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Prol og

Septenber in Pine Cove is a sigh of relief, a nightcap, a | ong-deserved
nap. Soft autumm light filters through the trees, the tourists go back to Los
Angel es and San Franci sco, and Pine Cove's five thousand residents wake up to
di scover that they can once again find a parking place, get a table in a
restaurant, and wal k the beaches w thout being conked by an errant Frisbee.

Septenber is a pronise. Rain will conme at last and turn the gol den
pastures around Pine Cove green, the tall Mnterey pines that cover the hills
will stop dropping their needles, the forests of Big Stir will stop burning,
the grimsmle devel oped over the sunmer by the waitresses and clerks will
bl oominto sonething resenbling real human expression, children will return to
school and the joy of old friends, drugs, and weapons that they m ssed over
t he sunmmrer, and everyone, at last, will get sone rest.

Cone Sept enber, Theophilus Crowe, the town constable, lovingly dips the
sticky purple buds fromhis sensimlla plants. Mavis, down at the Head of the
Sl ug Sal oon, funnels her top-shelf liquors back into the well from whence they
cane. The tree service guys, with their chain saws, take down the dead and
dyi ng pines lest they crash through sonmeone's roof with the winter storns.
Wyodpil es grow tall and wi de around Pine Cove honmes and the chi nmey sweep goes
to a twel ve-hour workday. The sunscreen and needl ess souvenir shit shelf at
Brine's Bait, Tackle, and Fine Wnes is cleared and restocked with candl es,
flashlight batteries, and lanp oil. (Mnterey pine trees have notoriously
shal | ow root systems and an affinity for falling on power lines.) At the Pine
Cove Boutique, the hideous reindeer sweater is narked up for winter to await
bei ng mar ked back down for the tenth consecutive spring.

In Pine Cove, where nothing happens (or at |east nothing has happened for
along tine), Septenber is an event: a quiet celebration. The people |ike
their events quiet. The reason they cane here fromthe cities in the first
pl ace was to get away fromthings happeni ng. Septenber is a cel ebration of
sameness. Each Septenber is like the last. Except for this year

This year three things happened. Not big things, by city standards, but
three things that col dcocked the bel oved status quo nonetheless: forty niles
to the south, a tiny and not very dangerous |eak opened in a cooling pipe at
the Diabl o Canyon Nucl ear Power Plant; Mavis Sand advertised in Songwiter
magazi ne for a Blues singer to play through the winter at the Head of the Slug
Sal oon; and Bess Leander, wi fe and not her of two, hung herself.

Three things, onmens if you will. Septenber is a promse of what is to
cone.

ADM TTI NG YOU HAVE A PROBLEM

"Dear, dear, how queer everything is today! And yesterday everything went
on just as usual. | wonder if |'ve been changed in the night? Let ne think
Was | the same when | got up this nmorning? | alnmpst think | can remenber
feeling a little different. But if I'mnot the sane the next question Is: Wo
inthe world am|1? Ah, that's the great puzzle!"

--Lewis Carroll, Alice's Adventure In Wnderland

one



Theophi | us Crowe

As dead peopl e went, Bess Leander snelled pretty good: |avender, sage,
and a hint of dove. There were seven Shaker chairs hung on pegs on the walls
of the Leanders' dining room The eighth was overturned under Bess, who hung
fromthe peg by a calico cloth rope around her neck. Dried flowers, baskets of
various shapes and sizes, and bundles of dried herbs hung fromthe open
ceiling beans.

Theophi l us Crowe knew he shoul d be doing cop stuff, but he just stood
there with two emergency nedical technicians fromthe Pine Cove Fire
Departnment, staring up at Bess as if they were inspecting the newy installed
angel on a Christmas tree. Theo thought the pastel blue of Bess's skin went
nicely with her cornflower-blue dress and the patterns of the English china
di spl ayed on sinpl e wooden shelves at the end of the room It was 7 A M and
Theo, as usual, was a little stoned.

Theo coul d hear sobs com ng fromupstairs, where Joseph Leander held his
two daughters, who were still in their nightgowns. There was no evidence of a
mascul i ne presence anywhere in the house. It was Country Cute: bare pine
floors and bent willow baskets, flowers and rag dolls and herb-flavored
vinegars in blown-glass bottles; Shaker antiques, copper kettles, enbroidery
sanpl ers, spinning wheels, |lace doilies, and porcelain placards with prayers
fromthe Dutch. Not a sports page or remote control in sight. Not a thing out
of place or a speck of dust anywhere. Joseph Leander nust have wal ked very
light to live in this house without |eaving tracks. A man | ess sensitive than
Theo mi ght have call ed hi m whi pped.

"That guy's whi pped,” one of the EMIs said. Hi s nane was Vance MNally.
He was fifty-one, short and muscular, and wore his hair slicked back with oil,
just as he had in high school. Cccasionally, in his capacity as an EMI, he
saved lives, which was his rationalization for being a dolt the rest of the
tine.

"He just found his wife hanging in the dining room Vance," Theo
pronounced over the heads of the EMIs. He was six-foot-six, and even in his
flannel shirt and sneakers he could | oom| arge when he needed to assert sone
aut hority.

"She | ooks |ike Raggedy Ann," said Mke, the other EMI, who was in his
early twenties and excited to be on his first suicide call

"l heard she was Ami sh," Vance said.

"She's not Anmish," Theo said.

"I didn't say she was Am sh, | just said | heard that. | figured she
wasn't Ami sh when | saw the blender in the kitchen. Ami sh don't believe in
bl enders, do they?"

"Mennonite," Mke said with as nuch authority as his junior status would
afford.

"What's a Mennonite?" Vance asked.

"Am sh with bl enders.”

"She wasn't Amish," Theo said.

"She | ooks Amish,"” Vance said.

"Well, her husband's not Ami sh," M ke said.

"How can you tell?" Vance said. "He has a beard."

"Zi pper on his jacket," Mke said. "Anmi sh don't have zippers."”

Vance shook his head. "M xed marriages. They never work."

"She wasn't Anmish!" Theo shout ed.

"Thi nk what you want, Theo, there's a butter churn in the living room |
think that says it all."

M ke rubbed at a mark on the wall beneath Bess's feet where her black
buckl ed shoes had scraped as she convul sed.

"Don't touch anything," Theo said.

"Why? She can't yell at us, she's dead. W w ped our feet on the way in,"
Vance sai d.

M ke stepped away fromthe wall. "Maybe she couldn't stand anyt hi ng



touching her floors. Hanging was the only way."

Not to be outdone by the detective work of his protégé, Vance said, "You
know, the sphincters usually open up on a hanging victim-- |eave an awf ul
mess. |'mwondering if she actually hanged hersel f."

"Shouldn't we call the police?" M ke said.

"I amthe police," Theo said. He was Pine Cove's only constable, duly
el ected eight years ago and reel ected every other year thereafter

"No, | nean the real police," Mke said.

“I"ll radio the sheriff," Theo said. "I don't think there's anything you
can do here, guys. Wwuld you mnd calling Pastor Wllians fromthe
Presbyterian church to come over? | need to talk to Joseph and | need soneone
to stay with the girls."

"They were Presbyterians?" Vance seened shocked. He had really put his
heart into the Am sh theory.

"Please call," Theo said. He left the EMIs and went out through the
kitchen to his Volvo, where he switched the radio over to the frequency used
by the San Juni pero Sheriff's Department, then sat there staring at the nike
He was going to catch hell from Sheriff Burton for this.

"North Coast is yours, Theo. All yours," the sheriff had said. "MW
deputies will pick up suspects, answer robbery calls, and | et the H ghway
Patrol investigate traffic accidents on Highway 1, that's it. Qherw se, you
keep them out of Pine Cove and your little secret stays secret." Theo was
forty-one years old and he still felt as if he was hiding fromthe junior high
vice principal laying low Things like this weren't supposed to happen in Pine
Cove. Not hi ng happened in Pine Cove.

He took a quick hit fromhis Sneaky Pete snokel ess pot pipe before keying
the mke and calling in the deputies.

Joseph Leander sat on the edge of the bed. He'd changed out of his
paj amas into a blue business suit, but his thinning hair was still sticking
out in sleep horns on the side. He was thirty-five, sandy-haired, thin but
wor ki ng on a paunch that strained the buttons of his vest. Theo sat across
fromhimon a chair, holding a notepad. They could hear the sheriff's deputies
novi ng around downstairs.

"I can't believe she'd do this," Joseph said.

Theo reached over and squeezed the grieving husband's bicep. "I'mreally
sorry, Joe. She didn't say anything that would indicate she was thinking about
doi ng sonmething like this?"

Joseph shook his head without |ooking up. "She was getting better. Va
had gi ven her sone pills and she seened to be getting better.”

"She was seeing Valerie Riordan?" Theo asked. Valerie was Pine Cove's
only clinical psychiatrist. "Do you know what kind of pills?"

"Zol oft," Joseph said. "I think it's an antidepressant."

Theo wote down the name of the drug on his notepad. "Then Bess was
depr essed?”

"No, she just had this cleaning thing. Everything had to be cleaned every
day. She'd cl ean sonething, then go back five minutes later and clean it
again. She was naking life miserable for the girls and ne. She'd make us take
our shoes and socks off, then wash our feet in a basin before we cane into the
house. But she wasn't depressed.”

Theo wote down "crazy" on his notepad. "Wien was the last time Bess went
to see Val ?"

"Maybe si x weeks ago. When she first got the pills. She really seened to
be doing better. She even left the dishes in the sink overnight once. | was
proud of her."

"Where are her pills, Joseph?"

"Medi ci ne cabinet." Joseph gestured to the bat hroom

Theo excused hinself and went to the bathroom The brown prescription
bottle was the only thing in the medicine cabinet other than disinfectants and
some Q Tips. The bottle was about half-full. "I"mgoing to take these with



me," Theo said, pocketing the pills. "The sheriff's deputies are going to ask
you sone of these same questions, Joseph. You just tell themwhat you told ne,
okay?

Joseph nodded. "I think |I should be with the girls."

"Just a bit longer, okay? I'll send up the deputy in charge."

Theo heard a car start outside and went to the window to see an anbul ance
pul ling away, the lights and siren off. Bess Leander's body riding off to the
norgue. He turned back to Joseph. "Call nme if you need anything. I'mgoing to
go talk to Val Riordan."

Joseph stood up. "Theo, don't tell anyone that Bess was on
anti depressants. She didn't want anyone to know. She was ashaned."

"I won't. Call ne if you need nme." Theo left the room A sharply dressed
pl ai ncl ot hes deputy met himat the bottom of the steps. Theo saw by the badge
on his belt that he was a detective sergeant.

"You're Crowe. John Voss." He extended his hand and Theo shook it. "W're
supposed to take it fromhere," Voss said. "Wat have you got?"

Theo was at once relieved and offended. Sheriff Burton was going to push
himoff the case without even talking to him "No note," Theo said. "I called
you guys ten mnutes after | got the call. Joseph said she wasn't depressed,
but she was on nedication. He canme downstairs to have breakfast and found
her."

"Did you | ook around?" Voss asked. "This place has been scoured. There
isn't a snmudge or a spot anywhere. It's |ike soneone cl eaned up the scene.

"She did that," Theo said. "She was a clean freak."

Voss scoffed. "She cl eaned the house, then hung hersel f? Pl ease."

Theo shrugged. He really didn't like this cop stuff. "I"mgoing to go
talk to her psychiatrist. 1'll let you know what she says."

"Don't talk to anybody, Crowe. This is ny investigation."

Theo smiled. "Ckay. But she hung herself and that's all there is. Don't
make it into anything it's not. The famly is in pretty bad shape."

"I"'ma professional,” Voss said, throwing it [ike an insult inplying that
Theo was just dicking around in |aw enforcement, which, in a way, he was.

"Did you check out the Ami sh cult angle?" Theo asked, trying to keep a
straight face. Maybe he shouldn't have gotten high today.

"What ?"

"Right, you're the pro,’
house.

In the Volvo, Theo pulled the thin Pine Cove phone directory out of the
gl ove compartment and was | ooking up Dr. Valerie Riordan's nunber when a cal
cane in on the radio. Fight at the Head of the Slug Saloon. It was 8:30 A M

Theo said. "I forgot." And he wal ked out of the

Mavi s

It was runored anong the regulars at the Head of the Slug that under
Mavi s Sand's slack, winkled, liver-spotted skin lay the gl eam ng netal
skel eton of a Ternminator. Mavis first began augnmenting her parts in the
fifties, first out of vanity: breasts, eyelashes, hair. Later, as she aged and
t he concept of maintenance el uded her, she began having parts replaced as they
failed, until alnmost half of her body weight was conmposed of stainless stee
(hips, elbows, shoulders, finger joints, rods fused to vertebrae five through
twel ve), silicon wafers (hearing aids, pace-naker, insulin punp), advanced
pol ymer resins (cataract replacenent |enses, dentures), Kevlar fabric
(abdom nal wall reinforcement), titanium (knees, ankles), and pork
(ventricular heart valve). In fact if not for the pig valve, Mavis woul d have
junped classes directly fromaniml to mneral, without the traditional stop
at vegetabl e taken by nost. The nore inventive drunks at the Slug (little nore
t han veget abl es thensel ves) swore that sonetines, between songs on the
j ukebox, one could hear tiny but powerful servonotors whirring Mavis around
behi nd the bar. Mavis was careful never to crush a beer can or nove a full keg



in plain sight of the custonmers |est she feed the runors and ruin her image of
girlish vulnerability.

VWhen Theo entered the Head of the Slug, he saw ex-scream queen Ml ly
M chon on the floor with her teeth |ocked into the calf of a gray-haired nan
who was screeching |ike a mashed cat. Mavis stood over them both, brandi shing
her Louisville Slugger, ready to belt one of them out of the park

"Theo," Mavis shrilled, "you got ten seconds to get this wacko out of ny
bar before | brain her."”

"No, Mavis." Theo raced forward and knocked Mavis's bat aside while
reaching into his back pocket for his handcuffs. He pried Milly's hands from
around the man's ankl e and shackl ed them behi nd her back. The gray-haired
man's screans hit a higher pitch

Theo got down on the floor and spoke into Molly's ear. "Let go, Molly.
You' ve got to let go of the man's leg."

An ani mal sound emanated from Mol ly's throat and bubbl ed out through
bl ood and sali va.

Theo stroked her hair out of her face. "I can't fix the problemif you
don't tell me what it is, Molly. | can't understand you with that guy's leg in
your rmouth. "

"Stand back, Theo," Mavis said. "I'mgoing to brain her."
Theo waved Mavi s away. The gray-haired nan screamed even | ouder
"Hey!" Theo shouted. "Pipe down. I'mtrying to have a conversation here."

The gray-haired man | owered his vol une.

"Ml ly, |ook at nme."

Theo saw a blue eye ook away fromthe I eg and the bl oodl ust faded from
it. He had her back. "That's right, MIlly. It's ne, Theo. Now what's the

pr obl en?"
She spit out the man's leg and turned to | ook at Theo. Mavis hel ped the
man to a bar stool. "Get her out of here,"” Mavis said. "She's eighty-sixed.

This tine forever."

Theo kept his eyes |locked on Molly's. "Are you okay?"

She nodded. Bl oody drool was running down her chin. Theo grabbed a bar
napkin and wi ped it away, careful to keep his fingers away from her nouth.

"I"'mgoing to help you up now and we're going to go outside and talk
about this, okay?"

Mol Iy nodded and Theo picked her up by the shoul ders, set her on her feet
and steered her toward the door. He | ooked over his shoulder at the bitten
man. "You okay? You need a doctor?"

"I didn't do anything to her. |'ve never seen that woman before in ny
life. | just stopped in for a drink."

Theo | ooked at Mavis for confirmation. "He hit on her," Mavis said. "But
that's no excuse. A girl should appreciate the attention." She turned and

batted her spiderlike false eyelashes at the bitten man. "I could show you
some appreciation, sweetie."
The bitten man | ooked around in a panic. "No, I'mfine. No doctor. I'm

just fine. My wife's waiting for ne.

"As long as you're okay," Theo said. "And you don't want to press charges
or anyt hi ng?"

"No, just a m sunderstanding. Soon as you get her out of here, I'lIl be
headi ng out of town."

There was a coll ective sigh of disappointnent fromthe regulars who had
been pl acing side bets on who Mavis would hit with her bat.

"Thanks," Theo said. He shot Mavis a surreptitious wink and led Molly out
to the street excusing hinself and his prisoner as they passed an old Bl ack
man who was comi ng t hrough the door carrying a guitar case.

"I 'spose a man run outta sweet talk and liquor, he gots to go to no'
direct neasures,"” the old Black man said to the bar with a dazzling grin.
"Sonmeone here | ookin fo' a Bl uesman?"’



Mol ly M chon

Theo put Molly into the passenger side of the Volvo. She sat with her
head down, her great nane of gray-streaked bl onde hair hanging in her face.
She wore an oversized green sweater, tights, and high-top sneakers, one red,
one bl ue. She could have been thirty or fifty -- and she told Theo a different
age every tinme he picked her up

Theo went around the car and clinbed in. He said, "You know, Mdlly, when
you bite a guy on the leg, you're right on the edge of 'a danger to others or
yoursel f' you know t hat ?"

She nodded and sniffled. A tear dropped out of the mass of hair and
spotted her sweater.

"Before | start driving, | need to know that you're cal ned down. Do |
need to put you in the backseat?"

"It wasn't a fit," MIlly said. "I was defending nmyself. He wanted a piece
of ne." She lifted her head and turned to Theo, but her hair still covered her

face.

"Are you taking your drugs?"

"Meds, they call them neds."

"Sorry," Theo said. "Are you taking your meds?"

She nodded.

"W pe your hair out of your face, Molly, | can barely understand you."

"Handcuffs, whiz kid."

Theo al nost sl apped his forehead: idiot! He really needed to stop getting
stoned on the job. He reached up and carefully brushed her hair away from her
face. The expression he found there was one of benusemnent.

"You don't have to be so careful. | don't bite."

Theo smiled. "Well, actually...”

"Ch fuck you. You going to take ne to County?"

“Shoul d I ?"

"I"1l just be back in seventy-two and the nmilk in ny refrigerator will be
spoi |l ed. "

"Then I'd better take you hone."

He started the car and circled the block to head back to the Fly Rod
Trailer Court. He would have taken a back way if he could, to save MIlly sone
enbarrassnent, but the Fly Rod was right off Cypress, Pine Cove's main street.
As they passed the bank, people getting out of their cars turned to stare.
Mol |y made faces at them out the wi ndow.

"That doesn't help, MIlly."

"Fuck 'em Fans just want a piece of me. | can give '"emthat. |'ve got ny
soul . "

"M ghty generous of you."

“"I'f you weren't a fan, | wouldn't let you do this."

"Well, | am Huge fan." Actually, he'd never heard of her until the first

time he was called to take her awmay fromH P.'s Cafe, where she had attacked
t he espresso machi ne because it wouldn't quit staring at her

"No one understands. Everyone takes a piece of you, then there's nothing
left for you. Even the nmeds take a piece of you. Do you have any idea what |'m
t al ki ng about here?"

Theo | ooked at her. "I have such a m nd-nunbing fear of the future that
the only way | can function at all is with equal amounts of denial and drugs."

"Jeez, Theo, you're really fucked up."

"Thanks. "

"You can't go around saying crazy shit like that."

"I don't normally. It's been a tough day so far." He turned into the Fly
Rod Trailer Court: twenty run-down trailers perched on the bank of Santa Rosa
Creek, which carried only a trickle of water after the long, dry sumer. A
grove of cypress trees hid the trailer park fromthe main street and the view
of passing tourists. The chanber of commerce had made the owner of the park
take down the sign at the entrance. The Fly Rod was a dirty little secret for



Pine Cove, and they kept it well.
Theo stopped in front of Molly's trailer, a vintage fifties single-wde

with small | ouvered wi ndows and streaks of rust running fromthe roof. He got
Mol |y out of the car and took off the handcuffs.
Theo said, "I'mgoing to see Val Riordan. You want nme to have her cal

something in to the pharmacy for you?"
"No, |I've got ny nmeds. | don't like '"em but | got
wrists. "Why you going to see Val ? You goi ng nuts?"
"Probably, but this is business. You going to be okay now?"
"I have to study ny lines."
"Right." Theo started to go, then turned. "Mlly, what were you doi ng at
the Slug at eight in the norning?"
"How shoul d I know?"
"I'f the guy at the Slug had been a local, 1'd be taking you to County
ri ght now, you know t hat ?"
"I wasn't having a fit. He wanted a piece of ne."
"Stay out of the Slug for a while. Stay hone. Just groceries, okay?"
"You won't talk to the tabl oi ds?"
He handed her a business card. "Next time sonmeone tries to take a piece

em" She rubbed her

of you, call nme. | always have the cell phone with ne."

She pull ed up her sweater and tucked the card into the wai stband of her
tights, then, still holding up her sweater, she turned and wal ked to her
trailer with a slow sway. Thirty or fifty, under the sweater she still had a

figure. Theo watched her wal k, forgetting for a mnute who she was. Wt hout
| ooki ng back, she said, "Wat if it's you, Theo? Wio do | call then?"

Theo shook his head Iike a dog trying to clear water fromits ears, then
craw ed into the Volvo and drove away. |'ve been al one too |ong, he thought.

two
The Sea Beast

The cooling pipes at the D abl o Canyon Nucl ear Power Plant were al
fashi oned fromthe finest stainless steel. Before they were installed, they
were x-rayed, ultrasounded, and pressure-tested to be sure that they could
never break, and after being welded into place, the welds were also x-rayed
and tested. The radioactive steamfromthe core left its heat in the pipes,
which | eached it off into a seawater cooling pond, where it was safely vented
to the Pacific. But Diablo had been built on a breakneck schedul e during the
energy scare of the seventies. The wel ders worked double and triple shifts,
driven by greed and cocai ne, and the inspectors who ran the X-ray nachi nes
were on the sane schedule. And they m ssed one. Not a nmjor nistake. Just a
tiny leak. Barely noticeable. A mnuscule streamof harness, |owl evel
radi ation wafted out with the tide and drifted over the continental shelf,
dissipating as it went, until even the nbst sensitive instrunents would have
mssed it. Yet the leak did not go totally undetected.

In the deep trench off California, near a submerged vol cano where the
waters ran to seven hundred degrees Fahrenheit and bl ack snmokers spewed cl ouds
of mineral soup, a creature was roused froma |long slunmber. Eyes the size of
di nner platters wi nked out the sedinment and sleep of years. It was instinct,
sense, and nenory: the Sea Beast's brain. It remenbered eating the remnains of
a sunken Russi an nucl ear submarine: beefy little sailors tenderized by the
pressure of the depths and spiced with piquant radioactive mari nade. Menory
woke the beast and like a child lured fromunder the covers on a snowy norning
by the snell of bacon frying, it flicked its great tail, broke free fromthe
ocean floor, and began a slow ascent into the current of tasty treats. A
current that ran along the shore of Pine Cove.



Mavi s

Mavi s tossed back a shot of Bushnills to take the edge off her
frustration at not being able to whack anyone with her baseball bat. She
wasn't really angry that Molly had bitten a custoner. After all, he was a
tourist and rated above the nmice in the walls only because he carried cash.
Maybe the fact that sonething had actually happened in the Slug would bring in
alittle business. People would cone in to hear the story, and Mavis could
stretch, specul ate, and dramatize npst stories into at |least three drinks a
tell.

Busi ness had been sl owi ng over the last couple of years. People didn't
seemto want to bring their problenms into a bar. Tinme was, on any given
afternoon, you'd have three or four guys at the bar, pouring down beers as
they poured out their hearts, so filled with self-loathing that they'd snap a
vertebra to avoid catching their own reflection in the big mrror behind the
bar. On a given evening, the stools would be full of people who whined and
grow ed and bitched all night |long, pausing only |ong enough to stagger to the
bat hroomor to sacrifice a quarter to the jukebox's extensive self-pity
sel ection. Sadness sold a |lot of alcohol, and it had been in short supply
these | ast few years. Mavis blamed the boom ng econony, Val Riordan, and
vegetables in the diet for the sadness shortage, and she fought the insidious
i nvaders by running two-for-one happy hours with fatty meat snacks (The whol e
poi nt of happy hour was to purge happiness, wasn't it?), but all her efforts
only served to cut her profits in half. If Pine Cove could no |onger produce
sadness, she would inport sone, so she advertised for a Blues singer

The ol d Bl ack man wore sungl asses, a leather fedora, a tattered bl ack
wool suit that was too heavy for the weather, red suspenders over a Hawaiian
shirt that sported topless hula girls, and creaky bl ack-on-white wing tips. He
set his guitar case on the bar and clinmbed onto a stool

Mavi s eyed him suspiciously and Iit a Tarryton 100. She'd been taught as
agirl not to trust Black people.

"Name your poison," she said.

He took off his fedora, revealing a gl eani ng brown bal dness that shone
i ke polished wal nut. "You gots some w ne?"

"Cheap-shit red or cheap-shit white?" Mavis cocked a hip, gears and
machi nery cli cked.

"Them cheap-shit boys done expanded. Used to be jus' one flavor."

"Red or white?"

"What ever sweetest, sweetness.”

Mavi s slammed a tunbler onto the bar and filled it with yellow liquid

froman icy jug in the well. "That'll be three bucks."

The Bl ack man reached out -- thick sharp nails skating the bar surface,
long fingers waving like tentacles, searching, the hand |ike a sea creature
caught in a tidal wash -- and m ssed the glass by four inches.

Mavi s pushed the glass into his hand. "You blind?"

"No, it be dark in here."

"Take of f your sunglasses, idjit."

"I can't do that ma'am Shades go with the trade."

"What trade? Don't you try to sell pencils in here. | don't tolerate
beggars. "

"I"'ma Bluesman, ma'am | hear ya'll lookin for one."

Mavi s | ooked at the guitar case on the bar, at the Black man in shades,
at the long fingernails of his right hand, the short nails and knobby gray
calluses on the fingertips of his left, and she said, "I should have guessed.
Do you have any experience?"

He | aughed, a | augh that started deep down and shook his shoul ders on the
way up and chugged out of his throat |like a steam engine | eaving a tunnel
"Sweet ness, | got ne nore experience than a busload o' hos. Ain't no dust
settled a day on Catfish Jefferson since God done first dropped himon this
big ol' ball o' dust. That's ne, call nme Catfish."



He shook hands like a sissy, Mvis thought, just let her have the tips of
his fingers. She used to do that before she had her arthritic finger joints
repl aced. She didn't want any arthritic old Blues singer. "lI'mgoing to need
someone through Christmas. Can you stay that |ong or would your dust settle?"

"I 'spose | could slow down a bit. Too cold to go back East." He | ooked
around the bar, trying to take in the dinge and snmoke through his dark
gl asses, then turned back to her. "Yeah, | might be able to clear ny schedul e
if" -- and here he grinned and Mavis could see a gold tooth there with a
musi cal note cut init -- "if the noney is right," he said.

"You'll get room and board and a percentage of the bar. You bring 'emin,
you'l'l make noney."

He considered, scratched his cheek where white stubble sounded Iike a
t oot hbrush agai nst sandpaper, and said, "No, sweetness, you bring '"emin. Once
they hear Catfish play, they come back. Now what percentage did you have in
m nd?"

Mavi s stroked her chin hair, pulled it straight to its full three inches.
"I"ll need to hear you play."

Catfish nodded. "I can play." He flipped the I atches on his guitar case
and pull ed out a gleam ng National steel body guitar. From his pocket he
pull ed a cutoff bottleneck and with a twist it fell onto the little finger of
his left hand. He played a chord to test tune, pulled the bottleneck fromthe
fifth to the ninth and danced it there, high and wailing.

Mavi s could snell something like mldew, npss maybe, a change in
hum dity. She sniffed and | ooked around. She hadn't been able to snell
anything for fifteen years.

Catfish grinned. "The Delta," he said.

He | aunched into a twel ve-bar Blues, playing the bass Iine with his
t hunb, squealing the high notes with the slide, rocking back and forth on the
bar stool, the light of the neon Coors sign behind the bar playing colors in
the reflection of sunglasses and his bal d head.

The daytine regulars | ooked up fromtheir drinks, stopped lying for a
second, and Slick MCall mssed a straight-in eight-ball shot on the quarter
tabl e, which he al nost never did.

And Catfish sang, starting high and haunting, going low and gritty.

"They's a nean ol' woman run a bar out on the Coast.

I"'mtelling you, they's a mean ol' woman run a bar out on the Coast.
But when she gets you under the covers,

That ol' woman turn your buttered bread to toast."

And t hen he stopped.

"You're hired," Mavis said. She pulled the jug of white cheap-shit out of
the well and sl oshed sone into Catfish's glass. "On the house."

Just then the door opened and a bl ast of sunlight cut through the dinge
and snmoke and residual Blues and Vance MNally, the EMI, wal ked in and set his
radi o on the bar.

"CQuess what?" he said to everyone and no one in particular. "That pilgrim
worman hung hersel f."

A |l ow nmunbl e passed through the regulars. Catfish put his guitar inits
case and picked up his wine. "Sho' 'nuff a sad day startin early in this
l[ittle town. Sho' 'nuff."”

"Sho' 'nuff," said Mavis with a cackle |like a stainless-steel hyena.

Val eri e R ordan

Depression has a nortality rate of fifteen percent. Fifteen percent of
all patients with major depression will take their own lives. Statistics. Hard
nunbers in a very squishy science. Fifteen percent. Dead.

Val Riordan had been repeating the figures to herself since Theophil us



Crowe had called, but it wasn't hel ping her feel any better about what Bess
Leander had done. Val had never |ost a patient before. And Bess Leander hadn't
really been depressed, had she? Bess didn't fit into the fifteen percent.

Val went to the office in the back of her house and pull ed Bess Leander's
file, then went back to the living roomto wait for Constable Crowe. At |east
it was the local guy, not the county sheriffs. And she could always fall back
on patient confidentiality. Truth was, she had no idea why Bess Leander m ght
have hung hersel f. She had only seen Bess once, and then for only half an
hour. Val had nmade the diagnosis, witten the script, and collected a check
for the full hour session. Bess had called in twice, talked for a few m nutes,
and Val had sent her a bill for the time rounded to the next quarter hour

Time was noney. Val Riordan |iked nice things.

The doorbell rang, Westm nster chimes. Val crossed the living roomto the
marble foyer. Athin tall figure was refracted through the door's bevel ed
gl ass panel s: Theophilus Crowe. Val had never nmet him but she knew of him
Three of his ex-girlfriends were her patients. She opened the door

He was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a gray shirt with black epaul ets
that m ght have been part of a uniformat one tinme. He was cl ean-shaven, with
I ong sandy hair tied neatly into a ponytail. A good-looking guy in an |Ichabod
Crane soft of way. Val guessed he was stoned. His girlfriends had tal ked about
his habits.

"Dr. Riordan," he said. "Theo Crowe." He offered his hand

She shook hands. "Everyone calls me Val," she said. "Nice to neet you.
Cone in." She pointed to the living room

"Nice to neet you too," Theo said, alnobst as an afterthought. "Sorry
about the circunstances." He stood at the edge of the marble foyer, as if
afraid to step on the white carpet.

She wal ked past himand sat down on the couch. "Please," she said,
pointing to one of a set of Hepplewhite chairs. "Sit."

He sat. "lI'mnot exactly sure why |I'mhere, except that Joseph Leander
doesn't seemto know why Bess did it."

"No note?" Val asked.

"No. Not hi ng. Joseph went downstairs for breakfast this nmorning and found
her hanging in the dining room"™

Val felt her stomach lurch. She had never really forned a nmental picture
of Bess Leander's death. It had been words on the phone until now. She | ooked
away from Theo, | ooked around the room for sonething that would erase the
pi cture.

"I"'msorry," Theo said. "This nmust be hard for you. |'mjust wondering if
there was anything that Bess m ght have said in therapy that would give a
clue.™

Fifteen percent, Val thought. She said, "Mst suicides don't |eave a
note. By the time they have gone that far into depression, they aren't
interested in what happens after their death. They just want the pain to end.”

Theo nodded. "Then Bess was depressed? Joseph said that she appeared to
be getting better."

Val cast around her training for an answer. She hadn't really diagnosed
Bess Leander, she had just prescribed what she thought woul d make Bess feel
better. She said, "D agnosis in psychiatry isn't always that exact, Theo. Bess
Leander was a conpl ex case. W thout conpromn sing doctor-patient

confidentiality, | can tell you that Bess suffered froma borderline case of
OCD, obsessive conpul sive disorder. | was treating her for that."

Theo pulled a prescription bottle out of his shirt pocket and | ooked at
the label. "Zoloft. Isn't that an anti-depressant? | only know because | used

to date a woman who was on it."

Ri ght Val thought. Actually, you used to date at |east three wonmen who
were on it. She said, "Zoloft is an SSRI like Prozac. It's prescribed for a
nunber of conditions. Wth OCD the dosage is higher." That's it, get clinical
Baffle himw th clinical bullshit.

Theo shook the bottle. "Could someone O.D. on it or something? | heard



somewher e that people do crazy things sonetines on these drugs."”

"That's not necessarily true. SSRIs |like Zoloft are often prescribed to
people with maj or depression. Fifteen percent of all depressed patients commt
suicide." There, she said it. "Antidepressants are a tool, along with talk
t herapy, that psychiatrists use to help patients. Sonetimes the tools don't
work. As with any therapy, a third get better, a third get worse, and a third
stay the sane. Antidepressants aren't a panacea." But you treat themlike they
are, don't you, Val?

"But you said that Bess Leander had OCD, not depression."

"Const abl e, have you ever had a stomachache and a runny nose at the sane
time?"

"So you're saying she was depressed?"

"Yes, she was depressed, as well as having OCD."

"And it couldn't have been the drugs?"

"To be honest with you, | don't even know if she was taking the drug.
Have you count ed then?"

"Hm no."

"Patients don't always take their nedicine. W don't order blood |evel
tests for SSRIs."

"Right," Theo said. "I guess we'll know when they do the autopsy."

Anot her horrendous picture flashed in Val's mnd: Bess Leander on an
aut opsy table. The viscera of medicine had al ways been too rmuch for her. She
st ood.

"I wish | could help you nore, but to be honest Bess Leander never gave
me any indication that she was suicidal." At |east that was true.

Theo took her cue and stood. "Well, thank you. I'msorry to have bot hered
you. If you think of anything, you know, anything that | can tell Joseph that
m ght make it easier on him.."

"I"'msorry. That's all | know " Fifteen percent. Fifteen percent. Fifteen
per cent .

She led himto the door

He turned before leaving. "One nore thing. Molly Mchon is one of your
patients, isn't she?"

"Yes. Actually, she's a county patient but | agreed to treat her at a
reduced rate because all the county facilities are so far away."

"You m ght want to check on her. She attacked a guy at the Head of the
Slug this norning."

"I's she in County?"

"No, | took her hone. She cal ned down."

"Thank you, Constable. I'Il call her."

"Well, then. 1'll be going."

"Constabl e," she called after him "Those pills you have -- Zoloft isn't

a recreational drug."”

Theo stunbl ed on the steps, then conposed hinself. "Right, Doctor, |
figured that out when I saw the body hanging in the dining room I'll try not
to eat the evidence."

"CGood-bye," Val said. She closed the door behind himand burst into
tears. Fifteen percent. She had fifteen hundred patients in Pine Cove on sone
form of antidepressant or another. Fifteen percent would be nore than two
hundred peopl e dead. She couldn't do that. She wouldn't |et another of her
patients di e because of her noninvolvement. |f antidepressants woul dn't save
them then maybe she coul d.

t hree
Theo

Theophilus Crowe wote bad free-verse poetry and played a jenbe drum
while sitting on a rock by the ocean. He could play sixteen chords on the



guitar and knew five Bob Dyl an songs all the way through, allowing for a
danpeni ng buzz any tinme he had to play a bar chord. He had tried his hand at
pai nting, scul pture, and pottery and had even played a mnor part in the Pine
Cove Little Theater's revival of Arsenic and A d Lace. In all these endeavors
he had experienced a neteoric rise to nmediocrity and quit before total
enbarrassnent and sel f-loathing set in. Theo was cursed with an artist's soul
but no talent. He possessed the angst and the inspiration, but not the neans
to create.

If there was any single thing at which Theo excelled, it was enpathy. He
al ways seened to be able to understand sonmeone's point of view, no matter how
singular or far-fetched, and in turn could convey it to others with a
succinctness and clarity that he sel domfound in expressing his own thoughts.
He was a born nediator, a peacemaker, and it was this talent, after breaking
up nunerous fights at the Head of the Slug Sal oon, that got Theo el ected
constabl e. That and heavy- handed endorsenment of Sheriff John Burton

Burton was a hard-line right-wing politico who could spout |aw and order
(accent on order) over brunch with the Rotarians, lunch with the NRA, and
di nner with Mthers Against Drunk Drivers and wolf down dry banquet chicken
like it was manna fromthe gods every tinme. He wore expensive suits, a gold
Rol ex, and drove a pearl-black El dorado that shone like a starry night on
wheels (rapt attention and copious coats of carnuba fromthe grunts in the
county notor pool). He had been sheriff of San Juni pero County for sixteen
years, and in that time the crime rate had dropped steadily until it was the
| owest per capita, of any county in California. H s endorsenent of Theophil us
Crowe, soneone with no | aw enforcenent experience, had conme as nore than
somewhat of a surprise to the people of Pine Cove, especially since Theo's
opponent was a retired Los Angel es policeman who'd put in a highly decorated
five and twenty. \Wat the people of Fine Cove did not know was that Sheriff
Burton not only endorsed Theo, he had forced himto run in the first place.

Theophil us Crowe was a quiet man, and Sheriff John Burton had his reasons
for not wanting to hear a peep out of the little North County burg of Pine
Cove, so when Theo wal ked into his little two-room cabin, he wasn't surprised
to see a red seven blinking on his answering machi ne. He punched the button
and listened to Burton's assistant insisting that he call right away -- seven
times. Burton never called the cell phone.

Theo had conme honme to shower and ponder his neeting with Val Ri ordan. The
fact that she had treated at |least three of his ex-girlfriends bothered him
He wanted to try and figure out what the wonen had told her. Cbviously, they'd
mention that he got high occasionally. Well, nore than occasionally. But |ike
any man, it worried himthat they nmight have said sonething about his sexua
performance. For some reason, it didn't bother himnearly as nuch that Va
Riordan think hima |l oser and a drug fiend as it did that she m ght think he
was bad in the rack. He wanted to ponder the possibilities, think away the
par anoi a, but instead he dialed the sheriff's private nunber and was put right
t hr ough.

"What in the hell is the matter with you, Crowe? You stoned?"

"No nore than usual," Theo said. "Wat's the problen®"

"The problemis you renoved evidence froma crine scene."

"I did?" Talking to the sheriff could drain all of Theo's energy
instantly. He fell into a beanbag chair that expectorated Styrofoam beads from
a failing seamwi th a sigh. "Wat evidence? What scene?"

"The pills, Crowe. The suicide's husband said you took the pills with
you. | want them back at the scene in ten mnutes. | want nmy nmen out of there
in half an hour. The ME. will do the autopsy this afternoon and this case
will close by dinnertinme, got it? Run-of-the-mll suicide. Obit page only. No
news. You understand?"

"I was just checking on her condition with her psychiatrist. See if there
were any indications she night be suicidal."

"Crowe, you nust resist the urge to play investigator or pretend that you
are a |l aw enforcenent officer. The woman hung hersel f. She was depressed and



she ended it all. The husband wasn't cheating, there was no noney notive, and
Mommy and Daddy weren't fighting.”

"They tal ked to the kids?"

"OfF course they talked to the kids. They're detectives. They investigate
t hi ngs. Now get over there and get themout of North County. 1'd send them
over to get the pills fromyou, but I wouldn't want themto find your little
vi ctory garden, would you?"

"I"mleaving now," Theo said.

"This is the last | will hear of this,"” Burton said. He hung up

Theo hung up the phone, closed his eyes, and turned into a human puddl e
in the beanbag chair.

Forty-one years old and he still lived like a college student. Hi s books
were stacked between bricks and boards, his bed pulled out of a sofa, his
refrigerator was enpty but for a slice of pizza going green, and the grounds
around his cabin were overgrown with weeds and branbl es. Behind the cabin, in
the mddl e of a nest of blackberry vines, stood his victory garden: ten bushy
marijuana plants, sticky with buds that snelled of skunk and spice. Not a day
passed that he didn't want to plow them under and sterilize the ground they
grew in. And not a day passed that he didn't work his way through the branbl es
and | ovingly harvest the sticky green that would sustain his habit through the
day.

The researchers said that marijuana was only psychol ogically addictive.
Theo had read all the papers. They only mentioned the night sweats and nent al
spiders of withdrawal in passing, as if they were no nore unpleasant than a
tetanus shot. But Theo had tried to quit. He'd wung out three sets of sheets
i n one night and paced the cabin | ooking for distraction until he thought his
head m ght expl ode, only to give up and suck the piquant snoke from his Sneaky
Pete so he could find sleep. The researchers obviously didn't get it, but
Sheriff John Burton did. He understood Theo's weakness and held it over him
like the proverbial sword. That Burton had his own Achilles' heel and nore to
lose fromits discovery didn't seemto matter. Logically, Theo had himin a
standoff. But emotionally, Burton had the upper hand. Theo was al ways the one
to blink.

He snatched Sneaky Pete off his orange crate coffee table and headed out
the door to return Bess Leander's pills to the scene of the crine.

Val eri e

Dr. Valerie Riordan sat at her desk, looking at the icons of her life: a
tiny digital stock ticker that she would surreptitiously glance down at during
appoi ntnents; a gold Mont Bl anc desk set the pens jutting fromthe jade base
like the antennae of a gol dbug; a set of bookends fashioned in the |ikenesses
of Freud and Jung, bracing |eather-bound copies of The Psychol ogy of the
Unconsci ous, The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM1V), The Interpretation of Dreans, and The Physician's Desk Reference;
and a plaster-cast bust of Hippocrates that dispensed Post-it notes fromthe
base. Hi ppocrates, that wily G eek who turned nmedicine frommagic to science.
The aut hor of the fambus oath that Val had uttered twenty years ago on that

sunny sumer day in Ann Arbor when she graduated from med school: "I will use
treatment to help the sick according to ny ability and judgnment, but | will
never use it to injure or wong them | will not give poison to anyone though
asked to do so, nor will | suggest such a plan--"

The oath had seened so silly, so antiquated then. Wat doctor, in their
right mnd, would give poison to a patient?

"But in purity and in holiness | will guard ny life and nmy art."

It had seenmed so obvious and easy then. Now she guarded her life and her
art with a custom security systemand a @ ock 9nm stashed in the nightstand.

"I will not use the knife on sufferers fromstone, but I will give place
to such as are craftsnmen therein.”



She' d never had a problemw th that part of the oath. She was loathe to
use the knife. She'd gone into psychiatry because she couldn't handl e the
messy parts of nedicine. Her father, a surgeon hinself, had been only mildly
di sappoi nted. At |east she was a doctor, of sorts. She'd done her internship
and residency in a rehab center where novie stars and rock idols learned to be
responsi bl e by making their own beds, while Val distributed Valiumlike a
flight attendant passing out peanuts. One wing of the Sunrise Center was
druggi es, the other eating disorders. She preferred the eating disorders. "You
haven't lived until you' ve force-fed m nestrone to a supernodel through a
tube,” she told her father.

"I nto what soever houses | enter, | will do so to help the sick, keeping
nmyself free fromall intentional wongdoing and harm especially from
fornication with woman or man, bond or free."

Wel |, abstinence fromfornication hadn't been a problem had it? She

hadn't had sex since Richard left five years ago. Richard had given her the
bust of Hippocrates as a joke, he said, but she'd put it on her desk just the
same. She'd given hima statue of Blind Justice wearing a garter belt and
fishnets the year before to display at his law office. He'd brought her here
to this little village, passing up offers fromcorporate law firnms to foll ow
his dream of being a country | awer whose daily docket would include

di sagreements over pig paternity or the odd pension dispute. He wanted to be
Atticus Finch, Pudd' nhead WIlson, a Jinmy Stewart or Henry Fonda character who
was paid in fresh-baked bread and baskets of avocados. Wl I, he'd gotten that
part; Val's practice had supported them for nost of their marriage. She'd be
payi ng himalinmny now if they'd actually divorced.

Country lawyer indeed. He left her to go to Sacranmento to | obby the
California Coastal Commi ssion for a consortiumof golf course devel opers. Hs
job was to convince the conm ssion that sea otters and el ephant seals woul d
enj oy nothing better than to watch Japanese businessnen slice Titleists into
the Pacific and that what nature needed was one long fairway from Santa
Barbara to San Franci sco (maybe sand traps at the Pisnmp and Carmel dunes). He
carried a pocket watch, for Christ's sake, a gold chain with a jade fob carved
into the shape of an endangered brown pelican. He played his front-porch
rocki ng-chair-w se, country |awer against their Botany 500 sophistication and
pul | ed down over two hundred grand a year in the bargain. He lived with one of
his clerks, an earnest doe-eyed Stanfordite with surfer girl hair and a figure
t hat nocked gravity. Richard had introduced Val to the girl (Ashley, or Brie,
or Jordan) and it had been oh-so-adult and oh-so-gracious and |later, when Va
called Richard to clear up a tax matter, she asked, "So how d you screen the
candi dates, Richard? First one to suck-start your Lexus?"

"Maybe we should start thinking about maki ng our separation official,"

Ri chard had said.

Val had hung up on him If she couldn't have a happy marriage, she'd have
everything el se. Everything. And so had begun her revol ving door policy of
hustling appoi ntnents, prescribing the appropriate neds, and shopping for
cl ot hes and anti ques.

Hi ppocrates glowered at her fromthe desk

"I didn't intentionally do harm" Val said. "Not intentionally, you old
buggerer. Fifteen percent of all depressives comit suicide, treated or not."

"What soever in the course of practice | see or hear (or even outside ny
practice in social intercourse) that ought never to be published abroad, |
wi Il not divulge, but consider such things to be holy secrets.”

"Holy secrets or do no harn®?" Val asked, envisioning the hanging body of
Bess Leander with a shudder. "Wich is it?" H ppocrates sat on his Post-its,
sayi ng not hi ng. WAs Bess Leander's death her fault? If she had tal ked to Bess
i nstead of put her on antidepressants, would that have saved her? It was
possible, and it was al so possible that if she kept to her policy of a "pil
for every problem" soneone else was going to die. She couldn't risk it. If
using talk therapy instead of drugs could save one life, it was worth a try.

Val grabbed the phone and hit the speed dial button that connected her to



the town's only pharnmacy, Pine Cove Drug and G ft.

One of the clerks answered. Val asked to speak to Wnston Krauss, the
pharmaci st. Wnston was one of her patients. He was fifty-three, unmarried,
and ei ghty pounds overweight. His holy secret, which he shared with Val during
a session, was that he had an unnatural sexual fascination with marine
manmal s, dol phins in particular. He'd confessed that he'd never been able to
watch "Flipper" w thout getting an erection and that he'd watched so many
Jacques Cousteau specials that a French accent made himbreak into a sweat. He
kept an anatomically correct inflatable porpoise, which he violated nightly in
hi s bathtub. Val had cured himof wearing a scuba mask and snorkel around the
house, so gradually the red gasket ring around his face had cl eared up, but he
still did the dolphin nightly and confessed it to her once a nonth.

"Wnston, Val R ordan here. | need a favor."

"Sure, Dr. Val, you need nme to deliver something to Molly? | heard she
went off in the Slug this nmorning." CGossip surpassed the speed of light in

Pi ne Cove.
"No, Wnston, you know that conpany that carries all the |ook-alike
pl acebos? W& used themin college. | need you to order |ook-alikes for all the

anti depressants | prescribe: Prozac, Zoloft, Serzone, Effexor, the whole
bunch, all the dosages. Order in quantity."

"l don't get it, Val, what for?"

Val cleared her throat. "I want you to fill all of nmy prescriptions with
t he pl acebos. "

"You're kidding."

"I"'mnot kidding, Wnston. As of today, | don't want a single one of ny
patients getting the real thing. Not one."

"Are you doing some sort of experinent? Control group or sonething?"

"Something like that."

"And you want me to charge themthe normal price?"

"Of course. Qur usual arrangenment." Val got a twenty percent kickback
fromthe pharmacy. She was going to be working a | ot harder, she deserved to
get paid.

W nst on paused. She coul d hear himgoing through the glass door into the

back of the pharmacy. Finally he said, "I can't do that Val. That's unethical
| could lose ny license, go to jail."

Val had really hoped it wouldn't cone to this. "Wnston, you'll do it.
You'll do it or the Pine Cove Gazette will run a front-page story about you
being a fish-fucker."

"That's illegal. You can't divulge sonething I told you in therapy."

"Quit telling me what's illegal, Wnston. I"'mmarried to a | awyer."

"I"'d really rather not do this, Val. Can't you send them down to the
Thrifty Mart in San Junipero? | could say that | can't get the pills anynore.

"That wouldn't work, would it, Wnston? The people at the Thrifty Mart
don't have your little problem™"

"You're going to have some w thdrawal reactions. How are you going to
expl ai n that?"

"Let me worry about that. |I'mquadrupling ny sessions. | want to see
t hese peopl e get better, not mask their problens."

"This is about Bess Leander's suicide, isn't it?"

"I"'mnot going to | ose another one, Wnston."

"Anti depressants don't increase the incidence of suicide or violence. Eli
Lilly proved that in court."

"Yes and O.J. wal ked. Court is one thing, Wnston, the reality of |osing
a patient is another. I'mtaking charge of nmy practice. Now order the pills.
I"msure the profit margin is going to be quite a bit higher on sugar pills
than it is on Prozac."

"I could go to the Florida Keys. There's a place down there where they
et you swmw th bottlenose dol phins."

"You can't go, Wnston. You can't niss your therapy sessions. | want to
see you at |east once a week."



"You bitch."

"I"'mtrying to do the right thing. What day is good for you?"

“I'"1l call you back."

"Don't push ne, Wnston."

"l have to nake this order,"” he said. Then, after a second, he said, "Dr.
Val ?"

"What ?"

"Do | have to go off the Serzone?"

"We' || talk about it in therapy."
H ppocrates' chest.

"Now if | keep this oath, and break it not, may | enjoy honor, in ny life
and art, anmong all nmen for all time; but if |I transgress and forswear nyself,
may the opposite befall ne."

Does that nean dishonor for all time? she wondered. |'mjust trying to do
the right thing here. Finally.

She made a note to call Wnston back and schedul e his appoi nt nents.

She hung up and pulled a Post-it out of

f our
Estel | e Boyet

As Septenber's prom se wound down, a strange unrest cane over the people
of Pine Cove, due in no small part to the fact that many of them were going

into withdrawal fromtheir medications. It didn't happen all at once -- the
streets were not full of niddle-class junkies rocking and sweati ng and beggi ng
for a fix -- but slowy as the autum days becane shorter. And as far as they

knew (because Val Riordan had called every one of them, they were
experiencing the onset of a mld seasonal syndrome, sort of l|ike spring fever.
Call it autumm nmal ai se.

The nature of the medications kept the synptonms spread out over the next
few weeks. Prozac and sone of the ol der antidepressants took alnmpst a nonth to
| eave the system so those people slipped into the fray nore slowy than those
on Zoloft or Paxil or Wellbutrin, which was flushed fromthe systemin only a
day or two, |eaving the deprived with synptons resenbling a | owgrade fl u,
then a scattered disorientation akin to a tenporary case of attention deficit
di sorder, and, in sone, a rebound of depression that dropped on themlike a
snoky curtain.

One of the first to feel the effects was Estelle Boyet, a |local artist
successful and senifanous for her seascapes and idealized paintings of Pine
Cove shore life. Her prescription had run out a day before Dr. Val had
repl aced the supply with sugar pills, so she was already in the m dst of
wi t hdrawal when she took the first dose of the placebo.

Estell e was sixty, a stout, vital worman who wore brightly col ored caftans
and let her long gray hair fly around her shoul ders as she noved through life
with an energy and determ nation that inspired envy fromwonen half her age.
For thirty years she had been a teacher in the decaying and increasingly
dangerous Los Angeles Unified School District, teaching eighth graders the
di fference between acrylics and oils, a brush and a pallet knife, Dali and
Degas, and using her job and her marriage as a justification for never
produci ng any art herself.

She had married right out of art school: Joe Boyet, a prom sing young
busi nessman, the only man she had ever |loved and only the third she had ever
slept with. Wen Joe had died eight years ago, she had nearly |lost her nind
She tried to throw herself into her teaching, hoping that by inspiring the
children she mght find sone reason to go on herself. In the face of the
escal ating violence in her school, she resigned herself to wearing a
bul | et proof vest under her artist snmocks and even brought in some paintbal
guns to try to gain the pupils' interest but the latter only backfired into
several incidents of drive-by abstract expressionism and soon she received



death threats for not allow ng students to fashion crack pipes in ceramcs
class. Her students -- children living in a hyperadult world where pl ayground
di sputes were settled with 9nmms -- eventually drove her out of teaching.
Estelle | ost her last reason to go on. The school psychol ogist referred her to
a psychiatrist, who put her on antidepressants and reconmended i nredi at e
retirement and rel ocation.

Estell e noved to Pine Cove, where she began to paint and where she fel
under the wing of Dr. Valerie R ordan. No wonder then that Estelle's painting
had taken a dark turn over the | ast few weeks. She painted the ocean. Every
day. Waves and spray, rocks and serpentine strands of kel p on the beach
otters and seals and pelicans and gulls. Her canvases sold in the | oca
galleries as fast as she could paint them But lately the inner light at the
heart of her waves, titanium white and aquamari ne, had taken on a dark shadow.
Every beach scene spoke of desol ation and dead fish. She dreanmed of |eviathan
shadows stal ki ng her under the waves and she woke shivering and afraid. It was
getting nmore difficult to get her paints and easel to the shore each day. The
open ocean and the bl ank canvas were just too frightening.

Joe is gone, she thought. | have no career and no friends and | produce
not hi ng but kitschy seascapes as flat and soulless as a velvet Elvis. |I'm
afrai d of everything.

Val Riordan had called her, insisting that she cone to a group therapy
session for w dows, but Estelle had said no. |Instead, one evening, after
finishing a tormented painting of a beached dol phin, she |left her brushes to

harden with acrylic and headed downtown -- anywhere where she didn't have to
| ook at this shit she'd been calling art. She ended up at the Head of the Slug
Saloon -- the first bar she'd set foot in since college.

The Slug was full of Blues and snoke and peopl e chasing shots and runni ng
fromsadness. If they'd been dogs, they would have all been in the yard eating
grass and trying to yak up whatever was making them feel so |ousy. Not a bone
gnawed, not a ball chased -- all tails went unwagged. Ch, life is a fast cat,
a short leash, a flea in that place where you just can't scratch. It was dog
sad in there, and Catfish Jefferson was the designated how er. The noon was in
his eye and he was singing up the sumof human suffering in A-mnor, while he
wor ked that bottleneck slide on the National guitar until it sounded like a
slow wi nd through heartstrings. He was grinning.

O the hundred or so people in the Slug, half were experiencing sone sort
of withdrawal fromtheir nedications. There was a self-pity contingent at the
bar, staring into their drinks and rocking back and forth to the Delta
rhythns. At the tables, the nore social of the depressed were whining and
slurring their problens into each other's ears and occasionally tradi ng hugs
or curses. Over by the pool table stood the agitated and the aggressive, the
peopl e | ooki ng for soneone to blame. These were nostly men, and Theophil us
Crowe was keeping an eye on themfromhis spot at the bar

Since the death of Bess Leander, there had been a fight in the Slug
al nost every night. In addition, there were nore pukers, nore screaners, nore
criers, and nore unwanted advances stifled with slaps. Theo had been very
busy. So had Mavis Sand. Mavis was happy about it.

Estell e cane through the doors in her paint-spattered overalls and
Shet| and sweater, her hair pulled back in a long gray braid. Just inside, she
paused as the music and the snoke washed over her. Sone Mexican | aborers were
standing there in a group, drinking Budweisers, and one of themwhistled at
her .

“"I"'man old lady," Estelle said. "Shane on you." She pushed her way
t hrough the crowmd to the bar and ordered a white wine. Mavis served it in a
pl astic beer cup. (She was serving everything in plastic lately. Evidently,
t he Bl ues made people want to break glass -- on each other.)

"Busy?" Estelle said, although she had nothing to conpare it to.

"The Bl ues sure packs 'emin," Mwvis said.

"I don't much care for the Blues," said Estelle. "I enjoy C assica



nmusi c. "

"Three bucks," said Mavis. She took Estelle's nmoney and noved to the
other end of the bar.

Estelle felt as if she'd been slapped in the face.

"Don't mnd Mavis," a man's voice said. "She's always cranky."

Estell e | ooked up, caught a shirt button, then | ooked up farther to find
Theo's snile. She had never nmet the constable, but she knew who he was.

"I don't even know why | came in here. I'mnot a drinker."

"Somet hi ng going around, " Theo said. "I think maybe we're going to have a
stornmy winter or sonething. People are com ng out of the woodwork. "

They exchanged introductions and Theo conplinented Estelle on her
pai ntings, which he'd seen in the local galleries. Estelle disnissed the
conpl i ment .

"This seens |ike a strange place to find the constable,” Estelle said.

Theo showed her the cell phone on his belt. "Base of operations," he
said. "Most of the trouble has been starting in here anyway. If |'m here

already, | can stop it before it escal ates.™
"Very conscientious of you."
"No, I'mjust lazy," Theo said. "And tired. In the last three weeks |'ve

been called to five domestic disputes, ten fights, two people who barri caded
t hensel ves in the bat hroom and t hreatened suicide, a guy who was goi ng house
to house knocking the heads off garden gnonmes with a sl edgehammer, and a woman
who tried to take her husband's eye out with a spoon.”

"Ch ny. Sounds like one day in the life of an L. A cop."

"This isn't L.A," Theo said. "I don't nean to conplain, but |I'm not
really prepared for a crine wave."

"And there's nowhere left to run," Estelle said.

" Par don?"

"Peopl e cone here to run away fromconflict, don't you think? Cone to a
small town to get out of the violence and the conpetition in the city. If you
can't handle it here, there's nowhere else to go. You mght as well give up."

"Well, that's a little cynical. | thought artists were supposed to be
i deal i sts."
"Scratch a cynic and you'll find a disappointed romantic," Estelle said.

"That's you?" Theo asked. "A di sappointed romantic?"

"The only man | ever |oved died."

"I"'msorry," Theo said.

"Me too." She drained her cup of w ne.

"Easy on that, Estelle. It doesn't help."

“"I"'mnot a drinker. | just had to get out of the house."

There was sone shouting over by the pool table. "My presence is
required," Theo said. "Excuse me." He made his way through the crowd to where
two nmen were squaring off to fight.

Estelle signaled Mavis for a refill and turned to watch Theo try to make
peace. Catfish Jefferson sang a sad song about a mean ol d woman doi ng him
wrong. That's ne, Estelle thought. A mean old worthl ess woman.

Sel f-medi cati on was working by m dnight. Mst of the custoners at the
Slug had given in and started clapping and wailing along with Catfish's Bl ues.
Quite a few had given up and gone hone. By closing tinme, there were only five
people left in the Slug and Mavis was cackling over a drawer full of nobney.
Catfish Jefferson put down his National steel guitar and picked up the
two-gallon pickle jar that held his tips. Dollar bills spilled over the top
change skated in the bottom and here and there in the mddle fives and tens
struggled for air. There was even a twenty down there, and Catfish dug in
after it like a kid going for a Cracker Jack prize. He carried the jar to the
bar and pl opped down next to Estelle, who was gloriously, eloquently crocked.

"Hey, baby," Catfish said. "You |like the Bl ues?"

Estell e searched the air for the source of the question, as if it mght
have cone froma noth spiraling around one of the lights behind the bar. Her



gaze finally settled on the Bluesman and she said, "You re very good. | was
going to leave, but | liked the nusic."

"Well, you done stayed now," Catfish said. "Look at this." He shook the
nmoney jar. "l got ne upward o' two hundred dollar here, and that nean old
woman owe e | east that nuch too. What you say we take a pint and ny guitar
and go down to the beach, have us a party?"

"I'"d better get hone," Estelle said. "I have to paint in the norning."

"You a painter? | never knowed ne a painter. What you say we go down to
t he beach and watch us a sunrise?"

"Wong coast," Estelle said. "The sun conmes up over the nountains.”

Catfish |l aughed. "See, you done saved ne a heap of waiting already. Let's
you and ne go down to the beach."

"No, | can't."

"It 'cause |'mBlack, ain't it?"
"No. "

"'Cause I'mold, right?"

"No. "

"'Cause |'mbald. You don't like old bald nen, right?"

"No," Estelle said.

"'Cause |I'ma nusician. You heard we irresponsible?"

"No. "

"'Cause |'mhung like a bull, right?"

"No!" Estelle said.

Catfish |l aughed again. "Well, you wouldn't mnd spreadin that one around
town just the same, would you?"

"How woul d I know how you're hung?"

"Well," Catfish said, pausing and grinning, "you could go to the beach
with ne.
"You are a nasty and persistent old man, aren't you, M. Jefferson?"

Estel | e asked.

Catfish bowed his shining head, "I truly am miss. | truly amnasty and
persistent. And | amtoo old to be trouble. | adnmits it." He held out a | ong,
thin hand. "Let's have us a party on the beach.”

Estelle felt |ike she'd just been banboozl ed by the devil. Sonething
snoot h and vi brant under that gritty old down-honme shuck. Was this the dark
shadow her paintings kept finding in the surf?

She took his hand. "Let's go to the beach.”

"Ha!" Catfish said.

Mavi s pulled a Louisville Slugger from behind the bar and held it out to
Estelle. "Here, you wanna borrow this?"

They found a niche in the rocks that sheltered them fromthe w nd.
Catfish dunped sand fromhis wing tips and shook his socks out before |aying
themout to dry.

"That was a sneaky ol d wave."

"I told you to take off your shoes," Estelle said. She was nore anused
than she felt she had a right to be. A few sips fromCatfish's pint had kept
the cheap white wine fromgoing sour in her stomach. She was warm despite the
chill wind. Catfish, on the other hand, |ooked mi serable.

"Never did like the ocean nuch,"” Catfish said. "Too many sneaky t hings
down there. Gve a man the creeps, that's what it does."

"I'f you don't like the ocean, then why did you ask me to cone to the
beach?"

"The tall man said you like to paint pictures of the beach."

"Lately, the ocean's been giving nme a bit of the creeps too. My paintings
have gone dark."

Catfish wi ped sand from between his toes with a long finger. "You think
you can paint the Bl ues?"

"You ever seen Van Gogh?"

Catfish | ooked out to sea. A three-quarter nmoon was pooling like mercury



out there. "Van Gogh... Van Gogh... fiddle player outta St. Louis?"

"That's him" Estelle said.

Catfish snatched the pint out of her hand and grinned. "Grl, you drink a
man's liquor and lie to himtoo. | know who Vincent Van Gogh is."

Estelle couldn't renmenber the last tine she'd been called a girl, but she
was pretty sure she hadn't |liked hearing it as much as she did now She said,
"Who's lying now? Grl?"

"You know, under that big sweater and themoveralls, they m ght be a
girl. Then again, | could be wong."

"You'll never know. "

"I won't? Now that is some sad stuff there." He picked up his guitar
whi ch had been | eaning on a rock, and began playing softly, using the surf as
a backbeat: He sang about wet shoes, running low on liquor, and a wi nd that
chilled right to the bone. Estelle closed her eyes and swayed to the nusic.
She realized that this was the first tine she'd felt good in weeks.

He stopped abruptly. "I'll be dammed. Look at that." Estelle opened her
eyes and | ooked toward the waterline where Catfish was pointing. Sone fish had
run up on the beach and were fl opping around in the sand.

"You ever see anything like that?"

Estel |l e shook her head. More fish were comi ng out of the surf. Beyond the
breakers, the water was boiling with fish junping and thrashing. A wave rose
up as if being pushed from underneath. "There's sonething noving out there."

Catfish picked up his shoes. "W gots to go."

Estelle didn't even think of protesting. "Yes. Now " She thought about
t he huge shadows that kept appearing under the waves in her paintings. She
grabbed Catfish's shoes, junped off the rock, and started down the beach to
the stairs that led up to a bluff where Catfish's station wagon waited. "Comne
on."

"I"'mcomn!" Catfish spidered down the rock and stepped after her

At the car, both of them w nded and | eaning on the fenders, Catfish was
digging in his pocket for the keys when they heard the roar. The roar of a
t housand phl egny lions -- equal anounts of wetness, fury, and volune. Estelle
felt her ribs vibrate with the noise.

"Jesus! What was that?"

"Get in the car, girl."

Estelle clinbed into the station wagon. Catfish was already funbling the
key into the ignition. The car fired up and he threwit into drive, kicking up
gravel as he pulled away.

"Wait, your shoes are on the roof."

"He can have them" Catfish said. "They better than the ones he ate | ast
"He? What the hell was that? You know what that was?"

“I"1l tell you soon as |I'mdone havin this heart attack."

tine.

five
The Sea Beast

The great Sea Beast paused in his pursuit of the delicious radioactive
aroma and sent a subsonic nessage out to a gray whal e passing several miles
ahead of him Roughly translated, it said, "Hey, baby, how s about you and
eat a few plankton and do the wild thing."

The gray whal e continued her relentless swimsouth and replied with a
subsonic thrumthat translated, "I know who you are. Stay away from ne."

The Sea Beast swam on. During his journey he had eaten a basking shark, a
f ew dol phins, and several hundred tuna. Hi s focus had changed fromfood to
sex. As he approached the California coast the radi oactive scent began to
di m nish to al nost nothing. The | eak at the power plant had been di scovered
and fixed. He found hinself less than a mle offshore with a belly full of



shark -- and no nmenory of why he'd left his volcanic nest. But there was a
buzz reaching his predator's senses fromshore, the listless resolve of prey
that has given up: depression. Warm bl ooded food, dol phins, and whal es sent
of f the same signal sonetines. A large school of food was just asking to be
eaten, right near the edge of the sea. He stopped out past the surf |line and
cane to the surface in the mddl e of a kelp bed, his nmassive head breaking
t hough strands of kelp like a zonbie pickup truck breaking sod as it rises
fromthe grave

Then he heard it. A hated sound. The sound of an eneny. It had been hal f
a century since the Sea Beast had left the water, and |land was not his natura
domain, but his instinct to attack overwhel med his sense of self-preservation
He threw back his head, shaking the great purple gills that stood out on his
neck like trees, and blew the water fromhis vestigial |lungs. Breath burned
down his cavernous throat for the first tine in fifty years and cane out in a
horrendous roar of pain and anger. Three of the protective ocul ar nmenbranes
slid back fromhis eyes like electric car windows, allowing himto see in the
bitter air. He thrashed his tail, punped his great webbed feet, and torpedoed
toward the shore.

Gabe

It had been al nbst ten years since Gabe Fenton had di ssected a dog, but
now, at three o'clock in the norning, he was thinking seriously about taking a
scal pel to Skinner, his three-year-old Labrador retriever, who was deep in the
throes of a psychotic barking fit. Skinner had been bani shed to the porch that
afternoon, after he had taken a roll in a dead seagull and refused to go into
the surf or get near the hose to be washed off. To Skinner, dead bird was the
snel | of romance.

Gabe craw ed out of bed and padded to the door in his boxers, scooping up
a hi king boot along the way. He was a biologist, held a Ph.D. in animal
behavior from Stanford, so it was with great academic credibility that he
opened the door and wi nged the boot at his dog, following it with the
behavi or-rei nforci ng command of: "Skinner, shut the fuck up!"

Ski nner paused in his barking fit [ong enough to duck under the flying L
L. Bean, then, true to his breeding, retrieved it fromthe washbasin that he
used as a water dish and brought it back to the doorway where Gabe stood.

Ski nner set the soggy boot at the biologist's feet. Gabe closed the door in
Ski nner's face.

Jeal ous, Skinner thought. No wonder he can't get any fenales, snelling
like fabric softener and soap. The Food Guy wouldn't be so cranky if he'd get
out and sniff some butts. (Skinner always thought of Gabe as "the Food CGuy.")
Then, after a quick sniff to confirmthat he was, indeed, the Don Juan of al
dogs. Skinner resuned his barking fit. Doesn't he get it, Skinner thought,
there' s somet hi ng dangerous com ng. Danger, Food CGuy, danger

I nsi de, Gabe Fenton gl anced at the conmputer screen in his living room as
he returned to bed. A thousand tiny green dots were working their way, en
masse, across the map of the Pine Cove area. He stopped and rubbed his eyes.
It wasn't possible.

Gabe went to the conputer and typed in a command. The map of the area
reappeared in wider scale. Still, the dots were all nmoving in a line. He
zoonmed the map to only a few square mles, the dots were still on the nove
Each green dot on the nmap represented a rat that Gabe had live-trapped,
injected with a microchip, and released into the wild. Their |ocation was
tracked and plotted by satellite. Every rat in a ten-square-mle area was
novi ng east, away fromthe coast. Rats did not behave that way.

Gabe ran the data backward, |ooking at the rodents' novements over the
| ast few hours. The exodus had started abruptly, only two hours ago, and
al ready nost of the rats had noved over a nile inland. They were running
full-tilt and going far beyond their norrmal range. Rats are sprinters, not



| ong-di stance runners. Sonething was up.

Gabe hit a key and a tiny green nunber appeared next to each of the dots.
Each chip was uni que, and each rat could be identified |like airplanes on the
screen of an air traffic controller. Rat 363 hadn't noved outside of a
two-neter range for five days. Gabe had assuned that she had either given
birth or was ill. Now 363 was half a mle fromher normal territory.

Anonal i es are both the bane and bread of researchers. Gabe was excited by
the data, but at the same tine it made hi m anxi ous. An anomaly like this could
lead to a discovery, or make himlook like a total fool. He cross-checked the
data three different ways, then tapped into the weather station on the roof.
Not hi ng was happening in the way of weather, all changes in baronetric
pressure, humidity, wind, and tenperature were well within normal ranges. He
| ooked out the window a low fog was settling on the shore, totally normal. He
could just make out the |ighthouse a hundred yards away. It had been shut down
for twenty years, used only as a weather station and as a base for biol ogica
resear ch.

He grabbed a bl anket off of his bed and wrapped it around his shoul ders

against the chill, then returned to his desk. The green dots were stil
novi ng. He dialed the nunber for JPL in Pasadena, Skinner was still barking
out si de.

"Skinner, shut the fuck up!" Gabe shouted just as the autonated answering
service put himthrough to the seisnology | ab. A woman answered. She sounded
young, probably an intern. "Excuse nme?" she said.

"Sorry, | was yelling at nmy dog. Yes, hello, this is Dr. Gabe Fenton at
the research station in Pine Cove, just wondering if you have any seismc
activity in ny area.”

"Pine Cove? Can | get a longitude and | atitude?"

Gabe gave it to her. "I think I'mlooking for something offshore."

"Not hi ng. M nor trenor centered at Parkfield yesterday at 9 A.M Point
zero-five-three. You wouldn't even be able to feel it. Have you picked
somet hi ng up on your instruments?"

"I don't have seisnographic instrunents. That's why | called you. This is
a biol ogical research and weat her station.”

“"I"'msorry, Doctor, | didn't know. |I'mnew here. Did you feel sonething?"

"No. My rats are noving." As soon as he said it, he wi shed he hadn't.

"Pardon ne?"

"Never mind, | was just checking. |I'm having sone anonmal ous behavi or
some specimens. |f you pick up anything in the next few days, could you ca
me?" He gave her his nunber.

"You think your rats are predicting an earthquake, Doctor?"

"I didn't say that."

"You shoul d know that there's no concrete data on aninmals predicting
seismc activity."

"I know that, but I"'mtrying to elinminate all the possibilities."

"Did it occur to you that your dog mi ght be scaring thenP"

"I"l1l factor that in," Gabe said. "Thank you for your time." He hung up
feeling stupid.

Not hi ng seismic or neteorological, and a call to the hi ghway patrol
confirmed that there were no chemcal spills or fires. He had to confirmthe
data. Perhaps something was wong with the satellite signal. The only way to
find out was to take out his portable antenna and track the rats in the field.
He dressed quickly and headed out to his truck

"Skinner, you want to go for a ride?"

Ski nner wagged his tail and nmade a beeline for the truck. About tine, he
t hought. You need to get away fromthe shore, Food CGuy, right now.

I nsi de the house, ten green dots were noving away fromthe others toward
the shore.

n
I

The Sea Beast



The Sea Beast crawl ed up the beach, roaring as his |legs took the ful
wei ght of his body and the undertow sucked at his haunches. The urgency of
killing his eneny had di ni ni shed now and hunger was upon himin response to
the effort of noving out of the ocean. An organ at the base of his brain that
had di sappeared from ot her species when man's only living ancestors were tree
shrews produced an electric signal to call food. There were nany prey here,

t hat sane organ sensed.

The Sea Beast cane to the fifty-foot cliff that bordered the beach
reared back on his tail, and pulled hinmself up with his forelegs. He was a
hundred feet long, nose to tail, and stood twenty-five feet tall with his
broad neck extended to its full height. His rear feet were w de and webbed,
his front talonlike, with a thunb that opposed three curved claws for grasping
and killing prey.

On the dry grass above the beach, sone of the prey he had called al ready
wai t ed. Raccoons, ground squirrels, a few skunks, a fox, and two cats cavorted
on the grass -- sone copul ated, others dug at fleas with blissful abandon
others just rolled on their backs as if overcome by a fit of joy. The Sea
Beast swept theminto his great maw with a flick of his tongue, crunching a
few bones on the way down, but swallow ng nost whol e. He bel ched and savored
t he skunky bouquet his jaws smacking together |like two wet mattresses, and a
flash of neon color ran across his flanks with the pl easure.

He nmoved over the bluff, across the Coast Hi ghway, and into the sl eeping

town. The streets were deserted, lights off in all the businesses on Cypress
Street. A low fog spl ashed agai nst the pseudo- Tudor hal f-tinmbered buil dings
and forned green coronas around the streetlights. Above it all, the red Texaco

sign shone |ike a beacon

The Sea Beast changed the color of his skin to the same snoky gray as the
fog and nmoved down the center of the street |ooking |ike a serpentine cloud.
He followed a | ow runmbling sound com ng fromunder the red beacon, broke out
of the fog, and there he saw her

She purred, taunting and teasing himfromthe front of the deserted
Texaco station. That come-hither runble. That |ow, sexy grow . Those silver
flanks reflecting fog and the red Texaco sign called to him begged himto
mount her. The Sea Beast flashed a rai nbow of color down his sides to display
hi s magni ficent mal eness. He fanned the gill trees on his neck, sending bands
of color and light into their branches.

The Sea Beast sent her a signal, which roughly translated into: "Hey,
baby, haven't seen you around before." She sat there, purring, playing coy,
but he knew she wanted him She had short black |egs, a stunpy tail, and
snelled as if she may have recently eaten a trawl er, but those nmagnificent
silver flanks were too nuch to resist.

The Sea Beast turned hinself silver as well, to nmake her feel a little
nore confortable, then reared up on his hind | egs and di spl ayed his aroused
menber. No response, just that shy purring. He took it as an invitation and
nmoved across the parking lot to nount the fuel truck

Estell e

Estelle placed a nmug of tea in front of Catfish, then sat down across the
table fromhimw th her own. Catfish sipped the tea and grimaced, then pulled
the pint fromhis back pocket and unscrewed the cap. Estelle caught his hand
bef ore he coul d pour.

"You have sone explaining to do first, M. Bluesman." Estelle was nore
than a little rattled. Wien they were only half a mle away fromthe beach
she had been overtaken by a sudden urge to return and had fought Catfish for
control of the car. It was crazy behavior. It frightened her as nmuch as the
thing at the beach had, and when they got to her house she inmediately took a
Zol of t, even though she'd already had her dose for the day.



"Leave ne be, woman. | said I'd tell you. | needs ne sone nerve
nmedi ci ne. "

Estell e rel eased his hand. "What was that at the beach?"

Catfish splashed sonme whiskey into Estelle's tea first, then into his
own. He grinned, "You see ny nane wasn't always Catfish. | was born with the
nanme of Meriwether Jefferson. Catfish come on ne sonetine |ater.”

"Christ Catfish, I'msixty years old. AmI| going to live |long enough to
hear the end of this story? What in the hell was out in the water tonight?"
She was definitely not herself, swearing like this.

"You wanna know or not?"

Estell e sipped her tea. "Sorry, go ahead."

Catfish's Story

Was 'bout fifty year ago. | was hoboing through the Delta, playin juke
joints with nmy partner Sniley. He called Smiley cause he don't never get the
Bl ues. Boy could play the Blues, but he never got the Blues, not for a second.
He be broke and hungover and he still always snilin. Make me crazy. | say,
"Smley, you ain't never gone play no better'n Deaf Cotton, |lessin you feels
it."

Deaf Cotton Dornmeyer was this ol' boy we used to play with tine to tine.
See, them days, bunch of Bluesnmen was blind, so they be called Blind Lenon
Jefferson, Blind WIlie Jackson -- like that. And them boys could play them
sone Blues. But ol' Cotton, he deaf as a stone, a little bit nmore of a burden
than bein blind iffin you playing nmusic. W be playing "Crossroads,”" an' ol'
Deaf Cotton be over on the side playin' "Walkin Man's Blues" and a-howin |ike
a ol' dog, and we stop, go down to the store, have us a Nabs and a Co-Col a,
and Deaf Cotton just keep right on playin. And he the lucky one, 'cause he
can't hear how bad he is. And didn't nobody have the head to tell him

So, anyway, | says, "You ain't never gone play no better than ol' Deaf
Cotton, lessin you get sonme Blues on you."

And Smiley say, "You gots to help ne."

Now Smiley, he ny friend fromway back -- ny partner, see. So | says
will get the Blues to junp on him but he got to promise not to get mad how I
do it. So he say okay, and | say okay, and | sets to sic the Blues on himso
we can go to Chicago and Dallas and makes us sone records and get us sone
Cadill acs and so on |ike them boys Muddy Waters and John Lee Hooker and them

Smiley, he had hima wife nane of Ida May, sweet little thing. He keep
her up there in Carksville. And he al ways sayin how he don't have to worry
"bout Ida May when he on the road cause she love himtrue and only. So one day
| tell Smley they's a man down Baton Rouge got hima prinme Martin guitar he
gonna sell for ten dollars, and would Smley go get it for me cause | got ne a
case of the runs and can't take the train ride.

So Smiley ain't out of town half a day before | takes me some |iquor and
flowers and make ny visit on little Ida May. She's a young thing, ain't much
for drinkin Iiquor, but once | tells her that ol' Smiley done got hisself
runned over by a train, she takes to drinkin |ike a natural (in between the
screamn and cryin and all, and | had ny own self sone tears too, he being ny
partner and all, God rest his soul). And before you know it I'mgivin' |da My
some good lovin to confort her in her time of grief and all.

And you know when Snmiley get back, he don't say a word 'bout ny sleepin
with Ida May. He say he sorry he can't find the man with the guitar, gives ne
my ten dollars, an' say he got to go honme 'cause lIda May so happy to see him
she been doing himspecial all day. | say, "Wll, she done nme special too,"
and he say that okay, her being sad and me being his best friend. That boy was
greased to the Blues, and they just wouldn't stick to him



So | borrowed a Model T Ford, drove over to Smiley's, and done run over
his dog, who was fled up in the yard.

"That dog was ol d anyways," he say. "I had himsince | was a boy. Tinme |
get Ida May a puppy anyways."

"You ain't sad?" | say.

"Naw, " he say. "That ol' dog had his tine."

"You hopel ess, Smiley. | gots to do some ponderin."

So | ponders. Takin ne two days to conme up with a way to put the Blues on
ol' Smley. But you know, even when that boy standing there over the snokin
ashes of his house, Ida May in one armand his guitar in the other, he don't
do nothin but thank God they had time to get out without gettin burnt up

Preacher once told nme that they is people who rises to tragedy. He says
colored folk gots to rise to tragedy like ol' Job in the Bible, iffin they
gonna get they propers. So | figures that Smiley is one of themwho rises to
tragedy, get stronger when bad things come on him But they nore than one way
to get the Blues on you. Ain't just bad things happening, sonetinme it good
t hi ngs not happenin -- disappointnent, iffin you know what | nean?

So | hears that down Biloxi way, round 'bout one of them salt marshes on
the @ulf, they is a catfish big as a rowboat but nobody can catch him Even a
white man down there will give five hundred dollars to the man bring that big
ol" catfish in. Now you know people be trying to catch him but they don't
have no luck. So | tells Smley | got me a secret recipe, and we gonna go get
that catfish, get that nmoney, and go up to Chicago and nmake us a record.

Now | knows they ain't no catfish big as a rowboat and iffin there was,
he'd be caught by now, but Smiley need hima disappointment iffin the Bl ues
gonna jump on him So | spends the whole ride down there buildin up that boy's
hopes. Cadillacs and big ol' houses ridin on the back of that catfish. W

ridinin that ol' dog-killin Model T Ford, two hundred feet a rope and sone
shark hooks in the back with my secret catfish recipe. | figure we get us sone
bait on the way, and sho' nuff, | accidentally run nme over two chi ckens got

too close to the road.

"For dark we down on the bayou where that ol' cat spose to live. Them
days 'bout half the counties in M ssissippi got signs say: NI GGER, DON T LET
THE SUN GO DOAMN ON YOU IN THI S COUNTY, so we al ways plan to get where we goin'
"for dark.

My secret recipe a gallon jar of chicken guts | keep buried in the

backyard for a year. | takes that jar and punches some holes in the lid and
toss her out in the water. "A catfish snmell themrotten guts, they be there
lickety-split,”" | tells Smiley. Then we hooks up one them chi ckens and throw

it out there and we sits back and has us a drink or two, me all the tine
talkin trash 'bout that five hundred dollar and Smiley grinnin |ike he does.

"For long Sniley doze off on the bank. | lets himsleep, thinkin he be
nore di sappointed if he wake up and we ain't caught that catfish. Just to be
sure, | starts to pull in the rope, and "for | got it pulled in ten feet
somet hin grab on. That ol' rope start burning through ny hand like they's a
scared horse on t'other end. | nusta yelled, cause Smley woke up and goes
runni ng off the other way. "Watch you doin?" | yells, and that old rope burnin
t hrough nmy hands |i ke a snake on fire.

Well, that it, | think, and | lets go of the rope. (A Bluesnan got to
take care of his hands.) But when the rope cone to the end, it tighten up |like
an E string and make a twang -- throw noss and nud up into nmy face -- and

| ooks round and see Sniley crankin up that Mddel T Ford. He done fled the rope
on the bunper and now he drivin it back out the bayou, pullin whatever out
there in the water as he go. And it ain't conin easy, that ol' Ford screamn
and slidin and sound like it like to blow up, but up on the bank come the
bi ggest catfish | ever seen, and that fish ain't happy. He floppin and
thrashin and just bout buryin me in nud.

Smiley set the brake and | ook back at what we catch, when that ol
catfish make a noise | don't know can cone out a fish. Sound Iike woman
scream ng. \Which scares me, but not as much as the noise that come back out



t he bayou, which sound |Iike the devil done come hone.

"You done it now, Snmiley," | says.

"CGet in," he say.

Don't take nore than that for me, cause somethin risin up out the bayou
look Iike a |oconotive with teeth, and it comin fast. I'"'min that Mbdel T Ford
and we off, draggin that big catfish right with us and that nonster thing
com ng behi nd.

"For long we got us sone distance, and | tells Smley to stop. W gets
out and | ooks at our five-hundred-dollar catfish. He dead now, dragged to
death, and not | ookin too good at that but in a full moon we can see this
ain't no ordinary catfish. Sho, he got his fins and tail and all, but down on
his belly he growin things ook |ike |egs.

Smi |l ey say, "Wat that?"

And | say, "Don't know "

"What that back there?" he say.

"That his nomma," | say. "She ain't happy one bit with us."

seven

It has the soul-sick wail of the Blues, the cowboy tragedy of Country
Western. It goes like this:

You pay your dues, do your time behind the wheel, put in long hours on
bori ng roads, your vertebrae conpress and your stomach goes sour fromtoo nmuch
strong coffee, and finally, just when you get a good-paying job with benefits
and you're seeing the light at the end of the retirenent tunnel, just when you
can hear the distant siren song of a bass boat and a case of MIller calling to
you like a willing truck stop waitress nanmed Darlin', a nonster cones al ong
and flicks your truck and you are plum bl owed up. Al's story.

Al was drowsing in the cab of his tank truck while unleaded liquid
di nosaurs pul sed through the big black pipe into the underground tanks of the
Pi ne Cove Texaco. The station was closed, there was no one at the counter to
shoot the bull with, and this was the end of his run, but for a quick jog down
the coast to a nmotel in San Junipero. On the radio, turned | ow, Reba sang of
hard times with the full authority of a cross-eyed redheaded millionaire.

When the truck first nmoved, Al thought he might have been rear-ended by
some drunk tourist, then the shaking started and Al was sure he was in the
m ddl e of the bull npose earthquake of the century -- the big one -- the one
that twi sted cities and snapped overpasses like dry tw gs. You thought about
t hose things when you towed around ten thousand gall ons of explosive |iquid.

Al could see the tall Texaco sign out of the windshield, and it occurred
to himthat it should be waving like a sapling in the wind, but it wasn't.
Only the truck was noving. He had to get out and stop the punp.

The truck thunped and rocked as if rammed by a rhino. He pulled the door
handl e and pushed. It didn't budge. Something bl ocked it, blocked the whole
wi ndow. A tree? Had the roof over the punps cone down on hinfP He | ooked to the
passenger door, and something was bl ocking that one too. Not netal, not a
tree. It had scales. Through the wi ndshield he saw a dark, wet stain spreading
over the concrete and his bl adder enpti ed.

"Ch shit, oh shit oh shit oh shit."

He reached behind his seat for the fire thunper to knock out the
wi ndshield and in the next instant Al was flaming bits and snoki ng pieces
flying over the Pacific.

A mushroom cl oud of greasy flane rose a thousand feet into the sky. The
shock wave | eveled trees for a block and knocked out wi ndows for three. Half a
nmle away, in downtown Pine Cove, notion detector alarms were triggered and
added their klaxon calls to the roar of the flames. Pine Cove was awake -- and
fri ght ened.

The Sea Beast was thrown two hundred feet into the air and | anded on his
back in the flam ng ruins of Bert's Burger Stand. Five thousand years on the



pl anet and he had never experienced flight. He found he didn't care for it.

Bur ni ng gasoline covered himfromnose to tail. His gill trees were singed to
stunps, jagged shards of netal protruded between the scales of his belly.
Still flam ng, he headed for the nearest water, the creek that ran behind the

busi ness district. As he lunbered down into the creek bed, he | ooked back to
the place where his lover had rejected himand sent out a signal. She was gone
now, but he sent the signal anyway. Roughly translated, it said, "A sinple no
woul d have sufficed."

Mol |y

The poster covered half of the trailer's living roomwall: a younger
Mol ly Mchon in a black | eather bikini and spi ked dog collar, brandishing a
wi cked-1 ooki ng broadsword. In the background, red rmushroom cl ouds rose over
the desert. Warrior Babes of the Qutland, in Italian, of course; MIlly's
novi es had only been rel eased to overseas theaters -- direct to video in the
United States. Mdlly stood on the wire-spool coffee table and struck the sane
pose she had fifteen years before. The sword was tarnished, her tan was gone,
t he bl onde hair had gone gray, and now a jagged five-inch scar ran above her
right breast, but the bikini still fit and nuscles still raked her arns,

t hi ghs, and abdonen.

Mol Iy worked out. In the wee hours of the norning, in the vacant space
next to her trailer, she spun the broadsword |ike a deadly baton. She | unged,
and thrust and | eapt into the inprobable back flip that had made her a star
(in Thailand anyway). At two in the norning, while the village slept around
her, Molly the crazy | ady became, once again, Kendra, Warrior Babe of the
Qut | and.

She stepped off the coffee table and went to her tiny kitchen, where she
opened the brown plastic pill bottle and cerenoni ously dropped one tablet into
t he garbage di sposal as she had every night for a month now. Then she went out
the trailer door, careful not to let it slamand wake her nei ghbors, and began
her routine.

Stretches first -- the splits in the high wet grass, then a hurdler's
hanstring stretch, touching her forehead to her knee. She could feel her
vertebrae pop like a string of nmuted firecrackers as she did her back
stretches. Now, with dew streaking her legs, her hair tied back with a | eather
boot | ace, she began her sword work. A two-handed sl ash, a thrust, riposte,
| eap over the blade, spin and slash -- slowy at first working up normentum - -
one- handed spin, pass to the other hand, reverse, pass the sword behind her
back, speeding up as she went until the sword cut the air with a whistling
whirr as she worked up to a series of backflips executed while the sword
stayed in notion: one, two, three. She tossed the sword into the air, did a

back flip, reached to catch it in mdspin -- a |light sweat sheeted her body
now -- reached to catch it -- the sword sil houetted against a three-quarter
nmoon -- reached to catch it and the sky went red. Mlly | ooked up as the shock

wave rocketed through the village. The bl ade sl ashed the back of her wist to
t he bone and stuck in the ground, quivering. MIlly swore and watched the
orange nushroomcloud rise in the sky over Pine Cove.

She held her wist and stared at the fire in the sky for several mnutes,
wondering if what she was seeing was really there, or if perhaps she'd been a
little hasty about stopping her neds. A siren sounded in the distance, then
she heard sonething noving down in the creek bed -- as if huge rocks were
bei ng ki cked aside. Miutants, she thought. \Were there were nmushroom cl ouds,
there were nmutants, the curse of Kendra's nuked-out world.

Mol Iy snatched the sword and ran into her trailer to hide.

Theo



The shock wave fromthe expl osion had dissipated to the level of a sonic
boom by the time it reached Theo's little cabin two mles out of town. Still,
he knew t hat sonethi ng had happened. He sat up in bed to wait for the phone to
ring. Amnute and a half later, it did. The 911 di spatcher from San Juni pero
was on the line.

"Const abl e Crowe? You've had sone sort of explosion at the Texaco station
on Cypress Street in Pine Cove. There are fires burning nearby. 1've
di spatched fire and anbul ance, but you shoul d get over there."

Theo struggled to sound alert. "Anyone hurt?"

"We don't know yet. The call just cane in. It sounds |ike a fuel tank
went up."

"' mon ny way."

Theo swung his long | egs out of bed and pulled on his jeans. He snatched
his shirt, cell phone, and beeper fromthe nightstand and headed out to the
Vol vo. He could see an orange corona fromthe flanes in the sky toward town
and billow ng bl ack snoke streaking the noonlit sky.

As soon as he started the car, the radio crackled with the voices of
vol unteer firemen who were racing to the site of the explosion in Pine Cove's
two fire engines.

Theo keyed the mike. "Hey, guys, this is Theo Crowe. Anyone on scene
yet ?"

"ETA one minute, Theo," canme back at him "Anbulance is on scene.”

An EMI fromthe anmbul ance came on the radio. "The Texaco is gone. So's
the burger stand. Doesn't look like the fire is spreading. | don't see anyone
around, but if there was anybody in those two buildings, they' re toast."

"Delicate, Vance. Very professional," Theo said into the mke. "I'll be
there in five."

The Vol vo bucked over the rough dirt road. Theo's head banged on the roof
and he sl owed enough to buckle his seat belt.

Bert's Burger Stand was gone. Gone. And the mini-market at the Texaco,
gone too. Theo felt an enpty runbling in his stomach as he pictured his
bel oved ni ni mar ket nachos going black in the flanes.

Five mnutes later he pulled in behind the anbul ance and junped out of
the Vol vo. The firefighters seemed to have the fire contained to the asphalt
area of the Texaco and the burger stand. A little brush had burned on the hil
behi nd the Texaco and had charred a few trees, but the firemen had drenched
that area first to keep the fire fromclinbing into the residential area

Theo shielded his face with his hands. The heat coning off the burning
Texaco was searing, even at a hundred yards. A figure in fire-fighting regalia
approached himout of the snmoke. A few feet away he pulled up the shield on
his hel net and Theo recogni zed Robert Masterson, the volunteer fire chief.
Robert and his wife Jenny owned Brine's Bait Tackle, and Fine Wnes. He was

sm ling.
"Theo, you're gonna starve to death -- both your food sources are gone."
Theo forced a smle. "Guess I'll have to come to your place for brie and

cabernet. Anyone hurt?" Theo was shaki ng. He hoped Robert couldn't see it by
the light of the fire and the rotating red lights of the energency vehicl es.
He'd |l eft his Sneaky Pete pipe on the nightstand.

"We can't locate the driver of the truck. If he was in it, we lost him

Still too hot to get close to it. The explosion threw the cab two hundred feet
that way." Robert pointed to a burning lunp of nmetal at the edge of the
parking | ot.

"What about the underground tanks? Should we evacuate or sonethi ng?"

"No, they'll be fine. They're designed with a vapor |ock, no oxygen can

get down there, so no fire. We're going to have to let what's left of the
m nimart just burn out. Sone cases of SlimJins caught fire and they burn |ike
the sun, we can't get close."
Theo squinted into the flames. "I love SlimJims," he said forlornly.
Robert patted his shoulder. "It'Il be okay. I'll order some for you, but
you can't tell anyone I'mcarrying them And Theo, when this is all over, cone



see ne at the shop. W'll talk."

" About what ?"

Robert pulled off his fire helmet and wi ped back his recedi ng brown hair.
"I was a drunk for ten years. | quit. | mght be able to help you."

Theo | ooked away. "I'm fine. Thanks." He pointed to a ten-foot-w de

burned strip that started across the street and |led away fromthe fire in a
path to the creek. "Wt do you nmake of that."

"Looks |i ke sonmeone drove a burning vehicle out of the fire."

"I"l1l check it out." Theo got a flashlight fromthe Volvo and crossed the
street. The grass was singed and there were deep ruts cut into the dirt. They
were |ucky this had happened after the rainy season had started. Two nont hs
earlier and they would have | ost the town.

He followed the track to the creek bed, fully expecting to find a wecked
vehicl e pitched over the bank, but there was nothing there. The track ended at
t he bank. The water wasn't deep enough to cover anything | arge enough to make
atrail like that. He played the flashlight around the bank and stopped it on
a single deep track in the mud. He blinked and shook his head to clear his
vi sion, then | ooked again. It couldn't be.

"Anyt hi ng over there?" Robert was com ng across the grass toward him

Theo junped down onto the bank and kicked the nud until the print was
obliterated.

"Not hi ng," Theo said. "Mst have just been sone burning fuel sprayed out
this way."

"What are you doi ng?"

"Stonping out the last of a burning squirrel. Mist have gotten caught in
the flames and ran over here. Poor guy."

"You really need to conme see ne, Theo."

"I will, Robert. For sure | wll."

ei ght
The Sea Beast

He knew he should return to the safety of the sea, but his gill trees
were singed and he didn't relish the idea of treading water until they heal ed.
If he'd known the femal e was going to react so violently, he would have
retracted his gills into the folds beneath his scal es where they woul d have
been safe. He made his way down the creek bed until he spotted a herd of
ani mal s sl eepi ng above the bank. They were ugly things, pale and gracel ess,
and he could sense parasites living in every one of them but this was no tine
to be judgmental. After all, some brave beast had to be the first to eat a
mast odon, and who woul d have thought that those furballs would turn out to be
the tasty treats that they were.

He coul d hide anmong this wornmy herd until his gills heal ed, then perhaps
he'd take one of the females on a grateful hunp. But not now, his heart stil
ached for the purring female with the silvery flanks. He needed tine to heal

The Sea Beast slithered up the bank into an open space ampong the herd,
then curled his legs and tail under his body and assumed their shape. The
change was pai nful and took nore effort than he was used to, but after a few
m nutes he was finished and he quietly fell asleep

Mol |y

No, this wasn't what she had planned at all. She had stopped taking her
nmeds because they had been giving her the shakes, and she'd been willing to
deal with the voices if they cane back, but not this. She hadn't counted on
this. She was tenpted to run to her kitchen area and gul p down one of her bl ue
pills (Stelazine -- "the Snurfs of Sanity," she called then) to see if it



coul d chase the hallucination, but she couldn't tear herself fromthe trailer
wi ndow. It was too real -- and too weird. Could there be a big, burnt beast

| unbering out of the creek? And if so, had she just watched it turn into a
doubl e-wi de trailer?

Hal | uci nati ons, that was one of the five synptons of schizophrenia. Mlly
kept a list of all the synptons. In fact she'd stolen a desk drawer version of
the DSM IV -- The D agnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the
book psychiatrists use to diagnose nental illness -- fromValerie Ri ordan
According to the DSM IV, you had to have two of the five synptons.

Hal [ uci nati ons were one; okay, that was a possibility. But delusions, no way;

she wasn't the least bit deluded, she knew she was havi ng hal |l uci nati ons.

Nurmber three was di sorgani zed speech or incoherence. She'd give it a try.
"Hi, Mdlly, how the heck are you?" she asked.

"Not well, thank you. I'mworried that ny speech may be di sorgani zed, "
she answer ed.

"Well, you sound fine to me," she said, by way of being polite.

"Thanks for saying so," she replied with genuine gratitude. "I guess |I'm

okay.

"You're fine. Nice ass, by the way."

"Thanks, you're not too bad yourself."

"See, not disorganized at all," she said, not realizing that the
conversation was over.

Synptom four was grossly disorgani zed or catatonic behavior. She | ooked
around her trailer. Mst of the dishes were done, the videotapes of her novies
were arranged chronol ogically, and the goldfish were still dead in the
aquari um Nope, nothing disorganized in this place. Schizo 1, Sanity 3.

Nunber five, negative synptons, such as "affective flattening, alogia, or
avolition.” Well, a worman hits her forties, of course there's a little
affective flattening, but she was sure enough that she didn't have the other
two synptonms to not even | ook them up

But then there was the footnote: "Only one criterion required if
del usi ons are bizarre or hallucinations consist of a voice keeping up a
runni ng conmrentary on the person's behavior or thoughts.”

So, she thought if | have a narrator, |I'mbatshit. In nmost of the Kendra
novi es, there had been a narrator. It helped tie a story together that was
supposed to take place in the nuked-out future when, in fact, it was being
filmed in an abandoned strip mne near Barstow. And narration was easy to dub
into foreign | anguages because you didn't have to match the lips. So the
guestion she had to ask herself, was: "Do | have a narrator?"

"No way," said the narrator

"Fuck," said Molly. Just when she'd settled into having a sinple
personality disorder, she had to learn to be psychotic all over again. Being
schizo wasn't all bad. Being diagnosed schizo ten years ago had gotten her the
monthly disability check fromthe state, but Val Ri ordan had assured her that
since then her status had changed from schi zophreni c: paranoid type, single
epi sode, in partial remssion, with prom nent negative synptons,
per secut ory-type del usi ons, and negative stressors (MIlly liked to think of
t he negative stressors as "special sauce") to a nmuch nore heal thy, postnorbid
shi zotypal personality disorder, bipolar type (no "special sauce"). To nake
the latter you had to fulfill the prerequisite of at |east one psychotic event
then hit five out of nine synptonms. It was a nmuch tougher and nore subtle form
of batshit. Mlly's favorite synptomwas: "Qdd beliefs or nagical thinking
that influences behavior and is inconsistent with subcultural norms."

The narrator said, "So the magical thinking -- that would be that you
bel i eve that in another dinension, you actually are Kendra, Warrior Babe of
the Qutland?"

"Fucki ng narrator again," Mlly said. "You re not going away, are you?
don't need this synptom"”

"You can't really say that your 'magical thinking' affects your behavior
can you?" the narrator asked. "I don't think you can claimthat synptom™



"Ch hell no,"” MIlly said. "lI'mjust out practicing with a broadsword at
two in the norning, waiting for the end of civilization so | can claimny
rightful identity."

"Si npl e physical fitness regimen. Everyone's trying to get into shape
t hese days."

"So they can hack apart evil nutants?"

"Sure, Nautilus nmakes a nmachine for that. Mutant Master 5000."

"That's a crock."

"Sorry, I'Il shut up now "

"I'"d appreciate that. | really don't need the 'voices' synptom thanks."

"You' ve still got the nonster-trailer hallucination outside."

"l thought you were going to shut up."

"Sorry, that's the last you'll hear fromnme. Really."

"Jerk."

"Bitch."

"You said..."

"Sorry."

So without voices all she had to deal with was the hallucination. The
trailer was still sitting there, but admittedly, it just |ooked like a

trailer. Molly could inmagine trying to tell the shrink at county about it when
they adnmitted her.
"So you saw a trailer?"

"That's right."

"And you live in a trailer park?"

"Correct."

"I see," the shrink would say. And somewhere between those two little

words the judgnent woul d be pronounced: crazy.
No, she wasn't going to go that route. She would confront her fears and

go forward, just as Kendra had in The Miutant Slayer: \Warrior Babes Il. She
grabbed her sword and left her trailer
The sirens had subsided now, but she could still see an orange gl ow from

t he expl osion. Not a nuclear blast, she thought, just some sort of accident.
She strode across the | ot and stopped about ten feet away fromthe trailer

Up close, it looked -- well it looked like a dam trailer. The door was
in the wong place, on the end instead of the side, and the w ndows were
frosty, as if they'd iced over. There was a thin patina of soot over its
entire length, but it was a trailer. It didn't look like a nmonster at all

She stepped forward and ventured a poke with her sword. The al um num skin
of the trailer seenmed to shy away fromthe sword point. Mlly junped back

A warm wave of pleasure swept through her body. For a second she forgot
why she had cone out here and | et the wave take her. She poked the trailer
agai n, and again the pleasure wave washed over her, this time even nore
i ntense. There was no fear, no tension, just the feeling that this was exactly
where she should be -- where she should al ways have been. She dropped her
sword and let the feeling take her

The frosty layer on the trailer's two end wi ndows seenmed to |ift
revealing the slitlike pupils of two great gol den eyes. Then the door began to
open, not fromside to side, but splitting itself in the m ddle and opening
like a mouth. Mdlly turned on her heel and ran, wondering even as she went why
she hadn't just stayed there by the trailer where everything felt so good.

Estell e

Estell e was wearing a |l eather fedora, a pair of dark sungl asses, a single
| avender sock, and a subtle and satisfied snmile. Sonmetime after her husband
had died -- after she'd noved to Pine Cove and started taking the
anti depressants, after she'd stopped coloring her hair or giving a damm about
her wardrobe -- Estelle had vowed that no man woul d ever see her naked agai n.
At the time, she considered it a fair trade: carnal pleasures, of which there



were few, for guilt-free cookies, of which there were nmany. Now, having broken
that vow and lying in her feather bed next to this sweaty, stringy old nan,
who was teasing her left nipple with his tongue (and who didn't seemto m nd
that said nipple was | eading her breast over her armrather than jutting
skyward li ke the cupola on the Taj Mahal), Estelle felt |ike she understood,
at last, the Mona Lisa's snile. Mna had been getting sonme, and she had her
cooki es too.

"You are some storyteller,” Estelle said.

A spidery black hand crawl ed up her thigh and parked an index finger

moi stly on her pleasure button -- just settled there -- and she shuddered. "I
didn't finish," Catfish said.
"You didn't? Then what was all that 'Hallelujah, Lord, I'mconin hone!'’

foll omed by the barking?"

"I didn't finish the story," Catfish said, his enunciation remarkably
clear, considering he didn't mss a lick

Har moni ca pl ayer. Estelle thought. She said, "lI'msorry, | don't know
what canme over ne."

And she didn't. One minute they were sipping spiked tea and t he next
there was an expl osi on and she had her mouth | ocked over his, nobaning into him
i ke a saxophoni st playing passion

"You didn't see nme fightin you," Catfish said. "W got tinme."

"W do?"
"Sho', but you gonna have to pay nmy way now. You done chased the Bl ues
off me and | feels like they ain't never comn back. |I'"mout a job."

Estell e | ooked down to see Catfish grinning in the soft orange |ight and
grinned herself. Then she realized that they hadn't |lit any candles, and she
didn't have any orange |ights. Somewhere in the tussle between the kitchen and
the bedroom am d the tossing of clothes and groping of flesh, they had turned
the Iights out. The orange gl ow was com ng through the wi ndow at the foot of
t he bed.

Estelle sat up. "The town is on fire."

"It is in here," Catfish said.

She pull ed the sheets up to cover herself. "W need to do sonething."

"I got an idea a sonmethin we can do." He nmoved his spidery fingers and
her attention was taken away fromthe w ndow.

"Al ready?"

"Seem soon to nme too, girl, but 1'mold and this could be ny last one."

"That's a cheery thought."

"I''ma Bluesnman."

"Yes, you are," she said. Then she rolled over on himand stayed there,
of f and on, until dawn.

ni ne

VWen M key "the Collector" Plotzni k wheeled into town and saw that the
Texaco station had blown up, leaving a charred circle two hundred yards w de
around it, he knew that it was going to be a great day. It was a shane about
t he burger stand going up too, and he'd miss their spicy fries, but hey, you
don't often get to see the toasting of a major landmark |ike the Texaco. The
fire was all out now, but several firenen were still sifting through the
wr eckage. The Coll ector waved to them as he wheel ed by. They waved back
somewhat reticently, for the Collector's reputation preceded himand nmade them
nervous.

Today woul d be the day, M key thought. The Texaco was an onen, the star
in the sky over his lifelong dream Today he'd catch Molly M chon naked, and
when he did (and brought back the proof), his reputation would grow to mythic
proportions. He patted the disposable canera he carried in the front pouch of
hi s hooded sweatshirt. Ch yes, he'd have evidence to back up his story. They
woul d believe him-- and bow to him



At this point in his life, the Collector was nore interested in
expl osions than in naked wonen. He was only ten, and it would be a coupl e of
years before his interests noved to girls. Freud never identified a stage of
devel opnent known as "pyrotechnic fascination," but that was only because
there wasn't an abundant supply of disposable lighters in nineteenth-century
Vi enna. Ten-year-old boys blow shit up. It's what they do. But today a strange
new feeling had cone over Mkey, a feeling he couldn't put a word to, but if
he could, the word woul d have been "horny." As he Roll erbl aded through town,
tossing the Los Angeles Tinmes into the shrubs and gutters of businesses al ong
Cypress Street, he felt a tightness in his shorts that until now he had
associated with having to take a raging pee in the norning. Today it signified
a need to see the Crazy Lady in a state of undress.

Paper boys are the carriers of preadol escent nmyth. On every paper route,
there is a haunted house, a kid-eating dog, an old woman who tips with
twenties, and a woman who answers the door in the nude. M key had never
actually seen any of these things, but that never stopped himfrom spinning
wild stories for his buddies at school. Today he woul d get proof, he could
feel it in his |oins.

He skated down the driveway into the Fly Rod Trailer Court, chucked a
paper into the rose bushes in front of M. Nunez's trailer, then nade a
beeline for the Crazy Lady's house. He could see a blue gl ow com ng through
her wi ndows, a TV. She was hone and awake. Yes!

He pulled up a couple of doors down and noticed that a new trailer had
nmoved in next to the Crazy Lady. A new custonmer? Wiy not give it a try? The
Crazy Lady didn't receive the paper, so his pretense for knocking on her door
was to get her to subscribe. He could practice on these new people. As he
skated up to the front door of the newtrailer, lights cane on in the two
front wi ndows. Yes! Soneone was home. Strange curtains -- they |ooked like
cat's eyes.

Though a part in the curtains, Mlly watched the kid come down the road
into the trailer park. She liked kids, but she didn't like this kid. At |east
once a week he knocked on her door and tried to get her to subscribe to the
paper, and once a week she told himto go away and never cone back. Sonetimes
he woul d bring one of his little buddies along. She coul d hear them skul ki ng
around her trailer, trying to peek in the wi ndows. "Swear to God, she's got a
dead guy in there that she does it with. I've seen him And she ate a kid
once."

The kid was heading for the nonster trailer.

In the background, a videotape was playing on her TV -- Mechani zed Deat h:
Warrior Babe VII -- and THE SCENE was coming up. Mlly | ooked away fromthe
wi ndow and wat ched THE SCENE for the thousandth tinme.

Kendra is standing in the back of a jeep, manning a rack of net guns as
the jeep pursues the Evil Warlord across the desert. The driver turns, as he
is supposed to, throwing up a fishtail of dust, but the front wheel of the
jeep hits a rock and the jeep rolls. Kendra is thrown fifty feet in the air
and | ands in a heap. The steel bra she is wearing cuts deep into her chest and
bl ood sprays out across the dust.

The bastards! Every tine she watches THE SCENE she can't believe the
bastards left it in. The accident was that the blood was Ml ly's, and when she
returned to the set ten days later, a security guard escorted her to the
producer's trailer.

"I can pay you extra's wages as a nutant," the producer said, "but let's
face it, babe, you didn't get your billing because of your acting ability. You
think I'mgonna hold up filmng for ten days when the whol e schedule is only
t hree weeks I ong? W got a new Kendra. Wote the accident and the facial
reconstruction into the script. She's a cyborg now. Now you can get in line
with the mutants to pick up your bag of rags, or you can get the fuck off the
set. My audi ence wants perfect bodies, and you were getting up there anyway.
Wth that scar you don't sell anynore."



Mol Iy had just turned twenty-seven years ol d.

She pull ed herself from THE SCENE and | ooked out the w ndow again. The
kid was there, right there in front of the nonster trailer. She should warn
hi m or sonet hi ng.

She pounded on the w ndow and the kid | ooked up, not startled, but with a
dreany expression on his face. Mdlly gestured for himto nove away. The w ndow
she was | ooking out of didn't open. (Trailers built in those days were
designed so people would burn up in case of a fire. The manufacturers thought
it woul d keep the lawsuits down.)

The kid just stood there, his fist poised before the door as if he were
frozen in the mddle of knocking.

As Ml ly watched, the door began to open. Not on the hinges, but
vertically, like a garage door. Ml ly pounded furiously on the wi ndow with the
hilt of her sword. The kid smiled. A huge red tongue snaked out of the door
wr apped around the kid, and slurped himin, Rollerblades, paper satchel, and
all. Molly screamed. The door slammed shut.

Mol |y wat ched, stunned, not knowi ng what to do. A few seconds later the
nmout h opened and expectorated a soccerbal |l -sized wad of newspaper

Theo

The hours of Theo's day had noved like slugs crawing on razor wire. By
four in the afternoon, he felt as if he'd been awake for a week and the cups
of French roast he'd been drinking had turned to foam ng acid in his stomach.
Mercifully, there hadn't been a single call for a bar fight or donmestic
di spute, so he had spent the entire day at the scene of the fuel truck
expl osion, talking to firenmen, representatives from Texaco O, and an arson
i nvestigator sent up fromthe San Junipero Fire Department. Mich to his
surprise, going all day without a hit fromhis Sneaky Pete pot pipe had not
sent himinto fits of anxiety as it usually did. He was a little paranoid, but
he wasn't sure that that wasn't just an inforned response to the world anyway.

At a quarter past four, the arson investigator crossed the charred
parking ot to where Theo was | eaning on the hood of his Volvo. The
i nvestigator was in his late twenties, clean-cut and carried hinmself |ike an
athlete, even in the orange toxic waste suit. He carried a plastic space
hel met under his armlike a tunorous football.

"Constable Crowe, | think that's about all | can do today. It'll be dark
soon, and as long as we keep the area closed off, |I'msure everything wll
still be here in the norning."

"What's your call so far?

"Well, we generally |ook for evidence of accel erants, gas, kerosene,
paint thinner -- and |1'd say there were definitely sone flamrable |iquids

i nvol ved here." He snmiled a weary snile

"So you don't know what happened?"

"Offhand, 1'd say a fuel truck blew up, but without further investigation
I'd hate to make a commitnment at this tine." Again the smle

Theo smil ed back. "So no cause?"

"The driver probably didn't seal the hose correctly and a cloud of funes
got set off. There wasn't nuch wind | ast night, so the fumes woul d have j ust
clung to the ground and built up. Anything could have set it off: the driver
coul d have been snoking, the pilot lights at the hanmburger place, a spark in

the truck exhaust. Right nowl'd say it was totally accidental. It was a
conpany-owned store, and it was turning a profit, so there really isn't a
financial notive for arson. Texaco will definitely be building your town a new

burger stand and probably paying of f some nui sance settlements from peopl e
claimng trauma, duress, and irritation.”

"l have the information on the driver,'
he was a snoker."

"I asked him He's keeping quiet,’

Theo said. "I'Il check to see if

canme a voice froma few yards away.



Theo and the arson investigator |ooked up to see Vance MNally com ng
toward them hol ding up a Ziploc bag full of white and gray powder. "I've got
himright here," the EMI said. "You want to interrogate hin®"

"Very funny, Vance," Theo said.

"They're going to have to do the autopsy with a flour sifter," Vance
sai d.

The investigator took the Zploc fromVance and exanmined it. "You find
any remains of a cigarette lighter? Anything |ike that?"

"Not my job," Vance said. "The fire was so hot it turned the seat springs
to liquid. Even incinerated the bones, except for those little bits of cal cium
in there. Honestly, this might not all be our boy. W might be giving his wife
a bag full of burnt-up truck parts to put in an urn on the mantel."

The investigator shrugged and handed the bag back to Vance. Then to Theo
he said, "I'mgoing home. I'll come back tonorrow and | ook around sone nore.
As soon as | give the okay, the oil conpany will send in a crewto drain the
ground tanks."

"Thanks," Theo said. The investigator left in a county car.

Vance McNally turned the Ziploc bag of truck driver in the air. "Theo,
this ever happens to nme, | want you to get all my friends together, have a big
party, and snort ne, okay?"

"You have friends, Vance?"

"Ckay, it was just an idea," Vance said. He turned and carried his bag to
the waiting anbul ance.

Theo sipped his coffee and noticed sonmething noving in the charred brush
beyond the Texaco. It | ooked as if soneone was holding up a TV antenna and
getting altogether too close to the yellow tape he had run around the
perimeter. Jeez, was he going to have to stay here all night guarding the
scene? He pried hinmself off the Volvo and headed for the offender

"Hey there!" Theo call ed.

Gabe Fenton, the biologist, energed fromthe brush, indeed hol di ng up
some kind of antenna, followed by his Labrador retriever, Skinner. The dog ran
to neet Theo and greeted himw th two nuddy paw prints on the chest.

Theo rubbed Skinner's ears to hold himat bay, the classic slobbering
Labrador control nove. "Gabe, what in the hell are you doi ng down here?"

The bi ol ogi st was covered with burrs and foxtails, his face striped with
soot fromthe charred brush. He | ooked exhausted, yet there was a note of
excitement bordering on ecstasy in his voice. "You won't believe this, Theo.
My rats noved en nasse this norning."

Theo tried, but couldn't match Gabe's enthusiasm "That's swell, Gabe.
Texaco blew up last night."

Gabe Fenton | ooked around at the surrounding area as if seeing the
destruction for the first tine. "VWat tinme?"

"About four in the norning."

"Hrmmm nmaybe they sensed it."

"They?"

"The rats. Around 2 AM they all started noving west. | can't figure out
what caused it. Here, look at the screen. Gabe had a | aptop conputer strapped
into a harness around his waist. He turned it so Theo could see the screen
"Each of these dots represents an animal | have inplanted with a tracking
chip. Here's their location at 1 AM" He clicked a key and the screen drew a
t opographical map of the area. Geen dots were scattered pretty nmuch evenly
al ong the creek bed and the business district of Pine Cove.

Gabe hit another key. "Now here they are at two." All but a few of the
dots had noved into the ranchl and east of Pine Cove.

"Uh- huh," Theo said. Gabe was a nice guy. Spent too rmuch tinme with
vermn, but he was a nice guy. Gabe needs to talk to humans occasionally, Theo
t hought .

"Well, don't you see? They all noved at once, except for these ten over
here that noved to the shore."

"Uh- huh," Theo said. "CGabe, the Texaco blew up. A guy was killed. | was



talking to firemen in space suits all day. Every paper in the county has
called ne. The battery is alnbst out on nmy cell phone. | haven't eaten since
yesterday and | only slept an hour last night. Help me find the significance
in rat mgration, okay?"

Gabe | ooked crestfallen. "Well, | don't know the significance yet. |'m
tracking the ten that didn't nove east, hoping the anomalies will give a clue
to the behavior of the larger group. Strange thing is, four of the ten
di sappeared off my screen a little after two. Even if they were killed, the
chi ps should still transmit. | need to find them"

"And | wish you the best of luck, but this area may still be dangerous.
You can't be here, buddy."

"Maybe there were funes,"” Gabe said. "But that doesn't explain why they
all noved in the sanme direction. Some even cane through this area fromthe
shore. "

Theo couldn't bear to express to Gabe how little he cared. "You had any
di nner, Gabe?"

"No, |'ve been doing this since last night."

"Pizza, Gabe. W need pizza and beer. 1'll buy."

"But | need to..."

"You're a single guy, Gabe. You need pizza every eighteen hours or you
can't function properly. And | have a question to ask you about footprints,
but I want you to watch ne drink a few beers before | ask so | can claim
di m ni shed capacity. Cone, Gabe, let nme take you to the I and of pizza and
beer." Theo gestured to his Volvo. "You can stick the antenna out the
sunr oof . "

"l guess | could take a break."

Theo opened t he passenger door and Skinner leapt into the car, |eaving
sooty paw prints on the seat. "Your dog needs pizza. It's the humane thing to
do."

"Ckay," Gabe said

"I want to show you sonet hing over by the creek bed."

"Wat . "

"Afootprint. O what's left of one."

Ten minutes later they sat over frosty nmugs of beer at Pizza in the
Pi nes, Pine Cove's only pizza parlor. They'd taken a wi ndow table so Gabe
could keep an eye on Skinner, who was bounci ng up and down outside, giving
t hem an ever-changi ng view of the street, then the street with dog face (ears
aki mbo), then the street then the street with dog face again. O her than to
order a beer, Gabe Fenton hadn't said a word since they'd gone to the creek
bed.

"Wl he just keep doing that?" Theo asked.

"Until we take hima slice of pizza, yes."

" Amazi ng. "

Gabe shrugged. "He's a dog."

"Al ways the biologist."

"One needs to keep the mnd linber."

"Wl l, what do you think?"

"I think that you obliterated nost of what you thought was a footprint."

"Gabe, it was a footprint. A talon or sonething."

"There are a thousand explanations for a depression in the mud |ike that,
Theo, but one of themis not an aninmal track."

"Why not ?"
"Well, for one, there hasn't been anything that |arge on this continent
for about sixty mllion years, and for another, animals tend to | eave nore

than one track, unless it's a creature especially adapted for hopping." Gabe
gri nned.

The flying dog head pogoed by the w ndowsill.

"There were a | ot of people and vehicles around there, the other tracks
m ght have been wi ped out."



"Theo, don't let your inmagination run away with you. You've had a |ong
day and..."

"And |I'm a pot head. "

"l wasn't going to say that."

"I know, |I'msaying it. Tell me about your rats. What will you do when
you find then?"

"Well, first 1'"'mgoing to keep searching for the stimulus of their
behavior, then I'Il catch a few of the group that m grated and conpare their

brain chem stry to those that headed toward the shore.™

"Does that hurt thenP"

"You have to blend up their brains and run the liquid in a centrifuge."

"l guess so then."

The waitress brought their pizza and Gabe was severing cabl es of cheese
fromhis first slice when Theo's cell phone rang. The constable listened for a
second, then stood and dug into his pocket for noney. "I've got to go, Gabe."

"What's up?"

"The Plotznik kid is mssing. No one's seen himsince he left on his
paper route this norning."

"Probably hiding. That kid is evil. He rigged up something with his
renote control car that affected the chips in nmy rats once. | spent three
weeks trying to figure out why they were running figure eights in the parking
| ot outside the grocery story before I found himlurking in the weeds with the
controller.”

"I know," Theo said. "Mkey told me that if he wired ten of your rats
toget her, he could pick up the Discovery Channel. | still have to find him He
has parents.”

"Skinner is a pretty good tracker. Want to take hinP"

"Thanks, but | doubt that the kid had a pizza in his pocket."

Theo fol ded his phone, snagged a slice of pizza for the road, and headed
out the door.

ten

Val Riordan | eaned agai nst her office door, trying to catch her breath
and maintain her tenper. Nothing in her clinical experience conpared to the
sessions she held on the day after the Texaco expl oded. She had seen twenty
patients in ten hours, and every one of them had wanted to tal k about sex. And
not abstract sex either, not issues or attitudes about sex, just squishy,

t hunping sex itself. It was unnerving.

She'd anticipated a spike in |ibido anong her patients (it was a common
synmpt om of withdrawal from anti depressants), but the books said not nore than
five to fifteen percent would have a reaction -- about the same nunber that
experienced a |l oss of libido upon taking the drugs. But today she'd hit one
hundred percent. It was as if she were running a kennel for hopel ess horndogs
rather than a psychiatric practice.

After the last patient she'd come out of her office to find her new
receptionist, Chloe, furiously masturbating, her feet hooked into the edge of
t he desk, her steno chair squeaking like a tortured squirrel. Val had excused
hersel f, turned on her heel, wal ked back into her office, and shut the door

Chl oe, twenty-one, had maroon hair, an entire wardrobe rendered in bl ack
and a sapphire nose ring. Val had begun treating the girl in her teens for
bulima, then hired her when the vol une of appoi ntnents skyrocketed after the
pl acebo went into effect. Chloe worked in exchange for therapy; Val had
t hought it would be a good financial nove. Frankly, she'd |iked her better
when she just threw up a lot.

Val was still trying to figure out exactly what to do when there was a
soft knock on the door
"Yes?"

"Sorry," Chloe said through the door



"Uh, Chloe, that is not appropriate office behavior."

"Well, your |ast appointment had left. | thought that you woul d be
wor ki ng on your notes or sonething for a while. I'mreally sorry."

"That's it? My | ast appointnment |eaves, so let the wild runpus begin?"

"Am | fired?"

Val thought for a second. There were twenty nore patients to see tonorrow
and twenty the day after that. If the weirdness didn't kill her, the workl oad

woul d. She couldn't afford to | ose Chloe now "No, you're not fired. But
pl ease, no nore of that in the office.”

"Do you have tine to talk? | know ny next session isn't until next week,
but | really need to talk to you."

"Wl dn't you prefer to go hone and, uh, think about things?"

"You nmean finish? No, I'mfinished for now That's what | want to talk to
you about. That wasn't the first time today."

Val gul ped. It was highly unprofessional to talk to a patient through a
door. She steeled herself and opened it. "Cone in." She returned to her desk
wi t hout | ooking at the girl. Chloe took a seat across from her.

"So this wasn't the first tine today?" Val was the psychot herapi st now,
not the boss. If she'd been the boss, she would have come over the desk and
strangled the little slut.

"No, | can't seemto get enough. I, well, it started about two in the
nmorni ng, and | went straight though until time to get ready for work. Then
once or twice while each patient was in session.”

Val's jaw dropped. Sixteen hours of internmittent nasturbation? The ot her
pati ents she had seen had cited two in the norning as when their sexua
adventures had started too. She said, "And how do you feel about that?"

"I feel okay. My wist hurts a little. Do you think |I could have carna
tunnel ?"

"Chloe, if you think that you're going to file a worknmen's conpensati on
claimfor this--"

"No no no, | just want to stop."

"Di d sonet hing happen to set this off? Something at two in the norning? A
dream perhaps?" Her other patients had described various sexual dreans.

W nston Krauss, the pharmacist with the sexual obsession for mari ne nmamal s,
confessed to dream ng of having sex with a blue whale, riding it through the
depths |i ke Ahab with a hard-on. Upon awakeni ng, he'd abused his inflatable

Fl ipper until it would no | onger hold air.

Chl oe shifted unconfortably in her chair. Her |long maroon hair hid her
face. "I dreamed | was having sex with a tank truck, and it blew up."

"A tank truck?"

"I cane."

"Sexual dreans are conpletely normal, Chloe." Right, a tank truck? That's
normal. "Tell me, was there fire in your drean?" Pyronaniacs derived sexua

pl easure fromsetting and watching fires. That's how they caught them look in
the crowd for a grinning guy with a woody and gas stains on his shoes.

"No, no fire. | woke up at the explosion. Val, what's wong with ne? Al
| want to do is, you know, do it."

"And you feel that you m ght do sonething inpulsive?"

Chl oe put on her cynical CGoth-girl face. "If you mean sonething |ike
buffing the muffin while I'mat work, yes, Dr. Riordan, I'ma little worried
Can't you adjust nmy nedication or something?"

There it was. In the past, that woul d have been the answer, increase the
Prozac to eighty mlligranms, about four times the dose for the average
depressed patient and let the side effect of reduced Iibido do the work. Va
had used the nethod to treat a nynphonani ac when she was an intern and it had
wor ked marvel ously. But what now? Duct tape oven mitts to her receptionist's
hands? Al t hough her typing probably wouldn't suffer much, it m ght make the
patients nervous.

Val said. "Chloe, masturbation is a natural thing. Everyone does it. But
obviously there are appropriate tines and places. Perhaps you should just cut



back. Allow yourself to masturbate as a reward for controlling your urges.

Chioe's face went slack. "Cut down? |I'mworried about driving hone
safely. | have a stick shift. | need both hands to drive, but | don't think
I'"mgoing to have them Do you have a patch you can prescribe, like they do
for smoki ng?"

"A patch?" Val suppressed a | augh. She imagined a tw tching, noaning |ine
of people around the block at the pharmacy, there to pick up their
prescriptions for the orgasmpatch. It would nake heroin | ook Iike Gumn
Bears. "No, there's no patch, Chloe. You're just going to have to try to
control yourself. | have a feeling that this is a side effect of your
medi cation. It should pass in a day or two. | want to hear nore about this
dream of yours. We'll talk tonorrow, okay."

Chl oe stood, obviously not satisfied with the help her therapist was
of fering, which was none. "I'Il try." She left the office, closing the door
behi nd her.

Val let her head fall to the desk. Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, why didn't |
go into pathol ogy? she thought. It would be so peaceful sitting around,
boiling up beakers of urine and culturing bugs. No wackos. No stress. kay,
occasionally you'd be exposed to some deadly anthrax spores, but at |east
ot her people's sex lives stay in the bedroom and the tabl oi ds where they
bel ong.

Her appointnment with Martin and Li sbeth Luder rose in her head. They were
in their seventies, had been in counseling because they hadn't had a decent
conversation since 1958, and today they had come in and dunped a half hour of
explicit sexual narrative on her, an account of perversions they'd indulged in
the night before, starting at around 2 A M The visual conjured in Val's m nd
-- all that parched, winkled flesh in furious friction -- culmnated in
flames, as if some giant cosnmic Boy Scout had decided to rub two old people
together to make a fire. The worst of it, the absolute worst of it, is that
she'd found herself getting turned on while |listening. She'd had to change her
panti es between appointnments four times today.

She consi dered pouring herself a hefty tunbler of brandy and settling
down in front of the television, but that wasn't going to do it. Batteries;
she needed four C-cell batteries and she needed themnow. Then it was tine to

dig through her lingerie drawers and find a |l ong-forgotten friend -- and hope
that it still worked.

Mol |y

Long past dark and Molly was still staring though the gap in the curtains

at the trailer that ate the kid. The problemw th being nuts, she thought, is
that you don't always feel as if you're nuts. Sonetines, in fact, you fee
perfectly sane, and there just happens to be a trail er-shaped dragon crouching
in the |l ot next door. Not that she was ready to go out and proclaimthat fact
to anyone, because no matter how sane you feel, some stuff just sounds too
crazy. So she watched, still wearing her Warrior Babe outfit hoping someone
el se woul d conme al ong and notice. Around eight someone did.

She saw Theophilus Crowe going fromdoor to door in the park. He cane
into viewtwo trailers down at the Mral es hone, spoke briefly with M.
Moral es at the door, then headed for the dragon trailer.

Mol Iy was torn. She liked Theo. Yes, he'd taken her to County once or
twi ce, but he'd al ways been kind to her -- warned her about the guy in the day
room who cheated at Parcheesi by eating the marbles. And he never spoke to her
like she was a crazy worman. Theo was a fan

As Theo was raising his black Maglite to tap on the dragon trailer's
door, Mdlly saw the two wi ndows on the end slowy open, revealing the
cat' s-eye pupils. Theo obviously didn't see them He was |ooking at his shoes.

She threw up the al um num sash and shouted, "They're not hone!"

The constable turned toward Mol ly. "Just a second," she said.



She bolted out the door of her trailer and stopped by the street where
Theo coul d see her. "They aren't honme. Cone here a second,"” she repeated.

Theo tucked his Maglite into his belt. "Mlly, how are you?"

"Fine, fine, fine. | need to talk to you, okay? Over here, okay?" She
didn't want to tell himwhy. Wat if the eyes weren't there? Wat if it was
just a trailer? She'd be on her way to County in a heartbeat.

"They're not hone then?" Theo said, pointing over his shoulder to the
dragon trailer. He was staring at her now, at the sanme time trying not to
stare. He had a goofy grin on his face, the sane sort MIlly had seen on the
kid right before he got sl urped.

"Nope, gone all day."

"What's with the sword?

Onh shit! She forgot she'd grabbed the sword on the way out. "l was just
maki ng some stir-fry. Chopping up some veggies."

"That ought to do it."

"Broccoli stems," she said, as if that explained everything. He was
| ooking at the |l eather bikini, and she watched his eyes stop on the scar above
her breast, then | ook away. She covered the scar with her hand. "One of ny old
Kendra costumes. Everything else is in the dryer."

"Sure. Hey, you don't get the Tines, do you?"

"Nope. Why?"

"The kid that delivers it, Mkey Plotznik, left for his route this
nmorni ng and no one has seen him since. Looks |like the | ast paper he delivered
was a few doors down. You didn't happen to see him did you?"

"About ten, blond kid. Rollerblades? Kinda evil?"

"That's him"

"Nope, haven't seen him" She watched the eyes of the dragon trailer
cl ose behind Theo and took a deep breath.

"You seema little tense, Mdlly. You okay?"

"Fine, fine, just wanted to get back to my stir-fry. You hungry?"

"Did Val R ordan get hold of you?"

"Yep, she called. I'"mnot nuts.”

"Of course not. 1'd like you to keep an eye out for this kid, MIlly. One
of his buddies fessed up that Mkey had a little bit of an obsession wth
you.

"Me? No ki ddi ng?"

"He m ght be creeping around your trailer.”

"Real | y?"

"I'f you see him give me a call, would you? His folks are worried about
him"

"Il do that."

"Thanks. And ask your nei ghbors when they get hone, would you?"

"You betcha.” Mlly realized he was stalling. Just staring at her with
that goofy grin on his face. "They just nmoved in. | don't know themvery well,
but 1"l ask."

"Thanks." He said, still just standing there, like a twelve-year-old
ready to make an assault on the wallflowers at his first dance.

"I'"d better go, Theo. | have broccoli in the dryer." No, she had wanted
to say she had to get back to dinner, or to her laundry, not both.

"Ckay. See ya."

She ran into her trailer, slamred the door, and | eaned against it.
Thr ough the wi ndow she coul d see the dragon trailer open an eye and close it
qui ckly. She could have sworn it was wi nking at her

Theo

A niggling voice in Theo's head told himthat finding the Crazy Lady
attractive -- extrenely attractive -- was an indicator that he was |l ess than
sane hinmself. On the other hand, he didn't feel that bad about it. He didn't



feel bad about anything, not since he'd walked into the trailer park anyway.
He had to deal with an explosion, a lost kid, the recent increase in genera
nuttiness in town -- a virtual shit stormof responsibility -- but he didn't
feel all that bad. And in that nonent outside of Milly's trailer, reflecting
and waiting for the tide of lust to ebb, he realized that he hadn't snoked any
pot all day. Strange. Normally this long without nursing fromhis Sneaky Pete
and his skin would be crawing.

He was headi ng back to his Volvo to resune the search for the | ost boy
when his cell phone rang. Sheriff John Burton didn't say hello.

"Get to aland line," Burton said.

"I'min the mddle of trying to find a lost kid," Theo replied.

"Aland line now, Crowe. My private line. You have five mnutes."

Theo drove to a pay phone outside the Head of the Slug Sal oon and checked
his watch. Wen fifteen nminutes had passed, he dialed Burton's numnber.

"I said five mnutes."

"Yes, you did." Theo smiled to hinmself in spite of Burton's tone, which
was on the verge of scream ng.

"No one goes on the ranch, Crowe. The lost kid is not on the ranch, do
you hear ne?"

"It's standard procedure to search all the ranchland. Energency services
has the area gridded out. W have to cover the whole grid. | was going to cal
in sone deputies to help us. The volunteer fire guys are exhausted fromthe
expl osion this norning."

"No. None of ny guys. Don't call the Highway Patrol or the CCC either
And no aircraft. If the grid on the ranch has to be checked off, then check it
of f. No one goes on that land, is that clear?"

"And what if the kid actually is on the ranch. You' re tal king about a
t housand acres of pasture and forest that won't be searched.”

"Ch bullshit, the kid is probably in a tree house sonmewhere with a stack
of Pl ayboys. He's only been m ssing for what, twelve hours?"

"What if he's not?"

There was silence on the line for a nonent. Theo waited, watching three
new coupl es | eave the Head of the Slug in less than a m nute. New couples: in
Pi ne Cove everyone knew who everyone el se was dating, and these were people
who didn't go together. Not that unusual a phenonenon perhaps on a Friday
night at 2 AM, but this was Wednesday and it was barely eight o'clock. Maybe
he wasn't the only one feeling a wave of horniness. The couples were groping
each other as if trying to get all the foreplay out of the way before they
reached the car.

Burton came back on the line. "I'lIl see that the ranchland is searched
and call you if they find the kid. But | want to be the first to know if you
find him"

“"That it?"

"Find that little fucker, Crowe." Burton hung up

Theo got into his Volvo and drove to his cabin at the edge of the ranch
There were at |east twenty citizen volunteers searching for Mkey Plotznik.
The effort could spare himlong enough to catch a shower and change his
snoke-saturated clothes. As he parked the Vol vo, an expensive, tricked-out red
pi ckup truck pulled into the ranch entrance and rolled slowy by. As they
passed, a Hi spanic man sitting in the bed | aughed and sal uted Theo with the
barrel of an AK-47 assault rifle.

Theo | ooked away and wal ked to the dark cabin, w shing that there was
someone there waiting for him

el even
Catfish

Catfish awke to find a paint-spattered wonan paddi ng about the house in



not hi ng but a pair of wool socks, in which she had stuck several sable brushes
that delivered ochre, olive, and titaniumwhite strokes to her cal ves whenever
she noved. Canvases were propped on easels, chairs, counters, and wi ndowsills

-- seascapes every one. Estelle moved from canvas to canvas, palette in hand,

furiously painting details in the waves and beaches.

"Y' all woke up inspired," Catfish said.

It was past dusk, they had slept away the daylight. Estelle painted by
the light of fifty candles and the orange gl ow t hat washed fromthe open doors
of the wood stove. Col or correctness be dammed, these paintings should be
viewed by fire.

Estel |l e stopped painting and rai sed her brush armto cover her breasts.
"They weren't finished. | knew something was nissing when | painted them but
| didn't know what until now "

Catfish cinched his pants around his wai st and wal ked shirtl ess anong the
pai ntings. The waves withed with tail and scale and teeth and tal on. Predator
eyes shone out of the canvases, brighter, it seemed, than the candles that lit
t hem

"You done painted that old girl in all of 'enf"

"It's not agirl. It's male."
"How you know t hat ?"
"I know." Estelle turned and went back to her painting. "I feel it."

"How you know it | ook |like that?"

"It does, doesn't it? It looks like this?"

Catfish scratched the stubble on his chin and pondered the paintings.
"Close. But it ain't a boy. That ol' nobnster the same one conme after ne an
Smiley for catchin its little one."

Estell e stopped painting and turned to him "You have to play tonight?"

"Inalittle while."

" Cof f ee?"

He stepped up to her, took the brush and palette fromher, and ki ssed her
on the forehead. "That sho' woul d be sweet."

She padded to the bedroom and came back wearing a tattered ki nobno. "Tel
me, Catfish. Wat happened?”

He was sitting at the table. "I think we done broke a record. |I'msore."

Estelle smiled in spite of herself, but pressed on. "Wat happened back
then, in the bayou? Did you call that thing up out of the water somehow?"

"What you thinkin, woman? | can do that, you think |I be playin clubs for
drinks and part the door?"

"Tell me how you felt back then, when that thing came out of the swanp."

"Scared."

"Besides that."

"Wasn't nothing besides that. You heard it. Scared is all there is."

"You weren't scared after we got back here last night."

"Neither was |I. What did you feel back then? Before and after the thing
cane after you."

"Not like I"'mfeelin now "

"And how is that?"

"I'mfeelin real good to be here talkin to you."

"No kidding. Me too. How about back then?"

"Stop doggin me, girl. I'lIl tell you. But | gots to go play in an hour
and | don't know that | can."
"Why not ?"

"The Blues ain't on me. You done chased 'emoff."
"I can throw you out in the cold without a shirt if you think it wll

hel p.
Catfish squirnmed in his chair. "Maybe sonme coffee.”

Catfish's Story



After we gets sone distance from whatever chasin us, we stop the Mdel T
Ford and me and Smiley put that big ol' catfish thing in the backseat -- his
tail hangin out one side an' his head out t'other. Now this ain't at all what
| expected, and Smiley ain't got the Blues on him but I'mgettin nme a grand
case myself. Then | realizes we got us five hundred dollar com ng, and them
ol' Blues done nelt right away.

| say, "Smiley, | believes we should have us some celebratin, startin
with some liquor and endin up with some fine Delta pussy. Wat you say?"

Q' Smley, like usual, don't wanna piss on the parade, but bein who he
is, he point out we aint got no noney and Ida May don't approve of no pussy
nore' en a hundred yard fromthe house. But he feelin it too, | can tell, and
before 1 ong we headed down a back road to find a bootl egger I know down there
name of Elnore that sells to colored folk.

That ol' white boy ain't got but two teeth, but he grindin 'emwhen we
pull's up, all mad and wavin his shotgun Iike we cone to bust up his still. |
say, "Hey, Elnore, how your lovely wife and sister?"

He say she fine, but lessin we shows sonme noney qui ck, he gonna shoot him
some ni ggers and get back to her before she cool off.

"W a little short," | say. "But we have us five hundred dollar cone
morning iffin you kind enough to give us a jug on credit.” An' then | shows
himthe catfish

That boy liked to shit his pants, and | was hopin he would, just to cover
the smell conmin off himnatural, but instead he say, "I ain't waitin 'ti
nmornin'. You want a jug, you give ne a hunk o' that catfish right now A big
hunk. "

Smiley and | thinks it over, and before | ong we got us a half-gallon of
corn mash and ol' Elnore got hisself enough catfish to feed his w ves and
children and them-- thats both for a week or nore.

Up the road a spell and this old whore nanme of Okra givin us the sane
speech about noney, plus she sayin we need to take us a bath before she let us
anywhere near her girls. And | cones back with the five-hundred-dollar story,
but she say with the five-hundred-dollar we conme in tomorrow, but if we want
some pussy tonight, she want a hunk of that old catfish in the back. Them hos
can eat sone catfish too, I'"'mtellin you. | thought Smley finally gettin the
Bl ues on hi mwhen | hears himsayin how he give up a hundred dollar worth of
catfish just for a bath. But that his choice. He wait in the car "til |I'm done
and we head off to find a place to sleep till norning when we can cash in the
fish.

We pulls down a side road into some bushes, and we comencin' to get us
some sleep after a drink or two, when who cone out the woods but a whol e bunch
of boys wearin themwhite sheets and pointy hoods, sayin, "N gger, | guess you
didn't read the sign."

And they tie us up to that ol' catfish and nake us drag it back in the
woods to a big ol' fire they got goin.

That sho' a chill, | gots to tell you. To this day | can't wal k by sheets
hangin on a line w thout nmy backbone freeze up. | knows we sho' gonna di e now,
sayin ny prayers and all best | can, while them boys kickin ne in the mouth
an' such while eatin catfish pieces what they roasted on sticks.

Then | feels it and the kickin stops. | see ol' Smiley lyin in the dirt
coverin his head with his arns, one ol' bloody eye |ookin' over at nme. He fee
it too.

Them Kl ansmen staring into the woods |ike they | ong-lost noma gonna cone
out, big ol' grins on they faces, half of 'emrubbin they dicks through they
pants. And she cone out all right. Big as a train, a how |ike to nake your
ears bust and bl eed. She take two of themin the first bite.

| don't have to wite Smley no letter. Before we can say somethin, we up
and runnin, still tied up to what left of that catfish carcass, running back
for the road. W finds us a knife in the car and we gets |l oose lickety-split
-- Smiley crankin that ol' Mdel T and ne behind the wheel workin the choke.
Hol l erin and screamn com n out the woods sounding |ike rmusic now, them



Kl ansmen gettin all eat up

Then it get quiet just the sound of our breath and Smiley crankin the
Model T. I'myellin for himto hurry, | can hear that thing crashin though the
woods. And finally, the Mbdel T yanks over, but | can hardly hear it, 'cause
that ol d dragon thing done broken out the woods and lets go a roar. | tells
Smiley to get in, but he run back to the back of the car

"What you doi ng?" | say.

"Five hundred dollar," he say.

And | see he throwing the catfish in the backseat. That stinky thing
ain't nothin but a head now, so Smiley throwit in by hisself. Then he nakes
to junmp on the running board and | | ooks over and he just snatched out the
air. Gone. And themjaws coming down for the second time when | pull that ol
Model T in gear and take off.

Smi | ey gone. Gone.

Next day | find that white man say he pay five hundred dollar for the
catfish, and he look at that big fish head and jus laugh at ne. | say | |ose
the best friend | ever had, he better give me ny goddamm noney. But he | augh
and tell me go away. So | hit him

Took that old fish head to court with me, but it don't nake no

di fference. That judge give ne six months in jail -- hittin a white man and
all. He tell the bailiff, "Take Catfish away."

They call me Catfish since. | don't tell the story no nore, but the nane
still there. Had the Blues on ne ever since, but they ain't no nmakin anmends.

By the time | get out, lda May die of grief, and | ain't got a friend alive.
Been on the road since.
That thing on the beach, nake that sound, she |ookin for ne.

Catfish

"It's a male," Estelle said. She didn't know what el se to say.

"How you know?"

"I know." She took his hand. "I'm sorry about your friend."

"I just wanted himto get the Blues on himso we can nmake us a record."

They sat there at the table for a while, holding hands. Catfish let his
coffee go cold in the cup. Estelle ran the story around in her head, both
relieved and fearful that the shadows in her paintings now had a shape.
Sonehow, as fantastic as it was, Catfish's story seened faniliar

She said, "Catfish, did you ever read The A d Man and the Sea by Ernest
Hem ngway ?"

"He that boy wite about bullfights and fishing? | met himonce, down
Fl ori da way. Wy?"

"You net hinP"

"Yeah, that sumbitch didn't believe that story neither. Said he like to
fish, but he don't believe nme. Wy you ask?"

"Never mind," Estelle said. "If this thing eats people, don't you think
we should report it?"

"I been tellin fol ks about that monster for some fifty years, ain't no
one believed me yet. Said | was the biggest liar ever cone outta the Delta.
I'd have me a big house and a stack of records if not for that. You call the
law and tell them 'bout this, they gonna call you the crazy woman of Pine
Cove. "

"W al ready have one of those.™

"Well, ain't no one gonna get eat but nme, and if | lose this gig 'cause
they thinkin I'mcrazy, | have to be novin on then. You understand?"

Estelle took Catfish's cup fromthe table and placed it in the sink
"You'd better get ready to go play."

twel ve



Mol |y

To distract herself fromthe dragon next door, Mdlly had put on her
sweats and started to clean her trailer. She got as far as filling three black
trash bags with junk food jetsam and was getting ready to vacuum up the
coll ection of sow bug corpses that dotted her carpet when she rmade the m stake
of Wndexing the television. Qutland Steel, Kendra's Revenge was pl ayi ng on
the VCR and when the droplets of Wndex hit the screen, they magnified the
phosphorescent dots, naking the picture ook |ike an inpressionist painting:
Seurat's Sunday Afternoon on the Island of Le Grande Warrior Babe perhaps.

Mol ly froze the frame on the gratuitous shower scene. (There was al ways a
shower scene in the first five mnutes of her filns, despite the fact that
Kendra lived on a planet alnost conpletely devoid of water. To address this
probl em one young director had gotten the bright idea of using
"anti-radi oactive foamt in the shower scene and Ml ly had spent five hours
wi t h whi pped Ivory Snow suds being bl own on to her by an offscreen Shop-Vac.
She ended up playing the rest of the filmin a Bedouin burnoose to cover the
rash that devel oped all over her body.)

"Art film" Mlly said, sitting on the floor in front of the TV, dowsing

it with Wndex for the fiftieth tine. "I could have been a nodel in Paris in
t hose days."
"Not a chance," said the narrator. He was still around. "Too skinny. They

i ked fat chicks back then."

"I"'mnot talking to you."

"You' ve used half a bottle of Wndex for this little trip to Paris."

"Seens |ike cheap travel to ne," Mlly said. Even so, she got up and took
two glasses fromthe top of the TV. She was taking themto the kitchen when
t he doorbell rang.

She opened the door with the rins of the glasses pinched in one hand.
Qut side, two wonen in dresses and heels and lots of hair spray were standi ng
on her steps. They were both in their early thirties, blonde, and wore stiff
snmles of either insincerity or drug use, Mdlly couldn't be sure which

"Avon?" Mol ly asked.

"No," the blonde in front said with a titter. "I'm Marge Wiitfield, this
is Katie Marshall, we're fromthe Coalition for a Miral Society. W'd like to
talk to you about our canpaign to reinstate school prayer. | hope we haven't

caught you at a bad tinme." Katie was in pink. Marge in pastel bl ue.

"I"'mMlly Mchon. | was just cleaning up a little." Mlly held up the
two gl asses. "Come on in."

The two woren stepped in and stood in the doorway as Mdlly took the
gl asses to the sink. "You know, it's interesting," MIlly said, "but if you put
Di et Coke in one glass, and regul ar Coke in another, and let themsit for, oh
say six months, then come back, there will be all sorts of green stuff grow ng
on the regul ar Coke, but the Diet Coke will be as good as new. "

Molly returned to the living room "Can | get you two sonething to
dri nk?"

"No, thank you," Marge droned in robot response. She and Katie were
staring at the paused i mage of a wet and naked Molly on the tel evision screen
Mol |y breezed by themand flipped off the television. "Sorry, an art filml
made in Paris when | was younger. Wn't you sit down?"

The wonen sat down next to each other on Mblly's tattered couch, their
knees pinched together so tight they could have crushed di anonds to powder.

"I love your air freshener," Katie said, trying to pull out of her
terror. "It snells so clean.”

"Thanks, it's Wndex."

"What a cute idea," Mrge said.

Thi s was good, Mdlly thought. Nornmal people. If | can hold nyself
toget her for normal people like these, 1'll be okay. This is good practice.
She sat down on the floor in front of them "So your nane is Marge. You don't



hear that outside of detergent commercials anynore. Did your parents watch a
[ot of Tv?"

Marge tittered. "It's short for Margaret, of course. My grandnother's
name. "

Katie junped in. "Mdlly, we're very concerned that our children's
education is totally without any spiritual instruction. The Coalition is
col l ecting signatures for reinstatenment of prayer in school."

"Ckay," Molly said. "You're newin town, aren't you?"

"Why, yes, we've both noved here from Los Angel es with our husbands. A
small town is just a better place to raise children, as |I'm sure you know. "

"Right," Mlly said. They had no idea who she was. "That's why | brought
my little Stevie here." Stevie was Mdlly's gol dfi sh who had died during one of
her stays in County. Now he lived in a Ziploc in her freezer and regarded her
with a frosty gaze every tine she retrieved sone ice

"And how old is Stevie?"

"Seven or eight. | forget sonetinmes, it was a long | abor."
"He's a year behind ny Tiffany," Mrge said.

"Well, he's alittle slow "

"And your husband is..."

"Dead. "

"I'"'mso sorry," Katie said

"No need, you probably didn't kill him"

"Anyway, " Katie said, "we'd really like to have your signature to send to
the state senate. Single nothers are an inportant part of our canpaign. And
we're also collecting donations for the canpaign to have the Constitution
anended. " She put on an enbarrassed snile. "God's work needs funding too."

"I liveinatrailer,” MIlly said

"W understand," Marge said. "Finances are difficult for a single nother
But your signature is just as inmportant to God's work."

"But | live in a trailer. God hates trailers.”

"Beg pardon?"

"He burns themup, freezes themout, tears themup with tornadoes. Cod
hates trailers. Are you sure | wouldn't be hurting your cause?"

Katie giggled. "Ch, Ms. Mchon, don't be silly. Just last week |I read
where a worman's trailer was picked up by a tornado and dropped alnost a mle
away and she survived. She said that she was praying the whole time and that
God had saved her. You see?"

"Then who sent the tornado in the first place?"

The two pastel wonen squirmed on the couch. The bl ue one spoke first.
"W'd love to have you at our Bible study group, where we could discuss that,
but we have to be getting along. Whuld you nind signing the petition?" She
pull ed a clipboard out of her oversized purse and handed it over to Mlly with
a pen.

"So if this works, kids will be able to pray in school ?"

"Why, yes." Marge brightened.

"So the Muslimkids can turn to Mecca seven tinmes a day or whatever and
it won't count against their grades?"

The bl ue and pink pastel |adies |ooked at each other. "Well, America is a
Christian nation, Ms. Mchon."

Mol ly didn't want themto think she was a pushover. She was a smart
worman. "But kids of other faiths can pray too, right?"

"l suppose so," Katie said. "To thensel ves."

"Ch good," Mly said as she signed the petition, "because | know that
Stevie could move up to the Red Jets reading group if he could sacrifice a
chicken to Vigoth the Wrm God, but the teacher won't let him" Wy did | say
that? Wiy did | say that? What if they ask where Stevie is?

"Ms. Mchon!"

"What? He'd do it at recess,” MIlly said. "lIt's not like it would cut
into study tinme."

"W are working on behalf of the One True God, Ms. Mchon. The Coalition



is not an interfaith organization. I'msure that if you had felt the power of
Hs spirit, you wouldn't talk that way."

"Ch, |I've felt it."

"You have?"

"Of course. You can feel it too. R ght now'

"What do you nean?"

Mol Iy handed the clipboard back to Katie and stood up. "Cone next door
with me. It'll only take a second. | know you'll feel it."

Theo

Theo' s hopes of finding Mkey Plotznik rose as he drove though the
residential areas of Pine Cove. Nearly every nei ghborhood had two or three
peopl e out searching with flashlights and cell phones. Theo stopped and took
reports fromeach search party, then nade suggestions as if he had the
slightest idea what he was doi ng. Who was he ki ddi ng? He couldn't even find
his car keys half the tine.

Most of Pine Cove's nei ghborhoods were w thout sidewal ks or streetlights.
The canopy of pine trees absorbed the noonlight and darkness drank up Theo's
headl i ghts |i ke an ocean of ink. He plugged his handheld spotlight in the
lighter socket and swept it across the houses and into the vacant |ots,
spotting nothing but a pair of mule deer eating someone's rosebuds. As he
drove by the beach park -- a grass playground the size of a football field,
surrounded by cypress trees and bl ocked fromthe Pacific wi nd by an eight-foot
redwood fence -- he spotted a flash of white noving on one of the picnic
tables. He pulled into the parking strip beside the park and pointed the
Vol vo's headlights, as well as the spotlight, at the table.

A couple was going at it right there on the table. The flash of white had
been the man's bare ass. Two faces turned into the Iight eyes as wide as the
two deer Theo had surprised earlier. Normally, Theo would have driven on. He
was used to finding people "in the act" in cars behind the Head of the Sl ug,
or parked along the nore rugged strips of coastline. He wasn't the sex police,
after all. But tonight he was irritated by the scene. It had been al nost a
whol e day since he'd had a hit fromhis Sneaky Pete. Maybe it's a synptom of
wi t hdrawal , he thought.

He turned off the Volvo and got out taking his flashlight with him The
couple scranbled into their clothes as he approached, but didn't try to
escape. There was nowhere for themto go except over the fence, where a narrow
beach was bordered on both sides by cliffs and washed by treacherous, freezing
rip tides.

VWen he was hal fway across the park. Theo recognized the fornicators and
stopped. The woman, a girl really, was Betsy Butler, a waitress down at H P.'s
Cafe. She was struggling to pull down her skirt. The man, bal ding and
sl ack-chested, was the newly w dowed Joseph Leander. Theo fl ashed on the inmage
of Bess Leander hanging froma peg in the spotless dining room

"Alittle discretion's in order here, you think, Joe?" Theo shouted as he
wal ked toward them

"Uh, it's Joseph, Constable."

Theo felt his scalp go hot with anger. He wasn't an angry man by nature,
but nature hadn't been working the last few days. "No, it's Joseph when you're
doi ng busi ness or when you're grieving over your dead wi fe. Wen you' re boning
a girl half your age on a picnic table in a public park, it's Joe."

"I -- we -- things have been so difficult. | don't know what cane over us
-- | nmean, nme. | nean..."

"I don't suppose you've seen a kid around here tonight? A boy, about
ten?"

The girl shook her head. She was covering her face with one hand and
staring into the grass at her feet. Joseph Leander's gaze darted around the
park as if a nagic escape hatch would open up in the dark if he could only



spot it. "No, | haven't seen a boy."

Techni cally, Theo knew he could arrest them both on the spot for indecent
exposure, but he didn't want to take the time to process theminto County
Justice. "CGo home, Joe. Alone. Your daughters shouldn't be by thenselves right
now. Betsy, do you have a ride?"

Wt hout uncovering her face, she said, "I only live two bl ocks away."

"CGo home. Now." Theo turned and wal ked back to the Volvo. No one had ever
accused Theo of being clever (except for the tine at a college party when he
fashi oned an energency bong out of a two-liter Coke bottle and a Bic pen), but
he was feeling somewhat |ess than clever for not having investigated Bess
Leander's death nore carefully. It was one thing to be hired because you're
t hought to be a fool, it's quite another to live up to the reputation

Tomorrow, he thought. First find the kid.

Mol |y

Mol ly stood in the nmud with the two pastel Christian |adies |ooking at
the dragon trailer.

"Can you feel it?"

"Why, whatever do you nmean?" Marge said. "That's just a dirty old trailer
-- excuse ne -- nmobile hone."” Until a second ago, she had only been concerned
wi th her powder-blue high heels sinking into the wet turf. Now she and her
partner were staring at the dragon trailer, w de-eyed.

They could feel it, Molly could tell. She could feel it too: a | ow grade
sense of contentment, something vaguely sexual, not quite joy, but close.
"You're feeling it?"

The two worren | ooked to each other, trying to deny that they were feeling
anything. Their eyes were glazed over as if they'd been drugged, and they
fidgeted as if suppressing giggles. Katie, the pink one, said, "Mybe we
shoul d visit these people."” She took a tentative step toward the dragon

trailer.
Mol ly stepped in front of her. "There's no one there. It's just a
feeling. You two should probably go fill out your petition."

"It's late," said powder blue. "Maybe one nore visit then we have to go."

"No!" Mblly blocked their path. This wasn't as fun as she thought it
woul d be. She had wanted to freak themout a little, not harmthem She had
the distinct feeling that if they got any closer to the dragon trailer, schoo
prayer would be losing two well-groomed votes. "You two need to get home." She
took each by a shoulder and | ed them back to the street then pushed t hem
toward the entrance of the trailer park. They | ooked |ongingly over their
shoul ders at the dragon trailer.

"I feel the spirit moving in ne, Katie," Mrge said.

Mol Iy gave them anot her push. "Right, that's a good thing. Of you go."
And she was supposed to be the crazy one.

"CGo, go, go," Mdlly said. "I have to get Stevie's dinner ready."

"We're sorry we missed neeting your little boy," Katie said. "Were is
he?"

"Homewor k. See ya. Bye."

Mol Iy wat ched the wormen wal k out of the park and clinb into a new
Chrysl er mnivan, then she turned back to the dragon trailer. For sone reason
she was no | onger afraid.

"You're hungry, aren't you, Stevie?"

The dragon trailer shifted shape, angles nelting to curves, wi ndows goi ng
back to eyes, but the glow wasn't as intense as it had been in the early dawn.
Mol |y saw the burned gill trees, the soot and blistered flesh between the
scal es. Soft blue lines of color flashed across the dragon's fl anks and faded.
Molly felt her heart sink in synpathy. This thing, whatever it was, was
hurti ng.

Mol ly took a few steps closer. "I have a feeling you're too old to be a



Stevie. And the original Stevie mght be offended. How about Steve? You | ook
like a Steve." Mlly liked the name Steve. Her agent at SAG had been naned
Steve. Steve was a good nane for a reptile. (As opposed to Stevie, which was
nore of a frozen gol dfish name.)

She felt a wave of warmh run through her amd the sadness. The nonster
i ked his nane.

"You shoul dn't have eaten that kid."

Steve said nothing. Mdlly took another step forward, still on guard. "You
have to go away. | can't help you. |I'mcrazy, you know? | have the papers from
the state to prove it."

The Sea Beast rolled over on his back |like a subm ssive puppy and gave
Mol ly a pathetically hel pl ess ook, no easy task for an ani nal capabl e of
swal | owi ng a Vol kswagen.

"No," Mlly said.

The Sea Beast whi npered, no | ouder than a newborn kitten

"Ch, this is just swell,” Mdlly said. "Imagine the meds Dr. Val is going
to put me on when | tell her about this. The vegetable and the lizard, that's
what they'll call us. |I hope you' re happy."

PEER PRESSURES

"But | don't want to go anong nmad people," Alice remarked.

"Ch, you can't help that," said the cat, "we're all mad here. |'m nad,
You're nad. "

"How do you know |'m nad?" said Alice.

"You must be," said the cat, "or you wouldn't have cone here."

--Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wnderland

thirteen
Br eakf ast

Sonehow, though the night the residents of Pine Cove, especially those
who had been withdrawi ng from anti depressants, found a satisfied cal mhad
fallen over them It wasn't that their anxiety was gone, but rather that it
ran off their backs like warmrain off a naked toddl er who has just discovered
the splash and magi ¢ of nmud. There was joy and sex and danger in the air --
and a euphoric need to share.

Morni ng found many of them herding at the |ocal restaurants for
breakfast. Gathering together |ike w | debeests in the presence of a pride of
lions, knowi ng instinctively that only one of themis going to fall to the
fang: the one that is caught al one.

Jenny Masterson had been waiting tables at H.P.'s Cafe for twelve years,
and she couldn't renmenber a day out of the tourist season when it had been so
busy. She noved between her tables |ike a dancer, pouring coffee and decaf,
taki ng orders and delivering food, catching the odd request for nore butter or
sal sa, and snatching up a dirty plate or glass on her way back to the w ndow.
No novenent wasted, no customer ignored. She was good -- really good -- and
sonetines that bugged the hell out of her

Jenny was just forty, slender and fair-skinned with killer legs and | ong
auburn hair that she wore pinned up when she worked. Wth her husband Robert,
she owned Brine's Bait, Tackle, and Fine Wnes, but after three nonths of
trying to work with the man she loved and after the birth of her daughter
Amanda, who was five, she returned to waitressing to save her nmarriage and her
sanity. Somewhere between coll ege and today, she had becone a bull noose
wai tress, and she never ceased to wonder how in the hell that had happened.
How had she becone the repository for local information bordering on gossip,
and how had she becone so damm good at picki ng up her custoners
conversations, and follow ng them as she noved around the restaurant?



Today the restaurant was full of talk about M key Plotznik, who had
di sappeared al ong his paper route the day before. There was talk of the search
and specul ation on the kid's fate. At a few of her two-tops were seated
coupl es who seened intent on reliving their sexual adventures fromthe night
before and -- if the pawi ng and fawning were any indication -- were going to
resume again after breakfast. Jenny tried to tune themout. There was a table
of her ol d-guy coffee drinkers, who were trading msinformation on politics
and | awn care; at the counter a couple of construction workers intent on
pulling in a rare Saturday's work read the paper over bacon and eggs; and over
in the corner, Val Riordan, the local shrink, was scribbling notes on a |l ega
pad at a table all by herself. That was unusual. Dr. Val didn't normally make
appearances in Pine Cove during the day. Stranger than that Estelle Boyet the
seascape painter, was having her tea with a Black gentl eman who | ooked as if
he woul d junp out of his skin at the slightest touch

Jenny heard sone commotion coming fromthe regi ster and turned to see her
busgirl arguing with Molly M chon, the Crazy Lady. Jenny nmade a beeline for
the counter.

"Ml ly, you're not supposed to be in here," Jenny said calmy but firmy.
Mol |y had been eighty-sixed for life after she had attacked H P.'s espresso
machi ne.

"I just need to cash this check. | need to get some noney to buy nedicine
for a sick friend."

The busgirl, a freshman at Pine Cove High, bolted into the kitchen

tossing "I told her" over her shoul der as she went.
Jenny | ooked at the check. It was fromthe Social Security Administration
and it was above the anmount she was allowed to accept. "I'msorry, Mlly, |

can't do it."

"I have photo ID." MIlly pulled a videotape out of her enornous handbag
and plopped it on the counter. There was a picture of a hal f-naked woman tied
between two stakes on the cover. The titles were in Italian

"That's not it Molly. I'mnot allowed to cash a check for that much.

Look, | don't want any trouble, but if Howard sees you in here, he'll call the
police."

"The police are here," canme a man's voi ce.

Jenny | ooked up to see Theophilus Crowe towering behind MIlly. "Hi
Theo." Jenny liked Theo. He rem nded her of Robert before he had quit drinking
-- semtragi c but good-natured.

"Can | help here?"

"I really need to get some money," Molly said. "For nedicine."

Jenny shot a look to the corner, where Val Riordan | ooked up from her
notes with an expression of dread on her face. The psychiatrist obviously
didn't want to be brought into this.

Theo took the check gently fromMlly and | ooked at it, then said to

Jenny, "It's a governnment check, Jenny. |'msure it's good. Just this once?
Medi ci ne." He wi nked at Jenny from behind MIIly's back
"Howard will kill nme when he sees it. Every time he | ooks at the espresso

machi ne, he nmutters somethi ng about spawn of evil."

“I"1l back you up. Tell himit was in the interest of public safety."

"Ch, okay. You're lucky we're busy today and | have the cash to spare.”
Jenny handed Mdlly a pen. "Just endorse it."

Mol Iy signed the check with a flourish and handed it over. Jenny counted
out the bills on the counter. "Thanks," Mlly said. Then to Theo, "Thanks.
Hey, you want a collector's edition of Warrior Babes?" She held the videotape
out to him

"No thanks, Mdlly. | can't accept gratuities.”

Jenny craned her neck to | ook at the cover of the tape.

"It's in Italian, but you can figure it out," MlIlly said.

Theo shook his head and smil ed.

"Ckay," Mdlly said. "Gotta go." She turned and wal ked out of the
restaurant, |eaving Theo staring at her back



"I guess she really was in novies," Jenny said. "Did you see the picture
on the cover?"

"Nope, " Theo said.

"Amazing. Did she |look like that?"

Theo shrugged. "Thanks for taking her check, Jenny. I'Il find a seat.
Just some coffee and an English muffin."

"Any luck finding the Plotznik kid?"

Theo shook his head as he wal ked away.

Gabe

Ski nner barked once to warn the Food Guy that he was about to collide
with the crazy woman, but it came a little too |late and, as usual, the dense
but good-hearted Food Guy didn't get the nessage. Skinner had finally tal ked
the Food Guy into stopping work and going to get something to eat. Catching
rats and hiking around in the mud was fun, but eating was inportant.

Gabe, covered with nud to the knees and burrs to the shoul der, was head
down, digging in his backpack for his wallet as he approached H P.'s Cafe.
Comi ng out, Mlly was counting her noney, not |ooking at all where she was
goi ng. She heard Skinner bark just as they conked heads.

"Quch, excuse ne," Gabe said, rubbing his head. "I wasn't watching where
I was going."

Ski nner took the opportunity to sniff MIlly's crotch. "N ce dog," Mlly
said. "Did he produce B-novies in his last |ife?"

"Sorry." Gabe grabbed Skinner by the collar and pulled himaway.

Mol Iy folded her noney and stuffed it into the wai stband of her tights.
"Hey, you're the biologist, huh?"

"That's ne."

"How many grans of protein in a sow bug?"

"What ?"

"A sow bug. You know, roly-polies, pill bugs -- gray, lotsa |egs,
designed to curl up and die?"

"Yes, | know what a sow bug is."

"How many grans of protein in one?"
"l have no idea."

"Coul d you find out?"

"l suppose | could."

"CGood," Molly said. "I'Il call you."
"Ckay. "
"Bye." Mdlly ruffled Skinner's ears as she wal ked off. Gabe stood there

for a second, distracted fromhis research for the first time in thirty-six
hours. "What the hell?"
Ski nner wagged his tail to say, "Let's eat."

Dr. Val

Val Ri ordan watched the | anky constable coming through the restaurant
toward her. She wasn't ready to be official, that's why she'd taken herself
out to breakfast in the first place -- that and she didn't want to face her
assi stant Chl oe and her newfound nynphonani a. She was nonths, no, years behind
on her professional journals, and she'd packed a briefcase full of themin
hope of skimming a few over coffee before her appointnents began. She tried to
hi de behind a copy of Pusher: The Anerican Journal of Cinica
Psychophar macol ogi cal Practice, but the constable just kept coning

"Dr. Riordan, do you have a m nute?"

"l suppose."” She gestured to the chair across from her

Theo sat down and dove right in. "Are you sure that Bess Leander never
sai d anyt hi ng about problenms with her marriage? Fights? Joseph com ng hone



| at e? Anyt hi ng?"
"I told you before. I can't talk about it!"
Theo took a dollar out of his pocket and slid it across the table. "Take

this."

"y 2"

"I want you to be ny therapist. | want the sane patient confidentiality
that you're giving Bess Leander. Even though that privilege isn't supposed to
ext end beyond the grave. I'mhiring you as nmy therapist."

"For a dollar? I"'mnot a |l awer, Constable Crowe. | don't have to accept
you as a patient. And paynent has nothing to do with it." Val was willing him
to go away. She had tried to bend people to her will since she was a child.

She' d spoken to her therapist about it during her residency. Go away.
"Fine, take nme as a patient. Please."
"I'"'mnot taking any new patients."

"One session, thirty seconds long. |I'myour patient. | pronise you'l
want to hear what | have to say in session."
"Theo, have you ever addressed, well, your substance abuse problen?" It

was a snotty and unprofessional thing to say, but Crowe wasn't exactly being
pr of essi onal either.

"Does that mean |'myour patient?"

"Sure, okay, thirty seconds."

"Last night | saw Joseph Leander engaging in sexual relations with a
young wonan in the park." Theo folded his hands and sat back. "Your thoughts?"

Jenny couldn't believe she'd heard it right. She hadn't meant to, she was
just delivering an English muffin when the gossip bonmb hit her unprepared.
Bess Leander, not even cold in the gravy and her straitlaced Presbyterian
husband was doing it with some binbo in the park? She paused as if checking
her tables, waited for a second, then slid the muffin in front of Theo.

"Can | bring you anything el se?"

"Not right now," Theo said.

Jenny | ooked at Val Riordan and deci ded that whatever she needed ri ght
now was not on the menu. Val was sitting there wi de-eyed, as if soneone had
sl apped her with a dead mackerel. Jenny backed away fromthe table. She
couldn't wait for Betsy to come in to relieve her for the lunch shift. Betsy
al ways waited on Joseph Leander when he cane in the cafe and nmade conmments
about himbeing the only guy with two children who had never been laid. She'd
be bl own away.

Bet sy, of course, already knew.

Gabe

Gabe tied Skinner up outside and entered the cafe to find all the tables
occupi ed. He spotted Theophilus Crowe sitting at a four-top with a wonman t hat
he didn't know Gabe debated inviting hinself to their table, then decided it
woul d be better to approach Theo under the pretense of a rat news update and
hope for an invitation.

Gabe pulled his |aptop out of his shoul der bag as he approached the
tabl e.

"Theo, you won't believe what | found out |ast night."

Theo | ooked up. "H, Gabe. Do you know Val Ri ordan? She's our |oca
psychiatrist."

Gabe offered his hand to the wonan and she took it w thout |ooking away
fromhis, muddy boots. "Sorry," Gabe said. "I've been in the field all day.
Nice to nmeet you."

"Gabe's a biologist. He has a lab up at the weather station."

Gabe was feeling unconfortable now The woman hadn't said a word. She was
attractive in a made-up sort of way, but she seened a little out of things,
stunned perhaps. "lI'msorry to interrupt. We can talk later, Theo."



"No, sit down. You don't mind, do you, Val? We can finish our session
later. | think I still have twenty seconds on the books."

"That's fine," Val said, seeming to come out of her haze.

"Maybe you'll be interested in this," Gabe said. He slipped into an enpty
chair and pushed his laptop in front of Val. "Look at this." Like nany
scientists, Gabe was oblivious to the fact that no one gave a rat's ass about
research unless it could be expressed in ternms of dollars.

"G een dots?" Val said.

"No, those are rats."

"Funny, they look |like green dots."

"This is a topographical map of Pine Cove. These are ny tagged rats. See
t he divergence? These ten that didn't nove the other night when the others
di d?"

Val | ooked to Theo for an expl anation

"Gabe tracks rats with mcrochips in them" Theo said.

"It's only one of the things | do. Mstly, | count dead things on the
beach. "

"Fascinating work," Val said with no attenpt to hide her contenpt.

"Yeah, it's great," Gabe said. Then to Theo, "Anyway, these ten rats
didn't nove with the others."

"Right you told me this. You thought they m ght be dead."

"They weren't at least the six of themthat | found weren't. It wasn't
death that stopped them it was sex.

"What ?"

"I live-trapped twenty of the group of rats that noved, but when | went
to find the group that hadn't | didn't have to trap them There were three
pairs, all engaged in coitus."

"So what made the others nove?"

"l don't know. "

"But the other ones were, uh, mating?"

"I watched one pair for an hour. They did it a hundred and seventeen
tinmes."

"I'n an hour? Rats can do that?"

"They can, but they don't."

"But you said they did."

"I't's an anomaly. But all three pairs were doing it. One of the fenunles
had died and the nmale was still going at her when |I found them"

Theo's face was beconing strained with the effort of trying to figure out
what in the hell Gabe was trying to tell him and why he was telling himin
the first place. "Wat does that nean?"

"I have no idea," Gabe said. "I don't know why there was a mass
evacuation of the large group, and | don't know why the smaller group stayed
in one place copulating."

"Wl l, thanks for sharing.”

"Food and sex," Gabe said.

"Maybe you shoul d eat something, Gabe." Theo signaled for the waitress.

"What do you nean, food and sex?" Val asked.

"Al'l behavior is related to obtaining food and sex," Gabe said.

"How Freudi an. "

"No, Darw nian, actually."

Val |eaned forward and Gabe caught a whiff of her perfume. She actually
seened interested now. "How can you say that? Behavior is nmuch nore conpl ex
than that."

"You think so?"

"I know so. And whatever this is, this radio rat study of yours proves
it." She swiveled the screen of the laptop so they all could see it. "You have
six rats that were engaged in sex, but if | have this straight you have, well,
alot of rats that just took off for no reason at all. Right?"

"There was a reason, | just don't know it yet."

"But it wasn't food and it obviously wasn't sex."



"I don't know yet. | suppose they could have been exposed to tel evision
vi ol ence. "

Theo was sitting back and watchi ng now, enjoying two people with three
decades of education between them puffing up |ike schoolyard bullies.

"I"ma psychiatrist, not a psychol ogi st. Qur discipline has noved nore
towar d physi ol ogi cal causes for behavior over the last thirty years, or hadn't
you heard?" Val Riordan was actually grinning now.

"I"'maware of that. I'mhaving the brain chem stry worked up on ani mals
fromboth groups to see if there's a neurochem cal explanation.”

"How do you do that agai n?" Theo asked.

"You grind up their brains and anal yze the chemicals," Gabe said.

"That's got to hurt,"” Theo said.

Val Riordan laughed. "I only wish | could diagnose ny patients that way.
Sone of them anyway."

Val

Val Riordan couldn't remenber the last tinme she'd enjoyed herself, but
she suspected it was when she'd attended the Nei man- Marcus sale in San
Franci sco two years ago. Food and sex indeed. This guy was so naive. But
still, she hadn't seen anyone so passionate about pure research since ned
school, and it was nice to think about psychiatry in ternms other than
financial. She found herself wondering how Gabe Fenton would | ook in a suit,

after a shower and a shave, after he'd been boiled to kill the parasites. Not
bad, she thought.

Gabe said, "I can't seemto identify any outside stinulus for this
behavior, but | have to elinmnate the possibility that it's sonething chem ca
or environnental. If it's affecting the rats, it mght be affecting other
species too. |'ve seen sone evidence of that."

Val thought about the wave of horniness that seemed to have washed over
all of her patients in the last two days. "Could it be in the water, do you
t hi nk? Sonet hi ng that mght affect us?"

"Could be. If it's chemical, it would take |Ionger to affect a manmal as
| arge as a human. You two haven't seen anything unusual in the |last few days,
have you?"

Theo nearly spit his coffee out. "This town's a bug-house.™

"I"'mnot allowed to talk about ny patients specifically,"” Val said. She
was shaken. O course there was sone weird behavior. She'd caused it, hadn't
she, by taking fifteen hundred people off of their nedication at once? She had
to get out of here. "But in general, Theo is right."

"I anm®?" Theo said.

"He is?" Gabe said.

Jenny had returned to the table to fill their coffees. "Sorry I
overheard, but I'd have to agree with Theo too."

They all | ooked at her, then at each other. Val checked her watch. "l've
got to get to an appointnment. Gabe, I'd like to hear the results of the brain

chem stry test."

"You woul d?"

"Yes."

Val put sonme noney on the table and Theo picked it up and handed it back
to her, along with the dollar he'd put there earlier for her fee. "I need to
talk to you about that other matter, Val."

"Call me. | don't knowif | can help though. Bye."

Val left the cafe actually |ooking forward to seeing her patients, if for
no ot her reason than to imagi ne grinding up each of their brains. Anything to
address the responsibility of driving an entire town crazy. But perhaps by
driving thema little crazy, she could save some of them from
sel f-destruction: not a bad reason for going to work.



Gabe
"I'"ve got to go too," Theo said, standing up. "Gabe, should |I have the
county test the water or something? | have to go into San Junipero to the
county buil di ng today anyway."
"Not yet. | can do a general toxins and heavy netals test. | do them al
the tine for the frog popul ati on studies."
"You wanna wal k out with me?"
"I have to order something to go for Skinner."
"Didn't you say that you had ten rats that diverged fromthe pack?"
"Yes, but | could only find six."
"What happened to the other four?"
"I don't know. They just disappeared. Funny, these chips are nearly
i ndestructible too. Even if the animals are dead, | should be able to pick
themup with the satellites.”
"Qut of range maybe?"
"Not a chance, the coverage is over two hundred mles. Mire if | |ook for
"Then where did they go?"
"They | ast showed up down by the creek. Near the Fly Rod Trailer Court."
"You're kidding. That's where the Plotznik kid was | ast seen.”
"You want to see the map?"
"No, | believe you. I've got to go." Theo turned to | eave.
Gabe caught him by the shoul der. "Theo, is, uh..."
"What ?"
"I's Val Riordan single?"
"Di vorced. "
"Do you think she |ikes nme?"
Theo shook his head. "Gabe, | understand. | spend too rmuch tinme al one

t hem

t oo.
"What? | was just asking."
"I"ll see you."
"Hey, Theo, you | ook, uh, well, nmore alert today."
"Not stoned, you nean?"
"Sorry, | didn't nmean..."
"It's okay, Gabe. Thanks, | think."
"Hang tough."

Jenny

As Jenny passed Estelle Boyet's table, she heard the old Black gentl eman
say, "W don't need to tell nobody nothin'. Been fifty years since | seen that
thing. It probably done gone back to the sea."

"Still," Estelle said," there's alittle boy nmissing. Wat if the two are
connect ed?"

"Ain't nobody ever called you a crazy nigger, did they?"

"Not that | can renmenber."”

"Well, they have nme. For sonme twenty years after | tal ked about that
thing the last tine. | ain't sayin' nothin" to no one. It's our secret, girl."

"I like it when you call me girl," Estelle said. Jenny went off to the
kitchen, trying to put the norning together in her mnd, pieces of
conversations as surreal as a Dali jigsaw puzzle. There was definitely
somet hi ng going on in Pine Cove.

fourteen

Mol |y



Pi ne Cove was a decorative town -- built for show -- only one degree nore
functional than a Disneyland attraction and deci dedly | acking in businesses
and services that catered to residents rather than tourists. The business
district included ten art galleries, five wi ne-tasting roons, twenty
restaurants, eleven gift and card shops, and one hardware store. The position
of hardware clerk in Pine Cove was highly coveted by the town's retired male
popul ati on, for nowhere else could a man posture well past his prineg,
pontificate, and generally indulge in the arrogant self-inportant
chest - poundi ng of an al pha mal e without having a worman intercede to remnd him
that he was patently full of shit.

Crossing the threshold of Pine Cove Hardware and breaki ng the beamt hat
rang the bell was tantamount to setting off a testosterone alarm and if
they'd had their way, the clerks would have constructed a device to atonize
the corners with urine every tine the bell tolled. O at least that's the way
it seemed to Molly when she entered that Saturday norning.

The clerks, three men, broke fromtheir heated argunment on the finer
points of installing a wax toilet seal ring to stare, snicker, and make snide
comments under their breath about the woman who had entered their domain.

Mol Iy breezed past the counter, focusing on an aisle display of gopher poison
to avoid eye contact. Raucous |aughter erupted fromthe clerks when she turned
down the aisle for roofing supplies.

The clerks, Frank, Bert and Les -- all semretired, balding, paunchy, and
general |y interchangeabl e, except that Frank wore a belt to hold up his double
knits, while the other two sported suspenders fashioned to | ook |ike yell ow
nmeasuring tape -- planned to nake Molly beg. Ch, they'd | et her wander around
for a while, let her try to conprehend the arcane function of the giznos,
geegaws, and wi dgets binned and bubbl e-w apped around the store. Then she
woul d have to conme back to the counter and subnmit. It was Frank's turn to do
t he condescendi ng, and he would do his best to drop-kick her ego before
finally leading the little lady to the appropriate product, where he woul d

continue to question her into full humliation. "Well, is it a sheet netal
screw or a wood screw? Three-ei ghths or seven-sixteenths? Do you have a hex
head screwdriver? Well, then, you'll need one, won't you? Are you sure you

woul dn't rather just call someone to do this for you?" Tears and/or sniffles
fromthe custoner would signal victory and confirm superior status for the
mal e race.

Frank, Bert and Les watched Ml ly on the security nmonitor, exchanged sone
comment s about her breasts, |aughed nervously after five mnutes passed
wi t hout her surrender, and tried to | ook busy when she energed fromthe aisle
carrying a five-gallon can of roof-patching tar, a roll of fiberglass fabric,
and a | ong-handl ed squeegee.

Mol Iy stood at the counter, shifting her weight fromfoot to foot. Bert
and Les squinted into a catalog set on a rotating stand while concentrating on
sucking in their guts. Frank manned the register and pretended he was doing
somet hi ng conpl ex on the keyboard, when, in fact, he was just making it beep

Mol Iy cleared her throat.

Frank | ooked up as if he'd just noticed she was there. "Find everything
you need?"

"I think so,"” MIlly said, taking both hands to lift the heavy can of tar
onto the counter.

"You need sone resin for that fiberglass fabric?" Les said.

"And sone hardener?" Bert said. Frank snickered.

"Some what?" Molly said.

"You can't patch a trailer roof with that stuff, mss. You |live down at
the Fly Rod, don't you?" They all knew who she was and where she lived. She
was often the subject of hardware store gossip and specul ati on, even though
she'd never set foot in there before today.

"I"'mnot going to patch a roof."

"Well, you can't use that on a driveway. You need asphalt sealer, and it



shoul d be applied with a brush, not a squeegee.”

"How much do | owe you?" Mdlly said.

"You should wear a respirator when you work with fiberglass. You have one
at home, right?" Bert asked.

"Yeah, right next to the elves and the gnones,'

Mol Iy didn't flinch.

"He's right," Frank said. "Those fibers get down in your lungs and they
could do you a world of harm especially with those |ungs."

The clerks all |aughed at the joke.

"I"ve got a respirator out in the truck," Les said. "I could conme by
after work and give you a hand with your little project."

"That would be great,"” MIlly said. "Wat tinme?"

Les bal ked. "Well, | um.."

"Il pick up some beer." Mlly smiled. "You guys should come al ong too.
| could really use the help."

Les sai d.

"Ch, | think Les can handle it, can't you, Les?" Frank said as he hit the
total key. "That comes to thirty-seven sixty-five with tax."
Mol Iy counted her noney out on the counter. "So I'll see you tonight?"

Les swal | owed hard and forced a snmile. "You bet," he said.

"Thanks then," Mlly said brightly. Then she picked up her supplies and
headed for the door.

As she broke the doorbell beam Frank whispered "Crazy slut" under his
br eat h.

Mol Iy stopped, turned slowy, and w nked.

Once she was outside, the clerks nmade mniserable old white guy attenpts at
tradi ng high-fives while patting Les on the back. It was a hardware store
fantasy fulfilled -- rmuch better than just humliating a woman, Les woul d get
to humliate her and get her naked as well. For some reason they'd all been
feeling a little randy |l ately, thinking about sex al nbst as often as power
t ool s.

"My wife is going to kill ne,

"What she don't know won't hurt her,

Les sai d.
" the other two said in unison

Theo

Theo actually felt his stomach |urch when he went into his victory garden
and clipped a handful of sticky buds fromhis pot plants. They weren't for
hinself this tinme, but the rem nder of how much this little patch of plants
ruled his life, made himill. And how was it that he hadn't felt the need to
fire up his Sneaky Pete for three days? A twenty-year drug habit suddenly
ends? No withdrawal, no side effects, no cravings? The freedom was al npst
nauseating. It was as if the Weirdness Fairy had landed in his life with a
t hunp, popped himon the head with a rubber chicken, bit himon the shin, then
went off to inflict herself on the rest of Pine Cove.

He stuffed the marijuana into a plastic bag, tucked it into his jacket
pocket and clinbed into the Volvo for the forty-nile drive to San Juni pero. He
was going to have to enter the bowels of the county justice building and face
the Spider to find out what he wanted to know. The pot was grease for the
Spider. He would stop by a conveni ence store on the way down and pick up a bag
full of snacks to augnment the bribe. The Spider was difficult, arrogant and
downri ght creepy, but he was a cheap date.

Thr ough the safety-glass w ndow, Theo could see the Spider sitting in the
m ddl e of his web: five conputer screens with data scrolling across them
illum nated the Spider with an omi nous blue glow. The only other light in the
roomcane fromtiny red and green power indicator |lights that shone through
t he darkness like crippled stars. Wthout | ooking away fromhis screens, the
Spi der buzzed Theo in.

"Crowe," the Spider said, not |ooking up



"Li eutenant," Theo sai d.

"Call me Nailgun," the Spider said.

Hi s name was Irving Nailsworth and his official position in the San
Juni pero Sheriffs Department was chief technical officer. He was
five-foot-five inches tall, weighed three hundred and thirty pounds, and had
taken to wearing a black beret when he perched in his web. Early on
Nai | sworth had seen that nerds would rule the world, and he had staked out his
own little information fiefdomin the basenent of the county jail. Nothing
happened w t hout the Spider know ng about it. He nonitored and controlled al
the information that noved about the county, and before anyone recogni zed what
sort of power that afforded, he had nade hinmsel f indispensable to the system
He had never arrested a suspect, touched a firearm or set foot in a patrol
car, yet he was the third-highest-ranking officer on the force.

Besides a taste for raw data, the Spider had weaknesses for junk food,
Internet porn, and high-quality marijuana. The latter was Theo's key to the
Spider's lair. He put the plastic Baggie on the keyboard in front of
Nai | sworth. Still w thout |ooking at Theo, the Spider opened the bag and
sni ffed, pinched a bud between his fingers, then fol ded the bag up and stuffed
it into his shirt pocket.

"Nice," he said. "Wat do you need?" He peeled the marshmal |l ow cap off a
Hostess Sno Ball, shoved it into his mouth, then threw the cake into a
wast ebasket at his feet.

Theo set the bag of snacks down next to the wastebasket. "I need the

aut opsy report on Bess Leander."

The Nail gun nodded, no easy task for a man with no discernible neck
" And?"

Theo wasn't sure what questions to ask. Nailsworth sel dom vol unt eer ed
i nformati on, you had to ask the right question. It was like talking to a
rotund Sphinx. "I was wondering if you could come up with something that m ght
help ne find Mkey Plotznik." Theo knew he didn't have to explain. The Spider
woul d know all about the m ssing kid.

The Spider reached into the bag at his feet and pulled out a Twi nkie."Let
me pull up the autopsy." His fat fingers flew over the keyboard. "You need a
pri nt out ?"

"That woul d be nice."

"It doesn't show you as the investigating officer.”

"That's why | came to you. The ME.'s office wouldn't let ne see the
report."

"Says here cause of death was cardiac arrest due to asphyxiation
Sui ci de. "

"Yes, she hung herself."

"I don't think so."

"I saw the body."

"I know. Hanging in the dining room"

"So what do you nean, you don't think so?"

"The ligature marks on her neck were postnmortem according to this. Neck
wasn't broken, so she didn't drop suddenly."

Theo squinted at the screen, trying to nake sense of the data. "There
were heel marks on the wall. She had to have hung hersel f. She was depressed,
taki ng Zol oft for it."

"Not according to the toxicology."

"What ?"

"They ran the toxicol ogy for antidepressants because you put it on the
report, but there was nothing."

"It says suicide right there."

"Yes, it does, but the date doesn't corroborate the timng. Looks I|ike
she had a heart attack. Then she hung herself afterward."

"So she was nurdered?”

"You wanted to see the report. It says cardiac arrest. But ultinmately,
cardiac arrest is what kills everyone. Catch a bullet in the head, get hit by



a car, eat sone poison. The heart tends to stop

"Eat sone poi son?"

"Just an exanple, Crowe. It's not ny field. If I were you, |1'd check and
see if she had a history of heart problens."

"You said it wasn't your field."

"It's not." The Spider hit a key and a laser printer whirred in the
dar kness sonewhere

"I don't have rmuch on the kid. | could give you the subscription list for
his paper route."

Theo realized that he had gotten all he was going to get on Bess Leander
"I have that. How about giving ne any known baby-rapers in the area?"

"That's easy." The Spider's fingers danced over the keyboard. "You think
the kid was snatched?"

"l don't know shit," Theo said.

The Spider said, "No known pedophiles in Pine Cove. You want the whole

county?"

"Why not ?"

The [ aser printer whirred and the Spider pointed through the dark at the
noi se. "Everything you want is back there. That's all | can do for you."

"Thanks, Nailgun, | appreciate it." Theo felt a chronic case of the
creeps going up his spine. He took a step into the dark and found the papers
sitting in the tray of the laser printer. Then he stepped to the door. "You
wanna buzz nme out ?"

The Spider swiveled in his chair and | ooked at Theo for the first tine.
Theo coul d see his piggy eyes shining out of deep craters.

"You still live in that cabin by the Beer Bar Ranch?"

"Yep," Theo said. "Eight years now "

"Never been on the ranch, though, have you?"

"No." Theo cringed. Could the Spider know about Sheriff Burton's hold
over hin®

"CGood," the Spider said. "Stay out of there. And Theo?"

"Yeah?"

"Sheriff Burton has been checking with ne on everything that cones out of
Pine Cove. After the Leander death and the truck bl owi ng up, he got very
junpy. If you decide to pursue the Leander thing, stay |owkey."

Theo was amazed. The Spider had actually volunteered information. "Wy?"
was all he could say.

"I like the herb you bring me." The Spider patted his shirt pocket.

Theo smiled. "You won't tell Burton you gave me the autopsy report?"

"Why woul d | ?" said the Spider

"Take care," Theo said. The Spider turned back to his screens and buzzed
t he door.

Mol |y

Mol ly wasn't so sure that life as Pine Cove's Crazy Lady wasn't harder
than being a Warrior Babe of the Qutland. Things were pretty clear for a
Warrior Babe: you ran around hal f-naked | ooking for food and fuel and
occasi onal Iy kicked the snot out of some nmutants. There was no subterfuge or
runor. You didn't have to guess whether or not the Sand Pirates approved of
your behavior. |If they approved, they staked you out and tortured you. If they
didn't, they called you a bitch, then they staked you out and tortured you.
They mi ght rel ease starving radi oactive cockroaches on you or burn you with
hot pokers, they might even gang-rape you (in foreign-release directors' cuts
only), but you al ways knew where you stood with Sand Pirates. And they never
tittered. Molly had had all the tittering she could handle for the day. At the
pharmacy, they had tittered.

Four el derly wonmen worked the counter at Pine Cove Drug and G ft, while
above them behind his glass wi ndow, Wnston Krauss, the dol phin-nol esting



pharmaci st | orded over themlike a rooster over a barnyard full of hens. It
didn't seemto matter to Wnston that his four hens couldn't nake change or
answer the sinplest question, nor that they would retreat to the back room
when anyone younger than thirty entered the pharmacy, |est they have to sel
somet hi ng enbarrassing |i ke condons. What mattered to Wnston was that his
hens worked for ninimum wage and treated himlike a god. He was behind gl ass;
tittering didn't bother him

The hens started tittering when Mlly hit the door and broke titter only
when she cane to the counter with an entire case of econony-sized Neosporin
oi nt ment.

"Are you sure, dear?" they kept asking, refusing to take Mlly's noney.
"Perhaps we should ask Wnston. This seens |ike an awful lot."

W nst on had di sappeared anpbng t he shel ves of faux-antidepressants when
Mol ly entered the store. He wondered if he should have ordered sone
faux-anti psychotics as well. Val Riordan hadn't said.

"Look," Molly finally said, "I'"mnuts. You know it, | know it, Wnston
knows it. But in Anerica it is your right to be nuts. | get a check fromthe
state every nonth because |'mnuts. The state gives ne nobney so | can buy
what ever | need to continue being nuts, and right now | need this case of
ointnent. So ring it up so | can go be nuts sonmewhere el se. Ckay?"

The hens huddl ed and tittered.

"Or do | need to buy a case of those huge fluorescent orange
prel ubricated condonms with the deel y-bobbers on the tip and blow themup in
your card section.” You never have to get this tough with Sand Pirates, Mlly
t hought .

The hens broke their huddl e and | ooked up in terror

"I hear they're |like thousands of tiny fingers, urging you to let go,"
Mol | y added.

Between the four of themit only took ten mnutes nore to ring up Mlly's
order and figure her change within the nearest dollar

As Molly was | eaving, she turned and said, "In the Qutland, you would
have all been made into jerky a long time ago."

fifteen
St eve

Getting blown up had put the Sea Beast in a deep blue funk. Sonetines
when he felt this way, he would swmto the edge of a coral reef and lie there
in the sand while neon cleaner fish nipped at the parasites and al gae on his
scales. His flanks flashed a truce of color to let the little fish know that
they were safe as they darted in and out of his nmouth, grabbing bits of food
and grunge like tiny dental hygienists. In turn, they emanated an
el ectromagneti c nmessage that translated roughly to: "I won't be a m nute,
sorry to bother you, please don't eat ne."

He was getting a simlar message fromthe warnbl ood that was mnistering
to his burns, and he flashed the truce of color along his sides to confirm
that he understood. He couldn't pick up the intentions of all warnbl oods, but
this one was wired differently. He could sense that she meant hi mno harm and
was even going to bring himfood. He understood that when she nade the "Steve"
sound, she was talking to him

"Steve," Mlly said, "stop making those colors. Do you want the nei ghbors
to see? It's broad daylight."

She was on a stepladder with a paintbrush. To the casual observer, she
was pai nting her neighbor's trailer. In fact, she was applying great gobs of
Neosporin ointnment to the Sea Beast's back. "You'll heal faster with this
stuff on you, and it doesn't sting."

After she had covered the charred parts of the trailer with ointnent, she
draped fiberglass fabric on as bandages and began | adling roof-patching tar



over the fabric. Several of her neighbors | ooked out their w ndows, disn ssed
her actions as nore eccentricities of a crazy wonman, then went back to their
af t ernoon gane shows.

Mol |y was spreading the roofing tar over the fiberglass bandages with a
squeegee when she heard a vehicle pull up in front of her trailer. Les, the
har dware guy, got out of the truck, adjusted his suspenders, and headed toward
her, looking a little nervous, but resolved. A light dew of sweat shone on his

bal d head, despite the autumm chill in the air.

"Little |l ady, what are you doing? | thought you were going to wait for ne
to help you."

Mol Iy canme down from her |adder and stood with the squeegee at port arns
while it dripped black goo. "I wanted to get going on this before dark. Thanks
for comng." She smled sweetly -- a leftover novie star snile

Les escaped the snmile to hardware land. "I can't even tell what you're
trying to do here, but whatever it is, it |ooks like you nucked it up pretty
bad al ready. "

"No, cone here and |l ook at this."

Les noved cautiously to Molly's side and | ooked up at the trailer. "What
the hell is this thing made of anyway? Up close it |ooks |like plastic or
somet hi ng. "

"Maybe you should look at it fromthe inside," Mdlly said. "The danmage is
nore obvious in there."

The hardware clerk leered. MIlly felt himtrying to stare through her
sweatshirt. "Well, if that's what you think. Let's go inside and have a | ook."
He started toward the door of the trailer

Mol Iy grabbed his shoulder. "Wait a second. Where are the keys to your
truck?"

"I leave '"emin it. Way? This town is safe.”

"No reason, just wondering." Mlly dazzled himw th another snile. "Wy
don't you go on in? I'lIl be in as soon as | get sone of this tar off of ny
hands. "

"Sure thing, missy," Les said. He toddled toward the front door like a
man badly in need of a rest room

Mol Iy backed away toward Les's truck. Wen the hardware clerk laid a hand
on the door handle, MIlly called, "Steve! Lunch!"

"My nane isn't Steve," Les said.

"No," Mdlly said, "you're the other one."

"Les, you mean?"

"No, lunch." Mdlly gave himone |last snile

Steve recogni zed the sound of his nane and felt the thought around the
word "lunch."

Les felt something wet wap around his | egs and opened his nouth to
scream just as the tip of the serpent's tongue w apped his face, cutting off
his air. The last thing he saw was the bare breasts of the fallen scream
gqueen, Mdlly Mchon, as she lifted her sweatshirt to give hima farewell flash
bef ore he was slurped into the waiting maw of the Sea Beast.

Mol Iy heard the bones crunch and cringed. Boy, sometines it just pays to
be a nutcase, she thought. That sort of thing mght bother a sane person

One of the windows in the front of the dragon trailer closed slowy and
opened, a function of the Sea Beast pushing his meal down his throat but Mlly
took it for a w nk.

Estell e

Dr. Val's office had always represented a little island of sanity to
Estell e, a sophisticated status quo, always clean, calm orderly, and well
appoi nted. Like many artists, Estelle lived in an atnosphere of chaotic funk
t aken by observers to be artistic charm but in fact no nore than a civilized
way of dealing with the relative poverty and uncertainty of cannibalizing



one's inmagination for nmoney. If you had to spill your guts to someone, it was
nice to do it in a place that wasn't spattered with paint and covered wth
canvases that beckoned to be finished. Dr. Val's office was an escape, a
pause, a confort. But not today.

After being sent in to the inner office, before she even sat down in one
of the | eather guest chairs, Estelle said, "Your assistant is wearing oven
mtts, did you know t hat ?"

Valerie Riordan, for once with a few hairs out of place, rubbed her
tenmpl es, | ooked at her desk blotter, and said, "I know. She has a skin
condition."

"But they're taped on with duct tape."

"It's a very bad skin condition. How are you today?"

Estell e | ooked back toward the door. "Poor thing. She seenmed out of
breath when |I cane in. Has she seen a doctor?"

"Chloe will be fine, Estelle. Her typing skills may even inprove."

Estell e sensed that Dr. Val was not having a good day and decided to | et
the assistant in oven mtts pass. "Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.
I know it's been a while since we've had a session, but | really felt |I need
to talk to someone. My life has gotten a little weird lately."

"There's a lot of that going around,” Dr. Val said, doodling on a | ega
pad as she spoke. "Wat's up?"

“I"ve net a man."

Dr. Val looked up for the first time. "You have?"

"He's a musician. A Bluesman. He's been playing at the Slug. | net him
there. We've been, well, he's been staying at ny place for the | ast couple of
days."

"And how do you feel about that?"

"I likeit. I like him | haven't been with a man since my husband di ed
| thought | would feel like, well, like |I was betraying him But | don't. |
feel great. He's funny, and he has this sense of, | don't know, w sdom Like
he's seen it all, but he hasn't become cynical. He seenms sort of benused by
the hardships in life. Not at all |ike nbost people."

"But what about you?"

"I think I love him"

"Does he | ove you?"

"I think so. But he says he's going to | eave. That's what's bothering ne.
I finally got used to being alone, and now that | found someone, he's going to
| eave nme because he's afraid of a sea nonster.”

Val eri e Riordan dropped her pen and slunped in her chair -- a very
unpr of essi onal nove, Estelle thought.

"Excuse me?" Val said.

"A sea nonster. W were at the beach the other night and something cane
up out of the water. Something big. W ran for the car, and later Catfish told
me that he was once chased by a sea nonster down in the Delta and that it had
cone back to get him He says he doesn't want other people to get hurt, but I
think he's just afraid. He thinks the nonster will come back as long as he's
on the coast. He's trying to get a gig in lowa, as far fromthe coast as he
can get. Do you think he's just afraid to conmt? | read a | ot about that in
t he wonen' s nmagazi nes. "

"A sea nonster? |Is that a netaphor for something? Some Bl ues termthat
I'"mnot getting?"

"No, | think it's a reptile, at least the way he describes it. | didn't
get a good look at it. It ate his best friend when he was a young man. | think
he's running away fromthe guilt. What do you think?"

"Estelle, there's no such thing as sea nonsters."

"Catfish said that no one would believe ne."

"Catfish?"
"That's his nanme. My Bluesnan. He's very sweet. He has a sense of
gallantry that you don't see much anynmore. | don't think it's an act. He's too

old for that. | didn't think I would ever feel this way again. These are girl



feelings, not woman feelings. | want to spend the rest of my life with him |
want to have his grandchildren.”

"G andchi | dren?"

"Sure, he's had his days with the booze and the hos, but | think he's
ready to settle down."

"The booze and the hos?"

Dr. Val seenmed to have gone into some sort of fugue state, working on a
stunned psychiatrist autopilot where all she could do was parrot what Estelle
said back in the formof a question. Estelle needed nore input than this.

"Do you think | should tell the authorities?"

"About the booze and the hos?"

"The sea nonster. That Plotznik boy is m ssing, you know?"

Dr. Val nade a show of straightening her blouse and assunming a
control |l ed, staid, professional posture. "Estelle, | think we nmay need to
adj ust your medication."

"I haven't been taking it. But | feel fine. Catfish says that if Prozac
had been invented a hundred years ago there wouldn't have been any Bl ues at
all. Just a lot of happy people with no soul. | tend to agree with him The
ant i depressants served their purpose for ne after Joe died, but |I'mnot sure
need themnow. | even feel like | could get sonme painting done -- if | can
find sonme tine away fromsex."

Dr. Val winced. "I was thinking of sonething besides antidepressants,
Estelle. You obviously are dealing with sonme serious changes right now [|'m
not sure how to proceed. Do you think that M., uh, Catfish would m nd com ng
to a session with you?"

"That m ght be tough. He doesn't |ike your nojo."

"My noj o?"

"Not your mpjo in particular. Just psychiatrist's nojo in general. He
spent a little tine in a nental hospital in Mssissippi after the nonster ate
his friend. He didn't care for the staff's mpjo." Estelle realized that her
vocabul ary, even her way of thinking, had changed over the |ast few days, the
result of immersion in Catfish's Blues world.

The doctor was rubbing her tenples again. "Estelle, let's nmake anot her
appoi ntnent for tonmorrow or the next day. Tell Chloe to add it on at the end
of the day if |I'm booked up. And try to bring your gentleman along with you.
In the nmeantinme, assure himthat ny practice is nojo-free, would you?"

Estelle stood. "Can that little girl wite with those oven nitts on?"

"She'll manage."

"So what should | do? | don't want himto go. But | feel like |I've lost a
part of nyself by falling in love. |I'm happy, but | don't know who |I am
anynore. I'"'mworried." Estelle realized that she was starting to whine and

| ooked at her shoes, ashaned.

"That's our tinme, Estelle. Let's save this for our next appointment."

"Right. Should I tell the constable about the sea nonster?"

"Let's hold off on that for now These things have a way of taking care
of thenselves."

"Thanks, Dr. Val. I'lIl see you tonorrow "

"Good- bye, Estelle.™

Estelle left the office and stopped at Chloe's desk outside. The girl was
gone, but there were animal noises coning fromthe bat hroomjust down the
hal | . Perhaps she had caught one of the oven mtts on her nose ring. Poor
thing. Estelle went to the bathroom door and knocked lightly.

"Are you okay in there, dear? Do you need sone hel p?"

The answer cane back in high moan. "I'mfine. Really fine. Thanks. Ch ny
God!"

"You're sure?"

"No, that's all right!"

"I'" m supposed to make an appoi ntrment for tonorrow or the next day. The
doctor said to pencil it in late if you have to." Estelle could hear thunping
noi ses coming fromthe bathroom and it sounded as if the nedicine cabinet had



dunped.

"Ch wow Ww Ch wow! "

The scheduling nust really have been tight. "lI'msorry. | won't bother
you anynore. Call me to confirm would you, dear?"

Estelle left Valerie R ordan's house even nore unsettled than she had
cone in, thinking that it had been quite sone tinme, half a day anyway, since
she had had her skinny Bl uesnan between the sheets.

Dr. Val

Val had a break between appointnments, tine in which to reflect on her
suspi cion that by taking everyone in Pine Cove off antidepressants, she had
turned the town into a squirrel's nest. Estelle Boyet had al ways been a tad
eccentric, it was part of her artist persona, but Val had never seen this as
unhealthy. On the contrary, the self-image of an eccentric artist seened to
hel p Estell e get over |osing her husband. But now t he wonan was ravi ng about
sea nonsters, and worse, she was getting involved in a relationship with a man
that could only be construed as sel f-destructive.

Coul d people -- rational adult people -- still fall in love like that?
Could they still feel like that? Va! wanted to feel like that. For the first
time since her divorce, it occurred to her that she actually wanted to be
i nvol ved again with a man. No, not just involved, in |ove. She pulled her
Rol odex fromthe desk drawer and thumbed through it until she found the nunber
of her psychiatrist in San Juni pero. She had been in analysis all through ned
school and residency, it was an integral part of the training of any
psychiatrist but she hadn't seen her therapist in over five years. Maybe it
was tinme. What sort of cynicismhad cone over her, that she was interpreting
the desire to fall in love as a condition requiring treatnent? Maybe her
cynicismwas the problem O course she couldn't tell him about what she had
done to her patients, but perhaps..

A red light blinked on the tiny LED panel on her phone and the incom ng

call, screened by Chl oe, who had obviously taken a short break from her
sel f-abuse, scrolled across the screen. Constable Crowe, |ine one. Speaking of
squirrels.

She picked up the phone. "Dr. Riordan."

"H, Dr. Riordan, this is Theo Crowe. | just called to tell you that you
were right."

"Thank you for calling, Constable. Have a nice day."

"You were right about Bess Leander not taking the antidepressants. | just
got a look at the toxicology report. There was no Zol oft in her system"”

Val stopped breat hing.

"Doctor, are you there?"

Al'l her worries about the drugs, this whole perverse plan, all the extra
sessions, the long hours, the guilt, the friggin guilt, and Bess Leander
hadn't been taking her medication at all. Val felt sick to her stomach.

"Doctor?" Theo sai d.

Val forced herself to take a deep breath. "Way? | mean, when? It's been
over a nonth. Wen did you find this out?"

"Just today. | wasn't given access to the autopsy report. No one was. |'m
sorry it took so long."

"Well, thank you for letting me know, Constable. | appreciate it." She
prepared to ring off.

"Dr. Riordan, don't you have to get a nedical history on your patients
bef ore you prescribe anythi ng?"

"Yes. Why?"

"Do you know i f Bess Leander had any heart probl ens?"

"No, physically she was a very healthy woman, as far as | know Wy?"

"No reason,"” Theo said. "Ch yeah, | never got your thoughts on the
information | shared at breakfast. About Joseph Leander. | was still wondering



i f you had any thoughts?"

The whole world had flip-flopped. Val had stonewall ed up to now on Bess
Leander because she had assumed that her own negligence had had sonmething to
do with Bess's death. What now, though? Really, she didn't know much about
Bess at all. She said, "Wat exactly do you want from ne, Constabl e?"

"I just need to know, did she suspect her husband of having an affair? O
gi ve you any indication that she mght be afraid of hin®"

"Are you saying what | think you are saying? You don't think Bess Leander
comm tted suicide?"

"I"'mnot saying that. |I'mjust asking."

Val searched her nmenory. What had Bess Leander said about her husband? "I
renenber her saying that she felt he was uninvolved in their famly life and
that she had laid down the lawto him"

"Laid down the |law? | n what way?"

"She told himthat because he refused to put the toilet seat down, he was
going to have to sit down to pee from now on."

"That's it?"

"That's all | can renenber. Joseph Leander is a sal esnan. He was gone a
lot. | think Bess felt that he was sonewhat of an intrusion on her and the
girls' lives. It wasn't a healthy relationship." As if there is such a thing,

Val thought. "Are you investigating Joseph Leander?"

"I'"d rather not say," Theo said. "Do you think I should be?"

"You're the policeman, M. Crowe."

"I an? Ch, right I am Anyway, thanks, Doctor. By the way, my friend Gabe
t hought you were, uh, interesting, | mean, charm ng. | mean, he enjoyed
talking with you."

"He did?"

"Don't tell himl said so."

"Of course. Good-bye, Constable." Val hung up and sat back in her chair.
She had unnecessarily put an entire town in enotional chaos, comitted a
basketful of federal crines as well as breaking nearly every ethical standard
in her field, and one of her patients had possibly been nurdered, but she

felt, well, sort of excited. Charm ng, she thought. He found me charni ng.
wonder if he really said "charnming" or if Theo was just making that up -- the
pot head.

Char m ng.

She sm |l ed and buzzed Chloe to send in her next appointment.

si xt een
Mavi s

The phone behind the bar rang and Mavis yanked it out of its cradle.
"Mount 4 ynpus, Goddess of Sex speaking," she said, and there was a mechanica
ratcheti ng noi se as she cocked a hip while she listened. "No, | haven't seen
him-- like |l would even tell you if he was here. Hell, woman, | have a sacred
trust here -- | can't rat out every husband who comes in for a snort after
wor k. How woul d I know? Honey, you want to keep this kind of thing from
happeni ng? Two words: |ong, nasty bl ow obs. Yeah, well, if you were doing them
i nstead of counting words, then naybe you woul dn't [ ose your husband. Ch, all
right, hold on."

Mavi s held her receiver to breast and shouted, "Hey! Anyone seen Les from
t he hardware store?" A few heads shook and a fusillade of "nopes" fired
t hrough t he bar.

"Nope, he's not here. Yeah, if | see him I'll be sure and tell himthat
there was a screeching harpy |ooking for him Ch yeah, well, |'ve been done
doggi e-style by the Better Business Bureau and they liked it, so say hi for
ne."

Mavi s sl ammed down t he phone. She felt like the Tin Man left out in the



rain. Her netal parts felt rusty and she was sure that her plastic parts were

going to nush. Ten o'clock on a Saturday, live entertai nment on the stage, and
she still hadn't sold enough liquor to cover the cost of her Blues singer. Oh,
the bar was full, but people were nursing their drinks, making them| ast

maki ng goo-goo eyes at each other and slipping out, couple by couple, wthout
droppi ng a sawbuck. VWat in the hell had come over this town? The Bl ues singer
was supposed to drive themto drink, but the entire popul ation seened to be
absolutely giddy with love. They were tal king i nstead of drinking. Wnps.
Mavis spit into the bar sink in disgust and there was a pinging sound froma
tiny spring that had di sl odged sonewhere inside of her.

Wisses. Mavis threw back a shot of Bushnmills and glared at the couples
sitting at the bar, then glared at Catfish, who was finishing up a set on the
stage, his National steel guitar whining as he sang about |o0sing his soul at
t he crossroads.

Catfish told the story of the great Robert Johnson, the haunting Bl uesman
who had net the devil at the crossroads and bargained his soul for
supernatural ability, but was pursued throughout his life by a hell hound that
had caught his scent at the gates of hell and finally took himhome when a
j eal ous husband slipped poi son into Johnson's |iquor

"Truth be," Catfish said into the m crophone, "I done stood at m dni ght
at every crossroad in the Delta | ookin' to sell my soul, but wasn't nobody
buyin'. Now that there is the Blues. But | gots ne ny own brand of hell hound,
surely I do."

"That's sweet fish boy," Mvis shouted from behind the bar. "Cone over
here, | gotta talk to you."

"'Scuse me, folks, they's a call fromhell right now," Catfish said to
the cromd with a grin. But no one was |listening. He put his guitar in the
stand and anbl ed over to Mavis.

“You're not |oud enough," Mvis said.

"Turn up your hearing aid, woman. | ain't got no pickup in that National
They's only so high you can go into a m ke or she feed back."

"Peopl e are tal king, not drinking. Play |ouder. And no | ove songs."

"I gots me a Fender Stratocaster and a Marshall anp in the car, but |
don't like playin 'lectric.”

"Go get them Plug in. Play loud. | don't need you if you don't sell
[iquor."

"This gonna be ny |ast night anyway."

"CGet the guitar,"” Mvis said.

Mol |y

Mol Iy slamed the truck into the Dunpster behind the Head of the Sl ug
Sal oon. @ ass fromthe headlights tinkled to the tarmac and the fan raked
across the radiator with a grating shriek. It had been a few years since Mlly
had done any driving, and Les had left out a few parts fromthe do-it-yourself
brake kit he'd installed. Mdlly turned off the engine and set the parking
brake, then wi ped the steering wheel and shift knob with the sleeve of her
sweatshirt to renmove any fingerprints. She clinbed out of the truck and tossed
the keys into the mashed Dunpster. There was no nusic coming fromthe back
door of the Slug, only the snell of stale beer and the | ow nurmur of
conversation. She scanmpered out of the alley and started the four-block wal k
horre.

Alow fog drifted over Cypress Street and Ml ly was grateful for the
cover. There were only a fewlights on in the park's trailers, and she hurried
past themto where her own wi ndows flickered with the Ionely blue of the
unwat ched tel evision. She | ooked past her house to the space where Steve |ay
healing and noticed a figure outlined in the fog. As she drew cl oser, she
could see that it was not one person, but two, standing not twenty feet from
the dragon trailer. Her heart sank. She expected the beans of police



flashlights to swing through the fog any second, but the figures were just
standi ng there. She crept around the edge of her trailer, pressed so close
that she could feel the cold conming off the al um num skin through her
sweat shirt.

A woman's voice cut the fog, "Lord, we have heeded your call and cone
unto you. Forgive us our casual attire, as our dry cleaner did close for the
weekend and we are left sorely without outfits with matchi ng accessories."

It was the school prayer |adies, Katie and Marge, although Ml |y woul dn't
be able to tell which was which. They were wearing identical pink jogging
suits with matching Ni kes. As she watched, the two wormen noved cl oser to
Steve, and Mdlly could see a rippling across the dragon trailer

"As our Lord Jesus did give His life for our sins, so we come unto Thee,
O Lord, to giveth of ourselves."

The end of the dragon trailer lost its angles to curves, and Mlly could
see Steve's broad head extendi ng, changing, the door going froma vertica
rectangle to a wide horizontal maw. The wonen seened unaffected by the change
and continued to nove slowy forward, silhouetted now by Steve's jaws, which
were opening like a toothed cavern

Mol Iy ran around her trailer and up the steps, reached in and grabbed her
br oadsword which was | eaned against the wall just inside the door, and dashed
back around the trailer and toward the Sea Beast.

Marge and Katie were al nost inside of Steve's open nouth. Mlly could see
hi s enornous tongue snaking out the side of his nouth, reaching behind the
church ladies to drag themin.

"No!" Molly leapt froma full run, slamm ng between Marge ami d Katie |ike
a full back | eaping through bl ockers to the goal line, and smacked Steve on the
nose with the flat of her sword. She landed in his nmouth and rolled clear to
the ground just as his jaws snapped shut behind her. She cane up on one knee,
hol di ng the sword pointed at Steve's nose.

"No!" she said. "Bad dragon." Steve turned his head quizzically, as if
wonderi ng what she was so upset about.

"Change back," Mlly said, raising the sword as if to whack his nose
again. Steve's head and neck pulled back into the shape of a doubl e-wi de
trailer.

Mol Iy | ooked back at the church | adies, who seemed very concerned with
havi ng been knocked into the nud in their pink jogging suits, but oblivious to
the fact that they had al nost been eaten. "Are you two okay?"

"W felt the call,"” one of themsaid, either Marge or Katie, while the
ot her one nodded in agreement. "We had to cone to give ourselves unto the
Lord." Their eyes were gl azed over and they stared right past her to the
trailer as they spoke.

"You guys have to go hone now. Aren't your husbands worried about you or
sormet hi ng?"

"We heard the call."

Mol Iy helped themto their feet and pointed them away from Steve, who
made a faint whining noise as she pushed the church | adies away toward the
street.

Mol |y stopped them at the edge of the street and spoke to them from
behi nd. "Go home. Don't come back here. Ckay?"

"W wanted to bring the children to feel the spirit too, but it was so
| ate, and we have church tonorrow. "

Mol |y smacked the speaker across the butt with the flat of her sword, a
good two- handed stroke that sent her stumbling into the street. "Go hone!"

Mol Iy was wi nding up to smack the ot her one when she turned and held up
her hand as if refusing a refill on coffee. "No, thank you."

"Then you're going and you're not com ng back, right?"

The woman didn't seemsure. Molly turned her grip on the sword so the
edge was poised to strike. "R ght?"

"Yes," the woman said. Her friend nodded in agreement as she rubbed her
bot t om



"Now go," Mdlly said. As the wonen wal ked away, she called after them
"And stop dressing alike. That's fucking weird."

She watched themuntil they disappeared into the fog, then went back to
where Steve was waiting in trailer form "Wl1l?" She threw out her hip,
frowned, and tapped her foot as if waiting for his explanation

H s wi ndows narrowed, ashaned.

"They' Il be back, you know. Then what ?"

He whi mpered, the sound com ng from deep inside, where the kitchen woul d
be if he were really a trailer.

"I'f you're still hungry, you have to let me know. | can help. W can find
you sonet hing. Although there is only one hardware store in town. You're going
to have to diversify your diet."

Suddenly an electric guitar screamed out of the fog, wailing like a
tortured ghost of Chicago Blues. The dragon trailer became the dragon again,
his white skin went black, then flashed brilliant streaks of red anger. The
bandages Ml ly had spent all day applying shredded with the abrupt shape
change. His gill trees hung with tatters of fiberglass fabric as if
toi | et papered by nischi evous boys. The Sea Beast threw back his head and
roared, rattling the wi ndows through the trailer park. MIlly fell in the nud
as she backed up, then rolled and cane up on her feet with the broadsword
poi sed to thrust into the Sea Beast's throat.

"Steve, | think you need to take a tineout, young man."

Theo

Such a short period of time to have so nany new experiences. In just the
| ast few days, he had coordinated his first major m ssing person search
including talking to worried parents and the m |k carton conpany, whose people
wanted to know if Theo could get a picture of Mkey Plotznik where he wasn't
maki ng a contorted, goofy face at the canera. (If they found a better picture,
M key woul d end up with great exposure on the two percent or nonfat cartons,
but if they had to go with what they had, he was going on the side of the
butterm | k and would only be seen by old fol ks and peopl e maki ng ranch
dressing.) Theo had also had to deal with his first major fire, the
hal | uci nati on of giant ani mal tracks, and opening a real |ive nurder
i nvestigation, all without the benefit of his lifelong chem cal crutch. Not
that he couldn't nurse at his favorite pipe, he'd just lost the desire to do
so.

Now he had to decide how to go about investigating Bess Leander's nmurder
Shoul d he pull soneone in for interrogation? Pull themin where? Hi s cabin? He
didn't have an office. Sonmehow he coul dn't imagine holding an effective
interrogation with the suspect in a beanbag chair under a hot lava | anp.
"Tal k, scunbag! Don't make nme turn the black Iight on that Jim Hendrix poster
and |ight sone incense. You don't want that."

And amid all the other activity, he felt a naggi ng conpul sion to go back
to the Fly Rod Trailer Court and talk to Molly M chon. Crazy thoughts.

Finally he decided to drop by Joseph Leander's house, hopi ng he m ght
catch the sal esman of f guard. As he pulled into the driveway, he noticed that
weeds had grown up around the garden gnones and there was a patina of dust on
the Dutch hex sign over the front door. The garage door was open and Joseph's
m ni van was parked i nsi de.

Theo paused at the front door before knocking and made sure that his
ponytail was tucked into his collar and his collar was straight. For somne
reason, he felt as if he should be wearing a gun. He had one, a Smith & Wsson
.357 revolver, but it was on the top shelf of his closet, next to his bong
col | ecti on.

He rang the bell, then waited. A m nute passed before Joseph Leander
opened the door. He was wearing paint-spattered corduroys and an ol d cardi gan
sweater that |ooked like it had been pulled out of the trash a dozen tines.



Qoviously not the sort of attire that Bess Leander woul d have allowed in her
horre.

"Constabl e Crowe." Leander was not smling. "Wat can | do for you?"

"I'f you have a mnute, I'd like to talk to you. May | cone in?"

"l suppose,"” Leander said. He stepped away fromthe door and Theo ducked
| just made sone coffee. Wuld you |ike sone?"

"No thanks. I'mon duty." Cops are supposed to say that, Theo thought.
"It's coffee.”

"Ch, right, sure. MIk and sugar please."

The living room had bare pine plank floors and rag rugs. An antique pew
bench took the place of a sofa, two Shaker chairs and a gal vani zed nm | k can
wi th a padded cushion on the top provided the other seating. Three antique
butter churns stood in the corners of the room But for a new thirty-six-inch
Sony by the fireplace, it could have been the living roomof a
seventeenth-century famly (a famly with very high cholesterol fromall that
butter).

Joseph Leander returned to the Iiving roomand handed Theo a hand-t hrown
stoneware mug. The coffee was the color of butterscotch and tasted of
ci nnamon. "Thanks," Theo said. "New TV?" He nodded to the Sony.

Leander sat across from Theo on the mlk can. "Yes, | got it for the
girls. PBS and so forth. Bess never approved of television."

"And so you killed her!"

Leander sprayed a nout hful of coffee on the rug. "What?"

Theo took a sip of his coffee while Leander stared at him w de-eyed.
Maybe he'd been a bit too abrupt. Fall back, regroup. "So did you get cable?
Reception is horrible in Pine Cove without cable. It's the hills, | think."

Leander blinked furiously and did a triple-take on Theo. "What are you
t al ki ng about ?"

"I saw the coroner's report on your wfe, Joseph. She didn't die from
hangi ng. "

"You're insane. You were there." Leander stood and took the nug out of
Theo's hands. "I won't listen to this. You can go now, Constable." Leander
st epped back and waited.

Theo stood. He wasn't very good at confrontation, he was a peace officer
This was too hard. He pushed hinmself. "Was it the affair with Betsy? Did Bess
catch you?"

Vei ns were begi nning to show on Leander's bald pate. "I just started
seeing Betsy. | loved ny wife and | resent you doing this to her nenory.

You' re not supposed to do this. You re not even a real cop. Now get out of ny
house.

"Your wife was a good woman. A little weird, but good."

Leander set the coffee mugs down on a butter churn, went to the front
door, and pulled it open. "CGo." He waved Theo toward the door

"“I'"'mgoing, Joseph. But 1'll be back." Theo stepped outside.
Leander's face had gone conpletely red. "No, you won't."
"Ch, | think I will,"” Theo said, feeling very much |like a second grader

in a playground argunent.

"Don't fuck with me, Crowe," Leander spat. "You have no idea what you're
doing." He slamed the door in Theo's face.

"You too," Theo said.

sevent een

Mol |y

Mol Iy had al ways wondered about American wonen's fascination with bad
boys. There seened to be some sort of |ogic-defying attraction to the guy who

rode a notorcycle and had a tattoo, a gun in the gl ove conpartment, or a
snifter of cocaine on the coffee table. In her acting days, she'd even been



i nvol ved with a couple of themherself, but this was the first one who
actually, well, ate people. Wrnen always felt that they could reforma guy.
How el se coul d you expl ain the numerous proposals of marriage received by
captured serial killers? That one was a bit too nmuch even for Mlly, and she
took confort in the fact that no matter how crazy she had gotten, she'd never
been tenpted to marry a guy who nade a habit of strangling his dates.

Ameri can nmot hers programed their daughters to believe that they could
make everything better. Wiy el se was she | eading a hundred-foot nonster down a
creek bed in broad daylight?

Fortunately, the creek bed was lined in nost places by a heavy grow h of
willowtrees, and as Steve noved over the rocks, his great body changed col or
and texture to match his surroundings until he | ooked |ike nothing nore than a
trick of the light, like heat rising off blacktop

Mol Iy made him stay under cover as they approached the Cypress Street
bridge, then waited until there was no traffic and signaled himto go. Steve
slithered under the bridge |like a snake down its hole, his back knocking off
great hunks of concrete, and he passed through

In |l ess than an hour they were out of town, into the ranchland that ran
al ong the coast to the north, and Molly led Steve up through the trees to the
edge of a pasture. "There you go, big guy," Mlly said, pointing to a herd of
Hol steins that were grazing a hundred yards away. "Breakfast."

Steve crouched at the edge of the forest like a cat ready to pounce. H's
tail twitched, splintering a cypress sapling in the process. MIlly sat down
besi de himand cl eaned nud from her sneakers with a stick as the cows slowy
made their way toward them

"This is it?" she asked. "You just sit here and they cone over to be
eaten? A girl could | ose respect for you as a hunter watching this, you know
t hat ?"

Theo

Theo found hinself trying to figure out why, exactly, he was driving to
Mol Iy Mchon's place, when his cell phone rang. Before he answered, he
rem nded hinmself not to sound stoned, when it occurred to himthat he actually
wasn't stoned, and that was even nore frightening.

"Crowe here," he said.

"Crowe, this is Nailswrth, down at County. Are you nuts?"

Theo stalled while he tried to remenber who Nailsworth was. "Is this a
survey?"

"What did you do with that data | gave you?" Nailsworth said. Theo
suddenly renenbered that Nail sworth was the Spider's real nane. A second cal
was beepi ng on Theo's line.

"Not hing. | nean, | conducted an interview Can you hold? |I've got
anot her call."
"No, | can't hold. | know you've got another call. You didn't hear

anything fromnme, do you hear? | gave you nothi ng, understand?"

"' Kay," Theo said.

The Spi der hung up and Theo connected to the other call

"Crowe, are you fucking nuts!”

"I's this a survey?" Theo said, pretty sure that it wasn't a survey, but
al so pretty sure that Sheriff Burton wouldn't be happy with a truthful answer
to the question, which was: "Yes, | probably amnuts."

"I thought | told you to stay away from Leander. That case is cl osed and
filed."

Theo thought for a second. It hadn't been five mnutes since he'd left
Joseph Leander's house. How could Burton know al ready? No one got through to
the sheriff that quickly.

"Some suspici ous evidence popped up,"” Theo said, trying to figure out how
he was going to cover for the Spider if Burton pressed. "l just stopped by to



see if there was anything to it."

"You fucking pothead. If | tell you to let sonething lie, you let it lie,
do you understand nme? |I'm not talking about your job now, Crowe, |'mtalking
about life as you knowit. | hear another word out of North County and you are
going to be getting your dance card punched by every AlIDS-ridden convict in
Sol edad. Leave Leander al one."

"But..."

"Say 'Yes, sir,' you bag of shit."

"Yes, sir, you bag of shit," Theo said.

"You are finished, Crowe, you--"

"Sorry, Sheriff. Battery's going." Theo di sconnected and headed back to
hi s cabin, shaking as he drove.

Mol |y

In Fl esh Eaters of the Qutland, Kendra was forced to watch while a new
breed of nmutants sprayed hapless villagers with a flesh-dissolving enzyne,

t hen | apped up puddl es of human protein with disgusting dubbed sucki ng sounds
that the foley artists had obtained at Sea Wrld, recordi ng baby wal ruses
bei ng fed handfuls of shellfish. The special effects guys sinulated the
carnage with large quantities of rubber cenent, paraffin body parts that
conveniently melted under the Mexican desert sun, and transmi ssion fluid

i nstead of the usual Karo syrup fake bl ood. (The sugary stage blood tended to
attract blowflies and the director didn't want to get notice fromthe ASPCA
for abuse.) Overall, the effect was so real that Mdlly insisted that all of
Kendra's reaction shots be done after the cleanup to avoid her gaggi ng and
goi ng green on canera. Between the carrion scene and sone sal nonella tacos
sewed up by the Nogal es-based caterer, as well as repeated propositions by an
Arab coproducer with halitosis that made her eyes water, Mlly was sick for
three days. But none of it, even the fetid falafel breath, produced the nausea
she was experiencing upon wat ching Steve yack up four fully masticated,
partially digested Hol steins.

Mol |y added the contents of her own stomach (three Pop Tarts and a Diet
Coke) to the four pulverized piles of beefy goo that Steve had expelled onto
t he pasture.

"Lactose intol erant?" She wi ped her nouth on her sleeve and glared at the
Sea Beast. "You have no probl em gul pi ng down a paperboy and the cl oset perv
fromthe hardware store, but you can't eat dairy cows?"

Steve rolled onto his back and tried to | ook apol ogetic -- streaks of
purpl e played across his flanks, purple being his enbarrassment col or. Viscous
tears the size of softballs welled up in the corner of his giant cat's eyes.

"So | suppose you're still hungry?"

Steve rolled back onto his feet and the earth runbl ed beneath him

"Maybe we can find you a horse or sonething,” MIlly said. "Stay close to
the tree line." Using her broadsword as a wal ki ng stick, she I ed himover the
hill. As they nmoved, his colors changed to match the surroundi ngs, making it
appear that Mlly was being foll owed by a mrage.

Theo

For some reason, the words of Karl Marx kept running through Theo's m nd
as he dug the machete out of the tool shed behind his cabin. "Religion is the
opi ate of the masses." It follows, then, that "opiumis the religion of the
addict," Theo thought. Wich is why he was feeling the gut-wenching renorse
of the exconmunicated as he took the machete to the first of the thick
fibrous stens in his marijuana patch. The bushy green weeds fell |ike martyred
saints with each swing of the nmachete, and his hands picked up a film of
sticky resin as he threw each plant onto a pile in the corner of the yard.



In five mnutes his shirt was soaked with sweat and the pot patch | ooked
like a miniature version of a clear-cut forest. Devastation. Stunps. He
enptied a can of kerosene over the waist-high pile of cannabis, then pulled
out his lighter and set the flane to a piece of paper. "Throw off the chains
of your oppressors,” Marx had said. These plants, the habit that went with
them were Theo's chains: the boot that Sheriff John Burton had kept pressed
to his neck these |last eight years, the threat that kept himfrom acting
freely, fromdoing the right thing

He threw the burning paper, and the flames of revol uti on whooshed over
the pile. There was no elation, no rush of freedom as he backed away fromthe
pyre. Instead of the triunph of revolution, he felt a sense of sickening |oss,
| oneliness, and guilt: Judas at the base of the Cross. No wonder conmuni sm had
fail ed.

He went into the cabin, retrieved the box fromthe shelf in the closet
and was beating his bong collection into shrapnel with a ball peen hamrer when
he heard automatic weapons fire coming fromthe ranch

I gnaci o and M gue

I gnacio was lying in the shade just outside the netal shed, snoking a
cigarette, while Mguel |abored away inside, cooking the chem cals down into
nmet hanphet am ne crystals. Beakers the size of basketballs boiled over electric
burners, the funes routed through glass tubes to a vent in the wall.

M guel was short and wiry, just thirty years old, but the lines in his
face and the gri mexpression he always wore made himl ook fifty. |gnacio was
only twenty, fat and full of machisno, taken with his own success and
t oughness, and convinced that he was on his way to being the new godfather of
t he Mexi can Mafia. They had crossed the border together six nonths ago,
snmuggl ed in by a coyote to do exactly what they were doing. And what a sweet
deal it had turned out to be. Because the |ab was protected by the big
sheriff, they were never raided, they never had to nove on a nmonent's notice
like the other labs in California, or bolt across the border until things
cooled off. Only six months, and M guel had sent home enough noney for his
wife to buy a ranch in M choacan, and Ignacio was driving a flashy Dodge
four-wheel drive and wearing five-hundred-dollar alligator-skin Tony Lana
boots. Al of this for only eight hours of work a day, for they were only one
of thee crews that kept the lab running twenty-four hours a day. And there was
no danger of being stopped on the road while transporting drugs, because the
big sheriff had a gringo in a little van cone every few days to drop off
supplies and take the drugs away.

"Put out that cigarette, cabrone!"™ M guel shouted. "Do you want to bl ow
us up?"

I gnaci o scoffed and flicked his cigarette into the pasture. "You worry
too much, Mguel." Ignacio was tired of Mguel's whining. He missed his
fam ly, he worried about getting caught, he didn't know if the m x was right.
When the ol der man wasn't wor ki ng he was broodi ng and no amount of noney or
consoling seened to satisfy him

M guel appeared at the doorway and stood over |gnacio. "Do you fee
t hat ?"

"What ?" I gnaci o reached for the AK-47 that was | eani ng agai nst the shed.
"What ?"

M guel was staring across the pasture, but seenmed to be seeing nothing.
"l don't know "

"It is nothing. You worry too nuch."

M guel started wal king across the pasture toward the tree line. "I have
to go over there. Watch my stove."

I gnaci o stood up and hitched his silver-studded belt up under his belly.
"I don't know how to watch the stove. |I'mthe guard. You stay and watch the
stove. "



M guel strode over the hill w thout |ooking back. Ignacio sat back down
and pul | ed another cigarette fromthe pocket of his |eather vest. "Loco," he
munbl ed under his breath as he lit up. He snoked for several m nutes, dream ng
and schem ng about a tine when he would run the whol e operation, but by the
time he finished the cigarette he was starting to worry about his partner. He
stood to get a better |ook, but couldn't see anything beyond the top of the
hill over which M guel had di sappeared.

"M guel ?" he called. But there was no answer.

He gl anced inside the shed to see that everything was in order, and as

far as he could tell, it was. Then he picked up his assault rifle and started
across the pasture. Before he got three steps, he saw a white woman comni ng
over the hill. She had the face and body of a hot senorita, but the wild

gray-bl onde hair of an old woman, and he wondered for the thousandth tine what
in the hell was wong with American wormen. Were they all crazy? He lowered the
assault rifle, but smled as he did it, hoping to warn the woman of f wi t hout
maki ng her suspi ci ous.

"You stop," he said in English. "No trespass."” He heard the cell phone
ringi ng back in the shed and gl anced back for a second.

The woman kept coming. "We nmet your friend," Mdlly said.

"Who is we?" |gnacio asked.

Hi s answer cane over the hill behind the woman, first |ooking Iike two
burned scrub oak trees, then the giant cat's eyes. "Holy Mary, Mdther of Cod,"
I gnacio said as he westled with the bolt on the assault rifle.

Theo

Ei ght years of living at the edge of the ranch and never once had Theo so
much as taken a wal k down the dirt road. He had been under orders not to. But
now what ? He'd seen the trucks going in and out over the years, occasionally
heard men shouting but sonmehow he'd managed to ignore it all, and there had
never been gunfire. Going onto the ranch to investigate automatic weapons fire
seened an especially stupid way to exercise his newfound freedom but not
i nvestigating, well, that said something about himhe wasn't willing to face.
Was he, in fact, a coward?

The sound of a man screanming in the di stance nmade the decision for him
It wasn't the sound of someone blowi ng off steam it was a throat-stripping
scream of pure terror. Theo kicked the shards of his bong collection off the
front steps and went back to the closet to get his pistol

The Smith & Wesson was wrapped in an oily cloth on the top shelf of his
cl oset next to a box of shells. He unwapped it, snapped open the cylinder
and dropped in six cartridges, fighting the shake that was noving fromhis
hands to his entire body. He dunped another six shells into his shirt pocket
and headed out to the Vol vo.

He started the Volvo, then grabbed the radio mke to call for sone
backup. A lot of good that woul d do. Response tine fromthe Sheriffs
Departnment could run as long as thirty mnutes in Pine Cove, which was one of
the reasons there was a town constable in the first place. And what woul d he
say? He was still under orders not to go onto the ranch

He dropped the m ke on the seat next to his gun, put the Volvo in gear
and was starting to back out when a Dodge ninivan pulled in beside him Joseph
Leander waved and smled at himfromthe driver's seat.

Theo put the Volvo in park. Leander clinbed out of his van and | eaned

into the passenger wi ndow and | ooked at the .357 lying on the seat. "I need to
talk to you," he said.

"You weren't much for tal king an hour ago."

"I am now. "

"Later. I'mjust going to check sonething out on the ranch."

"That's perfect," Leander said, shoving a small automatic pistol through
the window into Theo's face. "W'Ill go together."



ei ght een
Dr. Val

The bust of Hippocrates stared up at Val Riordan fromthe desk. "First,
do no harm.."

"Yeah, bite ne," said the psychiatrist, throwi ng her Versace scarf over
the Geek's face.

Val was having a bad day. The call from Constable Crowe, revealing that
her treatment, or lack of it, had not caused Bess Leander's suicide, had
thrown Val into a quandary. She'd zonbi ed her way through her norning
appoi nt nents, answering questions with questions, pretending to take notes,
and not catching a word that anyone said to her

Five years ago there had been a flood of stories in the nedia about the
dangers of Prozac and sinmilar antidepressants, but those stories had been set
of f by sensational |awsuits against the drug conpanies, and the foll ow ups,
the fact that not one jury found antidepressants to cause destructive
behavi or, had been buried in the back pages. One powerful religious group
(whose prophet was a hack science fiction witer and whose foll owers included
masses of deluded novie stars and supernodels) had fielded a nedia attack
agai nst antidepressants, recomrendi ng i nstead that the depressed should just
cheer up, buck up, and send in sonme gas nmoney to keep the Mdther Ship running.
The various professional journals had ported no studies that proved that
ant i depressants increased the incidence of suicidal or violent behavior. Val
had read the religious propaganda (it had the endorsenent of the rich and
famous), but she hadn't read the professional journals. Yes, automatically
treating her patients with anti depressants had been wong, but her attenpt to
atone by taking themall off the drugs was just as wong. Now she had to dea
with the fact that she m ght be hurting them

Val hit the speed dial button to the pharmacy. Wnston Krauss answered,
but his voice was nuted, as if he had an incredi bly bad col d.

"Pine Cobe Drug and G bt."

"W nston, you sound horrible."

"I hab on ny mask and snorkle."

"Ch, Wnston." Val rubbed her eyes, causing her contacts to slide back in
her head somewhere. "Not at the store.”

"I'min the back room" H's voice becane clear on the |last word of the

sentence. "There, | took it off. I"'mglad you called, I've been wanting to
talk to you about killer whales."

" Par don?"

"I"'mattracted to Orcas. |'ve been watching a Jacques Cousteau tape about
them.."

"Wnston, can we cover this in session?"

"I"'mworried. | was especially turned on by the mal e one. Does that make
me a honosexual ?"

Jeez, it didn't worry himthat he was a wannabe whal e- hunper, as |ong as
he wasn't a gay wannabe whal e-hunper. As a psychiatrist, she'd tried to drop
ternms like "full-blown batshit" from her vocabul ary, even in thought yet with
W nston, she couldn't keep the termfromrising. Lately, Val felt as if she
was running the batshit concession on the cave floor. It had to stop
"Wnston, |I'mputting everyone back on their SSRIs. Get rid of the placebos.
I'"mgoing to put everyone on Paxil to get their levels up as quickly as
possi bl e. Make sure to warn the ones who were on Prozac that they absolutely
can't mss a day like they used to. I'll nove those who need it later."

"You want ne to take everyone off of the placebos? Do you know how nmuch
noney we are maki ng?"

"Start today. I'mgoing to call nmy patients. | want you to give them
credit for the unused placebos they still have."



"I won't do it. | alnost have enough saved to spend a nonth at the
Cet acean Research Center on Grand Bahama. You can't take that away from ne."

"Wnston, | won't conpromise ny patients' nental health so you can go on
vacation and fuck Flipper."

"I said |l won't do it. You were the one who started this. \Wat about your
patients' nmental health then?"

"I was wong. |'mnot going to put everyone back on anti depressants
either, so you're going to | ose sone revenue there too. Sone of themdidn't
need the drugs in the first place."

"No. "

Val was shocked at the conviction in Wnston's voice. H s self-esteem
probl em no | onger seened an issue. What a crappy tine for himto be making
progress. "So you want the town to know about your little problenP"

"You won't do that. You have nore to lose than | do, Valerie. If you bl ow

the whistle on me, then I'Il tell the whole story to the papers. I'Il get
imunity and you'll go to jail."
"You bastard. I'll send my patients down to the Thrifty Mart in San

Juni pero. Then you won't even have the legitimte sales.”

"No, you won't. Things are going to stay just the way they are, Dr. Val."
W nston hung up

Valerie Riordan stared at the receiver for a second before replacing it
inits cradle. How? How in the hell had she given control of her life over to
someone |ike Wnston Krauss? Mirre inmportant, how was she going to get it back
wi thout going to jail?

Theo

Joseph Leander had the automatic stuck agai nst Theo's ribs. He'd thrown
Theo's gun into the backseat. Leander was wearing a tweed jacket and wool
dress slacks and a filmof sweat was form ng on his forehead. The Vol vo
bounced over a rut in the dirt road and Theo felt the barrel of the automatic
dig into his ribs. He was trying to remenber what you were supposed to do in
such a situation, but all he could renmenber fromthe cop shows that he'd
wat ched was never to give up your gun

"Joseph, could you pull that gun out of my ribs, or put the safety on, or
something? This is a pretty bunpy road. 1'd hate to | ose a | ung because
didn't get new shocks." That sounded sufficiently glib, he thought.
Professionally calm Now if he could just avoid wetting hinself.

"You couldn't leave it alone, could you? It would have just passed into
hi story and no one woul d have noticed, but you had to dig things up."

"So you did kill her?"

"Let's say | hel ped her make a decision that she'd been waffling about."

"She was the nother of your children.”

"Right, and she treated me with about as much respect as a turkey
baster."

"Ww, you |lost nme there, partner.”

"They use themfor artificial insem nation, Crowe, you fucking stoner
One squirt and you throw them away. "

"You got tired of being a turkey baster, so you hung your w fe?"

"Her herb garden killed her. Foxglove tea. Contains huge anount of
digitalis. Stops the heart and it's al nost undetectabl e unless you're | ooking
for it. lronic, isn't it? | would have never known about any of that crap if
she hadn't bl athered on about it constantly.”

Theo was not at all happy that Leander was telling himthis. It meant
that he was going to have to nmake sone sort of nobve to save hinself or he was
dead. Ram a tree maybe? He checked Leander's seat belt; it was buckl ed. Wat
ki nd of crimnal kidnaps soneone and renmenbers to buckle his seat belt? Stal
for now "There were heel marks on the wall."

"Ni ce touches, | thought. | don't know, she may have still been alive



when | hung her up there."

They were coning out of the forest that surrounded the ranch into an open
pasture. Theo could see a netal shed next to a doubl e-w de house trailer a
coupl e of hundred yards ahead. A bright red Dodge truck was parked by the
shed.

"Hrm " Leander said. "They got a newtrailer for the boys. Pull up to the
shed and park."

Theo felt panic rise in his throat like acid and fought it down. Keep
them tal king and they won't shoot. Hadn't he heard that somewhere? "So you
killed your wife for a big-screen TV and a tunble with Betsy? Divorce never
occurred to you?"

Leander | aughed and Theo felt a chill run through his body. "You really

are dense, aren't you, Crowe? See that shed up there? Well, | haul ed
twenty-eight mllion dollars' worth of methanphetamnm ne out of that shed | ast
year. Granted, | only get a piece of that but it's a nice piece. | nove it
all. 1"'ma salesman, a famly man, innocuous and unnoticeabl e. Wo'd suspect

me? M. MIquetoast."

"Your wfe?"

"Bess found out about it. Funny thing is, she was foll owi ng ne because
she suspected an affair, but she never found out a thing about Betsy and ne.
She was going to turn me in. | had no choice."

Theo pulled up next to the shed and turned off the Volvo. "You have a
choi ce now, Joseph. You don't have to do this."

"I"'mnot doing anything but going back to ny Iife until there's enough
nmoney in ny of fshore accounts to take off. Don't get ne wong, Crowe. | didn't
enjoy killing Bess. I"'mnot a killer. Hell, I've never even taken any drugs.
This isn't crine, it's just a well-paid delivery route.”

"So you're not going to shoot nme?" Theo really, really wanted to believe
t hat .

"Not if you do what | tell you to do. Get out of the car. Leave the keys.
Slide over and conme out on ny side."

Theo did as he was told and Leander kept the pistol trained on himthe
whol e tinme. Wiere did Leander learn to do that? He'd hadn't had a tel evision
that long. Guy must have taken a nmil-order course or sonething.

"M guel! Ignacio! Cone out here!" Leander gestured with the pistol for
Theo to nove toward the shack. "Go inside."

Theo ducked to get through the door and inmedi ately saw rack upon rack of
| ab gl ass, glass tubing, and plastic barrels of chemicals. A single netal
chair sat in front of half a dozen electric burners that were filling the shed
with a brutal heat.

"Sit down," Leander conmanded.

As Theo sat he felt the handcuffs being yanked out of his back pocket.

"Put your hands behind you." Theo did as he was told and Leander threaded
t he handcuffs through two nmetal bars at the back of the chair and snapped them
over Theo's wists.

"I"ve got to go find these guys," Leander said. "Probably taking a
siesta. What was Burton thinking when he put a house trailer down here? |'lI
be back in a second.”

"Then what ?"
"Then lIgnacio will shoot you, |I'm guessing."
Mol |y

This was a first: a guy that actually did what you asked himto do. Wen
she heard a car comi ng down the ranch road, she asked Steve to nake hinsel f
look like a trailer and he had done it. Sure, she had to make a little box
diagramin the air with her hands, and he nissed the first tinme, trying to
make hinself ook like the tin shed next to him a mserable failure that
resulted in only his head changi ng and maki ng hi m|l ook |ike a dragon wearing



an al um num bag over his head, but after a few seconds he got it. Wat a guy.
kay, his tail, which had always hung down into the creek bed before, was
showi ng, but maybe no one woul d noti ce.

"What a guy," she said, patting himon his air-conditioning unit. O at
least it was an air-conditioning unit now. No telling what body part it had
been before he changed into a trailer

She's patting nmy unit Steve thought. A low grow of pleasure rolled out
of his front door.

Mol Iy ran and hid behind the shed, peeking out to watch the white Vol vo
pul | up and stop. She al nbst stepped out to say hi to Theo, then saw the other
man in the car holding a gun on him She listened as the bald guy | ed Theo
into the shed and nade sonme threats. She wanted to junp out and say. "No,

I gnaci o won't be shooting anyone, M. Bald Guy. He's busy being digested right
now, " but the guy did have a gun. How the hell did Theo let himnmself be taken
pri soner by someone who | ooked |ike an assistant principal?

VWhen it was evident that the bald guy was com ng out, she ran to the
dragon trailer, caught the edge of the air-conditioning unit, and swung
hersel f up onto the roof.

The bald guy was going around to the front door. She ran over Steve's
back and | ooked down over the edge.

"M guel! Ignacio!" the bald guy yelled. "Get out here!" He seened
uncertain about going into the trailer

"I saw themgo in there," Mlly said

The bal d guy stepped back, |ooking like he was going to go into a fit
searching for where the voice had conme from

"You're an assistant principal, aren't you?" Mlly said.

The bald guy finally spotted her and tried to hide the gun behind his
back. "You're that crazy woman," he said. "Wat are you doing here?"

Mol Iy scooched up to the edge of the dragon trailer. "'Scuse ne? Pardon
me? Beg your pardon? |'mthe what?"

He ignored her question. "What are you doi ng here?"

"Excuse me. Excuse nme, excuse ne," she al nost sang. "There is an
as-yet - unapol ogi zed-for aspersion on the floor. You'll have to handl e that
bef ore we nove on."

"I"'mnot apol ogizing for anything. What are you doi ng here? \Were are
I gnaci o and M guel ?"

"You' re not apol ogi zi ng?"

"No. Get down fromthere." He showed her the gun

"'Kay," Molly said, patting Steve on the head/roof. "Steve, eat this
i mpolite mot herfucker."

She'd seen it before, but it was especially exciting to be sitting on
Steve's head when he changed shape and his tongue | eapt out bel ow her to wap
around the assistant principal. After the initial slurp, the inevitable crunch
(whi ch had bot hered her before) was sort of satisfying. She couldn't figure
out if it was because the assistant principal had pointed a gun at her friend
and called her a crazy worman, or if she was just getting used to it.

"That was just swell," she said. She ran across Steve's back, slid down
to the top of the air-conditioning unit, then junped to the ground.

Steve growl ed and the angles of his trailer formnelted into the curves
and sinew of his dragon shape. He rolled over on his side and Ml ly watched as
the scales on his belly parted and seven feet of dragon penis emerged as thick
and stiff as a tel ephone pole. Lum nescent colors flashed up the length of the
or gan.

"Ww, that is inpressive," MIlly said, taking a few steps backward

Steve sent her a message simlar to the one he had sent to the fue
truck. It worked better on MIlly. Her knees went wobbly, a warmtingling ran
up her thighs, and she could feel the pulse rising in her tenples.

She | ooked into Steve's eyes (well, one of them anyway), stepped up to
his face and gently touched himon the lips (or what would have been lips, if
he'd had them, and let the sweetly acrid snell of his breath (a mx of Ad



Spi ce, manly Mexicans, and barfed cow) wash over her
"You know, " she said, "I never kissed a guy with assistant principal on
his breath."”

ni net een
Al'l You Need to Know About That

Intimaci es, what happens between two people in private (or one person and
a Sea Beast in a pasture), are not the business of anyone but the parties
i nvol ved. Still for the sake of the voyeur in us all, a tidbit or two to
satisfy curiosity...

Molly tried, nade a valiant effort in fact, but even for a woman of such
fine physical conditioning, the task was too great. She did, however, manage
to |l ocate near the shed a gas-powered weed-whacker (which the late drug chefs
used to clear flammables fromthe area) and with firmbut gentle application
of that rude machine, and a little coaxing, was able to bring Steve to that
state the French inscrutably call "the little death."

And soon after, what at first seened an insurnmountabl e obstacle, the size
di fference, was turned to advantage, allowing Mlly to join Steve in that
pl ace of peace and pl easure. How? Imagine a slow slide down a |ong, slippery
banni ster of a tongue, each taste bud a tease and tingle in just the right
pl ace, and you can understand how Mol ly ended up a satisfied puddl e snuggl ed
in that spot between his neck and shoul der that wormen so | ove. (Except in
Steve's case, it didn't nmake his armgo to sleep.)

Yes, there was a bit of the awkwardness that cones with the unfamliarity
and exploration of new |overs, and Theo's Vol vo was soundly smashed before
Steve realized that rolling around on the ground was an i nappropriate way to
di splay his enthusiasm but a boxy Swedish autonobile is a small price to pay
for passion in the great schene of things.

And that is all you need to know about that.

twenty
Theo

Over the years, Theo had |l earned to forgive hinmself for having
i nappropriate thoughts at inappropriate tines (inagining the w dow naked at
the funeral, rooting for a high death toll in Third Wirld earthquakes,
wonderi ng whet her white slavers provided in-house financing), but it worried
hi m more than sonmewhat that, while handcuffed to a chair, waiting for his
executioner, he was thinking about getting laid instead of escaping or naking
anends with his creator. Sure, he'd tried to get away, nanaging to do little
nore than tip the chair over and give hinself a bug' s-eye view of the dirt
floor, but shortly after that when the voices outside had stopped, he was
overtaken with thoughts of wonen he'd had and wonmen he hadn't including an
erotic nental nontage of the erstwhile actress and resident Crazy Lady, Mlly
M chon.

So it was enbarrassnent as nuch as relief that he felt when, after the
sound of a weed-whacker and the crashing of netal, Mlly popped her head into
the shed.

"Hi, Theo," she said.

"Ml ly, what are you doi ng here?"

"Qut for a walk." She didn't cone in, just craned her head around the
corner.

"You've got to get away fromhere, MIlly. There's sone very dangerous
guys around here."

"Not a problem You don't want any hel p t hen?"



"Yes, go get help. But get away from here. There's guys with guns.”

"I mean, you don't want me to uncuff you or anything?"

"There's no tine."

"There's plenty of tinme. Wiere are the keys?"

"On ny key ring. In the ignition of nmy car."

"Ckay. Be right back."

And she was gone. Theo heard some poundi ng and what sounded |ike safety
gl ass being shattered. In a second Mlly was back in the doorway. She tossed
the keys on the floor near his head. "Can you get to those?"

"Can you unl ock me?"

"Uh. 1'd rather not right now But you'll be able to get to those
eventual ly, won't you?"

"Ml y!"
"Yes or no?"
"Sure, but..."

"Ckay. See ya, Theo. Sorry about your car."

And agai n she was gone

As he scranbled in the dirt to get to the keys, he was still troubled
about the unwarranted wave of horniness that had overtaken him Could it have
been set off by the handcuffs? Maybe he'd been into bondage all these years
and never even knew it. Although when he'd been arrested, right before Sheriff
Burton had bl ackmail ed himinto becom ng constable, he'd spent al nbst two
hours in handcuffs and he didn't renmenber it being an especially erotic
experi ence. Maybe it was the death threat. Was he turned on by the thought of
bei ng shot? Man, | am a sick individual, he thought.

In ten mnutes he was free of both the handcuffs and the doggi ng t houghts
of sex and death. Mdlly, Joseph Leander, and the house trailer were gone, and
he stood before the ruins of his Volvo with an entirely new set of questions
naggi ng him The roof of the station wagon was now mashed down to level with
the hood, three of the four tires were blown, and on the ground, all around
the car, were the tracks of what had to be a very, very |large ani mal

There were two trails that had matted down the grass |eading away from
the shed and over the hill. One, obviously, was the track of a person. The
other was wider than the dirt road that led into the ranch

Theo dug into the Volvo for his gun and cell phone, having no idea what
to do with either of them There was no one to call -- and certainly no one he
wanted to shoot. Except maybe Sheriff John Burton. He searched the area, found
Joseph Leander's gun, and tucked it into the waistband of his jeans. The keys
were still in the red four-wheeler, and after a mnute of measuring the ethics
of "borrow ng" the truck agai nst having been ki dnapped, handcuffed, and al npst
killed, he clinmbed into the truck and took off across the pasture, follow ng
the double trail

Gabe

Gabe and the rancher stood over the pulverized remains of the Hol stein,
waving flies away fromtheir faces, while Skinner crouched a few yards away,
his ears back, growing at the ness.

The rancher pushed his Stetson back on his head and shuddered. "My people
have been running dairy and beef cattle on this land for sixty years, and
ain't never heard or seen anything like it, Gabe."

H s name was JimBeer. He was fifty-five, going on seventy, leathery from
too much sun and stress, and there was a note of the sad |onely under
everything he said. He was tall and thin, but stood with the broken-backed
slouch of a beaten man. His wife had left himyears ago, driving off in her
Mercedes to live in San Francisco and taking with her a note worth half the
val ue of JimBeer's thousand acres. H s only son, who was to have taken the
ranch over, was twenty-ei ght now and was busy getting thrown out of colleges
and into rehabs all over the country. He lived alone in a fourteen-room house



that raffled with enptiness and seemed to suck up the laughter of the ranch
hands, who Jimfed in his enormous kitchen every norning. Jimwas the | ast of
his breed, and he would forever trace the beginning of his downfall to an
affair he'd had with the witch who once lived in Theo's cabin at the edge of
the ranch. Cursed he was, or so he believed. If the witch hadn't run off ten
years ago with the owner of the general store, he would have been sure the
mutilated cattle was her doing.

Gabe shook his head. "I have no idea, Jim | can take some sanples and
have sone test run, but | don't even know what we are | ooking at here."

"You think it was kids? Vandal s?"

"Kids tip cows over, Jim These |ook |like they've been dropped from
thirty thousand feet." Gabe knew what appeared to have happened, but he wasn't
willing to admit it. There wasn't a creature alive that could have done this.
There had to be anot her expl anati on.

"So you're saying aliens?"

"No, | amdefinitely not saying aliens. |I'mnot saying aliens."

"Somet hi ng was here. Look at the tracks. Satanic cult?"

"Dam it, Jim unless you want to be on the cover of Crackpot Wekly,
don't talk that way. | can't tell you what did this, but I can tell you what
didn't. This was not aliens, or Satanists, or Bigfoot on a binge. | can take
some sanples and run some tests and then nmaybe, maybe, | can tell you what did
this, but in the neantinme, you should call the state ag guys and get them out
here.”

"I can't do that, Gabe."

"Why not ?"

"I can't have strangers running around on ny land. | don't want this
gettin' out. That's why | called you."

"What's that?" Gabe held up a finger to hold his place in the
conversation, then looked to the hills: the sound of an engine. In a second a
red four-wheel -drive pickup appeared on the hill headed toward them

"You'd better go," Jim Beer said.

"\ 2"

"You'd just better. Nobody's supposed to be on this side of the ranch but
me. You need to go."

"This is your |and?"

"Let's jump in your truck, son. W need to go."

Gabe squinted to get a better |look at the truck, then waved. "That's Theo
Crowe," he said. "Wat's he doing in that thing?"

"Ch shit," JimBeer said.

Theo pulled the truck up next to Gabe's, skidded to a stop, and craw ed
out. To Gabe, the constable | ooked pissed off, but he couldn't be sure, having
never seen the expression on Theo before. "Afternoon, Gabe, Jim"

Ji m Beer | ooked at his boots. "Constable."

Gabe noticed that Theo had two pistols stuck in his jeans and was
hal f-covered with dust. "Hi, Theo. Nice truck. Jimcalled ne out to take a
| ook..."

"I know what that is," Theo said, tossing his head toward the rmashed cow.
"At least | think | do." He strode up to JimBeer, who seened to be trying to
sink into a hole in his own chest.

"Jim you got a crank |ab back there turning out enough product to hype
all of Los Angeles. You wanna tell ne about it?"

The life seened to drain out of JimBeer and he fell to the ground in a
spl ay-l egged sit. Gabe caught his armto keep himfrom cracking his tail bone.
Beer didn't look up. "My wife took a note for half the ranch when she left.

She called it in. Wiere else was | going to get three mllion dollars?"
Gabe | ooked fromJimto Theo as if to say, "What the hel | ?"
“"I"lIl explain later, Gabe. | have sonething | have to show you anyway."

Theo pushed Jim Beer's Stetson back so he could see the rancher's face. "So
Burton gave you the nmoney so he could use your land for the lab."
"Sheriff Burton?" Gabe asked, totally confused now.



"Shut up, Gabe," Theo snapped.

"Not all of the noney. Paynents. Hell, what could | do? My grandfather
started this ranch. | couldn't sell off half of it."

"So you went into drug dealing?"

"I ain't never even seen this lab you're talking about. Neither have ny
hands. That part of the ranch is off-limts. Burton said he had you in the
cabin to keep anyone fromcomng in the back gate. | just run nmy cattle and
m nd ny own business. | never even asked Burton what he was doing out there."

"Three mllion dollars! Wat the hell did you think he was doi ng? Raising
rabbi t s?"

Jim Beer didn't answer, he just stared at the ground between his |egs.
Gabe held his shoulder to steady himand | ooked to Theo. "Maybe finish this
| ater, Theo?"

Theo turned and wal ked in a tight circle, waving his hands in the air as
i f chasing away annoying spirits.

"You okay?" Gabe asked.

"What the fuck do | do now? What do | do? What am | supposed to do?"

"Cal m down?" Gabe vent ured.

"Fuck that! | got nurders, drug manufacturing, some fucking giant aninal
of some kind, a whole town that's gone nuts, ny car is nashed, and | have a
crush on a crazy worman -- | don't have the training for this! No one has the
fucking training for this!"

"So calm ng down isn't an option right now?" Gabe said. "I understand."

Theo interrupted his anxiety Tilt-A-Wirl and wheel ed on Gabe. "And
haven't snoked any pot in a week, Gabe."

"Congratul ati ons."

"It's made nme insane. It's ruined ny life."

"Come on, Theo, you never had a life." Gabe immedi ately realized that
per haps he had chosen the wong tack in consoling his friend.

"Yeah, there's that." Theo strode to the red truck and punched the
fender. "Quch! Goddamm it!" He turned to Gabe again. "And | think | just broke
ny hand."

"Mad cow di sease worries nme," JimBeer said fromhis stupor of defeat.

"Shut up, Jim" Gabe said. "Theo has a gun."

"Quns!" Theo shout ed.

"I stand corrected," said Gabe. "You nentioned a giant aninmal ?"

Theo massaged his tenples as if trying to squeeze out a coherent thought.
After a few mnutes, he wal ked to where Jim Beer was sitting and kneel ed down
in front of him "Jim | need you to pull it together for a second.”

The rancher | ooked at Theo. Tears had traced the creases in his cheeks.

"Jim this never happened, okay? You haven't seen ne and you haven't
heard anything fromthis side of the ranch, okay? If Burton calls you,
everything is standard operating procedure. You know not hi ng, you understand?"

"No, | don't understand. Am| going to jail?"

"I don't know that, Jim but | do know that Burton finding out about this

will only make it worse for everyone. | need sone time to figure sone things
out. If you help, I'll do ny best to protect you, |I promse."
"Ckay." Beer nodded. "I'll do what you say."

"CGood, take Gabe's truck home. We'll pick it up in an hour or so.

Ski nner watched all this with heightened interest tentatively waggi ng his
tail between Theo's tirades, hoping in his heart of hearts that he would get a
ride in that big red truck. Even dogs harbor secret agendas.

"Theo, these can't be real," Gabe said, running his hand over a footprint
nearly three feet across. "This is sone sort of hoax. Although the depth of
the claw i mpressions and the scuffing would indicate that whoever did this
really knows sonethi ng about how ani mal s nove."

Theo was fairly calmnow, as if he had settled into the whole unreality
of the situation. "And they know sonet hing about crushing a Volvo too. They're
real, Gabe. |'ve seen a track like this before."”



"Wher e?"

"By the creek, the night the fuel truck blew up. | didn't want to believe
it then either.”

Gabe | ooked up fromthe track. "That's the night | had the mass exodus
with nmy rats.”

"Yes."

"There's no way, Theo. That coul dn't be what happened. A creature that
could leave tracks like this would dwarf a T. Rex. There hasn't been anyt hing

this size on the planet for sixty mllion years."
"Not anything we know about. Look, Gabe, | followed the trail through the
grass to the mutilated cows. | thought that was where they went, but evidently

that's where they just came from"

"They? You think there's nore than one?"

"So you accept that this thing is real ?"

"No, Theo. |'mjust asking what you think."

"I think that this thing was with Molly M chon."

Gabe | aughed. "Theo, | think the wthdrawal has you addl ed."

"I"'mnot joking. Mdlly was here right after | heard nmy car getting
crunched. She gave ne the keys to the handcuffs. \When | cane out, she was
gone, and so were Joseph Leander and whoever he cane here to see.

"So what do you think happened to thenP"

"The sane thing that happened to those cows. O sonething like it. The
same thing that | think happened to the Plotznik kid. The last tine anyone saw
himwas at the Fly Rod Trailer Court. That's where Molly lives."

Gabe stood and | ooked around at the pattern of tracks. "You haven't been
into town today, have you, Theo?"

"No, |'ve been busy."

"Les fromthe hardware store is mssing. They found his truck behind the
Head of the Slug, but there's no sign of him™"

"W've got to go to Mlly's, Gabe."

"We? Theo, |'ma biologist, not a cop. | say we try and track whatever
this is. Skinner's a pretty good tracker. 1'd bet we find an expl anation that
doesn't involve sone sort of giant creature."

"I"'mnot a cop anynore either. And what if we track this thing and you're
wrong. Gabe? Do you want to nmeet up with whatever did that to ny car? Those
cows?"

"Well, yes, | do."

"We can do that later. It shouldn't be too hard. Watever it is, it's
pul ling a house trailer."

"What ?"

"There was a trailer here when Leander took ne into the shed. When | cane
out, it was gone."

Gabe checked his watch. "Have you eaten today? |I'm not questioning you,
but maybe you're having a hypogl yceni c reaction or sonething. Let's go get
some di nner and when your head clears, we can go by Molly Mchon's."

"Right. I'mhallucinating froma bad case of the rmunchies.”

Gabe grabbed his shoul der. "Theo, please. | have a date."

Theo nodded. "Molly's first. Then I'll go to dinner."

"Deal ," Gabe said, still staring at the tracks. "I want to cone back here
with some casting materials. Even if this is a hoax, | want a record of it."

Theo started for the truck and pull ed up when he heard the sound of a
cell phone ringing inside the shed. He wal ked into the shed, |ocated the cel
phone, and | ooked at the display for the nunber that was ringing in. It was
Burton's private nunber. He drew his .357 Magnum and bl ew t he phone into a
t housand pi eces. He wal ked out of the shed to find Gabe hiding behind the
fender of the red truck and Skinner cowering in the bed.

"What in the hell do you nmean, you have a date?"

t went y- one



Gabe and Theo
"This is where | found the aberrant rats,"
the Fly Rod Trailer Court.

"That's nice," Theo said, not really paying attention

"Did | tell you |l got the brain chemistry back from Stanford? It's
interesting, but I'mnot sure that it explains the behavior."

"Not now, Gabe, please." Theo sl ammed on the brakes and the truck rocked
to a stop. "Wat the hell?" There were no lights on in Molly Mchon's trailer
In the enpty | ot next door, a dozen well-dressed adults stood in a circle,
hol di ng candl es.

"Prayer meeting?" Gabe ventured. "It's Sunday night."

"There was a trailer there last tinme | was here," Theo said. "Just |ike
the one on the ranch.”

"I know. This is the lot where | found the rats with the [ ow serotonin
l evel s. "

Theo shut off the truck, set the parking brake, and clinbed out. Then he
| ooked back at Gabe. "You found your rats right here?"

"The six that | could find. But this is where the other ones that were
| ast tracked di sappeared as well. | can show you the graphic later."

"That woul d be good."

Theo pulled his flannel shirt over the guns in his waistband and
approached the circle. Skinner junmped out of the truck and ran ahead. Gabe
reluctantly followed. They did, indeed, seemto be praying. Their heads were
bowed and a woman in a powder-blue dress and pillbox hat was | eading the
group. "Bless us, Lord, for we have felt the stirrings of your power within us
and heeded your call to cone to this holy place on the eve of..."

Ski nner drove his nose into the wonan's crotch, and she yipped like a
bee-stung poodl e. Everyone in the group | ooked up

"Excuse me," Theo said. "I don't mean to interrupt, but what are you al
doi ng here?" Several of the nen | ooked irritated and stepped up behind the
powder - bl ue woman to gi ve support.

The woman hel d Skinner's nose away from her dress while trying to keep
the candl e flane away from her hair spray. "Constable Crowe? Is that right?"

"Yes, ma'am"” Theo said. The wonan was younger than he was by at |east
five years and pretty in a Texas Big Hair sort of way, but her dress and
manner of speaking made himfeel as if he'd just been busted by his
first-grade teacher for eating paste

"We' ve been called here, Constable,"” the woman expl ai ned. She reached
behi nd her, grabbed the shoul der of a woman who | ooked |ike her clone in pink
and pul |l ed her forward. Skinner stanped the pink woman's dress with the
Wt - Nose I nspection Seal. "Margie and | felt it first, but when we started
tal king about it after services this afternoon, all these other people said
that they had felt drawn to this place as well. The Holy Spirit has noved us
here.”

Gabe said as they pulled into

"Ask themif they' ve seen any rats." Gabe said.

"Call your dog," Theo tossed over his shoul der

Gabe call ed Skinner and the Labrador | ooked around. They snell fine to
me, Food Guy. | say fuck 'em Skinner thought. But he got no response except a
m nor scol di ng.

"The Holy Spirit called you here?" Theo said.

Everyone in the group nodded earnestly.

"Did any of you happen to see the woman who lives in that trailer next
door ?"

The pink lady chined in, "Oh yes, she was the one to call our attention
to this place two nights ago. W wondered about that at first, being as how
she is and all, but then Katie pointed out" -- she gestured to her friend --
"that our Lord Jesus spent time with Mary Magdal ene, and she, as |'m sure you
know, was -- well -- she was..."



"A whore," Theo offered.

"Well. Yes. And so we thought, who are we to judge?"

"Very charitable of you," Theo said. "But have you seen Molly M chon
t oni ght ?"

"No, not tonight."

Theo felt his energy reserves drain even nore. "Look, folks, you

shouldn't be here. I'"'mnot sure it's safe. Sonme peopl e have gone m ssing."
"Ch, that poor boy," Mrgie said.
"Yes and maybe sonme others. | have to ask you all to take your neeting

somewhere el se, please."

The group | ooked di sappointed. One of the nmen, a portly bald fellowin
his fifties, puffed hinself up and stepped forward. "Constable, we have the
right to worship when and where we pl ease."

“I"'mjust thinking of your safety,"” Theo said.

"This country was founded on the basis of religious freedom and..."

Theo stepped up to the man and | oomed over himwith all of his
six-foot-six frame, "Then start praying that | don't throw you in jail wth
t he biggest horniest sodonite the county jail has to offer, which is what |'m
going to do if you all don't go hone right now "

"Snoot h, " Cabe sai d.

Make himroll over and pee on hinself, Skinner thought.

The bald nan nmade a harunph sound and turned to the group. "Let's neet at
the church to discuss the renmoval of our local |aw enforcenent official."

"Yeah, get in line," Theo said. He watched as the group dispersed to
their cars and drove away.

VWhen the | ast one pulled out Gabe said, "Theories?"

Theo shook his head. "Everyone in this town is nuts. |I'mgoing to check
Mol ly's trailer, but |I doubt she's there. Do you want ne to take you home to
shower and change cl ot hes before your date?"

Gabe | ooked down at his stained work pants and safari shirt. "Do you
think I shoul d?"

"Gabe, you're the only guy | know that makes ne | ook suave."

"You're coning along, right?"

"Casanova," Theo said. "Conpared to you, | feel |ike Casanova."

"What ?" Gabe said. "It's fried chicken night at HP."'s."

St eve

Steve lay under a stand of cypress trees, his new | over snuggled up to
his right foreleg snoring softly. He let his tongue slide out and the tip just
brushed her bare back. She mpaned and nuzzled closer to his |leg. She tasted
pretty good. But he had eaten all those other warnbl oods and he wasn't really
hungry.

VWhen he had been a female, some fifty years ago, and goi ng back anot her
five thousand, he had become accustoned to eating his lovers after mating.
That's just how it was done. But as a male, he wasn't sure. He hadn't mated
with his own species since he'd become nmale, and so the instinct to becone
passive after mating was newto him He just didn't feel |like eating the
war mbl ood. She had made himfeel better, and for sone reason, he could see the
pi ctures of her thoughts instead of just sending his own signals. He sensed no
fear in her, and no need to send the signal to draw her to him Strange for a
war bl ood.

He lay his head down on the bed of cypress needles to sleep and let his
wounds heal. He could eat her later. Somewhere in the back of his brain, as he
fell asleep, a fear alarmwent off. In five thousand years of life, he had
never conceived of the concept of later or before, only now H s DNA had
rechained itself many tines, adapted to changes wi thout waiting for the life
cycles of generations -- he was a unique organismin that way -- but the
concept of time, of nenory beyond the cellular |level, was a new adaptation.



Through his contact with Molly he was evol vi ng consci ousness, and |ike the
pragmati ¢ nechanismthat it is, nature was trying to warn him The ni ghtnare
was about to have a ni ghtnmare.

Val

Is this a date? Val sat alone at a table in the back of H P.'s Cafe.
She'd ordered a glass of a local chardonnay and was trying to form an opinion
about it that would reflect the appropriate disgust, but unfortunately, it was
qui te good. She was wearing |ight evening makeup and an understated raw silk
suit inindigo with a single string of pearls so as not to clash too badly
wi th her date, who she knew would be in jeans or cotton khaki. Her date? If
this is a date, how far have | sunk? she asked herself. This tacky little cafe
inthis tacky little town, waiting for a man who had probably never worn a tux
or a Rolex, and she was | ooking forward to it.

No, it's not a date. It's just dinner. It's sustenance. It's, for once,
not eating alone. Slunming in the land of the fol ksy and the nei ghborly,
that's what it is. It's a satirical performance art experience; call it The
Bourgeois Fried Chicken Follies. It was one thing to read her journals over
coffee in the |l ocal cafe, but dinner?

Gabe Fenton cane through the front door and Val felt her pul se quicken
She smled in spite of herself as she watched the waitress point to her table.
Then Theo Crowe was foll owi ng Gabe across the restaurant and a bolt of anxiety
shot up her spine. This definitely isn't a date.

Gabe smiled and the lines around his eyes crinkled as if he were about to
burst out | aughing. He extended his hand to her. "Hi, | hope you don't mnd, |
asked Theo to join us." H's hair was conbed, as was his beard, and he was
wearing a faded but clean chanbray shirt. Not exactly dashing, but a pretty
good- | ooki ng guy in a lunberjack sort of way.

"No, please," Val said. "Sit down, Theo."

Theo nodded and pulled a chair up to the table, which had been set for
two. The waitress breezed in with another place setting before they were
seated. "I'msorry to intrude,"” Theo said, "but Gabe insisted."

"No, really, you' re wel come, Constable."

"Theo, please.™

"Theo then," Val said. She forced a snile. What now? The last tinme she
had talked to this man it had thrown her life for a | oop. She found herself
buil ding a resentnent for Gabe that was usually reserved for relationships
that were years old.

Theo cleared his throat. "Uh, can we go on the doctor-patient
confidentiality plan again, Doctor?"

Val nodded to Gabe, "That usually inplies a session. Not dinner."

"Ckay, then, don't say anything, but Joseph Leander killed his wife."

Val didn't say, "Ww " Al npost but she didn't. "And you know this
because--"

"Because he told me so," Theo said. "He gave her tea made from foxgl ove
Evidently, it can cause heart failure and is al nost undetectable. Then he hung
her in the dining room™

"So you've arrested hinP"

"No, | don't know where he is."

"But you've put a warrant out for his arrest or whatever it is that you

do?"

"No, I'mnot sure that I'mstill the constable."”

Gabe broke in. "We've been tal king about it, Val. | say that Theo is an
el ected official, and therefore the only way he can lose his job is through
i npeachnment, even if his inmredi ate superior tries to kill him What do you
t hi nk?"

"Kill hinP"

"Snoot h," Theo said, grinning at Gabe.



"Ch, maybe you should tell her about the crank lab and stuff, Theo."

And so Theo explained, telling the story of his kidnapping, the drug |ab
Joseph Leander's di sappearance, and Molly M chon setting himfree, but |eaving
out any theories he had about a giant creature. During the telling, they
ordered (fried chicken for Theo and Gabe, a Greek salad for Val) and were
hal fway t hrough di nner before Theo stopped tal ki ng.

Val stared at her salad and silence washed over the table. If there was
going to be a murder investigation, she could be found out. And if they found
out what she had done to her patients, her career was over. She night even go
tojail. It wasn't fair, she really had tried to do the right thing for once.
She resisted the urge to blurt out a confession -- to throw herself on the
mercy of a court born of sheer paranoia. |Instead she raised her eyes to Gabe,
who took the signal to break the silence.

Gabe said, "And | still don't know the significance of the | ow serotonin
levels in the rats' brains."”

"Huh?" said not only Val and Theo, but the waitress, Jenny, who had been
eavesdroppi ng fromthe next table and joined the confusion at Gabe's non
sequi tur.

"Sorry," Gabe said to Val. "I thought you night have a take on the brain
chem stry of those rats | had tested. You said you were interested."

"And I am" Val said, lying through her teeth, "but I'ma little
overwhel med by the news about Bess Leander."

"Right, anyway, the group of rats that didn't take part in the nass
mgration all had unusually low | evels of serotonin. The brain chem stry of
the larger group, the group that ran, was all in normal ranges. So I'm
thinking that..."

"They were depressed," Val said.

"Pardon me?" Gabe said.

"Of course they're depressed, they're rats," Theo said.

Gabe gl ared at him

"Well, imagine waking up to that every norning," Theo continued. "'On,
it's a great day, crap, I'mstill a rat. Never mnd."'"
"Well, | don't know about rats,” Val said, "but serotonin levels in

humans affect a ot of different things, predom nantly nmood. Low |evels of
serotonin can indicate depression. That's how Prozac works. It basically keeps
serotonin in the brain to keep the patient fromgetting depressed. So maybe
Gabe's rats were too depressed to run."

Gabe stroked his beard. "I never thought of that. But it doesn't help
that rmuch. It doesn't tell me why the majority of the rats did run."

"Well, duh, Gabe," Theo said. "It's the fricking nonster."

"What ?" Val said

"What ?" said Jenny, who was lingering nearby.

"Can we get sone dessert nenus?" Gabe asked, sendi ng Jenny backi ng across
the restaurant.

"Monster?" Val said.

"Maybe you' d better explain, Gabe," Theo said. "I think your scientific
skepticismwi Il make it sound nore credible.”

Val's jaw dropped visibly as she listened to Gabe tal k about the tracks
at the ranch, the nutilated cattle, and Theo's theory for the di sappearances
of Joseph Leander, M key Plotznik, and perhaps Les fromthe hardware store.
When Gabe brought up Molly M chon, Val stopped him

"You can't believe what she tells you. Molly is a very disturbed woman."

"She didn't tell me anything," Theo said. "I just think she knows
somet hi ng about all this."

Val wanted to call up Theo's drug history to sweep the story aside, then
she renenbered what Estelle Boyet had told her in therapy. "I'mnot going to
say who, but one of ny patients nmentioned a sea nonster in session.”

Gabe asked. "Wo?"

"I can't say," Val said.

"Estell e Boyet," Jenny said as she cane up to get the dessert order



"Damm, " Val said. "I wasn't the one who told you," she said to Theo

"Well, she was tal king about it over breakfast with that Catfish guy,"
Jenny added.

"No dessert," Val snapped at Jenny.

"Il bring the check--"

"So Estelle has seen it?" Theo asked.

"No, she says she's heard it. She's not the type to propagate a hoax, but
| wouldn't put it past Mdolly Mchon. Perhaps that's where the runmor started. |
can ask Estelle."

"Do that," Theo said. "But it's not a hoax. My car is smashed. That's
evidence. I'mgoing to Molly's tonight and wait for her. The door was unl ocked
when | checked earlier and | can't go hone."

"You think it's that dangerous?" Val asked.

"I know it is." Theo stood and started to pull some bills fromhis
pocket. Gabe waved himoff. Theo said, "Doctor, can you give Gabe a ride?"

"Sure, but..."

"Thanks," Theo said. "I'Il call you, Gabe. Thanks for letting me join
you, Doctor. | thought you'd want to know about Bess. |I'mafraid |I've ruined
your date."

"Il say, Val thought as she watched Theo | eave the restaurant. A sense
of alert exhaustion washed over her |ike an espresso fog bank

"He just quit snoking pot," Gabe said. "He's feeling the stress.™

"He has a right to. You don't believe any of that stuff about a nonster
do you?"

"l have sone theories."”

"Wuld you like to cone up to the house and explain them over a bottle of
wi ne?"

"Real ly? | mean, sure, that would be nice."

"CGood," Val said. "I think | need to get hamrered and 1'd |ike your
conpany."” Had she used the term "hamered" since college? She didn't think so.

"Il get the check," Gabe said.

"Of course you will."

"I hope you don't mnd having a dog in your car," Gabe said.

" mnot slunm ng, she thought. 1've noved to the sluns.

twenty-two
Theo

The walls of Mdilly's trailer were plastered with novie posters. He stood
inthe mddle of the Iiving roomanong the scattered vi deotapes, nagazi nes,
and junk mail and slowy turned. It was her, Mdlly. She hadn't been |ying al
this time. Most of the posters were in foreign | anguages, but every one
featured a younger Mdlly in various states of undress, hol di ng weapons or
fighting off bad guys, her hair flying in the wind, a nuked-out city or a
desert littered with human skulls and burned-out cars in the background.

The adol escent male part of Theo, the part that every man tries to bury
but carries to his grave, reared up. She was a novie star. A hot novie star
And he knew her, had in fact put handcuffs on her. If there was only a | ocker
room a street corner, or a second-period study hall where he could brag about
it to his friends. But he didn't really have any friends, except for Gabe
maybe, and Gabe was a grown-up. The prurient nonent passed and Theo felt
guilty about the way he had treated Ml ly: patronizing her and condescendi ng
to her; the way many people treated hi mwhen he tried to be sonething besides
a pothead and a puppet.

He kneel ed down to a bookshelf filled with videotapes, found one | abel ed
KENDRA: WARRI OR BABE OF THE OUTLAND (ENGLI SH), and slipped it into the VCR and
turned on the television. Then he turned off the lights, laid his guns on the
coffee table, and lay down on MIlly's couch to wait. He watched as the Crazy



Lady of Pine Cove battled nmutants and Sand Pirates for half an hour before he
drifted off to sleep. His nmnd needed a deeper escape from his problens than
t he novie coul d provide.

"H, Theo."

He cane awake startled. The novie was still casting a flickering Iight
over the room so he couldn't have been sl eeping that long. She stood in the
doorway, half in shadow, |ooking very rmuch |ike the woman on the tel evision
screen. She held an assault rifle at her side.

"Mlly, 1've been waiting for you."

"How d you like it?" She nodded toward the tel evision

"Loved it. | never realized. | was just so tired..."

Mol Iy nodded. "I won't be long, | just came to get sone clean clothes.
You' re wel come to stay here.”

Theo didn't know what to do. It didn't seemlike the time to grab one of
the pistols off the table. He felt nore enbarrassed than threatened.

"Thanks, " he said.

"He's the last one, Theo. After himthere aren't any nore of his kind.
Hs tinme has passed. | think that's what we have in conmon. You don't know
what it is to be a has-been, do you?"

“I think I'mwhat they call a never-was."

"That's easier. At |least you' re always |ooking up the |adder, not down.
Coming down is scarier."

"How? Why? What is he?"

"I"mnot sure, a dragon maybe. Who knows?" She | eaned back agai nst the
doorway and sighed. "But | can kinda tell what he's thinking. | guess it's
because |I'm nuts. Who woul d have thought that woul d come in handy, huh?"

"Don't say that about yourself. You're saner than | am"

Mol 'y | aughed, and Theo coul d see her novie-star teeth shine in the |ight
of the television. "You're a neurotic, Theo. A neurotic is soneone who thinks
something is wong with him but everyone else thinks he is normal; a
psychotic thinks she is normal, but everyone el se thinks sonething's wong
with her. Take a poll of the locals, | think I'd cone out in the latter
category, don't you?"

"Molly, this is really dangerous stuff you're messing with--"

"He won't hurt nme."

"It's not just that. You could go to jail just for having that nachine
gun, Molly. People are getting killed, aren't they?"

"I'n a manner of speaking."

"That's what happened to Joseph Leander, and the guys working the drug
[ ab, right? Your pal ate then®"

"They were going to hurt you, and Steve was hungry. Seened |like great
timng to ne."

"Ml ly, that's nurder!™

"Theo! I'mnuts. What are they going to do to ne?"

Theo shrugged his shoul ders and sat back on the couch. "I don't know what
to do."

"You're not in a position to do anything right now Get sone rest."

Theo cradled his head in his hands. His cell phone, still in the pocket
of his flannel shirt, began ringing. "I could sure use a hit right now"

"There's sonme Snurfs of Sanity in the cupboard over the sink --
neurol eptics Dr. Val gave ne, antipsychotics -- they' ve done wonders for ne."

"Cbviously."

"Your phone is ringing."

Theo pulled out the phone, flipped it open, hit the answer button and
wat ched as the incom ng nunber appeared on the display. It was Sheriff
Burton's cell phone nunber. Theo hit disconnect.

"I'mfucked," Theo said.

Mol 'y picked up Theo's .357 Magnum fromthe table, held it on Theo, then
pi cked up Joseph Leander's automatic. "I'Ill give these back before I go. |I'm
going to get sone clean clothes and sonme girlie things out of nmy bedroom You



be okay here?"

"Yeah, sure." His head was still hung. He spoke into his lap

"You' re burning nme out Theo."

"Sorry."

Mol Iy was gone fromthe roomfor only five nminutes, in which time Theo
tried to get a handl e on what had happened. Mdlly returned with a duffel bag
slung over her shoul der. She was wearing the Kendra costune, conplete with
t hi gh- hi gh boots. Even in the dimlight fromthe tel evision, Theo could see a
ragged scar over her breast. She caught hi ml ooking.

"Ended ny career," she said. "l suppose now they could fix it, but it's a
little late."
"I"'msorry," Theo said. "I think you | ook beautiful."

She smled and shifted both of the pistols to one hand. She'd left the
assault rifle by the door and Theo hadn't even noticed. "You ever fee
speci al, Theo?"

" Speci al ?"
"Not |ike you're better than everyone else, just that you re different in
a good way, like it nmakes a difference that you' re on the planet? You ever

feel that way?"

"I don't know. No, not really."

"I had that for a while. Even though they were cheesy B-npvies and even
though | had to do sonme humiliating things to get into them | felt special
Theo. Then it went away. Well, now | feel that way again. That's why."

"Why what ?"

"You asked nme why before. That's why |I'm going back to Steve."

"Steve? You call him Steve?"

"He | ooked like a Steve," Mdlly said. "I have to go. I'll |eave your guns
in the bed of that red truck you stole. Don't try to follow, okay?"

Theo nodded. "Mdlly, don't let it kill anybody else. Promi se nme that."

"Prom se to | eave us al one?"

"I can't do that."

"COkay. Take care of yourself." She grabbed rifle, kicked open the door
and stepped out.

Theo heard her go down the steps, pause, back up. She popped her head in
t he door, "you never felt special, Theo," she said.

Theo forced a smle. "Thanks, Mlly."

Gabe

Gabe stood in the foyer of Valerie R ordan's hone, |ooking at his hiking
boots, then the white carpet, then his boots again. Val had gone into the
kitchen to get sonme wi ne. Skinner was wandering around outside.

Gabe sat down on the marble floor, unlaced his boots, then slipped them
of f. He'd once been into a level-nine clean roomat a biotech facility in San
Jose, a place where the air was scrubbed and filtered down to the nicron and
you had to wear a plastic bunny suit with its own air unbilical to avoid
contam nating the specinens. Strangely, he'd had a sinmlar feeling to the one
he was feeling now, which was: | amthe harbinger of filth. Thank God Theo had
made hi m shower and change before his date.

Val cane into the sunken living roomcarrying a tray with a bottle of
wi ne and two gl asses. She | ooked up at Gabe, who was standing at the edge of
the stairs as if ready to wade into nolten |ava.

"Well, come on in and have a seat," Val said.

Gabe took a tentative step. "Nice place," he said.

"Thanks, | still have a lot to do on it. | suppose | should just hire a
decorator and have done with it, but | like finding pieces myself."

"Right," Gabe said, taking another step. You could play handball in this
roomif you didn't nmind destroying a | ot of antiques.
"It's a cabernet fromWId Horse Vineyard over the hill. | hope you like



it." Val poured the wine into stemmed bubbl e gl asses. She took hers and sat
down on the velvet couch, then raised her eyebrows as if to say, "WlI?"

Gabe joined her at the other end of the couch, then took a tentative sip
of the wine. "It's nice."

"For a local cheapie," Val said.

An awkward sil ence passed between them Val made a show of tasting the
Wi ne again, then said, "You don't really believe this stuff about a sea
nmonster, do you, Gabe?"

Gabe was relieved. She wanted to tal k about work. He'd been afraid that
she woul d want to tal k about something else -- anything else -- and he didn't
really know how. "Well, there are the tracks, which | ook very authentic, so if
they are fake, whoever did them studied fossil tracks and replicated them
perfectly. Then there's the timng of the rat migration, plus Theo and your
patient. Estelle, was it?"

Val set down her wine. "Gabe, | know you're a scientist, and a di scovery
like this could make you rich and fanmous, but | just don't believe there's a
di nosaur in town."

"Rich and fanous? | hadn't thought about it. | guess there would be sone
recogni tion, wouldn't there?"

"Look, Gabe, you deal in hard facts, but every day | deal with the
del usi ons and constructions of people's mnds. They are just tracks on the
ground, probably like that Bigfoot hoax in Washington a few years ago. Theo is
a chronic drug user, and Estelle and her boyfriend Catfish are artist types.
They all have overactive imaginations."

Gabe was put off by her judgnent of Theo and the others. He thought for a

second, then said, "As a biologist | have a theory about imagination. | think
it's pretty obvious that fear -- fear of |oud noises, fear of heights, the
capacity to learn fear -- is sonething that we've adapted over the years as a

survival nechanism and so is imagination. Everyone thinks that it was the big
strong caveman who got the girl and for the nost part that may have been true,
but physical strength doesn't explain how our species created civilization.
think there was al ways sone scrawny dreaner sitting at the edge of the
firelight who had the ability to imgi ne dangers, to |l ook into the future in
his inmagi nation and see possibilities, and therefore survived to pass his
genes on to the next generation. \When the big ape nen ended up running off the
cliff or getting killed while trying to beat a nastodon into subnission with a
stick, the dreamer was standi ng back thinking, 'Hey, that m ght work, but you
need to run the nastodon off the cliff.' And, then he'd mate with the wonen
left over after the go-getters got killed."

"So nerds rule," Val said with a snmle. "But if fear and inagination nake
you nore highly evol ved, then soneone with paranoid del usions would be ruling
the world." Val was getting into the theory of it now How strange to talk to
a man who tal ked about ideas, not property and personal agendas. Val liked it.
A lot.

Gabe said, "Well, we didn't mss that by far with Htler, did we?

Evol ution takes sonme mssteps sonetinmes. Big teeth worked pretty well for a
whil e, then they got too big. Mastodons' tusks got so large they woul d snap
the animal's neck. And you've probably noticed that there are no saber-t oot hed
cats around anynore."

"COkay, |'Il buy that imagination is an evolutionary |eap. But what about
depression?" Tal ki ng about nmental conditions, she couldn't help thinking about
what she'd done to her patients. Her crines circled in her mnd, trying to get
out. "Psychiatry is |looking nore and nore at nental conditions froma physica
point of view, so that fits. That's why we're treating depression with drugs
i ke Prozac. But what evolutionary purpose is there for depression?”

"I"ve been thinking about that since you nmentioned it at dinner," Gabe
said. He drained his w neglass and noved cl oser to her on the couch, as if by
bei ng cl oser, she would share in his excitenent. He was in his element now "A
| ot of aninmals besides humans get depressed. H gher mammal s |i ke dol phins and
whal es can die fromit, but even rats seemto get the Blues. | can't figure



out what purpose it serves. But in humans it night be |ike nearsightedness:
civilization has protected a biol ogi cal weakness that woul d have been weeded
out by natural dangers or predators.”

"Predat ors? How?"

"I don't know. Depression mght slowthe prey down, make it react |ess
qui ckly to danger. Who knows?"

"So a predator mght actually evolve that preyed on depressed ani mal s?"
Right and it's me, Val thought. If | haven't been preying on depressed peopl e,
what have | been doi ng? She suddenly felt ashaned of her hone, of the pure
materialismof it. Here was an incredibly bright man who was concerned with
the pure pursuit of know edge, and she had sold her integrity for sone
antiques and a Mercedes.

Gabe poured hinsel f another glass of wine and sat back now, thinking as
he spoke. "Interesting idea. | suppose there could be sone sort of chem cal or
behavi oral stimulus that would trigger preying on the depressed. Low serotonin
levels tend to raise libido, right? At |east tenporarily?"

"Yes," Val said. That's why the entire town has turned into horndogs, she
t hought .

"Therefore," Gabe continued, "you'd have nore animals mating and passing
on the depression gene. Nature tends to evolve nechanisns to remain in
bal ance. A predator or a disease would naturally evolve to keep the depressed
popul ati on down. Interesting. |'ve been feeling especially horny lately, |
wonder if |'m depressed.” Gabe's eyes snapped open wi de and he | ooked at Val
with the full-blown terror of what he had just said. He gul ped his wi ne, then
said, "I"'msorry, I..."

Val couldn't stand it anynore. Gabe's faux pas opened the gate, and she
stepped through it. "Gabe, we have to talk."

“"I'mreally sorry, | didn't nmean to..."

She grabbed his armto stop him "No, | have to tell you sonething."

Gabe braced hinself for the worst. He'd fallen out of the lofty world of
theory into the awkward, gritty world of first dates, and she was going to
drop the "Don't get the wong idea" bonmb on him

She gripped his armand her nails dug into his bicep hard enough to make
hi m wi nce

She said, "Alittle over a nonth ago, | took alnost a third of the people
in Pine Cove off antidepressants.”

"Huh?" That wasn't at all what he'd expected. "My God, why?"

"Because of Bess Leander's suicide. Or what | thought was her suicide.
was just going through the notions in ny practice. Witing prescriptions and
collecting fees." She expl ai ned about her arrangenment with Wnston Krauss and
how t he pharmaci st had refused to put everyone back on the drugs. Wen she
finished, to wait for his judgnent, there were tears welling up in her eyes.

He put his arns around her tentatively, hoping it was the right thing to
do. "Way tell me this?"

She nelted against his chest. "Because | trust you and because | have to
tell someone and because | need to figure out what to do. | don't want to go
to jail, Gabe. Maybe all ny patients didn't need to be on antidepressants, but
a lot of themdid." She sobbed on his shoul der and he began to stroke her
hair, then pushed up her chin and kissed her tears.

"I't'll be okay. It will."

She | ooked up into his eyes, as if looking for a hint of disdain, then
not finding it, she kissed himhard and pulled himon top of her on the couch

A H GHER PONER

And t hey worshi pped the dragon whi ch gave power, unto the beast: and they
wor shi pped, the beast saying, Wwo is like unto the beast?
--Revel ation 13: 4



| should have been a pair of ragged cl aws
Scuttling across the floors of silent seas.
--T.S. Elliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

twenty-three
Steve

VWhat horrors can a dragon drean®? A creature who has, in his own way,
ruled the planet for mllions of years, a creature for whomthe m ngy nman
manmal s have built tenples, a creature who has known no predator but time --
what coul d he possibly dreamthat would frighten hin? Call it the know ng?

Under a stand of oak trees, sexually satisfied and with a bellyful of
drug deal ers, the dragon dreamed a vision of tine past. The eternal now that
he had al ways known suddenly had history. In the dream he saw hinself as a
| arva, tucked into the protective pouch under his nother's tongue until it was
safe to venture out under her watchful eye. He saw the hunting and the mating,
the forms he had learned to mimc as his nercurial DNA evol ved not through
generations, but through regeneration of cells. He saw the mates he had eaten
the three young he had born as a female, the last killed by a warnbl ood who
sang the Blues. He renenbered the changing, not so long ago, fromfenale to
mal e, and he renenbered all of it in pictures, not in nere instinctua
patterns and conditioned responses.

He saw these pictures in the dream brought on by the strange mating with
t he war mbl ood, and he wondered why. For the first tine in his five thousand
years, he asked, Wiy? And the dream answered with a picture of all the oceans
and swanps, the rivers and bogs and trenches and nountai ns beneath the sea,
and they were all enpty of his kind. As sure as if he were floating through
the cold black at the end of the universe, where |light gives up hope and tine
chases its tail until it dies from exhaustion, he was al one.

Sex does that to sone guys.

Val

"Ch ny God, the rat brains!" Gabe shout ed.

It was a different response to | ovenaking. Val wasn't sure that she m ght
not be hurt, feeling vul nerable as she was, with her knees in the vicinity of
her ears, a biologist on top of her, and her panty hose waving off one foot
like a tattered battle flag.

Gabe coll apsed into her arns and she | ooked over his shoulder to the
coffee table to check that they hadn't kicked the wi negl asses off onto the
car pet .

"Are you okay?" she asked, a little breathless.

"I"'msorry, but | just realized what's going on with this creature.™

"That's what you were thinking about?" Yes, her feelings were definitely
hurt.

"No, not during. It came to ne in a flash right after. Sonmehow the
creature can attract manmals with | ower than normal serotonin |evels. And
you' ve got, what, a third of the population running around in anti depressant
wi t hdr awal ?"

She was pi ssed now, not hurt. She dunped himoff her onto the floor
stood up, pulled her skirt down, and stepped away. He scrambled into his pants
and | ooked around for his shirt, which lay in shreds behind the couch. He had
a tan that ended at the neckline and just bel ow the shoul ders; the rest of him
was mlk white. He | ooked up at her fromthe gap between the couch and the
coffee table with a pleading in his eyes, as if he were | ooking up froma
coffin in which he was about to be buried alive.

"Sorry," he said.

He wasn't | ooking her in the eye, and Val suddenly realized that he was



tal king to her exposed breasts. She pulled her blouse closed, and a battery of
insults rose in her mnd, ready to be fired, but all of themwere
mean-spirited and woul d serve to do nothing but nake them both feel ashaned.
He was who he was, and he was honest and real, and she knew that he hadn't
meant to hurt her. So she cried. Thinking, Geat, crying is what got ne into
this in the first place.

She pl opped down on the couch with her face in her hands. Gabe noved to
her side and put his armaround her. "I'mreally sorry. I'mnot very good at
this sort of thing."

"You're fine. It's just too much."

"I should go." He started to stand.

She caught his armin a death grip. "You go and 1'll hunt you down and
kill you like a rabid dog."

"Il stay."

"No go," she said. "I understand."

"Ckay. "Il go."

"Don't you dare." She threw her arns around hi mand ki ssed hi mhard,
pul I'i ng hi m back down onto the couch, and within seconds they were all over
each ot her again.

That's it, she thought, no nore crying. It's the crying that does it.
This guy is aroused by ny pain.

But soon they lay in a panting sweaty pile on the floor and the idea of
crying was |ight-years away.

And this tinme Gabe said, "That was wonderful ."

Val noticed a w neglass overturned by her head, a cabernet stain bleeding

over the carpet. "ls it salt or club soda?"
Gabe pulled away far enough to | ook into her eyes and saw that she was
| ooking at the stained carpet. "Salt and cold water, | think. O is that

bl ood?" A drop of sweat dripped off his forehead onto her Ilips.

She | ooked at him "You weren't thinking about that creature that doesn't
exi st were you?"

"Just you."

She smled. "Really?"

"And a weed-whacker, for sone reason.”

"You're kidding."

"Uh, yes, I'mkidding. | was only thinking of you."

"So you don't think I"'ma horrible person for what |'ve done?"

"You were trying to do what you thought was right. How could that be
horri bl e?"

"I feel horrible.”

"It's been a long tinme. |I'mout of practice."

"No, not about this. About my patients. You really think something could
be preying on then?"

"It's just a theory. There may not even be a creature.”

"But what if there is? Shouldn't we call the National Guard or
sormet hi ng?"

"I was thinking of calling Theo."

"Theo isn't even a real cop."

"He deserves to know. "

They lay there in silence for a few m nutes, staring at the spreading
stain on the carpet, feeling the sweat run down their ribs, and listening to
the beat of each other's hearts.

"Gabe?" Val whispered.

"Yes."

"Maybe we should go to couples' counseling."”

"Shoul d we get dressed first?"

"You were serious about the weed-whacker, weren't you?"

"I don't know where that image came from"

"There's supposed to be a good couples' guy in San Juni pero, unless you'd
rather go to a woman counsel or."



"I thought we were going to call the National Guard."
"Only if it comes to that," Val said. Thinking, Wen we tell the shrink
about this, I'mleaving out the part about the wi ne spilling.

Theo

Is there anything nore irritating than people who have just been laid?
Especi al | y when you have not. Not for a long tine.

Oh, it was obvious as soon as they cane through Mdlly's front door
waki ng Theo for the second time that night: Gabe's grin | ooking like the
oversized grill on an old Chrysler, Val Riordan wearing jeans and al nost no
makeup; the both of them giddy and giggling and blushing like children. Theo
wanted to puke. He was happy for them but he wanted to puke.

"What ?" Theo said.

Gabe was obviously anped and trying not to show it. He put his hands in
his pockets to keep fromwaving themaround. "I" -- he | ooked at Val and
smled -- "we think that this creature, if it exists, nmay be attracted to prey
with | ow serum serotonin | evels."

Gabe bounced on the balls of his feet as he waited for his statenent to
sink in. Theo sat there, staring at him w th no discernible change in
expression fromthe weariness he'd worn since they came through the door. He
guessed that he was supposed to say sonethi ng now.

"Molly was here," Theo said. "The creature exists. It ate Mkey Plotznik,
and Joseph Leander, and who knows who el se? She said it's a dragon.”

Gabe's grin dropped. "That's great. | nmean, that's horrible, but it's
great froma scientific point of view | have another theory about this
species. | think it has some specialized nechanismto affect its prey. Have
you been horny lately?"

"There's no need to be arrogant, Gabe. I'mglad you two had a good tine,
but there's no need to rub it in."

"No, no, you don't get it." Gabe went on to explain about Val Riordan's
decision to take her patients off antidepressants and how the | owering of
serotonin levels could lead to increased |ibido. "So Pine Cove has been ful
of horny people.”

"Right," Theo said. "And | still can't get a date."

Val Riordan | aughed and Theo gl ared at her. Gabe said, "The rats |I found
alive near this trailer, where we think the creature night have been, were
mati ng when | found them There are some species of carnivorous plants that
give off a sex pheronpne that attracts their prey. In some species, the
behavior of the male -- a display, a dance, a scent -- will stimulate the
ovaries in the femal e of the species w thout any physical contact. | think
that's what's happened to us."

"Qur ovaries are being stinulated?" Theo rubbed sleep fromhis eyes. "I
gotta be honest with you, Gabe. I'mnot feeling it."

Val turned to Gabe. "That's not very romantic."

"It's incredibly exciting. This may be the nost el egant predator that the
worl d has ever seen.”

Theo shook his head. "I have no home, no job, no car, there's probably a
warrant out for ny arrest, and you want ne to be excited over the fact that we
have a nonster in town that makes you horny so he can eat you? Sorry, Gabe,
I"mmssing the positive side of this."

Val chimed in, "It nmay be the reason that you' ve been able to quit
snoki ng pot so easily."”

"Pardon me? Easily?" Theo wanted to junp off the couch and bitch-slap
t hem bot h.

"Were you ever able to go this |ong before?"

"She could be right Theo," Gabe said. "If this thing affects serotonin,
it could affect other neurotransmtters.”

"Ch good," Theo said. "Let's open a detox clinic. W'll feed half of the



patients to the nonster and the other half will recover. | can't wait."

"There's no need to be sarcastic," Gabe said. "We're just trying to
hel p."

"Hel p? Help with what? Bar fight? | can handle it. Skateboard theft? I'm
on it. But ny |law enforcenent experience hasn't prepared ne for dealing with
this."

"That's true, Gabe," Val said. "Theo's little nore than a rent-a-cop
Maybe we should call the sheriff or the FBI or the National Guard."

"And tell them what?" Theo asked. Rent-a-cop? |I'mnot even that now, he
t hought .

"He has a point." Gabe said. "W haven't seen anything."

"That ol d Blues singer has," Val said.

Theo nodded. "W need to find him Mybe he'll..."

"He's living with Estelle Boyet," Val said. "I have her address in ny
office."

twenty-four
The Sheriff

Sheriff John Burton stood by the ruins of Theo's Vol vo, pounding the keys
of his cell phone. He could snell the cow shit he'd stepped in coming off his
Quccis and the danp wind was blowing cowicks in his gelled silver hair. His
bl ack Armani suit was snudged with the ashes he'd poked through at Theo's
cabin, thinking there mght be a burned body underneath. He was not happy.

Didn't anybody answer their goddamm phone anynore? He'd call ed Joseph
Leander, Theophilus Crowe, and Ji m Beer, the man who owned the ranch, and no
one was answering. Wich is what had brought himto Pine Cove in the niddle of
the night in a state of near panic in the first place. The second shift of
crank cookers should be working in the lab right now, but there was no one
around. H s world was falling dowmn around him all because of the neddling of
a pot head constabl e who had forgotten that he was supposed to be inconpetent.

Crowe's line was ringing. Burton heard a click, then was imedi ately
di sconnected. "Fuck!" He slanmmed the cell phone shut and dropped it into the
pocket of his suit jacket. Soneone was answering Crowe's phone. Either he was
still alive or Leander had killed him taken his phone, and was fucking wth
him But Leander's van had been parked at Crowe's cabin? So where was he? Not
at home, Burton had al ready checked, finding nothing but a sleepy babysitter
and two groggy little girls in nightgowns. Wuld Leander run and not take his
daught er s?

Burton pulled out the phone and dialed the data offices at the
departnent. The Spi der answer ed.

"Nai |l sworth," the Spider said. Burton could hear himchew ng.

"Put down that Twi nkie, you fucking tub of lard, | need you to find ne a
name and an address."
"It's a Sno Ball. Pink. | only eat the marshmall ow covers."

Burton could feel his pulse rising in his tenples and made an effort to
control his rage. In the rush to get to Pine Cove, he'd forgotten to take his
bl ood pressure nedication. "The nane is Betsy Butler. | need a Pine Cove
address. "

"Joseph Leander's girlfriend?" the Spider asked.

"How do you know t hat ?"

"Pl ease, Sheriff," the Spider said with a snort. "Renenber who you're
talking to."

"Just get ne the address." Burton could hear Nailsworth typing. The
Spi der was dangerous, a constant threat to his operation, and Burton coul dn't
figure out howto get to him He was immune to bribes or threats of any kind
and seened content with his lot inlife as |long as he could make others
squirm And Burton was too afraid of what the corpulent information officer



mght really knowto fire him Mybe sone of that foxglove tea that Leander
had used on his wife. Certainly, no one would question heart failure in a man
who got wi nded unwrappi ng a Snickers.

"No address," Nailsworth said. "Just a P.O box. | checked DW, TRW and
Soci al Security. She works at H. P.'"s Cafe in Pine Cove. You want the address?"

"It's five in the norning, Nailsworth. | need to find this woman now. "

The Spi der sighed. "They open for breakfast at six. Do you want the
addr ess?"

Burton was seething again. "Gve it to nme," he said through gritted
teet h.

The Spi der gave him an address on Cypress Street and said, "Try the
Eggs- Sot hoth, they're supposed to be great."

"How woul d you know? You never | eave the goddam office."

"Ah, what fools these nortals be," the Spider said in a very bad British
accent. "I know everything, Sheriff. Everything." Then he hung up

Burton took a deep breath and checked his Rolex. He had enough time to
make a little visit to JimBeer's ranch house before the restaurant opened.
The old shit kicker was probably already up and punchi ng doggi es, or whatever
the fuck ranchers did at this hour. He certainly wasn't answering his phone.
Burton clinbed into the bl ack El dorado and roared across the rutted ranch road
toward the gate by Theo's cabin.

As he headed out to the Coast Hi ghway to | oop back to the front of the
ranch (he'd be damed if he'd take his Caddy across two niles of cowtrails),
someone stepped into his headlights and he sl ammed on the brakes. The
antil ocks throbbed and the Caddy stopped just short of running over a woman in
a white choir robe. There was a whole line of them naking their way down the
Coast Hi ghway, shielding candl es against the wind. They didn't even | ook up
but wal ked past the front of his car as if in a trance.

Burton rolled down the w ndow and stuck his head out.

"What are you people doing? It's five in the norning."

A bal di ng man whose choir robe was three sizes too small |ooked up with a
beatific smle and said, "W've been called by the Holy Spirit. W' ve been
called." Then he wal ked on

"Yeah, well, you alnost got to see himearly!" Burton yelled, but no one
paid attention. He fell back into the seat and waited as the procession
passed. It wasn't just people in choir robes, but aging hippies in jeans and
Bi rkenst ocks, half a dozen Gen X ers dressed in their Sunday best, and one
ski nny guy who was wearing the saffron robes of a Buddhi st nonk.

Burton wenched his briefcase off the passenger seat and popped it open
Fal se passport, driver's license, Social Security card, stick-on beard, and a
ticket to the Caynmans: the platinum parachute kit he kept with himat al
times. Maybe it was time to bail

Ski nner

Well, the Food CGuy finally got a fenale, Skinner thought. Probably
because he had the scent of those mashed cows on him Skinner had been tenpted
toroll in the goo hinself, but was afraid the Food Guy would yell at him (He
hated that.) But this was even better: riding in the different car with the
Food Guy and his fenale and the Tall Guy who al ways snell ed of burning weeds
and somneti mes gave hi m hanburgers. He | ooked out the w ndow and wagged his
tail, which repeatedly smacked Theo in the face.

They were stopping. Ch boy, maybe they would | eave himin the car. That
woul d be good; the seats were chewy and tasted of cow. But no, they let him
out, told himto come along with themto the small house. An Od Guy answered
t he door and Skinner said hi with a nose to the crotch. The A d Guy scratched
his ears. Skinner liked him He smelled |like a dog who'd been how ing al
ni ght. Being near hi mmade Skinner want to howl and he did, one tine, enjoying
the sad sound of his own voi ce.



The Food Guy told himto shut up

The A d CQuy said, "I guess | know how you feel."

They all went inside and |eft Skinner there on the steps. They were al
nervous, Skinner could snell it, and they probably woul dn't be inside | ong. He
had work to do. It was a big yard with a lot of shrubs where other dogs had
left himmessages. He needed to reply to themall, so each could only get a
short spray. Dog e-mail.

He was only hal f-finished when they cane back out.

The Tall CGuy said, "Well, M. Jefferson, we're going to find the nonster
and we'd like your help. You' re the only one who has seen it."

"Ch, | think you'll know himwhen you see him" said the old guy. "Y' al
don't need ny help."

Everyone snel |l ed sad and afraid and Skinner couldn't help hinself. He let
| oose a forlorn how that he held until the Food Guy grabbed his collar and
dragged himto the car. Skinner had a bad feeling that they m ght be going to
t he place where there was danger

Danger, Food Guy, he warned. H s barking was deafening in the confines of
t he Mercedes.

Estell e

Estell e was fum ng as she cleared the teacups fromthe table and threw
theminto the sink. Two broke and she swore to herself, then turned to
Catfish, who was sitting on the bed picking out a soft version of "Wl kin'
Man's Bl ues" on the National steel guitar

"You coul d have hel ped them" Estelle said.

Catfish | ooked at the guitar and sang, "Got a nmean old worman, Lawd, stay
angry all the tine."

"There's nothing noble in using your art to escape life. You should have
hel ped them "

"CGot a nean old wonman, Lawd, Lawd, Lawd. She just stay angry all the
tinme."

"Don't you ignore ne, Catfish Jefferson. I'mtalking to you. People in
this town have been good to you. You should help them"

Catfish threw back his head and sang to the ceiling, "She gots no idea,
Lawd, what's hers and what's mine."

Estell e snagged a skillet out of the dish rack, crossed the room and
raised it for a rocketing forehand shot to Catfish's head. "Go ahead, sing
anot her verse about your 'nean old woman,' Catfish. |I'mcurious, what rhynes
with 'clobbered ?"

Catfish put the guitar aside and slipped on his sunglasses. "You know,
they say a worman was the one poi soned Robert Johnson?"

"Do you know what she used?" Estelle wasn't smiling. "I'm naking ny
shopping list."

"Dang, woman, why you talk like that? | ain't been nothin but good to
you. "

"And me to you. That's why you keep singing that mean ol d woman song,
ri ght?"

"Don't sound right singin 'sweet old woman."'"

Estelle lowered the pan. Tears welled up in her eyes.

"You can help themand when it's over you can stay here. You can play

your nusic, | can paint. People in Pine Cove |ove your mnusic."
"Peopl e here sayin hello to ne on the street, puttin too rmuch noney in
the tip jar, buying ne drinks -- | ain't got the Blues on ne no nore."

"So you have to go weck your car, or pick cotton, or shoot a man in
Memphi s, or whatever it is that you have to do to put the Blues on you? For
what ?"

"It's what | do. | don't know nothin else.”

"You' ve never tried anything else. I'mhere, I'mreal. Is it so bad to



know t hat you have a warmbed to sleep in with someone who | oves you? There's
not hi ng out there, Catfish."

"That dragon out there. He always be out there."

"So face it. You got away fromit before."

"Why you care?"

"Because it took a lot for me to open ny heart to you after what |'ve
been t hrough, and I don't have rmuch tol erance for cowards anynore."

"Call it like you sees it, Mana."

Estell e turned and went back to the kitchen. "Then maybe you better go."

"I"1l get ny hat," Catfish said. He snapped the National back into its
case, grabbed his hat fromthe table, and in a noment he was gone.

Estelle turned and stared at the door. \When she heard his station wagon
start, she fell to the floor and felt a once warmfuture bleed a black stain
around her.

Meanwhi | e, Back at the Ranch

The cave lay under a hillside, less than a mile fromthe ranch road at
Theo's cabin. The narrow nout h | ooked down over a w de, grassy narine terrace
to the Pacific, and the interior, which opened into a huge cathedral chanber,
echoed with the sound of crashing waves. Fossilized starfish and trilobites
peppered the walls and the rocky floor was covered with a patina of bat guano
and crystallized sea salt. The last time Steve had visited the cave it had
been underwater, and he had spent a pleasant autumm there feeding on the gray
whal es that migrated down the coast to Baja to bear their young. He didn't
renenber the cave consciously, of course, but when he sensed that Mlly was
searching for a hiding place, the map in his mind that had | ong ago gone to
instinct led themthere.

Since they'd arrived at the cave, a dark nmood had fallen on Steve and, in
turn, over Mdlly. She'd used the weed-whacker on the Sea Beast several tines
to try to cheer himup, but now the sex machi ne was out of gas and Ml ly was
devel opi ng a heat rash on the inside of her thighs fromrepeated tongue
| ashings. It had been two days since she had eaten, and even Steve refused to
touch his cows (Black Angus steers, now that MIlly knew he couldn't tolerate
dairy)

Since the com ng of the Sea Beast Mdolly had been in a state of controlled
euphoria. Worries about her sanity had nelted away and she had joined himin
the Zen nonent that is the [ife of an aninmal, but since the dream and the
horri bl e sel f-consci ousness that had descended on Steve, the notion of their
i nconpatibility had begun to rise in Molly's mind like a trout to a fly.

"Steve," she said, |eaning on her broadsword and staring himsquarely in
one of his basketball eyes, "your breath could knock a buzzard off a shit
wagon. "

The Sea Beast, rather than go on the defensive (which was fortunate for
Mol Iy, because the only defense he could think of was to bite her legs off),

l et out a pathetic whinper and tried to tuck his huge head under a fore-Ilinb.
Mol Iy imediately regretted her corment and tried to patch the danage.

"Ch, | know, it's not your fault. Maybe soneone sells Tic Tacs the size
of easy chairs. We'll get through it." But she didn't mean it and Steve could
sense her insincerity. "Maybe we need to get out nore," she added.

Dawn had broken outside and a beam of sunlight was streanming into the
cathedral like a cop's flashlight in a snmoky bar. "Maybe a swm" Mlly said.
"Your gills seemto be healing." How she knew the treelike growmhs on his neck
were gills, she wasn't sure -- perhaps nore of the unspoken conmuni cation that
passes between | overs.

Steve lifted his head and Mol ly thought that she m ght have gotten his
attention, but then she noticed that a shadow had cone over the entrance to
the cave. She | ooked up to see half a dozen people in choir robes standing at
t he openi ng of the cathedral



"We've conme to offer sacrifice,” one wonman managed to say.
"And not a breath mint among you, I'll bet,"” Mlly said.

twenty-five
Theo

H P.'s Cafe was crowded with early norning old guys drinking coffee. Theo
downed t hree cups of coffee quickly, which only served to nake hi m anxi ous.
Val and Gabe had ordered a cinnanmon roll to share, and now Val was feeding a
piece of it to Gabe as if the man had sonehow managed to reach m ddl e age and
earn two Ph.D.s without ever having | earned to feed hinmsel f. Theo just wanted
to blow the bitter chunks of indignation

Val said, "I certainly hope that the presence of this creature isn't
responsi ble for how !l feel right now" She licked icing fromher fingers.

Ri ght, Theo thought, the fact that you've fucked up all the previously
fucked-up people in town and conmitted a string of felonies in the process
shoul dn't be the rain on your little | ove parade. However, Theo did subscribe
to the "honest m stake" school of |aw enforcenment, and he honestly believed
that she was trying to right a wong by taking her patients off their
nmedi cati on. So although Val was currently irritating himlike a porcupine
suppository, he was honest enough to realize that he was nerely jeal ous of
what she had found with Gabe. That realized, Cabe started to irritate himas
wel I .

"What do we do, Gabe? Tranquilize this thing? Shoot it? \Wat?"

"Assuming it exists."

"Assume it," Theo spat. "I'mafraid if you wait for enough evidence to be
sure, we'll have to find you an ass donor, because this creature will have
bitten yours off."

"No need to be snotty, Theo. |'mjust being sensibly skeptical, as any
researcher would."

"Theo," Val said, "I can wite you a scrip for some Valium M ght take

t he edge off your w thdrawal synptons."

Theo scoffed. He didn't scoff often, so he wasn't good at it, and it
appeared to Gabe and Val that he m ght be gacking up a hair ball

"You all right?" Gabe asked.

"I'mfine. I was scoffing.”

"At what ?"

"At Dr. Feelgood here wanting to give nme a prescription for Valium so
Wnston Krauss can fill it with M&Ms. "

“I'd forgotten about that," Val said. "Sorry."

"I't would appear that we have multifarious problenms with which to deal

and | don't have a clue where to start," Theo said.
"Mul tifarious?" Gabe said.
"A shitload," said Theo.
"I know what it means, Theo. | just can't believe it canme out of your

nmout h. "

Val | aughed gaily at Gabe's kinda-sorta hunmor. Theo gl ared at her.

Jenny, who was al nbst as cranky as Theo for having had to close HP.'s
the night before and then open the restaurant in the norning when the norning
girl called in sick, cane by to refill their coffees.

"That's your boss pulling up, isn't it Theo?" she asked, noddi ng toward
the front. Qut the wi ndow Theo coul d see Sheriff John Burton craw ing out of
hi s bl ack El dorado.

"Back door?" Theo said, urgent pleading in his eyes.

"Sure, through the kitchen and Howard's office."

Theo was up in a second and hal fway to the kitchen when he noticed that
Val and Gabe had nissed the entire exchange and were staring into each other's
eyes. He ran back and sl apped the table with his open palm They | ooked at him



as if they'd been dragged out of a dream
"Attention," Theo said, trying not to raise his voice. "Sheriff coning

in? My boss? Deadly drug dealer? We're crimnals. W'll be making a break for
t he back door? Now? Hell o?"
"I"'mnot a crimnal," Gabe said. "I'ma biologist."

Theo grabbed himby the front of the shirt and nade for the kitchen
draggi ng the biol ogi st behind him The crininal shrink brought up the rear

The Sheriff
"I"'mlooking for Betsy Butler," Burton said, flipping open a badge wall et
as if everyone in the county didn't inmediately recognize his white
St et son-over - Armani | ook.

"What's she done?" Jenny asked, putting herself between the sheriff and
the door to the kitchen.

"That's not your affair. | just need to talk to her."
"Wll, I"'mon the floor alone, so you have to follow nme if you want to
talk or 1'Il get behind."

"I don't want to talk to you."

"Fine." Jenny turned her back on the sheriff and went to the waitress
station behind the counter to start a fresh pot of coffee.

Burton foll owed her, suppressing the urge to put her in a choke hold. "Do
you know where she |ives?"

"Yes," Jenny said. "But she's not hone." Jenny gl anced back through the
ki tchen wi ndow to nmake sure that Theo and his bunch had nade it through to
Howard's of fice.

Burton's face was going red now. "Please. Could you tell me where she

is?"

Jenny thought she could jerk this guy around for another ten mnutes or
so, but it didn't look as if it was necessary. Besides, she was pissed at
Betsy for calling in anyway. "She called in this norning with a spiritua
energency. Her words, by the way. The flu | can understand, but |I'mworking a
doubl e after closing last night over her spiritual emergency--"

"Where is Betsy Butler?" the sheriff barked. Jenny junped back a step
The man | ooked as if he might go for his gun any second. No wonder Theo had
bolted out the back. "She said she was going with a group up to the Beer Bar
Ranch. That they were being called by the spirit to make a sacrifice. Pretty
wei rd, huh?"

"WAs Joseph Leander going with her?"

"No one's supposed to know about Betsy and Joseph.”

"I know about them WAs he going with her?"

"She didn't say. She sounded a little spaced out."

"Does Theo Crowe cone in here?"

"Sometines." Jenny wasn't volunteering anything to this creep. He was
rude, he was nean, and he was wearing enough Aranmis to choke a skunk.

"Has he been in here today?"

"No, haven't seen him"

Wthout a word, Burton turned and storned out the door to his Cadill ac.
Jenny went back to the kitchen, where Gabe, Val and Theo were standing by the
fryers, trying to stay out of the way of the two cooks, who were flipping eggs
and thrashing hash browns.

Gabe pointed to the back door. "It's | ocked."

"He's gone," Jenny said. "He was |ooking for Betsy and Joseph, but he
asked about you, Theo. | think he's going up to the Beer Bar to find Betsy."

"What's Betsy doing at the ranch?" Theo asked.

"Somet hi ng about making a sacrifice. That girl needs help."

Theo turned to Val. "G ve nme the keys to your car. I'mgoing after him™"

"I don't think so," the psychiatrist said, holding her purse away from
hi m



"Please, Val. |'ve got to see what he's up to. This is ny life here."

"And that's ny Mercedes, and you're not taking it."

"l have guns, Val."

"Yeah, but you don't have a Mercedes. It's nine."

Gabe | ooked at her as if she'd squirted a grapefruit in his eyes. "You
really won't let Theo use your car?" H's voice was flat w th di sappoi ntment.
"It's just a car.

They all stared at her, even the two cooks, burly Hi spanic nmen who had
until now refused to acknow edge their existence. Val reached into her purse,
brought out the keys, and handed themto Theo as if she were giving up a child
for sacrifice.

"How wi | | we get honme?" Gabe asked.

"Go to the Head of the Slug and wait. 1'Il either pick you up or call you
fromnmy cell phone and | et you know what's going on. It shouldn't take long."
Wth that Theo ran out of the kitchen

A few seconds later Valerie R ordan cringed at the sound of squealing
tires as Theo pulled out of the restaurant parking |ot.

Ski nner

Ski nner |iked chasing cars as nmuch as the next dog, and they didn't get
away as easily when you chased themin another car, but despite the excitenent
of the chase, Skinner was anxious. Wen he had seen the Tall Guy cone out to
the car, he thought that the Food Guy was coning too. But now they were
driving away fromthe Food Guy and toward the danger. Skinner could feel it.
He whi ned and ran back and forth across the backseat of the Mercedes, |eaving
nose prints on the window, then junped into the front seat and stuck his head
out the passenger wi ndow. There was no joy to the turbo-charged snells or the
wind in his ears, only danger. He barked and scratched at the door handle to
warn the Tall @Quy, but all he got for his efforts was a perfunctory ear
scratching so he crawled into the Tall GQuy's lap, where it felt at least a
little safer.

The Sheri ff

Burton first noticed the Mercedes behind himwhen he turned onto the
access road to the Coast Hi ghway. A week ago he mi ght not have thought tw ce
about it, but now he was seeing an eneny in every tree. DEA wouldn't use a
Mer cedes, and neither would FBI, but the Mexican Mafia could. Except for his
operation, they ran the nmeth trade out of the West; perhaps they'd decided
that they wanted the whol e trade. That woul d explain the di sappearance of
Leander, Crowe, and the guys at the | ab, except that it had been a little too
cl ean. They woul d have | eft bodies as a warning, and they would have burned
down all of Crowe's cabin, not just the pot patch

He pulled his Beretta 9mmout of its holster and placed it on the seat
next to him He had a shotgun in the trunk, but it nmight as well be in Canada
for all the good it would do him If there were two or less in the car, he
m ght take them |f nore, they probably had Uzis or Mac 10 machi ne guns and he
woul d run. The Mexicans liked to have a crowd in on their hits. Burton nade a
qui ck right off the highway and stopped a block up a side street.

Theo

VWhy hadn't he let Skinner out at the cafe? He hadn't been able to figure
out the electric seat adjustnent on the Mercedes, so he was driving with his
knees up around t he wheel anyway, but now he had an ei ghty-pound dog in his
lap and he had to whip his head fromside to side to keep Burton's Caddy in



si ght.

The Caddy made an abrupt turn off the highway and it was all Theo could
do to get the Mercedes around the corner w thout screeching the tires. By the
time he could see around Skinner's head again, the Caddy was stopped only
fifty yards ahead. Theo ducked quickly onto the passenger seat and tried to
call on THE FORCE to steer as they passed the Caddy.

The Sheri ff

Sheriff John Burton was prepared for a confrontation with DEA agents, he
was prepared for a high-speed escape, he was even prepared for a shoot-out
wi th Mexican drug dealers, if it cane to that. He prided hinself on being
tough and adaptabl e and t hought hinmself superior to other men because of his
cool response to pressure. He was, however, not prepared to see a Mrcedes
cruise by with a Labrador retriever at the wheel. H s Ubernensch arrogance
shrivel ed as he stared gape-jawed at the passing Mercedes. It nade an erratic
turn at the next corner, bouncing off a curb before di sappearing behind a
hedge.

He wasn't the sort of man who doubted his own perceptions -- if he saw
it, he sawit -- so his nind dropped into politician node to file the
experience. "That right there," he said aloud, "is why I will never support a
bill to license dogs to drive."

Still, political certainties weren't going to count for nmuch if he didn't

get to Betsy Butler and find out what had happened to his prized drug nmule. He
pulled a U-turn and headed back to the Coast H ghway, where he found hinsel f
looking a little nore closely than usual at the drivers in oncoming cars.

Mol |y

There were thirty of themall together. Six stood side by side at the
cave entrance; the rest crowded behind them trying to get a | ook inside.

Mol Iy recogni zed the one doing the tal king, she was the ditzy waitress from
H P.'s cafe. She was in her md-twenties, with short blonde hair and a figure
that prom sed to go pear-shaped by the tine she hit forty. She wore a white
choir robe over jeans and aerobics shoes.

"You're Betsy fromH P.'s, right?" Mlly asked, |eaning on her
br oadswor d.

Bet sy seened to recognize Molly for the first tine, "You' re the craz--"

Mol Iy held up her sword to hush the girl. "Be nice."

"Sorry," said Betsy. "W've been called. | didn't expect you to be here.™

Two wonen stepped up beside Betsy, the pastel church | adies that Mlly
had chased away fromthe dragon trailer. "Remenber us?"

Mol Iy shook her head. "What exactly do you all think you are doing here?"

They | ooked to each other, as if the question hadn't occurred to them
before this. They craned their necks and squinted into the cathedral chanber
to see what was behind Molly. Steve lay curled up in the dark at the back of
t he chanber, sul ki ng.

Mol Iy turned and spoke to the back of the chanber. "Steve, did you bring
t hese peopl e here? What were you thinking?"

A loud and | ow pit ched whi nper canme out of the dark. The crowd at the
entrance nurnured anong thensel ves. Suddenly a nan stepped forward and pushed
Betsy aside. He was in his forties and wore an African dashi ki over khakis and
Bi rkenst ocks, his long hair held out of his face with a beaded headband.
"Look, man, you can't stop us. There's sonething very special and very
spiritual happening here, and we're not going to |l et sonme crazy woman keep us
frombeing part of it. So just back off."

Mol ly smiled. "You want to be a part of this, do you?"

"Yeah, that's right,"” the nman said. The ot hers nodded behi nd hi m



"Fine, | want you all to enpty your pockets before you conme in here.
Leave your keys, wallets, noney, everything outside."

"W don't have to do that," Betsy said.

Mol Iy stepped up and thrust her sword into the ground between the girl's
feet. "Ckay then, naked." Mdlly said.

"What ?"

"No one cones in here unless they are naked. Now get to it."

Protests arose until a short Asian man with a shaved head shrugged off
his saffron robes, stepped forward, and bowed to Ml ly, thus nooning the rest
of the group

Mol I'y shook her head dolefully at the nmonk. "I thought you guys had nore
sense." Then she turned to the back of the cave and shouted, "Hey, Steve,
cheer up, | brought home Chinese for |unch."

twenty- si x

Val and Gabe entered the bar, then stepped out of the doorway and stood
by the blinking pinball nmachine while their eyes adjusted to the darkness. Va
wri nkl ed her nose at the hangover snell of stale beer and cigarettes; Gabe
squinted at the sticky floor, looking for signs of interesting wild life.

Morni ng was the darkest part of a day at the Head of the Slug Saloon. It
was so dark that the dingy confines of the bar seemed to suck light in from
the street every tine someone opened the door, causing the daytime regulars to
cringe and hiss as if a touch of sunshine night vaporize themon their stools.
Mavi s noved behind the bar with a grim if wobbly, determ nation, drinking
coffee froma gargoyl e-green mug while a Tarryton extra | ong dangl ed from her
lips, dropping |ong ashes down the front of her sweater |ike the snoking turds
of tiny ghost poodles. She went about setting up shots of cheap bourbon at the
enpty curve of the bar, lining themup |like soldiers before a firing squad.
Every two or three minutes an old man would enter the bar, bent over and
weari ng baggy pants -- |eaning on a four-point cane or the | ast hope of a
pai nl ess death -- and clinb onto one of the enpty stools to wap an arthritic
claw around a shot glass and raise it to his lips. The shots were nursed, not
tossed back, and by the time Mavis had finished her first cup of coffee, the

curve of the bar |ooked |ike the queue to hell: crooked, wheezing geezers al
in a row
Ref reshments while you wait? The Reaper will see you now.

Qccasionally, one of the shots would sit untouched, the stool enpty, and
Mavis woul d | et an hour pass before sliding the shot down to the next daytine
regul ar and calling Theo to track down her truant. Mst often, the anbul ance
woul d slide in and out of town as quiet as a vulture riding a thermal, and
Mavi s woul d get the news when Theo cracked the door, shook his head, and noved
on.

"Hey, cheer up," Mavis would say. "You got a free drink out of it, didn't
you? That stool won't be enpty for long."

There had al ways been daytime regul ars, there always would be. Her new
crop started conming in around 9 A.M, younger men who bathed and shaved every
third day and spent their days around her snooker table, drinking cheap drafts
and keeping a laser focus on the green felt lest they get a glinpse of their
lives. Where once were wives and jobs, now were dreans of glorious shots and
clever strategies. Wien their dreans and eyesight faded, they filled the
stools at the end of the bar with the daytinme regul ars.

Ironically, the aura of despair that hung over the daytime regul ars gave

Mavis the closest thing to a thrill she'd felt since she | ast whacked a cop
with her Louisville Slugger. As she pulled the bottle of Ad Tennis Shoes from
the well and poured it down the bar to refill their shot glasses, a bolt of

el ectric | oathing woul d shoot up her spine and she woul d scanper back to the
other end of the bar and stand there breathless until her stereo pacenakers
brought her heartbeat back down fromredline. It was |ike tweaking death's



nose, sticking a kick-me sign on the head of a cobra and getting away with it.

Gabe and Val watched this ritual wi thout moving fromtheir spot by the
pi nbal | machi ne. Val was cautious, just waiting for the right nmonent to nove
to the bar and ask if Theo had call ed. Gabe was, as usual, just being socially
awkwar d.

Mavis retreated to her spot by the coffeepot presumably out of death's
reach, and called down to the couple. "You two want sonmething to drink, or you
j ust wi ndow shoppi ng?"

Gabe | ed them down the bar. "Two coffees please.” He | ooked quickly to
Val for her approval, but she was fixated on Catfish, who was seated across
from Mavis near the end of the bar. Just beyond hi mwas anot her man, an
i ncredi bly gaunt gentl eman whose skin was so white it appeared transl ucent
under the haze of Mvis's cigarette snoke

"Hello, uh, M. Fish," Val said

Catfish, who was staring at the bottom of a shot glass, |ooked up and
forced a smle through a face betrayi ng hangdog sorrow. "It's Jefferson," he
said. "Catfish is ny first nanme."

"Sorry," Val said.

Mavi s made a nental note of the new couple. She recogni zed Gabe, he'd
been in with Theophilus Crowe a nunber of tinmes, but the woman was a new face
to her. She put the two coffees in front of Gabe and Val. "Mavis Sand," Mavis
said, but she didn't offer her hand. For years she'd avoi ded shaki ng hands
because the grip often hurt her arthritis. Now, with her new titaniumjoints
and | evers, she had to be careful not to crush the delicate phal anges of her
cust oners.

"I"'msorry," Gabe said. "Mavis, this is Dr. Valerie R ordan. She has a
psychiatric practice here in town."

Mavi s stepped back and Val could see the apparatus in the woman's eye
focusing -- when the light fromover the snooker table caught it right, the
eye appeared to gl ow red.

"Pl eased,” Mavis said. "You know Howard Phillips?" Mavis nodded to the
gaunt man at the end of the bar

"H. P.," Gabe added, nodding to Howard. "O H P.'s Cafe."

Howard Phillips night have been forty, or sixty, or seventy, or he m ght
have di ed young for all the animation in his face. He wore a black suit out of
the nineteenth century, right down to the button shoes, and he was nursing a
gl ass of QGuinness Stout although he didn't |look as if he'd had any caloric
i ntake for nonths.

Val said, "W just came fromyour restaurant. Lovely place."

Wt hout changi ng expression, Howard said, "As a psychiatrist, does it
bot her you that Jung was a Nazi synpathizer?" He had a flat upper-class
British accent and Val felt vaguely as if she'd just been spat upon.

"Ray of sunshine, Howard is," Mavis said. "Looks |like death, don't he?"

Howard cleared his throat and said, "Mavis has cone to nock death, since
nost of her nortal parts have been replaced with machinery.”

Mavi s | eaned into Gabe and Val as if guarding a secret even as she raised
her voice to nake sure Howard could hear. "He's been cranky for sone ten years
now -- and drunk nost of that tine."

"I had hoped to devel op a | audanum habit in the tradition of Byron and
Shel l ey," Howard said, "but procurenment of the substance is, to say the |east,
difficult."

"Yeah, that nonth you drank Nyquil on the rocks didn't help either. He'd
drop off at the bar stool sittin' straight up, sit there asleep sonetimes for
four hours, then wake up and finish his drink. | have to say, though, Howard,
you never coughed once." Again Mavis |leaned into the bar. "He pretends to have
consunpti on sometines. "

"I"msure the good doctor is not interested in the particulars of ny
subst ance abuse, Mavis."

"Actually," Gabe said, "we're just waiting for a call from Theo."

"And | think 1'd prefer a Bloody Mary to coffee," Val said.



"Ya'll ain't gointo talk ne into chasin no nonster, so don't even try,"
Catfish said. "I got the Blues on ne and | got some drinkin to do."

"Don't be a wuss, Catfish," Mavis said as she mxed Val's cocktail.
"Monsters are no big deal. Howard and nme got one, huh, Howard?"

"Walk in the proverbial park," Howard said.

Catfish, Val, and Gabe just stared at Howard, waiting.

Mavi s said, "Course your drinking started right after the |last one,
didn't it?"

"Nonst op, " Howard said.

Theo

It occurred to Theo, as he tried to keep a safe distance fromthe
sheriff's Caddy turning into the ranch, that he had never been trained in the
proper procedure for tailing someone. He'd never really foll owed anyone. Well,
there was a sixth-nmonth period in the seventies when he had foll owed the
Grateful Dead around the country, but with them you just followed the trai
of tie-dye and didn't have to worry about themkilling you if they found out
you were behind them He also realized that he had no idea why, exactly, he
was follow ng Burton, except that it seened nore aggressive than curling into
a ball and dying of worry.

The bl ack Caddy turned through a cattle gate onto the section of the
ranch adjacent the ocean. Theo slowed to a stop under a |line of eucal yptus
trees beside the ranch road, keeping the sheriff in sight between the tree
trunks. The grassy marine terrace that dropped to the shoreline was too open
to go onto without Burton noticing. He would have to |l et the Caddy pass over

the next hill, nearly half a mle off the road, before he dared follow Theo
wat ched the Caddy bunp over the deep ruts in the road, the front wheels
throwing up nud as it clinbed the hill, and suddenly he regretted not having

driven the red four-wheel -drive truck. The rear-wheel -drive Mercedes ni ght not
be able to foll ow nuch farther

VWen the Caddy topped the bill, Theo pulled out and gunned the Mercedes
through the cattle gate and into the field. Tall grass thrashed at the
undersi de of the big German car as rocks and holes jarred Theo and t hrew
Ski nner around |ike a toy. Monentum carried themup the side of the first
hill. As they approached the crest Theo let off the gas. The Mercedes settled
to a stop. When he applied the gas again, the back wheels of the Mercedes dug
into the nud, stuck.

Theo | eft Skinner and the keys in the car and ran to the top of the hill.
He could see nore than a mile in every direction, east to some rock
out croppi ngs by the tree line, west to the ocean, and across the marine
terrace to the north, which curved around the coastline and out of sight.
South, well, he'd cone fromthe south. Nothing there but his cabin and beyond
that the crank [ ab. What he could not see was the black Cadill ac.

He checked the battery in his cell phone and both pistols to see that
they were | oaded, then he set out on foot toward the rocks. It was the only
pl ace the Caddy coul d have gotten out of sight. Burton had to be there.

Twenty minutes |ater he stood at the base of the rock outcroppings,
sweating and trying to catch his breath. At |east maybe he'd get sonme |ung
capacity back, now that he wasn't snoking pot anynmore. He bent over with his
hands on his knees and scanned the rocks for any novenent. These were no
gentl e sedinmentary rocks forned over centuries of settling seas. These craggy
bastards | ooked like gray teeth that had been thrust up through the earth's
crust by the violent burp of a volcano and the rasping shift of a fault |ine.
Li chen and seagull crap covered their surfaces and here and there a creosote
bush or cypress tried to gain a foothold in the cracks.

There was supposed to be a cave around here sonewhere, but Theo had never
seen it, and he doubted that it was big enough to park a Cadillac in. He
stayed | ow, noving around the edge of the rocks, expecting to see the flash of



a black fender at every turn. He drew his service revolver and | ed around each
turn with the barrel of the gun, then changed his strategy. That was |ike
broadcasti ng a warni ng. He bent over doubl e before peeking around the next
corner, figuring that if Burton heard himor was waiting, he would be aimng
hi gh. The vastness of what Theo didn't know about surveillance and conbat
techni ques seened to be expanding with every step. He just wasn't a sneaky
guy.

He skirted a narrow path between two fanglike towers of rock. As he
prepared to take a quick peek around the next turn, his foot slipped, sending
a pile of rocks skittering down the hill l|ike broken glass. He stopped and
held his breath, listening for the sound of a reaction somewhere in the rocks.
There was only the crashing surf in the distance and a | ow whistle of coasta
wi nd. He ventured a quick glance around the rock and before he could pul
back, the netallic click of a gun cocking behind his head sounded |ike icicles
being driven into his spine.

Mol |y

Mol Iy was sorting through the piles of clothing the pilgrims had left by
the cave entrance. She had come up with two hundred and fifty-eight dollars in
cash, a stack of Gold Cards, and nore than a dozen vials of antidepressants.

A voice in her head said, "You haven't seen this many neds since you were
on the | ock-down ward. They have a lot of gall calling you crazy." The
narrator was back, and Mlly wasn't at all happy about it. For the last few
days, her thinking had been incredibly clear

"Yeah, you're helping a lot with nmy nental health self-image," she said

to the narrator. "I liked it better when it was just me and Steve."
None of the pilgrins seened to notice that Molly was tal king to hersel f.
They were all in sone trancelike state, stark naked, seated in a semicircle

around Steve, who lay in the back of the cave, where it was dark, with his
head tucked under his forelegs, flashing sullen colors across his flanks:
olive drab, rust, and blue so dark that it appeared nore |like an afterinage on
t he back of the eyelid than an actual color.

"Ch yeah, you and Steve," the narrator said snidely. "There's a healthy
couple -- the two greatest has-beens of all tinme. He's sulking, and you're
r obbi ng people who are even nuttier than you are. Now you're going to feed
themto old lizard lick over there."

“I'"'mnot . "

"Looks |ike none of these people has had any sun or exercise since high
school gym class. Except for that guy who cane in Birkenstocks, and he has
that Gandhi-tan vegetarian starvation stare that |ooks |ike he'd slaughter a
whol e kindergarten for a Pink's foot-long with sauerkraut. You feel okay about
maki ng them strip and prostrate thensel ves before the big guy?"

"I thought it would make them go away."

"The lizard is using you."

"W care about each other. Now just shut up. I"'mtrying to think."

"Ch, like you've been thinking so far."

Mol I'y shook her head violently to try and di sl odge the narrator from her
m nd. Her hair whi pped about her face and shoul ders and stood out in a wld
mess. The narrator was quiet. Mlly pulled a conpact out of one of the
pilgrims' purses and | ooked at herself in the mrror. She certainly couldn't
have | ooked nuch crazier. She braced for the narrator's conment but it didn't
cone.

She tried to get in touch with the warmfeeling that had been running
t hrough her since Steve had appeared, but it just wasn't there. Maybe the
pilgrim were using up his energy. Maybe the magi c had just passed.

She renmenbered sitting on a deck in Mlibu, waiting for a producer who
had just made love to her, only to have his Hispanic nmaid show up with a gl ass
of wine and an apology that "The mister had to go to the studio, he very



sorry, you call himnext week please.” Mdlly had really liked the guy. She'd
br oken her foot kicking his spare Ferrari as she left and had to eat
pai nkillers through the film ng of her next novie, which eventually put her in
det ox. She never heard fromthe producer again.

That was being used. This was different.

"Right," said the narrator sarcastically.

"Shhhhh," Ml ly said. She heard soneone scuffling on the rocks outside
the cave. She snatched up the assault rifle and waited just inside the cave
nout h.

twenty-seven
Val

Val was wi shing she had a video recorder to preserve the gargantuan lie
that Mavis Sand and Howard Phillips had been telling over the |last hour
According to them ten years ago the village of Pine Cove had been visited by
a denon fromhell, and only through the conbined effort of a handful of drunks
were they able to banish the denon whence it canme. It was a magnificent
del usi on, and Val thought that she could at |east get an academni c paper on
shared psychosis out of it. Being around Gabe had ignited her enthusiasmfor
resear ch.

VWhen Mavi s and Howard wrapped up their story, Catfish started in with his
tal e of being pursued through the bayou by a sea nonster. Soon Gabe and Va
were spouting the details of Gabe's theory that the nmonster had evol ved the
ability to affect the brain chem stry of its prey. Tipsy after a few Bl oody
Marys and taken by the nmonmentum of the tale, Val confessed her replacenent of
Pi ne Cove's supply of antidepressants with placebos. Even as she unburdened
herself, Val realized that her and Gabe's stories were no nore credible than
the fairy tale Mavis and Howard had just told.

"That Wnston Krauss is a weasel,"” Mavis said. "Cones in here every day
acting like his shit don't stink, then overcharges the whole town for
somet hing they ain't even gettin. Should a known he was a fish-fucker."

"That's in strictest confidence," Val said. "I shouldn't have mentioned
it."

Mavi s cackled. "Well, it ain't like I'mgonna run tell Sheriff Burton on
you. He's a weasel with a capital Was. Besides, girl, you increased ny
busi ness by eighty percent when you took the wackos off their drugs. And
t hought it was old Mopey down there." Mavis shot a bionic thunb toward
Catfi sh.

The Bl uesnman put down his drink. "Hey!"

Gabe said, "So you believe that there really is a sea nonster on that
ranch?"

"What reason would you have to |lie?" said Howard. "It would seemthat M.
Fish is an eyewitness as well."

"Jefferson," Catfish said. "Catfish Jefferson.”

"Shut up, you chickenshit," Mvis spat. "You coul d have hel ped Theo when
he asked you. What's that boy think he's doing follow ng that sheriff out to
the ranch anyway? It's not |ike he can do anything."

Gabe said, "W don't know. He just left and told us to conme here and wait
for his call."

"Ya'll some heartless souls,” Catfish said. "I lost me a good wonan
because of all this."

"She's smarter than she | ooks,"” Mvis said.

"Theo has ny Mercedes," Val added, feeling out of place even as she said
it. Suddenly she felt nore ashanmed of |ooking down on these people than she
did about all of her professional indiscretions.

"I"'mgetting worried," said Gabe. "It's been over an hour."

"I don't suppose you thought about calling hinP" Mavis asked.



"You have his cell phone nunber?" Gabe asked.

"He's the constable. It's not like he's unlisted.”

"l suppose | should have thought of that," said Howard.

Mavi s shook her head and one of her fal se eyel ashes sprung up like a
snhare trap. "Wat, you three got thirty years of college between you and not
enough smarts to dial a phone w thout a blueprint?"

"Astute observation," Howard said.

"I ain't got no college," Catfish said.

"Well, cheers to you for being just naturally stupid,” Mwvis said,
pi cki ng up the phone.

The daytine regulars at the end of the bar had snapped out of their
mal ai se to have a | augh at Catfish. There's nothing quite so satisfying to the
desperate as havi ng sonmeone to | ook down on

Theo

The gun barrel was pushed so hard into the spot behind Theo's ear that he
t hought he coul d hear bone cracking. Burton reached around and took the .357
and tossed it aside, then he took the automatic from Theo's wai stband and di d
the sane.

"On the ground, facedown." Burton kicked Theo's feet out from under him
then put his knee in the constable's back and handcuffed him Theo could taste
bl ood where his Iip had split hitting the rock. He turned his head to the
side, raking his cheek on sone lichen. He was terrified. Every muscle in his
body ached with the need to run

Burton smacked hi m across the back of the head with his pistol, not hard
enough to knock himout but when the white-hot |ight of the bl ow faded, Theo
could feel blood oozing into his right ear

"You fucking stoner. How dare you fuck with ny business?"

"What busi ness?" Theo sai d, hoping ignorance night buy his life.

"I saw your car at the lab, Crowe. The last time | talked to Leander he
was on his way to see you. Now where is he?"

"l don't know. "

The pistol snacked Theo on the other side of the head.

"I don't fucking know" Theo shrieked. "He was at the |lab, then he was
gone. | didn't see himleave."

"I don't care if he's alive or dead, Crowe. And it doesn't make any
difference to you either. But | need to know. Did you kill hin? Did he run?
What ?"

"I think he's dead."

"You think?"

Theo could feel Burton rearing back to hit him again.

"No! He's dead. He's dead. | knowit."

"\What happened?”

Theo tried to think of a plausible explanation, something that woul d buy
hima mnute, a few nore seconds even, but he couldn't clear his head. "I'm
not sure," he said. "I -- | heard gunfire. I was in the shed. Wen | cane out,
he was gone.

"Then how do you know he's dead?"

Theo couldn't see any advantage to telling Burton that Mdlly had told
him Burton would track her down and put her in the same shall ow grave that he
was going to end up in.

"Fuck you," Theo said. "Figure it out."

The pistol whipped across the back of Theo's head and he nearly passed
out this time. He heard a ringing in his ears, but a second |ater he realized

that it wasn't in his ears at all. His cell phone was ringing in his shirt
pocket. Burton rolled himover and put the barrel of the gun on Theo's right
eyel i d.

"W're going to answer this, Crowe. And if you fuck up, the calling party



is going to hear a very loud disconnect." The sheriff bent down until his face
was al nost touching Theo's and reached for the phone.

Suddenly a series of deafening explosions went off a few feet away and
bul |l ets whined off the rocks |ike angry wasps. Burton rolled off Theo and into
a shallow crevice just below them Theo felt soneone grab his collar and pul
himto his feet. Before he could see who it was, a dozen hands cl osed on him
and dragged himout of the sun. He fell hard on his back and the gunfire
stopped. His phone was still ringing. A cloud of bats was swirling above him

He | ooked up to see Mdlly M chon standing over himw th a snoking assault
rifle, and in that second, she |ooked |ike what he had al ways i nmagi ned an
avengi ng angel might | ook Iike, except for the six naked white guys standi ng
behi nd her.

"Hi, Theo," she said.

"H, Mlly."

Mol Iy pointed to the phone in his shirt pocket with the barrel of her
rifle. "You want me to get that?"

"Yeah, it mght be inportant,"” Theo said.

There was a gunshot and a bullet whined off the edge of the cave entrance
and ricocheted into the darkness. Theo could feel the roar that rose up out of
t he back of the cave vibrating in his ribs.

The Sheri ff

Burton reached over the edge of the crevice and fired a shot in the
general direction of the cave, then braced hinself for return fire fromthe
AK-47, but instead he heard a roaring that sounded |ike someone had dropped
the entire cast of The Lion King in a deep fryer. Burton was not a coward, not
by any neans, but a man woul d have to be insane not to be frightened by that
noi se. Too nuch weirdness, too fast. A wonan in a |eather bikini and
t hi gh- hi gh boots firing an AK-47 while six naked guys dragged Crowe into a
cave. He needed tinme to regroup, call in backup, drink a fifth of denlivet.

It seened safe here for the tine being. As long as he didn't nove, no one
could get a firing angle on himw thout making a target of hinmself. He pulled
his cell phone fromhis jacket pocket, then paused, trying to figure out who
to call. A general officer-in-trouble call could bring anyone, and the | ast
thi ng he needed was tel evision helicopters hovering around. Besides, his goa
wasn't to arrest the suspects, he needed them silenced for good. He could cal
in the guys fromthe crank lab, if he could get hold of them but the vision
of a bunch of untrained illegal immgrants running around on this hill with
aut omati c weapons didn't seemlike the best strategy either. He had to cal
SWAT, but only his guys. Eight of the twenty nmen on the SWAT teamwere in his
pocket. Again, he couldn't go though dispatch. They'd have to be called in on
private lines. He dialed the nunber that rang into the information center deep
in the basement of the county justice building. The Spider picked up on the
first ring.

"Nai | sworth."

"It's Burton. Listen, don't talk. Call Lopez, Sheridan, MIler, Morales,
O Hara, Crunb, Connelly, and LeMay. Tell themto conme in full SWAT to the Beer
Bar Ranch north of Pine Cove, the northern access road. There's a cave here.
Pul | up whatever maps you need and give themdirections. Do not use open
channels. They are not to log in or report to anyone where they are going.
There are at |east two suspects in the cave with automatic weapons. |'m pinned
down about ten yards fromthe west-facing entrance. Have them neet south of
the rocks, they'll see them then have Sheridan call me. No aircraft. Find out
if there's another entrance to this cave. | need everyone in place ASAP. Can
you do it?"

"Of course," the Spider said. "It's going to take thema mninumof forty
m nutes, maybe nmore if | can't find themall."

Burton could hear the Spider's fat fingers blazing on his keyboaid



al ready. "Send whoever you can find. Tell themto cone in separate cars. Tel
themto avoid sirens if possible on the way up, definitely once they hit the
ranch. "

"Do you have descriptions of the suspects?”

"I't's Theophilus Crowe and a wonan, five-eight, one-twenty, twenty-five
to forty years old, gray hair, wearing a | eather bikini."

"Twenty-five to forty? Pretty specific," the Spider said sarcastically.
"Fuck you, Nailsworth. How many wonen do you think are runni ng around
these hills wearing a | eather bikini and shooting an AK? Call ne when they are

on the way." Burton di sconnected and checked the battery on the phone. It
woul d | ast.

Since the roaring sound had come fromthe cave, it had been quiet, but he
didn't dare peek over the edge of the crevice. "Crowe!" he shouted. "It's not
too late to work this out!"”

Theo

The naked guys were standing over Theo, wearing dazed sniles, as if
they'd all just shared a big pipe of opium "Jesus, was that it?" Theo asked,
Steve's roar still ringing in his ears.

"Hm" MIlly corrected, holding up a finger to shush Theo as she pressed
t he answer button on his phone. "Hello," she said into the phone. "None of
your business. Wio is this?" She covered the nmouthpiece and said, "It's Gabe."

"Tell himIl'm okay. Ask himwhere he is."

"Theo says he's okay. Where are you?" She listened for a second, then
covered the nout hpiece again. "He's at the Slug."

"Tell himlI"'Ill call himright back."

"He'll call you back." She di sconnected and tossed the phone in the pile
of clothing by the door.

Theo | ooked up at the naked guys. He thought he recognized a coupl e of
them but didn't want to acknow edge that he did. "Wuld you guys back off a
little?" Theo said. They didn't nove. Theo | ooked at Mdolly. "Can you tell them
to go somewhere? They're maki ng me nervous."

"\py 2"

"Molly, | don't know if you've notice, but all these guys are in a -- a
state of arousal."

"Maybe they're just glad to see you."

"Wwuld you tell themto back off, please?"

Mol Iy motioned for the naked guys to nove away. "Go. Go. Back to the back
of the cave, guys. Go. Go. Go." She poked at a couple of themw th the assault
rifle. Slowy they turned and anbl ed farther back into the cave.

"What in the hell is wong with then®"

"What do you nmean, wong? They're acting like all guys do, they're just
bei ng nore honest about it."

"Ml ly, seriously, what did you do to then®"

"I didn't do anything. That's how they've been acting since they saw
Steve back there.”

Theo | ooked to the back of the cave, but could only see the partially lit
backs of a group of people sitting on the cave floor. "lIt's like they're in a
trance or sonething."

"Yeah, isn't it cool? They canme to help nme get you when | asked, though
So they're not total zonbies. I'm like, in charge.™

Bl ood was dripping out of Theo's scalp, matting his hair and | eaving
spots on his shirt. "That's great, Mlly. Could you get these handcuffs off
ne?"

"I was going to ask you about those. Every tine | see you, you're in
handcuffs. Do you have a fetish or something?"

"Please, Mlly, there's a key in ny front pocket."

"He gave you the key?"



"It's ny key."

"I see," MIlly said with a knowing snile

"Handcuffs all use the same key, Mlly. Please help ne get out of these."

She knelt and reached into his pocket, keeping her eyes | ocked on his
t hrough the process. Hi s head throbbed when he rolled over so she could get to
the cuffs.

As she pulled themoff, they heard Burton call fromoutside. "Crowe! It's
not too late to work this out!"

Once his hands were free, Theo threw his arns around Molly and pul |l ed her
cl ose. She dropped her rifle and returned his enbrace. Another roar emanated
fromthe back of the cave. A couple of the pilgrins shrieked and Molly let go
of Theo and stood up, gazing back into the darkness.

"I't's okay, Steve," she said.

"What in the hell was that?" Burton shouted from outside.

"That was Steve," Ml Iy shouted back. "You were aski ng what happened to
Joseph Leander. Well, that was it. Steve ate him"

"How many of you are in there?" Burton asked.

Mol Iy | ooked around. "A bunch.”

"Who in the hell are you?"

"I am Kendra, Warrior Babe of the Qutland." She shot a silly grin at
Theo, who was trying to follow what was going on up here, while listening to
some disturbing stirring noises going on in the back of the cave.

"What do you want ?" Burton asked.

Wthout a beat Mdlly said, "Ten percent of the gross on all ny fil s,
retroactive fifteen years, an industrial-strength weed-whacker with gas, and
worl d peace."

"Seriously. W can work this out."

"COkay. | want sixty peanut butter and jelly sandw ches, a couple of
gal l ons of Diet Coke, and--" She turned to Theo, "You want anything?"

Theo shrugged. Hell, as long as they were stalling. "A new Volvo station
wagon. "

"And a new Vol vo station wagon," Mlly shouted. "And we want it with two
cup hol ders, you bastard, or the deal's off." She turned and beamed at Theo.

"Ni ce touch."

"You deserve it," Mdlly said. Suddenly her eyes went w de as she | ooked
past Theo. "No, Steve!" she screaned.

Theo rolled over to see a huge pair of jaws descending over him

twenty- ei ght
The Sheriff

To Burton, it sounded like there could be thirty or forty people wailing
in the cave, |let al one whatever was making the roaring noise. It mght not be
as easy to get rid of witnesses as he'd thought. If all the people he'd passed
on the road earlier were in the cave, the SWAT sni pers were going to have
their work cut out for them One thing was for sure, he couldn't let Crowe and
this woman, whoever she was, |eave the ranch alive.

Hi s cell phone rang and he pushed the answer button. "Wat?" He set his
gun down and covered his ear to shut out the noise fromthe cave.

"Nai |l sworth here," the Spider said. "They're on the way. Gve it forty
m nutes. And there's no other entrance to that cave."

Burton was not happy, having to lie in this crevice for another forty
m nutes, but once the SWAT teamarrived, it would be over. "Nailsworth, shot
in the dark here, but have you ever heard of soneone calling thensel ves
Kendra, Warrior Babe of the Wastel and?"

"The Qutland," the Spider corrected. "Warrior Babe of the Qutland. O
course, only the finest series of nuked-out future novies ever nmade. Kendra's
a huge star. Was a huge star. MIlly Mchon was the actress's nane. Wy?"



"Never mind. One of the suspects thinks she's a conedian."

"I'f you want sone of the cassettes, | can let you have sone copies for
twenty bucks apiece. |'ve got alnost the whole collection.™
"Nai |l sworth, you're a pathetic piece of shit." Burton disconnected. The

wai ling was still coming fromthe cave and the woman was scream ng sonet hing
he coul dn't nake out.

Mol |y

Theo's sneakers were still show ng, sticking out between Steve's teeth.
Mol 'y grabbed her broadsword, ran up the Sea Beast's foreleg, and |leapt onto
hi s broad neck. She brought the broadsword down hard between his eyes and the
i npact made her hands go numb. "Spit himout! Spit hinzt out!"

Steve tossed his head, trying to throw her off, but she gripped himwth
her thighs and hacked away at his head. Chunks of his scales flew off and the
bl ade sparked. "Spit himout! Spit himout!" MIlIly screaned, punctuating the
pani cked chant with blows fromthe sword. She'd seen this before. She knew
that if she heard a crunch, Theo was fi nished.

The Sea Beast opened his jaws to deliver the coup de grace and Mdlly
could hear a gurgling screamcone from Theo. She |leapt to her feet on Steve's
forehead, put the tip of the broadsword in the corner of his eye, and prepared
to leap on the hilt to drive it into his eye socket. "Spit himout! Now "

Steve went cross-eyed trying to see his attacker, then nade a grunting
noi se and hacked the constable out on the cave floor. He whipped his head and
Mol Iy went flying, hitting her back hard on the cave wall ten feet away and
slidi ng down.

The pilgrims' wails turned to sobs as Steve slunk to the back of the
cave.

Theo, mired in a puddl e of blood, bat guano, and dragon spit, pushed
hi nsel f up on his hands and knees and | ooked to Molly. "You okay?" he gasped.

She nodded. "I think so. You?"

Theo nodded and | ooked down to make sure his |legs were still there.
"Yeah." He crawl ed over to her and sat back against the cave wall beside her
still heaving to get his breath back. "Nice friends you have. Wiy'd he stop?"

"I think his feelings are huff."

"Sorry."

"He'll get over it. He's a big boy."

Despite hinself, Theo started | aughing, and before long he and Mlly were
| eani ng agai nst each other, giggling uncontroll ably.

"Steve, huh?" Theo said.

"He | ooks like a Steve, don't you think?" Mlly said.

Theo wi ped the dragon spit fromhis nouth and | eaned over to kiss her
She caught his chin in her hand and pushed hi maway. "Bad idea."

Anot her roar rose fromthe back of the cave, this one | ess angry and nore
sad than the |ast.

"l guess so," Theo said.

"What in the hell is going on in there, Crowe?" Burton called from
outside. "You don't have a lot of tine to dick around here. There's a SWAT
team on the way. What do you want ?"

"I don't even know what the hell you're tal king about," Theo shouted.

"What do you want to walk away fromthis? Leave the state. Forget
everyt hing. How much? Gve ne a figure."

Theo | ooked at Molly as if she might have the answer. She said, "I
t hought we made our demands pretty clear."

"He's not going to let ne go, Mdly. And now he's not going to |l et you go
either. If there's a SWAT teamon the way, we're in big trouble.™

"I need to go talk to Steve." MIlly stood and wal ked between t he sobbing
pilgrims to the back of the cave. Theo watched her fade into the dark where
the Sea Beast was pulsing with dimspots of green and bl ue. Theo rubbed his



eyes to try to clear his vision
"Well, Crowe? What' Il it be?"
"Make me an offer," Theo said, trying to figure out sonme kind of
i nsurance. Sonething that would keep himalive nore than two seconds after he
st epped out of the cave.
“"I"1l give you a hundred thousand. It's a fair offer, Crowe. You can't
prove anythi ng anyway, not if Leander is dead. Take the nobney and wal k away.
"I'mdead,"” Theo said to hinself. The size of the bluff offer itself
betrayed Burton's seriousness. There was no way he was letting Theo get away
alive. "We'll talk it over!" Theo shouted. H s head was throbbing fromthe
pi stol whipping he'd taken and the vision in his left eye was blurry. His cel
phone chirped fromwithin the pile of pilgrins' clothing and he scranbl ed
t hrough the clothes and pill bottles to find it. H's vision went black wth
t he nmoverent and he had to steady hinself until it cleared. He found the phone
nestled in a pair of panty hose and hit the answer button

St eve

He knew an enemy when he saw one. He coul d sense waves of aggression and
fear coming fromthem and he had felt those things com ng from his warnbl ood
| over. He could feel the fear even now as she approached hi mthrough the
feeder people. Wiy, if she was going to find another mate, did she go to the
troubl e of unw apping the feeder people for hinf

He didn't mnd being hit with the sharp thing, that felt good, he thought
she wanted to mate again, but when she put it in his eye, he knew she woul d
have killed him He felt it. She had turned her loyalties to another. He
consi dered biting off her head to show her how badly he felt.

He tucked his head under his foreleg as she approached. She rubbed his
gill tree and he sent a bolt of scarlet over his back to tell her to stop

"I"'msorry, Steve. | don't have many friends. | couldn't let you eat
Theo. "

He coul d sense benevol ence in her tone, but he didn't trust her now.
Maybe he would just bite off an armas a test. H s back pul sed nmagenta and
bl ue.

"You have to go, Steve. There's a SWAT team comi ng. You can get past that
guy outside without a problem In fact, you can eat that guy outside if you
want. In fact, 1'd really appreciate it if you' d eat that guy outside."

She stepped back fromhim "Steve, you have to get out of here or they're
going to kill you."

He pulsed a dull olive drab to her and tucked his head farther under his
foreleg. She wanted himto go away, he could feel it. And he wanted to go
away, but he didn't want her to want himto go away. He knew she coul d never
be what he wanted, and he understood never how, but he didn't want the
war nbl ood to have her either. Colors ran |ike sorrow over his scales.

"I"'mnot rejecting you," MIlly said. "I'mtrying to save your life."

She pushed through the pilgrinms, who were all on their knees sobbing, and
one worman, a thirtyish redhead with gravity-defying fake breasts, grabbed her
arm "l can sacrifice," the woman said. "I can."”

Mol Iy pulled her armaway fromthe woman. "Fuck off lady," Mdlly said,
"Martyrdom s easy, it conmes with the plunbing."

Theo

It was only when he answered the cell phone that Theo realized one of
Burton's bl ows had caught himon the ear. "Quch! Goddamm it. Quch!" Theo
linped around in a circle, despite the fact that his linmbs weren't injured at
all.

"Theo?" Gabe said, his voice tinny in the receiver



"Yeah, it's ne." Theo changed the phone to his other ear, but still held
it a fewinches away, now that it had bitten hi monce.

"Where are you? Who answered your phone?"

"That was Molly Mchon. We're in that cave up on the ranch where the
mushroom farm used to be. Burton has us pinned in here and he's called in a
SWAT team"

"Have you seen it?"

"Yeah, |'ve seen it, Gabe. | think you were right about the brain
chem stry thing. There's a bunch of people here all tranced out saying they
were called to give sacrifice. They all have prescriptions witten by Val."

"Wow, " Gabe said. "Ww. What's it ook I|ike?"

"It's large, Gabe."

"Coul d you be nore specific?"

"Look, Gabe, we need sone help. Burton is going to kill us. | need
Wi t nesses up here so he can't claimthat we fired on his nen. Call the TV
station and the paper. Get a news helicopter up here."

Theo felt Mdlly grab his shoulder. He turned to see her shaking her head.
"Just a second, Gabe." He covered the nout hpiece with his hand.

"No reporters, Theo."

"Why not ?"

"Because if they find out about Steve, they'll put himin a cage or kil
him No reporters. No caneras." She gripped his shoulder until it hurt and
tears welled up in her eyes. "Please."

Theo nodded. "Gabe," he said into the phone, "Forget the reporters. No
news people. No caneras. You guys cone, though. | need witnesses here that
don't work for Burton."

"You said there were a bunch of people there?"

"They're all out of it, | don't think they're worth a damm. Besi des,

t hey' re naked."

There was a pause. Gabe said, "Wy are they naked?"

Theo | ooked to Molly, "Wy are they naked?"

"To deter themfromconming into the cave."

"To deter themfromconming into the cave," Theo said into the phone.

"Well, that didn't work very well, did it?" Gabe said. "Wy didn't she
scare themoff with the creature?”

"That's what |'ve been telling you, Gabe. They're here to be with the
creature.”

"Fascinating. And Molly has control over hin®"

Theo | ooked at the dragon spit running down his jeans. "Not exactly.
Gabe, please, bring Val and get your ass up here. You can claimto be here for
scientific reasons or something. Val can say she's a trai ned hostage
negoti ator. These people are her patients; that should help her credibility.
Bring as nmany people as you can."

Mol |y grabbed Theo's arm agai n and shook her head. "Just the people who
al ready know. "

Theo cursed under his breath. "Scratch that Gabe. Just you and Val. Don't
tell anyone else."

"Mavi s and Howard and Catfish know al ready."

"Just them Please, Gabe, borrow Mavis's car and get up here.”

"Theo, this isn't going to help you nuch. W night keep you fromgetting
killed, but Burton is still going to arrest you guys. You know it. And once he
gets you in his jail, well, you know "

"One thing at a tine."

"Theo, we've got to preserve that creature. This is the greatest..."

"Gabe," Theo interrupted. "lI'mtrying to preserve ny ass. Get going,
pl ease. "

"You' ve got to get that creature out of there, Theo. They m ght not shoot
you if there are witnesses, but they won't let the creature go."

"He won't nove. He's in the back of the cave, sulking."

" Sul ki ng?"



"I don't know, Gabe. Just cone, okay." Theo di sconnected and sat down. To
Mol ly he said, "Gabe's right. W may just be delaying the inevitable by
bringing in witnesses. Maybe we should rush Burton before SWAT gets here."

Mol Iy picked up the AK-47 fromthe floor, released the clip and tilted it
so Theo could see it was enpty. "Bad idea."

The Head of the Slug

"Host age negotiator?" Val Riordan said. "I did ny residency in eating
di sorders. The closest |'ve ever conme to a hostage negotiation is talking a
sugar - j agged actress out of purging fourteen quarts of Ben & Jerry's Monkey
Chunks after she lost her part on 'Baywatch.'"

"That counts," said Gabe. He'd related everything that Theo had told him
and was ready to run to the rescue, but Val was reluctant.

"I believe the flavor is Chunky Mnkey," H P. said

"Whatever," said Val. "I don't see why Theo needs us if he's got a whole
cave full of ny patients."”

Gabe was trying to be patient, but he could feel a clock ticking in the
back of his brain, each tick taking away his chance to save his friend and | ay
eyes on a living specimen fromthe Cretaceous period. "I told you, Theo says
they're out of it."

"Perfectly logical," said HP

"How so?" asked Val, obviously irritated at the stuffy restaurateur's
t one.

"The tradition of nmaking sacrifice is as old as man. It may be nore than
just a tradition. The Babyl oni ans sacrificed to the serpent, Tianet, the
Azt ecs and Mayans sacrificed to serpent gods. Perhaps this creature was the
serpent to which they sacrificed."

"That's ridiculous,"” Val said. "This thing eats people."

H. P. chuckl ed, "People have been | oving vengeful gods for thousands of
years. Who's to say it isn't the vengeance that inspires that |ove? Perhaps,
as Dr. Fenton has pointed out, there is sone synbiotic relationship between
the hunting habits of this creature and the brain chemstry of its prey.
Perhaps it inspires love as well as sexual stinulation. That feeling needn't
be reciprocal, you know. He could be as oblivious to his worshippers as any
other god. He takes the sacrifices as his due, with no responsibility on his
part."

"That's a steanmin bag of dog snot if | ever heard it," Catfish spouted.
"I been near this thing and it ain't never done nothin but scare the daylights
out of ne."

"I's that right, M. Fish?" HP. said. "Isn't it true that your fear of
this creature has inspired a lifelong career in nusic? Perhaps you owe thanks
to this beast."”

"I owe ya'll a ride to the booby hatch, thass what | owe."

"Enough! " Gabe shouted. "I'm going. You can come or you can stay, but |'m
going to help Theo and see if | can keep that creature alive. Mais, can
borrow your car?"

Mavi s threw her keys on the bar. "Wsh | was going with you, kid."

"May | join you?" H P. asked.

Gabe nodded and | ooked at Val. "They are your patients."

She pressed her back against the bar. "This is all going to blow up, and

when it all comes out, I'mgoing to go to jail. |I should help with that?"
"Yes," said Gabe.
n W]y?ll

"Because it's the right thing to do, and because it's inportant to nme and
you | ove ne."

Val stared at him then dragged her purse off the bar. "I'll go, but you
will all be getting hate mail fromne when 'min jail."

Mavi s | ooked at Catfish. "Wel|?"



"Ya'll go on. | got the Blues on ne."
They started out the door. "Don't you worry, honey," Mavis called after
them "You're not going to jail. Mavis will see to it."

twent y- ni ne
Gabe

Up until the time that Steve had cone to town, the nost fearsone
prehistoric beast on the Central Coast was Mavis Sand's 1956 Cadill ac
convertible. It was |lenmon-pie yellow with a neat chrome grill that seemed to
slurp at the road as it passed and gold-plated curb feelers that vibrated in
the wind |ike spring-loaded whi skers. The daytinme regulars called it the
"Banana" and in a fit of anbition had once even fashioned a giant bl ue
Chiquita enblem which they stuck on the trunk lid while Mavis was wor ki ng.
"Well," Mavis said, nore than somewhat surprised by their efforts, "it ain't
the first banana |'ve rode, but it takes the size record by at least a foot."

Even in his youth, Gabe had never driven anything |like the Banana before.
It steered |like a barge and it rocked and |urched over dips and potholes I|ike
a foundering scow. Gabe had activated the electric top when they'd first
clinmbed in and hadn't figured out howto put it back up

Gabe spotted Val's Mercedes parked on the side of a hill off the main
ranch road. There were six other vehicles parked next to it, al
four-wheel -drive sport utility vehicles: two Blazers and two | arger Suburbans.
A group of nen in black junpsuits were standing by the vehicles, the tallest
wat chi ng them t hrough bi nocul ars and talking on a radio or cell phone.

"Maybe we shoul d have taken a nore inconspicuous vehicle," Gabe said.

"Why didn't we take your car, Howard?" Val asked. She was sl ouched in the
passenger seat.

Howard sat in the back, as stiff as a mannequin, squinting as if this was
his first exposure ever to sunlight. "I own a Jaguar. Superior coach works,
none like themin the world outside of Bentley and Rolls. Wal nut burl on al
the interior surfaces."”

"Doesn't run, huh?"

"Sorry," said Howard

Gabe stopped the Banana at the cattle gate. "Wat should | do? They're
wat chi ng us."

"Go on up there," Val said. "That's why we're here.'
all of a sudden.

Gate wasn't quite so self-assured. "Someone tell me again why the sheriff
won't just shoot us along with Theo and Mol |y?"

Val was getting into the spirit of the thing, realizing that this m ght
be the only way to atone for what she'd done to her patients. "lI'ma
psychiatri st Gabe, and you have a Ph.D. The police don't shoot people Iike
us."

She had gotten brave

"You' re kidding, right?"

Howard sai d, "Does one require an advanced degree to be inmmune to
gunfire, or does a life of scholarship count as well?"

"Co, Gabe," Val said. "W'Ill be fine."

Gabe | ooked over at her and she smiled at him He sniled back, sort of,
and pull ed the Banana into the pasture toward five heavily armed nen who did
not | ook happy to see them

Theo

Theo had searched the rest of the cave, using the disposable lighter he'd
forgotten to abandon with the rest of his pot habit. The cathedral chanber was
cl osed, except for the entrance where Burton waited. Theo gave the Sea Beast a



wi de cl earance on his way back to Mlly, who stood just inside the cave nouth.

Burton shouted from outside, "Crowe, we've got your friends |ocked up!
This is your last chance to nake a deal! I'Il give you five minutes, then
we're using gas!"”

Theo turned to Molly in a panic. "W've got to get these people out of
here, Mdlly. As soon as the first gas grenade cones in, it's all over."

"Don't we need hostages?"

"For what? He's not going to negotiate. The only thing he wants is nme --
and probably you -- dead."

"Why don't you call sonmeone and tell them what you know? Then Burton
won't have a reason to kill us."

"All I knowis what |'ve seen. Wth Leander dead, there's no one to
connect himto the labs. I've already told Val and Gabe. Now he's got them |
was an idiot to bring theminto this."

"Sorry," Mlly said.

"Wait." Theo flipped open his phone and di al ed. The phone rang ei ght
ti mes and Theo was glancing at the battery gauge, which showed only a
guarter-charge, when a man answered.

“"Nai |l sworth,"” the Spider said, |eaving the caller to guess that they had
contacted the Sheriff's Departnment's information officer

"Nail sworth, it's Theo Crowe. | need your help."

"Havi ng a bad day, Theo?"

VWhat a prick, Theo thought. "Listen, |I'mtrapped..."

"I know where you are, Theo. Renenber, | know everything. Actually, I'm
glad you called. | had something | wanted to ask you about."

Theo fought the urge to scream at the negal onani acal geek. "Pl ease,
Nai | sworth, | don't know how long this battery is going to hold out. | need
you to do me a favor."

"Me first."”

"Co," Theo barked.

"Well, when Burton called ne, he mentioned that your acconplice said she

was Kendra, Warrior Babe of the Qutland. So | started | ooking around. Turns
out there was a Molly Mchon adnitted to county psychiatric a few tines. She
left a Pine Cove address. | wondered if..."

"I't's her," Theo said.

"Wow, you're kidding! No way!"

"She's right here." Theo | ooked at Mdlly and shrugged. "Look, you warned
me not to go on the ranch. You know about Burton's crank network."

"I mght,"” Nailsworth said.

"Don't be coy. You know everything. But what | need to know is do you
have access to information that could be used as evidence -- noney transfers,
checks, offshore accounts, phone records, and such -- stuff you could give to
the state attorney?"

"Why, Theo, you're starting to sound |like a cop."

"Can you get it?"

"Theo, Theo, Theo, don't be silly. Not only can | get it, but I've had
've been compiling a file for years."

"Can you get it to the attorney general's office right now?"

"What's in it for nme?"

"Nai |l sworth, he's going to kill us."

"Kendra is right there with you, huh? | can't believe it."

Theo shuddered, hal fway between panic and anger. He held the phone out to
Mol ly. "Say sonething Kendra-like."

Mol Iy cleared her throat and said, "Die, you scumsucking nmutant pig. The
only thing of mne youll feel is cold steel!"”

"Ch ny God! It's her!" the Spider said.

"Yeah, it is," Theo said. "Now will you hel p?"

"I want a copy of the Norwegian Battle Babes. Can | get one?"

Theo covered the receiver and | ooked at Ml ly. "Norwegian Battle
Babes- - ?"

—



Molly smiled. "Kendra VI: Battle Babes in the Hot G| Arena. The
Norwegi an version is the only version that has full nudity in all the arena
scenes. It's very rare.”

Theo's mouth had dropped open. Hi s survival had come down to this? "So do
you have a copy?"

"Sure."

"You got it?" Theo said into the phone. "I'Il bring Kendra naked and in
person to your office if you get nmoving now. "

"I don't think so," said Mlly.

"I"ll send the file to Sacranento," the Spider said, "but that won't do
you any good. Even if you tell Burton about it, he's got you in a perfect
situation to kill you anyway. You need nedia."

"Medi a? Helicopters? We're too far north to get anyone here in tine,"
Theo said.

"No!" Mbdlly shout ed.

“I"l1l call them" the Spider said. "Hold themoff for twenty m nutes,
maybe twenty-five."

"We don't have anything but naked people and a jeal ous sea nonster to
hold themoff with."

"I's that nmore of your drug nonencl ature?" the Spider asked.

"It's what it is. If they use gas, we won't have twenty m nutes."

"They won't."

"How do..."

"Twenty-five mnutes. And Battle Babes better be in the original box."
The Spi der hung up. Theo clicked his phone cl osed.

"I said no helicopters, Theo," Mlly said. "Even if we get out, you know
they' Il hurt Steve. You need to call himand tell himno helicopters.™

Theo felt he was close to losing it. He clenched his fists and tried very
hard not to screamin her face. Hi s voice went to a whisper. "Mlly, even with
a warrant out for Burton, he will kill us. If you want your dragon to live,
then you' ve got to get himout of here before they get here.”

"He won't |leave. He won't listen to ne. Look at him He doesn't care
about anythi ng anynore."

Sheri dan

Sergeant Rich Sheridan was six-three, two-thirty, with dark hair, a
nmust ache, and a | ong, hooked nose that had been broken several times. Like the
other men on the hill, he was wearing body arnor and a radi o headset, as well
as a weapons belt. He was the only one not holding his M16. |nstead he was
talking on a cell phone. He had been a cop for ten years and working for
Burton on the side for eight. If this had been an official activation of
Speci al Weapons and Tactics he woul d have been second in command, but as the
real commander wasn't in Burton's pocket Sheridan was in charge.

He | et the binoculars dangle around his neck and waited while his nen got
firing angles on all of the yellow Cadillac's passengers before he approached.
Sheriff Burton was screanming at himon the cell phone.

“I'"'m pi nned down up here, Sheridan. Handle this and get your ass up here.

Now! "
"Yes, sir. Wiat do you want nme to do with thenP"
"Find out who they are, then cuff themand | eave themthere. And hurry."
Sheridan hung up. "Get out of the car. Keep your hands where | can see
them™

The two nmen and a wonan did as they were told and submitted to pat-downs
from Sheridan's nmen. Wien they were handcuffed, Sheridan spun the younger nan
around.

"Who are you?"

"Gabe Fenton. |I'ma biologist." Gabe snmiled weakly. "Nice headsets. You
guys could all be standing by to take ny subscription order for Corruption



Weekl y. "

Sheridan didn't react. "Wat are you doi ng here?"

"Endanger ed species protection. There's a very rare creature in that cave
up there."

Val wi nced. "Were you supposed to tell himthat?" she whispered.

"How di d you know to cone here?" Sheridan asked.

"This is the habitat of the California red-1egged frog, very endangered.
| saw your SWAT vehicle go by and the driver had that 'I want to kill sone
rare frogs' look in his eye." Gabe | ooked at one of the other SWAT guys, a
stocky Hi spanic man who was glaring at himover the sights of his M16. "See
there's that | ook right there.”

"We didn't bring the SWAT vehicle," Sheridan said flatly.

"Actually," Val junped in, "I"'ma clinical psychologist. | have
experience in hostage negotiation. | heard the SWAT team bei ng di spatched on
nmy scanner at home, and since you're so far north, | thought you m ght need

some help. Dr. Fenton agreed to ride along with ne."

"W weren't dispatched over the radio," Sheridan said, dismssing Val as
if she were an insect. He | ooked at Howard. "And you?"

"Howard Phillips. I"'mmerely here to observe a hi deous ancient creature
that has arisen fromthe darkest Stygian depths to weak havoc on civilization
and feast on human flesh." Howard smiled (the smle of an undertaker at the
news of a big bus crash, but a smle nonethel ess).

Sheridan stared blankly at H P., saying nothing.

"He's the caterer," Gabe said quickly. "W brought himalong to get your
order. 1'll bet none of you guys renmenbered to pack a lunch, did you?"

"Who did you tell you were com ng here?"

Gabe | ooked at Val and Howard for sone clue as to the right answer. "No
he sai d.

Sheri dan nodded. "W are going to put you in the back of that truck over
there for your own safety,” he said. Then to the others he said, "Lock themin
the K-9 unit. W've got to go."

one,

thirty
Theo

"Listen," Theo said, cocking his ear toward the cave nmouth. "Vehicles.
The SWAT teamis here.”

Mol Iy gl anced to the back of the cave. Fromthe |light of the colors Steve
was flashing she could see that the pilgrinms had surrounded the Sea Beast and
were stroking his scales. She turned back to Theo. "You've got to stop the
helicopters. Call themand stop it."

"Molly, it's not the news helicopters that will hurt him or us. It's
t hose guys who just pulled up." Theo peeked out the nobuth of the cave and saw
two four-wheel-drives parking down on the marine terrace, about a hundred

yards fromthe cave mouth. O course, he thought, they still think they need
cover.

Mol 'y brandi shed her broadsword, holding it only inches from Theo's
stomach. "If he's hurt, 1'Il never forgive you, Theo Crowe. I'Ill track you
down to the ends of the earth and kill you like the radioactive scumthat you
are."

"That Kendra or Mol ly tal king?"

"I mean it," she screanmed, al nost hysterical now Steve roared fromthe
back of the cave.

"Don't go nuts on ne, MIlly. I'mdoing ny best. But the only thing your
pal seens likely to do is eat me. He doesn't seened real notivated by anything
el se.™

Mol Iy slunped to her knees and hung her head as if soneone had sucked the
energy out of her though a valve in her boot. Theo fought the urge to confort



her, afraid that if he even touched her shoul der the Sea Beast m ght attack
hi m

Then it hit him He flipped open his cell phone and dial ed the Head of
t he Slug.

Mavi s

Mavi s Sand had spent a lifetine making m stakes and | earning fromthem
and that perspective made her feel as if she knew what was good for people
better than they knew t hensel ves. Consequently, Mavis was a nmeddl er. Mst of
the tine she was content to use information as her tool of choice and runor as
her means of delivery. \What someone knew -- and when they knew it --
controll ed what they did. (The Spider, pulling digital strings fromhis
basement web, had exactly the sane phil osophy.) Today she'd had a heap of
probl ems dunmped on her, none of themdirectly hers, and she had been pondering
themall norning without nuch luck in comng up with a way to mani pul ate the
information to solve them Then the call canme from Theo, and it all clicked:
Theo was right, they could use the nonster's instincts to get themout of the
cave, but if she played the m x right she could solve a couple of other
probl ens as well.

She put down the phone and Catfish said, "Wo that?"

"It was Theo."

"That ol' dragon ain't et himyet? Boy nust be livin a charnmed life."

Mavi s | eaned over the bar, close to Catfish, took his hand in hers, and
began squeezing. "Sweetie, put on your friendly persuasion hat. | need you to
run down to the pharmacy and pick up something for ne."

"Yes, ma'am" Catfish said, wincing as the bones in his fingers
conpressed under her grip.

VWen the Bl uesnman was gone, Mavis nmade a qui ck phone call, then went to
t he back room and dug through boxes and filing cabinets until she came up with
what she was | ooking for: a small black box attached to a long cord with a
cigarette lighter plug on the end. "Don't worry, Theo," she said to herself.

"I put ny life in the hands of nmachinery a long tine ago, and |'m doi ng j ust
fine." She giggled and it cane out sounding like the starter cranking on a
fuel dry Ford

Catfish

A Bluesman hates to be told what to do. Authority rankles him inspires
his rebellion, and plays to his need to self-destruct. A Bluesman doesn't take
to having a boss unless he's on a chain gang (for the chain gang boss ranks
bel ow only a nean ol d wonman and a sweet young thing in the hierarchy of the
Bl ues Muse, followed closely by bad |iquor, a dead dog, and the Man). Catfish
had a boss who was a nean ol d woman: a distinct and disconcerting turn of the
Bl ues screw that mght have driven a | esser Bluesman to shoot hisself, get
shot, get hold of sonme bad liquor, or bust up his guitar and take a job down
to the mll. But Catfish hadn't taken nigh unto eighty trips around that
cruel, cruel sun wi thout gaining some perspective, so he would go to the
pharmacy as he was told. He would talk to the fish-fucking white boy with the
conbed-over hair that waved in the air like the sprung lid on a bean can. And
when he was done, he would pick up his pay fromthe nmean old woman who was
hol ding it hostage and he would get his winkly Black ass out of this town and
go nurse his heartbreak on the noving trap that was, is, and always shall be
the road.

So Catfish strolled a rolling Delta noonwal k of a stroll (redolent of
sassafras and jive) into Pine Cove Drug and G ft and the four bl ue-haired
chi cken wonen behind the counter nearly tunbl ed over each other trying to get
to the back room Imagine it: a person of the Dark persuasion in their mdst.



What if he should ask for a vial of Afro-Sheen or sone other ethnically
oriented product with which they were totally unfaniliar? Wy, the snoke
alarnms would nmelt, screanming |ike dying witches, when their collective m nds
steaned to a stop. Do we look like thrill-seekers? Wasn't it enough that we
had to put up that sign reading NO HABLA ESPANOL and acknow edge the existence
of thirty percent of the popul ation, even in the negative? No, we shall err on
the side of safety, thank you... and in lieu of sand in which to bury our
heads, we shall head into the back room

W nston Krauss, who was counting fake Zol ofts behind his glass wall,
| ooked up and saw Catfish com ng down the aisle toward the counter and
i mediately regretted that he hadn't installed bulletproof glass. Still,
Wnston was a nan of the world, and you don't indulge the fantasy of nol esting
dol phi ns wi thout becomng famliar with the ways of people of color, for that
i s who dol phins prefer to hang out with, when they aren't hanging out with the
Cousteaus, or so it appeared on the Di scovery Channel. He stepped out of his
booth and nmet Catfish as he reached the counter

"CGood day, me brother-nmon, ye," Wnston said in his best island dialect.
"What can | be gettin for ye?" And there was that welcomng snile, only a
dreadl ock and a white sand beach short of a travel poster

Catfish squinted, renoved his fedora, ran a hand over his shining scalp,
st epped back, turned his head to the side and studi ed the pharnmacist for a
monent then said, "I will slap the shit out of you. You know t hat?"

"Sorry," Wnston said, coughing sonewhat as if trying to dislodge the
errant Jamai can fromhis throat. "Wat can | do for you, sir?"

"Mavis down to the Slug sent ne up to ask you sonethin."

"I'mfamliar with her nedical records,” Wnston said, "You can have her
call me if she has a question."

"Yeah, she don't want to call you. She want you to cone down to see her."

W nston adjusted his bob tie. "I'"msorry, but you'll have to have her
call nme. | can't |eave the store.”

Catfish nodded. "That what she thought you'd say. She say to ask you if
she can have a big jar of themsugar pills you selling instead nedicine."

W nston gl anced at the back room where his staff was huddl ed |ike Anne
Frank and famly, peering out through the crack in the door. "Tell her 1'll be
right over," Wnston said.

"She said to wait and cone with you."

Wnston was visibly sweating now, oily beads rose on his scalp. "Let ne
tell the staff where I'll be."

"Hurry up, Flipper. | ain't got all day," Catfish said.

W nst on Krauss shuddered, hitched up his double knits, and waddl ed around
the counter. "Ladies, I'Il be back in few mnutes," he called over his
shoul der.

Catfish | eaned over the counter to where he could see the row of eyes
peering out of the crack and said, "I be back in a few mnutes ny own self,
| adi es. | needs sone nedicine what can help me with this huge bl ack dick I
have to carry around. The weight of it like to break ny back."

There was a collective intake of breath so abrupt that the drop in
pressure sprung the baroneter on the wall and nmade Catfish's ears pop

W nston Krauss turned and scow ed at Catfish. "Was that really
necessary?"

"Man's got to look after his reputation,” Catfish said.

The Sheri ff

Burton had them cover himwhile he noved down through the rocks and
across the marine terrace to the Blazers. He found Sheridan crouched behind
the fender, his M16 trained on the cave entrance.

"Rough norning, Sheriff?" Sheridan said, showing a hint of a snmle at
Burton's dishevel ed suit.



Burton | ooked around at the other team nmenbers, who were all staring
through rifle scopes at the cave entrance. "So we only have five?"

"Moral es i s coachi ng Pee-\We Football today. The others are on regul ar
duty. We couldn't pull themoff."

Burton scow ed. "As far as | know, they only have the one weapon, but

it's afully automatic AK. | want two men on either side of the cave nouth,
one down in that crevice where | was pinned down can deliver the gas, followed
by concussion grenades. 1'll stay here with a sniper rifle to take out anyone

who gets past the entry crew. Shoot anything that noves. Let's go, five
m nutes. On ny mark."

"No gas," Sheridan said.

"What ?"

"No gas and no concussion. You wanted us here w thout checking in. That
stuff is kept in the | ocker at County Justice. W just have the body arnor and
our own personal weapons."

Burton | ooked around at the other nen again. "You guys all have your own
personal M 16s, but no grenades?"

"Yes, sir."

"So | have a standoff? | had a standoff before, Sheridan. A standoff
doesn't do nme any good. Cone with ne." He pushed a fresh clip into his 9mm and
turned to the others. "Cover us."

Burton |l ed the SWAT commander to a spot in the rocks just bel ow the cave
mout h. "Crowe?" Burton called. "You' ve had enough time to consider nmy offer!"

"Of fer?" Sheridan asked.

Burton shushed him

"I haven't decided yet!" Theo shouted. "We've got thirty people in here
to discuss it with and they're not being cooperative."

Sheridan | ooked at Burton. "Thirty people? W can't shoot thirty people.
I'"mnot shooting any thirty people."

"Five minutes, Crowe," Burton said. "Then you have no nore options."

"What's the offer?" Sheridan whispered to the sheriff.

"Don't worry about it. I"'mjust trying to get the subject separated from
t he hostages so we can take himout."

"Then we'd better have a description of the suspect, don't you think?"

"He's the one in handcuffs,"” Burton said.

"Well, aren't you the fucking hero?" Sheridan shot back

Ski nner

Ski nner wat ched fromthe front seat of the Mercedes as the Food Guy was
| oaded into the back of the Suburban with the cage in it. The Bad Guys hadn't
even left the wi ndows cracked. How woul d the Food Guy breathe? He wouldn't be
able to sit in the front seat and put his head out the w ndow either. Skinner
was sad for the Food Guy. He crawled in the backseat of the Mercedes and | ay
down to nap away his anxiety.

The Head of the Slug

The first thing Catfish saw when he cane through the doors of the Head of
the Slug was Estelle standing at the bar, and he could feel the crust peeling
off his heart like old paint. Her hair was down. Brushed out, it hung to her
wai st. She was wearing a pair of pink overalls that had been splattered with
paint over a man's white T-shirt -- his T-shirt, he realized. She | ooked to
himlike what he al ways t hought hone was supposed to | ook |ike, but as a
Bl uesman, he was bound by tradition to be cool

"Hey, girl what you doin' here?"

"I called her," Mavis said. "This is your driver."

"What | need a driver for?"



“I"1l tell you." Estelle took his hand and led himto a booth in the

corner.

W nston Krauss cane through the door a second | ater and Mavis waved him
over to the bar. "Son, |I'm about to make you the happiest man in the whol e
world."

"You are? Wy?"

"Because | like to see people get what they want. And | have what you
want . "

"You do?"

Mavi s stepped up to the bar and in | ow, conspiratorial tones, began
telling Wnston Krauss the nost titillating, outrageously erotic tale that she
had ever told, trying the whole tine to renenber that the man she was tal ki ng
to wanted to have sex with narine animals.

Over in the corner booth, Catfish's nodi cumof cool had nelted. Estelle
was smling, even as tears welled up in her eyes. "I wouldn't ask you to do it
if I thought it would put you in danger. Really."

"I know that," Catfish said, a gentleness in his voice that he usually
reserved for kittens and traffic cops. "It just that | been runnin fromthis
my whole life."

"I don't think so," Estelle said. "I think you' ve been running to this."

Catfish grinned. "You gonna take themold Blues off me for good, ain't
you?"

"You know it."

"Then let's go.'
st ood.

"W ready? Y' all ready?" He noticed that the front of Wnston's trousers
had becone overly tight. "Yeah, you ready. You sick, but you ready."

Mavi s nodded, a slight mechanical ratcheting noise com ng from her neck,
"Take the second turn out, not the first," Mavis said to Estelle. "Fromthere
it hugs the coast so there's no hills."

"I have to go get ny mask and fins,

Catfish stood up and turned to where Mavis and W nston

wai | ed W nst on.

thirty-one
Mol |y

"Has it been five mnutes yet?" Mlly was sitting cross-legged, her sword
hel d across her knees. Theo jumped as if he'd been poked with an ice pick
t hen checked his watch. He crouched by the cave mouth, listening for the sound
of either salvation or death.

"About a minute left. Where the hell are they? Mlly, maybe you shoul d
find sone cover."

"What cover?" She | ooked around the cave. It was an open chanber; the
only cover would be the darkness in the back of the chanber.

"Cet behind Steve."

"No," Mlly said. "I won't do that." She heard a voice conme fromthe back
of her mnd. "Get to cover, you daffy broad. What, do you have a death w sh?"
"l have abandonnent issues. |'mnot going to turn around and abandon

someone el se,"” Ml ly said.

"What ?" Theo said.

"I wasn't talking to you."

"Fine, die. What do | care?" said the narrator

"Bastard," Mlly said.

"What ?" said Theo.

"Not you!"

"Ml ly, how did you get those guys to come out and drag nme into the cave
bef or e?"

"I just told themto."

"Well, take their clothes back to themand tell themto get dressed."



"y 2"
"Just do it. And tell themto hang on to Steve's sides and not |let go, no
matter what he does.”
"Now who's nuts?"
"Mlly, please, |'mtrying to save him"

The Sheri ff

Burton checked his watch. "That's it. Get into position. We're going in."

Sergeant Sheridan wasn't so sure. "They have thirty hostages and we don't
have any recon of their positions and we don't have a full team You want to
take this guy out with thirty wtnesses?"

"CGoddam it, Sheridan, get your men in position. W go on ny signal."

"Sheriff Burton." Theo's voice fromthe cave.

"What ?"

"I"1l take your offer," Theo said. "Gve nme five nore mnutes and |'|
cone out. We can all |eave together. The others will cone out after you're
gone. "

"You just want himanyway, right?" Sheridan said. "He's the only one that
can hurt the operation."

Burton turned it over in his mnd. He'd been determined to take out the
const abl e and the wonan, but now he had to rethink things. If he could get
Crowe away fromthe others, he could dispose of himwith no w tnesses.

Burton's cell phone rang. He flipped it open. "Burton," he said.

"You shoul dn't have nmade di sparagi ng conments about ny weight, Sheriff,"
t he Spider said.

“Nai | sworth, you piece of sh--" The line went dead. Suddenly the sound of
a wailing Blues guitar cane scream ng over the marine terrace. Burton and the
SWAT teamturned to see an old white station wagon driving al ong the edge of
the terrace, next to where it dropped to the beach

An i nhuman roar rose up out of the cave, and when Burton | ooked back to
the cave all he saw was a huge reptilian face comng at him

W nst on Krauss

Wnston sat in the back of the station wagon, steadying the Marshall
anplifier that was scream ng out the notes from Catfish's Stratocaster. The
anp was plugged into Mavis's black box and a cord ran over the seats into the
cigarette lighter, next to where Catfish was playing. After the first few
notes, Wnston's hearing had shut down due to tenporary deaf ness, but he
didn't care. He could hardly believe his luck. Mavis had prom sed himthe
bi ggest sexual thrill of his life, and he had doubted her. But now he saw it.
It was the npst gorgeous creature he'd ever seen

St eve

The feelings of self-pity, jealousy, and heartbreak were new to him but
the response that welled up in himwhen he heard the sound of his eneny was
nore deeply inprinted on his lizard brain and it displaced all the newer
feelings with rage and the inperative to attack

He stormed out of the cave with pilgrins hanging on his back by the ridge
of armored plates that ran down his spine. Two | ayers of protective covering
slid over his eyes, shortening his vision, but it was the sound that guided
hi m anyway, the sound that carried the strongest association with the eneny.
He flashed bright crinmson and yell ow as he charged over the rocks, Kkicking
asi de the vehicles and shedding pilgrinms as he nade his way to his eneny at
the shore.



Theo

Mol ly stood in the cave entrance, screanming for Steve to stop. Theo
grabbed her around the wai st and pulled her away just as the Sea Beast
dangling pilgrins, charged past them She el bowed Theo in the forehead,
stunning himfor a second, and she made for the cave entrance. Theo caught her
out si de on the rocks and held her

"Nol "

Theo w apped his arms around her, pinning her arnms to her side, and
lifted her off the ground, then held her kicking as he braced for gunfire. But
none cane.

Burton was clinmbing to his feet just below them focused on the Sea Beast
as it passed. "Shoot that thing! Shoot it! Shoot it!"

The SWAT commander had rolled out of the way and come up with his weapon
ready, but with people hanging all over the beast, he didn't know where to
shoot so instead let his weapon fall to his side as he stared in amazenent.

Burton drew a pistol and began running after the Sea Beast. Bel ow, two of
the SWAT team had al ready broken into a run from behind the Bl azers just as
the Sea Beast bow ed them over. The other two were pinned underneath one of
the crushed vehicles. As they fell, each pilgrimjunmped to his feet and ran
after the Sea Beast who was nmking a beeline across the grassy terrace toward
the white station wagon.

Theo wat ched as the car stopped, Blues slide notes still scream ng out of
t he back, and Estelle Boyet crawl ed out of the drivers seat and ran around to
t he back. The guitar playing stopped for a second as the passenger side
opened, and out stepped Catfish Jefferson, holding a Fender Stratocaster

"Let me go!" Molly screamed. "l've got to save him |'ve got to save
him"

Theo yanked her back toward the cave. \When he was able to | ook again,
someone he didn't imrediately recogni ze had crawl ed out of the station wagon,
and Catfish handed himthe guitar

Sheriff Burton was running after the Sea Beast waving his weapon around,
trying to get an angle to shoot without hitting one of the pilgrins. He
st opped, dropped to one knee, steadied his aim and fired. The Sea Beast
roared and whi pped around, throwing the last of the pilgrins into a tunble in
t he grass.

Mol 'y whi pped her head back into Theo's chin at the same tinme she drove a
heel into his knee. Theo let go of her and she rushed over the rocks and down
toward the nonster.

Catfish

Estell e had brought the car right to the edge of the drop-off to the
rocky beach. Catfish | ooked at the surf beating on the rocks bel ow, then at
his guitar cords coiled in the front seat then at the rocks again. They just
m ght be | ong enough. But the dragon was going to get to them before he could
find out.

"Hurry!" Estelle shouted.

Catfish stood nesnerized by the charging nonster, not a hundred yards
away.

"CGo," he said weakly, "get yourself out of here.”

"No!" said Wnston Krauss. "You pronised."

There was a gunshot and the Sea Beast whi pped around in his tracks,
bringing Catfish to his senses. "Let's go," he said to Wnston. Then he | ooked
at Estelle over the top of the car and wi nked. "You go on. This ain't your
tinme."

Catfish played a few notes on the Stratocaster and then anbled after



Wnston to the surf. The pharmacist ran into the water up to his knees, then
turned around. Catfish was having trouble clinbing over the rocks to the water
whi |l e keeping the guitar cord from catchi ng.

"That's far enough,"” Catfish said. He wal ked into the surf and stood next
to Wnston, keeping the guitar high to keep any spray off of it.

"Gve it," Wnston demanded.

"You ain't got a lick a sense, do you?"

"Gve it," Wnston repeated.

Catfish played four bars of "G een Onions" on the Strat, the notes stil
blaring out of the anp in the station wagon, then draped the strap around
Wnston's neck and handed hima guitar pick. "Have fun," Catfish said.

"Ch, I will,” Wnston said, a lascivious grin crossing his face. "You
know I will."

"Play!" Catfish said as he turned and ran up the beach. He saw Estelle
al ready maki ng her way away down the shore away fromthe commotion. Behind
him the sour, rattling notes began to enanate fromthe anp in the station
wagon as gunshots filled the air.

Mol |y

The sheriff fired three nore times as he backed away fromthe Sea Beast
m ssing not only the nonster but the entire North American continent. Mlly
threw hersel f sideways froma full run into the back of Burton's knees and cut
his legs out fromunder him She came up in a crouch, putting herself between
Burton and the Sea Beast. The sheriff thought he heard the song "G een Onions"
and shook his head to clear a hallucination. The Sea Beast roared again and
the sheriff vaulted into a crouch, ready to fire, but instead of a sea nonster
in front of him he saw a woman in a | eather bikini. He | ooked over his
shoul der and wat ched the Sea Beast snap up the white station wagon in its jaws
and toss it aside. The guitar sounds stopped and the Sea Beast slid over the
bluff to the beach. Seeing that the danger was gone, he trained his sights on
t he wonman. People were streanming by himon either side after the nonster
wailing like a cromd of banshees.

Mol Iy | ooked over her shoul der and saw Steve going into the water, then
turned back to Burton. "CGo ahead, you prick. | don't care."

"You got it," Burton said.

W nst on Krauss

He was just beating on the guitar strings now, but it didn't matter. The
anplifier wasn't working anynore and this beautiful creature was coming to
him Wnston was so turned on he thought he'd expl ode. She was coming to him
his dream | over, and he yanked the guitar fromaround his neck, ready to
recei ve her.

"Ch, cone on, baby. Cone to papa," he said.

The Sea Beast charged into the water, throwing spray fifty feet in the
air, then snapped his jaws over Wnston, severing the pharmacist's body into
two sl eazy pieces. The Sea Beast swall owed Wnston's | egs and roared, then
snapped up the renai ni ng pi ece and dove under the sea.

The Sheri ff

"I don't think so, Sheriff," Sheridan said.

Burton | ooked over his shoul der wi thout taking the gun off Mlly.
Sheridan had his M 16 trained on the sheriff's back. "Don't fuck with ne,
Sheridan. You're in this with ne."

"I'"'mnot in this. Lower your weapon, Sir.



Burton |l owered the pistol and turned toward Sheridan. Molly started to
| eap forward and the SWAT commander pointed the M 16 at her. "Right there," he
sai d. She stopped.

The pilgrims were all standing at the shore now, wailing as they | ooked
out. Molly gestured in that direction and Sheridan nodded. She ran toward the
shorel i ne.

"What now?" Burton asked.

"l don't know," said Sheridan, "but no one has been shot here, and | have
a feeling that there's going to be a lot of attention around this event so no
one is going to get shot."

"You wi np."

"What ever, " Sheridan said.

"Hey, Burton!" Theo Crowe was running down the hill toward them "You
hear that?"

When they | ooked up. Theo ducked behind one of the wecked Bl azers and
pointed toward the southern sky. "Filmat el even."

Burton could hear them now. helicopters. He |l ooked to the south and saw
the two dots com ng over the horizon. Two of the SWAT team nenbers were
topping the next hill. They had started running when the nonster first cane
out of the cave. The other two were still pinned under one of the overturned
Bl azers. He turned back to Sheridan. The big cop was wat ching the approaching
heli copters. "Ganme over," Sheridan said. "Guess it's time to start thinking
about ny deal with the D.A"

Burton shot himin the face, then broke for the far side of the rocks to
his El dorado before the others had tine to figure out what had happened.

Theo

Theo came up behind Molly and touched her lightly on the shoul der. When
she turned, he could see tears streanm ng down her cheeks. Then she returned to
staring out to sea with the others. She said, "All | ever wanted is to feel
special. To feel |ike sonmething set ne apart.”

Theo put his arm around her. "Everyone wants that."

"But | had it, Theo. More by having Steve in ny life than when |I was
maki ng nmovi es. These people felt it, but not like nme."

The two helicopters were coming in close now and Theo had to speak right
into her ear to be heard over the thunping blades. "No one's |ike you."

There was a stirring in the water just past the surf line, and sonething
was rising in the kelp bed. Theo could see the purple gill trees standing out
on the Sea Beast's neck. He was heading toward shore. Theo tried to pull Mlly
cl oser, but she broke loose fromhim junped off the bluff, and ran into the
surf, scooping up two basebal |l -sized rocks as she went.

Theo went after her and was hal fway across the beach when she turned and
| ooked at himwith eyes filled with such pleadi ng and desperation that it
stopped himin his tracks. The helicopters were hovering only a hundred feet
over the beach now The wash fromthe bl ades kicked up sand in the faces of
t he onl ookers.

As the Sea Beast approached shore, only his eyes and gills above the
water, Mlly threw one of the stones. "No, go away! Go!" The second stone hit
the Sea Beast's eye, and he stopped. "Don't cone back!" Mlly screaned.

Slowmy the Sea Beast sank bel ow t he surface.

The Sheri ff

The speedoneter on the El dorado was approachi ng sixty when Burton topped
the last hill before the cattle guard. He had to get to the airport and use
the open ticket in his briefcase to join his noney in the Caymans before
anyone could figure out where he had gone. He'd planned for this all along,



knowi ng he m ght have to make a run for it at sone point, but what he hadn't
pl anned was that there would be two Suburbans and a Mercedes parked just over
the top of the hill.

Bef ore he could stop hinmself, he hit the brakes and wenched the wheel to
the left. The tires dug into the pasture and sent the El dorado up on two
wheel s, then over. There was none of the slowing of tine or conpression of
events that often happens in accidents. He saw |ight and dark, felt his body
bei ng beaten around the Caddy, and then the crash of smashing netal and
breaki ng gl ass. Then there was a pause.

He lay on the ceiling of the overturned El dorado, peppered with pieces of
safety glass, trying to feel if any of his |linbs were broken. He seened okay,
he could feel his feet, and it didn't hurt when he breathed. But he snelled
gas. It was enough to renmind himto nove.

He grabbed the briefcase with his escape kit and slithered out the broken
back wi ndow to find the El dorado hal f-perched, half-snmashed over the front of
a white Suburban. He clinbed to his feet and ran to the truck. It was | ocked.
Sheridan, you prick, you would | ock your truck, he thought. He didn't notice
t he peopl e handcuffed inside the K-9 cage in the back

The Mercedes was his |last chance. He ran around it and yanked opened the
driver's side door. The keys were in the ignition. He clinmbed in and took a
deep breath. He had to cal m down now. No nore mnistakes, he told hinself. He
started the Mercedes and was turning to back it down the hill when the dog hit
hi m

thirty-two
Catfish and Estelle

"That was a good guitar,"” Catfish said. He had his arns around Estelle,
who had pressed her face to his chest when the nonster attacked W nston
Kr auss.

"I didn't realize," Estelle said. "I didn't think it would do that."

Catfish stroked her hair. "That was a good car too. That car never
br oke. "

Estel |l e pushed Catfish away and | ooked in his eyes. "You knew, didn't
you?"

"What | knew is that boy wanted to get up close to a sea nonster and
that's what he got. Case you didn't notice, he was happy when it happened."

"What now?"

"I think we ought to get you hone, girl. You got some paintings gonna
cone out of this."

"Home? Are you coming with nme?"

"I ain't got no car to go anywhere. | guess | am"

"You're going to stay? You're not afraid of |losing the Blues and getting
content ?"

Catfish grinned, and there was that gold tooth with the eighth note cut
init glistening in the norning sunshine. "Dragon done ate my car, my guitar

my amp-girl. | got me enough Blues to last a good long time. I"'mthinkin'" ['Ill
wite nme sone new songs while you makin your paintings."
"I"d like that," Estelle said. "lI'd like to paint the Blues."

"Long as you don't go cuttin your ear off like old Vincent. A man finds a
one-eared wonan stone unattractive."”

Estelle pulled himtight. "I'll do ny best."

"Course there was a worman | knowed down Menphis way, nane of Sally, had
only one leg. Called her One Leg Sally."

"I don't want to hear it."

"What you wanna hear ?"

"I want to hear the door closing behind us, the fire cackling in the
stove, and the teakettle just coming to a whistle while nmy lovin nman pi cks out



"Wal kin' Man's Blues' on a National steel guitar."

"You easy," Catfish said.

"I thought you liked that," she said, and she took his spidery hand in
hers and led himup over the bluff to find a ride hone.

Theo and Ml ly

Theo had never felt quite so overwhelnmed in his entire life. He sensed
that the excitement and the danger of it all was over, but he still felt as if
a beast every bit as intimdating as the one that had just sunk into the sea
was | ooming over him He didn't knowif he had a job, or for that matter a
hone, since his cabin had been part of his pay. He didn't even have his bong
collection and victory garden to crawl into. He was confused and horrified by
what had just happened, but not relieved that it was over. He stood there, not
ten feet fromwhere Molly Mchon was standing in the surf, and he had no idea
what the rest of his life had to offer him

"Hey," he called. "You okay?"

He wat ched her nod without turning around. The waves were breaking in
front of her and foam and seaweed was spl ashing up over her thighs, yet she
stood there solid, staring out to sea.

"You going to be okay?"

Wthout turning, she said, "I haven't been okay for years. Ask anybody."

"Matter of opinion. | think you re okay."

Now she | ooked over her shoulder at him her hair in a tangle fromthe
wi nd, tear tracks down her face. "Really?"

"I"'ma huge fan."

"You had never heard of my novies until you canme to ny trailer, had you?"

"Nope. 1'ma huge fan, though."

She turned and wal ked out of the surf toward him and a snmile was
breaking there on her face. A smile with too nuch history to it, but a snile
nonet hel ess.

"The narrator says you did good," she said.

"The narrator?" Theo found hinself smling too, as close to crying as he
had come since his father had died, but smling nonethel ess.

"Yeah, it's this voice | hear when | don't take my nmeds for a while. He's
kind of a prick, but he's got a better sense of judgment than | do."

She was right there in front of himnow -- |ooking up at him a hand on
her hip, a challenge in that novie-star snmile -- |ooking nore |ike Kendra the
Warrior Babe than she ever had in the posters, the five-inch-l1ong scar
standi ng gl orious over her |eft breast, seawater and grime streaking her body,
a look in her eyes that cones from watching your future get nuked --
repeatedly. She took his breath away.

"Do you think the three of us could go out to di nner sometine?"

"I"'mon the rebound, you know?"

H s heart sank. "I understand."

She wal ked around himand started up the bluff. He foll owed her
understanding for the first time how the pilgrinms had felt follow ng the Sea
Beast to the cave.

"I didn't say no," Mlly said. "I just thought you ought to know. The
narrator is warning nme not to talk about my ex over dinner."
Hi s heart soared. "I think a |ot of people are going to be tal king about

your ex."

"You're not intim dated?"

"Of course. But not by him™"

"The narrator says it's a bad idea. Says the two of us put together m ght
make one good | oser."

"Ww, he is a prick."

“I"1l get sone neds fromDr. Val and he'll go away."

"You're sure that's a good idea?"



"Yeah," she said, turning back to himagain before clinbing up to where
the pilgrim waited. "I'd like to be alone with you."

Ski nner

What the man in the driver's seat didn't seemto understand was that as
far as this Mercedes was concerned, Skinner was the al pha male. The nan
snel l ed of fear and anger and aggression, as well as gunpowder and sweat, and
Skinner didn't like himfromthe monment he got into the car: Skinner's new
mobile territory. So Skinner had to show him and he did so in the traditiona
way, by clanping his jaws over the Challenger's throat and waiting for himto
t ake a submi ssive posture. The man had struggl ed and even hit Skinner, but
hadn't said bad-dog, bad-dog, so Skinner just grow ed and tightened his jaws
until he tasted blood and the man was still.

Ski nner was still waiting for the Challenger to submit when the Tall Guy
opened the car door.

"CGood dog, Skinner. Good dog," Theo said.

"CGet this fucking animal off ne," the Chall enger said.

Ski nner wagged his tail and tightened his jaws until the Challenger made
a gurgling sound. The Tall Quy scratched his ears and put some netal on the
Chal | enger' s paws.

"Let go now, Skinner," the Tall Guy said. "lI've got him"

Ski nner let go and licked Theo's face before the constabl e dragged the
sheriff out onto the ground and stood on the back of his neck with one foot.

The Tall CGuy tasted like lizard spit. That was strange. Skinner
considered it a nmonment then his doggie attention span ran out and he bounded
out of the car to go see what the Food Guy was doing in the back of the truck.
The Tall Guy's femal e was breaking out the back wi ndow of the truck with a
nmetal stick. Skinner barked at her, trying to tell her not to hurt the Food
Quy.

CGood Quys

"I's the creature still there?" Gabe asked Molly as he clinmbed out of the
back of the Suburban. Skinner was frisking and junping on him and with the
handcuffs he couldn't ward off the danp affection. "Down, boy. Down."

"No, he's gone," Mlly said as she hel ped Val and Howard out of the
Subur ban. She nodded to Val. "Hi, Doc. | think I've had an epi sode or
somet hing. You'll have to debrief me in session or sonething."

Val eri e Riordan nodded. "1'll check ny cal endar."

Theo came around the back of the Mercedes. "You guys okay?"

"You have your key?" Gabe asked, turning his back to Theo to show the
handcuf f s.

"We heard shots,"” Val said. "Did..."

"One of the SWAT teamis dead. Burton shot him A few of your patients
are scraped and brui sed, but they' Il be okay. Wnston Krauss was eaten."

"Eaten?" The color ran out of Val's face.

"Long story, Val," Theo said. "Mavis set it all up after you guys left.
Catfish and Estelle came in and drew the nonster out. Wnston was sort of the
bait."

"Ch ny god!" Val said. "She said sonething about nmy not being in
trouble.”

Theo held his finger to his lips to shush her, then nodded to where
Sheriff Burton lay on the ground. "It never happened, Val. None of it. | don't
know a thing." He spun her around and unl ocked her handcuffs. Then did the
sane for CGabe and Howard

The gaunt restaurateur seemed nore norose than usual. "I had really hoped
to lay eyes on the creature."



"Me too," said Gabe, putting his arm around Valerie.

"Sorry," Theo said. To Val he said, "The reporters fromthose helicopters
are going to be here in a fewmnutes, If | were you, |I'd get out of here." He
handed her the keys to the Mercedes. "The district attorney is sending a
deputy to pick up Burton, so I'mgoing to stay here. WIll you give Mlly a
ri de back into town?"

"OfF course," Val said. "Wat are you going to tell the reporters?"

"I don't know," Theo said. "Deny everything, | guess. It depends on what

t hey ask and what they got on tape. Having lived nost ny life in denial, | my
be perfectly suited for dealing with them"

"I"'msorry | was -- I'"'msorry | doubted your abilities, Theo."

"So did 1, Val. I'll call you guys and |l et you know what's going on."

Gabe call ed Skinner and they | oaded into the Mercedes, |eaving Theo and
Mol |y facing each other. Theo | ooked at his shoes. "I guess |I'll be seeing
you. "

She stretched up and ki ssed himon the cheek. Then w thout a word she
crawl ed into the back of the Mercedes with Howard and Ski nner and cl osed the
door.

Theo wat ched them back away, then turn and head across the pasture and
out of the cattle gate.

"You're going down with me, Crowe!" Burton screaned fromthe ground.

Theo spotted sonething shiny lying in the grass near the back of the
Suburban and went over to it. It was Molly's broadsword. He felt a smle
breaki ng out as he picked it up and went over to where Burton was |ying.

"You have the right to remain silent," Theo said. "l suggest you exercise
that right. I'mediately." Theo plunged the sword into the ground half an inch
fromBurton's face and watched the sheriff's eyes go w de.

thirty-three
W nt er

Wnter in Pine Cove is a pause, a timeout, an extended coffee break. A
sl owness cones over the town and people stop their cars in the street to talk
wi th a passing nei ghbor wi thout worrying about a tourist honking his horn so
he can get on with his relaxing vacation (dam it!). Waiters and hotel clerks
go to part-time shifts and noney slows to a creep. Couples spend their nights
at home in front of the fireplace as the snell of rain-washed wood snmoke fills
the air, and single people resolve to nove sonmewhere where life is a full-tine
sport.

Wnter near the shore is cold. The wind kicks up a salty m st and
el ephant seals cone to shore to trunpet and mate and birth their pups. Retired
peopl e put sweaters on their |ap dogs and drag them down the street on
re-tradabl e | eashes in a nightly parade of doggie humliation. Surfers don

their wetsuits against the chill of stormwaves and white sharks adjust their
diets to include shrink-w apped dude-snacks on fiberglass crackers. But the
chill is crisp and forgiving and settles in a way so that the town's

col l ective netabolismcan slow into seni hibernation without a shock

At least that's the way it is nost winters.

After the comng of the Sea Beast winter was a juggernaut a party, an
irritation and a windfall. News footage fromthe helicopters was beaned out
over satellites and Pine Cove displaced Roswell, New Mexico, as the nunber one
crackpot travel destination. There wasn't nuch on the tapes, just a crowd of
peopl e gathered on the shore and the fuzzy inmage of sonething large in the
water, but with the footprints and the eyew tness accounts, it was enough
Shops filled with cheesy serpent souvenirs and H- P.'s Cafe added to the nenu a
sandwi ch cal l ed the Theosaurus, which was the official scientific nane of the
Sea Beast (coined by biologist Gabriel Fenton). The hotels filled, the streets
congested, and Mavis Sand actually had to hire a second bartender to help



serve the inmported wackos.

Estel | e Boyet opened her own gallery on Cypress Street where she sold her
new series of paintings enigmatically entitled Steve, as well as the new
Catfish Jefferson CD entitled The What Do | Do Now That |'m Happy? Bl ues.

As the story of the Sea Beast spread and was sensationalized, interest
rose in an obscure B-novie actress naned Molly M chon. Discs and
vi deocassettes of the Warrior Babe series were renmastered and rerel eased to an
ent husi asti ¢ audi ence, and the Screen Actors @uild cane down on the producers
i ke an avengi ng accountant angel to capture a piece of the profits for Mlly.

Valerie Riordan's practice stabilized as she struck a bal ance between
t herapy and nedi cati on and she was able to schedul e a sabbatical to join her
fiancé, Gabe Fenton, on an oceanographi c expedition aboard a Scripps vessel to
| ook for evidence of the Theosaurus in the deep trenches off California.

After he testified against John Burton, putting himaway for life, w nter
settled on Theophilus Crowe Iike a warmblessing. In the second nonth of his
recovery, he realized that his addiction to marijuana had been nothi ng nore
than a response to boredom Like the child who whines away a summer day
because there's nothing to do, but makes no effort to actually do anything,
Theo had sinply |l acked the anbition to entertain hinmself. Sharing his life
with Molly solved the problem and Theo found that although he was often
exhausted by the demands of his job and his |over, he was never bored. Mlly's
trailer was noved to the edge of the ranch by his cabin. Every norning they
shared a hearty breakfast pizza at her place, in the evening they ate dinner
on his cable spool table. She answered his calls while he was at work, and he
ran interference with the geeky fans who were rabid enough to seek her out at
the ranch. Not a day passed that he did not tell Mlly how special she was to
him and as time passed, the narrator in her head fell silent and never spoke
agai n.

There was no winter in the deep submarine trench off California, two
mles down. Everything was as it had been: a dark pressurized saneness where
the Sea Beast |ay by his black snmoker, grieving for love |ost. He stopped
grazing on deep water worns that grew on the rocks and his great body began to
wast e away under the weight of the water and the years. He had resol ved never
to nove again -- to lie there until his great heart stopped and with it the
throb of heartbreak -- when sensor cells along his flanks picked up a signal
Sonet hi ng he had not felt for half a century, the signature of a creature he
t hought he woul d never feel again. He flipped his tail and shook off the crust
of loneliness that had settled over him and that organ buried deep beneath
his reptile brain picked up a message coning fromthe female. Roughly
translated, it said, "Hey, sailor, want to get |ucky?"



