teeth, determined to go on.
“All right…let’s go,” she said to herself and shoved the stone forward into the resistance with all her might.
 
“SCORE!” Maggie Miller yelled when the little Chinese girl kicked the cabbage through the doorposts of Nephys’ tomb that they were using as a makeshift goal.
Maggie Miller jumped up and down and clapped and let out a few “WHOOPS” for good measure. Some of the kids just looked a little too nervous to try, but several jumped up and down too. They were doing so much better than just a day ago, but Maggie had to admit, that grey cabbage she had found made a much better ball than Hiero. The little Chinese girl even ran into Maggie’s arms. Maggie lifted her high into the air and spun her around, then hugged her and even nuzzled her nose against hers.
“Great job, Chenguang! FANTASTIC! I knew you had maroon blood! We’ll make an Aggie of you yet.”
Maggie tickled her sides and the little girl made a little smile and brought her hands in front of her face. Maggie hadn’t heard any laughter yet, but she just knew the little girl was bursting full of giggles. It would just take a little more time. Maggie gave Chenguang another spin and remembered how much she missed being able to do that with Lucy. Then she set her down and gave her another quick hug.
“Let’s just keep this between you and me and not tell Nephys? Ok? Hao?” She whispered into her ear.
“Hao!” the little girl said before Maggie gave her a love tap on her behind and sent her into the garden after the cabbage. Maggie turned around to look at the other kids milling about idly in the sandy street and put her hands in her back pockets. They were at least going after the ball now. It had taken them a long time to understand the concept of the goal. It was still kind of a free-for-all, and she wondered if it was time to introduce them to the concept of “teams” just yet. Maybe shirts against skins? Or perhaps togas against tunics?
Just then Chenguang came rushing out of the tomb’s garden screaming. Screaming was new, but this wasn’t play screaming. This was scared screaming.
Maggie spun around and the little girl cowered behind her legs, trembling.
“What? What’s up sweetie?” The girl pointed a finger back towards the tomb.
Maggie looked. Emerging from the tomb was a tall shade. It floated in with a raspy breathing sound. It was transparent and only had a vague human form and looked ragged, like an old lace curtain draped over a human-shaped bottle filled with smoke. Maggie felt the tips of her fingers tingle, still blue black from her last encounter with a shade, and she remembered what Nephys had said about them feeding on sorrow. Cheunguang gripped Maggie’s jeans tighter and began to whimper. Several of the other children began to whimper as well.
“No, no kids! It’s ok, stay calm, don’t cry, it’s going to be ok.” She kept talking to them reassuringly while she picked up Cheunguang and held her tight while the little girl buried her head into Maggie’s chest. The whimpering died down, but the shade didn’t stop or fade away. It just kept coming. Maggie took a few steps back and tried not to panic, but then the shade changed course and drifted right on past her. It didn’t even act like it noticed her or the kids, which Maggie found hard to believe from how hard her heart was pounding.
“Guardalo!” another boy called out, pointing down the street.
Maggie turned. There, coming up the street, was another shade, and another. She turned around slowly. They were everywhere! But they weren’t the least bit concerned with the children. They were all just walking in the same direction.
“Ok, kids,” Maggie said nervously, “Time to go home now. Go on.”
She set Cheunguang down but the little girl didn’t want her to let her go.
“It’s ok, Cheunguang. You’ll be safe, just don’t touch the shades. That goes for everyone!” Maggie said speaking to the rest of the kids. “Go home but be careful and don’t touch the shades. Go slow now. Be careful.”
The kids slowly dispersed, picking their way through the scattered shades. Cheunguang seemed nervous, but eventually followed the rest cautiously. Maggie watched them until they were safely away, then she turned and went to go investigate herself. She picked her way carefully through the garden. Already, three shades were drifting lazily through her most recent plantings. She made her way to the atrium and then into the tomb itself. The tomb had a window that looked out onto the swamps and she needed to see what was going on.
From the tomb window she couldn’t see the blue-grey reeds or water because it was obscured by a thick, white mist. She gasped when she realized that it wasn’t a mist at all. It was a wall of shades! Thousands, maybe millions of them! All gathering and coming towards the city. And behind the shades, there were shadows, shadows as big as hills, and they were moving her way.
 
“Hey, Mikhail, wassup?”
Sky was leading Miles and Nephys down the halls of the mansion. There were a few stray vampires milling about and Sky was playing it up, a lot.
“Hey, Betty! Looking hot tonight.” The buxom vampire in the 1960’s party dress just looked at Sky with a bored look.
Sky pointed his fingers at her like they were pistols. As he walked away from her backwards, he gave her a couple “pew, pew” sound effects before pretending to blow the smoke off the barrels. Then he whirled the imaginary six shooters back into their imaginary holsters near his crotch.
“Party at my place when this is over. Deal?”
She just gave him a “whatever” sort of look and moved on. Miles thought it was a bit ridiculous himself.
“Don’ya think you’re layin’ it on a bit thick, mate?!” Miles whispered into Sky’s ear, annoyed, “We don’t want to attract any excess attention!”
“Dude, I always lay it on this thick. If I played it more low key than this, THEN they would get suspicious,” Sky replied nonchalantly.
They made their way to the stairs that would take them down to the foyer on this side of the ballroom. They were almost there when the kittens erupted from a nearby parlor. They swarmed over Sky and starting purring.
“Girls! Girls! Easy does it.”
“Sky, we don’t have time for this!” Miles whispered into his ear impatiently.
“Give me a minute, willya?! I’m about to get killed, y’know!”
Miles gritted his teeth. Sky accepted the adulation for a minute before he managed to extricate himself from their clinging arms.
“Ladies! Hate to say it, but I gotta go, major business, special mission for Hokharty himself, very hush-hush, so if you don’t mind…tell ya what…why don’t you all head up to Wallach’s room, and in a few minutes, we can all par-TAY! Cool?”
The girls didn’t want to go, but this placated them enough for them to pull themselves away. Reluctantly, they made their way down the hall. A few feet on they broke into a run, giggling and blowing kisses back all the way.
Schuyler sighed, “Did I ever tell you how much I HATE you Miles?” he said longingly, watching them go.
Miles grabbed him and dragged him toward the stairs.
“Ok, you sure you can find this imp or yours?” Sky said to Nephys, skipping down the stairs quickly.
“Um, yeah.”
“Good, we need to…” Sky was about to say something else, but the second they hit the bottom landing and saw the double doors leading to the ballroom they came face to face with Graber.
They froze.
Sky turned to Nephys. “Go find your pet, kid.” Nephys hesitated, but then turned down the hall towards the kitchen and ran.
Graber grunted. He took a step forward, he clearly knew something was up, and was about to follow Nephys, but before he got very far, Sky stepped in front of him with a broad smile on his face.
“GRABER!” he said in the most gregarious manner possible, “Hey! I was just dying to ask who your fashion consultant is, because that blood-smeared sweatshirt and jeans ‘Night of the Living Dead’ look you’ve got going is just KILL – er!”
 
“That’s it Lucy! Keep it up!”
Lucy could see the tunnel of light now. It floated over her mother’s heart and was about two feet wide, but it kept growing by the second. It was roaring like a jet engine.
“Just a little bigger!” Amanda kept encouraging her.
The gate was like a giant hole in space, and it felt like it was sucking the very oxygen out of the room. The candles had all been blown out and several loose scraps of paper in the room were being pulled in. The only thing that wasn’t being pulled in was the stone itself, which it strangely pushed away with great force. If Lucy hadn’t been holding on to it, she would have been afraid to be sucked in herself. Her arm ached like she had tetanus, but she didn’t dare let go. She just kept thinking of her mother and pushing the stone forward.
“Almost there!”
The strain was almost unbearable, but the gate kept getting wider and wider, the force growing increasingly more intense, shoving her hand away while it pulled on her hair and pajamas so hard it hurt. Soon the gate was nearly four feet tall.
“Almost there, Lucy! Just a little more!”
Lucy closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. The stone was so hot now it nearly burned, but still she didn’t dare give up. She groaned out loud and started hyperventilating and was about to give up.
“THERE!” Amanda shouted.
Lucy looked up. She could see a small, black circle at the end of the tunnel of light. The black circle expanded until it revealed a room, no another tunnel! There were piles of rubble and a debris-strewn path and what looked like the broken foot of an enormous statue. They had broken through! The pain and struggle eased up a little now, but didn’t go away entirely.
“Now, Lucy! Now I’ll go through and find your mother. Hold it open for as long as you can!”
Just then there was a loud crashing sound from the other side of the room. The double doors flew open and Miles and Sky crashed through them. They skidded across the floor, nearly to the lounge where Lucy’s mother lay. Graber stalked in behind. Hokharty stiffened. Yo-yo jumped up from the dais, ran to Lucy’s side and hugged her tight around the middle.
“Dude, that hurt!” Sky stood up and yanked Miles off the ground. “I can’t believe that didn’t work! I was certain he’d fall for a sucker punch! He must be smarter than he looks.”
“Aye, and a wee bit faster than we thought too.”
“Vampires,” Amanda muttered contemptuously under her breath, “I hate vampires.” “HOKHARTY! KILL THEM!!”
Hokharty balked. He looked angry at this order to attack his own, but he obeyed. He took off his leather jacket and tossed it aside. He walked towards the two of them with a purposeful stride.
Miles looked up and locked eyes with Lucy.
“LUCY, STOP!!” he yelled.
Lucy’s hand wavered a fraction of a second.
“NO, LUCY! DON’T STOP!” Amanda screamed. Miles looked to Graber who was fast closing on them from behind with Amarantha and Hokharty ahead.
“Stick to the plan?” Miles muttered with a dry chuckle.
Sky replied sarcastically, “And pray baldy’s pet has a bazooka shoved up its….”
“Remember!” Miles cut him off, “If Graber grabs ya it’s over, ya won’t ever get free after that. Stay away from him.”
“You too. Don’t let Hokharty pin you down, and if he turns into those golden insects, don’t look back, just run.”
With that, Sky bolted for Graber. Graber rushed forward to grab him, but Sky flipped right over him and bounced off the far wall. It turned out Graber could jump pretty high himself, but Sky was just a fraction of a second quicker. Sky managed to reach the double doors near the dais and burst through them and into the garden just before Graber. Graber tore after him and into the woods. Sky had done his part, now it was Miles’ turn.
Hokharty zeroed in on Miles and broke into a run as his form exploded into a cloud of thick, red smoke that rose up into the form of a serpent. The serpent reared up and then lightning-quick struck at Miles. Miles stood frozen and was about to be consumed by the serpent’s jaws when he transformed into the dog monster and barreled towards Amarantha and Lucy. The snake’s fangs struck the floor just inches from the dog-monster’s hindquarters. Miles bore down on Amanda, but she stood her ground and didn’t transform. Miles opened his jaws wide but something grabbed him from behind and his teeth closed on air just inches from Amanda. Hokharty had snagged him. The giant, red snake dragged him back and gathered itself like a boa constrictor around Miles.
As Miles was dragged away, he had a sickening feeling he had seen this little drama before. This was how Wallach died. Soon he would be crushed like Wallach and killed only something was different. He was in pain, but he was not fading as fast as he had before just now with Sky. Think, Miles! He wasn’t all that sharp to begin with and in the dog form things came even slower to him. The coils of the snake bound him ever tighter. Hokharty had stopped Ulami dead in her tracks with just a glance. What had Hokharty said all that while ago in the woods in the fight with Ulami and Forzgrim? Knowledge and reason. Think, ya stupid blighter! Think! What was different about the time Hokharty took out Wallach? Then Miles realized. It was him! Hokharty hadn’t defeated Wallach on his own. He needed Miles. Miles had been fighting with Wallach the same way that Hokharty had been fighting with Ulami. Only now Hokharty didn’t have Miles’ help. How to do it? The eyes. He had to look him in the eyes.
Miles cleared his head and turned to glare into the serpent’s eyes. The giant snake hissed and looked away. The grip of the serpent wavered but didn’t let go. That was something – not nearly enough – but it did give Miles a little more time to think. What to do?! First, he had to get out of these coils before he was crushed to death. He ignored the pain and forced it away. Then he remembered how Hokharty had changed first into smoke, then into the serpent. Could he do the same? Somehow he let go of his body and felt it disintegrate around him into the smoke but he didn’t let himself coalesce back into human form just yet. He almost lost himself for a moment there, but he stayed as a cloud of smoke and passed right through the coils of the snake. Then he moved away and reformed into his human shape. Miles looked down at his hands. He had never imagined he could do anything like that. Then he remembered he was in the middle of a fight.
He looked at Lucy and Amarantha who looked stunned, and then to Hokharty who had also transformed back into his human state. Miles fixed him with a withering stare and formed a single thought, “STOP!” Hokharty winced and hesitated. Miles smiled. Maybe this wasn’t going to be a rout after all. Then Hokharty stared back and Miles instantly felt like an ice pick had been shoved into his left eye.
“Aaargh!” Miles screamed, slapping his hand over his eye, nearly falling to his knees, but then he managed to bring his gaze back to Hokharty with his one good eye and push back. Hokharty flinched again, but less this time. His gaze softened and then Miles heard Hokharty speak inside his head.
“Yield, my child,” the voice inside his head spoke with a booming echo. “Yield and no harm will come to you, I promise. I have no desire to kill you. Least of all you.”
“Me?!” Miles thought, uncertain if Hokharty could hear him, “What’s so ruddy special about me?!” Miles pushed back. He shouted out in his mind as hard as he could, “STOP THIS! STOP Amanda! You’re going to destroy the world!”
Hokharty replied to his mind, “It is too late, child of the shadows, too late for us, but there may yet may be enough time for others before the end of time.”
That was so cryptic Miles figured not even Nephys could make sense of it. Hokharty went on projecting his thoughts, “I regret what must be done, but I cannot let even you stop it.” Hokharty’s face began disintegrating before his eyes into a mass of glittering insects.
“Sweet Brigid,” Miles said out loud. He looked at Lucy who looked equally horrified and then at Amanda who was staring down Miles with a venomous glare, but by the time he turned back, Hokharty was gone and had been replaced by a swarm of golden locusts. Miles had no choice. He instantly turned into his dog form and fled back towards the foyer. He sure hoped the kid and that bloody imp of his could help him now.
“AFTER HIM!” Amanda screamed in rage. The swarm of insects poured out of the hall, stripping the paint and plaster off the walls as it went. Lucy had to close her eyes and cringe as the chattering insects flew by. They tore at the already-tattered robe, revealing more of the wide-eyed princess kitties.
Lucy opened her eyes to see where they had gone, but Amanda grabbed her by the face and squeezed her cheeks painfully.
“CONCENTRATE ON THE GATE!” she yelled, “EVERYTHING DEPENDS ON THE GATE!” Then she calmed herself and stepped back. “Hold it open as long as you can, I’ll be back as soon as I am able.”
There was a blast of cold, grey light. Amanda disappeared and was replaced by the tall, hollow-eyed specter of Amarantha with its long, black hair flying. The specter rose up briefly before storming through the gate and down the tunnel of light to the tunnel on the other side.
 
Maggie made her way back out to the street. There were dozens of shades in the streets now, but they completely ignored her. They were all heading in the same direction. She ran out a little further into the street and looked at the horizon. There was a blue-white light glowing on the far side of the city near where the causeway stood. It was the Gates of Erebus and all the shades were heading that way. As she looked, the blue light pulsed once brilliantly, and there were screams of terror coming from that direction.
Before she had time to think, the earth beneath her feet shook with a violent shuddering, followed by another scream, but nothing that could be produced by men or even spirits. It was high and piercing like an eagle, and low like the moaning of an ox, with the roar of a lion superimposed over all of it. In every note there were dread words, thousands of them chanted and spoken as if by a thousand voices, speaking tomes of forbidden knowledge and wisdom. It nearly unstitched Maggie’s fragile mind, and all time seemed to grind to a halt.
Maggie turned to look at the center of the city. The silhouette of the acropolis, which normally lay dark and invisible, hidden by a veil of gloom, was lit by a strange, sickly amber glow that was gathering about it like a storm. The earth shuddered again, and a few of the remaining spires and towers of the acropolis, the last vestiges of Elysium, crumbled and tumbled to the ground. The earth shook again, paused and then shook once more. Maggie clutched her head as she realized what the earth-shaking tremors really were. They were footsteps. Death was leaving his temple.
“Oh, Lucy,” Maggie said in horror, “What have you done?”
She knew she had to do something, but had no idea what. She had to try to stop Death from leaving the underworld somehow. She turned to go, but when she turned she found herself face to face with the long-haired specter with hollow eyes.
 
Graber was standing so still in the woods outside Rivenden anyone who saw him would have thought he was some macabre avant-garde statue. He was waiting for a sign or a sound of his quarry that had evaded him several times already. A twig broke somewhere to his right. The suddenness of his movements made the previous stillness all the more amazing by comparison. He leaped and fell on a nearby bush like a tank dropped by a helicopter. Sky erupted out of the bush where he was hiding just in time to avoid the thundering crash. He responded with a flying kick, but Graber deftly dodged the blow and grabbed Sky’s foot as it passed harmlessly by his face and pulled Schuyler to the ground with a colossal thud.
“Crap,” Sky muttered in pain and frustration.
Graber reeled him in with both hands until he had his hand on Sky’s throat and lifted him into the air.
Sky threw a punch against Graber’s jaw with all his strength. The speed and force was incredible, even by vampire standards, but it glanced off of Graber’s chin like a bug off a windshield.
“Unnnggh!” Sky looked down at his hand, the fingers bent out in all directions. It was like hitting a lead brick inside a larger brick of concrete covered in boilerplate. Graber hadn’t even flinched. Graber made like he was about to toss Sky into orbit, but Sky broke in quickly.
“Hey, Graber!” Sky said in a falsely bright tone, struggling to speak against the gripping, massive hand on his voice box. “Nice match, huh? Ok. You win this round, how ‘bout best two out of three?”
Graber just tightened his grip.
“Mmmgh!” Schuyler groaned but kept up the banter, “Y’know, it’s not fair fighting a guy missing the top of his head. I’m not used to kicking so low.” Graber growled a little at this. Sky kept going. As long as he kept Graber mad, he wasn’t going anywhere. “But I gotta tell ya, I love the haircut. Seriously. I’m not usually a fan of the flat-top, but you’ve taken it to new heights, or should I say lows?”
Graber slammed Schuyler against a nearby tree and slid him upward against it until his feet were off the ground, tearing the skin off Schuyler’s shirtless back in the process.
“Arrrgh!” Sky groaned, partly because the flesh of his naked back was now a four-foot red smear on the tree, and partly because he was looking down on a perfect cross-section of Graber’s Hippocampus.
“Still…” Schuyler quipped through the pain, “The haircut’s gotta save on the CAT scans, huh? Aach!”
Graber tightened down so hard on his throat that Schuyler could barely talk at all. It was hard to tell with a guy missing most of his head and his eyes, but it looked like he was eyeing Schuyler suspiciously, as if he were figuring out something.
After a moment Graber did something that scared Schuyler most of all. He spoke.
“CLEVER,” Graber said in a voice like a tomb door opening.
“DUDE! You can talk?! What else can you do? Don’t tell me! You’re potty-trained too, right?”
Graber didn’t respond at all but just tossed Schuyler aside like a rag doll. Schuyler collided with the large, stone outer wall of the estate and fell to the ground hard. When he got up, he could see that Graber was barreling back to the manor at full speed. Schuyler had managed to lead him all the way to the other side of the compound, but it was obvious Graber had figured out it was all a distraction.
“Crap!” Sky tried to yell through his crushed voice box, but it just came out as a squeak. If Graber got back they were done for. Mustering all his strength Sky got up and barely managed to overtake him. He slid his entire body under Graber’s tree trunk legs in an effort to trip him. It did the trick, but at a heavy price. Graber fell over, rolled away like a boulder and crashed against another tree, but one of Sky’s legs snapped like a twig from the collision.
“Unh…!” Schuyler tried to scream, but the collapsed voice box wasn’t cooperating. Lying in the dirt and fallen leaves, he saw Graber get up, unharmed. The brute stood up, brushed himself off and slowly walked to where Sky was lying broken on the ground.
Schuyler had to shake his head in admiration. “May I just say…” he managed to squeak out, “What an honor it has been to work with such pros.” Graber didn’t respond but kept striding towards him.
“You could’ve taken Forzgrim at any time couldn’t you?” Schuyler forced out in a squeaking voice. It may have been quiet, but Graber heard it. He froze just a few feet from Schuyler. That got him. Schuyler tried to laugh but it got caught in his throat. “Seriously, you guys are amazing. You were playing us the whole time weren’t you?” Graber cocked his half of a head at Schuyler, as if he were puzzling out how much Schuyler knew. “What else are you guys hiding I wonder?” Graber quickly closed the remaining distance and picked Sky up by his head, palming his skull like it was a melon. Sky groaned in pain. His toes were dangling just inches from the ground while his head was slowly being crushed in Graber’s vice-like grip. Graber looked intently at Sky with the empty space where his eyes should have been. He smiled and spoke in that horrifying guttural voice of his.
“I’VE HAD ENOUGH OF YOU.”
Sky closed his eyes and prepared for the end as the vice-like hand tightened. He expected to hear the cracking of his skull followed quickly by the empty sound of oblivion, but instead he heard something else. He heard…Boston?
Crashing out of the bush, eight-track blaring “More Than a Feeling” so loud it made his teeth rattle, came the red tail-lights of a very battered 1974 limited edition Spirit of America Chevy Impala.
Thankfully, Graber released his grip just before impact to try to catch the car, but it was too late. Two tons of American steel and four feet of chrome bumper struck Graber’s midsection and sent him flying backwards where he disappeared into the bush with a colossal crash. Sky dropped to the ground and rolled away just in time to avoid the rear tires. He sat up and patted down all his parts: smashed hand, bloody back, broken leg, crushed windpipe, yep, all there. He quickly looked around.
“YES!!” Tim had stepped out of the driver’s side of the car and jumped up in triumph, raising both fists into the air. “Han Solo DID NOT run away from the battle of Yavin!”
“When Han Solo is finished with his touchdown dance can he please come over here and help me into the Millennium Falcon?!” Sky said as loud as he could with his smashed pipes. “Graber will be back any second!”
“Oh! Sorry, dude.” Tim ran around the car and yanked Sky up off the ground, put his arm around his back and under his armpit and helped him to the passenger side. “Dude, your back is hamburger!”
“Thanks for the news flash!” Sky winced as Tim opened up the door and dropped him into the passenger seat, “Sorry about bleeding on the girlfriend.”
“Don’t call her my girlfriend!” Tim shot back as he jumped the hood and scrambled into the driver’s seat.
“If you get us the heck out of here alive, I swear I will never say anything bad about this car or Boston ever again!! Now DRIVE!!”
Tim was just popping it into gear when Graber burst out of the undergrowth. He had a large, broken branch stuck through his abdomen and out the other side. He snapped off the back half and pulled the rest of it out the front way slowly before tossing it aside. He looked really pissed. He was snorting like a bull and all at once he charged. Tim froze and screamed. Sky slid over on the bench seat and stomped on the gas with his good foot. Tim’s foot was still under it and he screamed again.
 
Miles was pounding on all fours through the manor at a frantic pace, the hum of golden locusts was right on his dog heels loud enough to drown out his own footsteps. He had never been very familiar with Rivenden before and his dog-monster mind was just yelping “Run!” over and over again, making it impossible to think about where he was going. He had already crashed through the parlor and the dining room.
In the parlor, the skeletons were all sitting around without clothes. When they saw Miles run through they all screamed and pulled on their robes as if he had charged into a women’s locker room. Who would have known that skeletons could scream, let alone had a sense of modesty? The dining room was holding a confab of some of the mummies drinking tea, or more likely, embalming fluid, from the smell of it. Miles crashed through the tea set, sending pieces of bone china flying everywhere. Irate protestations of his rude behavior erupted behind him, but they were swallowed by the hum of the locusts immediately following him.
From the dining room, he stumbled into the kitchen and skidded across the tile floor, scattering several more meat golems that were resting there. While sliding, he saw the door he hoped went to the basement. He scrambled back to his feet, but then he realized he couldn’t open the door without hands. He transformed back into his human form, fumbling for the doorknob, waiting for the paws to grow thumbs. He managed to open it just in time, lunge into the dark stairwell and slam it shut. He heard the yelps and cries of the poor meat golems and the relentless pelting of the locusts on the other side of the door as if it was being hammered by a heavy, horizontal rain.
“Nep?!” He screamed, struggling to hold the door shut while he searched for the lock and desperately tried to turn it.
“I’m down here!”
“Where’s dat bloody imp a’ yours?!”
“I can’t get him out!!”
Miles found the lock, turned it and stepped back for a moment. The door lurched forward but held. He stumbled down the narrow stairs in the darkness. The basement was little more than an old larder, small and narrow, and there at the other end wasn’t an icebox, but an upright coffin made of metal and bolted with heavy chains. There were several coffins in fact – some with small windows where the faces should be, some with only air holes. There were also stockades, manacles and chains around the walls, all designed for humans. It was a vampire larder! A place where Wallach and his court could keep their prey alive and fresh to feed on. It made Miles shudder, but there was no time to ruminate on Wallach’s eating habits. Miles left the buzzing, pulsating door that sounded as if it might buckle at any moment and went to the coffin Nephys was working on.
“FLAAAABAAAARNT!!”
The thing was in there all right, clattering away at the inside with its butcher knife. Miles could only guess that they couldn’t take the large knife away from him because it was actually part of the little monster somehow. Miles grabbed the large lock on the chains and began to pull but instantly he had to let go.
“Ach! Bloody Heck!” Miles looked at his hands; they were red and smoldering slightly.
“What’s wrong?” Nephys yelled back.
“Silver!?” yelled Miles, “What in the bloody heck did Wallach need to make the chains out of bloody silver for?!” He thought frantically. Wallach must have been locking up more than just people down here. He was locking up vampires! But why?! The rattling door behind him, threatening to break under the strain of the thousands of voracious insects behind it, told Miles that that little mystery would have to wait for another day. Miles gritted his teeth and grabbed the lock anyway.
“Aaaargh!” he screamed and pulled on the lock holding the thick chains in place. The pain was unbelievable, but finally it snapped. Miles dropped the broken pieces instantly and fell back, exhausted, to the floor.
“You did it!” Nephys went right to work pulling the many chains off the iron coffin while Miles sat and contemplated his blistered hands.
“FluBAAAAARNT!” Hiero shook the coffin from the inside violently.
It was only then that Miles realized that the chattering of the insects had stopped. Miles stood up and spun around, but it was too late, the red smoke was already pouring around the cracks in the door and was forming into the recognizable shape of the Father of All Vampires. Miles rushed him, but Hokharty was even faster and more agile than he had been in that alley where he had first met him a day ago. Hokharty backhanded Miles into the wall.
Nephys looked up just in time to see Miles crash unconscious to the floor. The Chamberlain stared down on him and was no less terrifying in these strange clothes than he had been in the Halls of Death – and now nothing separated him from the wrath of the Father of All Vampires.
 
“On your left! ON YOUR LEFT!!” Sky screamed.
Tim could barely hear Sky over the sound of screeching tires and “More Than A Feeling” that was blaring out of the eight-track. In the midst of the fight no one had thought to turn it off. Right now, Tim had more important things to worry about, like a giant corpse with the top of its head cut off.
“I got it! I GOT IT!” Tim screamed back.
“HIT HIM!! HIT HIM AGAIN!!” Sky’s panic forced its way even through his crushed voicebox.
“I can’t hit him with the front of the car!! You have to back into your target! Haven’t you ever seen a demolition derby?!”
“NO! And I haven’t been to a hog-calling contest either!!” Sky yelled back, the snark somehow still managing to rise above his panic.
“You can’t hit something that big with the front of the car! It will kill the engine fan and the radiator!!”
“This is no time to worry about your precious land yacht, Tim!! Geez can’t this thing turn any faster?!! The Titanic could turn tighter than this thing! On the right! He’s over there!!”
“I’m on it!! AND I’M NOT WORRIED ABOUT THE DANG CAR, SKY!! If we kill the radiator, the engine turns into a four hundred pound doorstop! And THEN what are we gonna hit Graber with?!!”
“OK, OK!! JUST BACK UP FASTER, WILL YA?!!!”
“I’M TRYING!!! It’s just really hard to back over someone!! OK? NOW SHUT UP!! What the? OH CRAP!!”
“WATCH THAT TREE!! OK, YA GOT HIM NOW!! HE’S RIGHT THERE! PUNCH IT!!”
            “NAIL HIM!! NAIL THE DEAD EVER-LIVING SON OF A…AAAARGHHH!!”
“WHERE’D HE GO?!”
“I DUNNO! He just…disappeared. Stop the car!!”
“What?!”
“Stop the car!!”
Tim came to an abrupt stop. Grabe was gone. The final guitars of Boston’s most famous ballad faded away on the eight-track and were replaced by a silence interrupted only by the irregular rhythm of an engine on its last legs and Tim’s hyperventilating. Tim could tell he was close to a throwing a rod just by the sound it made. Dang new pistons! Why did he have to put those in last week?! Any moment now the car would be dead and their only defense against Graber gone. He gripped the steering wheel like a life preserver. Sky craned his neck to look around for any sign of the missing Graber.
“Did we hit him?” Tim whispered.
Sky just held a finger to his lips for silence as he struggled to listen for any telltale sign of the monstrous corpse. A long pause followed. Then suddenly, a gigantic, metal, crunching sound came from over their heads and the roof dented in more than a foot.
“He’s on the roof!! DRIVE!!”
A single, massive fist punched straight through the roof and Tim screamed and stomped on the gas while leaning as far out of the reach of the grasping hand as he could. He couldn’t see where the car was heading so he just closed his eyes and prayed.
 
Hokharty slowly stepped over the body of Miles. He fixed his eyes on Nephys and approached him like a cat stalking its prey. Hiero was furiously rocking the coffin back and forth, but the chains weren’t sliding off very quickly. Nephys wasn’t certain if Miles was dead or not, but he knew he was alone. The little imp would not be coming to his rescue and Miles was motionless on the floor. It was all up to him now. He called out to the Chamberlain in the old tongue and tried to speak it the way his grandmother taught him.
“Chamberlain!” Nephys implored as the Chamberlain and Father of All Vampires slowly approached him threateningly. “Stop this! You’re not yourself!! You’re Ba is here, but your Yib, your heart is still in Limbo!”
Hokharty paused, but only so long as to retort back.
“I am myself, Nefer. I am Hokharty-Ra. The Father of All Vampires. I swore an oath to defend life at all costs and that is what I am here to do.”
“But you’re going to kill billions of people!!”
“Only to save the world for as long as time will suffer it to exist.”
“But…” Nephys stammered but Hokharty cut him off.
“Enough of this, Nefer. I have no wish to kill you, but if you must die, you should meet the end with dignity, which is the most anyone can hope for. Stop this foolish opposition to what is inevitable.”
Hokharty lunged at the boy with an open hand, but Nephys clawed his way back to the far edge of the larder out of the way of the slowly advancing vampire. Hokharty didn’t hurry, he didn’t have to, there was nowhere for Nephys to go. Nephys thought desperately of what to say. What might change Hokharty’s mind.
“But back in the Halls of Death, you said we had to protect life as long as we could!!”
“By saving the Great Master, we will be preserving life. We will be preserving it for those yet to live in the future. And they will have a future, as soon as the earth’s population is reduced to sustainable levels.”
“Sustainable?!!” Nephys yelped, “You’re going to kill six billion people!! You talk about them like they are cattle! But they are not cattle, they are people with lives and families!”
“I do not expect you to understand, young Nefer,” Hokharty said tonelessly as if speaking to a little child. “The Great Master must survive, or everything will end. The burden is too great for him. If the numbers of dying continue as they have, Death will falter, and the whole afterlife will empty out into the land of the living. All will perish. So, Death must survive. The only answer is to reduce the numbers of the dying to a more manageable pace. Only then can Death last the ages as he was meant to. Those who die today, die to ensure that the world will continue for millennia to come. Six billion may die now, but how many billions yet to be born will never live if they are not sacrificed? By killing them, we will guarantee that humanity will survive.”
Hokharty had cornered Nephys against the back wall and slowly extended his right hand as if to grab him by the neck in one final, crushing grip.
“Humanity may survive but what about all the people! What about them?! You can talk about saving humanity all you want, but it matters a whole lot more when you’re the person being eliminated. You can’t just move persons around like numbers in columns on a ledger or weights on a scale! THEY MATTER!” Nephys spoke out abruptly and wildly, cringing against the terror of his impending death or re-death. “They aren’t just numbers to be arranged until the columns on the left add up with the columns on the right! People aren’t like numbers, they’re…they’re…” Nephys thought frantically what to say and reached for the only experience he really had, copying all those books in the scriptorium. “They’re like stories!”
“Stories?” Hokharty paused, his hand just inches from grabbing Nephys’ throat.
“YES! Stories!! People are like stories!” Nephys was thrilled he had managed to get Hokharty to pause long enough to think. He kept going, “You can’t just rearrange the words to fit the pages. The order of the words matter. You can’t rearrange the chapters from shortest to longest, or however you like, you have to hear the whole story the way it was written. And you’re cutting the stories short, Chamberlain. You’re cutting them off before they even have a chance to finish!”
Hokharty paused but looked as if he were about to reach out again. Nephys thought furiously of how he could explain it to him when he blurted the first thing that came to his mind.
“Think of Egypt…I mean Kemet, the black land!” Nephys corrected himself, knowing that Hokharty wouldn’t appreciate the Greek name of his native land. Hokharty paused again, uncertain. Nephys kept going, “Think of our country! Think of our stories! The restoration of Osiris...ASARI, the triumph of Horus…I mean HARU!...over Set! All the great and glorious legends of our people!”
“Myths and legends long forgotten,” Hokharty mumbled, “Useless tales that had no meaning.”
“They are not forgotten!” Nephys insisted, thinking of his grandmother. “Think of the black land and all those thousands of years of history! Even though I came near the end of her glory, I am glad that I saw it. Think of its grandeur, its temples! Those temples were built on those stories. What if someone had decided to cut it off years or centuries before its time?! What if those stories had been lost?! That’s what you are doing now.”
Hokharty paused and looked down for a moment. His outreached hand fell slowly to his side.
“Kemet is ruined and desolate,” he said in a melancholy voice, “The black land is but a memory. Her story is finished.”
“Ruined or not I would rather walk the pillars of a ruined Karnak and know that once men could do such things than to never have lived to see them, but at least it ran its own course. Right now, you are dictating the end to others. Why don’t they get at least as much a chance as our own land for glory and honor? Why don’t those stories get to be told?!”
Hokharty paused again and looked away. Nephys could see that his eyes were clouded, just as everyone’s were in the afterlife. Hokharty looked to the wall and then up, staring as if he could see straight through it to the rooms above, which of course, Nephys realized, he probably could, since he had the Death Sight. Was he thinking about the gate and the terrified girl so desperate to have her mother back she was willing to risk the end of the world? Was he looking at her right now?
“I’ve remembered things here, Chamberlain, things I thought I had forgotten. Tastes! Sounds! People! Such wonders as life offers I had forced from my mind. I had become numb. I had become blind. I had lived so long in darkness I thought it was easier to live not remembering what life was really like, rather than to live in pain of their memory. Then I came here and I realized that everything, even the bad things, even a stubbed toe has a certain sweetness impossible to explain.”
Hokharty looked up at him with clouded eyes. Was he really seeing him? Or was he just using his Death Sight with its numbing clarity? Nephys went on, hoping he was really seeing him, really listening.
“As hard as it is to watch others suffer, the sweetness of life is bound up with the sorrow and they go together, but even together they are better than the nothingness of non-being. The stone brought that all back to me, Chamberlain. You remember the stone don’t you? Not just how it felt or looked or how rough it was and all its imperfections but how it made you feel? Like all the glorious joys of life had meaning and could go on forever? Think about that feeling, Chamberlain, and think how many people you are going to deprive of that feeling forever. Think about how many stories you are about to cut off before their time! Not finished because their authors stopped telling them but finished because you finished them.”
Nephys looked up at the Chamberlain and Father of All Vampires. Hokharty looked dazed and confused. He seemed to be considering the matter intently. He brought his fingers close to his face and rolled them together. Nephys had seen him do this before. He only realized now what it meant. Hokharty was trying to remember the stone and how it felt, and something passed over the vampire’s face. It was as if he were realizing there was a difference between knowing which stone amongst all those glassy pebbles was the stone, and actually knowing the stone – knowing its warmth and light and power. He was looking back towards the ceiling but was he looking at the ceiling or at something beyond? Was he looking at ballroom and the girl who right now was bringing about the destruction of the world with that very same stone? Was he reconsidering?! Nephys even dared to hope that Hokharty would change his mind, but then the dead eyes of the vampire abruptly snapped back to him.
“Everyone’s story is cut off eventually, Nefer, many before they have written the ending, even our own. Yours ends today.”
The iron coffin began rocking violently and emitting all sorts of horrific, discordant notes. Hiero was nearly knocking it over from the inside but the chains weren’t shaking loose fast enough.
Hokharty’s hand reached out towards Nephys’ throat. Nephys closed his eyes, but even through his eyelids he could see, with his Death Sight, the glass-like outline of Hokharty’s hand coming for him, but behind the hand was a swirling mass of shadow forming into something larger.
A massive dog-like head with crocodile-sized jaws erupted out of the swirling mass of black smoke. The gaping maw turned sideways so as to take an enormous bite, a bite big enough to cut Hokharty in half mid-torso. Hokharty turned in time to face the attack just as the jaws clamped shut on him with a horrifying crunch. He didn’t even wince but immediately began grabbing the jaws, pulling them apart. Miles didn’t wait long enough to let him try. He knew how this had ended for Wallach when he held onto Hokharty for too long, so instead, he thrashed the ancient vampire back and forth violently, before flinging him out of the narrow larder and back up the stone steps where he crashed through door and into the kitchen.
Nephys stood panting as the dog reformed into Miles. It was only as the smoke gathered into the red-haired vampire’s form that Nephys realized Miles was screaming at him.
“What?”
“I SAID GET THAT THING OUT OF ITS BOX!!”
Nephys instantly turned to the rocking iron casket and began pulling the chains off the box. Miles jumped in to help. The chains seared Miles’ flesh as he pulled it hand over hand. They tore off yard after yard of thick, heavy, silver chain. It must have cost Wallach a fortune. Whatever he was keeping down there he never wanted it to get out.
Miles was scrambling over the last several yards, his hands smoking when a gigantic hand made entirely of golden locusts reached out of the smashed doorway and grabbed him yanking him back into the cloud of ravenous insects. Miles instantly turned into smoke and then his dog form and tried to claw his way out of the swarm, but soon he completely disappeared into the massive fist made up of the cloud of glittering grasshoppers.
Nephys screamed and closed his eyes and the world descended into crystalline iciness.
“KhaaaraPOONNT!” The imp burst forth out of the casket, breaking the last of the silver chains. It leaped forth and, with an enormous honk, swept the large butcher blade through the air. Nephys saw the whole thing from the perspective of a child of Limbo who could see the unseen with this Death Sight. Any ordinary blade would have passed clean through the swarm of insects, leaving them unharmed, however the blade was not shaped in any mortal forge, but in the depths of hell where it existed to torture the dead and not the living. Forged of shadow, it sliced clean through Hokharty’s shadow essence animating the insects.
A blood-curdling scream erupted from the cloud, the severed stub of the shadow arm animating them retreated and the insects that formed the fist of the great arm fell dead, dropping to the floor like dried leaves. As they fell they revealed the body of Miles, back in human form now, lying crumpled on the floor. He was tattered, but whole. Then all the insects dissolved into thick, red smoke, which retreated out the cracks of the door and out of the fissures in the walls in every direction.
Nephys opened his eyes and stood still and wondered to himself. Was he gone? Was Hokharty dead? It didn’t seem like it could be that easy. Even Hiero was silent and turning one way and then the next, prepared for another sudden ambush, but no one could tell from where. Then Nephys noticed the already dim room began to grow even darker, until there was virtually no light left. Nephys closed his eyes, but even with the Death Sight the room was getting darker and he could no longer see through the walls. It was Hokharty’s shadow. He was smothering the room in darkness. He was drowning them in his own shadow! Hiero flailed with the blade. It cut the shadow and pushed it back in wide swaths like a scythe against the grain, but everywhere he didn’t swing, the shadow pressed in closer, like a rising tide. Soon it had him and swallowed him up. The bagpipe went limp and hooted out one last “Parnt!” before collapsing.
Nephys himself was plunged into icy darkness and cowered, but he didn’t fade. His own Yib, his heart, was still burning brightly. Fed on just these last few hours of life, it refused to go out. Soon, the shadow gathered all together into a familiar human form. Hokharty reached down and picked up Hiero by his goose leg. He ignored Nephys, who was shivering, huddled on the floor.
The poor little bagpipe was deflated and looked dead and forlorn, with one back pipe already snapped.
“Is he…dead?” Nephys asked shivering.
“No…not yet.” Hokharty replied coldly, “Creatures of shadow are not completely invulnerable, Nefer. They can die, but only by being consumed by another being’s shadow. This imp is a tough little one, though I wonder…whose heart did he eat out?” With that Hokharty’s hand turned into a long tentacle of shadow, and he plunged this into the poor little imp’s body like a dagger. Hiero’s body shuddered for a while, as if Hokharty was fishing around his empty innards and then slowly the imp began to dissolve, as if being disintegrated into Hokharty’s essence.
Nephys looked on in horror, not knowing what to do. He leaped on to Hokharty’s back and yanked him backward by the neck.
“Arrgh!” Hokharty yelled in frustration. He flung the imp to the side and turned violently on Nephys, striking him first across the face and then with the back of his hand against his head sprawling him across the stone floor.
“You will not learn. Will you?!” He yelled with more rage and venom than Nephys had ever seen him muster. Nephys lay helpless on the floor as Hokharty grabbed him roughly around the neck with both hands and began wringing his life out of him. As the life left him, he could feel his memories going as well. Date palms and honey cakes and days on the river amongst the reeds, sunlight pouring down, hunting ducks with his uncle’s dogs. Hokharty’s hands tightened and slipped further up around the large gash on his neck, the one that had taken his life, and as he felt his mind slipping away Nephys finally remembered. He remembered everything.
A long night with lamps lit everywhere. He was just a little boy. His father, his father! kneeling at a couch with carved ram’s heads on the posts. A woman lying on the couch. It was his mother. She was beautiful and dark eyed. She was dead. Died of illness. His father stood up and left the room and never looked at him, but brushed by him as he went. Nephys was pulled away from the room by his grandmother. He went to bed and awoke the next day to discover that his father had left Egypt for an assignment somewhere in another part of the Roman Empire. Nephys never saw his father again after that night. He was a good man, kind and he taught Nephys to read and write, but he had ambitions, like Falco, ambitions that required a proper Roman wife, and not an Egyptian one. He went to Rome and remarried and had other children, but Nephys and his grandmother went to live with his uncle, a centurion. Nephys had forgotten it all. His mother, his father, even his death. His death! He remembered his death now.
Life with his uncle’s family was good until the day of the wheat riots. The crowds were too much even for the guards of the house. They killed everyone. It wasn’t anything personal, his uncle was merely the closest symbol of the emperor that they could strike at. The emperor had withheld wheat to subdue the people, but there was only so much the people could withstand. His uncle died outside the gates with the guards. Nephys had watched him die from the roof. He ran to his grandmother, only to find her in the atrium, already dead with her throat cut. He ran to her side but never reached her. As he ran, there was suddenly a hand on his neck, a quick flash and then a feeling like warmth leaving his body. It was over before he had even known what had happened. He never even saw who had killed him. He arrived, stumbling on the far side of the river of Acheron in Limbo near the statue of Anubis and that’s how his “life” in Limbo had begun.
It was so completely tragic and meaningless and he had forgotten it all, whether intentionally or unintentionally, he couldn’t tell. Though both of them had left him too early, he had loved his mother and father, his grandmother and uncle too. And though the memories were filled with pain and sorrow in his short life, now that he had them back, he never wanted to forget them ever again.
Then there were other memories too: odd memories that he knew were never his. It was still Egypt, but at a far earlier time. There was another boy, younger than him, and he still had the lock of Horus. He was being held aloft and spun around by a man in a priest’s robes. A beautiful woman, not unlike his mother, was smiling beside them. It was a great and large house, like the house of a king. There were many slaves and servants. They were happy. Who were these people?
He saw the house again, in the pre-dawn hours. Thieves had broken in and killed the guards and the servants. One man was left, the boy’s father. The father was struck with a hoe in the chest, but as he lay dying he called out for vengeance to any god that would listen, Nut, Horus and Anubis, even the dark ones, Sakhmet and Set. Set heard him. His heart left his body, but his shadow didn’t. He transformed into something else. He became something dark – a monster, a demon of vengeance. He had the fangs of an asp and the speed of cheetah, the stealth of the owl, the senses of the jackal, and the hunger of the hyena. He had become a vampire. The very first vampire. It was Hokharty. In his last dying act, Hokharty, the Necromancer, priest and advisor to the Pharaoh, had turned himself into a vampire to save his family.
He tore through the house wielding horrible vengeance on all those that had invaded his home. As he killed the thieves, he drained them of all life, until their hearts left, and only their shadows still remained. Having turned them, they were his to command, his children, the very first vampires, and the more he killed, the more powerful he became. Growing in numbers and strength, they tore through the house killing or turning all the others, even the dying servants, but he was too late to save them all.
Then Nephys saw the boy again, only this time dead and cradled in the arms of the man who had become the first vampire to save him. With all his minions gathered around him he was holding his child. He wanted to weep, but he couldn’t. He wasn’t human anymore. The beautiful woman was sprawled out dead beside them. As Lord Aten, the brilliant Egyptian sun crept over the eastern horizon, he saw Hokharty begin to burn, giving off thick plumes of dense, red smoke. Having died, his heart had departed for the afterlife. Without the heart, only the shadow existed to animate the body, but shadow is driven out of the body by light. Hokharty had survived death, but at a terrible, terrible price. He had become a thing of darkness. Nephys watched as Hokharty threw his head back and screamed.
 
Maggie struggled as hard as she could, fighting the specter every inch of the way. She desperately tried to cling to the ground and stop the ghost from dragging her away, but the street was just sand and loose rubble – nothing that gave her enough to hold on to. The phantom was dragging her by her ankles in the direction of the Gates of Erebus, she just knew it. She wasn’t entirely certain what would happen when they reached them, but she knew it wouldn’t be good. She was in a broad rubble-strewn plaza. The spirits of the newly arrived dead were screaming and running in every direction. The blind children were stumbling around too, uncertain of what to do or where to go and everywhere were the shades, gathering, marching slowly towards the gates, and the land of the living. Some of the panicked spirits accidentally ran right through the oncoming shades and disintegrated, instantly turning into shades themselves. It was terrifying. Maggie clawed impotently at the ground and stared back at the phantom hauling her away.
Where it held on to Maggie, its touch burned like dry ice on bare flesh, but Maggie was not disintegrating. The phantom was no shade, but something else, something far worse. She wasn’t certain how, but the longhaired phantom could touch her and she wondered if she could touch it back. She tried kicking at the specter. She managed to kick one of her feet free of its grip and landed a blow to the back of the thing’s head with her favorite flats. The specter staggered but did not let go. Instead, it turned its hollow eyes on Maggie, enraged, and reached around and pulled her back by her hair. It began hauling her away by her hair and neck with even greater dispatch than before.
The phantom poured on even more speed, pushing through the crowd and on towards the causeway and across the stygian waters to the Gates of Erebus, throwing aside spirit, shade and child of Limbo alike. As she winced in its icy grip, Maggie began to despair when she saw the last person she had ever expected to see here: a tall, gaunt man in a long, olive drab overcoat. “That can’t be possible,” she thought, but then she noticed that unlike everyone else, he wasn’t running around in a blind panic. Instead, he was standing there with his hands on his hips looking very annoyed and cursing the whole time. It was him. It was Moríro. His presence here meant no one was with Lucy, and she didn’t know if this made her feel better or worse, but at the moment she didn’t have anyone else to call on.
“LAZLO!!” she screamed, but no sooner had she done so that an icy palm was slapped over her mouth and she was yanked away into the frigid river of souls still emerging from the causeway.
Lazlo Moríro for his part was certain he had heard someone call his name, but by the time he turned around, all he could see was the frantic crowd of spirits, shades and blind children running in terror. He was still somewhat disoriented. The trip from the land of the living had not been an easy one. So many souls! For a moment he had been lost like a drop of water in the ocean until he had reached the other side of the causeway and found it in a state of utter chaos. The sound of someone calling his name was still echoing in his ears as his mind started to come back to him.
What was happening? It was so hard to concentrate. She was doing it! His mad godmother had actually persuaded Lucy to open the gate, which meant that she could be here now…looking for Lucia’s mother. He had to find Margarita, and then as he thought this, the cogs finally fell into place inside his recently disembodied mind. “Who knew his name in the afterlife?”
“Margarita!” he said out loud in sudden realization. He took a step forward. Where had the voice come from?! For that matter, where was the causeway to the Gates of Erebus?! He couldn’t find his way in the maddening crowd and didn’t know the terrain.
“Demonios!” he cursed, uncertain of where to go, but he quickly made up his mind and was about to push forward. He had to reach her and stop his mad godmother before….
A great shriek traveled through the mass of souls, like a tidal wave. The entire crowd stopped running and came to a sudden halt. Each shade, spirit and child of Limbo stood frozen to the ground by the sound, as if by command, and countless, sightless eyes turned to the edge of the city where a cloud of dust illuminated by a sickly, amber light was gathering. A huge section of the city gave way and fell forward, crumbling like a sandcastle in the tide. And behind it stood a gigantic monster covered in dozens of shrouds that concealed all but its many clawed feet that tread the ground relentlessly as the very earth seemed to decay and wither away at its touch. After more than 340 years of service, Moríro had finally come face to face with his employer.
 
Lucy looked up at the open tunnel. Amanda had been gone for what seemed like a very long time, but it was hard to tell. Her arm was getting very tired. The stone seemed heavier and heavier with each passing moment and the force of the gate against her arm felt like it was going to pop her shoulder out of joint. That was probably making the time seem longer than it was. All the while, Yo-yo’s arms tightened around her middle as he kept on saying encouraging words.
“Not long now, Lucy! I know you can do it! Just a little while longer and you’ll have your mother back, and then maybe she can bring all the mothers back! Even my mother! You two will be the greatest heroes of the world, the greatest heroes in history!!”
Lucy squeezed her mother’s hand tighter. She certainly wanted to believe it, but as she looked down the tunnel, she wasn’t so sure anymore. It was like she was looking at something forbidden, something beyond the limits of human understanding, and she just shouldn’t be here doing this. In fact, if it wasn’t for Yo-yo, she wouldn’t have even gotten this far, but he was clutching her so tight and spoke with so much faith in her she just had to try a little longer. She looked up and thought she saw something coming, a faint grey light approaching. Was that Amanda?! Had she found her mother?! She dared to hope, but even now, at the end of this long, dark tunnel, beyond that little grey light, she was feeling something approaching and it wasn’t her mother. There was a sound of something like thunder, only more frequent and ominous, rhythmic and terrible, and whatever that was she knew it was something no human was ever intended to meet face to face, at least not while still alive.
 
“Wake up, Miles! Wake up!!”
Miles was struggling to open his eyes. He was dreaming he was driving a team of draught horses plowing a rich field in the bright sunlight of early spring, but he knew it wasn’t real. He hadn’t seen sunlight since he had become a vampire and he had never been a farmer. Even though he had run teams of horses driving lorries in Belfast, no animal would come near him since he had turned. It had to be a dream. He could hear a voice coming from far away, calling to him, but he just couldn’t wake up. There was a farmhouse and a woman calling to him from the porch. He turned to look at her. She was beautiful and wearing a light sun dress. He almost went to her, but just then, the plough knife hit a rock, snapped and the broken piece sprung back at him, striking him mid thigh.
“AAAAAARGH!!!” Miles sat up and looked in horror to see the imp standing over him with his butcher knife buried in his right thigh.
“Geroff, ya’ bloomin freak!” Miles yelled. The imp yanked the blade from his leg and hopped away chortling and honking something that sounded suspiciously like a sarcastic, “You’re welcome.”
Nephys was right there beside him. “Sorry about that, but we couldn’t wake you up any other way.”
As he helped Miles to his feet, Miles looked around. They were still in the larder.
“What ‘appened?! How long have I been out?!”
“Not long, but we need your help.” Miles hopped around to get his bearings. Hokharty was kneeling at the far end near the coffins, rocking and holding himself talking gibberish. He wasn’t crying but it looked like he could start any minute.
“Sweet St. Columkille!” Miles muttered, “What did the little imp do to him?!”
Hiero spit out a phlegm-coated raspberry.
“Nothing, but we have to hurry and I can’t get him moving!”
“Nothin?!” Miles limped over to Hokharty and knelt by him.
Hokharty was muttering like a madman in a language he didn’t understand.
“What’s he sayin?” Miles asked.
“Something about his boy, Hotep. I think he was murdered, long ago, but I can’t get him to listen to me.”
“Geez when you break ‘em, you really break’em, dontcha kid.” Miles turned his attention to the old vampire. “Hokharty! Listen to me!” Miles bellowed in the old vampire’s ear. “We have to stop Lucy! We have to stop Lucy from opening the gate! How do we do it?” There was no response – he just kept muttering. “Do ya understand what’ I’m tellin’ ya, ya stupid ol’ bloodsucker?!! The world is about to end and ya gotta help us stop it!”
He kept on muttering in some unknown language.
“What’s the crazy blighter sayin’ now?”
“He’s just going on about his son being murdered and how he couldn’t stop it.”
Miles smacked his hand to his forehead in frustration. He looked back at the gibbering vampire and decided to give it one last try. “OY! YA CRAZY BLIGHTER!! I’m sorry ya’ lad died, but iff’n ya don’t get up and do somtin’ about it, RIGHT NOW, there are gonna be a lot more dead boys and a lot more grievin’ fadders! Now snap outta it!” Miles was about to smack Hokharty hard across the face, but before his hand got there, the vampire’s reflexes caught Miles’ hand inches from his face. For a moment Miles thought the fight was about to start up again, but Hokharty just stopped and looked up at Miles. Then he instantly came to himself, stood up and reassumed all the familiar impassive mannerisms that Miles had grown used to, except his eyes did still seem sadder somehow.
“Of course,” he said simply, “Follow me.” He turned and sped up the stairs and out into the kitchen.
“Finally!” Miles groused as Nephys helped him limp up the stairs and Hiero followed.
Most of the guests of the manor had wisely cleared out after the fight began, but a few of the vampires, including Betty and Mikhail were hovering around in the kitchen near the larder door wondering what the heck was going on.
Hokharty paused only long enough to give them orders, “Mikhail, Elizabeth, gather as many as you can and meet us in the ballroom.” Both looked nervously at each other before bolting off.
Miles was already shaking off the limp in the stabbed thigh. Imp blades hurt, but they didn’t seem to harm you very much, at least not vampires. The bruises from Hokharty and the blisters from the silver chains would take longer. The three charged down the hall and through the parlor to the foyer. Hokharty didn’t hesitate but walked straight in through the doors.
It was hard to describe the scene. A large, blue-white sphere of light was suspended in the middle of the room. Beneath it was Lucy, her right hand outstretched, tense. She was struggling to hold it upright like she was holding up an invisible weight. Her other hand was clasping her mother’s and clinging around her middle was the strange boy from earlier, but Amanda was nowhere to be seen.
“Lucy!” Miles cried and he began his way across the large ballroom. Nephys and Hokharty followed, but the second the imp caught sight of Lucy and the boy it went berserk again, frothing and honking and swinging the knife in a mad rage. The boy screamed and hugged Lucy tighter.
“Hiero, no!” Nephys grabbed the little imp around the middle and tried his hardest to restrain the bagpipes, but it wasn’t easy. Hokharty and Miles left Nephys to struggle with the crazy thing and went hurriedly to the other side of the room.
Miles had to pause in disbelief. From this side, it didn’t look like a sphere of light, but a tunnel extending far into the distance. There was a roaring sound like being under a waterfall and a rush of wind was pouring into the tunnel. It was unbelievable. Miles had to shake himself back to reality.
“Lucy! You have to stop!” Miles yelled again.
“I can’t!” she nearly cried, “My mother’s on the other side.”
“But if ya bring ya mother back, Death will follow her ta this side!”
“THAT’S NOT TRUE!” she yelled back, but she wasn’t certain anymore.
“Child…listen,” Hokharty began but he never got a chance. There was a bright pulse of grey light and then a specter with hollow eyes and long hair emerged from the tunnel. It rose up like an eagle and its hair spread out like two black wings. Then it collapsed back violently, like an explosion run backwards, into the form of Amanda who fell to her hands and knees.
“She’s there!” Amanda gasped, clearly fatigued, exhausted by the trip. “She’s there! But I can’t bring her the rest of the way here.”
“My mom?!” Lucy frantically looked at the tunnel to see if she could see her mother. There was a faint light in the shape of a person, like a pale reflection of moonlight on running water, but she couldn’t see anything else. Was that her? Was that her mother? In her excitement she lost concentration and her hand danced momentarily. She struggled to bring it back to the center of resistance, but the tunnel of light contracted slightly anyway.
“KEEP THE GATE OPEN!!” Amanda screamed at her. “AARRGH!” Amanda groaned, “You’ve let the gate get too narrow!”
“I’m sorry…” Lucy began meekly before Amanda snapped back at her.
“QUIET!! Concentrate! When it opens back up you must call to your mother!! You must do this as soon as you can!” and then after several hard breaths Amanda muttered something else that made everyone’s blood run cold, “He’s coming Lucy! He’s coming for her already!”
“HE?!” Lucy thought, “Does she mean Death?!”
Lucy’s eyes snapped back to the gate wide-eyed, as if she was afraid to blink.
Amanda then got up to her knees, still breathing heavily, when she noticed the other occupants of the room.
“Vampires!” she muttered contemptuously.
“Mistress,” Hokharty began in his usual officious manner, “I believe we have miscalculated.” He approached her cautiously. “I was wrong. I was blind, we both were. Death cannot be allowed to walk the earth. We were wrong to tempt the Great Master. We must close the gate immediately.”
Amanda laughed a dry laugh. “No, Hokharty, it is you, who have miscalculated. Death will soon never walk the earth or anywhere else ever again.” She stood up, her strength returning.
“What do you mean?” he asked, uncertain, but she just smiled. Hokharty looked at her querulously as if something horrible was just dawning on him, but there wasn’t enough time for the expression to fully form on his face before Amanda lunged at him with a bloody finger. She shouted his name and something else in some unknown language. Hokharty’s body went limp and collapsed to the ground. All around him, a thin red smoke rose into the air and then dissipated. Miles rushed to his side and rolled him over, but he was gone. The body was just a corpse again.
Before Miles even had a chance to think about the implications of what had just happened, several vampires burst into the room, Betty, Mikhail, even the five sisters and several others. They stared curiously at Miles crouched over the fallen form of the Father of All Vampires that had held out a hope of a new life for all of them. Miles looked at them and had no time to think of what to say before Amanda spoke.
“HOKHARTY IS DEAD!” Amanda screamed, “THEY KILLED HIM!”
She pointed the incriminating finger at Miles and Nephys who, up until that moment, was still struggling with Hiero who in turn stopped long enough to look up and say, “Farnt?”
Miles looked back at her with indignation, and even caught a glimpse of Lucy’s shocked face over Amanda’s mendacity before he turned back to see the rapid onslaught of vampires coming his way who had already decided their course of action.
“Oh, bugger.”
Miles barreled across the room turning into the dog-monster mid-leap over Nephys and Hiero. He crashed through the five snarling sisters and sent them flying like a bowling ball crashing through a basket of kittens. He managed to knock down Mikhail and several others, and only Betty managed to jump out of the way. This gave him barely enough time to circle back to Nephys and transform back into human form long enough to say just two words.
“STOP LUCY!!”
The words were hardly out of his mouth before the other vampires had already regrouped. They were pulling Miles away before Nephys even had a chance to say “But, how?!”
The vampires dog-piled Miles, and soon he was concealed under their bodies. They were plunging their snarling, bloody faces into him like a pack of wolves biting into their still-kicking prey. Miles exploded out of the midst of them in his dog form and ran around the room yelping, trying desperately to throw them off his back before fleeing out the foyer doors. Focused on their prey, they ignored Nephys and Hiero and pursued him like screeching animals.
“Vampires!” Amanda muttered to herself before deciding that she would have to handle things herself. She turned back to Lucy and snarled her last orders, “WHEN THE GATE IS WIDE ENOUGH, CALL YOUR MOTHER!”
“But, Amanda!” Lucy cried out, however Amanda just screamed back at her.
“HE IS COMING, LUCY!! IF HE REACHES HER BEFORE YOU CAN CALL HER BACK, EVERYONE WILL DIE!! EVERYTHING DEPENDS ON YOUR MOTHER!! NOW CONCENTRATE!” Instantly she exploded into the long-haired specter and tore off across the room and out the doors towards the sounds of Miles and the vampires fighting.
Hiero instantly restarted his struggle to get free of Nephys’ arms and reach Lucy as if it was his only imperative, but Nephys held him and yelled at him, “HIERO! NO! NO! I’ll talk to Lucy! Help Miles!!”
Hiero stopped struggling for a moment, he looked to Lucy and began to try to wriggle out of Nephys’ arms again to reach her, but Nephys refused.
“NO! NO, HIERO!! GO HELP MILES!!” The imp looked back and forth between Lucy and the door Miles had fled through with several vampires on his back. He looked like he was making the most excruciating decision of his life.
Finally after screeching, “FLUBBIT!!” through all three pipes and his flute-like nose he pulled free and tore off after Miles and Amanda.
Nephys stood up and ran to Lucy’s side.
“Lucy, you have to stop!”
“STAY AWAY FROM HER!!” the strange boy yelled back at him.
Nephys stopped a few short feet from Lucy. He thought for a moment about simply knocking the stone from her hand, but then he didn’t know what would happen.
“Lucy, you have to stop. Death is coming and he’s going to kill everyone if you don’t stop.”
“NO, SHE WON’T!!” Yo-yo yelled, “She’s going to save her mother and everyone’s mothers!!”
“Yo-yo’s right,” Lucy said weakly, “I have to do this.”
“Lucy, I know you’re hurt, but you can’t do this!!” Nephys looked at her and bit his lip. “Lucy, I know what it’s like not to have a mother. I lost my mother too. I know what it’s like to be alone. I’ve been alone for nearly two thousand years, but now you are going to take everyone’s mother away if you don’t stop.”
“DON’T LISTEN TO HIM, LUCY!!” Yo-yo cried, “He’s lying! Look at him! Look at his throat…he’s one of those dead things.”
“It’s ok, Yo-Yo,” she tried to console him, though he gripped her all the tighter. Then she tried to answer Nephys without taking her eyes off the gate, “You don’t understand, Nep. That won’t happen. My mother has powers.”
Nephys drew a breath and walked closer. “I don’t doubt that she does. If she can turn an imp into a watering can, she can probably do anything! But you can’t do this!”
Lucy looked away from the tunnel and focused on Nephys. Watering can? What was he talking about?! “No, not like that, she has powers to stop death! Amanda told me! I believe in her. I have faith in her. I know she can stop all this. I just have to try a little while longer and she’ll be here. She can stop Death, itself. I just know it! It’s going to be all right, Nep. This is what she would have wanted.” Lucy looked down at her mother’s body for just a second and squeezed her dead hand. In a few moments it wouldn’t be dead anymore, and she could hardly wait for her to wake up and hug her.
“You tell him, Lucy!” Yo-yo belted out.
Nephys swallowed hard and thought. How was he going to convince her?! Then it struck him.
“But she didn’t want this, Lucy. If you really believe in her, why don’t you have faith in what she told you?”
Lucy blanched.
“Think about what your mother said. Think about the note!”
“Note?” Yo-yo said curiously, “What note?!”
Lucy looked away from the gate for a moment and thought about the note and the ominous “DON’T” in front of those three words of promise, “BRING ME BACK.” She suddenly had doubts.
“It’s…not…that is…this is different,” Lucy stammered.
“No it’s not, Lucy,” Nephys continued.
“What note?!!” Yo-yo asked again, this time more angrily.
Lucy’s mind was racing. “There are things she didn’t know…if she had known, she wouldn’t have written that note in the first place. It will all turn out okay.”
“How do you know that?!” Nephys implored, “Maybe she did know you would try and she knew it wouldn’t be okay. Maybe she didn’t tell you because she was trying to protect you! How can you know for sure?!”
“WHAT NOTE?!!!” Yo-yo screamed.
“I just know, OK?!” Lucy yelled back at Nephys, but she wasn’t sure anymore. Her mother had kept things from her, and she had done it to protect her. Was she trying to help her now from even beyond the grave? She was so uncertain.
“Lucy, look!” It was Yo-yo. He had let go of her middle and stood up next to her. He was pointing up to the tunnel of light. It had widened enough so that she could see the dark tunnel on the other side, but the tunnel was filled with some great, monstrous beast. It had no clear form but looked like it was draped in thick, dark shrouds. Under the shrouds, she could see the form of a giant wing here, the indistinct head of an animal there. From under the edges, she saw many feet: taloned claws, like those of an eagle, iron hooves and even paws like a lion, only far bigger than any lion on earth. It made the sounds of all of those creatures, as well as the chanting and moaning of thousands of human souls in torment. It was as if someone had thrown a huge tarpaulin over a monstrous menagerie the size of a house. It breathed out a raspy, shuddering breath punctuated by horrifying screeches that unhinged your very psyche. It was radiating a sickly amber light that was filled with dust. As the dust fell, everything it touched seemed to disintegrate and waste away into nothingness. The very walls of the tunnel seemed to crack and crumble into dust as it stepped forward.
“It’s the Great Master,” Nephys whispered in horror.
Lucy didn’t need Nephys’ words to tell her what she already knew somehow, instinctively. This was Death, the taker of life, the taker of every life that had ever lived from gnat to king.
It was the most horrifying thing Lucy had ever seen. She had expected a man or a skeleton in a robe with a scythe, not this unfathomable, ancient monster. She could imagine her mother fighting some lanky skeleton in a robe, but no one had told her Death was like this! How could her mother fight this?! It seemed impossible and maybe it was. Maybe Amanda had lied to her after all.
“There she is, Lucy!” Yo-yo cried, “It’s your mother!!”
There, in the rubble-strewn path before the monster, was the tiny figure of a woman cowering. It was so small compared to the beast, it wasn’t surprising she hadn’t seen it, but she couldn’t see her clearly. Was it really her mother? She couldn’t tell. The figure was hiding behind the broken-off foot of a massive statue, but the foot was disintegrating before the slow, endless advance of Death. The monster took only one step at a time, plodding slowly, but so giant were its strides it didn’t matter. It moved with the pace of something that knew it was irresistible.
“Mother?” Lucy said weakly watching the sad, poor, pathetic victim at the feet of this monster.
“Call her, Lucy! Call her to you! Bring her back into her body!! You can do it!” Yo-yo implored, yanking on her arm like an earnest and needy child.
There was a crashing sound as Amanda came storming into the room. Miles was right behind her literally dragging himself after her, one back leg hanging loosely behind him. He pulled himself up to his feet, changing into his human shape and tried to bar the doors. From the sound on the other side, the vampires hadn’t given up the chase just yet. Amanda hurried to Lucy’s side of the room, and her eyes lit up in horror and delight at the sight of the small figure in front of the Great Master before she turned to Lucy.
“LUCY!! Do it now!! Do it before it’s too late!!”
Nephys was speechless and just shook his head numbly from side to side.
Lucy looked in earnest between all three of them, but she was paralyzed and didn’t know what to do.
“Lucy, you can do it! We believe in you!” Yo-yo said.
“DO IT NOW!” Amanda commanded.
The monster crept closer to the tiny figure, but suddenly, there beside her mother, was another figure screaming and waving, cursing at the monster. Who was it? It was impossible to tell. A tall and gaunt man it looked like. In the room, Amanda and Yo-yo were yelling at her to continue, and now Miles too was joining in, yelling for her stop.
All of them wanted her to do something and they were yelling at her and she just couldn’t think. If she could get them all to stop just for a moment and let her think!!
Lucy closed her eyes and screamed, “STOP!!”
In Scranton an emergency trauma patient dying on the operating table inexplicably stopped dying. Her heart rate had crashed, her pulse non-existent, but she was stubbornly remaining alive. The doctors tending her were mystified at the sudden reversal and began frantically working to make good use of the time. Somewhere in a logging camp in Siberia, a man crushed under a massive log that had rolled off of a truck when a chain broke lay in anguish unable to die. A crowd gathered in shock and horror as they watched the pulped body of the man, which should no longer be living, refuse to die. A child dying of cancer in a hospital in Riverside, California stopped in the middle of her dying breath and opened her eyes for the first time in months. She had long ago felt she shouldn’t remain, but now, when the moment had finally arrived, she found she couldn’t leave. Her mother cried. Another man in China who lay dying of emphysema and wishing for death found his last breath stuck in his throat and yet he couldn’t die. He lay in agony, waiting for the end, but it wouldn’t come. Everywhere Death had stopped, and the dying had stopped dying and Lucy could see them all. For some, the pause was a blessing, giving moments of desperate hope but for others, it was a horrid curse extending the pain of their passing. Everywhere it had stopped, for old people and young people, the ones long dying and the ones just recently struck by tragedy in every land and nation. For how long she couldn’t tell, but it had stopped everywhere.
Lucy looked up at the tunnel. The monster had stopped, just inches from her mother and the other figure. It stood there towering over them, but it wasn’t still. It was wheezing and gasping, as tired and weary as that man in China. It was looking at her, looking at her with many eyes and heads and faces. Even under all those shrouds, she could tell. It was showing this to her, it wanted her to see. She became faintly aware that Yo-yo and Amanda were still there – still yelling, begging, demanding that she call her mom forth. They hadn’t stopped, but Death had stopped. She had asked for someone, anyone to stop and give her some time to think, and DEATH had listened. It was listening now. And waiting. How long had passed, a minute, maybe less, she didn’t know, but it was waiting to see what she would do, but as something unspoken was communicated between her and the monster, she knew it wouldn’t wait forever.
Ok, so she wanted time to think and it was giving it to her, so think, Lucy! THINK! She thought about everything Amanda had said, and how she could bring her Mom back, and that somehow bringing her mom back would conquer death, and she knew it was true. Death would not have come this far, to the very edge of the world of the living if it wasn’t. Then she thought of the note and realized that her mother must have known it too, but knew that it was wrong.
Death did not want to destroy her mother, but Lucy was forcing the issue. Lucy had dragged her mother and Death itself to the brink. She had done it, and if she had simply said no, then none of this would be happening. She had made the choice to bring it this far. It was all her fault. And all those languishing now, pleading for the release of death that would not come, or being tortured by false hope of a sudden pardon, she was the cause of that too.
Lucy looked up at the great beast and bowed slowly from the neck. The creature bowed once in return. Lucy looked back one more time at the small figure in the tunnel she was certain now was her mother and said softly, “Goodbye, Mom.”
Lucy stood up and let go of her mother’s hand.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!!” screamed Amanda.
“LUCY! YOUR MOTHER!!” yelled Yo-yo.
Lucy stood up slowly and pulled the stone back. She had held it there so long, now it resisted the sudden retreat, but she gritted her teeth and yanked hard. The stone flew back so hard it almost pulled her over with it, but she steadied herself and didn’t fall. There was a loud crack and the tunnel of light collapsed back down to a single, bright spot before disappearing entirely. As it closed, she felt the spirits of the woman in Scranton, the man under the log, the girl in Riverside and the elderly gentleman from China pass through. As their souls went, it was like a long sigh.
The crack reverberated around the now-silent ballroom for a moment before another terrifying sound erupted into the room.
“NOOOOOOOOOOOO!!”
Amanda had exploded into her specter form, expanding to fill the room with her terrifying, flying black hair and immense hollow eyes. Her large, taloned hands reached out as if to strangle Lucy.
“WHAT. HAVE. YOU. DONE?!!!” came Amarantha’s sepulchral voice. Lucy cowered, uncertain if Amanda were about to kill her, but as sudden as her rage arrived it departed. Amanda shrunk back down to her human shape, which seemed impossibly frail and small now in comparison with her previous ghostly form. Amanda staggered around the floor like a person in shock after a car wreck, unable to look at Lucy. Then she spoke.
“I’m…I’m sorry, Lucy. I…must have pushed you too hard.” She looked broken, dazed and defeated.
A sudden sound crashed against the double doors. Miles spread himself against them, holding them back, and began piling anything he could reach in front of them.
“Come, we have to go!” Amanda raced forward, grabbed Lucy by the hand and tried to pull her after her, but Lucy shook off her grip.
“NO!” Lucy said firmly, “I’m not going anywhere with you!”
Amanda looked at her angrily.
“And I’m not leaving my mother.” Lucy stepped in front of her mother’s body defensively.
Amanda looked back at her with a forlorn look. It seemed as if she wanted to say something, but then she exchanged looks with Yo-yo, who looked more impassive and numb then ever. Amanda’s face stiffened. She looked back to Lucy. Resigned that Lucy would have it no other way she slowly backed away from Lucy and her mother’s body.
“I’m not your enemy, Lucy.” she said coldly, “In time…I hope you’ll see that.” She flashed into the specter form and passed right through the wall and was gone.
Lucy looked to Yo-yo. She saw him standing on the far side of the room. His face locked in that impassive stare, but this time it didn’t brighten when Lucy saw him. He just stood there, idly winding the string of his yo-yo.
“Why?” he said to her through narrowed eyes. He was hurt.
“Oh, Yo-yo. It’s hard to explain…but if you just give me some time…”
“You’re the only one in the world that could bring her mother back, but you didn’t want to. Why?”
“Yo-yo, it’s not like that.” She ran to him and tried take his hand, but he just pulled away and turned his back to her. She wanted to hug him but held back.
“I’d give anything to have a mother,” he said sullenly. He rubbed his nose on his sleeve and shot a wicked look her direction. “I hate you,” he mumbled under his breath.
“Yo-yo!” Lucy said, hurt and saddened. She went to grab him by the shoulder, but a large well of utter blackness appeared on the wall next to him. He turned into it and disappeared.
Lucy ran to stop him, but her fingers bumped against the broken plaster of the far wall. He was gone. She hardly had a moment to think when Miles grabbed her by the hand and began pulling her away.
“C’mon!” he yelled, pulling her along toward the doors on the dais leading to the garden, “It’s not over! Those vampires are goin’ to kill us all if we don’t git the bloody heck outta here!”
Lucy had to struggle to yank her hand free from his large mitt.
“I’m not leaving without my mother!”
Miles looked at her in shock and grabbed his scalp in frustration. “Of all the stubborn, pig-headed…” but then the doors burst open and an angry mob of vampires came storming through. Hiero was chasing them around with the butcher knife, but he couldn’t chase them fast enough on his mismatched legs. Miles instantly pulled Lucy behind him to protect her and began charging around the room in dog form, thrashing other vampires left and right. Lucy threw herself over her mother’s body. Nephys ran to her side and cowered beside her. It was chaos.
“What do we do?!” Nephys screamed.
Then she realized she was the Necromancer. Maybe she could command them? She stood up and screamed at them to stop, but no one listened, and with a rampaging dog-monster and an imp with a butcher knife attacking them, it was no wonder. She figured they thought that once Miles and Hiero were out of the way, she and Nephys would be easy pickings, and they were probably right. She thought about using the “magic finger” to get their attention, but they were moving so fast she couldn’t even get close enough to touch one of them.
“What good is it to be the Necromancer if no one will listen to me?!!” Lucy yelled to Nephys over the noise.
“They don’t know you’re the Necromancer! They are still running on Hokharty’s last instructions, which were to do whatever Amanda told them to do! They’ll only listen to Hokharty!”
“But Hokharty’s gone!” Lucy yelled back. They both looked at the fallen form of the ancient vampire.
Nephys yelled to her over the din of the fight, “You have to summon him back!!”
“What?!”
“You’re the Necromancer! You can summon back other necromancers!”
“How do I do that?!” she yelled back as the furnishings crashed around her.
“I don’t know! You’re the Necromancer!”
Lucy thought hard and looked at her knuckle. She bit down hard and a spurt of blood came out. She was oddly glad Moríro had made her do that before. It wasn’t so difficult now. She crawled over to the fallen, unassuming body of the bald man in scrubs and rubbed the bloody knuckle on his shirt, but nothing happened. Then she remembered that even the Japanese lantern had required words.
“Quick, how do I say ‘return’ in Egyptian?!”
“Um…try saying, “‘Nouy Hokharty!’”
Lucy rubbed the bloody knuckle across the shirt again, and spoke the words, but nothing happened.
“What’s wrong?!”
“Oh! His full name is Hokharty-Ra, I think.”
“Thanks for telling me!” Lucy yelled at him. She said the full name this time, but still nothing.
“Why isn’t it working?!” she screamed as a vampire came close, only to be knocked away by the dog-monster at the last second.
“I don’t know!” Nephys yelled back, “Maybe it’s another word like ‘summon’ or ‘come forth’ I just don’t know which one!”
“Great!” Lucy yelled. She was beginning to understand why Moríro was so particular about this stuff. She tried a few more of Nephys’ suggestions, but nothing was working.
The fight was worsening for their side. Miles and Hiero were fighting heroically, fending off the attacks and keeping Lucy and Nephys from harm, but the vampires were in a frenzy of bloodlust. Miles crashed to the floor right in front of them nearly unconscious after Betty landed a blow to his chest with both high heels. Hiero jumped up to defend him, and Betty retreated for fear of an amputation, but the vampires had them surrounded and were slowly gathering in for the kill.
Lucy threw her arms around her mother certain it was the end. Just then, the Impala crashed through the doors to the garden and careened into the room before getting high-centered on the dais and coming to a grinding halt. Graber was on the roof, but when the Impala came to a sudden stop he tumbled off, crashing through the room sending the vampires flying in all directions.
Tim stumbled out of the car, his arm under Sky’s armpit, dragging him from the wreck.
“Are we winning?!” Tim yelled.
“Not exactly,” groaned Miles.
“What else is new?” retorted Sky with a raspy hoarse voice from under Tim’s arm.
“Pharnt-Boooyalaarnt!” Hiero seemed to agree.
“What’s going on?!” Tim screamed in horror as he saw the vampires regrouping.
“The vampire’s have gone bloody crazy! That’s what!” Miles shouted, “And they won’t listen to anyone but Hokharty!!”
“Amanda sent Hokharty back to the underworld and I can’t summon him back because I don’t know the right words!!” Lucy screamed.
“What words?!” Tim yelled.
“WE DON”T KNOW!!” Miles, Nephys and Lucy screamed together.
“It could be ‘summon’ or ‘come forth’ or something else in Egyptian but I don’t know what!” Nephys explained frantically.
Graber was already up on the other side of the room. He looked to where they were gathered around the fallen Hokharty. If Tim thought he had seen Graber angry before, he was wrong. Graber started across the room slowly, gathering steam as he went. The other vampires, Mikhail, Betty, the five kittens and all the rest were already falling in behind him.
Tim looked down like something was dawning on him. “Oh! Oh! Um…Try ‘Hokharty-Ra Nu Peret!!’” Tim screamed.
“New Parrot?!” Lucy yelled back incredulous.
“It means ‘come forth’ in the old dialect!” Nephys yelled, feeling stupid he hadn’t thought of it, “Just do it!”
Lucy jabbed the knuckle one last time and said the words. There was a pause. Graber was thundering like a rhino right for them. Then the blood Lucy smeared on Hokharty’s front began to boil and bubble and turned into a thin line of red smoke like a snake. The snake rose and wriggled into the body’s nose and mouth, but it was taking an agonizingly long time.
“It’s working!” Nephys yelled and then he smiled at Lucy for a fraction of a second before the smile melted away to sheer horror. Lucy spun around. Graber was right on top of them his fists raised to smash Hiero and Miles into oblivion.
Lucy screamed and covered her head, but just then she heard something else.
“HALT!” It was Hokharty’s voice.
Lucy looked up cautiously. The Father of All Vampires was standing before Graber and the other vampires, hand outstretched. The vampires had stopped. Graber looked around, frustrated. And for a moment, Lucy was certain he was going strike anyway, but Hokharty just looked up at him more sternly and the lumbering mass with half a head finally relented.
Hokharty lowered his hand and looked at Lucy with a melancholy smile, but Lucy just let out a breath and closed her eyes, nearly fainting.
 
In a small opening behind some bushes, the strange boy Yo-yo emerged somewhere near the outer wall of Rivenden. He had used his powers to come this far, but something about the wall was preventing him from using them to go beyond it. He was frustrated, but surprisingly calm and detached, a detachment created from a lifetime of having to be resourceful in the face of adversity. He had just begun to consider scaling the wall when a sound came from somewhere nearby.
He didn’t crouch or hide, but waited to see what emerged from the bushes.
It was the woman in amber glasses.
She seemed a bit surprised to see him at first but then approached him rather respectfully and said simply, “Here, let me help you.”



Chapter Thirty-Six
The Burial
Miles surveyed the scene. Not thirty minutes before, it was practically the end of the world, but now an odd, though subdued, celebratory atmosphere pervaded the wrecked ballroom. Tim had set Sky down on the floor. The five kittens were cooing around him, and Sky was trying to look nonchalant despite the fact that he was obviously in horrid pain. Even Tim was getting a fair amount of attention from the five girls, recounting some of his and Sky’s heroics against Graber. It was hard to imagine that they were trying to kill them all just minutes ago. Graber was off somewhere, Miles didn’t know where, probably on Hokharty’s instructions. Hokharty was making the rounds with the rest of the skeletons and mummies that hadn’t fled, apologizing as if they had only just been invited to a really wild party that had gotten out of hand and not the end of the world. The vampires themselves were lying about lazily as usual, smug looks on their faces, not caring what side they were on as long as it was the winning one at the end of the day.
“Bloody vampires,” thought Miles.
There was only one person who didn’t seem to be enjoying the world not ending. Lucy was kneeling over her mom’s body with her back to everyone else. She was silent, but she wasn’t crying. Miles, Nephys and Hiero watched her from a ways off. She leaned over, and hugged her mother, pulling her body up into her arms. After a while Miles realized she wasn’t hugging her. She was trying to lift her. Miles tapped Nephys on the shoulder and they walked over to her cautiously.
“Are ya okay, Lucy?” Miles asked. She was struggling to lift her mother’s body.
She stopped and sighed, “I need…I need to bury my mom.”
“But…Lucy…” Nephys began.
“I just need to, okay?!” she said a bit angrily, and then more calmly, “It’s just…I can’t do it by myself.”
Miles and Nephys looked at each other. Miles walked forward as if to pick up the body, but Lucy just pulled her mother’s body closer to her.
“No,” she said adamantly, “I don’t want her touched by any more dead things.”
Miles retreated. He was a little hurt, but he understood. He didn’t want to have anything to do with himself or the other vampires either.
“I’ll do it.”
Miles and Nephys turned around. It was Tim. He had pulled himself away from the adulation of the quints and followed Miles over.
Lucy looked up, pulled her hair behind her ears and nodded.
Tim walked forward, and reached an arm under the knees and shoulders of Lucy’s mother. He struggled a bit. Tim was tall but lanky, and not much bigger than Maggie Miller himself, but he steadied himself and lifted her mother’s body up gently as if carrying a child to bed.
Lucy looked up at him and smiled a tense smile. Then she looked around. The whole room was looking at her, even the skeletons with their empty sockets.
Lucy turned and walked out the garden doors. Tim followed closely behind with her mother’s body. Miles, Nephys, Hiero and the whole entourage fell in behind them, though at a respectable distance; even Sky came, though he had to have two kittens under each arm to manage it. Lucy wandered out into the woods surrounding the manor. Not far from the back garden doors was an open clearing. Lucy stopped and looked up into the early morning sky, and the whole crowd stopped forty paces back. It was practically the only part of the grounds not overgrown with weeds and bushes and still open to the sky.
Lucy looked up and then said simply “Here. I think she’d like it here.”
Then she fell to her knees slowly and started digging at the ground with her own fingernails. Tim looked around anxiously, but then he gently set her mother’s body down and began digging with his own hands right beside her. The whole crowd, all the mummies, skeletons, vampires and even the meat golems and pickled fetuses, stood by and watched on in wonder from a safe distance. It went on like that for several minutes before someone managed to rummage up a couple of shovels from somewhere in the manor.
Tim and Lucy dug alone for a long while. Lucy was struggling and not making much progress, so Tim told her it was ok, he could do it. So Lucy sat down, and cradled her mom’s head in her lap. After the first hour, Tim began to fade. He paused to take a few deep breaths. Miles stepped forward and grabbed the shovel. Tim looked to Lucy for approval before letting Miles take it. Lucy simply nodded and looked down. Miles began to dig. Tim took a short breather, but before too long he started in again, as if taking a break was somehow cheating.
It took hours. By the end, Nephys was helping and even Hiero was digging away with his butcher’s knife. They dug without stopping, or even knowing where they were going to stop. When the hole was over Miles’ head but not yet over Tim’s, Lucy said, “Stop. That’s good enough.”
Miles climbed out of the hole and looked at Lucy. Lucy struggled to move the body over to the hole.
“Can I help?” Miles asked simply.
Lucy nodded and together they lifted the body into Tim’s arms who was still standing in the freshly dug grave.
Tim cradled the body in his arms and looked up at Lucy. “We don’t have a coffin, but do you want a covering, or a shroud or something?”
Lucy just shook her head no. “She was a gardener. She loved the dirt. She’d like it this way,” she said in a soft voice. Tim laid the body carefully on the floor of the grave on her back.
“No,” Lucy said quietly, “Not like that…here…help me.” She swung her legs over the edge of the grave and held out her arms. Tim lifted her down into the grave. Lucy turned her mother on her right side and drew her knees up and placed her head on her right arm like a pillow. She looked like she had just curled up to take a quick nap.
“She always slept like that,” Lucy said.
Then Lucy leaned over and stroked her mother’s hair. She whispered something into her mother’s ear and kissed her face one last time. After a moment more, she stood up.
Tim lifted her out of the grave and Nephys grabbed her hand to help her out. Last of all, Tim climbed out. The five of them stared down into the grave with Maggie Miller’s body at the bottom of it.
“Do you want to say something?” Tim asked nervously.
Lucy rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand.
“I’ve already said it,” she said simply folding her arms across her chest. “It’s nothing I want any of them to hear anyway.” She narrowed her eyes at the gathered crowd and the dead shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. Dawn was approaching and the remaining dead things were getting anxious, but they stood transfixed, somehow unable to leave.
Then Lucy grabbed a shovel, took a breath and poured the first shovel of earth into the grave herself.
Tim picked up the other shovel and started to help. Soon, the body was covered and Lucy had to quit for a moment and sit down and hold her hands over her eyes, as if to keep the tears from escaping. Miles and Nephys joined in and before long, the hole was filled.
When the last shovel of earth was dropped on the fresh grave, Lucy sat down on top of it, tucked her knees in under herself and just sat quietly. The remaining onlookers slowly filed away and left for their haunts before the dawn arrived. Tim, Miles and Nephys watched longer than the others, but eventually they left Lucy alone. Hiero was the very last one to leave.
 
Hokharty stood and watched Lucy from the garden doors of the old manor. Lucy sat by her mother’s grave in the clearing. She wasn’t weeping, but she was silent. Dawn was fast approaching; the sky was already growing light. Graber was marshalling the other vampires around the manor, securing the doors and windows, making Rivenden ready for the day and overseeing the departure of the last of the remaining undead, skeletons and mummies, who had left in small groups in different directions, according to Hokharty’s instructions.
Tim was standing near the Father of All Vampires, equally numb. Schuyler was just inside, gingerly laying down on the hood of the Impala, still high centered on the dais, the five now-tattered kittens lovingly tending their patient. He had even found a lollipop somewhere. This one was lime green. Miles and Nephys were hovering nearby as well. Finally, Tim cleared his throat and took a step closer to the old vampire.
As Tim approached, Hokharty spoke absent-mindedly in an airy voice, never turning to face Tim, as if speaking more to himself as much as to anyone else.
“I have brought great harm to this world. I have disobeyed the Necromancer and the Great Master. I have risked the whole world and worked for the destruction of all mankind. I have much to answer for, Timothy.”
Tim shrugged. There wasn’t much he could argue with that. As far as he was concerned, Hokharty had pretty much screwed up as much as anybody could, then turned the whole thing inside out and screwed it up again, but he didn’t feel the need to rub that in just now.
“But I feel most for this little girl,” Hokharty continued, “I believe I have done her irreparable harm.”
Tim snorted. “That’s an understatement,” he said sarcastically under his breath.
Hokharty turned to face Tim and looked at him directly. “Do not worry. I will be called to make account of my stewardship very shortly, Timothy, but in the time I have left, I must make amends where I can. I shall start with you, Mr. Riggle,” he said simply. Tim tightened a little. He still wasn’t used to Hokharty addressing him like he was an equal. “I promised you that I could either make you the most famous doctor in human history or I could return you to your ordinary life. I stand now by that promise. What is your choice?”
Tim didn’t have to think very long. After the last few days, fame had very little appeal.
“I’d like my old life back if you don’t mind, sir,” Tim said exhausted, “But I don’t know how that’s even possible.”
“How do you mean?” Hokharty asked simply.
Tim sighed. Where to begin? Tim listed the offences off on his fingers. “I’ve been caught on video stealing bodies, my car was implicated in a hit and run in Harrisburg – I’m pretty sure they got the plates – not to mention that I’m a suspect in the kidnapping of a little girl, or the trashing of a roadside diner.” Tim stuck his hands back into the pockets of his hoodie and sighed. “Forgive me sir, but I just don’t see how it’s possible to get my old life back, let alone my job.”
“I see,” said Hokharty. He rolled his fingers together close to his face for a moment and then turned to face Tim again. “Do you think your vehicle can be made operational?”
Tim looked at the high-centered Impala with Schuyler and the kittens sprawled on it and just shook his head. “Maybe…I dunno…why?” he asked cautiously.
“I believe I have a solution. I believe that the body I currently occupy, as well as the body Graber occupies, belonged to criminals before we took possession of them. We can take you and your vehicle into the city and attract the attention of the authorities. I believe we can convince them that you were our hostage and under duress and blameless for those activities associated with you and your vehicle.” Sensing Tim’s nervousness, Hokharty reassured him, “Trust me Timothy, I can be very persuasive.” Tim knew that was true at least. Hokharty went on. “After an appropriate show of force, we can allow ourselves to be killed and you will be rescued. When they examine the bodies they will discover exactly what they expect to find, corpses, and none will be the wiser.”
Tim let a breath out between his lips and scratched his head. “I dunno. They already had you two as dead in the morgue already. Do you think they will buy it?”
Hokharty smiled. “What do you think is more likely, that they will believe that they accidentally misdiagnosed two known criminals as deceased and that they escaped? Or that those bodies were possessed by a five-thousand-year-old vampire and a one-thousand-year-old zombie master involved in a conspiracy to destroy the earth?”
“Well, when you put it that way,” Tim snorted.
“Good,” Hokharty said, satisfied, “Then it’s decided, but before I go I must say, Tim, I have seen you bear up under substantial difficulty where other men would have failed. This, I believe, demonstrates that you have the makings of an excellent physician, should you choose it, of course.”
“Yeah, well, tell that to my mother.”
If Hokharty picked up on Tim’s sarcasm at all, he didn’t show it. “Perhaps I will, but before then, we must see to the others.”
Hokharty approached Lucy carefully and Tim followed not far behind.
“Necromancer,” Hokharty said to Lucy as gently as he could, “My apologies for the interruption. May I approach you?” He bowed low and waited for her to reply.
Lucy looked up, distracted. She wasn’t used to that title just yet. She stood up cautiously and faced him, looking him over uncertainly, as if she didn’t know if she could trust him.
“What do you want?” she said a little testily.
He remained bowed. “I realize I have caused you great harm that I cannot possibly make right, but before you send me away, I hope that I may be of some service to you.”
Lucy stood silently for a long while. Then she pulled her hair behind her ears and bit her lip as if thinking it over.
“All right,” she said at last, “What did you have in mind?” She tried to put her hands in her back pockets before she remembered she was still wearing those stupid pajamas and the bathrobe, so she settled for folding her arms across her chest instead.
The vampire stood up slowly and took a few steps closer to her.
“My actions have cost you both a guardian and a mentor. Without someone to teach you, and protect you, I fear you may fall into even greater danger.”
Lucy raised her eyebrows. “Are you offering to be my mentor?” Lucy asked incredulously.
Hokharty smiled a nervous smile. “No, Necromancer, I believe I have proven I would be a very poor mentor indeed.”
Lucy “hmmphed” at him. “You can say that again,” she muttered under her breath.
“But I believe I know someone who would be an excellent one.”
Lucy bit her lip again and looked down. “OK.” She fidgeted a while longer before saying, “Who?”
A few minutes later Lucy was inside kneeling beside the body of Lazlo Moríro. Graber had fetched it and laid it out neatly on the floor of the dais. Nephys, Tim and even Hiero crowded for a closer look. Hokharty stood encouragingly at Lucy’s shoulder.
Lucy sighed, “Let me get this straight. I can summon any past necromancer, like my great uncle, into any available unoccupied body?”
Hokharty smiled. “Yes, and on rare occasion, occupied bodies as well, though it is not recommended. It is very unusual to summon a necromancer so soon after death, and to his own body even, but I believe it is the best solution available to you.”
Lucy wrinkled her nose. “But I can’t summon my own mother?”
“That is the rule, Necromancer,” Hokharty said solemnly, “Only past necromancers may be summoned and your mother, while she had the gift, was never a necromancer.”
“That hardly seems fair,” Lucy griped.
“Normally, I would agree with you, Necromancer,” Hokharty said plainly, “but this night has taught me a new appreciation for the rules, especially the ones I don’t understand.”
Lucy just had to nod in silent agreement.
“So how do I start this?” Lucy said annoyed.
“It is the same as before, Necromancer,” Hokharty said with the greatest deference, “An offering of blood must be made, and then you must call them forth by name.”
“So what words do I use? And in what language?”
“As this is the first time Moríro has ever been summoned, you may choose the words yourself. The construction can be very simple, such as ‘Come forth, Lazlo Moríro’ but it is customary to use the native language of the person being summoned.”
Lucy smirked. Knowing Moríro, he probably wouldn’t come for anything less than proper Spanish.
“May I suggest ‘Moríro, Ven,’ Necromancer?” Hokharty offered, “It is simple and easy to remember and would probably be acceptable to Lazlo.”
Lucy sighed. She bit her knuckle again and had to close her eyes to do it. She hated doing that. No matter what Moríro said, she wasn’t going to make a habit of that. She pressed the blood against Moríro’s black doublet and spoke the words.
“Moríro, Ven!”
Unlike before when her blood turned into a writhing snake when she summoned Hokharty, the blood crackled and sparked like coals on a fire. It turned into a bright orange flame that slowly floated over the body before coming to rest on Moríro’s forehead like a tongue of fire. Lucy thought it strange that every person summoned was different. The flame descended into his head silently. There was a pause, and then slowly, Moríro blinked his eyes. They were clouded. Even though his spirit or essence or whatever it was, had returned, his body was still dead.
Moríro sat up. He looked angry as usual. He exchanged a very tense look with Hokharty before turning to face Lucy.
He bowed from the neck simply and said, “Necromancer,” though it looked as though it pained him to do so.
Moríro stood up and looked around awkwardly as if he didn’t know how to conduct himself when he wasn’t in charge. Lucy felt awkward as well, and had no idea what to say. Fortunately, Tim broke the ice better than anyone.
“Dude, that’s gotta be weird being on the other side of this thing, isn’t it?”
“Quite,” Moríro said, somewhat embarrassed. He was twitching and fidgeting, pulling on his clothes as if he was still getting used to his body being dead all around him. Lucy wondered how much weirder it must be to be summoned into someone else’s body. Then she thought about her future and how someday she might be summoned into someone else’s corpse. She shuddered and tried not to think about it, and for once, she was glad she couldn’t summon her mother back like this. It was just too disturbing to think about.
Hokharty smiled an officious smile. “The Necromancer has summoned you here to be her mentor and tutor in all the arts of the order. I can think of no one else more qualified. Will you accept?”
Moríro replied in an equally overbearing manner. “It is not my place to accept or not to accept. I serve at the Necromancer’s request.” Moríro said that last part with particular contempt. He was obviously not over Hokharty’s recent disloyalty. “If that is her wish, I will gladly accept.”
Lucy rolled her eyes. She hoped it wasn’t always this formal. His tone betrayed the sincerity of the words. Lucy could tell he was only begrudgingly accepting because he felt he had no choice in the matter.
Hokharty turned to Moríro. “And may I just say to the former Necromancer…” he paused and looked as if he was searching for the right words, but he finally settled on something simple, “I’m sorry… sorry I did not follow your counsel.”
Moríro rolled his eyes and said nothing. It was not easy to forgive someone for nearly destroying the world after all.
“Now, Necromancer, if I may beg an indulgence,” Hokharty asked turning to Lucy.
“Yes?” Lucy and Moríro said together. Moríro looked embarrassed, he was obviously having a hard time with this, but he forced himself to step aside and bowed once to Lucy for good measure.
“What is it?” Lucy asked Hokharty once Moríro had stepped aside.
“My children, Necromancer,” Hokharty spoke almost choking up, “The vampires. I hope you will hold them blameless for my actions.”
Lucy widened her eyes at him, but he wasn’t finished.
“They are not now what they were meant to be. I have left them alone for too long. I would ask the Necromancer’s assistance in helping them.”
“How?” Lucy asked puzzled.
“May I?” Hokharty asked reaching for her hand with the bloody knuckle.
Lucy cautiously held out her hand. Hokharty took it and walked her over to where Schuyler was draped over the broken Impala. The kittens parted as the Father of All Vampires and the new Necromancer came forward. Schuyler tensed and groaned as he sat up. The last time she had touched him with a bloody finger he had been flung across the road.
“A vampire can heal in time, but there is no need to prolong their suffering. Your blood can heal as well as harm,” Hokharty said, recognizing Schuyler’s apprehension.
As Lucy saw him, she realized what a wreck he was. His back was one large, bloody laceration. His throat was swollen and broken. His hand was wrecked with several twisted fingers, and one ankle was bent out at an odd angle. Graber had put him through the wringer, and Lucy was suddenly a bit embarrassed by how much pain she had put him through, all of them really.
Hokharty led her up to Schuyler and held her knuckle out towards his chest, but he let go of her hand when her knuckle was still just a few inches away and stepped back. She felt awkward just standing there, holding out her knuckle to Schuyler like it was gun.
“What do I do now?” she whispered back at Hokharty. She looked up at Schuyler, but he just gave her a wily smirk.
“Your blood can harm, but it can also heal. Think of what you wish to do and touch your finger to him.”
Lucy looked up at Schuyler. Hurt or heal? First she thought about the gift shop and the drive in the Impala and how he had lied to her. Schuyler looked a little nervous. She must have been scowling at him. At least he didn’t take her actions for granted anymore. Then she thought of his wounds and cleared her head. She didn’t want anyone to suffer anymore, even a vampire, even as big a liar as Schuyler. She pressed her knuckle against his naked chest. There was no loud crack or sudden noise like before. Instead, it felt cold at first, but then the warmth spread through her hand and into his chest. She could feel the life energy of her blood entering him. As it passed through him, she saw his ankle straighten and the fingers gradually bend back to their normal positions. The scratches and scrapes on his back disappeared.
Sky looked in wonder at the fixed hand and moved the fingers back and forth repeatedly like a child with a new toy. It was like their lives were joining, her lifeblood mingling with his. Their eyes met and it was like all the hard feelings melted away with his wounds. It was magical. For a moment, he looked just like that boy she had first met in the gift shop, and not the stuck-up prick she knew him to be. Only then did she realize she was no longer touching him with just her knuckle, but that both her hands had somehow found their way onto his naked chest where they were spread out across his pectoral muscles.
She pulled back suddenly and looked away pulling her hair behind her ears repeatedly. Sky laughed and then hopped down from the car hood somewhat triumphantly.
“That. Was. Something. Else,” he said at last, “I wonder. What do you taste like, freckles?! Better than strawberries, I bet,” he said twirling the lollipop.
Lucy just huffed. What an impossible prick. She turned to go, but he reached out and grabbed her arm. She reacted violently and pulled away, but he held up his hands to show he meant her no harm.
“Thanks,” he said simply. She just nodded and left. No sooner had she retreated than the five kittens came back in to claim their territory like jealous lovers. She even heard Schuyler say “Ouch,” as one of them nipped him a little too affectionately.
Hokharty asked Lucy to heal all the vampires. She did so in turn, healing cuts and scrapes and all of them seemed to not only appreciate it, but to regard it with wonder and amazement. They had never seen the effects of a necromancer before. They were changed somehow. It was more than just a healing. It was a bonding. Their smug faces softened. They were less pretty, but more earnest.
Graber just turned and walked off when she came forward. Wounds didn’t seem to hamper him at all. Last of all, she came to Miles. Miles quickly hid his hands behind his back and just shrugged.
“It’s fine, I’m good,” he said, trying to shrug it off.
“Oh, don’t be such a big baby,” she said, grabbing at one of his hands. They were like hamburger. He had dug all that time on her mother’s grave with hands like that and never complained. She was only beginning to realize how much pain she had caused by her actions. If she had only said “no” to Amanda from the beginning, none of this would have happened. Miles reluctantly let her take his hands. She held the bloody finger to him, his hands started to heal, but it didn’t feel warm like with Sky, it felt cold and odd and awkward. Something powerful was pushing back towards her. It was not like with the others. Instead of her life mixing with him, his life force was mixing with hers – only his was dark and terrifying. She pulled back and let go, but the healing didn’t stop. It was as if she only needed to awaken what was inside of him and now it was doing it all on its own. The healing continued until he was nearly restored. He looked down at his perfectly cured hands and smiled.
“Thanks,” he said simply.
Lucy said nothing but just nodded. She hoped she never had to touch him like that again. She didn’t like it at all.
“And now,” Hokharty said simply, “I will leave you in the care of your new tutor.” Hokharty stepped aside.
Moríro stepped forward and bowed deeply, if stiffly. “Necromancer, if you will follow me, we have some rather pressing business to attend to.”
Lucy nodded and Moríro stepped aside and took up a place on her right, leading her back to the center of the room. “I regret we have one more chore to perform before this night can finally be over.” Lucy looked over her shoulder one last time at Miles, who was following her with his eyes assiduously as she went. He had done so much to protect her and the others from harm, and he was the only one of the vampires that seemed to have a streak of decency left in him, but then that darkness she felt in him was still there. He certainly was an odd vampire.
 
Miles watched Lucy talking with Moríro. He wondered what the future could possibly hold for her. Who would take care of her and protect her now that her mother was gone? Hokharty stepped to Miles’ side and spoke.
“The Necromancer will face many challenges still ahead of her, as well as many enemies.” Miles stiffened at the word “enemies.” “She will need someone to protect her and watch over her,” Hokharty said matter-of-factly.
Miles looked to Hokharty. It took him a minute to realize that the old bloodsucker meant him.
“Aye,” Miles said simply, “I think I can do that.”
“Good,” Hokharty said simply, “Come, walk with me.”
Hokharty walked Miles over to where the vampires were gathering around Sky and his entourage. As Hokharty approached, they stiffened and bowed, Miles awkwardly bowed too, still uncertain of the protocols. Hokharty returned the bow and then spoke to them solemnly.
“I must leave you, my children, and I have so much yet to tell you. I had far greater hopes for you than this, but now there is no time. I must go, and I doubt I shall ever return.”
The vampire crowd was inscrutable. It was hard to know if they thought this was a good thing or not. They had all been changed by the last couple days, but whether that filled them with hope or dread, Miles couldn’t tell. Some had to hate being a vampire as much as he did, but then a lot of them, like Sky, seemed to love it too.
“But before I go, I must designate a new master of Rivenden to guide you.”
Miles looked around the crowd. Who was the ol’ blighter gonna pick? Mikhail had been around the longest, but Betty had the cooler head. The kittens only had one head between the five of ‘em. With Ulami, Forzgrim and Wallach gone, there just wasn’t any obvious choice. Miles just hoped it wasn’t Sky.
“The vampire I choose is the strongest and wisest amongst you, and I choose him to be your leader and protector. Miles Killam is now the master of Rivenden.”
Miles stiffened, had he just heard that right?! He looked around at the faces of the other vampires. They had all stiffened too. Sky’s lollipop had fallen out of his mouth, but Hokharty wasn’t finished yet.
“I expect you to follow his orders and counsel as you would my own.”
Rather than the usual sycophantic over-fawning response they had given to Wallach and Hokharty when he took control of the family, they looked genuinely shocked and a few looked disgusted. At least the smug, bored looks were off their faces. Only the kittens made an effort at any form of genuflection. They nervously pulled themselves away from Schuyler and started edging Miles’ way, twisting their hair and trying to look coy and fetching, awkwardly attempting to flirt with their new master. It was in a vampire’s nature to be a suck-up, but it must have been hard for them to suck up to a runt of a vampire that had never even turned a single human to the breed. It would have been pitiful had it not been so hollow and insulting.
“Don’t put ya selves to any trouble now, lassies,” Miles muttered. They took this the way it was intended, breathed a sigh of relief and backed off, but they didn’t flock back to Sky either. Now that he wasn’t a rung on the ladder above them anymore, they abandoned him. The look on Sky’s indignant face was priceless, and made Miles forget what had just happened, but only for a moment.
“Um, Hokharty…” Miles began to protest, but Hokharty interrupted him.
“I will hear no word of protest on this matter. My decision is final.” Hokharty was speaking to the other vampires, but only Miles was protesting. Hokharty spoke in that same, offhand way he had back during the fight with Ulami and Forzgrim that let Miles know that while he may be addressing others, he was actually speaking to him. Miles bit his lip and stood in silence. Hokharty continued, “I want everyone to know that I have every confidence in Miles, and that my reasons for this will become clear to all of you.” That was Hokharty’s way of letting Miles know he had every confidence in him. Miles knew he meant it, but he couldn’t guess why.
“Does the new Master of Rivenden have any orders for his charges?” Hokharty said simply.
Miles looked around at the faces, some skeptical, others hostile. Sky looked furious, and he decided to throw him a bone.
“Aye. I guess my first order is to pick a lieutenant, or deputy or…um…whatever.” Miles didn’t know what Forzgrim’s or Ulami’s titles were, but he didn’t want to use the word “goon.” His lack of experience with vampire hierarchy was certainly not inspiring any confidence at the moment. Then he nodded in Sky’s direction. Sky narrowed his eyes at first then smiled a sly smile back at him. Instantly, the kittens were back in Schuyler’s lap mewling, but Miles noted that Sky’s response was much cooler to them than before. Miles didn’t know if Sky was the right choice or not. He still didn’t trust Sky, but then he didn’t really trust any of them. At least he could trust Sky to act in his own self-interest, and that was better than nothing. Sky knew what it meant to be a vampire, and if anyone would tell him he was making a right bags of it, and not tell him what he wanted to hear, it would be Sky. After all, Sky had never had any trouble telling him how he felt before.
The vampires seemed a lot more pleased with this news than they did with Miles’ sudden promotion, so Miles was at least moving in the right direction. Hokharty seemed to accept this choice too and gave out his final orders. He commanded them not to prey on the weak or innocent and to avoid killing mortals at all costs. This had the same effect as telling a bunch of orphans Christmas was cancelled, but no one voiced any complaints. As dawn was imminent, he dismissed them to their usual haunts but told them to come when Miles called them, though Miles didn’t have the foggiest idea how. Was there a vampire signal up on the roof? How did these things work? He had always been summoned by one of Wallach’s thugs. There had to be a better way.
The vampires left the grounds or retreated to rooms deep in the manor to wait out the day. The kittens left looking forlorn after Sky refused them a goodnight kiss. He’d pout for a while but Miles knew he would come around eventually.
When it was just Hokharty and himself, with Sky sulking off in the distance, Miles turned to ask him why he picked him, but he didn’t get the question out before Hokharty spoke.
“You must be wondering why I chose you to be the master of Rivenden.”
“Too bloody right I am! I can’t do this!” Miles said in a hoarse whisper, “I never wanted to be a bloody vampire in the first place!! Now I have the run of the whole lot of the bloomin’ bloodsuckers!! Give it to Sky! He’s always dreamed of bein’ a bloody master, but I never wanted this!”
Hokharty just smiled, “And that is why it must be you, Miles.”
That was as cryptic as ever, but he could tell that was as much as he was going to get out of the old codger. Then another thought occurred to Miles.
“Hokharty…sir…did…that is…did ya give me Wallach’s powers after ya killed him?” Miles asked, genuinely curious. Hokharty just smiled.
“Do you think that I came upon you in that alley by accident, Miles Killam?”
Miles looked at Hokharty intently. He had never really thought about it.
“I went looking for the strongest vampire I could find, and I found you.”
Miles just blinked. He wasn’t following him.
Hokharty took pity on him and made it simple. “Wallach never had any powers of his own. He was only borrowing them from you. They were always your powers, Miles.”
Miles drifted off for a moment, that was a hard thought to fathom, but then he remembered the iron coffins and silver chains in the larder and it began to make sense. Wallach had a lot of secrets and a lot of people in chains. It hurt that Miles’ chains were all in his head though. How long he had suffered under that monster’s rule and not known how important he was to him. Things could have been much different, but then, they were different now and he still wasn’t happy. The whole thing stunk to high heaven, and there were so many more questions he wanted to ask, but Hokharty held up a hand to stop him.
“I see that Moríro and Lucy are ready. I must go.” Hokharty went to leave but turned back and took on a slightly less monotone voice and said, “Take care of my children, Master of Rivenden.” Then he bowed to Miles and walked to the other side of the room where Lucy and Moríro were standing. Miles watched him go, more confused about what to do than ever.
“Dude, Master of your own vampire den. That’s gotta rock, huh?” Tim had walked up behind him.
“Farnt.” Nephys and Hiero were right beside him.
“What? No heart for the Tin Man?” Sky called out sarcastically after the Father of All Vampires, “I think there’s a cowardly lion or two around here too, if you’re not too busy!” But Hokharty just ignored him.
The four of them watched as Lucy, Moríro and Hokharty spoke intently on the other side of the room. Sky sidled over to Tim and Miles. He was looking at Miles sideways the whole time.
“Master of Rivenden, huh?” Sky just shook his head at Miles and smiled a frustrated smile as he rubbed the back of his neck. “That almost makes me sorry I didn’t kill you upstairs.”
“Almost?” Miles snorted and looked back at Sky contemptuously, “Is that supposed to be a ruddy apology?”
“Don’t knock it,” Sky mumbled, “That’s as close as you’re ever gonna ever get out of me.”
Miles just shook his head. Sky would never change, but at least he wasn’t sucking up to him. That would have just been unnerving.
They all watched Lucy talk with Moríro and Hokharty from a distance. Nephys took stock of the situation. He had come this far to give the Necromancer the stone and bring Lucy the note. He had come back to life to help the Necromancer restore the balance and save the world and in a strange, roundabout way he had. Now that the world was saved and Lucy was Necromancer, Nephys wondered, who was going to save her?
Tim sighed. He was obviously having the same thoughts.
“Wassup?” Sky said sounding bored.
“It’s just…what does she do now? I mean honestly, she has no one,” Tim said, genuinely troubled, “I can’t even imagine what my kid sister would do if she didn’t have a family.”
“She’ll have Moríro,” Sky said, bored, “Who else does she need?”
Miles and Tim looked at Sky skeptically. Moríro didn’t exactly seem to be an adequate substitute for a loving parent, but then neither did any of them.
“Flubbit,” Hiero seemed to agree.
“So what happens to her now?” Nephys said nervously.
Everyone was silent, but then Miles spoke.
“We’ll take care of her, that’s what,” Miles said.
“Um…speak for yourself,” Sky said in an annoyed voice.
Miles turned to him. “Do ya want me to make that an order of the Master of Rivenden?”
Sky just groaned and rolled his eyes. Miles smiled and thought maybe this job wouldn’t be so bad after all.
Tim, Miles and Nephys all exchanged looks and nodded. A silent pact was forged right there to help the new Necromancer in any way she might need.
A half a minute later, Lucy surprised them by walking back over to them alone.
She was about to say something, but before she could speak, Miles broke in.
“Um…Lucy…we bin talking it over, that is, me and the boys have been thinking…and if it’s alright with you…that is…if you don’t mind...’”
Lucy raised her eyebrows at him. Schuyler could have strung out several sonnets by now, but Miles couldn’t get ten words out without making a mess of it. “He really is an odd vampire,” thought Lucy.
“Um…yes?” she asked nervously, cutting off Miles before he hemmed and hawed his way through another five minutes of “ums” before getting to the point.
Miles looked at her directly and smiled and finally got it out.
“We may not be the best mates a person could have, but if ya ever need us. We’ll be there for ya.”
“Thank you,” Lucy said simply. She still wasn’t certain if she could trust any of them, and she still thought they were kind of creepy and a bunch of screw-ups, but she had no one else right now, and they had all risked their lives for her and the world when it mattered most. She supposed that had to count for something.
She turned to the strange boy, Nep, with his eyeliner, shaved head and his pig-duck monster that was strangely quiet for the moment. He had brought her a note from her mother and saved the world. Without him, they would all be dead. She eyed him intensely before speaking the next words carefully.
“They say it’s time for you to go.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
The Dawn
After the initial shock of the news, Nephys recognized it was inevitable. He and the imp had never really been intended to stay. Moríro explained that while the gate was closed on this side, the gate on the other side was still open, and they wanted to make sure it was closed soon before anything managed to slip out. The only way to do that was to send him and the stone (and the stowaway imp) back to Limbo. His trip had only been a short one, just a few hours, but he had dared to hope that his new life would never end and he would never have to go back to the underworld, but he should have realized it was not to be.
Nephys said his goodbyes to Tim, Miles and Sky. Sky called him ‘baldy’ one last time, rubbed his shaved head and told him to give his regards to hell. After that, he disappeared somewhere. Graber helped Tim push the Impala back out of the manor and they were fixing it up somewhere. Miles worked to secure the doors against the coming dawn, after which Miles said goodbye to him and Lucy before retreating inside.
Now it was just he, Lucy, Hiero, Hokharty and Moríro outside. It was so close to dawn he begged the three of them to let him see the sun one last time before departing. Both Hokharty and Moríro objected, but Lucy overruled them. Being the Necromancer had privileges and Lucy really seemed to enjoy bossing them around for a change.
Lucy and Nephys stood there, holding hands, facing east towards a small patch of wall where the trees weren’t quite so thick. The light was growing and the dawn was nearly there.
“What’s it like?” Lucy said thoughtfully.
“What?” said Nephys distracted. His eyes were still dim, but they were not yet as dim as his memory. He was aching so badly to see the sun in something other than his memories, he wasn’t paying attention.
“The underworld…what’s it like?” she said, her eyes still unfocused on the edge of the high wall where the sun would soon be rising.
Nephys didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t supposed to say anything about the afterlife, but then Lucy was the Necromancer after all.
“Well…” Nephys began, but then he felt the point of a large butcher knife against the back of his calf. Nephys looked down. Hiero was giving him a look that said, “Don’t. You. Dare.” Whether he was concerned about Nephys sharing the secrets of the afterlife, or whether he didn’t want to alarm Lucy about Maggie, Nephys couldn’t tell. The imp did seem to have a soft spot for Lucy’s mother.
“I’m not supposed to talk about it, really.”
“Farnt.” Hiero tooted approvingly.
Lucy sighed. “Amanda said it was a vast and sunless place with no warmth or light, and that it made you forget who you are and that you had to struggle to just to keep your own soul from falling apart.”
Nephys sighed. That pretty much summed it up all right.
“That’s all true, isn’t it?” Lucy said, looking directly at Nephys.
He tried to keep a noncommittal expression and avoid looking her in the face, but Lucy read right through it to the truth in Nephys’ clouded eyes.
Lucy sighed, her shoulders slumped, her eyes unfocused. She was obviously thinking of her mother in a place like that.
“Flubbit,” Hiero muttered, exasperated. Nephys looked down at the frustrated imp and tried to mouth the words “I’m sorry,” but the imp stabbed him in the calf anyway.
“Yeowch!!”
“What is it? What’s the matter?”
“Oh…nothing,” Nephys muttered. Hiero gave him a bloody raspberry.
They watched the growing light. It had moved from pale blue to golden yellow in just the last few minutes. Nephys looked at Lucy and felt like he had to give her some small ray of hope, something to hold on to before he left.
Then he thought of it. “Your mother’s really tenacious though. Everyone else usually just gives up and accepts things the way they are down there but not your mother. She gardens when no one else does. She teaches the children how to play ball. She even makes soup. She just doesn’t let anything get her down.”
Lucy looked at him incredulously. “She made you soup?” She chuckled a little.
“Oh yes. Your mother makes the most bitter soup I’ve ever tasted!”
Lucy looked at him as if she couldn’t decide what was weirder, that her mother made bitter soup or that Nephys said it like it was a good thing.
“She’s not even afraid of him!” Nephys gave the little bagpipe a friendly kick.
“BLAARNT!” The imp glared back at him and huffed as if his imp reputation had been maligned.
“Really?”
“You should see her boss him around. It’s really something.”
Lucy smiled and squeezed his hand again. “She’s an Aggie. They just don’t know when to give up.”
Nephys didn’t know what an “Aggie” was, but he knew the rest of it was true.
“I wanted to say thank you, y’know, for bringing me the note,” she said a while later. Nephys could see her hand tighten around the note in her bathrobe pocket. Nephys didn’t know what to say, so he just said nothing.
“Isn’t it funny?” Lucy said after a moment.
“What?” Nephys asked, confused.
“You don’t want to go, and I don’t want to stay.”
Nephys didn’t know what to say to that. It was true. He had lived so much in the last few hours, it pained him to go back and yet he knew he had to. Still it made him sad that Lucy would rather give up on life than remain here.
“I envy you, y’know,” she said a minute later.
“What do you mean?”
“When this is over, you get to go back to my mother, and I’ll be here stuck by myself. It’s like you’re stealing my happy ending.”
Nephys looked down. He wasn’t trying to steal anyone’s happy ending. It wasn’t his fault.
“But that’s the way it has to be, isn’t it?”
If she was waiting for an answer, Nephys didn’t know what it was.
“I was wondering if you could take a message back to her for me?”
“Um…” Nephys said uncertainly.
“Warrnt?” Hiero said in an unapproving manner.
“Um, I’m not sure.” Nephys looked behind him to see what Hiero was doing with his butcher knife.
“Don’t worry,” she said, “It’s nothing that’s going to change the world or anything.”
“Um…okay, what is it?”
“Not now,” she said giving his hand an extra squeeze, “I’ll tell you later. I think the sun is about to come up.”
Nephys looked to the top of the stone wall under the canopy of trees. Already the whole sky was light, and the light to the east was warm and bright yellow. It was more light than he had seen in a thousand years. It seemed impossible that it could get much brighter, then above the wall appeared a thin sliver of brilliant red. It grew until it was fully a half circle and the whole world exploded into light. As it rose, it went from red, to yellow to blinding white, like a coal getting hotter. It was so bright it hurt his eyes, and though he desperately wanted to keep watching it, he had to raise his hand to stop the glare. He could even see it through his eyelids when he closed his eyes, and it was so bright it eclipsed the Death Sight entirely. All he could see with his eyes closed was the warm, bright glow of the sun.
Egypt was a sun-drenched land, but during his life he had never appreciated the Lord Aten as much as he did right now. The sun was more brilliant and warm and joyous than he ever remembered and just the thought of it made him believe he could endure another ten thousand years of Limbo with just that one memory alone.
Lucy turned to him and smiled and he smiled back.
“Now if there are no further requests,” it was Moríro’s irritated voice.
Lucy sighed and turned to face Nephys. “I think you have to go now,” she whispered.
“I think so.”
Moríro continued in an authoritative tone, “We must hurry. The child of Limbo, and the stone must be returned to the underworld to prevent anyone from attempting to open the gate from this side ever again. They were never meant to be in the world of the living.” Moríro gave Hokharty another sideward glance. That was obviously meant for him.
“FAAAARNT-ffT!” Hiero tooted.
Moríro looked down on the bagpipes. “To say nothing of this abomination,” he said with clear contempt and disgust.
Hiero spat a wad of phlegm from his blowpipe onto Moríro’s combat boots.
Hokharty seemed disturbed by the light, but he wasn’t bursting into flames just yet. Somewhere he must have learned how to endure the light, Nephys guessed. He placed a hand on Nephys’ shoulder for one last message, “When you arrive, go straight to the Great Master’s chambers. I will see you there, Nefer far-sighted.”
“Um…yes, Chamberlain…er…I mean…Hokharty.”
Hokharty smiled and stepped away.
Moríro bridled at this interruption and then continued, “Nephys, if you will take the stone in your hand, and then Lucy, you place your hand on his.”
Lucy handed the stone to Nephys. In the sunlight it was glowing brighter than it had ever before. He gripped it tightly and Lucy placed her hand over his.
“Ahem. We don’t want to forget anyone,” Moríro said, annoyed.
“Oh!” Nephys reached down and picked up Hiero tucking him under one arm like…well, like a bagpipe.
“BUUUFAAARNT!!” The imp protested, struggling.
“Oh, hush! It will only be for a minute!” Nephys admonished him and gave his sheep stomach bag body a squeeze that made the imp’s eye’s bulge and tongue stick out while a horrible honk emitted from all three back pipes.
“Flubbit” it tooted wretchedly.
“Now…Necromancer,” Moríro continued in a condescending fashion, “You must search for the point of resistance…once you find it…”
“Yes, I know,” Lucy said confidently rolling her eyes, “I’ve done this before, y’know.”
“Of course, Necromancer,” Moríro said, chagrined.
Lucy pushed their clenched hands towards Nephys’ chest and found the resistance almost immediately. She gritted her teeth, but pushed forward anyway and a blue-white sphere of light formed between them just to one side of their hands. It grew until it formed a tunnel of light, with the sound of rushing wind everywhere. It was much easier for her this time. It was nearly large enough to step through in just a few minutes.
“Don’t keep it open too long!” Moríro warned.
The tunnel grew until Nephys could see the dark tunnel on the opposite side – it was now large enough for him to go. He was staring at it intently wondering when he should step through when he realized something he had just forgotten.
“Lucy!” he turned to look frantically at her, “Lucy! Your message! What is it?!”
Lucy just smiled, “Give her one of these and tell her this for me.” She pulled him into a tight bear hug and whispered into his ear, and then she pushed him through the gate.
 
Nephys sat cross-legged on the floor outside the Great Master’s chambers. He had been waiting for some time. The trip home had been pretty awful. He had emerged on the Limbo side of the gate in a freezing torrent of souls. Fortunately, he’d had the stone to protect him. And it was easier to go with the current than against it. Even then, Hiero had dragged him most of the way.
When they crossed the causeway and arrived at the plaza on the opposite side, it was still in a state of chaos. Souls were meandering everywhere and the children of Limbo had not yet recovered from the cataclysm. No one was taking names for the moment, but they were trying to impose some semblance of order by getting the souls to at least queue up and wait until things got settled. It was all very disorganized and painfully slow. Some of the spirits were strangely compliant, organizing themselves into lines though, for some strange reason, they took their shoes off while grumbling amongst themselves about something called the “TSA.” When they reached the other side of the plaza, Hiero began stamping and stabbing the ground impatiently and Nephys gave him leave. He knew right where he was going, straight to Maggie.
Once past the pandemonium of the new arrivals, the way was extremely easy however, due in large part to a new thoroughfare carved out by the Great Master himself. When he left his temple under the acropolis, he had traveled in a straight line directly to the causeway, totally disregarding any existing roads or streets. The massive beast simply plowed through the center of the city, obliterating everything in its path. The tombs and old citadels of Limbo crumbled to dust beneath its withering touch, leaving a wide, flat and level boulevard through the heart of the city, more than a thousand feet wide. It certainly made traveling to the temple far easier. Nephys had arrived in no time at the door behind the massive heads. There was far more rubble strewn around the gateway, but the door itself was the same inscrutable rectangle of imperishable stone with inky, timeless blackness beyond. Nephys wasn’t sure how Death had left the Temple, but he certainly didn’t come this way, the door, as big as it was, was still far too small.
There at the massive entrance, Graber, that is the Herald, was waiting for him. Now he knew why the Necromancers were nameless. They didn’t want just anyone summoning them. Nephys wondered if he had already made his exit above or if he was just on a quick trip back. Either way, he never said a word, as usual, and led him right to the Great Master’s chamber as before, past all the usual courtiers and their odd fashion statements. Since then, it was just a lot of waiting.
Nephys sat cross-legged in his usual scribe’s position and pulled on his toes anxiously. He had a hard time staying still, let alone concentrating on where he was or what he was doing. He tried to adopt the same calm and reserve as he did before but every time he tried to clear his head, images of Lucy, or Miles, or Tim, or even that wonderful stuff called mustard, popped into his head. His time on earth had changed him, and he was not certain if he could be a proper child of Limbo anymore.
As he thought about this, the large doors to the chamber opened. He immediately jumped up in fear and then fell to his knees and pressed his head to the floor. The amber light flooded the room as before. He heard the same rasping breath, the scratching of claws on the hard stone floor, but he didn’t dare look up. There was no temptation to look this time. Once seeing the Great Master was more than enough. In a short while, the amber light faded back to a narrow sliver meaning the door was closing. When it disappeared entirely he looked up.
Walking slowly towards him was the familiar form of the Chamberlain exactly as he had seen him the last time he was here. Nephys thought he looked much better in robes and silver than he did in those strange blue-green clothes on earth. Nephys closed his natural eyes for a moment and looked on the Chamberlain with his Death Sight. The soul light was there now. It was still small and faint, but brighter than before.
“Chamberlain,” Nephys said, standing up to bow.
“There is no need for titles or genuflection anymore, Nefer,” Hokharty said simply. As he walked towards where Nephys was now standing, he removed the silver mask of Horus, the silver collar, and the silver finger coverings and all the other markings of his office. He dropped them to the floor and as they touched it, they disintegrated into dust that blew away into nothingness.
“For you see, I am no longer the Chamberlain.” When he stopped just a few feet from where Nephys was, he was wearing only a simple black linen robe. His eyes were as clouded as before, sightless, but Nephys thought his face was softer and wiser now, though tinged with sadness, as if the wisdom were purchased at a very great price.
“Not the Chamberlain?” Nephys said amazed.
“Yes, Nefer. I am to be exiled from Limbo, and must surrender the position. The Great Master has been most insistent on that matter.”
Hokharty looked away with a far off look.
“I must admit it is with great sadness that I leave this post. Did you know that I have held this position for nearly five thousand years? Almost as long as my predecessor.”
“Your predecessor?”
“Yes, you’ve met him.”
“Have I?!”
“Oh yes, he helped you to the Gates of Erebus, I believe.”
“You mean Anubis…I mean Apnu?” Nephys remembered Hokharty’s preference for the old pronunciations, even as his mind boggled at the thought of Anubis being the previous Chamberlain.
“Yes,” Hokharty said simply, “I wonder, did he say anything to you on your journey?”
Nephys thought back on the babbling stone giant’s nonsense. “I guess,” he said uncertainly.
“I should like to talk to you about it, and it appears we may get the chance.”
Nephys looked at Hokharty expectantly.
“The Great Master has meted out mercy with justice. In light of my late assistance to the current Necromancer, he has issued a momentary reprieve from exile and allowed me to choose a temporary position here in Limbo. I have chosen to be the Scriptorium Master.”
“Scriptorium Master?!” Nephys nearly burst out laughing. Falco was going to eat his toga! To think that Falco had hoped for promotion just days ago, only to be sacked instead! It was almost too good.
Hokharty must have seen the giddiness in Nephys’ reaction because he too smiled.
“Now, if you will forgive me, I must be going, far-sighted one.” Hokharty bowed once to
Nephys and began to walk away.
He was nearly out the door when Nephys realized something important and called after him.
“Wait! Chamberlain! I mean Hokharty, that is…Scriptorium Master.”
Hokharty stopped in the doorway and looked back to Nephys.
“Yes, Nefer?” he said casually.
Nephys pulled the stone from his robes and held it flat in his hand. It wasn’t as brilliant as on earth, but it filled the room with light.
“What am I to do with the stone?”
“That,” Hokharty smiled, “Is a question for the new Chamberlain.” And with that, Hokharty turned and disappeared into the darkness of the outer courts. Nephys waited in confusion for a moment, before he suddenly saw his own shadow, illuminated by a long rectangle of amber light. The door behind him was opening again! He froze in his tracks. A second long shadow grew behind him until it eclipsed his own, and then the amber rectangle of light narrowed to a sliver and disappeared. The new Chamberlain was standing right behind him!
Nephys slowly turned, keeping his eyes on the ground. Instead of silver sandals and long, black linen robes he saw black slender shoes in calfskin and knee-high tights and black velvet breeches. His eyes moved slowly upward. Above that was a black doublet embroidered with silver daggers and slashed sleeves, showing more silver underneath. It was the dress of a nobleman from Europe he thought, from a few centuries ago. Only a part of the doublet was open to show a round, bloody hole over the heart. A large floor-length cloak hung from the shoulders and above that was a large lace ruff, also silver in color. Perched on the ruff with an imperious stare was the lean and lined face of a man, with an immaculate, trimmed van dyke beard and closely cropped hair. His eyes were clearer than Hokharty’s, but they were still clouded. It was Lazlo Moríro.
“Necromancer!” Nephys exclaimed stunned, before correcting himself and bowing. “I mean…Chamberlain.”
Nephys looked up at the Spaniard while bowing. He marveled how the necromancers could split their souls and be in two places at once – he had just left Moríro in the world above. Just to check, he closed his eyes momentarily and used the Death Sight. Behind Moríro’s bullet wound there was a bright heart flame, burning fiercely.
Moríro looked self-conscious as Nephys examined him and he pulled his robe over the wound. All the other necromancers seemed strangely proud of their wounds, but Moríro looked embarrassed by all this ceremony.
“Enough!” he said in his usual acerbic voice. “We are all servants here. You needn’t stand on protocol or there would be no end of bowing!” he said impatiently. It was Moríro all right.
“Yes, Chamberlain,” Nephys said as he bowed again compulsively. He quickly stood up and cringed. Moríro was rolling his eyes at him with his hands behind his back.
Nephys felt embarrassed and then suddenly remembered why he was there.
“I…I have the stone, Chamberlain.” Nephys held out the stone. It was odd to be replaying this scene here in the afterlife, when just hours ago they were doing it in the world above outside Lucy’s house. He regretted parting with the stone now as much as he did then, more so perhaps, because here it was his only reminder of life, while above, life was all around him. Moríro regarded the dazzling stone carefully. He pulled one hand from behind his back slowly and nearly plucked it from Nephys’ hand before stopping inches above it. He looked at the stone contemplatively, concentrating intently on it. Only then did Nephys realize. He was already having trouble seeing its light. His sight was fading just as all others’ sight had faded. He withdrew the hand quickly, placed it behind his back with the other and looked pensive. Finally, he spoke.
“The stone must remain hidden in the underworld, but I am not certain that the best hiding place is in the possession of the Chamberlain.”
“Chamberlain?” Nephys said confused.
“The Halls of Death have become treacherous,” he said as if trying to describe the weather and not some latent conspiracy. “It is best if we put temptation out of sight.”
Nephys just blinked at him confused.
“The stone is yours, scribe,” Moríro said curtly.
“Chamberlain?!” Nephys said in equal parts joy and confusion.
“No one else in the underworld can see the stone. To them it is invisible, a mere pebble, but to you, you see it as it truly is. It seems to me that you would be the ideal keeper of the stone. Keep it well hidden.”
Nephys closed his hand on the stone quickly as if he was afraid Moríro would change his mind.
“Thank you, Chamberlain!! THANK YOU!” And he bowed again, several times, despite Moríro’s obvious discomfort.
He stood there awkwardly not knowing what to do next when Moríro said simply, “You may go now.”
“Thank you, Chamberlain,” Nephys said, and he had to restrain himself from bowing again. He paused only momentarily before turning to go. He was nearly to the door when the Chamberlain said one last thing.
“Margarita,” he called out to Nephys. Nephys turned around.
“Margarita…that is…Maggie…you will let her know that Lucia, that is…Lucy…is all right?”
“Yes, Chamberlain, absolutely,” Nephys said simply.
The Chamberlain straightened his doublet and craned his neck as if somewhat satisfied by this answer, and said flatly, “Bueno. Good.”
Nephys stood frozen for another moment before the Chamberlain began to look impatient. “Enough! Go! Va via!”
Nephys didn’t wait to be told again.
 
The trip back to his tomb was a bit slower than the trip to the Halls of Death. Normally, except when shifts were changing, the streets of Limbo were utterly vacant. Even when there was a shift change, everyone queued up in neat lines, but today, everyone was wandering about the streets in a state of agitation. Children of Limbo were engaging in the unheard of practice of actually gathering together in large groups to discuss the events of the past day or just to find comfort in others’ company. Death’s little foray into the city seemed to be the only thing that could shake Limbo out of its perpetual apathy. When Nephys turned the corner he wasn’t at all surprised to find the largest crowd he had seen so far congregated outside his little tomb.
Maggie was standing in a group of about a hundred children; smoothing brows and kissing skinned knees and giving out hugs like candy. Nephys smiled and broke into a run. Maggie saw him coming and instantly lit up.
“Nep!” she shouted and tried to break free from the crowd to meet him. The whole crowd followed after her like she was a mother hen. When they met in the middle of the street, Nephys stopped a little short and looked at her awkwardly, but she just said, “Oh stop being silly!” and pulled him into a big bear hug.
When she finally let him go she looked at him and held him by his shoulders, smiling and nearly on the verge of crying.
“When I saw that little gasbag galumphing down the street I just…knew…” she swallowed hard and started to choke up and never got the rest out.
Hiero bleated out a string of flat-note obscenities and stabbed the ground mercilessly.
“What’s his problem? I mean…more than usual,” Nephys asked.
“Oh, he’s just mad I didn’t head for the Temple of Bastet the second you two left.”
“Oh…” Nephys said, clueless as to what that meant.
“So she got the note, huh?” Maggie eventually said smiling. Nephys nodded emphatically. Then he remembered something he wanted to say, “Lucy wanted me to give you a message.”
“Yes?” Maggie stared at him with the moist eyes of an expectant child. Nephys didn’t know how to start, so he just threw his arms around her and held her tight and said quietly, “I love you, Mom.”
Maggie was so stunned she didn’t return the hug for a moment, then she threw her arms around Nephys and didn’t let go for the longest time. Eventually, they parted and Nephys looked up at her.
“That’s what she wanted to say.”
“Of course,” Maggie smiled at him.
The smaller children gathered around them and jumped up and down to get Maggie’s attention. They all wanted hugs now too. Maggie pulled away from Nephys to hand out a few more hugs and to tussle a few heads of hair. It was touching. She eventually calmed enough nerves that they dispersed, satisfied, and went back to their tombs. As the last Chinese girl left only after a second hug, she looked up at Nephys to gauge his reaction.
“Now don’t get upset…I didn’t ask to be the den mother of the neighborhood. This just sort of happened.”
Nephys looked at her departing miniature entourage and shrugged, “It’s ok, I guess.”
“You guess?” she said laughing, “What? No lecture? No scolding? No treatise on afterlife metaphysics?”
“Well…not today,” he said.
She stepped back and looked at him admiringly.
“You look different.”
“Really?” Nephys asked nervously, “How?”
“Your wound, it doesn’t look nearly so deep anymore.”
Nephys blanched for a second then felt his own neck. Was it smaller? He couldn’t tell.
Maggie just smiled at him and then turned.
“C’mon, Nep,” she called over her shoulder, “Soup’s almost ready.”
Nephys thought about the bitter soup and caught up to her. She put her arm around his shoulder in a motherly way and gave him a squeeze.
Nephys was silent, but there was something gnawing at him, something he had wanted to ask Maggie since he had gotten back. “Why didn’t you tell me your daughter was next in line to be the Necromancer?” he finally ventured.
Maggie shrugged. “Lifetime of secrecy, Nep. That’s the necromancer way. It’s not exactly an easy habit to break. Besides, I knew what I was asking was not exactly allowed. I thought…” she paused and looked sad, “I thought if you knew you might say no.”
Nephys nodded. That did seem reasonable, but then he had another thought.
“So…how did you know she would try to bring you back?”
Maggie stopped in her tracks, and her face got very tight. She sighed a deep sigh and then looked him directly in the eye. “Because once I almost…” she went silent and had to bite her lip before continuing, “I almost tried to bring someone back...once.”
“Really?” Nephys asked surprised, “Who?”
“Oh, it’s a long story, I’ll tell you someday.” she said it in a voice that indicated that she might never tell him.
“So…she’s ok then?” Maggie changed the subject as they started walking to the tomb again. “I mean, as well as can be expected at least…she’s safe, right?” Maggie bit her lip and looked terribly anxious. Nephys was glad he could at least ease her mind on this matter.
“Oh, yes, she’s safe.”
“Really?!” Maggie said sounding relieved. “I’m just so worried about her being all alone.”
“But she’s not alone.”
“Really?” Maggie seemed surprised. “Who’s with her then?”
“Well, Moríro for one.”
“Moríro?!” Nephys couldn’t tell if this surprised Maggie or not, but she sounded a bit worried.
“Yes, she summoned him back.”
“Really? She did that?” She sounded surprised but also a little proud. “Well, I guess that’s better than nothing,” she said at last.
“She’s also got Miles and Schuyler to watch over her,” Nephys went on.
Maggie thought for a moment. Schuyler could be a girl’s name, but she hadn’t ever heard of a girl named ‘Miles’ before, even among the most trendy parents. Maybe Miles and Schuyler were a nice, adult couple or something that had taken her under their wing, but she wasn’t certain.
“Um…isn’t ‘Schuyler’ a girl’s name?” she asked a little hopefully.
“Miles and Schuyler are both boys, teenagers actually,” Nephys replied indifferently.
“Boys?” Maggie asked a little nervously pulling her hand off of Nephys’ shoulder, “She’s with a couple of boys?”
“Well, they only look like teenagers. Actually, they’re really a couple of vampires.”
Maggie stopped dead in her tracks. Nephys walked a couple more paces before he realized Maggie wasn’t walking beside him anymore. He turned to see what was wrong and saw Maggie standing in the street with her hands in her back pockets and her nostrils flared.
“YOU LEFT MY DAUGHTER WITH A COUPLE OF TEENAGE VAMPIRES?!!”



Epilogue
Gifts
Hokharty was true to his word. Graber and he crashed Tim’s Impala into a police station the very next day. Whether they did this on purpose or because neither of them knew how to drive, it was hard to tell, but the whole drama was caught live on local TV. Hokharty and Graber made quite a show of it. Hokharty took over twenty bullets, Graber, fifty-four. Graber even took a dive and let his head get crushed under the tire of an oncoming police cruiser just to cover up the fact that the top of his head was missing. He was wearing the motorcycle helmet up until then. When it was over, the police found Tim duct-taped up in the trunk of his own car. At first, the press turned him into a hero, then, when he refused to do interviews, they turned him into an accomplice.
The cops grilled him about the diner, the near-miss hit and run, the kidnapped girl and the bodies missing from the Harrisburg hospital for hours, but he never cracked. Unable to charge him, they let him go. Eventually, the press concocted an elaborate theory about drug addicts stealing bodies in a black market cadaver ring gone wrong. The black market in corpses even became a campaign point in the next mayoral election.
The hospital let Tim have some time off, and Tim went home to his family in Wilkes-Barre for a while and finally apologized about burning down his brother’s ‘68 Caprice. It must have worked because his brother paid to get the Impala out of impound.
In the night, Moríro snuck into the morgue and made sure that the disposal instructions for Hokharty’s corpse specified cremation. He said it was important not to leave necromancers any back doors. He came back from the morgue though with the battered corpse of Graber in the pick-up and that kept the cadaver black market stories alive for a while longer. First, he made Lucy use her powers to banish Graber’s spirit back to Limbo, which was quite a bit tougher if you weren’t the one who summoned him in the first place, and then secondly, he made her re-summon Graber back again into the same body. This seemed horribly redundant to Lucy, but again, Moríro said he didn’t want to leave Amanda any back doors either. She was still around after all, somewhere. Lucy objected to all of this, but Moríro insisted Graber was only following orders and that he was a good man to have around. At least the walking slab of meat kept out of the way.
Lucy spent the next few weeks practically locked up in Rivenden. She was still technically missing, and Moríro preferred to keep it that way. There were very few people, dead or living, around the old manor at night and no one around during the day. Rivenden was more of a clubhouse for vampires than a home. The vampires all had something better to do it seemed then hang around with a thirteen year old, even Miles and Schuyler. They had all moved on and forgotten her and left the old manor to her and the previous Necromancer and the walking corpse, Graber.
It was horribly dull and lonely. The plumbing wasn’t exactly modern and the pantry was usually empty. What did vampires need toilets or food for anyway? She had to beg Moríro for a change of clothes. He came back with a thrift store sack dress with gigantic paisleys in green, mustard and white. It looked like it was cut from a sofa from forty years ago. Still, it was better than the princess kitty pajamas. Moríro went out for food only when necessary. All other errands were secret, something to do with dead things almost certainly, although Lucy never knew exactly what. Other than that she hung around the nearly ruined manor and the overgrown gardens by herself. Mostly she passed the time by sitting near her mother’s grave.
Eventually, when Moríro thought it safe to return to Ephrata, they took the old pick-up truck back home. At first it was great to sleep in her own bed and wear her own clothes, but home soon turned into a kind of prison as well. Moríro never let her go farther than the stone lantern. He only knew how to cook dishes from the old country and even then, all his recipes were from three centuries ago. Lucy never imagined there were so many ways to prepare tripe.
Other than that, there were lessons, though Moríro didn’t teach so much as glare over her shoulder while she read. Death seemed to suit Moríro, he no longer had to eat or sleep, and he acted like no one else had those failings either. In between the rare times when Lucy convinced him she needed to sleep or eat, she studied, and not fun books, but thick, thorny tomes from Grandma Holveda’s collection. Each one was full of horrible things about death and the undead, most of which Lucy couldn’t even hope to understand. So Moríro decided she needed a remedial education. He drilled her endlessly on declensions in Latin. If she did poorly, she did them all again. If she did well, he moved her on to tougher declensions in Greek.
In between remonstrations on her form or enunciation, Moríro insisted on strict formal protocols. He kept calling her “Necromancer” or some other high-sounding nonsense like “Mistress” as if she were the one in charge, and he was just her humble tutor. No matter how hard she tried though, it was nearly impossible to pull rank on the slippery Spaniard and get him to let up for even a minute, let alone allow her to order in pizza. He had this way of twisting an argument around until disagreeing with him sounded like denying the existence of the sun while you were staring at it. He always said he would agree to do anything she commanded, but of course, for every choice she laid out, he had ten logical objections to her intended course of action. Each objection sounded frustratingly obvious, commonsense and rational once she had heard it. And of course they all made her original idea sound as sane as taking a bath with a toaster in the middle of an open field during a thunderstorm while holding a lightning rod by comparison. Though there were many times she was so angry with him she wanted to scream, “Why, yes! I do want to take a bath with a toaster in the middle of an open field during a thunderstorm while holding a lightning rod! Thank you very much!” she never did.
The only peace Lucy ever got was when Moríro was out on one of his “errands” which usually kept him out ‘til just before dawn. The dead weren’t exactly morning and sunshine people after all. Graber stuck to lurking around in the woods, so when Moríro was gone, she had the house to herself. When, early on the evening of August twenty-ninth, Moríro left to go tend to some unknown, important affair, she was certain that the schoolmaster’s absence was to be the only present she was going to get on this, her fourteenth birthday (she was certain Moríro had forgotten of course, or worse, never cared to begin with), but she was wrong.
She sat on the porch holding herself and watched the twilight fade into blue-blackness over her mom’s overgrown garden. The flowers were choked with weeds and half the perennials had died. The monkshood had nearly covered the stone lantern. When the last fireflies stopped appearing she was about to stand up and go inside, when a car came struggling up the drive. It wasn’t Moríro’s pick-up. At first she tensed and looked towards the stone lantern, but as the car came closer, she could tell that underneath the freshly applied grey bondo and duct-taped vinyl top was a cream colored, seventies-era sedan with red, white and blue pin-striping.
She stood up and pulled her hair behind her ears. The car stopped and a lanky guy with scraggly hair dressed in scrubs stepped out of driver’s side.
“Dude, this place is harder to find than I remembered.”
“Tim?” she said, surprised at the unexpected elation in her own voice.
From the passenger side stepped a tall figure with shoulder-length, windblown hair with a metallic-silver blazer over his shirtless chest and iridescent black pants. Lucy blinked. She thought she must be seeing things, but his perfectly toned pecs seemed to sparkle.
“I told you you didn’t know where you were going.” Sky took a crystal clear lollipop with silver sprinkles out of his jacket pocket and flipped it into the air before catching it artfully between his teeth.
“Well we could have started sooner if you had been willing to ride in the trunk.”
“I told you, I am never getting in that trunk again,” Sky said indignantly, “Besides, you haven’t even fixed the latch.”
“I fixed the latch!”
“Bailing wire is not a fix.”
As Sky and Tim continued to bicker, a short, stocky teenage boy with acne scars and short, spiky ginger hair got out of the back.
“Oy! Can’t anyone help me with this?”
“That greasy stuff? In this blazer? Not a chance,” Sky said dismissively.
“Here. I got it.” Tim reached into the back and pulled out a couple of large greasy pizza boxes and handed them to Miles and then he pulled out a large tub of ice cream.
“Bloody ‘Master of Rivenden’ my foot, why do I always get stuck in the back?”
“Because you don’t need the legroom, you sawed-off runt, and Tim doesn’t want you to shed on the front seat.” Sky shot back.
The three walked up the drive before stopping awkwardly in front of Lucy who was staring at them in wonder. They all stared at each other for a moment before Tim broke the tension.
“I hope you like pepperoni,” Tim said at last.
“What are you guys doing here?” Lucy asked, not daring to hope.
“Well…” Tim said nervously, “We just thought, y’know…since it was your birthday and all.”
Lucy looked at them for moment and said, “You knew it was my birthday?”
“Well, Moríro…sorta mentioned it,” Tim said hesitantly.
“He did?” Lucy said amazed.
“Tim’s being modest,” Sky gave Tim a friendly punch on the arm and twirled his lollipop, “Truth is, Tim’s been pestering Moríro about it for weeks now and the old corpse finally relented.”
“You have?” Lucy said to Tim, amazed.
Tim shrugged, a little embarrassed, “I meant to get cake, but the bakeries were all closed by the time I got off work.”
Lucy stared at them, smiling stupidly. She thought about how different things were a few months ago. She had never dreamed that she would be so happy to see these three screw-ups as she did now or how much this little gesture could mean to her.
“So, can we come in?” Sky finally said expectantly, “I hate to be a stickler, but it’s sort of a requirement for our kind.”
Lucy could only nod “yes” repeatedly; she was too emotional to talk. As Sky and Tim went first through the door and found their way into the kitchen, Lucy could hear them arguing.
“So who picked anchovies for the second pizza anyway?”
“When you pay, you get to decide.”
“Why should I pay for stuff I can’t eat?! Nobody ever thinks of the undead at parties. Why can’t a vampire get a decent snack anymore?”
“That was a one-time deal, Sky! I thought we agreed never to talk about that ever again!”
“I wasn’t talking about you, scrapple-boy!”
“Shut up, Sky!”
As the arguing faded into the house, Lucy had to stifle a laugh.
Miles leaned in and whispered close to her ear.
“He really does taste like scrapple.”
Lucy laughed out loud.
“When…or why did you…” she began.
“Don’ ask!” Miles cut her off. “Ya don’ wanna know.”
Lucy laughed again and then looked down and realized Miles’ hands were still full of pizza boxes.
“Oh! Here let me get that for you.” She opened the screen door for him, but didn’t immediately follow him inside.
Miles was already a few steps inside when he realized she wasn’t following him.
“Aren’t ya comin’ then?” he said a little worried.
“Um, I just need a few minutes,” she said nervously.
“Aw right. Don’ be too long will ya? I can’t take too much of these blighters by meself.”
Miles went in and the screen door banged closed behind him.
Lucy stood on the porch and hugged herself for a half a minute and tried not to cry. For the first time since her mother died it seemed like maybe things were going to be ok after all.
She started to open the screen door when she felt something behind her, fainter than a breeze, softer than a whisper. It was odd. She had the distinct impression that she was being watched. She turned to look, but no one was behind her. It was just the drive, the garden, the stone lantern and then the woods. Still, just to make sure, she walked to the edge of the porch and looked again. There was nothing, not even a breeze. It was deathly still.
“Graber?” she called out, but there was no response.
She was about to turn and go when she looked down and noticed a package at the foot of the porch steps. She looked around quickly. Had Miles or Tim dropped that? No, it was definitely not there before. She leaned over and looked at it closely. It was a striped gold and black box, tied with a velvet bow. It was like one of those elaborate gift boxes from an extremely fancy high-end store, or at least that’s what they looked like in movies. Lucy had never been in an actual luxury store before.
Lucy looked both ways. She was afraid to leave the safety of the porch and wondered if it might be a trap. Then she quickly darted down, grabbed the box and raced back to the porch. She quickly turned around. No one was there. It was safe.
She looked at the gift box. It was beautiful. It was definitely not left by Tim or Miles. They didn’t have such high tastes. Sky could have left it, but it wasn’t his style. He wasn’t thoughtful enough to leave gifts, not without taking credit anyway.
Lucy pulled the ends of the bow until it slid off and opened the box. Inside was a set of pajamas, but not just any set of pajamas. The top was a short-sleeved, black silk Asian-looking thing – a cheongsam, Lucy thought it was called. It had a subtle but beautiful black-on-black brocade pattern that you could only see close up. The pants were a taupe silk crepe. They looked warm, loose and comfortable. There was even a matching pair of tatami flip-flops with black silk cord straps. It was all gorgeous and wonderful. They were the kind of clothes she always wished she could have but could never afford.
There was no note. The pajamas were the note, and Lucy knew instantly who had sent them and why. She looked out into the woods past the garden for a long while, but she never saw who she knew must be close by, watching. After a while, she closed the box, gathered the ribbon and walked inside, hugging the box tightly to her chest.
Inside, Tim had already found Lucy’s mother’s vinyl collection and her vintage Beocenter 3500 turntable. It didn’t take him long before he had found her mother’s single of “More than a Feeling.” Schuyler groaned but didn’t protest any more than that. With a slice of greasy pepperoni in one hand, Lucy started dancing while Tim did air drums and guitar. Even Schuyler and Miles joined in after a while, though Miles wasn’t much of a dancer. Lucy ate pizza and danced long into the night, as the song played over and over.
“Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all,” She thought, before Miles tripped over his feet, nearly knocking both himself and Lucy over before Schuyler swept in and caught her just before she fell. Miles landed on Tim.
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Lucy and Nephys face all new challenges and adventures in the next exciting book of the series, The Silver Guitar. When Moriro and Maggie uncover a plot in the courts of Death to kill the new young Necromancer, Maggie's daughter Lucy, they are forced to send Nephys back to the world of the living to protect and help train her. But getting back to the world above won't be easy. When Nephys departs on a treachorous journey to find a way back, Maggie and Hiero decide to investigate the evil plot by taking a short trip to edge of Hell itself. Meanwhile Lucy isn't exactly enjoying her new role as Necromancer. Her studies are boring and her new vampire bodyguards, Miles and Schuyler, aren't too happy about the arrangements either. Schuyler is bored with his new life as a baby sitter and still refuses to put on a shirt. For his part, Miles is uncertain of his new role as master of the vampire clan at Rivenden and fears he isn't up to the task. Things take a turn for the worse when someone starts mysteriously killing off the vampires and no one knows why or how. It all leads to a search for a mystical object with the power to control the living and the dead and our crew must stop it before someone uses it to kill the last of the vampires, and the Necromancer. Find out what happens to our crew next in The Silver Guitar and enjoy the following excerpt.
 
Jimmy placed the battered brown leather case on the counter and opened it slowly.
“Check this out.” He said confidently. “I think you’re gonna like this.”
Annie goggled at what she saw. It was a stunner, but not in a good way. What they say about books is also true about instruments, you can’t judge an instrument by its case, but in this example you almost could. It was metal body resonator blues guitar, but it was a mess. The body was all tarnished, black and brown and lots of other colors besides. The bridge was broken, the fretboard was all scratched up with the metal frets bent or missing. Several tuning pegs were broken, not that it mattered. The strings were all broken too and twisted up anyway. One corner of the body was even dented in as if someone had stomped on it, violently.
“Pretty special huh?” Jimmy said expectantly.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Annie said flatly.
“C’mon Annie!”
“I’m sorry Jimmy.”
“Give it a chance willya?”
“No.”
“Not even for good ol’ times sake?”
“There never were any good ol’ times Jimmy.”
“But Annie…” Jimmy said despondently, but Annie cut off his next tack with a glance. They stood in silence for a moment.
“What happened to your old guitar anyway?” She said after a while.
“Well there was this promoter see and he had a girlfriend that was with the band…”
“Forget I asked!” She said cutting him off, “I don’t wanna know.” And she started closing the case on the dilapidated guitar.
“Annie please…” He said earnestly. Annie stopped closing the lid on the guitar. Annie looked him in the eyes, and for a moment she saw a trace of his boyish smile in them. The one thing she still loved about him. “You know I wouldn’t ask if I had any other option.”
Annie sighed through her nose. “Yeah Jimmy. I know it.”
“C’mon Annie, just pick it up, I know you’ll learn to love it.”
Like I learned to love you? She thought, but she didn’t say that out loud.
She slowly let the lid fall open again and looked down at the guitar, this time giving it a closer look. She hated how easily Jimmy could play on her emotions. It was in terrible shape, but it wasn’t a bad guitar. She hated to see good instruments get in this condition. She had loved to fix them up ever since her grandfather, and her father and all her uncles, had taught her the business. She had seen them turn worse junk into treasures. She loved watching them do it. And now that she was the last Markowitz at the Markowitz Family Music Store, she loved doing it too. She loved fixing broken things, hoping to turn them into something beautiful. Maybe that’s why she loved…had loved, she reminded herself…Jimmy, once upon a time.
“Oh okay.” She said at last and pulled the guitar out of the case.
Jimmy smiled. “I knew you would.”
“Yeah yeah, whatever.” She said. She hated that he knew she would. She picked up the guitar and tested its heft and general feel. It felt heavy, and a little out of balance, like there was something in the body, but it also felt sensuous to the touch, rich and solidly made.
“It’s got a be an eighty year old Dobro or a National for sure.” Jimmy added.
“It’s no Dobro or National, but it is old.” She said musing it over.
“Then what is it?” Jimmy said sincerely curious.
“It’s a nothing, that’s what it is.” Annie said flatly.
Jimmy looked disappointed. What Annie said was technically true, it wasn’t made by any national manufacturer, but that wasn’t the full story. Annie was playing her cards close to the vest. The truth was the thing was custom made from the body to the frets. It was more than just a guitar. It was a work of art, and it had been made by an artist, some master craftsman, probably back in the 1920s or 30s. She ran her hand lovingly along the neck and fretboard. Most necks were made of rosewood, this one was solid ebony, same with the head and tuner keys. The fretboard was inlaid with mother of pearl and black tortoise shell, which itself was inland with what looked like solid sliver in a filigree pattern. The frets were silver too, though many were missing and bent, and so were the strings. The body was the traditional shape, all metal, probably brass, which was unusual, but it was all silver-plated – that explained the dark brown tarnish – and every square inch of it was engraved in ornate leaves and patterns like you might find on a western saddle, except it was even more ornate. It had something of a Mexican and old world flair to it, as if it were made somewhere south of the border. She flipped it over and looked at the back. There were horseshoes and spurs and silhouettes of two rearing horses, with cowboys twirling lassos, and in between them was a large monogram, like a cattle brand, with the letters T and L inside a circle.
She flipped it back over. The one dented corner of the body wasn’t as bad as she had first thought, and everything else was reparable. Resonator guitars didn’t have big sound holes, and the whole thing was soldered shut, so she couldn't inspect the interior or the resonator cones, but it felt heavy, even for a metal guitar, like it had something other than the resonator inside it.
“Where did you get this thing?”
“Well that’s a long story…” Jimmy said rubbing his neck.
She narrowed her eyes at him.
“I didn’t steal it! If that’s what you mean. I found it if you really have to know.”
“Where? In a barn? It feels like it has a bird nest in it.”
“C’mon Annie…I just thought that with your skills, you could fix it up, make it like new. Do that magic that only you can do.”
She narrowed her eyes at him again. She hated it when he tried to flatter her, mostly because it worked. “I don’t know.” She said thoughtfully. She was having a hard time deciding what she wanted more, the guitar, or to disappoint Jimmy and his one big break.
“A one of a kind guitar like that? If it was fixed up, it could be worth thousands!” Jimmy implored her.
Annie bit her lip. She had to admit it to herself. She wanted the old guitar. Bad. There was something about it. It made her feel special just holding it, even just looking at it, and she wasn’t even all that in to horses and western stuff. It just made her feel so…confident. She set it back in the case and closed the lid.
“50% off of any of the refurbished or used guitars in the shop – nothing new. Final offer.” She said definitively.
“What?!” Jimmy seemed affronted.
“Final offer Jimmy, take it or leave it.”
Jimmy looked furious, but fifteen minutes later he walked out in a huff with a shreddin’ refurbished Gibson, and Annie had the old silver guitar and closed the register on two hundred and thirty-five dollars. She just knew he had money.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Congratulations! If you scrolled down this far you've found the secret prologues and secret epilogue to Limbo's Child. I wrote these chapters in order to get a better understanding of my characters' lives and motivations, but I dind't feel that they had a proper place in the book as I had originally constructed it. Still, I thought my readers might be interested in this additional material so I included them here at the end of the updated edition of the book. The prologues give background information on our two main villains, Hokharty and Amarantha, and more or less flesh out their back stories. The epilogue details what Amarantha was doing just after Lucy picked up her pajamas and went inside on the night of her birthday as described in the epilogue above. All three contain some minor spoilers and reveal to a certain extent, some future plot elements behind the story of Limbo's Child. Now I am of two minds when it comes to spoilers; sometimes I like to be surprised, but other times its fun to see the end from the beginning. So I leave the choice up to you. Don't say you weren't warned. - Jonah H.
 
The Secret Prologue
 The House of Hokharty-Ra
Hokharty-Ra gently caressed the cheek of his young boy and only child, Hotep. The five-year-old was still sleeping in the arms of his mother on their bed. The boy stirred, and shooed away the hand as if it were a fly and then snuggled back into his beautiful mother’s shoulder and fell back asleep. The Horus Lock, a long lock of hair on the right side of the boy’s otherwise shaved head fell across his eyes. Hokharty smiled and gently lifted the lock from his son’s face and laid it neatly to the side. As he did so he said a prayer.
“Horus far-sighted, protector and savior, guard my son by this lock of hair.”
He gazed at them both lovingly a while longer, then kissed the foreheads of each, got up, tied his kilt around his waist and slipped on his sandals.
It was not yet dawn, but the house had to be blessed every morning. The Chief Magician to the Pharaoh Djoser could, of course, have servants attend to it, but he never let anyone attend to the important matters. It was his way.
As he entered the courtyard, he passed a cot lying behind some drapes to one side. Hokharty did not mean to wake the elderly occupant, but he was getting up from his bed all the same. Hokharty gently put a hand to the shoulder of the old man to plead with him not to trouble himself but to rest instead. The old man only smiled, shook his head and placed his hand on the hand of Hokharty, his eyes wet. He would not rest while his master was up. It was better to be a servant in the house of Hokharty than it was to be a master in the House of Pharaoh. No slave was ever whipped here or parted from their loved ones, and all who lived in the House of Hokharty-Ra knew that their master would one day be chief amongst his ancestors in the halls of the blessed and justified dead. The old man stood up. He would be at his master’s side this morning and every morning as long as he was alive.
Hokharty smiled. The two of them had performed this silent ritual every morning for the last thirty years. The old man went right away to light the fires before the gods’ statues for burning the incense. As Hokharty began his prayers, the old man was right there with a tray, holding the precious and fragrant spices and all that they required for the pre-morning blessing in the courtyard.
First, they blessed the North and invoked the Goddess Nut, the sky, and Geb, her brother, the Earth. They looked to the Imperishables, the immortal stars that never set beyond the horizon, and said prayers that their house and its occupants would be likewise ever-lasting.
Then they turned to the East, and offered prayers to a trio of idols, Asari, Usa, and Haru-Ra, the Father, the Mother and the Son, gods of the underworld, life and light and the sun, protectors and saviors. They asked them to make their house prosperous and safe.
Then Hokharty turned south and said his own prayer to Set. His servant never joined him in this prayer and many in his house thought it odd that Hokharty-Ra bothered with the god of destruction and darkness at all, but Hokharty was meticulous in all things and never let anything go undone. The prayer was short and begged that no one in the house today would cause the god any offense. The old servant held the tray and wrinkled his nose at the idol of Set with its large ears and ponderous, long snout, but Hokharty had already turned to the West and the jackal-headed statue of Apnu.
This statue was the largest and most magnificent in his house. Hokharty smiled. He always left the god of the dead to the very last, because of all the gods, he was the only one he had ever met. Hokharty knew that when he died, Apnu would come for him and guide him to the halls of his fathers.
Hokharty reached for the incense on the tray but the tray was not there. He turned to see the old servant, but he wasn’t there either. Hokharty walked to the center of the courtyard. There, in the entrance to the house, the old servant was standing, trembling, shaking his head from side to side while slowly walking backwards. Hokharty almost went to him, but then he heard…voices–rough, angry voices. The old servant’s eyes darted to his master and his face implored him to run. Hokharty didn’t know what to do. He went to the edge of the courtyard, crouched low beside a pillar out of sight, and pulled the curtains around him.
From behind the curtains he could see what was happening. Rough men, low men, filthy and brutish and carrying improvised weapons had entered the house. Thieves. The guards at the gate were being thrown to the floor. The old servant was pleading with them. They were asking for the gold and the women. Then they asked about the master of the house. They were looking for ransom as well.
The old servant told them that the master and his family were gone on a boating trip and would not be home for weeks. He tried to direct them to the storehouse, stables and kitchens, anything that might divert them from the bedchambers.
The old servant was loyal to the last. A sharpened pruning hook struck him in the chest. The tray hit the floor, its contents spilling everywhere. Hokharty nearly went to him, but then remembered his wife and young son. He stayed still and watched them kill his servant, his friend, and cursed his cowardice. The guards were killed as well. The men pressed on deeper into the house. They left. Hokharty ventured forth into the courtyard, staying low and came to the servant’s side. He was still alive.
Hokharty tried to lift him, but the old man resisted. He was trying to speak, but all that came out of his throat was bloody gurgles. He could barely move, but his rapidly clouding eyes were frantically darting to one side. Hokharty couldn’t understand what he was trying to say with his last moments, until he saw the reflection of one of the rough men in the dying man’s eyes. Hokharty turned just in time for the sharpened hoe to strike his heart.
Dragging his body across the floor, Hokharty didn’t know how long he had been unconscious. The curtains of the courtyard were on fire. The furnishings were all overturned. In the distance, he could hear the screams of women and children. For the last several minutes as he clawed his way towards the statue of Apnu, he had been pleading with the god, imploring him to help, but there was no answer. The world around him was getting dim. Why wouldn’t the god answer! From his earliest days the god said he would never abandon him, but now it was too late. His strength had left him. As he stared at the statue of the god, he fell face first to the floor, certain he would never get up again, and as his breath left him, he turned his head to the left and looked up into the dark and empty eyes of the statue of Set.



The Second Secret Prologue
 The Boy Who Should Have Died
Sister Maria Francesca examined the tiny infant. Unlike most newborns, he wasn’t crying. He was barely breathing. He was small and frail and turning blue, yet she could still feel his tiny, faint heartbeat under her two fingers. He had been born too soon. She turned to look to the other sister nearby, who just shook her head and pulled a sheet over the head of the boy’s mother. She was gone.
They had no idea who she was. She had come to the gates of the convent of the Poor Sisters of St. Clare mere hours ago, frantic, in the middle of labor, arriving just before the storm that was still raging outside. How she had come to be this far from anyone, out in the mountains, pregnant, in the middle of a storm was a complete mystery to them, and it would remain a mystery forever. Sister Maria Francesca looked back to the now orphaned boy. He would not live much longer than the mother.
“Is that the child?”
Sister Maria turned to see the long black robes of the priest approaching down the dimly lit hall.
“Yes Father.”
“Let me see him.”
Sister Maria held the child out for the Jesuit priest to take him, but the priest’s arms remained at his sides. Instead, he merely leaned over to examine the frail child as if he were looking at the carcasses of the dead rabbits brought by the local hunter for stew. He gave no sign of any emotion. Satisfied with his inspection, he turned to go without comment.
Sister Maria, confused, held the child to her chest and called out to the Priest.
“Father?”
The priest stopped and turned around to look at the sister as if she had done something insolent.
“What?” he said, annoyed.
Sister Maria took a step back. Perhaps the Father was unaware of the child’s condition. “The child is very weak Father, he will not live much longer.”
The priest only raised an eyebrow.
Sister Maria was shocked at the Father’s lack of concern. Surely he knew the consequences?! “Father, if the child is not baptized right away its soul will be sent to Limbo!”
“And what of it?” the priest said coldly.
“Father!” the nun exclaimed, stunned, but before she could form a rebuttal the priest cut her off.
“We know nothing of this child’s parentage. This woman could be a harlot, or a gypsy, or a Basque witch for all we know.”
The nun bit her lip. She was half-Basque herself, but knew how to keep her tongue and temper. A lifetime of torment had taught her that. “Even if we knew that to be true, surely the child is innocent!”
“Is it?” the priest retorted. “Placed here with no family, no name, no one to speak for it? This child is obviously cursed.”
“Father!” Sister Maria protested.
“Do not talk back to your superior! It is not I who has condemned this child. It is the Lord.”
Sister Maria stood open-mouthed, not knowing what to say next when a new voice entered the conversation.
“Suffer the little children to come to me.”
The voice was hard and penetrating and unexpected, like a frost on a summer morning. The nun and father both turned around to face the voice, startled. A tall, slender, black figure was walking down the dim hallway. It was so tall and dark, that at first Sister Maria was certain it was Death himself, but as it came closer, she could see that it was actually a tall and courtly woman. Her long black hair was piled up fabulously on top of her head and held in place by a large comb made of black tortoiseshell, making her look even taller and more imposing. Over the top of this was a black lace mantilla, or veil, that concealed her features and fell nearly to the floor. As she swept elegantly into the room, she pulled back the veil to reveal fine Castilian features and beautiful, stunning grey eyes. Sister Maria was entranced and terrified all at once when the strange woman spoke again.
“Isn’t that what your Lord once said, Father? ‘Suffer the little children to come to me?’”
“Y-your Lord too, Doña de Portago,” the father stammered, as if he was nervous to correct her.
“Yes, of course” the woman said imperiously. She held out her gloved hand with its massive gold ring limply. The father immediately genuflected, took her hand in both of his and kissed the ring enthusiastically. The woman looked away, as if she could barely tolerate the pieties of such obsequiousness. For his part, the stern father evaporated and became a simpering courtier in the woman’s presence, something the nun would not have believed had she not seen it with her own eyes.
Doña de Portago. The nun had heard of the Marquesa before. She was the head of a large and powerful noble family. They held estates nearby and in many other parts of the kingdom, and even in the New World. She had no children, but had come into her land and titles mostly through her marriages. She was a widow four times over. There were rumors, of course, that she was a witch, and that she had poisoned them all, but few dared speak those thoughts out-loud. Other tales told that she was once an advisor and confidant to the King’s grandfather, Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor, but seeing her now, Sister Maria knew this must be false. She would have had to have been a woman of over seventy to have known the late emperor, and looking at this beautiful woman it was clear she could not be but a few years beyond thirty.
“Now, what’s all this fuss about?” she spoke plainly as the father got up from his knees. Already several servants had emerged from the darkness as well that Sister Maria hadn’t noticed before. They were taking off the Marquesa’s waterlogged cloak and shawl while she removed her long gloves.
“A vagabond, a fallen woman, nothing more. She came to us by chance this evening in labor…that is all. Do not trouble yourself…” But the noblewoman had already cut him off.
“May I see her?” But before she could be answered, the strange woman was already walking towards the body of the dead woman.
“Why, yes…Marquesa,” the priest hurriedly said as he followed after her.
The woman lifted the sheet and looked at the corpse but betrayed no emotion. The dead young woman was fair and dark-haired, but otherwise unremarkable.
The priest continued with his ingratiating tone, bowing repeatedly, “How is it that we have the honor of your presence this evening, Marquesa? Your Ladyship, your Grace, your…” He had several more pious accolades ready, but she cut him off.
“We were on holiday to enjoy the fresh air when we came here to seek refuge from the storm.” She said this dismissively and continued to examine the woman as if she could see something the others could not.
“Holiday? Fresh air? But why so high in the mountains, and in this weather? At this time of year?” the stunned priest stammered.
She ignored the priest and lowered the sheet carefully over the young woman’s body. “Where is the child?” she said simply.
“What? Oh, Sí! Of course, my Lady.” The priest hurried over to Sister Maria and tried to roughly grab the small infant from her arms. Sister Maria didn’t know why, but she instinctively clutched the child to her breast and pulled the blankets tighter around it. She didn’t trust the father or this woman. The father looked outraged at this gesture but hardly had time to consider how to respond before the Marquesa silently stepped up behind him. He turned around as if to offer some apology for the nun’s recalcitrance, but she waved him away wordlessly, never taking her steely, dark eyes off of Sister Maria. The priest bowed out and retreated to the side silently. The Marquesa approached, held out her hands and spoke softly this time.
“May I please see the child?”
Sister Maria looked between the impassive eyes of the Marquesa and the glaring, disapproving stare of priest. She didn’t trust either of them. Sister Maria looked down on the frail child. His eyes were closed, unresponsive. She knew he did not have much time anyway. She looked back at the stern, beautiful woman. There was something compelling and terrifying about her. With a sigh, she gently handed the small newborn over to the Marquesa.
The Marquesa smiled, cradled the child affectionately in her arms and then looked down at him with a motherly look that made the sister feel a little better. She placed her pinky finger in the child’s tiny hand, but the hand did not instinctively close on it, like a normal newborn might.
“The child is very weak, I don’t believe it will live much longer,” the sister added helpfully.
The Marquesa examined the newborn carefully, then she slowly smiled and whispered something into the child’s ear. Slowly, the infant’s tiny fist tightened around her smallest finger. As the nun looked on, stunned, the Marquesa spoke, “Oh, I think this child will live for a very long time indeed.”
With that, the tall woman turned around abruptly and began walking back towards the main doors of the convent.
“Marquesa?” The priest followed after her, confused. The nun followed too. Only the servants stood still. As she strode purposefully towards the doors, the sound of thunder outside grew louder. She reached up and pulled the comb from her hair as she walked. Her long, black, lustrous hair fell nearly to the floor in great, silken sheets. She pushed open the heavy wooden doors and walked outside into the courtyard and the heavy rain.
“Marquesa!” Sister Maria called out. It was like she had gone mad. Sister Maria would have followed her out into the courtyard, but the priest restrained her at the doorway. From the doorway they watched her. Rain poured down over the noblewoman and the infant. She held the small child aloft with both hands in the middle of the courtyard as lightning flashed around the horizon on all sides. Amidst the thunder, the nun could hear the Marquesa speak words, not in Castilian, but in Basque! The priest looked on confused, but Sister Maria understood it all.
“Is this the one?!” the Marquesa yelled into the storm, “Is this the one you have kept from me all these years? Is this the one you fear?!”
As she spoke these strange words, the lightning flashed and Sister Mary thought she saw a strange shadow in the clouds, a terrifying silhouette like a beast with many wings and legs. Some parts were like an ox, others like a lion, still others were like a vulture or a man, but in the second flash of lightning, the shadow was gone.
Instantly, the child began crying. Not a weak cry or a plaintive cry, but a robust cry, like any newborn. Sister Maria threw off the priest’s grip and ran out into the courtyard, grabbed the child from the insane noblewoman and rushed back inside. The Marquesa made no protest, but followed her in, laughing.
When they returned to the doorway, the servants were already there to receive them. One woman took the crying child and wrapped him a soft and expensive blanket of the finest wool. Already he was crying vigorously and looked much healthier, too healthy, in fact, for a child so new and born too early. Another servant wrapped a similar blanket graciously over the shoulders of the nun, and yet another one did the same for the Marquesa who was wringing the water out of her luxurious hair. They ignored the priest.
“Enough, enough, I’m fine,” the Marquesa gently told them. She seemed to be in a deliriously good mood for someone who was soaking wet with cold rain.
“Marquesa?!” the priest began somewhat chagrined at being ignored as much as by her strange behavior.
“Father!” she cut him off, “the child must be baptized and christened at once!” she ordered. “I trust you can handle that?”
“But Marquesa?! With no one to speak for the child…”
“I will speak for the child.”
“What?!” the priest stammered, stunned.
“He is to be my godson, and I will be his godmother,” she said triumphantly, beaming.
“But…” the father continued his impotent objections, but she ignored him and began pacing, hands clasped near her face, the index fingers extended, occasionally tapping them against her lips, thinking out loud.
“We have to find a nursemaid immediately…and he must have a stern adoptive father, Castilian of course, of the best blood, but we can’t ignore the Hungarian part of the family either.” As she said this, two of the servants immediately left and plunged into the hard rain, as if working on silent orders.
“Marquesa?” the priest tried again to interrupt her, “I fear this is ill-advised, your Ladyship, I am afraid of this child…” He began, but she just laughed and cut him off.
“You’re not the only one, father.” Then went right back to her planning. “We will train him to be a soldier…no…a physician! Much better, no one will suspect,” she muttered to herself. She went on rambling. Right there in the entryway she planned out the child’s entire life, where he would study, who he would become.
“Doña de Portago?!” the priest tried again to protest and interrupt her without success. She was too caught up in the child’s potential future.
“Oh!” she snapped her fingers, “He’ll need a name.” She bit her thumb and continued thinking and pacing. “I’ll call him Lazlo, after my grandfather, that will make the Hungarian side of the family happy, but he’ll need a surname too – something that will just be galling to the Great Master.” She practically giggled when she said this. The priest and the nun exchanged glances. She was like a mad woman. She looked up as if she had a sudden flash of brilliance. She quickly walked over to the servant holding the child and plucked him up from her arms and held the boy up admiringly.
“Moríro!” she said triumphantly, and smiling said the whole name one last time.
“Lazlo Moríro!”
 



The Secret Epilogue
The Master in the Woods
Amanda Tipping stood concealed just beyond the edge of the woods surrounding the Holveda home. She watched Lucy retrieve the elegantly wrapped package she had left at the foot of the stairs to the rickety old porch. She saw Lucy scan the yard and woods in all directions but she couldn’t see her. Then she saw Lucy hesitantly pick it up, open the box, and then go quietly back inside and close the door to the massive house. From inside Amanda saw the silhouettes of the four occupants against the drapes. Despite the fact that there were four occupants she could only hear two sets of heartbeats. The first belonged to Tim, the orderly. She narrowed her eyes and rubbed a spot on the back of her head. Though it no longer stung, it was the memory of the indignity that hurt the most. The second heartbeat belonged to Lucy. At first it was bright and happy sounding, if beating a bit quicker out of excitement.
She listened to them all laugh and eat and then eventually they danced long into the night to her mother’s old vinyl records. “Boston.” Thought Amanda. Eventually, after midnight, Tim, the orderly and the two vampires left, though reluctantly. Lucy took the longest time to say goodbye. They watched her from the porch until she finally went back inside. When she did, the orderly and the vain strutting peacock were already in the car. The third one, the brooding red-haired one lingered the longest until he too left.
Amanda watched the car with the orderly and two meddlesome vampires that had caused her so much trouble disappear down the driveway, out of sight.
“In time.” She thought.
The rabble gone, Amanda turned her attention back to Lucy’s heartbeat. She concentrated on its rhythm and then eventually heard Lucy’s bare feet on the creaky wooden treads of the stairs. She waited until the light came on in the second floor window. Lucy’s heartbeat slowed…then quickened to a frightening pace. After a long pause she heard the sound of the package hit the floor followed by the sound of Lucy throwing herself on the bed, crying.
Amanda looked up at the lit window in the second floor and whispered softly, “I’m so sorry Lucy.” Amanda watched for a minute more then turned back to the woods and walked away into the darkness.
She placed her hands into the deep pockets of her long leather overcoat and shuffled slowly across the forest floor. It wasn’t supposed to have been like this. Lucy was supposed to be hers. She was supposed to be Lucy’s adopted mother and mentor. Now Lucy was entrusted to the care of incompetents, undead creatures and a delusional megalomaniacal corpse with a misplaced sense of loyalty to a desiccated monster intent on the destruction of all life and meaning. She walked for a while, pondering what might have been, the life she could have had; the birthday parties and summer picnics, and long nights of quietly reading together.
As she walked away a breeze blew about her, displacing the leaves around her feet. It wasn’t a natural wind. She stopped and stared into the woods. She couldn’t sense the presence of anything, living or dead, which for a necromancer was of course…impossible, unless there was another presence masking them from her. The moonlight overhead quavered and disappeared and soon she couldn’t see or sense anything past ten feet into the woods. A swirling darkness had surrounded her. She felt little fear but elegantly lowered herself down to her knees and then lowered her forehead to within a few inches of the ground and placed both gloved hands palm down on the soft earth.
“Master.” She uttered quietly.
The swirling darkness coalesced into a compact human form just beyond sight. It instantly began working some dark magic between its hands, weaving the power like electricity, but it said nothing.
“Master, forgive me.” Amanda said at last. “I have failed you.”
There was silence, but eventually the figure spoke in a quiet far off voice. “Arise Amarantha. Arise. There is nothing to forgive. You have failed no one.”
Amanda slowly rose up to her feet but maintained a respectful deferential downward gaze.
“Thank you Master.” She said in sincere gratitude.
“No thanks is necessary. You did everything that was asked of you. You sought out the girl and protected her. You performed your task exactly as you should, and when you encountered troubles, you overcame them. When I led the necromancer to Amanda Tipping, you compelled her to join us.”
The figure was about to go on, but Amanda and Amarantha felt the need to clarify something. “I did not compel her, Master, she joined willingly. She is here now…we are both here willingly. We both pledge ourselves wholly to you and your cause.”
The figure stopped his hands for a moment, then began again.
“My thanks then, to both of you. It is especially appreciated at this time, as it appears loyalty is in short supply.” The figure stopped his hands again for a moment, as a large and hulking figure with the top of his head missing emerged from the woods nearby. The battered and bloody corpse looked first to Amarantha and then to the dark figure. Then it quickly kneeled before the dark personage, who seemed pleased. “But it has not yet totally abandoned us.” The dark figure commenced working his hands again to weaving magic.
“Hokharty will pay for his treachery.” Graber grumbled through a throat of blood and phlegm. Amarantha knew this voice, but Amanda had never heard him speak in person before. It was far more unsettling than it had been on the cell phone at the hospital. If Death himself had a more terrifying voice she did not want to hear it.
“Calm yourself Graber. Hokharty always had his own motives.” The dark figure replied casually. “I just thought I had carefully manipulated them to our advantage. I misjudged him. I misjudged everything.”
“You must not blame yourself master.” Amanda broke in. “Who could have known that Hokharty would have changed his mind?”
The dark figure’s hands stopped again.
“Who indeed?” There was a long pause and then the dark figure resumed weaving the magic with new intensity between his hands and began circling the two of them as he spoke. “And who could have guessed that Margarita could have sent a note back to her daughter from the underworld, hmm?” He started to work his magic weaving all the more furiously. “I worked so hard to make sure that Margarita died in such a way that she would be sent instantly to the marsh of lost souls, a place where, I believed, that only you, Amarantha, could find her. Who could have known that anyone else could have ever found her there?” The magic was a spinning ball of black fire now. “And who could have known that the child who had found her would be the very child that Hokharty would chose to return the stone to him in the land of the living?” The darkness swirling around his hands was so dark, it made the black woods behind him look like daylight by comparison. “AND, who could have known that that very child would have a beast of shadow in tow who would throw all of our plans into chaos.” His voiced was only tinged with anger but it was more than Amanda had ever heard before. “AND who could have known that that child would be the only one that could persuade Hokharty to finally relent.” A galaxy of darkness was spinning out of control in those hands, almost obscuring the figure from sight.
Amarantha had never heard the Master ever betray any emotion, let alone anger. That was why even this slight touch of rage in his voice now was so terrifying. There was another sudden halt to the weaving. The figure held his hands together, clasping the magic he was working tightly between them. The darkness around his hands grew darker, fiercer until Amanda could feel it tugging at her insides like a black hole. Amanda could feel Amarantha’s soul being ripped away from her by the all-consuming darkness and she audibly gasped for breath, terrified she was about to be torn apart from the only force keeping her alive against the cancer. Even Graber looked dismayed.
“Master!” She cried out.
The figure, which had been distracted by his own magic looked at them, then he clapped his hands together. The darkness immediately ebbed and Amarantha and Amanda snapped back together and were one again. Idly the Master’s hands began weaving again, but less intensely, as he spoke to them all.
“Or do any of you still believe these events to be mere coincidence?”
Neither Graber nor Amanda spoke. They both knew that their master already knew the answer.
“Someone is working against us from the other side. Someone in Hell has betrayed us.” His voice consumed all the sound in the woods, like an anti-echo, it ceased all movement and collapsed it in on itself to utter silence.
“Who?” After that silence, Graber’s one-word guttural question was like an owl from hell. It seemed to take forever for the Master to answer.
“I don’t know yet, but I have my suspicions.” There was another pause as the hands worked the dark threads of the magic black fire between them. Suddenly the figure stopped spinning and spoke again. “We will have to change tactics. It’s time to start working the equation from the other end.”
“You don’t mean…” Amanda began, but it was more Amarantha speaking than her and Amanda was confused as to what exactly this meant. The union between the two was still tenuous. She knew Amarantha trusted her but there were parts of her psyche she had walled off, even from herself. For his part, the small figure ignored her plea and spoke directly.
“Graber, return. Play the role Moríro wants you to play. We will need inside information of our own. It's time for your little treasure to be found. You know what to do.” Amanda narrowed her eyes at the word "treasure" but thought it wise not to ask. Graber arose and directly left in his usual unceremonious manner. After the sound of him trudging off through the woods and back to the house had subsided the figure turned to Amanda.
“You will stay close to the girl. Watch her. Protect her. I don’t need to tell you she is critical to our plans.” The darkness had already begun to disappear, when Amanda called out.
“Master?”
“Yes?” The darkness replied.
“And what about that boy?”
“What of him?”
“His powers are unusual…like yours.” She suggested.
“Yes. They are unusual.”
“They could be of service to you…or a threat.” Amanda added helpfully.
There was another long pause.
“We would have to bring him to the other side. Once there, he may be useful to us.” The figure paused in thought. “Watch him, and the girl…closely.” There was another desperately long pause before the Master spoke again. “In time, we will need you on the other side as well Amarantha.”
Amanda and Amarantha nodded their consent together, but they struggled to contain a shudder. Both of them feared a return to Hell more than anything.
The figure began to disintegrate back into the living darkness Amanda had first sensed. She decided to brave one last question before he departed.
“Master?”
The figure and the cloud of darkness surrounding it stopped mid-transformation and turned to look at her.
“Did you…did we…have to kill Margarita, Master?” Amanda asked plaintively.
The figure stopped working his hands furiously for a moment and focused all his attention on Amanda.
Amanda bowed from the neck and deferred her gaze. “I only thought that her skills were exceptional. She despised Moríro. She might have been turned. She could have been of great use to our cause.” The darkness began to dissipate and the moonlight started to return. The voice was softer and less distinct, but it made itself heard.
“It was a regrettable sacrifice, true, but she made her choice long ago, and would never have made a suitable vehicle for our plans. It was better to use her in this way to manipulate the girl. Margarita was always too….” He paused as if recovering a memory, “stubborn.” He said bitterly at last. “But the sacrifice of one to save the whole of humanity and all those in the afterlife would be worth it, don’t you agree?”
Amanda nodded once in consent, but looked on anxiously.
“Do not worry Amarantha, the child has all the talents of her mother…and her father. Soon, she will free us all. Death will be conquered at last, and all the prisoners in Limbo and Hell will be set free.”
The figure dissolved and the remaining darkness began to depart, but Amanda had one last thing to say.
“You should know that I will not harm Lucy, Master.” The darkness was gone. The forest noises of crickets and rustling leaves returned.
“Do you hear me Master? I will not harm her.”
For a moment she thought the Master hadn’t heard her, but then gently on the breeze came a chilling voice, fainter than a whisper and spoken not to the ears, but to the mind.
“All will be set free.”
But that didn’t really answer her question.
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