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ONE

In the mddl e of nowhere, along a quiet stretch of road, the diner dreant of
the hungry dead. And of two nen.

Vel |, not nen exactly.

Earl bounced in his seat as the pickup quaked. Hi s beer slipped and settled in
his lap. He grunted curses as he snatched up the can too late to prevent a

yel | ow puddl e around his groin.

"Hell, Duke, do you gotta hit every goddamm hole in the road?"

Duke shrugged and of fered a nunbl ed apol ogy.

"Yeah, well just try and watch it."

Earl reached into the pool of enpty beers. "Damm it, Duke! If that's the | ast
beer, 1'mgoing to have to kick your ass." Like Arthur with Excalibur, he
withdrew a full beer. "You got lucky." He popped it open and gul ped down hal f
its contents.

Duke grunted.

"How we doi ng on gas?" asked Earl .

"W got enough.”

"How much we got ?"

"Enough. "

"Dam it, Duke, can't you just answer a goddanmn question?"

Duke took a nmonent to |ean out his wi ndow and spit. "W got enough, Earl."
The rusty gray truck bounced down the dusty road, nore of a dirt trail really.
Worn shocks were hel pl ess agai nst the rocky, hole-ridden roadway, and with
each jolt, the engine rattled as if it mght rip free. The tape player didn't
wor k; sonething the passengers had | earned at the cost of a Hank Wl Ilianms, Jr.
cassette. Spools of black tape hung fromthe radio's jaws, the inevitable end
of an unsuccessful rescue attenpt. The passengers rode in silence with only
the clatter of seventy-six enpty beer cans to fill the quiet. Seventy-six was
t he exact nunber of tallboys that could fit in the front seat before space
limtations demanded a transfer to the bed.

The vehicle was an unlikely neans of transport for the Earl of Vanpires and

t he Duke of Werewolves. But for a vanpire who happened to be nanmed Earl and a
werewol f who liked to be called Duke, it was perfectly acceptable. Truth be
told, they had called on nuch worse when the occasi on demanded it.

"We got like thirty nore miles to the nearest station, y'know?" Earl gl anced
at the fuel gauge. It trenbled on enpty. "Shit. Should a filled up at the | ast
place. | told ja, didn't I?"

He contented hinself by tossing dirty | ooks Duke's way the next few m nutes.
The vanpire was a stringy fellow, pale—-as one would expect—with an overbite, a
| arge nose, and a ridicul ously unsuccessful comb-over. The werewol f was | arge
and hairy, even in his current man form Hi s nonstrous gut barely managed to
squeeze behind the steering wheel. A green baseball cap tried, and failed

m serably, to contain the thick mane of dark brown hair atop his head. He had
never been able to grow a beard, but a permanent five o' clock shadow covered
hi s face.

Earl wore threadbare overalls that were at |east as old as he was. (Wich, for
the record, was nuch ol der than he | ooked, but still not all that old for a



vampire.) Duke wore denimjeans, a |eather jacket, and a T-shirt enbl azoned
with the slogan no fat chicks.

"Next chance we get, Duke, we should get some new tires, too.
"Tires are fine."

"This one's ready to blow "

"No it ain't."

"What the fuck to do you know about tires, dipshit?"

"I know it ain't going to blow"

"Fine, but when it does, you're changing it."

"Fine."

Duke didn't bother to point out the truck was currently riding on its spare.
Rattling quiet fell on the cab once again. It |asted through the next
hal f - hour. The pickup's working headlight cut through the darkness of a cloudy
ni ght and sliver of a nmoon. The occasional forlorn mail box or animal carcass
mar ked the ot herwi se unremarkable mles. Finally, a beacon of shimering neon
dared pierce the dark. It was a ten-foot sign beside a bunker of concrete. The
sign read gil's all night diner

Duke pulled off. "I'm hungry," he expl ained, before Earl could set about
busting his balls.
Earl set about to busting anyway. "You could a ate earlier. | told ja to get

somet hing earlier.”

"Wasn't hungry then." Duke tugged the brimof his cap so that it nearly
covered his eyes as he pulled his girth free of the driver's seat. The

pi ckup' s suspension groaned as the truck rose three inches.

"You could' a got a sandwi ch. That's your problem You never think ahead.
You're always living in the now You ve got one of themthere reactive mnds."
Duke cursed the day Earl had gotten his hands on a dogeared copy of Dianetics.
The werewol f stopped to sniff the air.

"Now what ?" Ear| asked.

"Nuthin'." He tilted his head. "Thought | snelt sunthin' for a mnute there."
"What ? What d'ja think you snell?"

"Zonbi es. "

"Jeezus, Duke, there ain't nuthin' for a hundred nmles. Were the hell would
zonbi es cone fronP"

"Over there."

Duke jerked his thunb over his shoulder as he entered the diner. As if on cue,
the dust raised by the pickup's arrival settled, revealing a small cenetery.
"Oh.

Duke went inside.

A big black raven perched atop the diner's neon sign. The bird tilted its head
to stare at Earl with one cruel ebony eye.

"\What are you | ooki ng at?"

He flung a pebble at the raven, but mssed. The bird didn't seemto care. It
stayed on its perch without ruffling a feather. Sighing, Earl headed inside.
Duke's worn hi ki ng boots squeaked with each step across the diner's worn
linoleumfloor. Earl's flip-flops nmutely thunped. The di ner was abnormally

| arge given its desolate |ocation. There were enough booths, tables, and
barstools to service a small arny. But the roomwas enpty. The overhead lights
humred obnoxi ously. Two cheap desert | andscapes hung by the bathroonms. A
potted fern hung froma support colum. A cracked ceram c pot sat in a corner
These efforts failed miserably to add character, and the place was so devoid
as to be alnost vulgar in its blandness.

The npst eye-catching detail was a brownish red stain, about a foot |ong at
its widest, at the base of the colum. A normal person wouldn't give it nuch

t hought, mistaking it for rust or mldew But both Earl and Duke had sensitive
noses. It smelled of blood. The stain | ooked old, but the odor, though subtle,
was fresh.

A voice came fromthe back. "Be right with you."

They found seats at the counter. The odor of grease nade Duke's stomach
runbl e.



Earl continued with his psychoanal ysis. "Now nme, |'ve got goals, and nmy m nd

acts upon those goals in an enlightened manner. |'ve achieved nyself a state
of clear. Wereas you just act on whatever inpulse enters that fool head of
yours."

"Least | got nyself a shadow "

The vanpire glanced at the floor. H s shadow was indeed gone again. It did
that quite often. Sonetimes di sappearing for hours or even days. Earl always
hated that. He just knew that wherever it went, it was having a better tine
than him And when it was in its rightful place, it had a tendency to nove
around against his will, taunting himand maki ng a general nuisance of itself.
O all the problens of the undead (too nany to list, really) the shadow was
perhaps the nost trivial, yet the nost annoyi ng.

Knowi ng how much it bothered Earl, Duke cracked a hint of a snmile

Earl scoured his mnd for a clever coneback. He finally settled for a snarl ed,
"Fuck you."

The kitchen doors swung open, and a tall, plunp woman lurched into the front.
She wore a T-shirt and jean cutoffs that hugged her jiggling behind, but only
barely. Cellulite rolled down her legs in flapping waves with each step. A
soi |l ed apron stretched across her i mense breasts. Her hair, a frazzled

bl eached- bl onde nmess, slung to the left of her face and just past her

shoul ders. She smiled, revealing teeth the size and color of corn kernels. A
stained tag pinned to her collar had the name Loretta in bright green letters
next to a beam ng happy face.

"Morni ng, boys. Wat can | get you?"

Duke fished deep into his pockets and dropped a handful of crunpled bills and

ei ghty-three cents in change. "Wat'll that get ne?"

The waitress pushed the nmoney around with the eraser end of her pencil
"Gilled cheese sandwi ch, sonme fries, cuppa chili, and a Coke."

He nodded.

"Nut hin® for me, thanks," Earl piped in. "I already ate."

Loretta di sappeared into the back. Duke, who had seen a man's fresh innards
spilt upon the ground on nore than one occasion, averted his eyes fromthe

di sagreeable trenbling flesh of her exit. Earl was too busy |ooking for his
shadow to noti ce.

The waitress's head bobbed about in the rectangul ar wi ndow that allowed a
glinpse into the kitchen. "Were you boys headed?"

"Nowhere in particular," Earl replied. "Just driving."

"Nuthin' wong with that. Hell, sonetinmes | wish | could pull up stakes and
just go wherever the Good Lord sees fit to take ne." She sl apped sonethi ng on
the grill, and sizzling filled the air. "You boys didn't see nuthin' strange
on your way in, didja?"

Earl snorted. "Strange |ike what?"

"Nuthin'. You'd know it if you sawit. So where you fronP"

"Around. "

She grinned. "Sorry, | just get to chatting on these slow nights. Don't mean
to pry into your business."

Ten mnutes later, she set a plate before Duke. The cheese dripped a puddl e of
grease, and the fries were soggy and brown. The chili was steamni ng hot,

t hough. He di pped his spoon into the thick brown concoction and took a bite.
"How is it?" Earl asked.

"Good. Little heavy on the garlic."

Duke | eaned close and let his traveling conpanion get a strong whiff of his
breath. Earl recoiled, tunbling off his stool and hitting the floor. H's
nostrils flared, and his face contorted into a scow .

"You asshole."

Duke chuckl ed.

Loretta smled. Her smile vanished as her eyes fell on the glass diner doors.
"Aw, damm it. Not tonight."

Earl glanced to the front. N ne shanbling corpses in various stages of decay
were pressed against the glass. Their yellow eyes (for those that had eyes)



stared hungrily. Purple tongues |icked peeling |ips.

"Told'ja | snelt zonbies," Duke said without turning fromhis neal.

The wal ki ng dead smashed their way through the glass doors. The |ead cor pse,
in a blue paisley suit, stunped forward on stiff |egs.

"Don't you worry none, boys. I'll handle this."

Loretta pulled a doubl e-barrel ed shotgun from behind the counter, took aim
and squeezed the trigger. The blue-suited zonbie's head exploded in a rain of
dirt, bone, and maggots. The corpse took one nore step before falling over.
The next zonbie suffered the exact same fate.

She renmoved the spent shells and funbl ed around under the counter. "Dam. |'m
out of ammo. Hold on. | got some nore in the back." Wth a speed that belied
her size, she rushed into the kitchen

The seven remai ni ng zonbi es shuffled forward, slowly closing the fifteen feet
fromthe door to the custoners

"You wanna handl e this, Duke?"

"I'"meating."

"You saying |'m afraid?"

Duke sighed. For an enlightened vanpire, Earl could be dammed sensitive.

"I didn't say nuthin' of the sort."

"You inplied it."

"Dam it, Earl. If | got sumthin' to say, | just say it. | don't inply shit."
The werewol f swallowed a third of his sandwich in one bite. "Anyhow, don't you
got one of themclear mnds. | didn't think you got scared."

"Il show you who's scared."

The vanpire rolled up his sleeves and wal ked up to a zonbie. He unl eashed a
clumsy right hook. Hi s target made no effort to get out of the way. The

zonbi e's jawbone flew across the roomwith a dry crack. He stunbl ed back

"I ain't scared of nuthin'."

He | anded anot her punch on a second opponent. Her head spun around to face her
back.

"I"'mimortal, you dipshit!" Earl shouted to Duke. "You think a bunch of

wor mri dden pricks are gonna bother ne?"

He summoned all his unnatural strength and thrust his fist into a zonbie's
chest. Fragile ribs and desiccated organs gave way, and his forearmthrust

t hrough the corpse. He pulled, but the armwas stuck

" CGoddam. "

The i npal ed zonbi e grabbed himby the throat. Vanpires didn't need to breathe,
but even the undead coul d be inconveni enced by a crushed |larynx. Earl kicked
one of his attacker's thin legs. The Iinb broke off at the knee. The hoppi ng
zonbie tightened its grip as its brothers and sisters encircled their prey.
"Uh, Duke," Earl rasped, "Alittle help here."

The corpses fell upon himin a hog pile.

"Shit."

Duke stuffed a handful of soggy fries into his nmouth and took off his jacket,
followed by his T-shirt. He was in the mddle of unlacing his boots when
Loretta returned. "Were's your friend?"

He nodded toward the nmound of npani ng dead.

She bl asted two of the corpses on top and rel oaded hastily. "lI'mreally sorry
about your friend there. How about a free slice of apple pie? Just let ne take
care of these godl ess abominations first."

Duke pulled off his jeans and stood conpletely naked. The werewol f found it
saved time not to bother wearing underwear. He tossed his clothes in a heap on
the counter.

"That's alright. | got it."

The bear of a man transformed into a wolf of a man. Hi s inpressive
six-foot-five frane expanded and wi dened into a hairy ape-like shape. Powerful
nmuscl es bul ged beneath coal black fur. Terrible claws sprouted fromhis
fingertips. Thick yellow teeth grew fromhis gunms. Duke dropped to all fours.
"Damation,"” Loretta uttered breathl essly.

Your average zonbie is not a conbat machine. Their fighting prowess springs



froma single-mnded determ nation and a certain wal king corpse
stick-to-itiveness. Your average werewolf is an unrivaled killing machine,
vicious teeth and claws coupled with supernatural grace, power, and the
ultimate predatory instincts. Duke was not your average werewol f. He cut a
swat h through the corpses, twisting off their heads with casual effort. Wthin
four seconds, the five remaining corpses were sprawled on the floor in a

twi tching nass.

"Dam it, Duke," Earl growl ed. "I think one of those things took a bite out of
ne."

Duke chuckl ed dryly. "Zonbies ain't got no stomach for undead flesh. You know
that." He wal ked back to the counter and had a seat. The netal stool bent
under his full |ycanthrope weight.

"Now, how ' bout sone of that pie?"

Loretta eased back the shotgun's hanmers. "You boys ain't planning on any
funny busi ness?"

"That depends on the pie."

"Actually, ma'am we ain't killed nobody in ages," Earl reassured her.

"What about that trucker |ast Tuesday?" Duke asked.

"Ch hell, he don't count. He was asking for it. Look, mss, under all that
hair, Duke is just a big ol' puppy dog, and | already ate. Wat say you | ower
that. W won't hurt you, and unless you got silver buckshot in there, it won't
really do much to either of us."

Loretta, seeing the wi sdomof his words, laid her shotgun on the counter
"Well, you fellas seem ni ce enough, and you did save ne sone amunition. Guess
a free slice of pie ain't too nmuch to ask in return.”

She went to the rotating pastry display, currently enpty save for half an
appl e pie.

"This sort of thing happen much around here?" Earl asked.

She sighed. "Every couple of weeks. It's usually only three or four of the
bastards. | don't have to tell you, it's really cut into my business."

"You tried anything about it yet?"

"CGot the preacher to bless and exorcise the cenmetery after the second tine. |
guess it didn't take. After that, | figured | could wait themout. That's the
weird part. Can't be nore than a hundred graves in that place, but I've killed
nmore than a hundred and fifty since. Hundred and ei ghty-one counting that
batch. Dammed if | can reckon where they're all coming from Nobody's been
buried in there for years.™

"Sounds like a problem" Earl renarked.

She nodded, setting a plate before Duke.

The werewol f w apped his i mense hands around a fork and took an experi nent al
bite.

"Vl ?"

She stared at his wolf's head, |ooking for any sign of a snmile on his nuzzle.
"He likes it." Earl pointed to the werewolf's briskly wagging tail.

"dad to hear it. |I rmade it myself."

She cl apped her meaty hands together. "Say, you fellas |ooking for work?"

"We can | ook into that zombie problemfor you," Earl agreed.

"Actually, | was tal king about helping ne lay a new gas line for ny stove. But
if you take care of those dam corpses, 1'd throw in a hundred bucks and sone
gas."

The werewol f and the vanpire exchanged t houghtful gl ances.
Duke slid his enpty plate toward her. "Throw i n another piece, and you got
yoursel f a deal ."

TWD

Her name (or the nane her adopted parents had given her) was Tammy, but her
followers called her Mstress Lilith, Queen of Night. At the monent, she had
only one disciple, and he was nore interested in getting in her pants than
aiding her in opening the way for the old gods. Chad Roberts was lacking in



true devotion, but assenmbling a | egion of believers in a dust bow I|ike
Rockwood—five square mles of town spread across thirty—was no easy task. Chad
wasn't her first choice, but he could be useful in a nuscle-bound | ackey sort
of way.

Tammy and her cult of one squatted by the cerenmonial fire in the burnt-out
remai ns of Make Qut Barn. He hummed the thenme to Bonanza while tracing
patterns in the dirt with his fingers. The firelight glinted off her ritua
dagger.

"Uh . . . Tamy . "
She tossed hima hard | ook
"Mstress Lilith," he quickly corrected, "I don't think they're coning."

Si ghi ng, Tammy snat ched up her worn copy of the abridged Necrononicon next to
her pile of clothes. She flipped through the pages to the ritual of Thanatos's
Ri sen Children, but there was nothing in the book to help her. They'd
performed the cerenony a dozen tinmes. Even Chad, who didn't have rmuch in the
way of brai npower and understood nothing of black magic, could execute the
spell by nenmory. No, it wasn't a flaw in the casting. It had to be the

zonbi es. They just weren't enough

"Damm that fat old bitch."

Any normal person would flee fromthe risen dead. Wiy didn't she? Sonethi ng
new was needed. Something nore powerful .

She | eaf ed through the book, ignoring Chad's unblinking stare at her breasts.
Tammy was used to the stares. Not just from her follower, but fromall the
boys (all nine of them her age) in Rockwood. She was far prettier than all the
other girls. Except for Denise Cal houn, that fat cow with her C cup boobs. But
Deni se was white trash whereas Tammy was adopted and the only Japanese girl in
town, possessing an exotic edge over Denise, whose parents |let her wear

makeup, even though it made her look like a big slut.

"What do we do now, Mstress Lilith?" Chad asked, as he | eaned cl oser and
brushed her long, silky hair.

She shoved hi maway. "I'mthinking, dumbass."”

Chad was not so easily discouraged. He flexed his overdevel oped pectora
nmuscles i ke some primate mating signal

She kept reading.

"Are we going to do it or not?"

"Why don't you go into the corner and do it yoursel f?"

He stood, slouching. "Aw, come on, Tammy. Big Jimy needs his lovin'.
"Mstress Lilith," she replied.

"Uh, sorry." He adopted a whiny tone. "Come on, Mstress Lilith. Please?"

"Ch, alright." She laid the book aside with a sigh. The jerk was inpossible to
i gnore when he was horny—and he was al ways horny.

Chad grinned, grabbing a condomfromhis neatly folded trousers. N neteen
groani ng, sweaty seconds later, Tanmy clinmbed off Big Jimmy (all three inches
of him, Chad fell dead asleep, and she returned to her research

There was much to be done. Soon the planets would align. The Gate woul d open
and flood the world with beautiful darkness. Her masters would ascend to their
rightful thrones, and she would reign by their sides while Denise Cal houn
screanmed hersel f hoarse in eternal agony.

If she could only get inside that diner

THREE

Loretta pulled the chain, and a dusty forty-watt bulb did its best to
illumnate the diner's storeroom

"It ain't much, boys, but it's the best in town. There's a Mdtel 6 a little
ways up the road . "

"This'll do."

Earl entered, carrying one end of a steaner trunk. Duke, bearing his own end,
foll owed. The werewol f dropped his side and the trunk struck the floor with a
faint crack, raising a cloud of dust.



"Dam it, Duke. How many times | gotta tell you to be careful with this?"
Loretta swng her nmeaty arms around to denote the storerooms anenities. "Cot
yourself a sink right there and a cot here. And there's some bl ankets and a
pillow on that shelf under the canned corned beef. The sink can nake a racket
and don't drink the water if it's dark brown. Light brown's okay."

She paused to rearrange the shel ves.

"Now | only got one rule in this room no eating. It's hard enough to keep
rodents out of here without |eaving crumbs. And what with the zonbies and all,
' m havi ng enough troubl e keeping nmy |license."

"No problem" Earl threw open the trunk and clinbed inside. "You wanna hand ne
that pillow, Duke?"

"What's wong with the one you got in there?"

"It's flat."

"So what am | supposed to do?"

"Just give me the pillow, you prick. It's bad enough | gotta sleep in this
damm box without having to deal with your shit."

Duke hurled the snmudged pillow into the trunk. "Take it already."

"Thanks, hairball."

"You're wel come, Bela."

"One nmore thing | better make perfectly clear," said Loretta. "I don't know
what sort of heathen acts you boys perpetrate in your spare tine. That's your
busi ness. But | won't have anything indecent under this roof. That neans no
fornicating, no drinking, no snoking, and if you' ve got any special needs that
you think I'd better not know about. " She focused on the vanpire.
take care of them el sewhere. W understand each ot her?"

"Yep." Earl shut his bed.

Morni ng came to Rockwood. Duke was nocturnal by nature. Loretta, as
owner/operator of Gl's Al N ght D ner, slept days as well. But the forner
zonbi es (now just plain rotting corpses) weren't about to clean thensel ves up
Duke | oaded the bodies onto Loretta's pickup while she swept up the broken

gl ass.

"Way is it," she asked, "that not one dammed zonbie can figure out how to work
a door? Even the stupidest danged fool can push.”

Duke tossed the | ast corpse onto the bed as a brown police car pulled into the
di ner's unpaved parking lot. Atall, Iean nan stepped into the hard norning
light.

"Morning, Sheriff."

He tipped his Stetson to her. "Loretta. | thought | saw buzzards. Had anot her
i ncident last night, didja?"

"Yep. Sheriff, this is Duke. He'll be staying awhile to help ne put in a new
gas line. Duke, this is Sheriff Marshall Kopp. He's the lawin this county."
Kopp chuckl ed. "She makes it sound nore inportant than it is. W got good
people in this county. Al the trouble conmes from passers-through. Didn't
catch your |ast nane there, pardner."”

Duke wi ped his sweaty brow with the back of his hands. "Snmith."

Kopp snil ed skeptically. He stood tall as Duke, but his slender frane fel
under the |l arger man's shadow. He pulled off his sunglasses and | ooked Duke

square in the eye. "Well, M. Smth, you |ook |like a decent, |aw abiding
fella. I don't think we'll have any problens."
"No, sir."

"Adad to hear it." He bent down to scoop up a zonbie leg. "Phew These things
ripen real quick in this heat."

"Tell me about it," Loretta agreed. "You ain't going to report this,

Mar shal | ?"

He shrugged. "Don't see why | should. Just as long as you clean it up before
t he buzzards get hungry."

Two giant birds roosted on the diner's sign. Several nore circled overhead,
cawi ng i npatiently.

"I"'mtaking themover to Red's right now. "

"You do that. | don't suppose | could trouble you for something cold to



dri nk?"

"Hel p yoursel f."

Sheri ff Kopp grabbed a soda, got into his car, and di sappeared down the | ong,
dusty road. Duke and Loretta clinbed into the truck and headed in the opposite
direction. Duke passed the ride silently catal oguing the scenery. There wasn't
much to see. Just a flat expanse of desert broken by cacti, tum bl eweeds,
fields of brown grass, and the occasional building. Rockwood had grown wi thout
a master plan, and it showed.

There were nobil e homes and adobe constructions, ranshackle cabins and
three-story manors. Sone had white picket fences and concrete driveways.

O hers were surrounded by razor wire, with cows and chickens mlling about in
the front yard. The only comon el ement was a | ot of enpty |and between each
The citizens of Rockwood val ued their personal space.

Finally, they pulled up al ongside a wooden building. A sign over the door read
red's taxiderny and nortuary.

A pair of pit bulls raged at their chains, announcing the truck's arrival. A
wri nkl ed, old black man energed fromthe cabin.

"CGot another load for you, Red."

He gl anced at the pile of bodies. "Wwoo doggie, there's alot this tinme."
"Nine of "em" she confirned.

"I"l1l get the wheelbarrow. Don't mnd the girls, son. They're all bark. Just
as long as you stay out of their reach."

Hands in his pockets, Duke stood inches fromtheir snapping jaws.

It took three trips with the squeaky wheel barrow to transfer the nol dering
body parts fromthe truck to the crematoriumin the back of the building. Wen
it was done, Loretta counted out a handful of bills.

"Usual rate?"

"Forty bucks a head."

"Damed things are costing ne a fortune."

"I"mgiving you the bul k discount,"” Red pointed out.

"I know, and | appreciate it. But every tine this happens | end up shelling
out a couple hundred for the disposal and glass repair. And business ain't
exactly boom ng back at the diner. Sometinmes | wonder if the Good Lord is
testing nme."

"It would explain a thing or two," Red agreed.

Duke squatted beside the slavering canines and stuck out his hand.

"Wwul dn't do that," Red cautioned. "Less'n you want to |ose a finger."

The dogs stopped, sniffed his hand, and began l|icking his palm He scratched
their nuzzles and patted their necks.

"Damedest thing | ever saw. Those bitches hate everyone. Even ne. | gotta
knock the spunk out of "emwith a stick when | feed "em"
The dogs wriggled on the ground as Duke rubbed their bellies. "I got a way

wth animal s."
FOUR

Duke kicked Earl's trunk. The lid cracked open an inch. "Dusk al ready?"
"Yep."

The trunk sl anmmed shut.

"CGet your ass up, Earl."

Earl's nuffled voi ce nopaned, "Just ten nore mnutes."”

Duke tried to open the trunk, but the Iid held, |ocked fromthe inside. He
beat on the steaner's side. It rattled with each bl ow

"Damm it! Just ten nore mnutes!"

"Ten nmore minutes, ny ass," Duke grunbled as he hefted the heavy trunk in the
air. Even in his current man shape, he was twi ce as strong as nost nen his
size, and there weren't many nmen his size. He turned the trunk upside down and
shook.

"Alright already, you dipshit!"

Chuckl ing, Duke threw in three extra shakes before setting it back down. The



lid popped open, and the woozy vamnpire energed.

"Jee- Zuss Kee-Ri st, Duke, what's up your butt?"

"Whil e you' ve been sl eeping, |'ve been digging all afternoon." He slapped sone
of the dirt off his pants.

"Ain't ny fault I got me a skin condition."

Duke frowned as he extended a full nason jar to Earl. The vampire set the red
liquid under his big nose.

"What's this?"

"Breakfast. | had Loretta squeeze off sonme hanburger juice."

"Hel |, Duke, you know | can't drink this cold stuff. Screws with ny digestion
somet hing fierce."

"Suit yourself. Saw sonme |ivestock about a mile west."

"Li vest ock?"

"It's a small town, Earl. Probably be better if you watch what you eat." He
turned on the faucet, which began to rattle and groan. He stuck his hands in

t he brown water and briskly rubbed them together.

"I can get a bite wi thout causing any trouble."

"What about Tul sa?"

"You always gotta throw that in my face. | told' ja. That was an accident."
"Just keep to the cows and burros," Duke sighed. "Saw a |l ama ranch, too. They
had some enus. Could give that a try if you're lookin' for sunthin' exotic."
"Fine. Can you at least cone with ne? Do that animal juju of yours."

Duke shook his hands dry. "Don't tell ne you're afraid of a couple of cows."
"I ain't afraid of nuthin', you prick. It's just easier."

The werewol f laid on the cot and cl osed his eyes. "After breakfast, you better
go and check that cenetery."

"Cemetery? By nysel f?"

"I"'mdoing the gas line. You' re handling the zonbies."

"But. . ."

Duke rolled to his side, his back to Earl. "Damm it, I'mtired here. Besides,
you know you gotta better talent for that sort of thing."

"But... but.. ."

"Christ, Earl, you can be such a pussy."

The vanpire straightened, scowing, his shoulders held back. "I ain't scared
of nuthin'!"

"Yeah, yeah."

"Fuck you, Duke."

"Bl ow e, Earl."

Earl stormed fromthe diner, stopping just |ong enough to | eave his breakfast
by the kitchen stove. "Thanks, but I'lIl find my own."

Loretta cast a disapproving glance but didn't offer a reply. She hunched over
a stubborn grease stain on the counter and continued scrubbi ng.

The vanpire found his neal snoozing half-a-mle west of the diner. He | eaned
agai nst the picket fence and watched the slunbering cow. Earl hated bovi ne

bl ood. The only thing he hated nore was cold bovine blood. He could live off
the stuff, but that didn't nean he wanted to. But, nuch as he hated to admit
it, Duke was right. This was safer

Earl didn't need to kill his meal when he ate, but accidents happened. In a
truckstop outside of Tulsa he'd been caught in the mddle of dinner and nearly
got his head | opped off by an eager bunch of religious nuts. Duke had saved
his butt then and hadn't gone twenty-four hours w thout rem nding himsince.
He' d stal ked |ivestock before and taken a bite of npbst donesticated aninals.
Emus he could stand, but they startled easy and kicked |like a son of a bitch.
CGoat was good, but always left himhungry an hour later. Pig was al nost

pl easant, but he didn't like crawmling in the nud. Horse had a horrible
aftertaste, and donkey was terrible until properly aged. He'd never had Il ams.
Never could get past all that hair to find a vein.

He hopped the fence and carefully snuck up on the cow. The beasts were easy
pi cki ngs nost of the time. Repressing a shudder, he renenbered the tinme he

m stook a bull for a heifer and found hinself on the receiving end of a nasty



goring that left an inconvenient hole in his intestines for the rest of that

ni ght and ruined a brand-new shirt. He doubl e-checked for an udder before
biting into the cow s jugular. He drank his fill (as nuch as he could
stomach). The cow sl ept through the whol e process.

He took his tinme wal king back to the cenetery. Gaveyards creeped himout.
They al ways had. As a nortal, whenever he'd strolled past one, he could fee
the eyes of the dead staring at him He'd renmind hinmself that there were no
such thing as ghosts, no boogeynmen or nonsters. They were just figments of his
i magi nati on. Then he'd died and risen fromthe grave as one of the undead.
Pushi ng nonsters away into chil dhood fantasies was nuch harder after you'd
become one. He'd discovered that nost of the terrors that stal ked the night
weren't really terrors at all. They were nostly |ike regular folks, just
trying to live their lives. As long as they were | eft al one they were
perfectly harm ess except for the occasional bite on the neck. Humans were the
real terrors, always getting worked up and | ooking to kill sonething.

But ceneteries still creeped himout because ghosts creeped himout. And
experience told himthat every cenetery had at |east one ghost in residence.
Most people couldn't see them except as flitting shadows on a spooky ni ght
when the moonlight shined just right. As a vanpire, Earl wasn't so |ucky. He
stood on that fine line between death and Iife, one foot on each side, though
not truly belonging to either

A wai st - hi gh wooden fence surrounded the two acres of neglected graveyard. The
fence was barely standing in some places, conpletely fallen in others. A tal
wrought -iron arch marked the entrance. The left gate clung to the arch by one
rusty hinge. The right side creaked as it swayed back and forth. The plots on
the ot her side were marked by homemade wooden headstones or the rare nodest
stone marker. Several tall cacti stood Iike unblinking watchnmen. The w nd

pi cked up just |long enough to raise a cloud of dust and bounce a tunbl eweed
across Earl's path.

"I ain't scared of nuthin'.
He wal ked through the gates.

Ri ght away Earl saw sonethi ng was wong. Gapi ng hol es covered the ground where
zonbi es had dug their way out of their resting places. Earl counted sixty
before losing interest. It | ooked as if not a single corpse had had the
decency to stay in its grave. Except one.

It was near the back in a plot marked only by a saggi ng wooden cross. The
cenetery guardi an sat beside it. Earl could see the ghost plain as day. She

| ooked as real and solid as any person of flesh and blood. There was little
ghost-1i ke about her, but he could tell. He could always tell. There was
somet hi ng about the pale, snooth consistency of ectoplasmc skin and the nilky
color of spectral eyes. The spirit wore cutoffs, a flannel shirt, and a pair

of sneakers. Her long brown hair, tied in a ponytail, waved in the breeze.
Wth dinmpled cheeks, full blue lips, and a trim athletic build, she was cute.
But even a cute ghost was still a ghost and sent a shiver down Earl's spine.

He cleared his throat. "Pardon ne, mss."

She | ooked up at him then over her shoul der, then back at him "Are you
tal king to me?"

"Don't see nobody el se here.™

"You can see ne?"

He nodded.

"Real | y?"

"Yeah. "

She got to her feet and waved her hands in his face. "Really?"

He grabbed her arns. "Really."

The ghost gasped and pulled away. "You touched ne!"

If there was one thing he disliked nore than ghosts, Earl decided, it was a
ghost who didn't know how t hi ngs wor ked.

She reached out and experinentally prodded himin the chest with her finger
When her hand didn't go through him she smled. "Seens |ike forever since
touched anyone. | alnpbst forgot what it was |ike. Are you dead, too?"



"Undead, " he corrected.

"Li ke a vanpire? You're a vanpire?" She | ooked the thin, gawky man up and
down. "You?"

"W stopped wearing capes a while back. Nane's Earl."

"I"'m Cathy." She held out her hand for himto shake which he pretended not to
notice. He didn't |ike touching ghosts if he could help it.

"Who's grave is this?" Earl asked.

"M ne."

"So you were the |last person buried here."

"Yeah. How d you know?"

"The | ast person buried in a graveyard usually stays behind to keep watch over
it."

Cat hy pounded her fist into her palm "So that's it! Boy, is that a relief.

t hought | was here because | had unfini shed business or sonething."

"Didn't the last guardian tell you anything?"

"No. He just said, 'Adios, sucker,' and di sappeared.”

Shaki ng his head, Earl bent over to read Cathy's marker. There was no nane,
just the words "Rest in Peace" carved in the wood.

"I was just passing through when | got hit by a car. | didn't have any |I.D. or
famly to |l ook for me so they just buried nme here. | guess they thought they
were doing ne a favor. So how long do | have to stay here?"

"Till the next body gets planted."

"But they don't bury anyone here anynore. That neans |'m stuck here forever?"
"Mght. Couldn't say for sure.”

She frowned. "Great. Just great."

"Yeah. Sorry to be the one to tell you." He patted her shoulder in a

hal fhearted attenpt at conforting. "So have you seen anything weird | ately?"
"You mean, besides the zonbies? Well, | did notice sonmething odd. See that
hol e over there. A corpse crawl ed out of there yesterday, but there's no grave
there." She pointed out a few nore places where zonbi es had popped up wit hout
first being buried.

Earl considered the facts. Restless corpses mght rise fromtheir graves for a
variety of reasons. Perhaps an ancient |ndian curse or bad voodoo in the soi
or any nunber of causes. But zonbies did not spontaneously sprout |ike weeds.
You had to have a corpse before you could have a zonmbie. It was the rules.

Unl ess someone was using black magic. Not just the everyday evil eye kind of
bl ack magic either. Something far nore sinister, far nore powerful, and far
nor e danger ous.

This wasn't going to be as easy to fix as he had assuned.

Cathy followed himback to the cenetery gates. "You're | eaving al ready?"

He tried to | ook into her eyes but couldn't do it. "I got some things | gotta
take care of."

"Ch. Okay. WII |1 see you tonorrow?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

She smiled. "I'll keep an eye out for anything unusual. You should see ne

t onmor r ow. "

"W'll see," he replied.

He briskly jogged back to the diner. He glanced over his shoul der one | ast
tine.

The ghost waved from across the street.

Earl waved back and ducked i nsi de.

FI VE

Around nine o' clock, the diner received its first customers of the night. Four
teenagers in a Vol kswagen Beetle. They ordered the soup-and-sal ad speci al
Wil e Loretta tossed their salad, Earl discussed the zomnbie problemw th her.
"The way | see it, the problemcan't just be with the cemetery like I first

t hought. See, your average zonbie ain't all that bright. They just sort of
wander about without soneone telling themwhat to do. Now, so far, all these



zonbi es have done is cone into your place and hassle you. There ain't been any
attacks on anypl ace el se?"

"Yeah, but nmine is the closest," she reasoned.

"That's what | figured at first. Just a matter of |ocation, but

a' hundr ed- and- ei ghty-one zonbi es picking out this place just 'cuz it's the

cl osest place don't add up when you think about it. That's just too many not
to have a coupl e wander off sone other direction. 'Less they're being
directed."

Loretta sprinkled croutons on the wilted lettuce. "So sonmebody's doing this on
pur pose?"

"Maybe. ' Course, just because they're drawn to the diner that don't
necessarily mean soneone's telling "emto. Just neans there's sone force
behind it. It mght not be a person at all."

She bal anced the tray on one wide fat palm "Wat else could it be?"

"Coul d be Iots of things. D senbodied mal evolent force |ike an angry spirit or
an earthbound demon. O the place nmight be a zonbie magnet."

Scow i ng, she left the kitchen to serve her custoners. She returned, scowing
still.

"So what can | do about it? Should | get the preacher to exorcise the diner?"
"Couldn't hurt, but I don't think that'll change anythi ng. Whatever you're
dealing with is a lot nore persistent than I'mused to seeing, what with it
being able to conjure up zonbies from scratch. Has anything strange ever
happened before the corpse trouble?"

"Lotta strange things happen in Rockwood," she replied. "You'll have to be
nore specific. Strange |ike what?"

"I don't know. Anything involving the diner or the cenmetery that don't seem
right."

She sl apped her flabby arns across her chest. "G | WIson, the | ast owner of
t he place, up and di sappeared about five years back. Sheriff investigated and
didn't find anything odd. Everyone pretty nuch assumed ol' G| just got

hi nsel f an i nmpul se to wander and took off. He was a pretty odd fella. Never
quite fit in.

"Anyway, the diner sat abandoned for three years. Finally, Marshall let me fix
it up. It's still G1l's place technically, but nobody thinks he's com ng back
Do you think his vanishing has sumthin' to do with all this?"

"Wuldn't rule it out just yet."

"And there's that splotch on the floor never goes away."

"It's blood," said Earl.

"Hell's bells, | already knew that. Can't clean up as rmuch blood as | have

wi thout learning to spot it. Every time | get rid of it, it cones right back.
Don't really know if it's related to all this, but it's a damn nui sance, just
the sane." She scratched her chins. "Can't think of nuthin' else right now If
you think it mght help, |I could ask around."

"Couldn't hurt."”

Loretta left to check on her customers again. The storeroom door opened, and
Duke energed, his clothes winkled and his hair matted. He yawned, scratching
his gut in the large region between his bellybutton and crotch

"Eveni ng, Duke."

Duke grunted. It was the closest he could come to conversation so soon after
getting up. Ginmacing, eyes half open, he funbled noisily around the kitchen
sl appi ng together a | opsided assenbl age of bread, Spam Swi ss cheese,
mayonnai se, and lettuce. He crammed it clunsily in his jaws and bit off a
nmout hf ul .

"Did you check out the cenetery?" he asked, wi ping crunbs fromhis chin.

Earl nodded.

Duke popped open a Coke and took a | ong draught. He smacked his |ips and took
anot her bite.

" And?"

"I'"'mhandling it, Duke."

"You talk to the guardian?"



Earl tossed Duke an annoyed gl ance.
" And?"

"And I'mhandling it, you dipshit."
The kitchen door swung open. Loretta entered with two teenagers in tow. The
boy was tall, athletic, with sandy blonde hair. The girl was a petite Asian in
short shorts and a blue tank top

Loretta performed quick introductions. "Boys, this is Chad and Tammy. These
are the boys. They'll be helping me around the diner for a while."

Earl nodded in the teenagers' direction.

Duke packed the rest of his sandwich into his right cheek. Chewi ng, he took
anot her drink of his soda before handing the half-enpty bottle to Earl
"I'"'mgoing back to bed."

"Ni ce nmeeting you," Tammy renmarked as he shuffled back to the storeroom

Duke murnured a reply as he departed.

Loretta dropped two hanburger patties on the grill. "Usu-als, kids?"

"Yes, ma'am" Chad answer ed.

Tammy | eaned agai nst the counter. She stretched her arnms over her head. Her
tank top rose to reveal the |ower curves of her bra.

Earl discreetly glanced at the ceiling.

"How | ong you pl anning on staying, sir?" She flashed a wi cked grin. "If you
don't mind me asking?"

"Coupl e of days."

She tossed her long black hair with her hands. Several strands fell across her
shoul der. She sucked in a soft breath too light to be heard by nortal ears.
Earl's heart thudded in his chest. O it would ve had it ever thudded anynore.
He felt the connection. Vanmpires had a supernatural sense to the carna
desires of humanity. She was attracted to him O, rather, the vanpire in him
Not everyone could feel it. But when sonmeone did, they couldn't help but be
drawn to him QGuys wanted to be his best friend. Wnmen wanted to junp his
bones. Not that they ever really knew why. The attracti on was al nost al ways
subconsci ous.

Tammy | eaned over, giving hima good view of her cleavage. She traced her
hands sl owy up and down her tight, superbly proportioned thigh

Earl was suddenly greatly appreciative of his | oose overalls.

"I"ll be eighteen in three nonths," Tammy threw out wi thout pronpting.

The conmment hung awkwardly in the air al ongside the stench of burning grease.
Chad moved behi nd Tamry and | ooped his arnms around her waist. Neither kid took
their eyes off Earl.

The vanpire snmiled politely and nodded.

On the list of undead problens, he'd discovered the jailbait syndrome to be
anong the nost bot hersone. For what ever unfathonabl e reason, teenage girls
were nost prone to perceiving his undead nature. They were al so the | east
capabl e of controlling their flood of raging hornones. The burden of
self-control rested squarely on his shoul ders. Mst of the tinme, awkward
teenage flirting nade it easy to handle. Zits and braces didn't hurt either
Tammy put a finger to her ruby |lips and sml ed.

There were exceptions.

Loretta came to his rescue. "Why don't you kids wait outside. This shoul dn't
take long."

"Sure, Mss Vernon," Chad replied, only too eager to drag his girlfriend from
Earl's presence.

Against his will, Earl couldn't help but notice Tamy's perfectly round
soon-to-be-ei ghteen butt. Her shapely calf was the last thing to di sappear
Loretta cleared her throat in a manner that was equal parts di sapproving and
nmenaci ng. Earl decided it was a good tinme to retreat to the storeroom

"Course | talked to the guardian."

Chad wrapped his arns tightly around Tamry. Hi s squirning tongue probed her
ear.

"Quit it, dunbass." She shoved her elbow into his side, and he pulled away.
"Co to the other side.”



"But, baby—*

She gl ared, and he gave in, sitting on the opposite side of the booth.

"I don't get it. Why woul d you want some skinny old guy when you could have
this?" He flexed his overdevel oped biceps.

"He's a vanpire," she sighed

Entranced by the sight of his own inpressive physique, Chad was only

hal f-1istening. "Wio? The fat guy?"

"No, the skinny guy," she corrected. "The fat guy's a werewol f."

"How can you tell?"

She considered explaining to himthat, as a little girl, she'd discovered she
possessed The Sight, the ability to see the supernatural world. The world nost
peopl e spent their lives denying. Mst people wouldn't notice Earl's |ack of
shadow or Duke's scarred palm But they were obvious signs to someone who knew
to | ook.

"Hey, baby," he asked, "is my right armsmaller than ny left?"

"I don't know. "

"I think it is." He glanced fromarmto arm "Goddam it! 1'll be right back
babe. | gotta go to the bathroom and check this out."

He got up and wal ked away, flapping his arns |ike a muscl e-bound turkey. One
day, Tanmy consol ed hersel f, she would have a better class of follower. In the
nmeanti me, he would have to do. Although, when the tinme finally came, she was
greatly | ooking forward to sacrificing Chad to her gods. The thought of him
strapped to an altar, begging for mercy, amused her for several satisfying

m nut es.

He returned, grinning like an idiot. "False alarm babe."

She squinted at his arms. "Are you sure?"

A frown replaced his grin, and he stal ked off to the bathroom once agai n.
Tammy chortl ed.

Her thoughts turned to the vampire and the werewol f. Their appearance was nore
than mere coi nci dence. Had the diner drawn them here? And if so, did they know
its secret? And if they did, were they here to usurp her destiny? She'd worked
too hard to allow a couple of outsiders to stop her now.

She woul d send down all the dark powers at her disposal to deal with these
interlopers, if necessary. A nortal sacrifice was good. But a supernatura

of fering often bore nore weight with the old gods. And two offerings were al
the better. If it came down to that, she'd still sacrifice Chad, too. The old
gods were always happy to snap up anot her soul. Even a soul as shall ow and
utterly worthless as his.

Besi des, what was the point in ushering in a glorious new age if you couldn't
have a little fun, too.

SI X

Mor ni ng approached, and Earl retired to his steaner as Duke reluctantly rose
for another day's work. Earl fluffed up his pillow while Duke stretched the
ki nks out of his shoulders. Being nen, their brief conversation turned to an
i nevitabl e subject: Tanmy.

"She wanted ne," Earl remarked. "Poor girl could barely hold hersel f back."
"Vanpi re thing?" Duke asked.

Earl gl owered. "You saying a hot, young worman couldn't find nme attractive if |
weren't undead? You al ways gotta be knocking me down. | tell you what. | got
laid plenty when | was still alive."

"Cousins don't count, Earl."

The vanpire tossed his pillowin the trunk. "Up yours."

Duke chuckl ed. "Jeez, you can be such a sensitive puss. | was just funnin'
you, Earl."

"Yeah, well those kind a jokes ain't funny. Every tine you nmake 'era, you're
rei nforcing negative stereotypes. It's the sign of a reactive nind, y' know
People like you are the reason prejudice is still a problem™

"Gve nme a break, Earl."



"No. Really." Earl stepped into his trunk but didn't sit down. "You may think
it's all harmess, just alittle joke, but people like you are the foundation
of intolerance. Wthout you, the dangerous bigots couldn't exist."

Duke cl osed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. He'd heard this
particul ar speech many times before. It was a hazard that canme with an
"enl i ghtened" traveling conpani on

"Ckay. |I"'msorry."

"I use'ta make jokes like that. | use'ta think they were harm ess. But then
| earned that they're products of a reactive mnd."
"Alright, Earl. | got it. | got it. No nore jokes. I'll just be a boring,

preachy bastard all the Goddam tine."

"You just don't get it, do you?" Earl sighed.

"CQuess not."

The vanpire sat in his trunk and redirected the conversation back to its
original topic. "She had a helluva ass."

"I didn't notice."

"You' d have to be blind not to notice."

Duke half-smled. "Yeah. Cuess so."

"Nice tits, too."

"Perfect legs."

"And those lips."

"CGood neck," Duke added.

"What the hell is that supposed to nean?"

"Nut hin'. Just thought she had a good neck."

"Dam it. There you go again. Just 'cuz |I'ma vanpire you think |I've got ne a

neck fetish. I'll take a good set of hooters over a great neck any day. |
expect that sort'a stereotype fromnortals, but you should know better, Duke.
You' ve been watching too many novies. | nmean, | like to eat, and | like
getting laid. Just because | amwhat | am that doesn't mean | |ike doing both

at the sane tinme." He screwed up his face in a queasy glower. "Just the

t hought makes ne sick. Probably get a cramp or sumthin' ."

Duke stonped over to the trunk, shoved Earl's head down, and slamed the lid
shut .

"G to sleep, Earl."

Duke had a quick cup of coffee to wake hinself up, eager to get to work before
the rising sun could bring the desert to a simer. He al so wanted to avoid the
m dday hours. Werewol ves were at their weakest, al nbst human, around noon.
Even al nost human, Duke was a form dable nmountain of strength and endurance,
but there wasn't much sense in making the job harder than need be.

He sipped his breakfast, studying his work so far. The ditch stretched
twenty-five feet fromthe back of the diner's kitchen. There were twenty nore
feet to the propane tank. He could have dug the whole trench in one day, but
he wasn't in a hurry. Earl would take a while to solve the zonbie situation

He had plenty of tine. He put aside his nug and picked up a rusty shovel.

A couple of hours later, Loretta appeared fresh fromher norning nap. Her hair
was pi nned back in a sloppy bun. She wore jeans barely able to contain the
vol um nous mass of her hips, thighs, and butt. A flannel shirt, tied at her
mdriff, exposed her jiggling belly. The three top buttons were undone,
allowing a healthy glinpse of her giant breasts. She carried a pitcher of

| enbnade in one hand, two glasses in the other, and a vaguely suggestive smle
on lips thickly coated with bright red lipstick

Duke put aside his shovel, wi ped the sweat fromhis shirtless chest, and
joined her in the shade offered by the diner

"That's sonme good work there, Duke." She poured a tall glass and offered it to
hi m

"Thanks." He took a long drink. He didn't care all that much for |enonade, but
he was thirsty enough not to care. "Alnpbst ready to lay the pipe."

She nodded slowy. Her hair sagged further to the right.

He finished off his drink and crunched the ice.

Loretta fished a cube out of her glass. "Hotter than Hades today, ain't it?"



She rubbed the ice across her double chin. Droplets ran down her thick neck
"lI've seen hotter."

"I just bet you have," she replied, batting her blue mascara eyelids.

Duke knew where this was heading, and it wasn't somepl ace he was rea
interested in going.

"My mama al ways used'ta say that days |ike these were nade for sinnin'." She
ran the nearly nelted cube across her bosons. It slipped fromher fingers and
di sappeared in the chasm between her i mMmense breasts. "Dam it." She sent her
hand in after it. Wiile she fidgeted and shook in search of the |ost ice cube,
her |l eft bosom cane dangerously close to falling out of her shirt. Finally,
when spill age seenmed al nost certain, the cube slid down her belly and | anded
inthe dirt, where it nmelted instantly. She flashed an enbarrassed grin before
politely turning around to adjust her uneven breasts. She undid her bun and
shook it out. Her chubby chins and the folds of her neck sl apped together
noisily. Her frazzled, blonde hair spread around her face |like a pyram d of
dried hay pinned to her head.

"It's been a while since the Good Lord has seen fit to bless ne with a man to
hel p around this place."

He avoi ded | ooking her in the eyes and instead focused on the dinple of a
belly button in her rolling gut. He realized that mght give her the wong

i mpression and gl anced to the trench instead.

"You seemto be doing fine."

"I get by." She put her hands on her hips and stepped a little closer. "But
there are sone jobs only a man can handle.”

Their eyes net. He may have been a werewol f, but she was the predator. Loretta
wasn't an attractive worman, but she wasn't wholly repul sive. Underneath those
many | ayers of flesh seened a perfectly nice woman, and on several occasions,
when he was drunk enough and horny enough, he'd accepted nuch worse offers.
But he was stone sober today and only a little horny.

It seened a raw deal. Earl got all the babes. Duke was lucky if he | anded a

t wo- hundr ed- pounder .

She placed a hand on his shoul der

"You' ve worked up a good sweat here, haven't you? A man shouldn't be out in
this kind of heat. I'd feel terrible if anything happened to you. Wy don't
you cone inside for a while?"

Under the pretense of pouring hinself another glass of |enmonade, he delicately
slid away. "Thanks, but | really want to finish the trench."

"You sure about that?"

"Yeah. If | get this done today, | can do all the pipe |aying tonmorrow. That
way, you won't | ose any business over it."

She sighed. "Well, it's your call, but if you change your nmind, if it gets too
hot for you, I'll be inside." Loretta redid her bun and returned to the diner

Duke took measure of her quivering rear end. A six pack or two and the offer
m ght start |ooking good. He swore off beer for a while.

A hal f-hour later, the diner's back door opened again. This tine Red from
Red's Taxiderny and Mortuary and a thin, older guy in jeans wal ked through it.
"Howdy, Duke." Red extended his hand. "Don't know if you remenber nme or not.

Duke took Red's withered hand in a firm but not too firm shake. "Sure."
"This here is Walter Hastings."

Walter tipped his baseball cap. "Pleasure to make your acquaintance."
"Walter's been having some trouble with his cows, and | was just telling him
about that trick you did with nmy dogs. How they're all nice and friendly now. "
"I can nake 'em nean again for you."

"No, that's alright. | like "embetter this way. But like | was saying
Walter's been having trouble with his cows, and | nmentioned to hi mabout your
way with dogs. And he was wondering if maybe you had a way with cows, too?"
"You tried a vet?"

"Walter here don't trust vets. He thinks they're part of the ... uh ... what's
that you're always saying there, Walt?"



"I nfl ated and excessive nedi cal establishnent."”

"I guess | can take a | ook." Duke checked the burning sun hanging directly
overhead. "I was about to take a break anyway."

"I surely would appreciate it. 1'll pay you for your tine. Say, twenty bucks?"
Duke stuck his shovel in the dirt. "Let's go."

Rat her than squeeze in the cab of the pickup, he sat in the back along with
Walter's dog, Betty. The nutt was a nix of two dozen breeds with notable
traces of collie, Doberman, and, judging fromher size, Saint Bernard. She

| ai d her head on his | ap, and Duke scratched behind her ears.

"Told'ja he had a way with animals," Red said.

The truck bounced down the road, pulling off after a few mles. The vehicle
cut across Walter's land to a small herd of six thin cows. They were nostly
skin and bones, their ribs showi ng through their sagging flesh and their

defl ated udders hanging linply. One lifted her head fromthe dry brush she was
chewi ng to check out the approaching truck. She resuned grazing.

"So what exactly is the probl en?" Duke asked as he hopped off the truck to
take a | ook.

"Well, they aren't sick, and they're not eating any |less, near as | can
determ ne. They're just |osing weight, and they stopped giving mlk."
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"They seem kind' a stupid.” Walter pointed out a |l arge Jersey. "Melinda here
use'ta be smart as a whip. For a cow. Now she's just got this—+ don't
know—enmpty | ook in her eyes. Like she don't even know ne."

Duke circled Melinda twice. He ran his hand al ong her bunpy spine and checked
her tongue and teeth. He patted the cow s thin neck. Melinda snorted dryly and
stirred.

"I think | see your problem here."

"Nut hin' serious, | hope.™

Duke pul |l ed his pocket knife. '"Fraid so. What you got here is six dead
cows." He stuck the blade deep into Melinda's side between her ribs. The cow
didn't seemto mnd. He pulled out the knife and stuck his finger in the
wound. "Yep. No blood, see? It's all dried up.”

Walter and Red stepped in for a closer |ook.

"Son of a bitch," Red renarked.

Walter pulled off his cap and scratched his tangled gray hair. "Sweet Jesus, |
ain't never seen nuthin' like that. So what are we tal king about here? These
cows are |ike zonbies or sunthin' ?"

Duke nodded. "Yep."

"Hell. | knew Loretta was having problens, but |I didn't think cows could
become zonbies. How s sunthin' like that happen?”

"Coul dn't say, but the whole lot will have to be put down. Ri ght now they're
still eating grass, but they'll be craving flesh soon."

"But they're dead. How do you kill then®"

"Bullet in the head shoul d work, same as any zonbie."

"The whol e herd?"

"Sorry."

Wal ter patted Melinda between her eyes. "I'mgonna mss you, old girl. | got a
thirty-eight in the glove box."

"That'll do."

"Uh ... how long do we got before they get hungry?" Red asked.

"Not long, 1'll bet," Duke replied.

"How about now?"

The other nen saw that the herd had surrounded them unnoticed. The cowbells
shoul d' ve warned them but none had been paying cl ose enough attention

"Dam, " Duke swore under his breath. This sort of thing would happen now.
While the sun was up he was stuck in his man form One al nost human wer ewol f
and two unarned geezers weren't much of a match for six wal king dead Jerseys.
Mel i nda rai sed her head and uttered a | ow, haunting howl . The rest of the herd
joined her in a bloodcurdling nmoan that seemed to bubble up fromthe sul furous
pit of Hell itself.



" Mp- 0- 0- 0- 0- 0- 0- 0- 0- 0- 00. "

Eyes full of unnatural hunger, |oose lips snmacking, the herd closed in. The
cl ang of cowbells marked their otherw se silent advance.

The pickup was only twenty feet away, but the herd stood between the nmen and
the truck. Duke scooped up a large rock with a pointed end. He guessed it a
fair inplement for smashing in a cow s skull. H s best choice at the nonent.
The cows licked their lips and nostrils with purple, flaking tongues.

He rai sed the rock over his head and charged a white-and-brown Jersey. He
swung the stone with all his weight and nmuscle behind it. It struck with a
deaf eni ng crack, tearing away fur and skin, exposing the broken skull beneath.
The cow lurched clunsily to one side. Gunting, Duke struck again. The cow
bawl ed out a nuted cry as her brainpan caved in. Duke glinpsed the brains
beneath. Calling on what little supernatural strength he had, he unleashed a
third bl ow Bone shattered beneath stone, and the hit crushed the zonbie's
brains. The cow fell over in a tw tching heap. She took his rock with her
firmy lodged in her skull

But he didn't need it anynore. There was a hole in the herd' s line. The truck
(and its glove box) was an easy dash away.

Mel i nda charged fromhis right. Her fierce head butt to his hip knocked him
flat on his ass. Hs vision blurred, he could barely see the hooves flailing
at his face. He jerked clunsily out of the way, narrowy avoiding a braining.
Walter made a run for it. He zipped past two snapping zonbies, but a third
slamed him He tunbled over the cow carcass. A Jersey bit a chunk out of his
leg. Hs face twisted as he spit out a nmuffled groan

Zombi es nipped at Red's arms. They ripped his sleeves but didn't draw bl ood.
Melinda's slavering jaws dangl ed over Duke's face. He | aunched a punch at her
nose. It landed in her mouth. She bit off his index and nmiddle fingers. Bl ood
dri pped from her sagging |lips as she casually chewed.

It hurt like hell, but the fingers would grow back. If he survived this
ordeal . Werewol ves could die by only specific circunmstances: silver, fire,
decapi tation, some types of magic, and certain varieties of supernatura
creatures. CGetting eaten alive mght make the list as well. He had never

bot hered to check.

Mel i nda swal l owed with a satisfied slurp.

Betty leapt fromthe truck's bed. The dog fearlessly sprang upon the cow,
sinking her teeth into Melinda's tender flank. A human zonbi e woul d' ve ignored
the dog, but the freshly dead cows still retained a hint of bovine instinct.
Mel i nda ki cked Betty away. Betty spat out the shreds of skin and nuscle. She
bared her teeth, frothing at the nmouth, and barking ferociously. The confused
Jerseys backed away.

Duke and Red hel ped Walter to his feet. Duke practically hoisted Vlt's wiry
frame under one arm and they ran to the truck. Walt and Red clinbed into the
cab. Duke hopped onto the bed. Walter jamred his key in the ignition. Red
opened the gl ove box and found the revolver and a box of anmmo. The bullets
spilled onto the floor and across the seat. He grabbed up a handful and shoved
theminto the cylinder.

The cows' unnatural appetite overwhelned their fear. Betty nipped at Melinda's
ankl es. A grazing kick glanced off her nuzzle, sending her spraw ing.

Walt started the truck and mashed the accel erator. The pickup peel ed away,

rai sing a cloud of dust.

Duke whistled. Betty junped to her wobbly | egs and dashed after the truck
Walt sl owed down just enough to allow her to junp into the bed.

The zonbi es gave chase but quickly fell behind. Walter watched them becone
small dots in his rearview mirror before stopping.

"What the hell are you doi ng?" Red asked.

Walter took the thirty-eight and got out of the truck. He linped over to the
tail gate and had a seat as the herd drew cl oser. He gave Duke his
handker chi ef .

"Sorry about your fingers there, son."

Duke wrapped his bl oody hand. A red stain spread across the white cloth.



"Ain't as bad as it |ooks."

Mboi ng, the ravenous zonbies were al nost within picking off range.

"They really were a good bunch of girls."

"I"'d do it for you, but I'mleft-handed."

Walt raised his revolver in tw steady hands. "S alright. | should do it. |
owe 'emthat nuch."”

He squeezed of f one well-ained shot. The bullet punched a bl oodl ess wound
between a Jersey's eyes. It fell over. Wth single-mnded determ nation, the
rest of the herd trotted forward. Frowning, Walt put down the rest of the
Jerseys. Five cows in five shots. The | ast zombie collapsed just six steps
fromher goal. Betty junped fromthe bed and cautiously sniffed the corpses
convulsing in the dirt.

"lI's that nornal ?"

"Pretty much. How s your |eg?"

Wal ter shrugged. "I1've had worse. | ain't going to turn into a zonbie, am]1?"
"Doesn't work that way, usually, but if you wanna play it safe eat a | ot of
salt the next couple of days. That should clean out your systemjust fine."
"Don't you think we ought to get you fellas patched up?" Red shouted fromthe
cab.

Walter dug a worn twenty dollar bill out of his wallet and threw in anot her
twenty bucks for Duke's lost fingers. He clinbed into the driver's seat.
"Betty, get your butt in gear!"

The dog snarled at one dead cow, barked at another, and ran back to the truck.

SEVEN

A werewol f's wounds heal ed according to when they were received. Once, Duke's
chest had been bl own open by a point-blank shotgun bl ast, but the danage had
been done after dark during a full moon. He'd sinply dusted hinmself off and
gotten on with his evening. But his fingers had been bitten off around noon
during the cycle of the new nobon, and the digits were taking their sweet tine
in growi ng back.

He wi ggl ed the knuckl e-and-a-half that had regenerated so far. The | oss forced
himto eat his dinner with his off hand, which wasn't all that difficult, but
still annoyi ng, nonethel ess.

Yawni ng, Earl energed fromthe kitchen

" "Bout tinme you got yer ass up," Duke said between bites of chili

The vanpire funbled around in his overalls' deep pockets and produced a conb.
He took a seat on the stool beside Duke and ran the teeth through his thin
hair. He combed it one way. Then another. Then another. Finally ending up with
a | aughabl e combover gracing his clearly bald head. Duke cut Earl a break. It
may have been a ridiculous attenpt, but at |east Earl couldn't check hinself
inamrror to realize how stupid it |ooked. Earl yawned again.

"You're teeth are out," Duke inforned.

The vanpire ran his tongue across his teeth and felt the bunp of his extended

fangs.

"Shit."

He turned away and grunbl ed at the undead bl oodsucker's version of the
enbarrassi ng norni ng boner. Actually, vampires still got those as well, though

not usually at the same tine.

"Crmon. Cnon. That's it." Fangs retracted, he turned back. "Thanks. So you
wanna tell ne what happened to your fingers."

"Zonbi e cow. "

"Longhor n?"

"Jersey."

Earl winced. "That's gotta be enbarrassing. | nean, a big, badass werewol f
like yourself gettin' his ass kicked by Bossie the m |k cow "

"Funny. "

"O was it Bessie?"
Duke cracked his knuckles one at a tinme. Earl knew that to be a sign of



danger ous annoyance but coul dn't stop hinself.

He snapped his fingers. "I got it. It had to be a Clarabell. Am1 right?"
Duke's armnoved in a blur. Earl felt the sting of the spoon inbedded in his
gut before he actually sawit.

"Dam it, Duke. This is my favorite shirt, you hunorless prick."

He grabbed the two inches of handle sticking out and tugged with little
effect. He sumoned a portion of his un-dead strength and pull ed harder. The
utensil held tight, and he was reluctant to call upon nore supernatural nuscle
for fear of accidentally tearing a bigger hole in his shirt.

A few ounces of vanpire blood, dull red and thick as nol asses, oozed fromthe
wound. Earl grabbed a napkin and wi ped it away.

H s side began to tingle ever so slightly.

"Goddam! That chili didn't have garlic init, didit?"

"Just a touch," Duke replied.

The tingle grew into a |ight burning tw nge.

Earl clutched his side and danced around in a panicky circle. "Get it out! GCet
it out! Get it out!"™ The vanpire hopped fromfoot to foot. He grimaced.

Duke grabbed Earl by the shoul der and threw hi m agai nst the counter. "Quit
your twitchin ."

"Be careful. It's ny favorite shirt."

The werewol f extracted the spoon with a twist of his wist. Aloud rip echoed
t hrough the diner as the overalls tore. Duke tossed the utensil on the
counter.

"I licked the spoon, you puss."

Earl put his finger through the tear in his clothes. "You didn't have to do
that. | loved this shirt. It makes ny shoul ders | ook wi der."

"Maybe next time you'll keep your nouth shut.”

"You gotta adnmit. It's pretty funny."

"I could've been killed. Mybe."

"That's what nmakes it so funny."

Duke picked up the spoon and tapped it agai nst the bow .

"Alright already. Damm, you |ose a couple of fingers and your sense of hunor
with "em Not that you had nuch to begin with."

They took their seats back at the counter

"Cows huh? How many?"

"Six."

Earl whistled. "That ain't good."

"And | don't think they were dead when they turned. They were too fresh.

What ever got into 'em it got 'emwhen they were still alive."

"You don't think it's contagi ous, do you?"

"W burned the carcasses just to be safe, but Loretta has been burning her
zonbi es. So that doesn't appear to be stopping it."

"Hel . "

Bot h men knew what to expect if this continued to spread unchecked. Especially
if it didn't limt itself to things already dead. Earl, being neither alive
nor dead, and Duke, possessing unnatural powers of regeneration, were safely
i mmune to zonbi efication. The ordinary citizens of Rockwood were not.

"Maybe we should just nove on," Earl suggested, "before things get.

messy. "

"Yep. Maybe we shoul d. ™"

Bot h knew they woul dn't. \Whatever evil might be at work, only they stood a
chance of stopping it. If they left now the good fol ks of Rockwood woul d
surely be doonmed. If not to transformation into a town of shambling zonbies,
then to anmunition shortages and plunging property val ues. Duke and Earl just
couldn't do it.

Their gas tank was nearly enpty, and they were flat broke.

"Cuess it's tinme to call Hector."

Duke nodded. "Couldn't hurt."

Earl asked to use Loretta's phone. She quickly agreed when he explained it
shoul d hel p resolve the situation. The vanpire took a seat by the phone with a



not epad.

"Who's he calling?"

"Just this guy we know in El Paso," Duke replied. "He's a warlock."

"Met aphysi cal scholar,"” Earl corrected.

"What ever. He knows all about this kind of stuff.”

"That so? Then why didn't you call him before?"

"Didn't realize the seriousness of the situation."

"Don't worry about a thing. I'msure once | explain things to Hec, he'll—Hey,
Hec. It's Earl. W got a big wal king corpse problem and we were hopi ng maybe
you could help us out."

While Earl carried out his thorough phone consultation, Loretta gave the floor
a cursory noppi ng, and, having nothing better to do, Duke |l ent a hand. They
wor ked in awkward sil ence broken only by the slap of brown nops against tile
and Earl's half-conversation. Finally, nuch as Duke tried to avoid it, both
wound up wringing out their nops at the same tine.

Loretta wung first. "I don't want you feeling unconfortable about this
nmorni ng. |f anyone shoul d be enmbarrassed about that, it's ne." She chuckl ed.
"I came on a little strong. Hell, | was worse than a two-dollar whore."
"Wasn't that bad," Duke replied.

"Yes, it was. The point is, |I've got needs, but that don't give me any right
to force themon you. |I understand if a handsone young fella like yourself
doesn't want to have anything to do with a woman of ny .. . proportions."

An unconfortable grunt rose fromDuke's throat. "It ain't that."

"Now, now, |'ma grown worman. You don't gotta worry about hurting ny
feelings."

He di pped his nop in the bucket. She was right, of course. Somewhat. But there
was nore to it than that.

"Look. It ain't about that. You' re a good wonan, Loretta. And I'm well, | am

what | am"

She | eaned cl oser and whi spered. "You nmean, you can't. . . perforn®"

Duke recoiled. " 'Course | can perform Pretty damm well, too. It's just ny
uh ... condition."

"Does that meke it dangerous when you . . . ?"

"Yes. Yeah, see when | get too excited . . . things can get.. . risky."

It was an outright lie. He didn't transform against his will. H's nonstrous

formwas all rage and fury, designed to stalk and kill. It had nothing at al

to do with carnal relations, but lying to her seened the easiest way to get

hi msel f out of an unconfortable situation

"That's alright, Duke. |I understand. It's no big thing." She scowl ed at the
eternal red splotch. It always canme off easy enough but never took five
mnutes to return

"Thanks, Hector," Earl said. "I'Il look into it and call you back." He hung up
t he phone.

"Wl ?" Loretta asked.

"He had sone ideas, but | have to check sonme stuff out before we can be sure.”
He tucked the notebook under his armand headed for the door. "I'Il be back in
alittle while. And, oh yeah, Duke. Hec said getting eaten alive definitely
woul d'a killed you."

"Thanks for askin'."

"No problem™

Earl considered grabbing a quick snack before going to the cenetery, but a
vanmpire could go a while between neals. He wasn't hungry enough for cow s

bl ood t oni ght.

Cat hy the ghost was waiting in the graveyard as he knew she woul d be. The
cenetery guardi an had nowhere else to go and nothing else to do but wait. She
was sitting on her plot, |ooking bored. A wide grin spread across her face
when she noticed him She junmped to her feet and waved vigorously.

"Hey! You cane back!"

Earl nodded while flipping through his notes.

"I wasn't sure you would."



"Just checking things out."

She gl anced over his shoul der. "Cool. Wat are you | ooking for? Maybe | can
hel p."

"Thanks, but | can handle it."

Hect or had suggested checking the easternnmpost tree first. The graveyard didn't
have trees, only cacti, but Earl guessed that to be cl ose enough. He knelt
down and started digging.

"I's this still about the zombies?" Cathy asked.
"Yeah. "

"What are you hoping to find?"

"Mbj o bag."

"What's that?"

"It's kind'a hard to explain."

"Ch.

For a bl essed few seconds, she stopped pestering him O course, her just
bei ng there was unsettling enough

The ghost knelt beside him "Can | ask you sonet hi ng?"

Earl sighed. "Yeah."

"What's it |ike being a vanpire?"

He shrugged. "It's really not nuch different than being human.”

"Oh. "

She sounded di sappoi nted. The reaction was typical. Mst people expected nore,
but the truth was, with the exception of a few lifestyle changes, his

exi stence hadn't changed much since joining the ranks of the undead.

"Are you really imortal ?"

"I don't age."

"And what about mirrors? That's not true, is it?"

"It's true.'

"Ww. So you can't see your reflection?"

"I can see ny clothes. | just can't see nme. It's sort of like the invisible

man, '‘cept only in mrrors.”
She grinned. "Cool. Um can | ask you sonething el se?"
He stopped digging. "Yes, garlic bothers nme. Yes, sunlight can kill me. No,

crosses and holy water don't do jack shit. At least not to me. Yes, | can
cross running water. No, a stake in the heart doesn't kill me, but it does
keep ne from noving around. Yes, having ny head cut off or being roasted can
kill ne. Yes, | sleep during the day. Yes, | drink blood. No, | can enter

wi t hout being invited. And yes, | can nesnerize people, though not very well.
Does that cover it?"

"Uh . . . yeah, | guess. I'msorry. AmI| bothering you?"

She certainly was, but nuch as he wanted to tell her to go away, he couldn't
bring hinself to. He had no idea how | ong she'd been here, how many years
she'd been condemed to watch over this forsaken lot of dirt with only the
dead to keep her conpany. And now, not even that. One way or another, he'd be
| eavi ng Rockwood soon, and Cathy woul d be al one again for a long stretch of

eternity
"Sorry. I'mjust in a bad nbod 'cuz | got stabbed earlier." The wound had
al ready cl osed, but a twi nge rippled through his side still, thanks to the

traces of garlic on the spoon. "Go ahead. Ask ne anything you want."

"So crosses don't really affect you?"

"Not me personally. I've net sone others that were bothered by 'em but |I'm an
atheist." He checked his hole in the dirt. "CGuess it's not here."

"Way do you think it would be there?"

"It's gotta be the easternnost cactus."

"This isn't the easternnost cactus. It's that one over there."

Earl squinted where she pointed. He could ve sworn this was east, but then
again, his sense of direction had al ways been unreliable at best.

"Thanks. "

Buri ed about a foot deep beside the real easternnost cactus, he found what he
was | ooking for. It was a cheap purse filled with strange and exotic itens.



The bag was a bl ack-magic fetish, the channel through which dark powers
entered the cenmetery. Now that it was dug up, there would be no nore zonbies
coming fromthis particular graveyard.

"Ch that," Cathy said.

"You knew about this?"

"Sure. | saw the guy who buried it."

"What' d he | ook |ike?"

"I don't remenmber exactly. | was sitting by ny grave at the tinme, and | didn't
bother getting up to get a closer look. | think he was a kid. Maybe sixteen
sevent een years old."

"How | ong ago did he bury it?"

"Awhile. | don't know exactly. |'ve sort of lost ny sense of tine."

It was understandabl e. Ghosts were tinmel ess beings.

"See you later."

"You' re going. Already?"

"I found what | was |looking for." He rattled the purse.

"Can't you stay just a little while |onger?"

"I really shouldn't. | got stuff to do."

"Ch. Okay. Well, can | ask one |ast favor before you go? Can | touch you?
haven't touched anyone in years. Just a handshake."

He held out his hand.

Carefully, almost reverently, she put her hand in his and squeezed softly. Her
ectoplasmic flesh felt cool to the touch. Earl didn't find it as repul sive as
he normally did. He allowed the contact to linger for a few nmonents | onger
than he woul d have |iked before finally slipping free.

"You know, it's been so long since |'ve done that, |1'd forgotten what it felt
like."

"Well, like I said, | got stuff to do."

"WIl | see you again?"

"Yeah. How ' bout tonmorrow night?" H's reply surprised him

Eyes wi de, she beamed. "Real |l y?"

He grinned back. "Yeah. Sure."

"That's great!" She |eapt on him wapping her arms tightly around him
Earl didn't push her away. Nor did the urge even strike him

She | et go. Her cheeks paled in a ghostly blush. "So I'l|l see you tonorrow
then. ™

He couldn't | ook her in the eye. He glanced at his shuffling feet instead.
"Yeah. Tonorrow. "

Earl didn't know why he'd made the pronise. Even nore unexpl ai nabl e, he didn't
know why he pl anned on keeping it.

El GHT

The horn bl ared. G abbing her backpack, Tammy junped off the couch and headed
toward the door. "That's ny ride."

"Just a monent there, young lady," her father croaked. "It's eight o' clock
Just where do you think you' re going at this hour?"

"Chad and | are going to study together."

Her mnot her spoke without | ooking up fromher knitting. "Have fun, dear."

"Now hold on a minute. Wiy can't you study here? Is there sonething wong wth
this house? Are you ashanmed of your parents?”

"No, Dad."

"M nd your tone, girl."

"Sorry, Dad."

A funmble monentarily distracted him He shouted at the tel evision

"Ch, Sam let the girl go."

He | eaned back in his worn, creaky recliner. "Have you got your math book?"
"Yes," Tammy si ghed.

He snort ed.

She pul |l ed the book fromthe backpack for himto see.



The horn honked agai n.
"Be back by eleven-thirty."

"Yes, Dad."
"Tammy, | nean it."
An icy chill crept into her voice. "Yes, sir."

"Have fun, dear," her nother said between the incessant clicking of needles.
On her way out, Tammy made sure to slamthe door because she knew how rmuch it
irritated her father. She didn't care for Sam much. He wasn't that big of a
jerk. Better than a lot of her friends' dads. But she was Mstress Lilith,
Queen of Night, and it was hard enough to resurrect the old gods w thout
having to deal with curfews, groundings, and math homework. She didn't know
what the big deal was. A C plus was passing. Maybe she wasn't "living up to
her potential," as he so often put it, in geonetry, but in the new age
geonetry would nean little. Denise Cal houn had a straight-A average. It

woul dn't save her fromthe special hell Tammy had in store for pig-faced sluts
who thought they were so smart just because they knew all about planes and
points and parallel lines and other conpletely stupid stuff that nobody ever
used in real life.

Tammy stopped at the curb and scowl ed at the yellow Genlin waiting to whisk
her away. She threw open the door.

"Goddam it, you stupid son of a bitch."

Chad smiled stupidly. "What's wong, babe?"

"I thought you were going to borrow your parents' truck?"

"Ch, well, | couldn't swing that. But | gave ny brother ten bucks, and he | et
me borrow his car.” His smle widened, transformng fromstupid to downright
idiotic. He revved the engine. It banged and popped and bel ched a | arge cl oud
that snelled of burning oil. "It's a hatchback."

She fl opped into the passenger seat and slamed the door. Chad struggled with
the gearshift for a while, eventually grinding his way to first.

Tammy sl ouched in her seat, propped her feet on the dashboard, and pulled out
her geonetry book and penlight. She studied on the way. There was nuch to do
toni ght and getting it all done before eleven-thirty was going to be
difficult.

Chad put his hand on her knee. "So what's the plan tonight, baby?"

She smacked his fingers with her penlight. "Quit it. I'mtrying to study
here.”
"Dam it. | was just asking."

"Just drive."

He grunbl ed under his breath. "You can be such a bitch, sonetines."

"What ?"

"Nuthin',” he quietly replied, sucking his stinging knuckles. "Nuthin',
Mstress Lilith."

Tammy said not hing, but Chad wouldn't be scoring tonight. She knew it. He knew
it.

He switched on the radio. "Ch, hell."

Forty-five minutes later, the Gemin pulled up to the gates of MAllister
Fields, the largest defunct cenetery in the county. Chad killed the engi ne but
left on the headlights. He and Tammy went to the gates, |ocked by a heavy

padl ock and a thick chain.

"Did you bring the bolt cutters Iike | told you?" she asked.

"Uh . . . no, but I've got this." He held up a crowbar

"Jesus, you can be such a dunbass."

"No. It'll work. Look." He adopted a batting stance. "You better stand back
babe. "

He struck a powerful smack against the | ock. Metal clanged against netal. The
padl ock swayed on its chain with only a tiny scratch to mark the assault.
Tammy pul | ed her abridged Necronom con from her backpack and, with great
irritation, flipped through the pages.

Chad unl eashed a relentless barrage on the stubborn padl ock. Bl ow after bl ow
rai ned, but, dented and scraped, the |ock held. He wheezed, w ping the sweat



away from his face.

"I think ... | alnost. .. it's ready to ... any second now . . . babe."
She pushed him aside. Arnms outstretched toward the gate, she chanted the
I nvocation of the Opened Way. It took five mnutes to conplete. On the
utterance of the last syllable, the lock clicked open.

"I nust've |oosened it. So what are we here for, babe?"

"Bodi es. "

He paled. "But.. . but... | didn't think we needed bodies to make zombies."
"W don't. We're not making zonbi es anynore. W only need a couple,"” she
reassured. "Four or five."

Chad froze. His upper lip tw tched.

"C nmon, dunbass. W don't got all night."

He shook his head very slowy. "No way. No way. |'mnot touching any dead

guys. "

"Yes, you are." She put her hands on her hips and tapped her foot inpatiently.
"No, I'mnot, and you can't make ne."

"Don't be such a wuss."

"No way."

Tammy was prepared for such a reaction. He'd nearly wet his pants the tine
they'd had to collect the finger bones of a hanged man. Hi s adol escent fear of
t he dead was yet anot her obstacle between her and destiny.

"Fine."

She set down her backpack and renmoved a Coke bottle. She twisted off the cap
and ran her fingers up and down the length of the neck

"I'f you don't want to, you don't have to."

She brought the bottle al most to her mouth and noi stened her lips with her

t ongue.

Chad' s horny teenage knees wobbl ed.

Tammy wrapped her 1ips around the bottle and took a |ong, |ong drink. A drop
dri bbl ed down her chin. She pulled away the bottle slowy and w ped away the
drop with a deeply satisfied snle

"Ckay. Four dead guys, but |I'm not touching any nore."

She noi stened her fingertip with the droplets on the bottle's rimand sucked
it dry. "Five."

"Ckay, but only five."

Tammy snil ed. Boys were so easy.

She' d picked McAllister Fields for a very sinple reason. It was the cl osest
cenetery that had aboveground crypts. It was so much easier to collect bodies
when you didn't have to dig themup. She lucked out even nore as the first
crypt wasn't even | ocked. Chad used his crowbar to pry open the coffin inside.
He recoiled fromthe stench of fetid flesh and retreated to a corner to vomt.
Tammy gl anced over the corpse. "She'll do."

Chad wi ped his |lips and | eaned over the open coffin. "Wiat do we need them
for, anyway?"

"Quit asking stupid questions and take her to the car."

Squeam sh del i cacy pummel ed beneath the raging fists of surging hornones, he
lifted the corpse over his shoul der. He gagged, inhaling a thick dust cloud
that snelled like nmoldy cotton and rem nded hi mof grandma. The body's pinkie
finger snapped off with a dry crack

"Be careful, noron," Tanrriy snarl ed.

Their task went snoothly. Chad's repul sion faded to nere disconfort by the
time the fifth body was | oaded in the back of the Gemin. It was a tight fit.
Huf fi ng and cursing, he wedged the cargo in and sl anmed the hat chback shut,
accidentally chopping off a dangling | eg just bel ow the knee.

"Shit."

"Come on already," Tammy growl ed fromthe passenger's seat. She glared with
the aid of the rearview mrror.

He bent down so that she couldn't see himand considered the linmb laying in
the dirt.

"I's there a probl en?"



"No. No, it's cool."

He tossed the leg into the night's darkness. If she asked himabout it, he'd
just say the corpse had already been mssing it. It was a poor ruse and dooned
to failure. But his lust gave himthe barest of hopes that she night believe
him He wasn't scoring tonight, but a half-hour grope session was still a
hearteni ng possibility.

The grind of wheels in the dusty road announced the approach of a brown police
car. Chad froze before its headlights. Sheriff Kopp stepped fromthe vehicle.
He shone a flashlight into Chad's stym ed eyes.

"Chad Roberts, is that you?"

Stiffly, Chad nodded. This was it. They were finally busted. He'd al ways known
it woul d happen eventually. You couldn't run around graveyards and sunmon the
powers of darkness, even in a place |like Rockwood, for |ong w thout draw ng
attention. The cult was over. His dad would whup his ass. His mom would frown
in that quietly disapproving way of hers. He'd probably get expelled and m ght
even go to jail for desecrating the dead. He wasn't sure that was a crine, but
it seemed like it should be.

Wl l, he nused, at least | got sone action out of it. And while Tamy coul d be
a real Grade A superbitch nore often than not, she was one fine piece of ass.
He had no regrets.

Sheriff Kopp strode over and opened the Gemin's door. "Aright now, young

| ady, step out of the car."

Tammy did as she was asked. The tall, |ean man towered over the short

sevent een-year - ol d.

"You wanna tell me what you kids are doi ng out here?"

She craned her neck all the way back to I ook himin the face, squinting in the
poi nt-bl ank gl are of his flashlight.

"Nuthin', sir."

"Nuthin', sir," Chad echoed. His voice cracked.

Sheri ff Kopp moved toward Chad, who quickly stepped forward and away fromthe
Gremin. Kopp was not fool ed.

"Stay put, boy."

"Yes, sir."

Chad's heart thunped noisily. His stomach churned. H s bl adder suddenly felt
excruciatingly full.

Behi nd Kopp, Tammy, eyes closed, was munbling inaudi bly.

The sheriff scanned the G emin's interior with a sweep of his flashlight. He
frowned ever so slightly at the five bodies piled in the back

"Looks to ne like you kids got sone explainin' to do."

The statenent was powerful in its understatenent. Too powerful for Chad to
stand agai nst.

"She made ne do it! | didn't want to do it! | didn't!" Tears welled up in his
eyes. "She's a witch! She's got these weird powers. She hypnotized ne! Yeah
that's what she did!"

Sheri ff Kopp | ooked Tamy's svelte formup and down. "I just bet she did.

kay, into the back of the squad car. | don't want any trouble fromyou two."
He gently, yet firmy, guided themtoward his autonpbile.

Tamy spun around and held her hands in Kopp's face. She had to stand on her

ti pt oes.

"Shurma' | aka' ral a' kama, Lord of Dreans, Master of Souls, | invoke thee."
Sheri ff Kopp shuddered and st opped.

"There's nothing going on here," Tammy said, "Everything' s fine. Nothing needs
explaining. In fact, none of this ever happened. Now get in your car and go
away. "

Sheri ff Kopp's expression became normal, save for a certain vague dul |l ness
behi nd his eyes. He clinbed into his cruiser.

"You kids better get yourself home. It's getting late." He started the car and
drove of f w thout another word.

"Ww That was awesone. | didn't know you could do that!"

Tammy socked Chad directly in the sol ar pl exus.



"You asshole."

"What is that?" he asked between coughs. "Sone kind of m nd control thing.
Like in Star Wars, right?"

She sneered. "Let's get out of here."

"You aren't nad about that whole 'she made nme do it' act, are you, babe?" he
asked as they drove back. "I was just distracting himfor you. So you could do
your Jedi mind trick on him" He grinned. "Man, that was so fucking cool!"

She stared at her geonetry book with burning intensity.

"Can you show me how to do that?"

No reply was given. Ten m nutes passed.

"How cone you don't just use that hocus-pocus on Loretta so we can get into
the di ner?"

"It doesn't work on everyone, and only for a short while when it does," she
answer ed t hrough cl enched teeth.

Chad nodded to hinmsel f for the next couple of mnutes.

"Aw c'mon, Mstress Lilith. | was just trying to distract him Really."

She sl anmmed her book shut with a sharp slap

Chad adnmitted defeat. No groping tonight. Especially after she found out about
the m ssing |eg.

Oh well, he thought as he drew once nore fromthe bottom ess well of throbbing
t eenage desire, maybe tonorrow.

NI NE

Earl spilled the mojo bag's contents across the counter. He sorted through the
odd col l ection of items, both nmundane and exoti c.

Loretta picked up an enpty pepper shaker. "This is mne."

"It's gotta be the connection to the diner. So the zonbies know to attack this
pl ace."

"What about the rest of this stuff?"

"Mostly magical ingredients. A cock's left claw. A black tail feather fromthe
same chi cken. Some mushrooms plucked froma corpse.”

"And this?" She held up a scrap of paper with sonme indeci pherable witing.
"That's an invocation," Duke replied. "Looks |Iike @ ok'rooshah, Prince of
Shadows. Or maybe Fuyi rbahga, He That Corrupts The Fl esh."

Earl and Loretta tossed him suspicious | ooks.

"Last time we were in El Paso, | |ooked through Hector's library." He took the
paper and read the scribbles. "Rise, Fuyirbahga. Fromthe bowels of the earth,
| bid thee, seep into this place of death and bring forth the rotted flesh to
purge the unbelievers.”

Earl snatched back the paper. "You' re naking that up."

"That's what it says."

"Bul I shit."

"Read it yourself."

The vanpire squinted at the witing. "Eyes-ray. Rumfray ee-thay ow s-bay

of -ay ee-thay urth-ay." He snarled. "Wat is it? Geek? Sanskrit?"

"Pig Latin," Loretta replied.

"Yup," Duke confirnmed. "Secret |anguage of the old gods."

Earl chuckled. "That's stupid."

"No. It's smart. Think about it. Everybody knows it. Nobody thinks nuthin'
"bout it. But it's out there, everywhere, just waiting for sonebody who knows
how to use it."

"It's still stupid.”

"Maybe. But it works."

"So that's it?" Loretta asked. "Now that this is dug up, there won't be any
nore zonbi es?"

"That's what Hec said."”

"What about the cows?"

"Hec figured they got infected with sonme bl ack-nmagic runoff by accident.
Happens sonetines with especially powerful hoodoo."



Loretta breathed a sigh of relief. "That's great. | wanna thank you boys for
your —"

"Hold up a minute. This night not be over yet."

"But | thought this got rid of the zonbies."

"It did, but whoever planted this in the cenetery is still out there. And for
what ever reason, they got it out for your place. O sonething in this place.
Maybe even you. Now that the zonbies are gone, they m ght—ust might, nind
you—try somet hing el se.”

"Hell ," Loretta grunbl ed.

"You got any idea who might be interested in driving you outta business?"
"Nobody that | know of."

"That's gonna make things harder. Until we find whoever is responsible for
this, it could keep happening."

Loretta took a noment to westle with her tangled yellow hair. "Sonmebody in
this town is practicing voodoo?"

"Voodoo is a religion," Duke interrupted.

She pi nned back the stringy, bleached mass. "Yeah?"

"So voodoo is a real religion. People who practice it don't do stuff Iike that
any nore than Baptists or Catholics do."

"Exactly," Earl agreed. "W're not tal king about Voodoo or Wcca or even
Satanism All those are pretty nuch harnm ess. No, what we got here is a
genui ne bl ack-magic practitioner, a true disciple of the old gods. And a dam
powerful one at that."

"dd gods?" Loretta asked.

"Long story. Let's just say that they make Beel zebub | ook |ike a bald,
toothless rat with one leg and leave it at that."

"Think there night be nore than one?" Duke said.

"Usual ly are."

"Hold on a second here. So there's a person or persons calling up the powers
of Hell just to run me outta business?"

They nodded.

"We're tal king about a cult or sunthin ?"

They nodded agai n.

"I'n Rockwood? But we don't even got a novie theater."

"That's how it usually works. People who got stuff to do don't usually sign up
with the mnions of darkness. It's the folks with lots'a tine to kill that you
gotta watch out for."

"Idl e hands," Duke agreed.

"So you've seen this kind of thing before?"

"All the time," Earl replied, "especially in isolated, quiet little places
like this." He leaned closer. "If you're ever in New Mexico, don't pick up any
hi tchhi kers. Better than fifty-fifty chance you'll wi nd up strapped to an
altar."”

"You're making that up."

"Happened to ne twice. Swear to God."

She snorted skeptically and returned to the original subject. "You figure

G |'s disappearance is related to all this?"

"I got that feeling."

"But he was such a harm ess oP guy. Why'd sonmebody want to hurt hinP"

"Why woul d someone want to hurt you?" posed Earl. "People do nasty things to
each other. Don't usually have a good reason for it."

She nodded. "Ckay. How are we supposed to find this cult?"

"You know this town better than us. You got any candi dates?"

She paced behind the counter, rubbing her flapping chin thoughtfully. "Well,
there's old Curtis Mayfair. He's always been an odd fella. Lives by hinself in
an old shack. Don't come into town rmuch. Always talking to his dog about
astrophysics or sumthin'."

"Wwuldn't be him" Earl said. "See, these cults are clever. They don't act
weird like that. They blend in, act just |ike regular fol ks except for the
occasi onal orgy or human sacrifice. Odds are, you probably tal ked to whoever



is doing this and didn't even knowit."

"So it could be anybody except for oP Curtis.”

"We can't just elimnate himeither. See, sonetinmes an especially clever
practitioner acts crazy on purpose because they know no one thinks the weirdo
isreally a cultist. They're tricky that way.

"Practitioners are hard to pick out because they're not |ike Duke or ne.
There's signs of our conditions if you know what to | ook for, but we're
tal ki ng about nornal people here. Conpletely regular humans who consort wth
darkness. It's hard to pin them down unless you're |lucky enough to catch them
inthe act. W just gotta keep our eyes open. Now that we know what we're

| ooking for, it's just a matter of tine."

Scow i ng, Loretta drunmed her fingers on the counter

"On the bright side,” Earl conforted, "nmaybe the zonbies are all they got."
"You thi nk?"

"Probably not," he answered honestly.

She sl apped a fist into a palmwith a nmeaty snmack

"Dammati on . "

TEN

First thing in the norning, Loretta called Gonzal ez General Repair. Wanda
Gonzal ez, a m ddl e-aged Mexican with skin like leather, arrived a little

bef ore noon and quietly went to replacing the shattered gl ass doors.
Sonetime soon after, Sheriff Kopp popped in for a visit. He nodded to WAnda.
Wanda, a pane of gl ass under arm nodded back

"Sheriff," Duke greeted.

"Morning, M. Smith," Kopp returned, renoving his dusty hat. "Loretta around?"
"She's in back."

Kopp took a seat at the counter, a few stools down from Duke. The sheriff
studied the brimof his Stetson for a few m nutes while whistling sone |azy
tune Duke didn't recognize.

"Heard you had a little trouble yesterday."

"Nuthin' | couldn't handle."

"OP Walt Hastings said you |l ost a couple of ringers."

"Naw. " Duke held up his left hand and wiggled his freshly grown digits. "It
| ooked worse than it was."

"I"'msure Walter will be glad to hear that."
A long quiet fell upon the diner, broken only by the clink of Wanda's work.
"Walt said you smashed open a cow s skull with a rock. | gotta say that's

i mpressive. Damm i npressive."
"It was a big rock."

"Just the sane, | don't know of many men who coul d manage that. You ever work
with livestock, M. Smth?"
"Nope. "

"My daddy had a couple. Wien | was a kid, | use'ta mlk "em | had this
special rod: a big, heavy |lead one. The kind of rod that'd crack open a man's
skull just like that." He snapped his fingers. "W used it to keep the cows in

line. 1'd whonp on 'emwhen they got ornery. Ht '"emas hard as | could. Just
to keep "emin line. Never did much to the cows except annoy 'em"”
"That right?"

"Yeah. So | figure a man woul d have to be God-awful strong to snash open a
cow s thick head. Even with a big rock."

"Took three bl ows."

"Just the same, nighty inpressive."

Duke took a long sip of his Coke.

The sheriff whistled a second verse.

Duke had encountered the Iikes of Marshall Kopp before: the quiet, thoughtful
sort of man who knew nore than he'd ever cone right out and say. Duke deci ded
to stop screw ng around.

"I"'ma werewol f."



Kopp went to the cool er and grabbed a soda. "Figured it was sunthin' |ike
that."

"How d you know?"

"Ch, 1've had plenty of experience with this sort of thing. 'Bout seven years
back, had an outbreak of vampire turkeys. And four years before that, Charlie
Vaughn' s daughter got herself possessed. And the Stillnmans's scarecrow took to
wanderi ng around at night and scaring the bejeezus outta the kids. Point is,
Rockwood has itself an unusual history, and being sheriff means dealing with

t hose problens." Kopp cocked his head to glance at Duke with a carefully
cal cul ated hal f-stare meant to appear casual, but was anything but. "You ain't
going to be a problem are you, M. Snith?"

"No, sir."

"Adad to hear it. And you can call me 'Marshall.' Everybody does."

Loretta's wide, jiggling frame energed fromthe back. They exchanged polite
nods.

"What can | do for you, Marshall?"

"Sorry to have to do this to you, Loretta, but | gotta ask you to close this

pl ace up."
"What for?"
"C nmon now," the sheriff sighed. "Y' knowit's nmy job to | ook after the people
of this county. I was willing to overlook the zonbies as long as they kept to

bot hering you, but nowwith Walt's cows getting infected
"That ain't ny fault."
"Yeah. But this whole wal king corpse trouble started with this diner, and
have'ta figure it's connected sonme way."

"That's not fair, Marshall, and you know it."
"Fair or not, | can't have the dead shanbling around and pestering ny
citizens."

"But | took care of the zonbies." Loretta reached under the counter and pl aced
the dusty nojo bag before the sheriff. "This here is what was making 'em"”
Kopp flipped through the purse. "Ah hell. Not another cult.”

" 'Fraid so," Duke confirned.

"Anot her cult?" Loretta asked.

"Yeah. Seens |ike one pops up every couple of years. It's gotta be the heat."
"You need a novie theater," Duke observed.

"I"ve been trying to get a public swinmn' pool."

"That'd help."

Wanda finished with the doors, and Loretta paid her bill in cash.

"You want ne to order up another set?" Wanda asked.

"Thanks, but | won't be needing 'em
The handywoman puffed on her cigarette stub. "Think 1'lIl order 'em anyway.
Just in case.”

She packed up her tools. Loretta returned to the original topic of
conversation. "Anyway, according to the boys, now that this is dug up

everything will finally quiet down."

"Quess | can give you another chance," Sheriff Kopp said, "but this is it. If
anyt hi ng funny happens, |1'm gonna have to shut you down. Nuthin' personal
Loretta."

"I know, Marshall. Just doin' your job." She held up a | arge rectangle of

cardboard with big black letters across it.
NOW | OO% ZOwvBl E FREE. ASK ABOUT THE BOTTOMLESS CUP OF coffee: only 25C
"What do you think?" "N ce," Kopp replied.

"I't"ll do until | scrape up enough to rent the billboard by the interstate."
The sheriff tucked the bag under his arm "I'Il take this for evidence if
that's alright with you." He tipped his hat. "I gotta be going. Somebody stole

some bodies fromMAllister Fields. Probably related to all this. Least,

hope it's related. Hate to think we got both grave robbers and a cult running
around. "

He dropped seventy-five cents for the soda.

"I haven't nmet your friend yet, M. Snith."



"He sl eeps during the day."

The sheriff smiled crookedly. "Then I'll just have to drop by tonight. See you
around, Loretta, M. Snmith."

Kopp noseyed out of the diner with a generous swagger.

The nearest restaurant-supply store was a good four-hour drive there and back.
Loretta persuaded Duke to come al ong and keep her company. He agreed
reluctantly, worried about the awkward quiet that mght fill the cab. Hs
concerns were quickly put aside. \Whether she bought his werewolf excuse or
not, Loretta seened to be handling the rejection well.

The truck skimed down the interstate. Brief nmonents of conversation were
broken by | ong monments of silence. Not the cunbersone, unpleasant sort of
silence, but the absolute cal mof two people who didn't feel the need to fil
every second with noise. Cccasionally, Loretta would throw out sonme polite
comment about the weather, and Duke would nod or shake his head as the
situation required.

After exhausting every possible variation of "Hot 'nuff for ya?" Loretta
couldn't resist indulging her curiosity.

"Mnd if | ask you a personal question? It's about your condition."

"Nope. "
"How dyougetit ?"
He tugged the brimof his baseball cap |l ower over his eyes. "I killed a

werewol f. That's how you becorme one. 'He who slays the beast inherits its
heart.' Least, that's the prettiest way |'ve heard it put."

"You killed a werewol f?"

"I ran himover with an ei ghteen-wheeler. It was dark, and | wasn't paying
enough attention to the road, and he just darted out in front of me and those
rigs don't stop on a dime. Ended up mashing the poor bastard's head flat as a
wafer. Ain't exactly decapitation, but | guess it was cl ose enough. Anyway, |
clinmbed outta the truck. By then, he'd gone back to being a naked human.™
"What did you do?"

"I got back in ny truck and got the hell out of there.™

"You didn't wait for hel p?"

"Aren't any doctors that | know of able to fix a mashed skull, and |I'd just
gotten ny CDL. Didn't want to screwup ny life 'cuz | flattened a naked guy
runni ng through the woods in the mddle of the night."

Loretta frowned. "Doesn't seemright."

"It wasn't right, but it was what | did. Still don't know his name or even
what he | ooked like, but he was a werewol f al-right."

"So you just knew that you'd become one?"

"Not 'til the next full moon. Now that stuff about the noon affecting

werewol ves is only half true. | get stronger with the full noon, but | don't
have to change if |I don't want. But | was just a kid, and | didn't even know
|'d becone what | was. | get in this bar fight over a turn at the pool table.
Thi s bi ker breaks a cue over ny head, and | lose control. | change right there
in front of everyone. Scared the living shit outta everybody, including ne."
He chuckl ed. "Good thing, too. | was so freaked out that | ran off instead of
killing everyone in the place.

"Spent a couple of nonths on the nove after that, changin' every full noon,
thinking | couldn't get close to anyone 'cuz | night end up ripping out their
hearts. Werewolves can't hold that stuff in. It just kept building and
building until | finally found this guy alone in the woods and tore into him"
Qui etly di sapproving, she shook her head.

"So I've ripped himto shreds, and |I'm hunched over his gutted corpse, gnaw ng
on his intestines. Wich tasted like shit. So | snap off a hunk of innards and
choke it down 'cuz | figure that's what |'ms'posed to do. And |I get this
picture of howny life is gonna be. Eating rotten intestines, stalking through
t he woods, barfing up rotten intestines, throw ng myself under an

ei ght een-wheeler on a lonely stretch of interstate.™

"You seem alright now," Loretta observed.



"I was just gettin' to that. | stop chewing on the guy |ong enough to gag, and
when | turn back, he's busy shoving his guts back in. He gives me the hairy
eyebal |, and asks ne to help himfind his pancreas."

Duke sniled widely or as wide as he ever did, which was w de enough for
someone to notice w thout making a big deal of it.

"It was Earl."

"That when you first net?"

"Yeah. He hel ped ne unlearn every wong thing horror novies had ever taught

me. Probably saved ny life."

Quiet fell upon the pickup and |asted for a little over nineteen mnutes.

"I's that why you hang around with hinP" Loretta asked. " 'Cuz he saved your
life?"

"Sort'a. | know Earl isn't always easy to get along with. Fact is, he can be a
real pain in the ass nore often than not, but after you spend enough time with
him and you learn to ignore his personality, he's a pretty decent guy."

"I'f you say so."

"Plus it ain't easy being a nonster in this world. Hel ps to have someone
around who under st ands, sonebody who can give you a hand when things get
conplicated. "

"That happen a | ot?"

"More often than it shoul d. When you cross over into the weird stuff, there's
no goi ng back. Hector has a theory on it. Calls it the |law of 'Anonal ous
Phenonena Attraction.' He explained it to me once. Didn't really pay close
attention, but it boils down to "weird shit pulls in nmore weird shit.' Figure
it's gotta be true. Ever since | killed that guy, | keep runnin' across cults
and nonsters and fallen gods."

"So this sort'a thing happens a lot."

He snorted deeply and spat a wad of phlegm out the w ndow.

"All the dam tine."

And anot her |1 ong silence descended on the pickup

ELEVEN

Tammy whil ed away every study hall engaged in the conplex and often seeningly
i npenetrabl e science of the arcane. Even for one of her considerable occult
talent, it was a difficult task. It was a chore she did not particularly care
for, but the rewards it would eventually bring kept her at it. The key to

unl ocking the old gods required that just the right ritual be perforned at
just the right time in just the right place by just the right person. It
wasn't easy deci phering inportant heavenly novenents when the best reference
book avail able was her nmother's three-volunme astrol ogy collection. And the
records of ancient Atlantis were absurd in their verbosity. And Ms. Richards
didn't nake things any easier.

The wrinkled, old teacher cleared her throat.

"May | ask what your doi ng?"

Tammy cl osed her notebook. "Nuthin'."

"May | see that please?"

Si ghi ng, Tammy handed over her sacred not ebook. Ms.

Ri chards gl anced through the pages. She had no idea of the inportance of what
she | ooked at. To such an unenlightened fool, the secrets of the universe were
little nore than the scrawings of a stupid, teenage girl. It hel ped that
Tammy nade it a practice to dot all her "i"s and "j"s with little hearts and
snmiley faces. The hearts were those ripped fromthe breasts of all foolish
enough to stand in her way. The smiley faces just nade the notes prettier
"What did | tell you about this?"

"I"'msorry, ma'am"

"I told you I'd take this away if | sawit again.'

"I"'msorry. I'Il put it away."

"This is the last tine." The old hag | ooked down her nose at Tamry. "This is
study hall. | want to see sone studying. Am | naking nyself clear, young



| ady?"

Tammy struggled not to scow and nanaged a not-quite-hidden frowm. "Yes, Ms.
Ri chards. "

"Very good. "

Ms. Richards returned to her desk in the front of the room

"Uck-fay oo-yay, oo-yay old-ay at-bay," Tamy grunbl ed.

The sl ate bl ackboard shuddered, and a single long crack split down its mddle.
The class filled with nurnuring students. Ms. Richards shushed everyone with
a hard glare and expl ai ned away the incident as the foundation settling.

Chad, who sat three rows away from Tanmmy, passed a note through a chain of
students.

"Are we doing anything tonight?" it inquired.

She sent back her reply. "Yes. And bring your nom s good silverware."

He read it and gri maced.

Tammy reached under her desk and pulled out her English book. She pretended to
read it while she nused on the approaching fate of the world in general, and
Ms. Richards in particular.

TVWELVE

Rockwood didn't have a novie theater or an IHOP or a strip mall. But it did
have two churches, a ranshackle bar, and last (but certainly not |east) Wacky
WIllie' s Deluxe Goofy Golf, a barren | andscape of wilted ferns and plastic
flam ngos with peeling paint. Wacky WIllie had added the "Del uxe" when finally
ridding the thirteenth hole windm |l of a stubborn famly of bats after a
great and terrible struggle that would forever be known as "The Fearsone Bat
War of Rock-wood County" to WIllie, but was usually referred to as "That Tine
WIllie Had To Get Rabi es Shots" by everyone else. At night, the lights would
go on and every June bug and nosquito (and once a swarm of |ocusts) in a
hundred nmiles would flock to worship before their halogen altar with the

i nevitabl e unfortunate hair tangling incident. Insect graveyards littered the
ground around the lights. Wacky WIllie's Deluxe Goofy Colf was broken down and
overpriced, but as it was the only activity available within fifty mles
(other than church socials, heavy drinking, and junkyard rat shoots) it had
become a thriving recreational hub of Rockwood. And any sort of hub in
Rock-wood was bound to have a rich and unusual history.

There was the ghost of Herbert Smythe. A lifetinme devotee of Wacky Wllie's
CGoofy Colf, Herbert's heart had given out on the eighteenth hole as he
prepared to shoot the final hole-in-one of a perfect game. Popul ar | egend went

that on quiet nights when the desert was still and no one was wat chi ng,
Her bert woul d appear and play a round or two.
There was also the tinme that Joey Hill lost his ball in the nouth of the

pl ywood alligator of hole sixteen and nearly got his armbitten off as the
reptile seemngly came to life for one inpossible mnute. Hole sixteen stil
swal | owed a couple of balls a night, and these snacks, never to be seen again,
were always its to keep.

There was that nmonth when the purple people eater of hole four had

spont aneousl y conmbusted and burned for one solid nonth before extinguishing
just as spontaneously. The fire left the eater relatively unharnmed, save for
the word "Repent"” scorched over its three eyes.

These incidents were a nere sanpling of the many inexplicable events at Wacky
Wlilie's. WIlie had panmphlets made for the tourists. He'd even sold one

whi ch, at an asking price of five bucks, was sonething of an inexplicable
event in itself.

Gven its history, it was to be expected that Earl and Duke mi ght be drawn to
Wacky Wllie's. This had little, if anything at all, to do with the | aw of
Anonmal ous Phenonena Attraction and everything to do with the |aw of crushing
bor edom

The pickup pulled into the gravel parking lot.

"This is stupid,” Earl grunted.



Duke got out and wal ked toward the sl anted wooden hut where custoners rented
their balls and cl ubs.

Earl stuck his head out the wi ndow and shouted. "Wy can't we just go get a
beer ?"

The werewol f kept wal ki ng.

"Christ Almighty." Gunbling, the vanpire clinbed out of the truck and ran
after him "They got a bar, Duke."

"I"'mtrying not to drink, Earl."

"Ch, c'nobn, one beer ain't gonna do nuthin'. And even if it does, so you sleep
with Loretta. You could probably use a good |ay anyway."

They stepped up to the adnission shack. Wacky Wllie hinmself sat in the thin,
unvar ni shed box. H's hair and beard were long and stringy. A thick nustache
hid his mouth. His skin, what little of it that was visible under his woolly
face, was pocknmarked and flaking. H s nustache withed about in a decidedly
non-wacky way as he snmacked his lips at his two new custoners.

"Two pl ease,” Duke requested.

"Twel ve bucks."

"Twel ve bucks?" Earl grunbl ed

WIllie nodded. H s eyes bounced up and down a few nmonents |onger than his
head. "Got a discount plan. Fifty bucks for ten games in advance."

"W just need two."

Met hodically, WIllie set two clubs, two colored golf balls, and a scorecard
bef ore them

"CGot a pencil?" Earl asked

W1 lie shrugged.

"How are we supposed to keep score?"

Willie offered another, |ess enthusiastic shrug.

Earl nmuttered sonething along the lines of "overpriced shit-hole."

"You boys care for a panphlet? Only five dollars." Sonewhere, deep in Wllie's
eyes, a spark of life shone.

"Il give you a quarter," Duke bartered.

"Two dollars,” WIlie returned.

"Fifty cents."

"Deal ." He handed over a panphl et and pocketed his change.

Duke passed the panphlet to Earl as they proceeded to the first hole. It was a
busy night. Three families were already on the course. The werewol f set his
yellow ball on the tee while Earl had a seat on a wobbly, splinter-ridden
bench and | eaf ed through the brochure.

"Says here nineteen peopl e have been struck by lightning while playing hole
seven. "

"That a fact?"

Duke tapped his ball. It bounced across the torn, uneven felt, between the
munmmy' s | egs, and round a sharp corner to fall in the cup

"Lucky shot," Earl remarked as he set his own tee.

He sl apped the ball with his putter. The green sphere shot in the air,

ri cocheted off the nmummy's knee, and |landed in a potted fern

Duke chuckl ed.

"That doesn't count. | was just warmng up."

Earl set the ball back down and gave it a light tap. It rolled a few inches
down the green before swi nging back and settling to rest by Earl's feet.

"Do over."

"Excuse ne."

The ghost of Herbert Snythe, who Earl had been stubbornly pretending not to
see, stepped forward.

"I'f you want to make this hole, give the ball a light tap and bounce it right
here. Even if you don't make it, you'll set yourself up for an easy par two."
"You should listen to the nan," Duke agreed.

Though they couldn't touch ghosts, werewolves could detect spirits. Duke could
feel a subtle chill in the air and perceive an unnatural hazy outline where
Herbert stood. The spirit's voice was a soft whisper carried by the breeze.



On Earl's next stroke, the ball got trapped in a pocket of ripped felt.

"This can be a tricky one," Herbert consoled. "You fellas don't mind if | play
t hr ough, do you?"

Duke and Earl granted their perm ssion, and Herbert efficiently scored a hole
inone. "lIt's all physics and geonetry. 'Course, |'ve had a |lot of practice."
He bal anced his ectoplas-nmc golf ball on the tip of his phantomclub. "Y' al
have a pl easant evening."

By the fourth hole, it becane obvious that the scorecard was conpletely
unnecessary. Duke conquered each green with a single stroke of his rusty
putter whereas Earl had yet to sink a single putt before the six stroke limt
forced himto nove on. H s nood steadily worsened even as he protested that
mniature golf wasn't even a real sport and that if there were only a bowing
alley in town he'd show Duke a thing or two. Duke nodded as if he agreed, but
he'd seen Earl bow .

Earl flipped through the panphl et as Duke started on hole five.

"Hey! Hey, guys!"

Tammy and Chad stood by the adm ssion shack. She stood on her tiptoes, waving
both arnms over her head while Chad forked over twelve bucks to Wacky Wllie.
"Shit." Earl gritted his teeth. "Just what | need.”

Tammy | eft her boyfriend' s side and bounded toward themwi th a girlish skip.
She wore a pleated skirt, a white cotton blouse, and sinple black shoes wth
knee hi gh stockings. At the arc of each skip, the skirt would rise to expose a
few i nches of her taut thighs. Neither Earl nor Duke could recall what Chad
was weari ng.

"Hi." Her snile beamed brighter than the course |ights.

Earl glanced up from his panphlet just |ong enough to nod at her. Duke cleared
his throat and spat in a clay pot. "Hey."

She scooted beside Earl. "Renenber ne?"

"Uh . . . yeah. It's Tanya, right?"

"Tamy, silly." She lightly bopped his shoul der

Earl sidled away from her.

"So what are you guys doin'?"

"Playin' golf."

She bent over to adjust her stockings. Earl found hinmself transfixed by her
fingers fiddling with that little band of el astic.

"Who' s wi nni ng?"

Duke's ball rattled in the cup, announci ng another hol e-in-one.

"We aren't keeping score," Earl replied with a frown.

" Cool . "

Chad appeared and handed her a club and ball.

"I got you blue, babe. Just like you like."

"Yeah. Thanks. So, hey |'ve got an idea. Wiy don't we join you?"

"W're kind'a in the nmddl e of the gane," Earl said.

"So what? | thought you weren't keeping score.™

He | ooked into her eyes and tried to change her mind with a little nesnerism
"You don't want to play with us."

"Sure, we do."

Earl focused his will sharp as a knife. "No, you don't."

"Ch, c'non. It'll be fun. | promse."

The vanpire relented. H's powers of hypnoti smnever were reliable. He didn't
practice enough, and whenever he tried, it always gave hima headache.

Tamy brought the full, terrifying force of her dinples and batting eyel ashes
down upon him Against such powers, he was hel pl ess.

"Yeah. Sure."

She hopped up and down agai n, bouncing in all the right ways. "Geat."

"Uhmm can | talk to you a mnute, baby?" Chad asked.

Her smile instantly becane a scow that just as quickly turned back into a
smle. "Ckay."

The teenagers wal ked away and began a hushed argunent.

"Just great," Earl groaned.



"Quit conplaining."

"That's easy for you to say."

"Yeah. It's gotta be terrible having a hot seventeen-year-old girl crawing
all over you. Boy, aml glad |I'mnot you."

"It ain't as much fun as it sounds."

"Ch, I'msure it isn't. As a matter of fact, if | remenber right, aren't

t eenage nynphos part of Dante's sixth circle of Hell?"

Duke chuckl ed.

"Shut the fuck up."

Earl didn't expect the werewolf to understand. In theory, having an

over powering sexual aura mght seemlike a perk. In reality, it was just

anot her hassle. He'd learned that the hard way. Not |ong after becom ng
undead, he'd discovered the talent. Mst people weren't sensitive enough to
pick up on it, but when sonebody did, especially female sonebodies, it was an
easy score. He'd catch soneone who couldn't take her eyes off him and know he
didn't have to do a damm thing to get laid except introduce hinself. Sonetines
not even that. It was great. For about a nonth.

Then the drawbacks surfaced. He could never be certain a woman was genui nely
interested in himor the vanpire in him Wich really wouldn't have rmade mnuch
di fference except that not all the wonmen drawn to himwere as easy-on-the-eyes
as Tammy. And jeal ous boyfriends and husbands abounded. Earl had been shot,

st abbed, dragged nine nmiles over rough road, and one especially sour husband
had even enployed a chain saw with admrable skill. None of which had
seriously hurt Earl, but few chicks were worth getting run through by a Bl ack
& Decker Three-Speed Lunmber Master

Tammy m ght have been one of them

She ended the argunment with Chad by sinply ignoring him She strode away even
as he waved his arnms in protest. Chad sneered, but it was clear he didn't have
a vote in the matter.

"Who's turn is it?" she asked.

"Ladies first," Earl said

"That's so sweet. Thanks."

She bent over the tee and wi ggled her bottomat him O maybe just in his
general direction, he tried to convince hinself.

Calling forth the will power only avail able to someone who had passed through
the veil of death, Earl | ooked away.

An unpl easant nutter rose from Chad's throat.

The next fourteen holes stretched hal f-an-hour into twenty years. Earl read
hi s pamphl et and stared into the lights and studied his golf ball until he
knew every dinple by heart. He | ooked anywhere and everywhere Tanmy wasn't in
a vain effort to discourage her. Sonmehow, she managed to still fall into his
line of vision. It was uncanny how she seened to be wherever he casually

gl anced. She gracefully glided to and fro, here and there, bending over this
and kneeling beside that and adjusting her stockings and snoothing her skirt
to terrifying effect. Admittedly, Earl wasn't putting forth all his efforts in
resisting, but the girl knew her body and how to use it. He caught hinself
staring nore than once.

So did Duke. The werewol f's crooked snile never |left his face.

Chad made a futile attenpt at sticking by his girlfriend s side, but he was
constantly out maneuvered, always one step behind.

The last ball rattled in the last hole, a three-foot-high vol cano.

"That was fun," Tammy said. "We'd like to play again, but Chad and ne got
things to do."

Earl breathed a sigh of relief.

She reached out and touched himfor the second time of the evening. It wasn't
much. Just a light hand on the small of his back. Enough to send a shudder
down his spine to his nether regions.

"See you later," she said.

"Later," Chad agreed through cl enched teeth.

The teenage couple returned their equi prent to Wacky Wllie. Earl and Duke



were about to do the sanme when the ghost of Herbert Snythe appeared by their
si de.

"Excuse me, but | couldn't help notice you scored a perfect gane there,
friend."

Duke rolled his golf ball round and round his palm "Wsn't that hard."

"It's all luck anyway," Earl added.

Her bert ignored him "Anyway, as you have al ready probably guessed, |'ve been
condemmed to play this course until | score a perfect game. |'ve mastered al

t he hol es, except nunber nine, and | was hoping . "

"Sure."

"Real ly. Thanks, | really appreciate this."

"No problem™

Tammy wat ched the werewol f give the ghost golf tips as the vampire pretended
to read his panphlet while casting regular glances up and down her figure.
Tammy had al ways assuned that a vampire would be harder to seduce than a
regul ar man. Certainly, a few degrees harder than teenage boys. He wasn't.

Earl offered some token resistance, but that was all it was. He was hers
whenever she want ed.

She was trenmendously di sappoi nt ed.

Yet she found herself intrigued as well, not by the vanpire, but by the
werewol f. Duke withstood her flirting assault better than anyone ever had. She
caught hi mwat ching her fromthe corners of his eyes several tines, but only
when she was really looking for it and only, she suspected, because he didn't
really care if she caught him

She wanted him He was fat and rough, with callused hands and greasy hair, but
she wanted him She'd never wanted anyone before. She gave Chad a junp now and
then to keep himin line, but that was a neans to an end. She'd |l et Roger
Sinmp-kins get to third base one tine, but that was only because he was Denise
Cal houn's boyfriend. She'd found Earl interesting until realizing that being
an immortal stal ker of the night didn't make himany | ess of a stooge. She'd
carried a brief crush on Boris Karloff before discovering he was a puss in
real life. But never before had she felt what she felt for the werewolf in the
| eat her jacket.

But by night's end, he would either be dead or driven away. For the briefest
of moments, she consi dered changi ng her plans, but no anpbunt of wanton teenage
[ ust could sway her from her sacred mssion. Wich was a terrible pity since
she seriously entertained the notion of losing her virginity to him Chad
hardly counted. He was nore of a chore than a sexual encounter and a short
chore at that.

"You ready to go, babe?" Chad asked.

She nodded.

They clinmbed onto Chad's notorcycle and peel ed out of the parking lot.

THI RTEEN

Once, Make Qut Barn had been a haven of teenage activity. Wwolly living up to
its name, the worn old building played host to regul ar sessions of heavy
petting and awkward gropi ng. There were even one or two acts of genuine sex on
the prem ses, though not nearly as many as | ocker-room boasts m ght | ead one
to believe. The barn was a place for certain people, nanely those of surging
hor mones and acne-i nduced angst, preferably in groups of two, to get away from
the endl ess hell that teenagers tend to perceive their lives to be until they
grow up and realize that real hell generally strikes around m ddl e age, when
one discovers that life is either far too short or far too |ong.

Tammy put an end to that.

Every priestess needed a tenple, soneplace to practice her forbidden arts in
peace and quiet. The first tine her nom al nost wal ked in on her as she
conjured the spirits had proven that. To that end, Tammy had taken Make Qut
Barn for her own. It wasn't hard. Al it took was some carefully controlled



arson and a sinple rite of the Dreadful Aura. Her tenple had been left al one
ever since, nmaking it perfect for her needs. She could study up on her

destiny, raise the dead, and | eave corpses to soak up bl ack magi ¢ wi thout
having to worry about kids | ooking to enjoy the pleasure of swapping various
bodily fluids and adults hoping to interrupt such pl easures.

She shone her flashlight on the bodies. The ritual demanded they be buried in
shal | ow graves, and so they sat in inch-deep holes in the ground, covered from
head to toe with a thin [ayer of dirt. The Mark of Those That |Inhere Wthin

t he Snot heri ng Shadows were carved into their foreheads. The first stage of
the magi ¢ had taken effect. The fetid flesh of the corpses had becone a pallid
green, and their teeth had becone rows of razor-sharp fangs. Thick, black
claws had grown fromtheir fingertips. They were still dead, but soon they
would rise to serve her.

Q eefully grinning, she renpved the occult odds and ends from her backpack
Chad shone a light on a dead face. "Uh . . . Tamy?"

She ignored him Tammy did not exist once she and Chad went through the doors
of the tenple.

"Mstress Lilith."

"Yes?"

He tiptoed a wide circle around the dead people. "Wat are we doing with these
guys?"

"We?" She chuckled at the pronoun. As if Chad were an equal partner in her
destiny. "W are raising the dead."

"Ch. Okay. Like zonbies, right?"

"Sort of."
The ritual shared certain elenments of zonbie-making, but these were a far nore
danger ous breed of wal king dead. The spell itself even entailed sone risk to

the casters. It was the nost difficult feat of black magic she had yet to
attenpt, and if sonmething went w ong soneone woul d have to be torn apart when
her mnions first rose. Chad had volunteered for the duty if the necessity
arose, though he didn't currently know it.

He reached for the black candl e she'd set out. She slapped his hand away.
"Don't touch anything."

"Ckay." He cast a nervous glance toward the nearest dead guy. "So do we have
to get naked agai n?"

"No. "
"Ch. Are you sure?"
"Yes."

"Ch. Ckay."

"Ch, alright," she sighed.

He smiled stupidly as he stripped off his clothes in fifteen seconds flat.
"Your turn, Mstress Lilith."

Chad | eered while she got undressed. It wasn't necessary, but it made things
easier. Chad would do just about anything as |ong as they were both naked
while doing it.

"You didn't really like that old dude, did ja, babe?" he asked as he posed and
fl exed.

"No. OF course not," she replied.

Tammy organi zed her supplies. There wasn't rmuch to it. She just had to cal
forth the shadows to enter the corpses which involved a quick incantation. She
had Chad lay out his nom s good silverware and her dad's canping tent stakes.
She lit the black candl e and began. Chad knew enough to sit quietly in the
corner while she worked.

"I conjure thee, fromthe endless night, fromthe icy hearth of forever quiet,
fromthe shadows which cannot be banished, | conjure theel"

She put her finger to the page to mark her place and grabbed her pocketknife.
After another five minutes of steady incant-ing, she pricked her index finger
"Ose-thay at-thay eyeth-way in-ay arkness-day. Eyes-ray. Eyes-ray. Eyes-ray!"
She flicked a drop of her blood on the black candle. The flane flared, spew ng
an unnaturally thick cloud. Shapes and things terrible and unknowabl e



slithered in the gray snoke. They whi spered and cackled, all too eager to be
given formin the world of flesh

"Eyes-ray!" Tammy shouted. "Eyes-ray and-ay obey-ay eye-may ill-way. Eyes-ray!
Eyes-ray!" She threw her arns wide. Her flashlight cast fearsone |ight across
her face. A skittering piece of dark crawl ed over her eyes.

Chad woul d have been frozen in sweaty horror had he noticed, but he was too
busy staring at her pert breasts as they rose and fell as she incanted.

The snoke funnel ed downward into the nmouths and eyes of the bodies. A chil

wi nd bl ew. The unholy chattering quieted, and stillness settled on Tamy's
tenpl e.

Everything was still quiet ten mnutes later

Chad dared speak up. "M stress Lilith, is that it?"

She | eaf ed t hrough her Necronom con to find where things had gone awy.

He ventured fromthe corner and stood by her side. "They're not rising."

"l noticed."

"What went wrong?"

"Shut up, dunbass, and let me think."

He | ooped an arm around her waist. "I don't know about the dead guys, but
think Big Jinmy is starting to rise."

She was busy deci di ng which of Chad's body parts to dig her fingernails into
when the candle flickered. Five ragged noans rose. Tammy snatched up her
flashlight and shone it on the corpses.

Her minions sat up and slowy, clunmsily rose to their feet. The four wal king
dead with two good | egs stood in hunched, predatory stances. The fifth
one- | egged corpse hopped about in an awkward bal anci ng act. Ten sets of beady,
mlky eyes stared at their new mistress, either awaiting their first comand
or, perhaps, their first meal.

Chad huddl ed cl oser to Tamy, either out of terror or, quite possibly, to cop
a cheap feel. Either way, she stonped on his foot to deter him

She pointed to the door. "Go forth," she whispered. "Go forth and sate your
unholy appetites on the flesh of mine enenies.”

The corpses shuffled (or hopped) to collect their weapons of knives, salad
forks, and canpi ng stakes. They shanbl ed out of the barn one at a tine. The

| ast dead thing stopped just |ong enough to cast a wi cked glare at his

m stress. And then they were gone.

Tammy rai sed her hands over her head and giggled the malign giggle of a
school girl consorting with the |egions of darkness and having a hell of a tine
doing it.

FOURTEEN

As soon as Duke parked the truck in the diner lot. Earl junped out, grabbed
the battered cassette player fromthe bed, and started to wal k down the road.
"\Where you goin' ?"

"I"'mgetting sonething to eat," Earl answered.

"Any particular reason you're taking the tape player?"

"It's a long wal k."

"Don't forget. Sheriff wants a word with you."

"I'"ll be back in plenty of tine."

Earl stepped out of the light of the diner's sign and was swal | owed up by the
ni ght. He wal ked about a half-mle down the road before turning around. He
wasn't up to the torment Duke would subject himto if the werewol f found out
he was going to visit a ghost. He wouldn't say much. Not with words. But Duke
could say nore with a | ook than anyone he'd ever nmet. Earl had seen

gl ass-eating, tough-as-nails, drunken badasses retreat in trenbling terror at
the sight of Duke raising one eyebrow Earl didn't understand it. He only knew
that he wasn't up to the rai sed eyebrows and know ng hal f-smles Duke woul d
throw his way if the werewol f discovered his graveyard date.

"It's not a date,” he verbally rem nded hinself. "It's just a ..." He searched
for a | ess objectionable noun. " just an appointnment."



He frowned. That was a touch too formal.

"Cet-together?" he tried, but he didn't like the sound of that either. Not
with only two of them getting together.

"Meet i ng?"

He didn't know what it was, but it was definitely not a date. Cathy was

| onely, and he was just being nice. That was all there was to it.
"Rendezvous," he tried, but the word was French enough to carry ronmantic

i mplications.

"I't's just a thing," he quickly decided. "A nice thing. That's all it is."

He skul ked up to the graveyard, lowto the ground to keep anyone in the diner
fromspotting him although he was pretty sure nobody woul d be watching al
that closely. Just to be safe he hopped the broken fence on the graveyard's
dark side.

"You cane," Cathy said.

She smled, and, while Earl's body didn't exactly respond |ike a nortal body,
he still felt a strange flutter in his stomach.

"I said | would. | brought this." He held up the dented box. "I thought you
mght like to listen to sone nusic. 'Cuz, y'know, it's probably been a while
since you got the chance." He dug sone cassettes out of his overall pockets.
"I"ve got Elvis and Randy Travis, BB King, Buddy Holly—*>

"Buddy Holly. That'd be just great."

"You have been here a while." He inserted the tape.

"Not that long. | just l|like Buddy Holly."

Buddy began belting out a static-filled song that wasn't entirely

deci pherable. Earl fiddled with the knobs to correct the problem but the
crackling remai ned. He gave up and took a seat beside Cathy on her grave.

"So how was your day?" he asked.

"Same oP, sane oF. | saw sone birds. | think they were ducks. And a Vol kswagen
Beetl e drove by. Haven't seen one of those in a while."

"They started making 'em again."

" Cool . "
"The engine is in the front now "
She frowned. "Well, that's stupid. It's not really a Beetle then, is it?"

"Nope, " he agreed.

They listened to the nusic a while. She silently sang the Iyrics with Buddy.
"How was your day?" she asked

"Ckay. | slept."”

"Ch. That's right. | forgot. So do you have to sleep during the day or can you
wal k around if you want ?"

"I"'mpretty nuch dead when the sun's up."

"Do you drean®"

"Vanpires don't dream™

"Never ?"

"Well, we don't really sleep. W just sort'a shut off."

"Bunmer . "

Cat hy nodded along with the nusic. Earl considered putting an arm around her
shoul der, but it didn't seemright. He wanted to, he thought, but it seened a
little forward on his part. And what if she didn't want his arm around her
shoul der ? Just because he could touch her didn't necessarily mean she want ed
hi mto.

For just a nice thing, this sure as hell felt Iike a date. It'd been a |ong
time since he'd been on one, and he'd never been very good at it.

Cat hy reached over and took his hand in her own. He was gl ad the undead didn't
have to worry about sweaty pal ns.

She sm | ed again. He smiled back again.

"So this cemetery-guardian job," she said, "how does it work? | mean, | can't
do anything. How am | supposed to guard anything?"

"I"'mnot real sure. Have you tried to do anythi ng?"

"Li ke what ?"

"I don't know, but just because you're immaterial doesn't nean you can't do



stuff. 1 knew a ghost in Al abanma who could nmake fog and chain-rattling noises.
And there was another in South Dakota that was able to shatter glass and nove
smal | stuff around.”

"How d they do that?"

"They just did it. | don't know a | ot about ghost powers, but | don't think
there is any special trick toit. It's just practice, | think."

Cat hy lay back on her plot.

"That stuff about vanpires being able to change shape, that isn't true, is
it?"

"It's true.'

She propped up on her el bows. "No way."

"Sure is."

The ghost grinned with charm ng suspicion. "You're screwing with ny head.
There's no way soneone . . . even a vanpire soneone . . . can turn into a bat
or wolf."

"And mist," Earl added.

"Yeah, right. It's just inpossible.”

"Li ke ghosts and vanpires?"

"Ckay, smart guy. Show ne."

There was teasing doubt in her voice. Comng fromanyone else, it would have
annoyed him Coming fromher, he could only flash a goofy, |opsided snile

He bowed. "For ny first trick, 1'd like to do a little shape- ¢ shift | call
"The Wl f.""

She hel d her hands out and performed a soft, aristocratic clap

Li ke nost of his vanpiric talents, Earl had never truly mastered
shape-shifting. He never had much reason to, and on those few occasions he
had, it always left himstiff and sore. Cathy was partly right. Shape-changing
was one of the harder feats a vanpire nmight attenpt. It involved a | ot of
bone-shi fting, nuscle-tw sting, and organ-shuffling. Not to nmention the

di spl acement of those extra pounds that separated wol f from human. They nelted
away, but all that nonexistent weight seenmed to rest on his kidneys. O maybe
that was just canine instinct that made himwant to piss on everything.

He hunched over and balled his hands into tight fists. He grunted and shook
with the effort and finally let |oose with an enbarrassi ng intestine-churning
grow . And not hi ng happened.

"Are you okay?" Cathy asked.

Earl | eaned agai nst a wooden tonbstone. "Yeah. Just give me a sec. Getting it
started is the hardest part."

He stood tall and straight, attenpting to regain sone dignity, and tried
again. It took a long minute for himto gather together his will and push it
t hrough his body. At first it felt like the nmother of all bowel novenents. The
gurgling warm sensation started in his guts and spread fromthere. Once it
started, he just had to ride it out.

His transformati on was a | ot snoother than Duke's. Wereas the beast within
Duke literally burst out of his skin in a gruesone, nausea-induci ng

nmet anor phosi s, Earl's change was a fluid nonment of grace. And, unlike Duke,
Earl's clothes even changed with him disappearing to wherever all his extra
wei ght went. The man nelted into the wolf. Not the hal f-ape nonster that Duke
becarme, but an unassuming, feral canine. As a wolf, Earl |ooked nore |like a
bony nongrel than a w |l d predator

Cathy's eyes flashed with delight. "That's fantastic!"

Earl's lips parted and he bared his long, yellowteeth in a canine grin of
pride. He took a noment to adjust to his four-1legged formand push away the
urge to take a leak on all the nearby tonbstones.

She reached out and rubbed his nmuzzle. Then she scratched under his chin. He
was tenpted to roll over and let her rub his belly, but quickly changed his
m nd. Naked dogs had a harder tine concealing certain biological reactions
than fully clothed humans. He | et her massage his ears for a few mnutes
before going into his next trick.

Now t hat he was back into the swing of things, the change fromwolf to bat was



surprisingly easy. He flew a couple of quick |aps around the graveyard while
she watched in wonder. A trenendous satisfaction entered himat the sight of
her enjoying herself. It didn't really help her situation, but at least it
took her mind off it.

He deci ded, sonmewhat optim stically, to try changing to mist. He'd only done
it four tines before. The last time his concentration had slipped for only an
instant, and he'd lost his legs to a sudden gust. But he was willing to | ose
an appendage or two for another of Cathy's smles.

It turned out to be easier than his earlier changes. As a cloud of curling fog
he drifted in the breeze while concentrating on holding onto all his floating
nol ecul es. Cat hy passed her ecto-plasmc fingers through his body. A tingle
ran through his insubstantial nerves. Had he currently possessed knees, they
woul d have wobbl ed at such an intimate touch. Instead his formof fog tunbled
over in an excited, whirling | oop. He hoped she didn't notice.

Transform ng back into a man proved harder than he remenbered. It took
considerable tine and willpower to gather up all his errant pieces and jell

t hem back into physical form He wasn't entirely certain, but it felt like
some of his internal organs hadn't made the trip back. There was a vague enpty
sensation where his liver and spl een shoul d have been

He bowed to another round of appl ause.

"That's inpressive," she observed.

Earl woul d' ve shrugged, but his aching shoul der wasn't up to it. A wise
vampire always stretched before assumng forms. It was just conmmon sense

A brown police cruiser pulled into the diner. Atall, |lean man Earl guessed to
be the sheriff got out and went into the diner

Buddy | aunched into a hissing rendition of "Peggy Sue" that sounded as if it
were being beaned directly fromthe outer regions of the galaxy. Cathy junped
up and took Earl's hands.

"This is ny favorite. Do you want to dance?"

"I"'mnot a good dancer."

"That's okay. Neither aml."

"I only know how to waltz."

"Real ly? Mg, too."

Earl glanced at the cruiser. The sheriff could wait another five m nutes.

She noved cl oser, guiding his hand to her back. She began the dance, then
snoothly gave himthe lead. At first, he was far too busy counting in his head
and avoi di ng open graves to enjoy hinself. And though ectoplasm had al ways
been cool to the touch before, sonething about Cathy nade hi munconfortably
warm But gradually, without himeven realizing it, she drew closer and laid
her head on his shoulder. They slowy spun through the cemetery in each
other's arnms. They kept dancing even after Buddy was swal |l owed whol e by

stati c.

She smelled |ike bloom ng roses and freshly dug earth. Was that the scent of
all ectoplasm c beings, he wondered, or was it just her? He'd never gotten
this close to a ghost for this |ong.

"You know, Earl, you were right."

"Yeah? About what?"

"You aren't a good dancer."
"I"'mthe only one avail able,’
"Good point."

He held her at arms' length, and she twirled once. She fell back into his

ar ns.

"Earl, how old are you?"

"N nety-seven cone May."

"You don't look it."

"Well, | try and stay out of the sun. It keeps the winkles away."

She | aughed. It fluttered through the graveyard, filtering into the world of
the living. Any nortals passing by would have stopped and wondered where it
cane from They woul d've found a man dancing with an imagi nary partner and
decided it better to mind their own business.

he replied with a grin.



Earl and Cathy stopped dancing and | ooked into each other's eyes. Strands of
phantasmal hair drifted across her face in the |light breeze. He brushed them
away and caressed her cheek. Her blue lips parted ever-so-slightly. They

| eaned cl oser.

Earl's heart thunped in his chest. Once. For the first time in sixty-nine
undead years.

And then a shadow rose up behind himand plunged a wooden stake through his
heart. Hi s eyes glazed, and he crunpled to the ground.

"Earl!"

The shadow crept forward. Cathy could see in darkness better than the living
could see in daylight. But she couldn't quite see this creature, an eel of

bl ack snoke slithering across the night. In one noment it seened roughly
human-shaped. I n another it was a scuttling collection of tendrils. But nostly
it was a glob of shifting shadows that refused to be truly perceived by even
ghostly eyes.

It didn't seemto notice her. It hunched over Earl in a menacing, anorphous
way.

"Cet away fromhim™" Cathy shouted.

The shadow i gnored her while running bl ackened |inbs over the vampire.

"I said, get away fromhim"

She | ashed out wi thout thinking. Mich to her surprise, her epheneral fists
connected with a bulb of dark that m ght have been its head. It squeal ed and
tunmbl ed back. Cathy put herself between Earl and the shadow

The thing took on an al nbst human form Two crinson eyes glinted.

Cathy met its gaze with the lack of fear that came from being dead and the
know edge that there was very little nore that could be done to her. So she
hoped.

"Backoff!"

Sonething registered in the thing's eyes. It wasn't fear. Perhaps it was
respect for a fellow creature of shadow. Maybe regard for her determni nation.
What ever it was, the shadow decided it didn't want the vanpire enough to face
her. It slipped away. Cathy suddenly noticed that it was not al one. Four other
forms slinked through the graveyard. The five banks of near-inperceptible fog
rolled across the road toward the diner. One stepped by the diner's neon sign
and became solid under the hard |ight.

It was a man (or sonething that had once been a man) with green skin and
tattered clothes. It raised its head to the |ight and hissed. The ravens
perched on the sign cawed |l oudly and fl ew away. The sign clicked off and, once
again, the creature became a shadow swi nm ng in darkness.

Cathy turned to Earl. He wasn't breathing. He wasn't noving. He just lay

t here, wooden stake poking through his chest, staring up with a bl ank
expression. She didn't knowif he was dead, but he'd told her that a stake

t hrough the heart wasn't supposed to be fatal. O was it? She couldn't
remenber.

"Damm it, Earl. Don't be dead. Please don't be dead."

She turned himon his chest and grasped the stake. It was sticking through the
vanmpire so she could touch it. She pulled. It held tight. She pinned hi mdown
with one solid foot on his back and tw sted whil e she yanked. The stake
budged. Not rmuch. Barely hal f-an-inch

"Come on," she snarled as she tightened her grip and tugged with all her

m ght .

And the ghoul s oozed their way toward the diner.

FI FTEEN

Inside GI's Al Night D ner, Duke and Marshall Kopp sat at the counter
drinking coffee while Loretta refilled salt and pepper shakers.

"Fi nd where those bodi es di sappeared to?" Duke asked between sips.

"Found a leg and sone tire tracks," Sheriff Kopp replied. "Sent the |eg and
some photos of the tracks up to Wiite Water for analysis. Fingerprints. Hair



fibers. That sort of thing. Probably won't lead to anything, but worth a
shot." He drank fromhis own cup. "How 'bout you? Any progress on your end?"
"W're working on it."

"Well, 1'd appreciate if you' d keep ne inforned on anything you do find out."
He checked his watch. "Your friend seens to be running a little late. He

woul dn't be trying to avoid nme, now, would he?"

"He'll show. '

"I guess I'Il have to take your word for it being as he's your friend and you
know hi m better than ne."

Loretta refilled the sheriff's cup. "You won't get any trouble fromthe boys,
Marshall. They're good fellas."

"I"ve got no reason to doubt it. Just the sane, it'd be nice to meet him Just
to be friendly."

Duke tilted his head and |istened. A soft hiss, several soft hisses, fel
within his supernatural hearing. He filtered a deep breath through his
sensitive nostrils. There was sonmething in the air. Alnost too faint for even
his senses. It stank of decay, blackest nmagic, and denons. It was the

unm st akabl e aroma of ghoul s.

Every light in the diner flickered.

"Dammation," Loretta cursed.

There wasn't any time for a warning. Duke threw off his |eather jacket as the
lights snapped off and darkness fell upon the diner. Mirky shapes just outside
his perception hurled thensel ves through the front doors. d ass shards spilled
across the linoleumwi th a deafening tinkle. Duke shifted, shredding his

cl ot hes. Becomning the beast took bare seconds, but he was in

m d-transformati on when the shadows pounced upon him

Sheriff Kopp and Loretta were still coping with the dark. The starry sky cast
a weak light through the wi ndows. Just enough to make out the hul ki ng wer ewol f
struggling with shadows.

They oozed and crawl ed over him He tried to grab one. It slipped fromhis
grasp like a lunp of watery gelatin coated with three |layers of grease. It
scranbl ed up his back and roughly shoved a knife between Duke's ribs. The
werewol f howl ed at the touch of silver. The ghoul tw sted the bl ade, thrusting
it deeper. Duke yel ped. He spun around the darkened diner in a painful

convul sion. The ghoul slipped away fromhim The werewolf fell to his knees.
The ghoul s slithered through the diner, under its tables, over its booths, and
across the tile floor. Sheriff Kopp drew his revolver and struggled to draw a
bead on the cackling, slippery things. One stood nmere feet away. He stil
couldn't wap his eyes around it. He couldn't pick out any vital points. What

| ooked |i ke a head one second becane an arm after another, then a m sshapen
foot or possibly a tail.

"Cet light," Duke gasped between wheezes.

Loretta ran into the kitchen

I n darkness, ghouls were not wholly real. They dwelt in a senmi-material state,
just insubstantial enough to nake thema pain in the ass yet solid enough to
claw, bite, and stab. Duke could barely see the living shades circling around,
much | ess fight them

He yanked the silverware fromhis side and squeal ed |i ke a wounded pup. He
tossed the knife away. A ghoulish blob snatched up the bl ade.

They circled the werewol f, uninterested in the diner's human inhabitants. He

| eapt on the nearest ghoul. Hi s wi cked claws shredded cloth as the shadow

sl i pped underneath him and jabbed himin the thigh with a fork. Another ghoul
slid beside himand janred a knife in his shoul der. He snapped at it. He could
taste the rotten flesh on his tongue, but in that fraction of a second it took
to close his jaws, they bit into nothing but air. Another blur of darkness

whi zzed past, slicing Duke's forearm It was a superficial cut. Barely a
scratch really. But it burned like a paper cut doused with fifteen pounds of
salt and five gallons of lenmon juice. So did the other wounds. It was the
silver. It made his bl ood boil and poi soned his mnuscles.

The ghoul s chuckl ed dryly. They were playing with him He wasn't used to being



on this end of a fight. He was supposed to be predator, not prey.

The shadows darted around, tearing shall ow gashes with each pass. Snarling, he
did his best to fend themoff, but they easily avoided his claws. Each cut
made hi m sl ower and weaker. Blood clotted in his black fur and dripped onto
the floor. They were nostly flesh wounds. A thousand fiery flesh wounds.

The kitchen doors swung open, and Loretta appeared, brandi shing a bl azing
flashlight in one hand, a shotgun in the other. She aimed the light at Duke.
The ghoul s becane real, solid things. "Good Lord."

The ghoul s froze under the sudden brightness. How ing, they covered their
eyes.

Sheriff Kopp fired. A ghoul's head jerked, and it fell over only to scranble
toits feet. Kopp fired two nore rounds into the ghoul's chest. It stunbled
back but stayed on its feet. The green-skinned creature hunched over in a
predatory stance and tossed an annoyed gl ance at him Not angry or upset.
Merely bothered, and maybe even slightly anmused judging by the grin on its

twi sted |ips.

The ghoul s scranmbl ed for the darkened corners of the diner, but one wasn't
fast enough. Duke caught it by the leg and dragged it back. It hissed and spat
and squirnmed as he pinned it to the floor. Wth relish, he pulled the ghoul's
head back. The thin neck cracked. Rotted neat tore. Duke ripped the head off.
It glared daggers at himas he threw it aside. The decapitated body kept
writhing. Duke wenched off its linbs, one at a tinme, in a matter of noments.
He broke the torso's spine for added nmeasure. The ghoulish bits still noved.
Its head snarled. But a ghoul in pieces was nostly harnl ess unl ess sonmeone was
stupi d enough to stick a toe in its growing nouth.

Loretta swept the diner with her flashlight. Ghouls recoiled fromtheir beans.
One creature huddled in a corner. It squinted, shading its eyes, and uttered a
| ow, bestial growl. The flashlight di med.

Duke pounced on the ghoul. He seized it by the collar of its nmoldy suit and
rai sed a cl awed hand. The light clicked off. The l|iquid ghoul seeped through
his fingers. Duke sliced at the shadow It squeal ed. A piece of black arced
through the air, hit the floor, and became a twi tching arm Duke struck again,
but the ghoul slipped away.

Loretta funbl ed with her broken flashlight, but there was nothing wong with
it. Nothing she could fix. A ghoul rose beside her. She blasted the shadow
with both barrels. Sonehow, she m ssed. The ghoul slid underneath her, and

hoi sted her in the air. It shuddered beneath her tremendous wei ght and tossed
her over the counter. Loretta hit the tile with a nonstrous thud.

Kopp turned and fired at point-blank range. The creature didn't try to get out
of the way. It just hovered there. But he nmissed. It fixed himw th eyes that
were nere pinpoints of red and yellow. Then it noved away, ignoring the norta
in favor of the werewolf.

Duke hunched into a fighting stance as four shadows closed in fromall sides.
He couldn't take themall. Not with silver and the darkness on their side.
Maybe one or, if he was really lucky, two before they decided to stop screw ng
around and jama fork in his heart.

The ghoul s took on just enough formto allow himto see the grins on their
drawn faces.

Duke had al ways known that it would cone down to this. Not this exactly, but a
vi ol ent death seemed the inevitable end of the curse of |ycanthropy.

Werewol ves didn't die of old age.

The headl i ghts of Sheriff Kopp's police cruiser snapped on. Bright, white

[ ight poured through the w ndows.

Duke bared his teeth in a slobbering snmile

He pounced on a ghoul and sank his fangs in its neck. Flesh and bone tore
away. The ghoul's head rolled back, clinging by | ayers of shredded skin. He
snatched the creature's legs. Wth a feral roar, he yanked, and split the
ghoul up to its abdonen. The ghoul grow ed and twisted in a vain struggle to
stand with its nangl ed body.

Anot her dead thing with only one Ieg lurched at Duke. He knocked aside its



clumsy charge and shoved his clawed hand through its chest.

The ghoul s hissed their call to darkness to extinguish this newest |ight.
Before they could bring their power to bear, the headlights turned off on
their omn. Only for a spare second. They sw tched back on again, and the
sudden light sent the ghouls into disarray.

Whi |l e Duke ripped the one-1egged ghoul to pieces, the two ot her wal king
corpses turned their attention to easier prey. They |oped towards Sheriff Kopp
with the slow gait of ghouls bathed in light.

Kopp shoved the sixth bullet in his revolver and sl apped the cylinder closed.
He fired two rounds into its head. The ghoul staggered but didn't fall. Not

t hat Kopp expected it to. He was just hoping to keep it busy | ong enough for
Duke to finish rending his current project. He enptied his gun into the

cl osest ghoul. It jerked and tw tched but steadily advanced.

The last two ghouls licked their sneering |ips with blackened tongues. Kopp

| owered his gun. The weapon seenmed usel ess agai nst them And the nonstrous

wer ewol f creeping up behind them seenmed to have everything in hand. A | ow
runble rolled from Duke's throat, and the wal king corpses twirled around to
face him

The next nonent was a blur of werewolf savagery and ghoulish shrieks. Even
wounded as he was, Duke was more than a match for a pair of ghouls. Even
ghoul s armed with silverware. As sheriff of Rockwood County, Marshall Kopp had
behel d many horrible things, and he had never once turned away. But he turned
away now as the ghoul s were savaged beneath Duke's glinting claws. Not out of
fear or disgust, but to shield hinself fromall the flying bits. He only
turned back after all the screamng had finally qui eted. Duke stood over a
collection of w ggling body parts.

The diner lights spontaneously clicked back on, revealing the linbs and torsos
scattered all around the diner. The legs tw tched. The cl awed hands drunmed
their fingers on the floor. The heads rolled around in tight circles | ooking
for a carelessly placed ankle to sink their teeth into.

Kopp hol stered his revol ver and checked Loretta.

She sat up. "I'malright, Marshall. Takes nore than a little tunble to hurt
me." She struggled to get her weight to its feet. "Wat the hell are these

t hi ngs? They ain't zonbies."

"Choul s," Duke replied. "Part zombie, part living shadow. "

"How do you kill"'en"

"Well, you can burn 'em but that |eaves a stink for days. O you can wait for
the sun and let "emnelt. 'Course, that |eaves a hell of a ness.”

Loretta frowned. "Not in my diner it won't." She went to the back to retrieve

her broom
Earl wal ked through the shattered front doors. "Everything okay in here?
Jesus, you look like hell, Duke."

The werewol f righted a fallen chair and took a seat. He was a bl oody ness, but
it wasn't as serious as it |ooked. Already the gashes were closing. They'd
take a few days to heal completely, and, because they were silver inflicted,

t here woul d probably be a couple of scars left to remind himof this night.
"Good thinking with the headlights, Earl."

"Thanks. "

"You okay?"

The vanpire glanced at the hole in his chest. "Ch. This? This is nuthin'. Just
a scratch.”

Loretta appeared again. Mittering, she swept the di smenbered ghoul s and broken
gl ass out the door.

SI XTEEN

Tammy gave her ghouls two hours to conplete their mssion. It was nore than
enough tinme, she reckoned. Then she and Chad clinbed on his nmotorcycle and
headed out to see the damage her mnions had done. She could hardly wait to
vi ew t he sl aughter.



But as the bi ke neared the diner, Tammy knew sonet hi ng had gone horribly
wrong. The lights were on, and a nmound of body parts had been piled under the
hard neon glow At first, she'd assumed they were the pieces of those who
dared oppose her, stacked there by her nminions as an offering to their

m stress. Then she noticed their green color, and as Chad pulled into the
parking lot, Loretta's hul king shape strode fromthe diner carrying an

al umi num trash can. She dunped the can's contents onto the pile, adding

anot her batch of withing Iinbs, snarling heads, and twitching torsos to the
m x. Loretta reached into the can and pulled out a handful of innards. She
tossed themw th the other parts.

"Eveni ng, kids."

Tammy gaped, though not for the reason Loretta woul d expect.

Loretta wi ped her greasy fingers on her apron and went back i nside.

Tammy circled the pile. The ghouls averted their eyes and gnashed their teeth
in duly enbarrassed fashion. This was not how it was supposed to be. Five
ghoul s, properly arnmed, were nmore than a match for a vanpire, a werewl f, and
one fat waitress. But her ninions sat before her, an undul ati ng nonunment to
yet another failure.

"What now?" Chad asked.

Fum ng, she grabbed a head and stuffed it into her backpack. She struggled to
make it fit, finally settling for holding it closed since she couldn't get the
pack to zip up

"Take me hone. "

The night was still young, and Chad was still horny. But he knew better than
to argue with her when she got like this. She had al ways been a weird chick
doi ng her weird-chick stuff, but when that tone entered her voice and that
dar kness rose in her eyes, she got too strange for even himto ignore. At such
nmonents, he could al nost feel the nmal evol ent power of her soul, colder than an
icicle in his jugular. He sped off to her house, all too eager to get rid of
her .

"So ... uh ... I'"lIl see you tonmorrow," he said

She junped of f the bike and ran into her house.

"Or sonething," he sighed.

Tammy dashed into her bedroom Her dad was engrossed in the mddle of a John
Wayne novie, and her nom was busy knitting. Her nmom was al ways busy knitting
t hi ngs that nobody ever wore. Scarves, mittens, sweaters, and other pieces of
wi nter clothing that had no purpose in a desert hell |ike Rock-wood.

Tammy shut her door and very quietly locked it. If her father heard the | ock
turn he would conme barreling fromthe living roomand accuse her of snoking
dope, or sonething equally stupid. Then she renoved the ghoul head from her
backpack and set it on her dresser

The head hissed. It stuck out its tongue and ran the winkled thing round and
round its lipless nouth.

"Shut up!" she grow ed.

The ghoul shot her a squinted glare and opened its mouth as if to howl. She
stuffed a sock into the gaping orifice. The head replied with its best
sock-muffled cry.

" Mmpphhh! Mmpphhh! "

Tammy | eaned in cl ose enough that her nose al nost touched the open hol e where
t he ghoul's own nose shoul d have been. "Cut it out."

The ghoul lowered its head and nearly rolled onto the floor. It spat out the
sock with a frown. The | anguage of ghouls was the |anguage of the abyss. It
was a dial ect of hisses, grows, grumbles, and other unpl easant noi ses. Tamy
understood it as only a true mstress of darkness could. Just as she was able
to read the range of ghoulish expressions which were all subtle variations of
scow s and gl owers

"Terribly sorry, mstress," the head apol ogi zed, "but | do have an image to
keep up. It's not often I"'mgiven form and | would like to enjoy it while
can."

Tammy sat on the edge of her bed. "Wat happened?”



"Things got rather mucked up, but it wasn't our fault."

"Wio's fault was it then?"

"Since you asked, | dare say, in all honesty, that it was yours, mstress."
Tammy grabbed a pen and stuck it in the ghoul's eye.

"How terribly immature,"” the ghoul snarl ed.

"What went wrong?"

"The graveyard guardi an. She saved the vanpire, who saved the werewol f, who
saved the nortals. W weren't prepared for a ghost. And we can't do anyt hi ng
agai nst them anyway. So it really wasn't our fault, now, was it? Can't send
ghoul s against spirits and expect to win, now, can you?"

"Shut up."

"I was just answering your question, mstress. No reason to get snippy just
because you nuddl ed the job."

Tammy rubbed her pal ns together. "It-shay, uck-fay, amm-day."

The head burst into flane.

"Really, mistress. How infantile."

The ghoul went up like flash paper once alight. Nothing was left but a small
pile of ash that she swept into the waste-basket.

She spent the next half-hour listening to nusic on her headphones and
pondering the situation. Everything seemed to be going wong. She was

begi nning to question her great destiny. She was a teenager and prone to
nmonents of angst and sel f-1oathing. Whenever such nmonments hit her, there was
only one thing to do. She had to talk to the spirits. She had an easy met hod
of communi cation in the back of her closet, sitting somewhere behind her
checkers and Parcheesi sets. She fished around and renoved her CQuija Board.
She' d bought it when first enbarking on her occult dabbling and quickly
realized how utterly useless it was. Not that it couldn't summon spirits under
the right circunmstances. Particularly at parties, since the dead were al ways
happy for an invitation to a big shindig. There were so few good parties on
the other side. But the kind of ghosts channel ed through the board were hardly
worth her time. She threw it aside and dug deeper before finally hitting upon
t he object of her desire: her Mgic 8-Ball

As an instrument of spiritual communication, nmost Magic 8-Balls weren't nuch
better or nmuch worse than Quija Boards, but this one was special. It was
filled with the blue bl ood of Goorka-nmushal avtoteca, Queen of Horrors Unborn
And rat her than having to sumon a spirit, which was always unreliable, Tamy
had al ready permanently bound a soul into the orb

She sat cross-1egged on her bed, cleared her mnd, and shook the spirit awake.
Then she explained the situation to the 8-Ball, asked it what to do, and gave
it another good shake. She peered into its tiny wi ndow and waited for the
triangul ar thi nganabob to surface with its reply.

ANSWER UNCLEAR, the ball said.

Tammy rattled the orb once again. It stubbornly held its ground.

ANSVER UNCLEAR.

She gave it a hard smack. The thi ngamabob di pped bel ow t he murky depths and
energed bearing a new message.

Pl SS OFF.

She rolled the ball in small circles on her bed. The specter in the ball,
whi | e i nval uabl e as a source of advice, could be uncooperative at tinmes. Most
times, in fact. She couldn't exactly blame him It had to suck, spending al
day in the back of a darkened closet, but it was his own damed fault for
pestering her all the tine while he'd been free to roam

"Ch, don't be such a baby. You wouldn't be in this nmess if you hadn't screwed
up your chance in the first place. You'd be a living god and woul dn't even
need ne."

The bl ue bl ood bubbl ed and bl ackened, cramit.

"Alright. If you don't want to help ne, | can't really make you. |'Il never
open the way, but | can deal with that. 1'Il just graduate, go to California,
and become an actress. Anybody can do that."

This was very true. Her abridged Necronom con, being the | atest edition, had



two dozen rituals on that particul ar subject. Everything ranging froma

t hree- hour incantation that would guarantee a prine-time sitcomto an

el aborate cerenmony of human sacrifice that would | and a dedi cated practitioner
a three-picture deal with any major studio.

"I't's not nmy first choice,” Tamy admtted to the ghost. "But |I'll be just
fine. Wereas you'll spend the next five hundred years in a little black bal
inatin box on the bottomof AOd Lady Riddler's Wll."

She flipped the ball up to read its response.

all signs point to no. The thingamabob di pped and rose again to add, so go
fuck yourself.

Tammy abandoned reasoning with the sphere. It usually didn't work anyway. The
specter within was possessed of singular stubbornness and deternination. He
was no ghost of terrible tragedy or unresolved issues. He sinmply refused to
pass into the hereafter because he didn't want to. Few people had the strength
of will to fight the pull of final death. But, pigheaded as he was, no one
stood between Tammy and her desti ny.

Torture was out of the question. Spirits were hard to tornent in any effective
fashion. So she fell on her last resort: bribery.

"Ckay. I'll nmake you a deal. Bonanza is on in ten mnutes."

The ball shook. The Cartwights were his biggest weakness. He'd explained to
her once that the Ponderosa was a perfect working nodel of the hierarchy of
the old gods. As she |earned nore about the secret world, she began to see his
point. Once she saw the simlarities between Lome G eene and

Tougi auar euadksdel , He Whose Nane Cannot Be Spoken and recogni zed Little Joe
as Ahzuul rah, Incarnae of Mad | npul ses, everything fell into place. It was
almost as if the old gods thensel ves had subtly reached through the shroud and
had a hand in its creation. The specter believed they had. He al so believed
that the hi dden guardi ans of |ight had responded by spurring the creation of
Three's Company. And that the old gods had | aunched a counterattack in the
formof intermnable / Love Lucy reruns. Back and forth it went. The eterna
struggl e between |ight and dark was waged on many fronts. Tel evision

syndi cation was just one of them

try again, the orb said.

She | oat hed offering nore. She didn't want the specter getting spoiled. But
she did really need his help.

"Ckay. You can al so watch Charlies Angel s and Dukes of Haz-zard. But then it's
right back into the closet.”

A pair of bright blue eyes appeared in the 8-Ball w ndow before the

t hi ngamabob replied, REPEAT YOUR QUESTION, ALL WLL BECOVE CLEAR

SEVENTEEN

Gl's Al Night D ner had seen nmany conflicts. Epic struggles between the
living and the dead, roaches and exterm nators, asbestos insulation and health
i nspectors. These cl ashes, often orgies of wanton violence, paled in
conparison to this latest war of wlls.

Loretta and Sheriff Kopp | ocked stares. He stood tall and straight, hands on
belt. She folded her thick arns across her large chest. This was no easy feat
but served to establish her own unshakabl e determ nation. If it cane to bl ows,
Kopp woul dn't last |ong. She outweighed himby at |east a hundred pounds.
Nonet hel ess, Kopp held his ground with the courage of a man who had seen sheep
expl ode spontaneously and lived to clean hinmself up |ater

"I"'msorry, Loretta. |I'mshutting you down."

She narrowed her eyes to squinty lines buried between her chubby cheeks and
wri nkl ed brow.

"Now | don't want any argunents,"” he continued. "I told ja last tine if there
was any nore trouble, I'd have to do it."

"Damation," she grunted, opening her frowning |ips just enough to spit out
the word. "You can't count this little incident. Nobody got hurt."

"Somebody coul d'a been. 1'd hate to think what woul d' a happened if those two



fellas hadn't been here tonight."

"Hell, Marshall, | would a handled it, regardless.”

"And if you couldn't?"

"I would a."

"Dam it, wonman, there's sumthin' wong with this place, sunthin' evil at

work. I'mstartin' to think that oF GI didn't just wander away. That naybe
this business with the diner had sunthin' to do with his di sappearance."

"Hell, Marshall, no offense intended to oF G I, but he was such a slight

fella. He could' a been dragged off by coyotes for all you know. Besides, | can

t ake care of nyself."

"And if you can't?"

"I can."

"But if you can't?"

"I can."

He shook his head. "Alright, Loretta. You want to put yourself at risk, that's
your choice. But what if there'd been custoners tonight. They got a right to
expect a neal without risking getting their faces bit off."

"Aw, not that again." She snorted. "Look, that fella wouldn't have lost his
nose if he'd been smart enough to | eave the zonbies to ne."

"Be that as it may, | got no choice." Kopp put a hand on her shoulder. "If you
i nsist on keeping this place open, |I'm gonna have to arrest you. | don't want
to do that, but you know I wll."

She winced. "Ch, alright."

"Good. Now don't worry yourself. It won't be permanent. Just till we figure
out who's responsible for this. In the neantine, you got someplace to stay?"
"Ch no, Marshall. You can put me out of business, but you can't make ne | eave.

Ain't nobody scarin' me away."
"It isn't safe," he said.

"I ain't goin'.
"It isn't even your property, technically.”

"Maybe not legally, but | earned it. And nobody, not zonbies or ghouls or even
the Devil hinself, is gonna run me off."

She adj usted the short tower of tangled blonde hair atop her head and stonped
off into the kitchen. Kopp knew that the argunent was over. Once Loretta got a
notion in her head, nothing was going to change her mnd. H s only recourse
was to throw her in jail. He didn't want to do that. In the course of his
career, his jail had seen only a handful of prisoners, nostly disorderly
drunks and rowdy passers-through. And, of course, there was Vel ma d adstone
who required | ock-up every four nonths when the d adstone curse hit, and she
became a bl oodthirsty spider-rat-piranha thing |ooking to slurp down famly
pets and lay eggs in their owners. During her fits, Velma could raise quite a
ruckus, but something told Kopp that it was nothing conmpared to the tantrum
Loretta woul d t hrow behind bars.

Si ghi ng, he went outside. Duke and Earl were | eaning on their truck, drinking
Cokes and throwi ng rocks at the mound of ghouls. The scent of death had drawn
a mxed flock of ravens, vultures, and ows. They huddled on the diner and its
sign, but, so far, seened put off by the offering of green, wiggling flesh.
Duke had destroyed his last outfit and changed into sone of the spare clothes
kept in Earl's trunk. The jeans were worn thin, and there were gaping holes in
the knees. His tie-dyed T-shirt (size extra, extra large) was still short an
extra. The taut cotton fabric held back his gut, |ooking very rmuch like a dam
ready to split open. H's favorite hiking boots, now just |eather tatters, were
repl aced by a pair of msmatched, generic-brand sneakers. Earl had yet to
change his own clothes, despite the large rip in his shirt and overalls where
t he stake had been so rudely thrust. The wound was slow in closing, and anyone
who cared to | ook could see a few inches below the flesh.

Sheriff Kopp took a spot beside themon the pickup's fender. "Helluva ness, eh
boys? So you sure those things ain't dangerous anynore?"

"Yep," Earl replied.

"And cone sunup, they'll nmelt away?"



"Al ways do," Duke answered.

The sheriff nodded, nore to hinself than anyone else. A shrill, fem nine voice
called fromthe radio in his cruiser. He noseyed over and reached the receiver
t hr ough t he wi ndow.

"Go ahead, Wendy."

The radi o responded with a junbled static reply that neither Earl nor Duke
under st ood.

"Roger that. I'mon ny way." Kopp clinbed into his cruiser. "Looks like it's
one of them nights. The WIkins ranch is having chupacabra trouble again."
"Sounds like a job for animal control to me," said Earl

"I"mlocal dogcatcher, too. Conmes with the badge." Kopp clinbed into his
cruiser. "Quess everything's in hand then. Nice finally neeting you, Earl

What was that |ast nane agai n?"

"Renfield," Earl said.

Kopp grinned slyly. "You boys planning on staying rmuch | onger?"

"Actual | y—= Earl began.

"We' || be around at |east a couple nore days," Duke interrupted.

"I'"d greatly appreciate it if you' d keep an eye on Loretta. Hate to see
anyt hi ng happen to her just 'cuz she's too stubborn for her own good." He

ti pped his Stetson. "Have a pl easant evening." He clinbed into the cruiser and
drove off.

"So you wanna tell nme why we aren't getting the hell out of here, Duke?"

The werewol f pitched a rock that struck a green cranium dead center. The head
wobbl ed fromits precarious perch atop the nmound.

Earl picked up a rock of his own and cocked his arm He hurled the stone,
painfully aware of his sem-girlish throwing style. The projectile arced high
and to the right, nmissing the sizable target by several feet.

"Not that |'m questioning your judgment or nuthin'. Just seens to ne that the
smarter thing mght be to get while the getting' s good."

"Can't you feel it, Earl?"

"Feel what?"

"t

"What 77"

"Dam it, Earl. You're undead. You're supposed to be sensitive to this sort'a
shit."

The vanpire contenplated the swi shing half-inch of cola left in his bottle.
"What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"This place. Right here, right now, it's the nost inportant place on Earth."
"Says who?"

"Says every instinct | got. It's |like sonmeone is whispering in ny ear
speaking to ne. Like destiny or fate or sunthin'. And she's telling ne not to
| eave. That |eaving right now woul d be just 'bout the worst thing to do."

Earl smirked. "Gve ne a fuckin' break."

"You'd hear it, too," the werewolf grunted. "If you'd just listen."
"Yeah, well, | got alittle voice in nmy head, too, Duke. And it's tellin" ne
that sticking around is just going to get us killed. | already died once. It

was a real shitty experience, and that was only hal fway. Don't figure the
other half to be rmuch nore pleasant."

Duke hurled his stone. It careened off the ghoul skull, sending it toppling
fromthe top of the pile. The head snarled as best it was able without a jaw
"I"m staying, Earl. You wanna go?" He held up the truck keys and jangled them
before tossing themon the hood. "I'mgetting sone sleep. If you're still here
in the norning, wake ne up. | want to see the ghouls nelt." Then he strolled
back into the diner.

Earl considered the offer. He could throw his steaner in the bed and take off.
He didn't know how far the enpty gas tank and the ten bucks in his wall et
woul d get him but it'd be farther away from here. Maybe not as far as he'd
like, but it'd be a start. He could work sonething out fromthere. O course,
it was nore conplicated than that.

Earl counted on Duke to watch himduring the day. From sunup to sundown a



vanmpire was vul nerable. Earl had lived with that fact for decades, know ng
that every norning he went to sleep he mght not wake. Experience told himit
was just paranoia. In his whole undead life, he'd never encountered an actual
vampire hunter. There weren't any as far as he knew. Runors filled vanmpire
soci ety, such as it was, and whenever two bl oodsuckers net, one of them al ways
had a scary story to tell. It always involved a friend of a friend of a friend
of a guy that knew a friend of theirs who woke up with his head | opped off.
The boogeyman of the undead, Earl knew, that was all the hunters were. Just
the sane, he liked his head connected to his neck, and he |iked having Duke
wat chi ng his back. Just in case.

Beside that, there was the whispering. Earl had heard it, too, though he was

| oathe to admit it. Probably |ouder and nore clearly than Duke did. The diner
did call to him O something inside it. It was a dark slithering thing

craw ing around in his ears that grew stronger each day. It repul sed him but
if he ran away now sonet hing horrible woul d happen

And then there was Cathy. The idea of |eaving her behind bothered himnore
than anything else. His dilenma would be a lot easier if he could just ask her
to go with him Just his luck to develop feelings for a ghost anchored to a
two-acre plot of |and.

He found one nore good rock, and tossed it with all his mght. He rel eased too
late. It bounced off the gravel lot and skipped to within a few inches of the
ghoul pile. The green corpses chuckled dryly.

"Coddam, " he nuttered.

He shoved the keys into his pocket and headed for the graveyard.

El GHTEEN

As the first rays of dawn spread across the desert, the ghouls put an end to
their ceasel ess raspy chattering and fell silent. Legs flopped around in the
air in avain attenpt to run for cover. Detached arnms twi sted to cover their
squinting yell ow eyes. They squeal ed in the ghoulish tongue.

"Bugger, | hate this part."

"Well, no point in conplaining," another ghoul replied.

"True, true," a head agreed sonmewhere fromthe center of the pile.

"Mooof glu tlak," a jaw ess head seconded

"See you gents on the other side."

"Any plans?" the head atop the pile asked.

"Ch, nothing much," the buried ghoul replied. "Just float around in the sullen
ether. Wait to be called upon again. Review ny performance this go-around.”

"I thought you did a nmarvel ous snarl."

The ghoul woul d have bl ushed had his dead flesh been able.

"Perhaps, but | found your scanpering quite sinister. And | wish | had your
tal ent for hissing."

"You're too kind, but really, anybody can hiss. Now that bit of shrieking you
did when the werewolf tore you apart, that was genius."

"d uf fof wukal."

"You flatter ne."

"I hear there's a cult in Paris with several openings. Wat say we float over
there and give it a | ook-see?"

"I don't know about that. Can't say | particularly care for the French."

"Now, now, we fleshless ones can't afford to be choosy."

"duf fug gok ruffil."

"Excel lent point, fellows."

"Ch, here it comes."

And then the sun poked its way over the horizon, and the nelting began. G een
flesh liquefied. Eyes oozed fromtheir sockets. Foam ng bubbl es boil ed and
burst in loud, popping splatters. The ghouls shrieked their death rattles. Not
that any of it was all that painful for things that were already dead, but
they were determned to enjoy their last remaining nonents of formw th a good
screeching contest. The goo of their flesh slid off their bones, settling in a



thick green paste beneath skeletal remmants. The bones bl ackened and cracked.
The bare skulls uttered one | ast groan before crunbling into gray dust. The
bone dust and the fleshly nuck mxed into a putrid syrup that snelled of
rotten apples and fresh cow dung.

Loretta pinched her nose. "Damation, that's a stench. | thought you said they
stank when you burnt 'em"

"They stink when you let "emnelt, too. Just not as much."

Loretta went inside and returned with a length of green hose w apped under her
arm She screwed it into the faucet in the diner's side.

"I appreciate you boys staying around, but you don't need to do it on ny
account. | can take care of nyself just fine."

"Ain't about you. Woever sent these things here, sent "emto kill me and
Earl. You, too, but mostly us. That makes it personal."

Loretta turned the faucet handle. The spigot groaned, gurgled, then shuddered
tolife with a loud grinding clatter. She sprayed the sline. It refused to
dilute or even break apart, but she nmanaged to push it fromthe lot into the

tall, yellow grass where it stayed hidden reasonably well. A trail of brackish
greeni sh gray runoff was |eft behind.
"If we're gonna figure this thing out," Duke said, "it's time we stopped

wai ting around for stuff to happen.”

"What do you want ne to do?" Loretta asked.

"I need you to check around town. You gotta find out everything about this
pl ot of land. How |l ong this diner has been here. Wat it was before it was a
diner. Any odd history."

"There's a hall of records in Leeburn. And Biff Mntoya has a collection of
every copy of the Rockwood Exam ner. Went out of business three years ago but
m ght have sunthin'."

"Good. And ask around, too. Anybody who mi ght know sunthin' inportant. In the
meanwhi l e, |1'm gonna check this place out top to bottom"

"Lookin' for what?"

"Don't know yet. Anything unusual ."

"I already did that when | first opened it back up. | didn't find nuthin ."
"Maybe you didn't know what to | ook for."

"Well, | was just mainly |looking for rats,"” she adnmitted. "Didn't think to
check for signs of the Devil. Though, come to think of it, there was a | oaf of
nol dy bread that |ooked to have fallen out of the Lord' s good graces." She
shuddered at the renenbrance.

Duke went back to bed for a few hours before beginning his inspection. By
then, Loretta had taken off on her research quest, and he was |eft by hinself
in the bunker of concrete unless one counted Earl curled up in his trunk. Duke
didn't. The vanpire was far nore dead and nuch | ess undead during the day. Far
better conpany, by Duke's reckoning, but about as useful as a

hundred-t hirty-ei ght - pound sack of fl our

Duke began in the kitchen. He was busy digging through the cabinets when his
hearing picked up the squeak of sneakers against tile.

Soneone called fromthe front. "Hell o? Anyone here?"

He recogni zed the voice and went to the rectangul ar wi ndow that allowed one to
see into the dining area. Tanmy stood by the counter. She smiled upon seeing
hi m

"Earl's not here," he said.

"Ch. Well, I"'mnot here to see him"

"Loretta ain't here either.”

"Ch. So you're all alone. By yourself?"

"Yeah, and |'m ki nda busy at the nmonent."

"Ckay. Say no nore. | understand."

"Thanks. "

Duke went back to sorting through the kitchen's contents. He didn't hear Tammy
| eave but assumed that was due to the clatter of pots and pans. He quickly

| earned ot herwi se. The nubil e teenager pushed open the sw nging kitchen doors.
"What' cha doin'?"



"Just cl eaning things up,’
"Need sone hel p?"

"Thanks, but | got it."
"Don't be silly. | don't mind."

"Fine. You wanna enpty that cupboard for nme?"

he replied.

"Sure." She began transferring canned goods to the counter. "So what happened
| ast ni ght?"
"CGhoul s."

"Real | y? Ww. |s that how you got that cut?"

Duke felt the tender pink slash on his neck. "Yeah."

"Was anybody hurt?"

"Nope. "

And the questions continued. Tammy proved an efficient hel per, but she

subj ected himto an endl ess stream of inquiries and conrents on topics rangi ng
frombands to novies to boys and favorite foods. Duke, never much for snall
talk, replied with curt "yes's," "no's," or whenever possible nods or shakes
of his head. By the time they finished with the kitchen, he knew nore about
Tammy than he really cared to.

"Don't you have school today?" he finally asked, his patience wearing thin.

"I cut." She put fingers to her lips. "You aren't going to turn nme in, are
you?"

Duke half-smiled, despite hinmself. She had a way about her that made it hard
to get annoyed. Even when he managed to work up sonme irritation, she'd bat her
eyel ashes or smile or laugh, and every ounce of annoyance woul d di ssol ve.
"You want to help ne board up the front doors?"

"Sure."

She held the planks in place while he hamrered in the nails. After they'd
finished, they took a break. They sat at a table, drinking sodas.

"You know, you've got great hands." She reached across the table and grabbed
one of his hands. Her own dimnutive fingers traced the deep creases in his
pal m "Your skin's so rough, like leather. And this scar gives you rea
character."

She pointed to a subtle scar just beneath the flesh. It was the Sign of the
Pentagram Mark of the Beast. It grew nore or |ess prom nent depending on the
phase of the noon, but it never went conpletely away.

"How d you get it?" she asked.

"Long story."

"Aw c' mon. You can tell ne.
"Ran over a werewol f."
"Yeah, right."

"Cod's honest truth."

He never bothered |lying about the scar. Not that many people asked about it.
But of those that did, none ever believed himanyway. Coming up with a story,
even a rudinmentary one, seemed a waste of time and effort.

She grinned. "Even a man who's pure of heart and says his prayers by night..."
"I hate that novie," Duke said.

"What about An American Werewolf in London} You gotta like that one."
"Salright."

She | eaned cl oser. The neck of her T-shirt opened to reveal a tantalizing

gli npse of the spot between her cleavage. "So what novie do you |ike?"

"Young Frankenstein "

He pulled his hand fromher gentle touch. It wasn't easy, but being a werewolf
had taught himthe virtues of self-control

"Duke, do you think I'mpretty?"

He didn't bother Iying. She already knew the answer.

"Yeah. "

She twirled a strand of her black hair around a finger. "You wanna rmake out ?"
He was not surprised by the question. She was throwing off a mating scent he
could snell froma nmle away.

"No, thanks. | better get back to work."



He pushed away fromthe table and went into the back

Tammy was too astonished to follow No one had ever turned her down. Not that
she'd asked many. Just Chad, and Deni se Cal houn's boyfriend, and her physics
teacher. The teacher had resisted at first, but he'd succunbed quickly enough
She had al ways known, always taken it for granted, she could have anyone she
want ed. But the werewol f spurned her. The entire concept boggled her so that,
even after seeing it, she could not believe it had happened. And yet, the
rejection was not an all-together unpleasant feeling. It excited her to
realize that seduci ng Duke woul d be a chal |l enge.

And she so relished a chall enge.

NI NETEEN

Earl awoke with a craving for coffee. The physiol ogy of the undead was such
that caffeine, |ike nobst any other foreign substance, did nothing to vanpires.
He could drink a gallon of arsenic or pop cyanide tablets all day long with no
ill effects. He'd been bitten by rattl esnakes and swal | owed Li quid-Plunr on a
dare w thout even getting nauseous. Eating garlic soup nade himbreak out in
itchy, pus-filled sores, but barring that one exception, there wasn't a drug
or food on this earth that could bother himto any noticeable degree. It had

seened a good thing at first, but, like nost gifts of eternal life, it cane at
a high price.
He couldn't get drunk anynmore. He still drank, but it was only a lingering

habit from his breathing days. Mich as he mght I[ike to drown his sorrows in a
ni ght of al cohol -i nduced debauchery, it just wasn't possible. Such sinple

pl easures were sadly denied the undead. That didn't mean he didn't still give
it atry every now and then. He'd always entertained the notion that there was
a brand of beer out there, somewhere, that would do the trick. H s holy quest
for it had yet to yield anything worthwhile, but he refused to give up. Even
if it took a thousand years, he would find it.

In the nmeantinme, he really needed a cup of strong black coffee this evening.
The desire was purely psychol ogical. Just the same, when the thirst for a hot
cup of joe hit, it was every bit as conpelling as his vampire craving for

bl ood. Even nore so.

VWhich only made it all the nmore unsettling when he dragged hinmself into the
kitchen to find it politely ransacked. Cans and boxes strewn about in neat

gat herings on the counter, pots and pans littering the floor. Somewhere am dst
the clutter were the various odds and ends of an unassenbl ed cup of coffee.

H s mood had worsened by the tinme he found them all

He shuffled out of the kitchen. Loretta sat at a table covered with
newspapers.

"Evening, Earl."

The vanpire grunted and went to the coffee machine. He set it to its sacred
task, leering at the blinking lights the whole while. Wien it finally spit out
enough for a small cup, he hastily poured it into a dirty nug that he'd found
somewhere along the way fromhis trunk to the machi ne. He gul ped down the

pi ping hot elixir. It seared his tongue and throat raw. Third degree burns
regenerated in seconds. Even if they didn't, the pain was worth it.

"Loretta," he said while the tip of his tongue was still crispy. "Were's
Duke?"

"El myra Werner havin' some problemw th her chickens. She asked Duke if he
woul dn't mind taking a | ook."

Earl poured another cup. "Wat sorts of problens?"

"They ain't dead or nuthin'. Said she'd checked on that after hearing about
Walt's cows. "

The vanpire strolled over to the table and had a seat. He picked up a yell owed
newspaper. "Wat's all this for?"

"Research. On the diner."

"Anyt hing interesting?"

"Kind' a hard to tell."



The pl acebo effect of the caffeine had yet to fully kick in, but Earl picked
up a paper anyway with mld interest. He perused the whole thing. It didn't
take long. It was only three pages, and nost of that was editorials, weather
reports, and a word junble. He glanced through another paper after that. And a
qui ck scan of a third reveal ed Loretta's problem

Rockwood had a rich and colorful history of the unnatural. Every edition of

t he Rockwood Exami ner had sonething along those lines. Everything fromrivers
of blood and cow nutilations to nmore unconventional phenonena such as the day
all the cats in town lost their tails or the night that |asted three weeks.
Cor pses di sappeared fromtheir graves with fair regularity. Mysterious deaths
were not uncomon. And, judging fromthe nunber of reports, every third house
had to be haunted. The nmoon did sonething odd at |east every couple of nonths:
ei ther becoming full out of its phase, or changing color, or once,

di sappearing altogether for an entire week. Unfettered by the | aws of
normality, the unnatural ran ranpant in Rockwood County. It made it hard to
pin down any particul ar pattern.

Earl finished reading an editorial debating on the civil rights of the

restl ess dead and whether blowi ng off their heads was a violation of these
theoretical rights. Interesting points were nmade on each side. The pro-rights
opi nion was that dead people were still people and still endowed with certain
basic rights according to the Constitution. The con argunent went al ong the
lines that soneone, living or dead, forfeits nost their rights when they start
gnawi ng on your |inbs.

Earl set the paper aside and went for his third cup of coffee. "You got a map
of town?"

"Think | got one somewhere. Want nme to get it?"

He nodded while filling his cup to the top

Loretta found her map, a sinple rendering by a | ocal map-naker several years
out of date. She spread the crunpl ed paper across the table, snoothing out the
wri nkl es.

"WIl this do?"

He sipped from his steam ng mug. "Should. You got any thunbtacks?"

"What for?"

"So we can mark the map."

"Can't we just use a marker?"

He shrugged. "Don't see why not. It's your map."

She rermoved a pen from her pocket and tapped it on the table. "Wat do you got
in mnd here?"

"W go through these papers and mark every point of reported activity, year by
year. Maybe they'll show sone sort of pattern we just aren't seeing."

"That's not a hal f-bad idea."

"Saw it in a movie once. There was this serial killer running around, and the
police detective, he puts this big map on the wall and puts pushpins in each
of the nurders and reckons the killer's witing out a sign of the zodiac.
Capricorn or Cancer or sunthin'. Once he figures that out, he's able to track
down the killer and stop himfromkilling the next victim who just happens to
be the cop's girlfriend. Cop shoots the killer just in time, but 'course he
ain't dead the first tine. He gets up when nobody's | ooking, even though he's
got six bullets in him and the girlfriend ends up having to shoot hima
coupl'a nore times."

"I think I saw that one."

"Bl ood Hunt or Dark Blood or Blood Stal ker," Earl recalled. "Sunthin' wth
blood init. Anyway, it worked in the nmovie. M ght work here."

"Wrth a shot," Loretta agreed.

Earl started with the nobst recent edition of the Exam ner and worked his way
backwards. He read off the relevant articles while Loretta marked the map. She
scribbled the year in small circles. Forty-five minutes later, a pattern was

i ndeed evident. They were in the mddl e of deciphering it when Duke showed up.
"How were the chickens?" Earl asked.

"They just needed sone better feed." Duke pulled up a chair and picked up a



newspaper.
Earl pointed to the map. "Look here. There's a steady increase in phenonena
each year. Not a whole lot. Just a small rise every year."

"Yeah, so?"
"So, if you go back far enough, you'll see that 'bout eighteen years ago,
there was a huge junp. There's still stuff going on before that, but not near

as much. And it's not as powerful either. Goes from poltergeists and crop
circles to zombi e out breaks and massive rodent nmigrations." He snapped his
fingers. "Just like that."

Loretta screwed up her face in a quizzical expression

"You're right. Funny. |I've lived here all ny life, and | never noticed that."
Duke spoke up from behind his paper. "Likely you wouldn't. It's |ike watching
wat er heat up. Don't really notice until it's boiling. And whatever caused the

rise probably made it seem perfectly normal."

"I't nmessed with ny head?"

"Messed with everybody's head. "

"Don't think I like that much." She snarled. "Nope, can't say | care for it at
all. Feels like I'"ve been, well, | don't know, like |I've been violated."

"I't's just your mind," Earl said. "Not |ike sonmeone poked out your eyes or

br oke your fingers."

"CQuess so."

"Anyway," Earl continued, "there's gotta be sumthin' that happened ei ghteen
years ago that made this happen.”

"How do we figure out what it was?"

"Look through the papers again, | guess.”

"Don't think that'll be necessary." Duke held up the Exam ner he was readi ng
for themto see. "Eighteen years ago, fifteenth of March." He jabbed his
finger in a human interest story in the corner

gil wilson opens all-night diner. A grainy black-and-white photograph of

Wl son sat under the line. He was a small, unrenarkable man. As indistinct and
bl and as his restaurant.

Loretta snatched the paper from Duke's hands. "Dammation. How can you be sure
it ain't just a coinci dence?"

Earl marked the map where the diner stood. The big, black X sat in the rough
center of a circle of supernatural activity extending fifty mles in every
direction.

"Maybe it's just a coincidence?" Loretta said.

"Hector has a rule 'bout coincidences," Duke replied. "One don't mean mnuch.
Two neans the universe is trying to tell you sonmething. Could be we're sitting
in another St. Louis Arch.”

"Maybe, " Earl agreed.

"The arch isn't just a |andmark," Duke explained to Loretta. "It's a
transdi mensi onal portal. 'Least, that's what it was supposed to be. Sone
denons were plannin' on opening a door to Hell with it."

"Not Hell," Earl corrected. "Purgatory."

"Sanme difference. Didn't work anyway."

"And Big Ben ain't just a big clock. It's actually the Stopwatch of Infinity.
Sonme mystics put it together to keep the world fromending. There's a cog in
there that literally carries the fate of the world."

"Don't forget about the G eat Pyram ds," Duke rem nded.

"\What about then?" Loretta couldn't resist asking.

Earl leaned in closer. "Turns out they really were | andi ng pads for ancient
astronauts."

Her left eye widened in astoni shnent while the right narrowed suspiciously.
"You're kiddin'."

The vanpire couldn't hold back his chuckle any longer. "You're right. I'm
lying. The pyrami ds are just giant Egyptian tonmbstones. But the rest is al
true." He raised a hand, palmforward. "Bl oodsucker's honor."

"Point is," Duke said, "just 'cuz this place |ooks like a diner, don't nmean
it's just a diner. The Chinese believe places can channel the power of the



Earth."

"Fung shee," Earl said.

"Fong si," Duke corrected.

"Fing chu."

"Fung soy."

"What ever you call it, if G|l WIson knewthe right way to put this diner up
it could anplify the weirdness factor this particular spot throws out."

"Now that | think about it," Loretta mused, "it does seem kind' a odd that
somebody woul d build a diner this size this far fromthe hi ghway. So you're
saying G| wanted this to happen?"

"He wanted sunthin'. The supernatural junmp might have just been a side effect.
Guess the best thing to do now woul d be to take Pol aroi ds of the whol e pl ace,
top to bottom and send it off to Hector. He might be able to spot sunmthin' we
m ssed. "

"And you think that'll help us figure out why soneone wants me out of here so
bad?"

"No guarantees, but it's a start."

Loretta went off in search of her camera.

Earl poured his fourth cup of coffee of the evening. It'd get himjittery, but
at least he didn't have to worry about being kept awake all day.

TVENTY

Earl ducked out of the diner under the pretense of getting something to eat,
but he wasn't hungry. Not hungry enough to bite into a cow s neck. He wanted
to make a phone call. The phone at the diner was dangerous to use. He didn't
want Duke overhearing it, and given the werewolf's hearing, a nile or two was
just playing it safe.

Earl found a pay phone sitting beside a decayed, |ong-forgotten gas station.
Naturally, the station was haunted by a pair of ghosts: one chubby guy in
ectopl asm c overalls covered in ec-toplasmc grease, and a Scottish terrier
Earl reckoned there had to be as many spirits living in Rockwood as peopl e.
Maybe nore. The attendant ghost slunbered on a bench besi de the broken-down
punps while the terrier trotted over to the vanpire.

Normal Iy he'd just ignore the nutt, but his feelings toward restless spirits
had changed over the | ast couple of days. He petted the terrier for a few

m nutes before making his call. It had to be collect, but he knew Hector
woul dn't mi nd.
"Hec, yeah it's me. Yeah, we still got problenms with the diner, but I got sum

thin' else to ask."

The spirit dog began to sniff his ankles just a little too aggressively. He
nudged it away, but it was not so easily discouraged.

"I's there anyway to | oose a graveyard guardi an?"

Whi |l e Hector explained the ins and outs of spiritual emancipation and Earl
took notes, the terrier mounted his leg and went to town. Earl shook and

ki cked, but it held fast, clinging with a supernatural tenacity unavailable to
dogs of flesh and blood. Earl finally decided it was easier to let it finish
up. He thanked Hector for his help and headed toward the graveyard. The dog
fol | oned.

On the way, Earl spotted a cow and decided to grab a nmeal of convenience. If
he didn't get something tonight, he'd just have to force hinself to do it
tomorrow. He was in the middle of clinbing the fence when the terrier dashed
forward and started barking at his supper. The dog ni pped, sinking inmaterial
teeth into the bovine's ankles. The cow, being a sinple-mnded creature unable
to logically deny the existence of ghosts, awoke and trotted off. The terrier
returned to Earl's side. Its eyes shone with canine pride.

Earl hopped off the fence. "Yeah. Great job there, boy."

The dog's tail wagged so quickly it blurred into ectoplasmc mst.

Back at the graveyard, Earl couldn't wait to tell Cathy the good news. She
smled wide with his arrival and held out her open arns.



"Napol eon! "

The terrier junped into her arms and |icked her face.

Her voice raised a squeaky octave, and her |ips puckered up in an absurd
expression. "How s ny favorite boy? How s ny favorite boy? Has he been good?"
"He's been swell," Earl replied.

She nade somne ridicul ous kissing noises at the nutt, who |icked her sonme nore
to make sure every inch of her face was covered in slobber. She set down
Napol eon. The dog went off to investigate the nany open graves.

"Isn't he cute?"

"Real sweetheart." Earl tried to sound |like he neant it.

"He's been ny only conpany since | was buried. Cones by every so often to say
hi . "

"Great. Napol eon, huh?"

"That's the name | gave him | don't know his real nane. Do you like it?"

He | eaned agai nst a | oose tonmbstone. It shifted under his weight. "Good a nane
as any."

She sat beside him The tonbstone didn't notice. "So did everything work out
okay | ast ni ght?"

"Nobody got killed." He held up his notepad and qui ckly changed the topic. "I
think I can get you out of this cenetery."

"Real | y?"

"Maybe," he said. "lIt's a pretty basic piece of magic according to a friend of
mne, but I'lIl have to round up sone supplies first. If it works, you'll be
able to | eave the graveyard whenever you want."

"Cool . | guess."

"What's wrong?"

"Well, I'"Il still be dead, won't [|?"

He nodded.

"So where could | go that would be any different than this? |I mean, a change
of scenery would be nice, and | appreciate the effort. But, still, what would

| do? Where would I go?"

Earl swal | owed a deep breath.

"You could always go with ne." There was a shudder in his voice he hoped she
didn't notice. "I nean, if you wanted to."

"Real | y?"

"Why not ?"

"And Napol eon. Can he cone with us, too?"

The ghost terrier raised his head and yi pped.

Earl didn't relish the idea of nightly phantom ankle rides. But he couldn't
say no to Cathy about anything. If she'd asked himto stay and watch the
sunrise, he'd have readily agreed.

"Ckay. "

She threw her arms around him Earl unconsciously pulled away. The shifting
wei ght uprooted the tonbstone, and they fell to the ground. He wound up on his
back with Cathy lying half on top of him The weight of spirits was
practically nonexistent, yet she pressed down on himlike a twd-ton safe. He
felt short of breath, which didn't make a whole | ot of sense considering the
undead didn't need to breathe. They |aughed. She started first, and he

foll owed al ong. He put a hand on her shoulder to help lift her away but ended
up drawi ng her cl oser.

Then they were kissing. A warm lingering kiss that |asted forever yet not
nearly | ong enough. He'd never kissed a ghost before. It wasn't nuch different
than kissing a living person except for a slight taste left on his lips. A
taste of roses and norning dew and, strangely, Dr. Pepper

She smiled. "Ww. "

He was completely aware of the stupid, |opsided grin across his face. He
didn't care

"That was . . . nice," Cathy said.

"Yeah." His grin grew stupider and nore |opsided. H s mouth nearly fell off
his face. "N ce."



Napol eon bar ked.

There was the unm stakable wet pop of a beer can being opened. Earl gl anced
over Cathy's shoul der. Duke stood nere feet away.

"Earl," the werewol f greeted. "You wanna introduce nme to your friend?"
"Shit," the vampire grunted

Cat hy jumped to her feet. She beamed enthusiastically and held out a hand. As
a ghost, she so rarely got to nmeet new people.

"H! |I'mCathy!"

He didn't take her up on the handshake.

"He can't touch you." Earl sat up. "He's a werewolf. Not a vanpire."

"A wolf man. Real | y?"

"Werewol f," Duke corrected. "Wl fman is sone dork with a facial hair problem
runni n' through Transylvani a, nuggi ng Gypsies."

"Ch. Sorry." She ran her fingers through her hair with an enbarrassed grin.
"Salright."

Duke snapped off a can of A d M| waukee fromthe six-pack under his arm and
tossed it through Cathy's insubstantial form Earl funmbled his catch. It
bounced off his knee and rolled in the dirt.

"I thought you gave up drinkin"."

Duke sucked down the beer and crushed the can. "It's just a coupl'a beers." He
tossed the enpty asi de and opened anot her

Earl wiped the dirt off his own beer. "Cathy, this is Duke. He's a friend of
m ne."

"So you're really a werewol f?"

"Yup."

"And you guys are really friends?"

"Sort'a," Earl replied hesitantly.

"That's cool. | always thought werewol ves and vanpires didn't get along." She
chuckl ed. "Well, | never thought vanpires and werewol ves really existed
before. Even after | died, | never gave it much thought. But | figured just
because ghosts existed that wasn't necessarily proof that other ... uh ...

thi ngs existed."

She grinned.

"Sorry. Fm babbling, aren't |? Fmjust not used to having so nuch conpany.
What | meant to say was that Fd al ways just assumed that vanpires and
werewol ves didn't get along. | don't know why, but | always got that

i mpression.”

"I't's a conmon m sconception,” Earl said.

Duke's affinity with aninmals extended to even deceased, incorporeal dogs.
Napol eon found his way by the werewolf's side. The terrier stared up with
eager eyes. Since petting was inpossible, he was just happy to be near Duke.
The werewol f bent on one knee and dangl ed his fingers over Napol eon. The
terrier snapped at the digits playfully.

Cathy glided over and | ooped her armaround Earl's own. For the first tine
ever, she made hi munconfortable. Actually she nade hi munconfortable all the
time, but this was the first time she did so in a bad way. It wasn't her
fault. It was Duke's.

The werewol f just kept | ooking at himin that annoying, |-know nore-than-you
way of his. Duke didn't talk much, but Earl knew what he was thinking. Most
times. QOccasionally Duke would cast a glance that defied interpretation.
During those cryptic nonments, Earl knew Duke had figured out sonme ultinmate
secret of the universe that he wasn't quite willing to share with anybody

el se.

He was giving Earl one of those | ooks now, nade all the nore irritating since
Duke wasn't even | ooking directly at him Just playing with the ghost dog,
acting like he wasn't thinking what he was.

"Duke, can | talk to you for a second?"

The vanpire tried to smle politely and ended up scowing instead. "In
private."

"No problem™



"Wul d you excuse us for a nonment?" He squeezed Cathy's hand and let go
reluctantly. "I'll be right back."

"I't was nice neeting you, Duke."

Duke bobbed his head back at her. "See you around."

Earl led himthrough the graveyard gates and into the mddle of the dirt road.
He plastered a fake smile across his face for Cathy's benefit.

"How d you know where to find nme?" Earl asked

"Wasn't hard. Diner's just across the road there. And last night, you canme in
reeki ng of ectoplasm"

"Dam." Earl had forgotten Duke's powerful nose was sensitive enough to snell
even the stuff of spirits.

"Goddam it, you prick. How |l ong were you standing there?"

"Long enough. So you like this girl?"

"Yeah. Yeah, | like her. Okay, | like her. Is that alright with you?"

Duke's reply was a slight, hardly noticeable smrk.

Earl's toothy smile grew wi der as his exasperation rose. "And you know what ?
She likes ne. That's right. Me. You got a problemw th that?"

"Nope. "

They stood in silence for a few seconds. Finally Earl couldn't take it
anynor e.

"You asshole. Wiy do you got to do this to ne?"
"I ain't doin" nuthin' to you."

Earl threw up his hands. "The hell you ain't."
"Careful there, Earl. Your girlfriend s watchin'.
Cathy stood at the edge of the cenetery. She smiled and waved at the vanpire.
Earl sm|ed back.

"I know what you're thinking, Duke. You're thinking I'mfooling nyself. That a
girl like that is too good for ne. That if she wasn't a ghost and | wasn't a
bl oodsucker she'd have nuthin' to do with ne."

"I's that what |'mthinkin ?"

"Yeah. And you know what, you fat son of a bitch? You're right. And you know
what else? | don't care. She likes ne. | like her. And she's coming with us.
You got a problemw th that?"

Earl intensely glared into Duke's chin. He would have | ooked into his eyes,
but resorting to an upward angl e woul d' ve been adnmitting the werewol f's size
advant age. O course, size was just one of his advantages. If the inpulse hit
him he could easily rip off Earl's right armand shove it down the vanpire's
throat. Earl hoped he wouldn't. Not while Cathy was wat chi ng.

"Earl, you dipshit."

Duke sl apped Earl on the shoul der. Earl stunbled, nearly tunbling over. The
werewol f grinned an actual, honest-to-God, wide smle. Earl had never seen
Duke do that before. He didn't even know it was possible. He'd al ways assuned
Duke didn't have the necessary nuscles for such expressions.

Duke chortled, tossed a wave to Cathy, and headed toward the diner. Napol eon
trotted after him Just before he went back inside, he turned back, wearing
one of his regular, understated smles.

He'd figured out another of those Goddamm secrets.

Earl felt alnmost close to getting this one hinmself, but rather than spend any
nore time pondering it, he just headed back to the graveyard.

TVENTY- ONE

Tammy's parents |l et Chad cone over to the house for regular tutoring sessions.
Despite her unexceptional grades, it was a plausible reason: Chad's grades
were even worse. Her parents even let thembe alone in her roomas |long as the
door was open a crack

Very little tutoring went on in Tammy's room Depending on how educati ona
someone m ght consider Chad copying Tamy's honmewor k. He sat at her desk and
busily copied her history homework while Tammy flipped through the I atest
edition of Crazy Ctharl's Hard-To-Fi nd Sorcerous Enporium The catal ogue was a



necessity for the nodern high priestess. In the Dark Ages, finding fresh

mandr ake root or the spleen of a virgin wasn't all that hard. In the twentieth
century, who had the tine to dig around beneath a hangman's tree or figure out
what a spleen even | ooked like. Crazy Ctharl's catal ogue was a |lifesaver. It
offered reliable delivery, though it didn't use the mail. Somehow, whatever
you ordered found its way to you. Usually wapped in discreet brown paper
Though there was that time Tammy ordered a bag of Hitler's ashes and found it
under her pillow before she'd even sent in the order

Best of all, the prices were reasonable. She was on a tight budget and finding
the glittering scales of Hecate for only three dollars a pound nade things so
much easier. The cover boasted "Prices so |low, you'll question the collective

dream of sanity." Beneath that, another |ine declared, "The darkness
approaches, and Ctharl says everything nust be sold before the Lords of Doom
swal l ow the worl d!'" Crazy Ctharl always said the world was ending. This once,
he was right.

Tammy ski nmed through the pages. There were lots of things she wanted. The
fang of a shadow, candles nmade with the Wax of Vorgo, and a w de assortnent of
sacrificial daggers. She didn't let these itens distract her. She stuck with
only what she needed. Her savings still fell short. She marked off the itens
she coul d scrape together with a little effort on her part, and still needed a
few nore doll ars.

"How nmuch noney do you got, Chad?"

Chad stopped copyi ng. "Wat?"

"Money, " she sighed. "How nuch do you have?"

He reached into his pockets and pulled out a couple of bucks.

"Not on you, stupid. | nean, how rmuch do you have saved?"

"My grandma gave ne a hundred bucks for my birthday, but I'msaving it for a
trip."

"Il need it."

"But I'msaving it for a trip," he whined, in case she hadn't heard himthe
first tinme.

Normal |y, she woul d have call ed upon her fem nine wiles to persuade him She
wasn't in the mood. She frowned and squinted hard in his direction

Chad went back to copying. Even with his back to her, he could feel her icy

stare. "I thought, uh, maybe after graduation we could, y'know, go somewhere."
He gl anced over his shoulder. Not at her, but in her general direction
"Toget her."

Tammy smiled. It was not a good smle. Then again, her good smles weren't
really very good either if soneone knew t he dark thoughts behind them
"Aroad trip?" she asked.

"Uh . . . yeah."

"After graduation."

"Uh . . . yeah."

"Toget her."

He bit the inside of his cheek and tapped his pencil against the desk. "I was
t hi nking we coul d maybe go to Vegas. |'ve always wanted to go to Vegas."

She smiled wider. "Sounds |ike fun."

"Yeah. W could go to the strip. Maybe see one of those big shows. | nean,
know we won't have much noney by then, but we can still have a good tine."

Her face fell blank. The pencil in Chad's hand snapped in two.

"Man, you are such a dunbass," she muttered

"But | thought. . ."

"You didn't think, Chad. You never think."

He slammed his fist into his palm "Goddamm it, Tamy. Stop callin' me stupid.
You' re always callin' me stupid.”

"That's because you are stupid."

"You're such a bitch." He crunpled up his copied homework, stuffed it in his
pocket, and headed toward the door

It slanmed shut all by itself.

"Sit down, Chad."



"Fuck you."

He reached for the knob and got a jolt that nunbed his forearm and stopped him
col d.

"l said, sit down."

Chad obeyed. He mamssaged the gooey nuscles of his wist.

Her father shouted fromthe living room

She pointed to the door, and it opened wi de enough to suit parental

regul ations. "Sorry, Dad!"

Chad bl ew on his deadened fingertips in an effort to revive sone feeling.
"Stop being such a wuss," she grunbl ed.

He hunched over, holding his nunmb hand to his chest. He stared at the floor
unable to |l ook her in the eye. Chad didn't really understand any of the black
magi ¢ they dabbled in. She just told himwhat to do, and he did it. It'd
started with naked chanting which he had thoroughly enjoyed, even if it did

i nvol ve nenorizing long strings of tongue-twisting syllables. And it just kept
getting weirder and weirder. None of which bothered himtoo nuch as |ong as he
and Tamy got to spend time together. Al though the sex had a lot to do with
it, it wasn't the only reason. He liked her. O, at least, he had at one tine.
He still did, he had to adnmit to hinself. Even if she did scare the crap out
of himnore and nore every day as the darkness in her soul grew with her
unnatural powers. She had a knack for burying that darkness beneath a

school girl's facade, but either it was begi nning to overwhel mher or he was
just better at spotting it. Either way, he didn't know how nuch | onger he
could pretend he didn't see it.

And there was that whole end-of-the-world dilenma to add to his problens. He
wasn't a big fan of the world, and the part about becom ng |iving gods sounded
cool enough. But he had doubts.

"What if it doesn't work?"

"It will."

"But you said that this ritual thing we're gonna do will bring these badass
denons to Earth.”

"dd gods," she corrected. "Not denons."

"What ever. So these old gods cone to Earth, and they're gonna be so grateful

that they'll give us all this power 'cuz we freed them"
"That's right." She grinned a thin, patronizing sneer
"But you said that they'll also destroy the world."

She rubbed her eyes with her palms. She was tired of explaining it to him
"They shall remake it, undo the corruption of man, and forge it in their

i mge."

Chad struggled to find a distinction. "No nore Vegas?"

"No nore Vegas."

"And these old god guys, they're, like, evil, right?"

"Good and evil are nortal constraints. The old gods are beyond norality."

"Uh . . . right. So, | guess what |I'mtrying to ask is, if these god dudes are
so powerful and so unconstrained, then how do we know they'l|l carry out their
end of the deal ?"

"They will."

"But how do you know for sure?"

Her voice dropped to a rough whisper

"Because | know. "

Chad hardly felt reassured

Tammy coul d sense his doubt. She had little patience for unbelievers. Her
abridged Necronom con had a brief chapter on cult maintenance. It laid out a
sinmple and effective nmethod of dealing with skeptical followers.

It is inevitable that any cult will eventually find itself beset by the
occasi onal disciple of questionable faith. These |l ost children should be
herded gently back into unswerving loyalty. If this does not work, experience
tells us that while a loyal follower is preferred over a dead foll ower, a dead
follower is preferred over a skeptic. One bad apple spoils the bunch. Using a



lost soul in a ritual sacrifice, particularly one involving the rest of the
cult, can not only squeeze one |ast drop of useful ness out of a discarded
menber, but can also serve to bring about a unity to your happy famly and
di ssuade any nore skeptics from emerging.

It was good advice, but she couldn't afford to sacrifice Chad. Not yet. He was
her only follower. And, though she was slowto adnmit it, she'd actually grown
alittle fond of him He was handy to have around at tines, and she was saving
his death for a special occasion

She was left with only one other alternative. She swallowed her revul sion and
put forth the soft smle she saved for these noments.

"Baby, come here."

She patted the spot beside her on the bed. He hesitated. She crossed and
uncrossed her legs to help himalong. Wien that didn't work, she ran her
fingers along the inside of her thigh. That did the trick. He sat beside her
and she took his jolted hand.

"I"'msorry, baby. Did | hurt you?"

"It's okay."

"l shouldn't have done that."'
"Do you forgive ne?"

He stuck out his lower lip and kicked his heel against the bed. "I don't know
Maybe." He still refused to | ook at her

She | eaned close to his ear and called upon the sultry voice she'd honed

t hrough hours of practice. "C non, Chad. Don't be nad."

H's head slowmy turned toward her until their faces were inches apart. She
pul l ed back just a little. "Let nme worry about the details. That's my job."
She coul d al nost hear every drop of saliva evaporate in his mouth. "But what's
ny job?" he asked dryly.

"Your job is to keep ne happy."

He swal |l owed a deep gulp of air and opened his nmouth to say sonething el se.
Tamy put a finger to his parted lips.

"Can you do that, Chad? Can you keep nme happy? Because if |'m happy, then
you'll be happy." She suppressed a gag. "Very, very happy."

If she could kiss him he would be hers again. But her father had strict rules
about things that were allowed in her bedroom Making out was not on that

list, and she didn't take needl ess chances.

Chad's hornonal |y del uged nmind struggled to forma single, cohesive thought.
Tammy gave himthe tinme he needed to extract one. Finally, he nmade eye
contact, and fromthere, his gaze rolled down to her lips, then chest, then
all the other good parts along the way to her toes.

"Ckay, but | don't like it when you call me stupid.”

"Of course. | shouldn't have done that. | won't do it again."

Chad grinned stupidly, confirm ng he was hers again.

Her bedroom door opened, and her father poked his head in the roomjust |ong
enough to tell her it was half past nine. No boys after nine-thirty. It was
anot her of her dad's dunb rules. She could hang out with Chad | ate at night,
just as long as it wasn't in her bedroom Never nind that it was the one pl ace
in the world they'd never do any of the things her dad objected to, and never
m nd that out of the house, she and Chad had screwed around plenty of tines.
Parental rules had little to do with logic. They were just regulations they'd
had to suffer through when they were kids and now had to inflict on their own
of fspring. Existence was nerely an endless rotation. Aled to Bled to C al
the way to Z which | ooped back to A. The world was a bad TV show stuck in
reruns and in desperate need of cancellation. Wich was why she was so | ooki ng
forward to ending it.

Chad gat hered up his books and homewor k, and she wal ked himto his notorcycle.
"Hey, how cone you never use any of your magic stuff on your parents?" he
asked as he clinbed on the bike.

She al nost called himstupid again but bit her lip.

"Because that magic stuff isn't as easy as | nmake it |ook."

She gently kissed his fingertips, one by one.



"Yeah, but | bet you could do that mind-control thing on themreal easy. Just
to get themoff your back." He wiggled his fingers at her and nade a serious
face.

H s i gnorance was al nost cute in a ridiculous sort of way. For one nonent, she
forgot how rmuch he annoyed her

He started the engine. "So you wanna do sunthin' tonorrow?"

In Chad's lexicon, "Sunthin'" translated into hangi ng around somewhere for an
hour or so before finding a place to screw. He was due for a naintenance junp
anyway.

"How about toni ght ?"

"What about your dad?"

"He won't care." She chuckled. "Just as long as we're not in ny room" She
hopped on the bi ke behind him wapping her arnms | ow around his waist, resting
her chin on his shoul der and breathing on his ear

"Can't we put off the apocal ypse until after graduation?"

"Chad. "
"Alright, alright." He revved the engine. "I was just askin'."
TVENTY- TWD

Rockwood General Supply was a conbination grocery, feed store, and used-car
lot. Like nuch of the architecture of the town, the building was w t hout any
attenpts at decoration. Its name was painted on each of the white walls in
stenciled black letters. The used-car inventory consisted of three battered
pi ckup trucks in various states of disrepair and a Vol vo on cinderbl ocks that
nonet hel ess "ran like a dream according to a cardboard sign under the

wi ndshi el d wi pers. Broken-down cars aside, the store was well stocked. Duke
was able to find nost of the things on Earl's list. Not that there was much
hard-to-find stuff on it. Mst of it was pretty basic.

There was magic in the mundane. Hector had once told himthat a practitioner
with three yards of duct tape, a PEZ dispenser, a CD player, and a pair of
oversi zed cl own shoes was responsible for the fall of the Roman Enpire. Duke
never really understood how t hat worked, considering the Ronman Enpire had
already fallen | ong before any of those itens were avail able. But nagi c was
never bot hered by paradoxes like that. Supposedly, the average bat hroom had
all the necessary bits and pieces to resurrect the dead or exorcise an evil
spirit. OF course, one needed an inpressive level of talent to pull off
something like that. Wi ch was why nost practitioners nade it easier on

t hensel ves by throwing in weird doodles painted in blood, waving around exotic
props, and chanting in an excessively dramatic fashion. The way Hector had put
it, the forces invisible generally |Iike a good show.

Duke prowl ed the aisles twice. He was still mssing a couple of itens when he
went to the register.

"Eveni ng, son," the short old woman replied. "Find everything alright?"

He checked his list. "I need candles."

"W got sone back thataway."

"They're white. | need blue."

"Don't think we got any of those."” She turned toward the back of the building
and shouted. "Hey, Bill! Bill! Goddam it, Bill, you lazy son of a bitch!"
The door in the back marked "Enpl oyees Only" opened a crack. Nobody cane out,
but a voi ce energed

"Yeah? What ?"

"W got any candl es?"

"Aisle six!"

"Those are white! This feller wants blue!"

"Bl ue? What for?"

The regi ster |ady shook her head. "Ain't none of our business! Just go check
if we got any!"

"W don't got any!"™ Bill's voice yelled back i mediately.

"Did ja check?"



"I said, we ain't got any, Mary!"

"Didja check?"

"Hell's bells, Mary! | know what we got back here!"

"Just check already, you worthless ..."

"Alright, alright! I'm checking!"

"You better really check!" Mary gromed. "I'll knowif you don't!"
The door sl ammed shut.

Mary began ringi ng Duke up. "Sorry 'bout that, son
"Salright."

The cash register was an antique. It clanged and clicked with each push of the
keys.

"Hey, Duke!"

Tammy bounced through the store's front doors, foll owed by a wonan he guessed

to be her nmother. She skipped by his side.

"Hey, " he nunbl ed back.

"What' cha doin'?"

" Shoppi ng. "

" Cool . "

Bill's door opened. "Ain't got no blue candl es back here!"
"You sure?" Mary asked.

"Yeah! "

She shrugged at Duke. "Sorry, son
"That's okay. No big deal." He ran his finger down to the next itemon his
list. They probably wouldn't have it, but in a town |ike Rockwood there was no
way of know ng unless you asked.

"CGot any powdered raven's eye?"

"Mght. Let ne check. Hey, Bill!l Bill, you no-good bastard!"

The door opened a crack again, and Bill and Mary spent a m nute shouting at
one anot her before he agreed to go and check. While they did, Duke went down
the aisles to retrieve sone white candl es and a can of blue spray paint. Tamy
t agged al ong.

"So what'cha gonna do with all that stuff,"” she asked.

"Cast a magic spell."

"Real |l y? Like a | ove spell or sonething?"

"Don't know. "

Tamy's nmother called her away, much to Duke's relief. He'd always made fun of
Earl for conplaining about the attentions of nubile young girls. Now he
finally understood Earl's dil emma. The human portion of Duke's soul didn't
want to take unnecessary advantage of Tammy. The ragi ng beast simering just
bel ow t he surface had no such constraints. It saw Tammy as a potential and
all-too-willing mate. The beast threw pornographic flashes across his

consci ousness. He pushed them back

"I's this enough, son?"

" Huh?"

Mary shook a plastic bag with a few ounces of dried raven's eye. "Is this
enough? It's all we got."

"Uh. Yeah. That'll do."

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"CGot any bel | adonna?"

Bill, who now stood beside Mary, was a short, stocky man who | ooked as if his
skin had been left to tan in the desert sun for the |ast four hundred years.
"Don't think we got any."

Mary jabbed an elbow in his ribs. "Wy don't you go check?"

" 'Cuz I"'mpretty sure we don't got any."

"Well, why don't you nake sure?"

He shot her a hard glare. She shot back a harder glare. Bill withered and
shuffled into the back room munbling.

Whi |l e Duke and Mary waited for his return, Tammy and her nother went about
their shopping. Duke tried not to watch Tammy as she bent to retrieve

Li qui d-Plumr or stretched on her tiptoes to reach the canned goods on the



really high shelves. He couldn't help hinself. The beast grew stronger as the
moon grew fuller. By the nmonth's end, he doubted he could resist her
Hopeful ly, she'd be bored with himby then. O his business with the diner
woul d be done, and he'd | eave Rockwood and tenptation behind.

If not.

Vll, if not, then it was only a matter of tine.

Tammy caught himstaring at her. She smiled in a way that was both full of
girlish innocence and seductive allure. Mary caught himstaring, too, and
shook her head in a nost disapproving fashion. Bill was too busy staring

hi nsel f to catch anyone el se.

He tore his eyes from Tammy's jeans just |ong enough to toss a paper bag on
the counter. "Belladonna. Anything else you wan tin' there, son?"

"No. That's it."

Duke paid the bill, dipping deep into his nearly enpty pockets. Freeing Earl's
girlfriend was draining their limted resources. Duke hoped she was worth it.
Cat hy was bound to find out what an asshole Earl was. |If she could see the
positive traits buried beneath his aval anche of character flaws, then they

m ght stand a chance. If she didn't, and Duke didn't reckon she would, she'd
take off. Earl would take it hard. The poor bastard had it bad for the girl
If things went south, he'd be a real son of a bitch for the next couple of
nmont hs. Duke wasn't |ooking forward to it.

In the parking lot, Marshall Kopp's cruiser pulled up. The sheriff rolled down
hi s wi ndow and stuck out his head. "Mrnin', Duke."

"Sheriff."

"How are things at the diner?"

"Cettin' worse."

"I was afraid of that. | been pretty busy nyself, lately. Rained horny toads
over at the trailer park, and | found Curtis Mayfair running 'round | ast

ni ght, covered in green sludge, ranbling about alien abductions. And the

shri eking yucca at Lover's Grove has stopped scream ng and started | aughing.
That ain't never a good sign. Sumthin's brewing. Sumhin' bad." The sheriff
ducked his head in the cruiser just |long enough to take a drink of soda.
"I"ve been checking all the cult hot spots: Sander's MII, the old Robertson
pl ace, Canin Field. Every place that's lonely and deserted that a bunch m ght
be able to get together and practice black nagic."

"Any | uck?"

"None so far. My guess is they know we're lookin' for 'emand are keepin' a
low profile. But it's only a matter of time before they slip up. And you know
what they say, it's always the | ast place you | ook."

"Yup." Duke tossed his sack of nmgical supplies in his pickup's cab. He
clinbed in after it.

"See ya' 'round, Duke."

The crui ser took off.

Duke started the truck. He glanced back at the store. Tamry waved fromthe
doors and bl ew hima kiss. He caught her scent lingering in the breeze. She
snel | ed good. Young, eager, and fertile. A perfect mate. Every muscle in his
body tightened. The steering wheel bent in his grip. The inpression of his

| arge hands was left in the imtation I|eather

" CGoddam. "

Drawi ng on his dwi ndling reserves of self-control, he fled from Rockwood
CGeneral Supply and Auto Sales at a leisurely forty mles per hour.

TVENTY- THREE

Reality is like a fruitcake; Pretty enough to ook at but with all sorts of
nasty things lurking just beneath the surface. Ancient things, older than tine
itself, snothered beneath the crushing interdi nensional weight of what

nortals, in their limted understanding, would call existence. These are the
dark things: forgotten shadows of what once was but no |longer is, nalign
dreans of what night have been yet should never be, and tw sted phantons of



entities that never truly lived but nonethel ess cannot die. Mst horrible of
these nightmares, if such a value could truly be neasured, are the old gods.
Locked away in the deepest, darkest pit |like the hideous, redheaded stepchild
of Creation shoved to the back of the cosmic closet to be ignored.

Sone things refuse to be ignored.

To m x metaphors, the closet door in GI's Al N ght D ner opened just a
crack, and a nasty wal nut slipped through. A nasty, rotten wal nut eager to
chip the tooth of all that was good and decent.

At the noment, Loretta was blissfully unaware of this fact. Just as she was
unaware of the spectral terrier sitting in the corner of the kitchen, watching
her clean the grill.

Napol eon did not fully understand his current state of existence. He only knew
t hat nost people could not see himanynore. He vaguely renenbered chasing a
jackrabbit across a street and getting squashed by a pickup. He renenbered
floating over the flattened body of a dog that | ooked very much like him but
obviously couldn't be. Then there was the light. It called to himin a chorus
of playful barks and howl s. The gl orious scent of raw hanmburger and sausage
drew himcloser. Hi s canine mnd knew that on the other side of that |ight was
a paradi se of unending nountains of liver-flavored treats and things in
constant need of being peed on and slow rabbits. Though not too slow He
drifted into the light, but something made him stop. The jackrabbit that had
led himto his untinely dem se sat by the road. A rabbit was a rabbit, and
Napol eon deci ded that this one was not getting away so easily. He descended to
earth, and the |ight disappeared. He didn't notice.

He caught his quarry though he quickly discovered there wasn't much his

i material body could do to it. Still, it had been a good chase, and that was
enough.

Loretta scraped at a stubborn greasy blob with a spatula. Gunting, she
shifted her i mMmense weight fromone side to another. Her ample butt shook as
she chi pped away at her chore, one stubborn, brown fleck at a tine.

Napol eon studied the trenbling rear end. Cheeks tightened and uncl enched
rhythmcally, much like a pair of sumbo westlers struggling beneath a cotton
tarp. The dance stopped just |ong enough for Loretta to wi pe the sweat from
her face and take a long drink fromthe soda beside her. Then it was back to
wor k.

Napol eon coul d have wat ched her for hours. Since dying, he'd becone sonething
of a people watcher. They were fascinating creatures, and he had yet to

under stand much of anything they did, except for eating, mating, and relieving
t hensel ves. And even the way they did that |ast thing was odd. But not
under st andi ng humans nade themall the nore interesting. O course, there were
other interesting things besides people. Sliny, green tentacles slithering
frombeneath refrigerators for exanple.

The dog junped to alert and bounded between the thing under the refrigerator
and Loretta. He grow ed as the tentacles slipped forward. Wen that didn't
wor k, he barked furiously in an effort to show he meant business and to alert
her to the danger reaching for her ankles.

She just ignored him

Finally, he snapped at the end of a tentacle. He didn't expect to actually
bite it and was pleasantly surprised when his teeth connected.

Dogs, even ghostly ones, understood very little of the true workings of the
uni verse. Less than even human beings, if such a thing can be possible.

Napol eon didn't know that the thing under the refrigerator existed in a
cross-di mensi onal state, simultaneously dwelling across two dozen or so planes
of existence. And that one of those planes happened to be the ectoplasnic
sphere, thus allowi ng ghosts to interact with the thing. He only knew that he
could bite this, and so he bit harder. He sank his teeth in the squishy flesh.
It tasted horrible, but it'd been a long tine since he'd tasted anything, so
he relished it.

The thing under the refrigerator squeal ed.

Loretta turned to see a mass of tentacles whipping about in a tw sting dance.



It lashed violently fromside to side. Napoleon's jaws slipped | oose, and he
was sent flying into a wall with enough force to crack the spine of a materi al
terrier. Napol eon just kept going, passing out of the kitchen

The thing under the refrigerator runbled. The rusty Frigidaire rocked to one
side, nearly tipping over. Tentacles grayed and shimered as if they m ght
fade away. They probed the floor and felt along the counters. A linb snatched
up a blender and tossed it away. It shattered agai nst the floor

Sonet hi ng about the thing under the refrigerator scared Loretta, and she had
never been easily scared. Regular battles with the wal ki ng dead had only made
her nmore stubborn. The thing was unpl easant to |look at, a slithering, sliny
mass of unnatural horror, but she'd seen worse. It wasn't the formof the
thing that bothered her. It was the al nost psychic realization that this

thi ng, whatever the hell it was, was conmpletely alien. As far beyond norta
conpr ehensi on as anythi ng coul d be.

And just as she knew this w thout knowi ng, she knew that this was just a tiny
pi ece of the thing. Its whole body woul d snother the Earth, and there was
not hi ng the thing under the refrigerator wanted nore than this.

"Not in my kitchen, you heat hen denon."

Pushi ng away her terror, she grabbed a hanging cl eaver and hacked at one of
the withing tendrils. The blade sliced through greeni sh, boneless flesh. The
thing screeched. The bit of severed tentacle fell to the floor and burst into
flame even as a newtip grew for its danmaged |inb.

"Damation. "

Sonet hi ng noved beneath the floor. The tile rose and fell in Iiquid waves. The
cabi nets opened all at once. Mre tentacles poked their way through the back
of the cupboards that, by Loretta's reckoning, had becone bl ackened portals to
Hell. This was entirely wong. Hell was a Candy Land conpared to the dark void
the thing hailed from Eyes and tongues and bl eeding orifices covered the
tentacles in no particular pattern other than chaos. Boils grew and popped,
dri pping a thick, yellow syrup

Loretta nade her way to the kitchen door, nere feet away. She ducked and wove
bet ween the m sshapen |inbs. One got too close for confort until she backed it
off with a strike of her cleaver. She didn't know what to expect on the other
side of the door. She hal f-expected a giant eye or swirling vortex of

not hi ngness.

I nst ead, she found Duke. Napol eon stood by his side, though she didn't see the
ghost.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"It's in the kitchen."

"What's in the kitchen?"

She struggled to put it in words. There was only one description that cane to
m nd. "Some thing."

Napol eon hopped in front of the door, unleashing a hail of vicious barks. At

| east as vicious as a terrier was able to bark

Duke gui ded her aside with a gentle hand and pushed open the door

There was not hing there. Nothing but the kitchen, sone open cupboards, a

br oken bl ender, and a slightly askew refri gerator

"I't was here. Under there. In there. And there. In the floor. Everywhere."
Duke and Loretta searched the roomtop to bottom There wasn't a single
tentacle or hell portal to be found.

"I saw it," she said.

"I believe you, but whatever it was, it's not here now"

"But where could it have gotten to?"

Duke shrugged. He had no answers.

The storeroom door opened slowy, and Earl energed, sleepy-eyed and sl uggish.
It was the mddle of the day. He should have been sleeping. It took a hell of
alot to get the un-dead up before dusk

"We are in some serious shit, Duke."

Earl coll apsed, sprawling across a counter. Duke checked him but he was

asl eep agai n.



"I's he okay?" Loretta asked.

Duke tossed the thin vanpire over his shoulder and returned himto his trunk
"What did he nean?"

"We'll have to wait till he wakes up again to ask," Duke replied. "But | can
tell you one thing. It ain't gonna be good news."

Meanwhi | e, back in the kitchen, Napol eon spotted a |ingering tentacle behind
the refrigerator. The swollen, purple eye on its tip and the dog engaged in a
short staring contest. Napol eon snarled. The thing behind the refrigerator
vani shed into a shadow and back into the cosm c basenent.

Wth a virile yip, the terrier trotted back to Duke's side.

TVENTY- FOUR

When dusk rolled around, Earl clinbed out of his trunk and poured hinself a
cup of coffee that he downed in two-point-four seconds.

"It's evil."

He poured anot her, which he gul ped down in two-point-one.

"Kinda figured that already, Earl," Duke said.

Earl watched the swirling coffee in the pot. "You don't get it, Duke. |I'm not
tal king about plain ol', nasty sort of evil. I'mtalking 'bout evil with a
capital 'E' . Sonething so foul and sinister that there aren't even words to
really describe it."

"Really, really evil," Duke suggested.

Earl slanmmed his enpty coffee nug against the counter. It cracked in two.
"Dam it, you stupid son of a bitch! You aren't listenin' to ne." He grabbed a
new, unbroken mug and the coffeepot and sat at the table with Duke and
Loretta. "She, at least, sawit. She knows what |'mtal kin' about."

Loretta nodded. "He's right."

"Really, really pissed off, badass, evil," Duke said. "I got it."

"No, you don't." Earl sighed. "You know how it works with ne, Duke. Wen |I'm
sleepin', my mnd shuts off with ny body, but some part of it is stil
working." He turned to Loretta. "Sort'a |like a supernatural radi o. Now npst
thi ngs, even really bad things, don't have enough power to register. Wen
somet hing does, it's always pretty Goddamm serious."

"Li ke what ?" she asked.

"Well, there was that earthquake in Mexico while back. Radiated enough psychic
suffering that I woke up for about ten seconds or so. And then there was that

time when the Nazis invaded Pol and. | just knew that was going to be trouble."
He did his coffee routine again. "And when they cancel ed The G een Hornet,
couldn't get back to sleep for half-an-hour. Man, | |loved that show "

"Kat o ki cked ass," Duke agreed.

"Anyway, all that stuff is nuthin' conpared to the vibe | picked up this

aft ernoon when that thing appeared in the kitchen. If you put all that
together with every psychic blip |I've ever detected in nmy sleep of death, you
still wouldn't equal the dark evil that thing shoved in ny head." He shuddered
at the recollection. "Lucky for me, ny mnd bl ocked out nmost of it. O herwi se,
I'd be too crazy to talk right now Maybe ever again."

Duke nodded.

Earl snorted. "Look, you dipshit. Mst people think to be really evil you have
to have a choice. That you can't be really bad unless you can be good. They're

wrong. Real evil, true evil, not just that kill-everybody-you-don't-Ilike or
nuke- a- country-'cuz-you-don't-care-for-the-way-they-spell-its-nane kind of
evil, comes from not having any good in you. Ever

"People aren't nade |like that. Everybody's got sone good in 'em O had sone
at some point. But this thing, it never has. It's absolute and eternal. "
He rubbed his tenples, |Iooking in vain for the right word.

"I got it, Earl. It's evil. More evil than | can ever understand. So stop
tryin' to get nme to understand al ready."

Earl enptied the last of the pot in his nug. "The point I"'mreally tryin' to
make is that it's not alone. There's a lot nore right behind it, just like it.



Sone even worse, | think."

"Worse than absolute evil."

"I told you, you can't understand."

Duke cracked his knuckl es. "Whatever you say."

"What |'mgettin' to, Duke, if you'd stop interrupting ne, is that |'m not
stickin' around this place anynore. |I'mtaking off. Wth or without you."

Duke drew in a deep breath. Hs broad chest inflated. H's shirt collar popped
a stitch. He fixed Earl with his typical stone-faced |ack of expression. His
eyes narrowed the tiniest fraction. His brow furrowed in barely noticeabl e

l'i nes.

"You runnin' away then?"

Earl turned away under the guise of returning the coffeepot to its place, but
was really hiding his inability to | ook Duke in the eye.

"Yeah. "

Duke rose fromhis chair very, very slowy.

Earl swall owed a nervous twitch. The average vanpire wasn't much of a match
for the average werewol f in a knock-down-drag-out fight. The undead were
nostly shadow and stealth, phantoms of flesh designed to prow the night.
Werewol ves were built to kill, plain and sinple. Earl had seen Duke sl aughter
five vampire punks in Little Rock. They'd gotten in a few good shots, but when
it was all over, they'd tasted final death while Duke had only |l ost an arm
Each of those punks individually had been tougher than Earl. A |lot tougher.

He didn't think Duke would really kill him Duke was particul ar about who he
killed. But he could still kick the unliving shit out of Earl w thout nuch
effort.

Keys clattered on the counter beside him

"Take the truck."

"Did you get ny stuff?" Earl asked Duke.

"I'n the storeroom By your trunk."

"Thanks." He stuffed the keys in his pocket. "Sorry, Loretta."

She smled softly. "That's alright. |I understand. Hell, if | had a brain, 1'd
be | eaving nyself."

Napol eon, who up to now had been occupied with the death throes of a
cockroach, perked up his ears and turned to the wal k-in freezer door. He
loudly sniffed the nmetal door fromone end to another and back again. Then he
started grow i ng.

Duke and Earl watched the door suspiciously, but it didn't do anything.

Napol eon's grow i ng graduated to angry, staccato barking. Loretta couldn't see
or hear him but she could see the nervousness on Earl's face.

"What? Did' ja hear sonethin' ?"

Napol eon bent on his front legs. Hs tail fell flat. Cautiously, he stuck his
head and half his immterial body through the door. He barked once, quickly

wi t hdrew, and ran behi nd Duke wi th a whi nper.

Duke took a step forward, reaching for the handle.

"Don't open it," Earl said.

"CGot to."

"No, you don't. Just let whatever is in there be."

"What ?" Loretta asked. "What's in there?"

"Somet hing evil, | bet."

"Only one way to find out." Duke lifted the handle, and soft, white frost

sl i pped through the cracked door

Earl threw his thin frame against it, slamming it shut. "Damm it, Duke. Wy do
we have to find out at all? Wio says we want to find out? | don't want to. How
"bout you, Loretta?"
"Just give nme a sec.'
"Alright, I'mready."

Earl threw up his arms. "Aw, shit. Fine. Open the Goddamm thing. But don't say
| didn't warn you when sonme horrible, oth-erdi nensional, squidoid fucking
thing rips you a new asshole.”

He stepped aside, shaking his head.

She retrieved her shotgun and aimed at the door



"Nobody ever listens to ne."

"On three," Duke said.

Loretta cocked the hamers of her shot gun.

Napol eon of fered up hal fhearted barks even as he backed away.

"One. "

"Can't | eave well enough alone,” Earl rmunbled. "Can't |eave the unholy
hel | beast in the freezer."

"Two. "

"Ch no. CGod forbid. Mich better to get our eyes eaten and our souls ripped
out."

"Three."

Duke threw wi de the door. The unnaturally thick mst spilled across the
kitchen floor in an ankle-deep fog. The thing in the freezer took one cl unmsy
step forward. The humanoi d shape was not hing nore than slimnmy skin draped over
bones. Its eyes thrust forth fromtheir sockets on Iong stal ks that swept the
room

Loretta | owered her shotgun a few inches. "G 1?"

Gl Wlson's thin formopened its nouth as if to speak. A yellow paste dripped
fromits lips.

"Shoot it!" Earl shouted.

"But, it's GI. | can't just..."

G| groaned, extending his arnms toward Duke. The werewol f backed away. I|f Earl
didn't know better, he'd have thought Duke was afraid. But nothing scared
Duke.

"It's not GI! It's just something in GI's body!"

"But. . ."

Gl literally twisted in Earl's direction. The body shifted and turned i n ways
t hat woul d have been inpossible with joints and bones in the way. Its skin
swelled, as if there were other entities lurking just below the surface,
waiting to break free.

"Shoot the fuckin' thing!"

She fired both barrels into it. The body disintegrated. Mst of it just

di sappeared |i ke a popped bubble. The linbs and head fell to the floor. The
fog rolled into the freezer, sucked into an invisible hole in the back. The
bits and pieces started nelting am dst agoni zed squeal s.

Duke, Earl, and Loretta warily gathered together at the door, watching what
was left of GI drip away into nonexis-tence

"What the hell happened to hin?" she asked.

Duke knelt down, though he didn't touch the pieces. "You sure that was G|

W son, Loretta?"

She nodded. "Pretty sure. Kind' a hard to tell." The arms and | egs were gone,
but the fleshless skull renmained. She prodded it with her shotgun. "This
doesn't make any sense. | nean, |'ve been in and out of this freezer hundreds

of times. He couldn't have been in there all that time. There's no place to

hi de. So where in the Lord's nanme has he been?"

"Hell," Earl answered. "He's been in hell. 'Least, his body has. And sonething
tried to ride it back out again."

The eyes popped fromthe sockets again. Eight spider-like legs thrust from
underneath the skull. The skull sprang up and over their heads, hit the tile,
and scranbl ed toward the kitchen door

Napol eon stopped its flight. The ghost dog snapped and snarl ed, holding the
skull at bay. They circled warily. The skull squirted a dark, red liquid from
its nose. Napol eon whi ned.

Duke brought down one i mmense sneaker on the abom nabl e headbone. It shattered
into a gooey ness. The skull let |oose with one |ast ear-shattering shriek
Earl checked Napol eon. A chunk of the dog's shoul der was gone, bubbling and

hi ssi ng. Ectoplasmwas not flesh. It was a construction to house the bodil ess
soul . The stuff of spirits was nostly indestructible, but there were ways to
kill a ghost. Real, physical ways if one had the neans.

Napol eon lay on the floor as nore and nore of his body dissol ved.



"Shit!" Earl carefully picked up the dog and cradled it in his arms. "Come on
little guy. Don't die on ne now "

The acid had eaten away a leg. It kept consuming, but it was slow ng. Earl
prayed it would stop. He didn't want to tell Cathy her dead dog was really
dead.

Napol eon raised his head with pai ned eyes he could barely keep open. Wth one
final whinper, his head dissolved. But the acid finally stopped eating away.
"Yes."

He clutched the headl ess, three-|egged specter to his chest. Napol eon just
needed time to recover now. Hopefully, he'd get back his mssing parts, but
even if he didn't, a ghost didn't technically need them It'd take sone
getting used to, but, at least, he'd live. Sort of.

Loretta saw only Earl cradling enpty air. "Is he alright?" she asked Duke.
Duke nodded. He didn't bother expl ai ni ng.

Earl put Napoleon in his trunk to rest. Then he grabbed his stuff and headed
out the door, stopping just |long enough to gl ance down at the sliny remains of
brai ns and bones.

"Go get her, Earl," Duke sighed, scraping the sludge fromthe soles of his
sneaker with a spatula. "Sooner you free your girlfriend, sooner you can get
goin."

Earl didn't know why he shoul d feel bad about |eaving. Duke was a grown man.
If he didn't have enough sense to get away fromG1l's Al N ght Diner while he
still could, it wasn't Earl's fault. But he felt bad anyway. Duke had al ways
been there for him He'd slept a little easier every day know ng Duke was
wat chi ng his back. And now, at the first sign of trouble, he was taking off.
"Duke ..." He struggled with the words. "I just want you to know that |, uh
wel | "

Duke stopped cleaning gunk off his shoes. They stared at each other amid the
qui et splashing of Loretta nopping up ex-tradi mensional brain spider goo.
"Dam it, why do you gotta go and nake this so fuckin' hard?"

Earl switched his sack fromone hand to the other and back agai n.

"I"'msorry. That's all | wanted to say."

Duke's face remained as bl ank as ever.

Earl turned to the doors. "You asshole.”

"See you around, Earl."

Hal fway out the kitchen, the vanpire turned. Duke was back to sal vaging his
sneakers.

"See you around, Duke."

TVENTY- FI VE

Most of Earl's self-1oathing disappeared the nmonment he saw Cathy. She snil ed,
and he al nost forgot about deserting Duke.

"Hey, where's Napol eon?"

"He's in the diner. Playing with Duke." He felt bad about lying to her, but he

didn't want her to worry needl essly. He held up the paper bag. "I think I'm
ready to cast the spell tonight."

"Al ready?"

"Well, | can't actually cast it until around eight-thirty. But |I can set it
up. "

"Why eight-thirty?"
" '"Cuz that's when the netaphysical atnosphere is nbst receptive to spectra
unchai ni ng. "

"Ww. | thought you didn't know much about magic."

He shrugged. "I get by."

Truthfully, his experience was rather limted. The "netaphysical atnosphere"
was Hector's wording. Not his. But he was willing to fake a greater

understanding if it inmpressed her
"So how s this work?"
He renoved itens fromthe bag, explaining their purpose. "The bl ue candl es



represent wind and water, elenental forces that are ever free. And I'll use
this bag of salt to formthe circle of ectoplasmc binding. And I'Il paint the
runes 'round the circle with this." He shook the can of spray paint. "It's red
‘cuz that's the color of earth, the force that anchors you."

He grinned, swelling with pride.

"Runes. Like the runes Qdin gave up his eye for?"

Rat her than adnit he didn't know who the hell that was, he sinply nodded.
"Tell me nore." She pointed to the itenms he'd yet to get to. "Wat's all that
for?"

Earl's grin faded away. He couldn't renenber anything Hector had said about
the rest of it. He flipped through his notes. They only told himhow to use
them He'd neglected to wite down all of Hector's arcane ternmni nol ogy.
Bravely, he pressed on.

"Well, this, uh, dried raven's eye is used to call the, uh, nature spirits.
Specifically the great bird fathers so that they mght, uh, chase away the
grave fiends."

"CGrave fiends?"

"Yeah." He coughed to cover an awkward pause whil e he gathered his thoughts.
"They're these nasty things that, uh, might screwthings up if we're not
careful. Sort'a like gremins that haunt graveyards."

"I'"ve never seen any."

"You woul dn't. They're invisible."

"So aml."

"Yeah, but they're invisible in a different way. They're all around. Trust

ne.
"I'f you say so."

He snatched up sonmething else to distract her. "This belladonna is called the
enchanter's herb. It just nakes magi c easi er when you burn it."

"Real | y? Way?"

"It's kind" a conplicated.” He checked his watch. "I better get this set up. No
point waiting until the last mnute."

He started with the runes Hector had described over the phone. He hoped they
were done right. Arcane synbols weren't standardized |ike the al phabet. No one
really understood how t hey worked. They only knew that if you drew a triangle
inacircle in a square in just the right way, you could get sonething
unnatural to happen

After he finished the Iast rune around Cathy's grave, they all shimered with
soft red light.

"That means they're ready," he expl ai ned.

The gl ow faded, but the runes started noving. Not in an obvious way—t was
nore |ike he could sense themstirring, shifting when not being watched. And
when he turned back to | ook at them again, they did indeed | ook different. O
maybe not .

Next he placed the blue candl es between the runes to surround the grave. He
it each and nunbl ed a quick incantation scribbled on his notepad. Wen the
flame burned bright red, he poured the circle of salt and nuttered a second,

| onger incantation. He knew he'd done it right when the wind didn't blow the
salt away. The setup was conplete. The circle could only be broken by an act
of will.

He stood back and studied his work. A magic circle worthy of Merlin hinself.
O maybe Merlin's amateur, penniless half-brother. But | ooks weren't inportant
as long as it did the trick.

They still had forty-five mnutes before the casting. Cathy and Earl killed
the tine by Iying on their backs and staring at the stars.

She pointed. "That one right there is ny favorite. | don't know why. It's not
the brightest or the biggest, but there's just sonething about it."

"It's nice," Earl agreed.

"Sometines | make up my own constellations. Like over there, that's the Goose.
And just below that is the Happy Face. And over there is the Big D pper."
"There's already a Big Di pper."



"I didn't say | was very good at it."

They chuckl ed, sliding closer. She turned on her side and laid a hand on his
chest. He stroked her hair. The ectoplasm c strands slipped through his
fingers, light as gossaner. He suddenly realized how nortal he was.

Vampires liked to think of thenselves as eternal. But, in the end, their lives
were neasured in monents. Just like the living. Certainly there were a | ot
nore nonents, but quantity was highly overrated. He woul d have traded the | ast
ni nety-plus years of his life to make this particular nmonent |ast just a
little longer. But tine waited for no one, nortal or immrtal. He tried not to
think about it, to just enjoy it while it |asted.

"Ear| ?"

"Yeah?"

"Can vanpires bite ghosts?"

"Sure. 1've never done it nyself, but | hear it's a lot |ike suckin'
downJel | -QO. "

"What el se can vanpires and ghosts do?"

"Well, ectoplasmis pretty much the sane as flesh and bl ood for the undead."

"How ruch like it?"

"Just like it. In all the inportant ways."

"Al'l the inportant ways?"

"Yeah, sure. Wy?"

She took his hand and guided it to her waist.

He was caught conpletely by surprise. She was so pretty and so wonderful, he
couldn't imagine her wasting her time with him But she didn't have nmuch
choice really. The romantic opportunities of a graveyard guardi an were
limted, at best.

She glided over him He lost his train of thought in her snoldering eyes. She
ki ssed him He instinctively funbled for her bra only to di scover she wasn't
wearing one. Or any clothes at all, for that matter. H s hands ran down her
back. Her ecto-plasmc skin was so snooth and soft. He couldn't imagine

anyt hing nore perfect than the spot on the small of her back where his fingers
came to rest.

She undid his overalls.

He i magi ned what he might look |like to the casual observer. A naked nan
withing and rolling in the dirt with his phantom!lover. Her hair brushed his
neck as she kissed his chest, and he found he didn't care.

A cynical little voice whispered, "It's not you. She'd |ike anyone after al
these years alone."” But it was a very small voice, easy enough to push away in
t he monent.

Anot her nonent that |asted not nearly | ong enough.

Naked, Earl lay in the dirt and watched Cathy breat he.

Ghosts weren't supposed to breathe, but she did anyway. She snuggl ed cl oser
and he could feel the faint beat of her heart. It was only an incredible
simul ati on, but he marvel ed at how nmuch humanity she still had after all these
years of being dead. While he'd done his best to avoid specters, he'd net nore
t han enough to realize how rare that was.

She caught him staring. "Wat?"

“Nuthin'."

"What are you thinking?"

“Nuthin'."

Smiling, she kissed him "That was nice. Thank you."

He shifted, trying to work some pointed pebbles under his spine to a | ess
bot her sone position w thout actually getting up

"Just nice?"

Anot her bad thing about being a vanpire was the expectations created by an

i rresponsi bl e media. When it came to naking | ove, there were higher standards
for the undead. Standards he fell well short of.

"Very nice," she replied. "You were great."

He bl ushed for the first time in two decades.

"Of course, it has been a while," Cathy added. "I'mpretty damm easy."



They | aughed.

"What tine is it?"

Earl checked his watch. "Eight-fifteen."

"W better get ready then."

"Yeah. W better."

Nei t her noved. M nutes passed in contented sil ence.

Finally, with five minutes until casting, Cathy slid away fromhim She stood.
Spectral clothing materialized on her body again. Earl had to get dressed the
ol d- f ashi oned way.

"So am | supposed to stand in the circle?" she asked.

"You don't got to do anything, actually. Your grave is the source of the
binding. I'mreally doing the magic on that."

He snapped on his overalls. He didn't bother with his underwear or shoes.
Partly because he didn't have enough time, and partly because he wanted to be
prepared if Cathy felt |like fooling around after the ritual

"Ckay. Then | guess I'Il just stay out of your way until you're finished."

He scooped her up in his arns. "You're never in the way."

"Y' know, Earl. You can nake a girl alnost glad she's dead."

" Al nost ?"

She shrugged. "Get nme out of this cenetery, and we'll see.”

"CGot yourself a deal."

He knelt before the circle of runes. First, he burned the belladonna. Then he
started the incantation, a long string of gibberish he'd had to spell out
phonetically. Wen the tinme came, he sprinkled the dried raven's eye in the
wi nd and i ncanted anot her segment of jabber. And on and on it went for about
ten mnutes. He'd chant and use something in the bag and chant sone nore and
use something else in the bag. Very sinple. Very redundant. Very boring.

Most of magic, particularly the ritual type of magic, was like that. A lot
like clerical work, really. Sometinmes you might spice it up with alittle
human sacrifice or maybe an orgy, but for the nost part, if it was fun to do,
it wasn't really necessary.

Most practitioners added superfluous elenents to their magic just to spice
things up, keep it interesting. It also helped to entertain the rubes that

m ght make up a cult. He wasn't interested in any of that. This was just a
bar e- bones spell, and as he neared conpletion, his mnd started wanderi ng.
Earl wasn't much for romance, but he already had the whol e eveni ng pl anned
out. He'd conplete the ritual, sweep Cathy off her feet, and carry her from
the graveyard |i ke sonme great, dashing figure in a cliche-ridden | ove story.
It always struck himas corny and a little unrealistic. Nobody lived happily
ever after, even people who lived forever. But he was willing to pretend that
they just m ght.

He traced a triangle in a circle in the dirt, raised his arns and | aunched
into the final chant. It, at least, was in English

"Ch, Kings of the Earth, Ch, Masters of the Spirit Realm | call on you to
hear ny plea. Release this soul fromyour |oving enbrace so that she m ght
freely roamthe earth.”

A green luminosity rose fromthe circle of salt, and the earth runbl ed ever so
l[ightly beneath him He flashed a snile and a thunbs-up at Cathy.

"Those before her have departed and no | onger need tending. Her task is done.
Now | hunbly ask you to discharge her from her sacred duties."

He reached to break the circle of salt as the final act of magic.

"Earl, is this supposed to happen?"

Cat hy was fadi ng away, and he hadn't even conpleted the spell. And she was
right. It wasn't supposed to be happening. He forgot the ritual and ran to
her. He tried to take her hands, but sonething was wong. She wasn't quite
solid anynore. He passed through her as if her flesh were thick notor oil.
She read the worry in his face. "What's wong? Wat's going on?"

She faded, slipping through his fingers. He didn't know what to do to stop it.
"Don't go," he pleaded, knowing full well she had nothing to do with this.
Cat hy dissolved into a barely visible cloud and then into nothing.



"Goddam it!"

He ni pped through his notepad, paced the circle, and cursed for a couple of
m nutes. He didn't even read the notes. He just glanced through themas if
they m ght suddenly reveal the answer. They never did.

A gust swept through the cenetery. The candl es extingui shed, and the salt bl ew
away. The dust swall owed up the runes.

"Son of a bitch!"

He tapped the pad against his tenple, struggling to cone up with an answer.
There was only one. He'd screwed up. Sonething had gone wong. He'd | ost her
Maybe even kill ed her.

Earl's heart hammered at a thundering five beats a m nute. He was too busy
talking to himself to notice

"Dam it! Don't panic, Earl. Stay calm It's alright. Everything' s alright.
She's okay. She's not dead." He winced at the very thought and repeated the
| ast phrase like a chant. "She's not dead. She's not dead. She's not dead.”
Frustration overwhel med him He | ashed out at a wooden grave marker. It
snapped of f and bounced away.

"Goddam it, Earl, you stupid prick. C non and think." He stopped and forced
hinself to concentrate | ong enough to grab a coherent thought. "Hector! He'l
know what to do. Yeah. He'll know. "

He dashed out of the cenetery and toward the diner, repeating his mantra to
keep sane. "She's not dead. She's not dead. She's not dead.”

In the darkness of Make Qut Barn, the old gods called to Tamry. This was
not hi ng new. They'd always tal ked to her. Even before she'd stunbl ed across
her destiny. She just hadn't known enough to understand them But the way was
openi ng, and what had once been a naggi ng whi sper was now a thousand
chattering voices. The old gods were close. Their time was near

Tomor r ow ni ght .

Al ready their dinensional prison was weakeni ng. Enough that they night infuse
her, their final liberator, with a taste of the goddesshood that awaited her
There were side effects. The constant drone in her head nade it hard to think
And sonet hing, many things actually, slithered around in her stomach.

The Necrononkon mentioned this. The old gods were ancient and powerful. Their
energi es nutated any human who invited themin. Not just physically, but
mentally as well. No nortal could retain their reason under such exposure.

But with ultimte power, who needed sanity.

She lifted her Magic 8-Ball fromthe small nound of graveyard dirt. She turned
over the black orb. The triangul ar thing-anabob rose to the surface.

"Earl, where am|?"

She tossed the Magic 8-Ball in her backpack and renoved the collection of
exotic ingredients needed to create the Dust of Waking Sleep. She'd paid a
hefty rush-delivery fee for her |atest catal ogue order and was pleased to find
a plain, brown box waiting in her tenple. Crazy Ctharl was not only reliable,
but efficient to boot.

The dust would handl e the nortal s who opposed her. Assenmbling it herself saved
her some noney, even if it was nmore work. As for Duke, her |atest shipnent
contained a jar of inps. And with all those obstacles put aside, Earl would be
easy enough to stake during the day.

There was still one final problem For the way to be opened, soneone must be
sacrificed. Getting a sacrifice was easy. But the sacrifice had to be
performed by soneone who "knew not what they did" according to her research
Payi ng someone to do it didn't count either. The higher forces weren't fooled
by technicalities. She had to trick someone into it. There was always a catch
If these matters were easy, the old gods would not still be | ocked away.

Chad spoke up fromthe darkened corner where he huddled. "M stress Lilith?"
Her head snapped around at the sudden noi se, and he got a good, |ong | ook at
her eyes. They were solid black. No white. No iris. Just inky darkness. He
couldn't even be sure she had eyes anynore. Her sockets mght very well have
been enpty.



"What, Chad?"

“Nuthin'."

She could snell his fear. It sent a quiver through her. She snmiled, drawing in
a deep, deep breath. She crawl ed toward hi mon her hands and knees.

"Does Big Jimy need his lovin ?"

H s heart beat faster as she drew closer. She could hear its thudding, fee

its beating against his ribcage. The thought of scaring himto death only made
her hungrier. She roughly shoved himon his back

Tamy pushed away the power of the old gods. It wouldn't do to kill himjust
yet. Her eyes filled their sockets, but he was still scared. Just not scared
enough to give up a chance to get |aid.

After she'd finished with him she realized just how mad she nmust have been to
have actually enjoyed sex with Chad. But soon the voices returned, and she
went back to work.

TVENTY- SI X

In the cranped quarters of the Magic 8-Ball, there was no roomfor Cathy's

ect opl asm ¢ body. She was reduced to a soul floating in murky, blue darkness.
It was a lot like sitting in a warmbath way too long until the water got cold
and your fingers were winkled and prunelike. Not that she had fingers, but
there was still a general npistlike sensation in her disenbodied spirit.

She was not al one.

"Who's there?"

Though she didn't speak with a voice, not using even ectoplasm c vocal cords,
there was an echo. It lasted a long, long tine, bouncing fromone end of her
prison to the other and back again. There was no reply, but she was certain
there was sonebody el se here. She could just feel him

"I know you're there."

Agai n, no answer.

She suddenly felt very claustrophobic. She had no form

Space was currently a meani ngl ess concept, but the other bodil ess soul crowded
around her. She could feel him Her five senses were gone, replaced by a kind
of spectral radar she hadn't quite adjusted to yet.

"I know you're there."

He | aughed. A dry, hunorless rasp that filled the dark and chilled her

"Who's there?"

The specter's rough voice wornmed its way into her immterial guts.

"You know who | am Cathy."

And she did. From sonmewhere other than herself the answer cane.

"Gl WIson?"

The nane neant nothing to her. She'd never heard it before.

"That's right, dear Cathy."

"Where are we?"

"You al ready know that as well."

She did. Fromthe sane place she'd | earned his name, nore informtion cane.
They were bound within a Magic 8-Ball. Sonething had gone wong, but it wasn't
Earl's fault. Tamy had beaten himto the casting.

She didn't know who Tammy was, other than she didn't |ike her very much. In
fact, she hated her. Despised her for the ungrateful, traitorous, little bitch
she was. It was all very confusing.

"Qur souls are mingled,” G| said. "A byproduct of the bind-ing."

Bits and pieces of G| WIson filtered across her consci ousness. They repul sed
her. She wanted to get far away fromhim but there was nowhere to go. She
shrank into herself. He wapped around her, his voice echoing fromevery
direction.

"You can't fight it, Cathy. Your struggles only make it harder."

"Go away."

"I intend to. But first, | need your help."

More know edge cane to her.



She saw G| poring over books, studying ancient texts, researching things nan
was never meant to know. Spending years and years in darkened roons,

deci phering arcane secrets, figuring heavenly alignments, and pl owi ng deep
into the advanced physics of interdi mensional space until finally finding the
fabled Gate of the AOd Gods in a quiet, dusty town call ed Rockwood

Com ng to Rockwood, he'd bought the seeningly unremarkable plot of |and under
which the Gate rested and built a tenple to his masters, disguised as an

i nnocuous all-night diner. It was far nmore than that. Cathy saw how sonet hi ng
that | ooked so ordinary could be so nmuch nore. It was all in the architecture,
t he angles, the placenent of the supporting pillars, and all the other little
details that added up to sonething wholly unnatural. Even the positioning of
the porcelain toilets and track lighting nade a difference. She didn't
understand conpletely. She didn't want to. But she knew the diner served to
weaken the Gate even further, and that this was not a good thing.

"Yes, Cathy, you know ny secrets, and | know yours. | rust adnit | fee
somewhat cheated by the exchange. | nean, really, the worst thing you ever did
was |ie about hitting a baseball into M. Winberg s w ndow. "

He chuckl ed.

"Wait. I'mgetting sonething else. Ah, you ran over a kitty once and stole

some candy and al so, yes, yes, you cheated on some math tests. Terrible sins
i ndeed. The guilt nmust be tearing you apart."

The horrible acts GI WIson had performed in his quest for unholy power swam
just beneath her own nenories. In an effort to repul se them she concentrated
on the | ess ghastly renmenbrances invadi ng her

Strongest was the night fate, or destiny, or perhaps nerely random chance had
nearly destroyed his chances for godhood. It was after a sinple ritual, the
final consecration rite of his tenple. After sanctifying it with an offering
of his own bl ood, he rose on wobbly legs. Groggy fromthe nagic spell, he
failed to notice a ketchup bottle Iying on the floor

It fell underfoot, and he tripped. The knife wound up between him and the
tile. It plunged into his heart.

The ol d gods, enraged at his failure, gathered up enough power to reach out
and drag himto their hell where they might tornent himfor eternity. They
only got his flesh. Hs spirit barely slipped through their grasp. But as a
ghost, G| was powerless to open the way.

He'd all but given up hope when finally stunbling upon Tamry. Sensing the
talent within her, he groomed her to conplete what he had started. Wen she
opened the way, the old gods woul d know who was really responsible for their
rise and reward hi m appropriately.

He'd tutored her, teaching her secrets only he knew. She'd |ocked himin this
prison in gratitude. Were he could once again feel his destiny passing him
by. Yet fate saw fit to give himanother chance. By persuading Tammy to bind
anot her ghost in the ball, he'd tricked her into giving himhis neans of
escape.

"That's right," he agreed. "Together, we are strong. Strong enough to escape
this prison."

"No. "
H s voice becane icy. "Wat?"
"No!" she repeated, stronger than before. "I won't help you. You bel ong here.

I won't let you out."

"Wuld you stay with nme then? For eternity?"

She didn't want to. Hi s soul was like acid, eating away at her own spirit. But
he was too dangerous, even as a ghost, to let | oose on the world. Even if it
did end up destroying her utterly.

"How selfless," G I spat, as if through clenched teeth. "Yours is a noble
soul, girl, but I will not be denied."

She tucked deeper into herself, calling upon fond nenories in an effort to

i gnore him Playing baseball with her dad. Her favorite song. Her college
graduation. Earl.

"Your undead admirer. You are quite fond of him aren't you?" GIl's voice



oozed into her. "In fact, you love him Atrifle premature, if you' d like ny
opi nion. You haven't even known hima week."

"Shut up!" She wi shed she had hands to cover her inmaterial ears. "Leave him
out of this!"

"You'll never see himagain, shut away in this ball, Cathy."

"l don't care!"

"Yes, you do." He thrust deeper, digging into her nenories. "Cathy, you little
slut. Throwi ng yourself at the first vanpire that cones along. |I'm

di sappointed in you."

She didn't want to remenber, but he forced her to.

"You'll never feel his touch again. You'll never feel anything again. Just you
and ne together for eternity. O you can help me, free yourself, and run away
with Earl."

It wasn't as sinple as that. If she let himout, then the world would end.
There'd be no place for Earl and her to run away to.

"But if you keep ne here, Tanmmy shall conplete the cerenpbny anyway. It's your
choice. | can't force you. Either way, the world ends. At |east my way, you'l
get to spend a few precious hours with your |over. Wio knows? You ni ght even
warn himin enough time to stop ne." He | aughed skeptically. "Doubtful, but
you're welcone to try."

She groped for other solutions, but none cane. This was the only way. The only
way to save the world. The only way to save Earl. And she adnmitted to herself
that he was her true reason for even considering it. She'd been al one too

l ong. Whether it was selfish or not, she had to take the chance.

"Ckay, what do | have to do?"

"Not yet. Tammy is watching. But soon."

In the darkness of their prison, G| WIlson grinned a wide, imuaterial smle
"Soon. "

TVENTY- SEVEN

Earl spent the rest of the night in the enpty graveyard. Hector hadn't been
able to provide any answers for what had happened. He reassured Earl he'd | ook
into it, but Earl didn't have much hope. He sat on Cathy's grave, nursing a

si x-pack, and feeling sorry for hinmself. It was times like this that he really
m ssed being able to get drunk.

About hal f-an- hour before dawn, Duke noseyed into the cenetery.

"I'd offer you a beer, but this is nmy last one." Earl popped it open. The warm
al cohol foanmed and spilled over his hands. "Shit."

"Hector tell you what happened?" Duke asked.

"Nope. Said she might have finally nmoved on to the next plane.™

"Say why?"

"Said he didn't know, but told ne he didn't see howit could ve been anything
I'd done."

Earl offered Duke a drink. Duke waved it away.

"No thanks. So how you doi ng?"

"Me? I'mjust fine. | just killed nmy girlfriend, that's all. How el se should
be?"

"If Hector said it ain't your fault, thenit ain't."

"Aw that's bullshit. | screwed it up, Duke. She was the best thing that ever

happened to nme, and | screwed it up."

Earl threw the half-full alum numcan at the moon. It twirled, spraying beer,
and hung in the air for a long while before finally comng down to earth.

"I fucked it all up."

"Ain't as bad as all that," Duke offered.

"Hell it ain't!"

Earl wiped a solitary drop of npisture that had managed to work its way free
of his dried-up tear ducts.

"Sorry, Duke. | ain't mad at you, but you just don't understand. You don't
know what it's like, being ne. Everybody likes you. O at least they don't not



like you."

"People like you, Earl."

"No, people get used to nme." He chuckled. "It's not the sane thing. No big
deal, really. I'"'mused to it. My mama didn't even |ike ne. And ny daddy

t hought | was a worthless pile of cow shit. Told ne so on his deathbed. Pulled
me over and whispered it in ny ear just before croaking.

"My whole life, I can count four people who |liked ne. There's you, and this
pet turtle | had when | was six, and ny grammy Betta. And Cathy. She was the
first woman who really |iked ne."

"There'll be others."
"You aren't listening to me. |I'mninety-seven years ol d.
Ni nety-seven. That's al nost a whole damm century on this earth. And all | got

to show for it are four people. And one of themain't even a person
"l used'ta wonder sonetinmes why living forever was supposed to be a good

thing. Don't get ne wong. Being immortal ain't all that bad. | was always a
ni ght person anyway, and the powers can be kind a cool. But, |I mean, this
whol e undead stuff sounds good on paper, but it ain't all it's cracked up to
be.

"See, the way | got it figured, dying is sort'a like the thing that gives your
life neaning. You may not want to get there, but, without it, you're just

| ooking at a long, long road to nowhere. |1'd gotten used to | ooking down that
road, Duke." He | ooked to the horizon where the sun would be rising soon. "But
| don't think I can do it anynore."

"What' cha tal ki ng about, Earl?"

"I"'mtal king 'bout maybe it's tine to end it."

Duke cast a di sagreeable glance at the vanpire.

"Now hear nme out 'fore calling ne stupid. Everybody's gotta die. W undead try
to pretend like we don't, but just 'cuz we don't die of natural causes, that
ain't exactly the sane thing. Sure, it's possible | mght last till the end of
tinme, but I wouldn't take odds on that.

"Now | 've lived a good hundred years. Mst of it hasn't been bad. There's been
some good spots here and there, but nostly it was a whole lotta nuthin'
special. Then Cathy and these |ast five days conme along, and | figure that it

was worth the wait. And it was. But nowthat it's over, | don't think there's
anyt hing better out there waiting for ne.

"Now |'mnot saying | really want to kill nyself. But it's gonna happen
eventually, and either 1'll have to do it nyself or somebody's gonna do it for

me. Probably in one of the |ess pleasant ways."

"What's your point?"

"Point is, Duke, one way or another, |I'mgonna die tonight. And |I'm asking
you, as ny best friend, to help ne out. I'Il just turn my back, here on

Cat hy's grave, and think about her, and you'll sneak up right behind nme, and
rip my head clean off. It'll be the last favor | ever ask you, and if you're
really nmy friend, you'll do it for ne."

He turned, cleared his head, and felt the cold, dry earth beneath him Cathy's
smling face came to him and he smled back at her. He dared hope that he'd
find her on the other side, though if there was an afterlife, he doubted
they'd end up in the sane pl ace.

"You aren't gonna do it, are you?"

Duke shook his head.

"Dam it, you prick. It ain't all that nmuch to ask."

"Maybe, but you'll have to do it yourself."

"Fine. I will. I"Il just let the sun take care of it."

"You do that." Duke hocked up a mouthful of saliva and nucus and spat it in
the dirt. "Y know, Earl, there'll be others."

"Not |ike her."

"Gve it time."

"What ? Anot her hundred years? Thanks, but no thanks."

"Suit yourself. You ever seen a vanpire done in by sunlight?"

"No. "



"I have. Once." Duke shook his head slowy. "It's not like in the novies. He
didn't blow up or catch fire or nuthin' quick like that. No, it was nore |ike
he turned to sludge. First his skin peeled off, layer by layer. Then his
muscl es sorta just sloshed off his bones. And his organs snol dered and dri pped
into a black puddle. Then his bones popped and snapped and |i quefied. Took
"bout five minutes for the poor bastard to finally expire. He screanmed hinsel f
hoarse for nost of it."

Earl glared. "You aren't talking nme out of this, Duke."

"I"'mnot trying to. Just figured I'd tell you what you had to | ook forward
to."

"Thanks. "

"You're wel come. Well, you got about ten minutes to dawn. |1'd stick around but
seei ng one bl oodsucker get a tan was enough for ne."

"I'f you were ny friend, you'd kill ne."

"Well, maybe 1'lIl feel up to it tonmorrow night, but you can't wait that |ong."
As the werewol f wal ked through the cenmetery gates, he shouted w thout | ooking
back. "See you 'round, Earl... or | guess not."

The first rays of dawn cane. The horizon turned soft red. It hurt Earl's eyes
to look at it. He tried thinking of Cathy, to not think about the pain norning
mght inflict on his delicate conplexion

"Dam it, Duke," he grunbled. "You better kill ne tonorrow, or I'll have'ta

ki ck your ass, you son of a bitch." Squinting, he shielded his eyes and ran
back to the diner.

TVENTY- EI GHT

As the sun rose, a drowsiness fell upon Earl. It took forty-five minutes for
hi s undead nature to overtake his stressed nind. H's sleep was restless.
Normally he lay in his steaner in a corpselike slunber, but today, he tw tched
and ki cked. Headl ess Napol eon sat curled up on his chest.

Duke checked on hima couple of times the first hour, and a couple of tinmes
the next hour as well.

"You really care about him" Loretta observed.

He closed the trunk and rapped it softly with his knuckles. "He needs | ooking
after.”

"S' pose he does at that. Seens to be taking things pretty hard. He's lucky to
have a friend Iike you."

"Quess so, but it ain't a one way thing. He's been there for ne when nobody
el se was. Sure amgonna nmss himif he don't change his nind."

" ' Bout | eaving?"

Duke sat on the steamer. Snorting, he wwung his hands. "Wants ne to kill him"
Loretta gaped. "Over a m ssing ghost?"
"Mostly. But you gotta understand, life ain't exactly been easy for him Being

undead doesn't hel p none."

"We all got our troubles, Duke."

"True enough,"” he agreed. "But he nade a good case for hinmself. | don't really
see as | got much of a choice.™

"Good Lord says there's always a choice.”

"Don't know if Earl and the Good Lord are on speaking terms. Anyway, if he
still wants it tonight, 1'Il have to do it."

"You can't."

"Cotta. I'mhis best friend."

"Il pray for him"

"Don't knowif that'll help, but | appreciate the effort just the sane.”

Duke spent the rest of the norning finishing the diner's new gas line. The job
was nmostly done, but he took his tine. It kept his mnd off zonbies, old gods,
haunt ed di ners, and suicidal vanmpires. For the nmoment, none of those probl ens
exi sted. There was only the trench and the pipe. Duke didn't care nuch for
hard | abor. He didn't dislike it. It was just sonething to do, usually for
nmoney and occasionally for distraction. And though he stretched this



particul ar distraction out as long as he could, it inevitably cane to an end.
He tossed the last shovel ful of dirt back into place and snoothed it with the
rusty spade.

He caught Tammy's scent a nonent before she spoke up

"Nice job."

"Thanks. "

She slid behind him pressing her body against his, |ooping her hands around
his wi de wai st as nmuch as she was able.

He pul | ed away.

"What's a matter, Duke," she purred. "Don't you like girls?"

He drove the shovel into the hard ground. "I |ike wonen."

"Ch, c'non." She glided closer. "I know you want ne."

He put his hands on her shoul ders, careful to keep to a minimal, fingers-only
contact. No palns. "Tamy, it ain't gonna happen." He gently, but firnmy
pushed her away.

She stuck out her lower lip. "Wiy not? You like me. | like you."

" 'Cuz it isn't that sinple.”

"Yes, it is."

She batted her eyel ashes and ran her hand down her mdriff.

The primal forces that shared Duke's soul agreed. They wanted nothi ng nore
than to throw Tatmmy to the ground, to feel the warnth of her skin, to watch

t he sweat bead on her breasts, and make her npan and grunt and trenbl e beneath
the hot, desert sun. Another time, another place, he wouldn't have hesitated,
but a couple thousand years of civilization stood between him and that place.
Not that the werewolf in himgave hal f-a-dam about any of that. But the nman
did, and it was every bit as stubborn as the beast.

"What ever," she sighed. "Loretta told me to tell you she wants a word with
you. "
They went inside. He found Loretta in the kitchen, standing at the grill with

her back to them He grunted to announce his entrance. She turned slowy.
Gray, chal ky powder covered her blank face.

He whirled on the petite girl. "It's you."

"Took you long enough to figure it out."

She threw a small vial at his feet. It shattered, releasing a thousand inpish
denons into the kitchen. The swirling flock of greens, browns, and reds
covered himin a buzzing, chattering swarm The inps were only the size of
horseflies, but they held himin place. Calling upon every ounce of strength,
he lurched forward one step

In the diner, the voices of the old gods were overwhel mi ng. Tanmy's eyes

dar kened to bl ack hol es. She grabbed a rolling pin fromthe counter and spun

it lazily.

Duke pushed forward another six inches. Inps screamed and expired in snoky
puffs.

Tammy grinned. Her nmouth stretched wi der than her face would allow, and her
cheeks spread to conpensate. "You blewit, Duke. | would' ve screwed your
brains out. Well, | guess | can't have everything. Not yet, anyway."

Duke's right forearm broke free. Sone inps exploded. O hers were thrown across
t he kitchen. Duke crushed a couple underfoot w th another struggling stonp.
Tammy let the pin go. Instead of falling, it hovered in the air. She rotated
her finger clockw se. The pin spun slowy. She wi ggled a second finger, and it
became a whirling blur about her head.

"I don't really want to do this, Duke. So why don't you be a good boy and stop

struggling. Oherwise, I'll have to hurt you." She cl apped. The wooden pin
zi pped forward and struck a gl ancing blow off his brow "I like you. Don't
make ne kill you."

Duke's body tightened. |nps popped in droves in the losing fight to hold him
back.

"Have it your way."

The rolling pin flitted about alnost too fast to follow, smashing in Duke's
skul | over and over again. Bone crunched beneath wood. He stood agai nst the



barrage far better than a nere nortal. It took a full mnute for his knees to
buckl e. Then another mnute to get himon the floor. Even after he stopped
novi ng, bl ood pooling around his cracked head, Tammy had the pin strike

anot her dozen blows. Just to be on the safe side. The glistening red club
roll ed about in small circles.

"Can | use your phone?" Tanmy asked.

Loretta stared into space, seenmi ngly unaware of the bloody ness in her

ki tchen. She was actually quite aware, but the Dust of Waking Sl eep prevented
her from doi ng anythi ng about it.

Tammy pinched Loretta's cheek. "Thanks."

She called Chad to tell himshe'd be needing himtonight. He offered up a | ane
excuse about needing to finish an English report. The dumbass was | osing his
nerve. She wasn't surprised, but he was essential to her plans. She couldn't
have a sacrifice without a victim Rather than explain that to him she told
himthat if he didn't show up by six, she'd be very unhappy, and all the very
nasty things a high priestess of the old gods could do when she got very
unhappy. That was enough to convince him

It wasn't hard to find Earl's trunk. He lay in twitching sleep. Napol eon

rai sed his half-face and grow ed at her. He couldn't stop her from pounding a
stake into the vanpire's heart. Earl's eyelids fluttered open and a weak gasp
escaped his throat.

Tammy spent a couple of mnutes debating whether to finish himoff. She
decided to keep himaround just in case Duke failed to performas she
expected. It was always handy to have a backup pl an.

She went back into the kitchen and had a seat beside Duke's carcass. Napol eon
trailed, barking and yipping at her ankles. She tried ignoring him but her
pati ence waned. She threw a bolt of spectral |ightning at the dog. He whined
and ran off.

"Y' know, Loretta, | didn't want to do it this way. | didn't want to revea
myself. It's arisk I'd rather not have taken. But you had to be stubborn
about this. You couldn't just |eave."

The ol d gods stared up through the thick, red pool. The bl ood boiled wth
their inpatience.

Duke mpaned. His fingers jerked.

" Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn.”

A cast-iron skillet joined the rolling pin in a new round of

wer ewol f - br ai ni ng.

TVENTY- NI NE

Tammy' s not her avoi ded going into her daughter's roomif she could help it.
She wasn't the snooping kind. Not that she trusted her daughter. She often got
the inpression that Tamry was not a nice girl, that there were darker things

[ urking just behind her eyes. But Tammy's nother al so believed that it was her
duty to ignore these hunches. Her job was to nurture and care. It was the
father's responsibility to address the unpl easant busi ness of the teenage
years. Unmentionable fermale-related bits the exception. But twice a week it
was required of her as a good nother to venture into Tamy's room and coll ect
the small pile of dirty laundry stacked by the door. She diligently avoided

| ooki ng at anything el se |lying about the bedroom She didn't notice the Mgic
8-Ball on the dresser, and her back was turned as it started throbbing like a
living thing. She gathered up the dirty clothes, blissfully unaware of the
incredible spiritual forces being brought to bear nmere feet away. At the exact
nmonent she left, shutting the door behind her, the ball split in tw and fel
to the floor with a nuted thunp against the carpet. The liquid spilled,
form ng a deep blue stain that woul d greatly displease Tanmy's not her when she
di scovered it.

An ectoplasmic cloud billowed fromthe broken orb. Four eyes formed. Eight
tangled linbs solidified. The m st split as the very different souls of Cathy
and G| WIson repul sed each other. It was a natural aversion, like oil and



water. It was also very draining, spiritually speaking. Cathy's |legs weren't
up to supporting her just yet. She floated until she noticed her feet weren't
touching the ground. Flesh-and-bl ood people didn't defy gravity, and Cathy
fell on her butt with a resurgence of nortal expectation

Most of G| WIson had left her, but there were bits left behind: nuggets of

i nformati on about ghostly existence. Ectoplasmwas a product of the soul, and
as such reacted nostly how the soul expected it to. It was why ghosts tended
to look as they did in life, and why their intangible formdidn't just sink
into the earth or float away. Knowi ng that didn't nmake it any easier to change
her instinctive reactions, but at |east now she understood why it happened.
The rot in G| WIlson's soul manifested in a sallow, wasted form H's flesh
was peeling, nuscle and bone showi ng beneath. An ectoplasnic duplicate of the
sacrificial dagger that had killed himstuck out of his chest. He grinned with
| ong and sharp teeth. He stretched, first his arns, then his legs, and finally
hi s head, which he twi sted nearly three-hundred-and-sixty degrees with a pop
and a crack.

"You'll only get this warning once, girl. Fuck with me, and I'Il spend the
next thousand years tormenting you in ways the living can't imagine. Your soul
shal |l be a shattered, wasted thing when |I'mthrough with it. Are we perfectly
cl ear?"

St andi ng, she nodded.

"Why don't | believe you?"

She backed away. "I won't. | swear."

"Don't bother lying, Cathy. |I've seen your soul. You're too decent, too damm
good. Even now | know what's running through your mnd. You're thinking of
Earl, and how you can't just leave himthere to face Tammy by himsel f. If it
makes you feel any better, | can assure you he's dead by now "

He sneered. "Shit. You're too nuch a Goddanm Coodi e Two-shoes. Better to send
you off to final death than take the chance when |I'm so close.”

Ghosts couldn't normally harm ghosts. Ectoplasmwas resilient stuff. But G|
Wl son was no ordinary spirit. He pulled the dagger fromhis chest. The bl ack
bl ade radi ated darkness. His formdistorted as if reflected in a fun house
mrror. Linbs snaked toward her

Her only chance was to run for it. The tentacle that had been G1|'s foot

| ooped around her ankle. She fell. He dragged her toward him slowy and
deliberately, reveling in her hel pl essness.

"Cooperate, girl, and I'Il make this quick. Wll, not too quick."

Cat hy dug her fingers in the floor. It didn't help. The shapeless, oily cloud
hovered over her. He sliced down her back with the dagger. It was a shall ow
cut, just deep enough to allow sone of her soul seep away. A tiny piece of her
evaporated into the ether. She screaned. It wasn't just the pain. It was the
horrible realization that a part of her was gone forever.

G| flipped her over to watch her withe in agony. "It's been a long tine
since |I've gotten a chance to do this, Cathy. I'd forgotten how rmuch fun it
was. "

He wasn't going to just kill her. He was going to deliver her into final death

one scrap of soul at a tinme. He sliced open her cheek and inhal ed the escaping
Wi Sps.

"Hmm | wonder what that was. Perhaps a cherished menory of first love. O
your disgustingly overdevel oped conpassi on? Maybe even those preci ous nonents
pl ayi ng baseball with your father. Never did learn to hit those curveballs,
did you?"

A fragnent of hope cane to her. He had a knife, a copy of something inportant
enough in life to warrant ghostly reproduction. She cl osed her eyes and
renenbered the bat she'd spent countless hours swinging in her backyard. It'd
been years since she'd held it, but it was sonething she could never forget.

I ndul gi ng hinmself in her suffering, G| WIson didn't notice the spectral bat
materialize in her hands.

She swung with as nmuch force as she could nuster fromthe floor. H s body
deformed with the blow. He rolled off her with a grow .



"Well, 1'll be dammed, Cathy. You seemto have picked up a few tricks from our
mngling. |'minpressed.”

She adopted a batting stance. "Get the fuck away from ne!"

"How very frightening," he cooed. "That weapon really can't hurt me. It's not
that sort of menmory. And besides that, you don't have it in you." He raised

t he dagger and slipped forward.

She swung agai n. The bl ow connected with the quasi-solid goo of his ectoplasm
He wobbl ed, dropping the dagger

"You're really starting to piss ne off!" he runbl ed.

Cat hy brought the bat down. Hi s body crashed apart into a gray sline. It
struggled to reshape itself. Alunp with eyes rose up, only to be pounded back
down. The slime bubbled as GI tried to regain his senses. She smacked him
agai n, but she was only keeping himdown. He was right. She couldn't kill him
Not with her bat.

She snatched up the dagger beside her. The bl ade sent cold shivers up her arm
It was nore than just a knife. It was every depravity of G| WIson's damed
soul given form

"Go ahead," G| said. "You know you want to."

Anot her voice cane to her. "You' ve got no choice. It's either you or him Do
it."

She hesitated.

"He shoul d be dead. You're just correcting a m stake."

It nade sense, but she'd never killed anyone before. Even if he did deserve
it, she wasn't sure she could. But she had to. She tightened her grip on the
dagger. It bit into her palm eager to kill anyone, even its own creator
Cat hy glanced at her arm Her flesh was graying and shriveling. Using the
knife, no matter how nuch she shoul d, would bl acken her soul and rmaybe send
her down the path G| WIson had taken

The bl ade screaned. "Do it!"

She threw it away. It clattered a few feet away.

A fist erupted fromthe puddle of GI WIson. Cathy was knocked away. The goo
rose and hovered in the air. The dagger junped into his hand. Cathy held up
her bat, preparing to defend herself.

"Much as I'd like to continue," he sighed, "I mnust be off.
W'll have to finish this sone other tinme. After |'ve beconme a god."
He turned and vani shed through the far bedroomwall. After ten mnutes, Cathy

was finally convinced he'd | eft and dropped her guard. She sat on the bed and
wrung her baseball bat nervously. She wanted to run away, but when the old
gods returned, even earthbound spirits would be at their mercy. And she
couldn't leave Earl. Even if he was probably dead by now.

She prayed he wasn't. Not just because she cared for him Wthout sone help in
the physical world, a spirit didn't stand a ghost of a chance of stopping
Tamy from opening the way.

THI RTY

Chad had no doubts. He nost definitely did not want the old gods to rise
tonight. Wiile the world he knew was not all to his liking, sonething told him
it beat the hell out of the remade one Tammy kept telling himabout. He knew
she couldn't be talked out of it, and he wanted to be on the right side of the
worl d's new masters. And he was afraid of Tammy. More terrified of her than
even the inscrutable and thoroughly inhuman powers she served. The fear nade
hi m obey her. That, along with a dash of wani ng teenage |ust and | eftover
particles of puppy |ove.

But it was nostly fear.

H s apprehensi on only grew when he saw the police cruiser in the diner lot. He
parked beside it and went inside with slow, reluctant steps.

Tammy and Sheriff Kopp stood in the nmiddle of the dining area. She smled and
bound to his side.

"There you are. | was beginning to think you weren't going to make it." She



took his hands and ki ssed himon the cheek. She | ed himback toward Sheriff
Kopp with a skipping gait.

The sheriff tipped his hat at Chad. Chad flashed a nervous grin and swal | owed
a lunp in his throat.

"The sheriff was just explaining to ne how he mght finally have a handl e on
all the trouble Loretta's been having," Tamry chirped.

"Real | y?" Chad nunbl ed. He felt unconfortably warm

"Ch, yes. Go ahead and tell him Sheriff."

"That's alright,"” Kopp said. "I really just wanted to speak with Loretta. Is
she in back?"

"I think so."

Chad's legs trenbled. He fell into a chair.

Kopp headed toward the kitchen. Tammy ruffled around in her backpack. "On,
it's very interesting how he did it. See, he figured that there was sone sort
of magical spell interfering with his perception, and that if he stopped and
forced hinself to really think about it, he just m ght able to break the

i nfluence. So he spent all this afternoon just thinking and thinking about it.
And finally it cane to him Mke Qut Barn."

She sprinkled some powder froma pouch into her palm

"It all makes perfect sense really. Remenber how everyone used to hang out
there, Chad. Then there was that fire, and everybody just sort of stayed
away." She giggled. "Alnost like magic."

Kopp passed into the kitchen. The swi nging doors sw shed back and forth four
ti mes, and he energed, pistol in hand.

"Tammy, Chad, you're under arrest."

She grinned. He'd finally broken the spell of nmuddling. It was only a matter
of rime. Once he'd found her tenple, he'd soon renmenber the graveyard incident
she'd tucked into his unconscious. The nmess in the kitchen was nerely the
final straw.

Chad junped, hands in air.

"Ch come now," Tammy said. "You won't shoot us. We're just kids."

Kopp eased back the hanmer on his revolver. "I'mnot going to tell you again.
| don't want to shoot you."

Her silky black hair squirmed about her shoulders as if it were alive. "Co
ahead. You can't stop me now. Not with bullets anyway. Not here. Not now. "
The sheriff fired. The shot thundered in Chad's ears. He shut his eyes tight
and held them shut with bated breath. He wasn't sure if he wanted Tamry dead
or not. He dared open one eye and saw the bull et hovering nere inches from
Tammy's face. The projectile spun, suspended in the air.

"Too little, too late."

She threw out her handful of dust. It shot across the roomand hit Sheriff
Kopp in the face. He sputtered and coughed before slunping into a rel axed
posture. The gun slipped fromhis fingers and fell to the tile.

Tammy pl ucked the dangling bullet fromthe air. Chuckling, she tossed it away.
I nvisible forces | owered the wi ndow blinds. The front door |ocked all by
itself.

"Cone al ong, Chad. We've got work to do."

Chad foll owed her into the back where Duke lay in a puddl e of blood. Duke's
head was dented. Hair had been stripped away in sone spots, show ng skull and
maybe even brains. Chad didn't |look too close for fear of losing his |unch
"You killed him"

"Your point?" she asked.

He gl anced up at the ceiling to avoid seeing corpse brain or her creepy, enpty
eyes. Up to now, Tammy hadn't killed anyone. She'd tal ked about it a lot, but
this was the first fresh dead guy he'd seen. H s stomach churned

"He's only temporarily dead, anyway," she sighed. "W need himfor the fina
sacrifice."”

Chad risked anot her glance at Duke's body. It was hard believe he wasn't well
and truly deceased. Even if he were a werewol f, it seemed | eaki ng brains
shoul d kill just about anybody.



He noticed Loretta for the first tine. She was easy to ignore, just standing
in the corner. That same chal ky powder Tammy had thrown on the sheriff covered
her face. At |east she wasn't dead. Not yet, anyway.

Tammy grabbed Duke by a leg. "Help me nmove this guy, dunbass."

The urge to bolt rose within him but her stare conpelled himto obey.
Gipping the corpse's other leg, he allowed his mnd to shut off. H s body
switched to autopilot. She told himwhat to do, and he did it without really
thi nking about it. It was either that, or huddle in the corner and wet

hi nmsel f.

Draggi ng Duke to the front was no easy feat. He weighed a ton. Chad stared at
the trail of red left behind. They were really going to do it. They were goi ng
to raise the old gods and end the world. The part of his mnd still working
found it strange that it could all end so easily. There wasn't all that mnuch
toit. According to Tanmmy, the diner did nost the work. She just had to charge
it up with sone basic chanting and bl ack-magi c-type stuff and sacrifice
someone at the right nonment. The Gate woul d be thrown wi de, and manki nd woul d
be swal | oned whol e by a gushing tide of horrors.

"Bumer," the little piece of his soul still functioning remarked.

"Uh, Mstress Lilith, what about hinP" He pointed to the sheriff.

"What about hi n®"

"I's he alright?"

"For the nonent."

"He's just gonna stand there and watch us?"

"Yeah? So? |If he bothers you so much why don't you take himto the kitchen

' m busy. And why don't you stay in there until | need you, too."

Chad was only too eager to conply. Kopp and Loretta and all the bl ood bothered
him but not nearly so nmuch as Tanmy.

He briefly wondered where Earl was and deci ded he'd rather not know. Then he
sat quietly and thought about all the action he'd gotten out of this deal
Sonmewhere al ong the way, he decided it had been worth it. It was only too bad
he couldn't get one nore junp in before the end.

THI RTY- ONE

The diner didn't need nuch help in its sacred task. It had been | eeching the
supernatural energies of the Gate for years now All that unnatural potenti al
had to go somewhere. Weird shit attracts nore weird shit, and this nother | ode
of strangeness had no snall effect on Rockwood. Under the influence of the
Gate, the small town had suffered a veritable invisible plague of otherworldly
afflictions. Not that the plague was all that invisible. Just nostly unnoticed
t hr ough supernatural influence.

Even now, the upswi ng of power was having its way with this rural patch of
desert. The sun hadn't even set, and already darkness was descendi ng. There
woul d be no stars tonight. The popul ati on of Rockwood woul d cower in their
hones, stricken w th an unexpl ai nabl e apprehensi on. The werewol f, who woul d
normal |y stay dead a good twenty-four hours given the tine and nmethod of his
dem se, was already recovering nicely. H's broken skull was knitting itself
together so that within a few hours, he'd be back on his feet. Just intine to
provide the old gods with their sacrifice.

In the nmeantinme, Tanmy performed what little preparations needed to be made.
The eternal stain on the floor, the ill-fated final offering of GI WIson,
boil ed and steaned. She di pped her fingers in the crinson pool and used the
dark powers within to paint her runes. She set up a few candles in key points
of power. She read through chants she had already nenorized | ong ago. And she
wai ted for the hour of the opening.

At sone point, the ghost of G| WIson showed up.

"How did you get out?" she asked.

"You didn't think to hold ne forever, did you?"

She had hoped, but she was not at all surprised. G| WIson was no ordi nary
specter. She didn't have time to bother with himat the nonent.



"You need to add a little line here." He indicated a hal f-finished rune.

"I know, " she snapped.

"And that candl e over there should be a few nore inches to the left."

"l don't think so."

"This is ny design, girl. You're nmerely a pair of hands to finish what |
started. Fix the candle.”

Her hands tightened into fists. Distant thunder runbled. "It doesn't need
fixing."

G| WIlson despised his situation. She'd learned the forbidden arts well, but
she was still nerely an amateur. Her |evel of nmagical powers paled to those
he'd possessed while alive, but being dead put himat a di sadvantage. Though
he knew of ways to kill even fromthe ectoplasni c sphere, he couldn't do it.
Not when his plans were so close to fruition

"Fine. Leave the candle. It won't nake nuch difference anyway."

And it wouldn't. Just a little hiccup in the cross-dimensional matrix. Yet,
the very idea annoyed him Any Arnageddon worth doi ng was worth doing right.
When she wasn't | ooking, he edged over and gave the errant candle a spectra
nudge in the right direction. Tanmy blasted himwith a spirit bolt. H s body
col l apsed into a puddl e of bl ackened ectopl asm

She calmy readjusted the candle. "I know what |'m doing. Now go and sit in
the corner before | splatter you all over your precious diner."

He conceded, slithering into a booth.

The sun set, and a snothering black rolled up like ebony fog. It was al nost as
if the whole of Creation had vanished. That if one stepped out the door of
Gl's AIl Night Diner, they'd tunble into oblivion. The only light at all cane
fromthe noon. The gl owi ng crescent cast down a hard glare that shone upon the
diner like a spotlight. As it rose, it grew brighter and fuller. And | arger
as if drawing closer and closer to the earth, pulled dowward by the unnatura
col | apse of space. The light filtered through the w ndows, bending and arcing
in ways that defied physics, shining on hideous faces shimering in the air

t hrough the thinning di nensional veil

Ti me dragged. Tammy grew i nmpatient. The old gods grew inpatient. They filled
her mind with hideous grow s and shrieks, but when the time of the casting
finally drew near, half past seven-thirty, they quieted down to allow her to
concentrate.

She called Chad in, perforned some |ast mnute checks, and began

She handed her follower a large knife. "Wen the moon is full and the sky is
red, you have to plunge this in Duke's heart."

"Me?" He held the knife away fromhimin two awkward hands. "But | haven't

ever, uhmm well, why can't you do it?"
"Because you have to."
" But —=

"But what ?" She put both hands on his neck and squeezed with delicate,

i mpossibly strong fingers. "Did you think you could earn the favor of the old
gods wi t hout sheddi ng bl ood?"

"Uh . . . owell"

"Did you think you could ascend to godhood w thout first proving yoursel f?"
She chuckl ed. "You stupid son of a bitch. There's no such thing as a free
ride.”

"But..."

She pulled himclose. Her breath snelled of rot.

"You'll kill him Chad. It's a great responsibility. The final sacrifice.
know you won't let ne down."

"No, Mstress Lilith," he gasped.

"That's ny boy."

She | et himgo and began the Incantati on of Reborn Darkness in a quiet nunble.
The knife trenbled in Chad's hands. He glanced fromthe blade to the nmoon to
Duke's body. Sonething sinister bubbled up in his brain. It was the chorus of
hell, and he surrendered to it. It swallowed his conscience and doubts,
leaving himwith a nunb indifference. The noon ascended. Shadows sli pped



across its face as it grew bigger.

Tammy chanted in ever-increasing vol une.

" And the sacrifice shall be nade by one who knows not what he does, and

t he bl ood shall wash away the Fetters of Ages. The Gate shall swi ng w de, and
Frush' ee' aghov the Lesser shall be the first. And he shall open his eye and
behold the world. In beholding it, he shall unmake the cursed guardi ans of
light. And the old gods will step onto the Earth, and the blight of man shal
be w ped away."

Her voice echoed deep and | ong. Shapes squirnmed beneath the floor |ike
mal f or med sharks swi mring just bel ow the surface. Chad held the knife over his
head and watched the noon

"Ee- Thay age-ay of-ay ight-lay ill-way end-ay oonight-tay. Frush'ee'aghov,
eye-ay offer-ay ee-thay is-thay aste-tay of-ay udd-blay at-thay ou-yay ite-my
eepare-pray ee-thay orld-way oo-tay eceeve-ray or-yay others-bray."

Chad's nuscles tightened to deliver the deat hbl ow

Duke twitched. H s head was practically heal ed, but Chad didn't dare strike
bef ore the sign was given

Tammy kept chanting. Her nasters joined in, filling the diner with a thousand
i nhuman voi ces. The very earth grunbl ed beneath them

A red haze crept across the nmoon's tw sted face.

Cat hy pushed her way through the dark soup of the last night. The cl oser she
got to the diner, the nore resistance her ectoplasmnet—as if the old gods
knew her intent and were trying to keep her away. She pushed on, even when she
couldn't see anything at all. As long as it kept getting harder, she figured
it had to be the right direction. Just when she thought it woul d becone too
thick to continue, she broke through

The di ner pul sed and throbbed. Hundreds of bestial spirits wormed their way
fromthe concrete walls and gathered in a gray cloud made of screaning

twi sted grinmaces.

She bit back the urge to run shrieking into the night and peeked through the

| arge front window. Knife in hand, Chad stood over Duke's body. Tammy chanted.
G| WIlson watched on. There was no sign of Earl

"Crap."
Wth G| around, she needed protection. Her phantom baseball bat materialized
i n her hands agai n. She went around and wal ked t hrough the back wall. The poo

of Duke's bl ood runbl ed and growl ed. Loretta and Sheriff Kopp stood to one

si de.

Tammy' s chant roared fromthe front.

"Eyes-ray! Eyes-ray! Eyes-ray! Frush'ee' aghov, Frush'ee 'aghov,
Frush' ee' aghov! Eyes-ray! Eye-ay ive-gay ee-thay urld-way oo-tay oo-yay!
Eyes-ray!"

The di ner sl urped down Duke's bl ood through a pinhole in-terdi mensional drain
inthe floor. A disfigured Iinb, part hand, part hoof, forced its way upward.
Sonet hi ng growl ed from behind Cathy. Then it yipped excitedly.

"Napol eon!" The dog junped in her arns. Half his head was nissing, but she had
nore pressing problens.

"Where's Earl, boy? Were's Earl?"

Napol eon | apped at her face with half of a wet tongue.

"I"'mglad to see you, too, boy, but where's Earl? | have to find Earl."

The ghostly terrier wagged his tail enthusiastically.

"Never mind. I'll find himnyself."

She let himdown. He circled her |l egs as she went to the storeroom Earl |ay
in an open steaner trunk. She set down her bat and grabbed the stake in his

chest. "Cone on, Earl. | need you. The world needs you."

An ectoplasnmic tentacl e wapped her neck and yanked her away. "I thought |
heard sonething,” G| WIson remarked. "Cathy, you foolish, foolish girl. |
guess |I'Il have to kill you."

He knocked away her bat as she reached for it. She tried to pry off his
choke-hol d. He squeezed. The pressure was about to pop her head off her



shoul ders when Napol eon bit into Gl WIlson's butt. G| yelped. Cathy slipped
free and grabbed her bat.

Gl twisted and grow ed at the terrier attached to his rear end. Napol eon dug
i n deeper.

Cat hy took advantage of the distraction to awaken Earl. She yanked, and the
st ake came hal fway out.

Napol eon howl ed as G| WIlson's armdistorted and sliced off his tail. The dog
lost hold and fell away, whining.

"Fucking mutt!"

Cat hy raised her bat to fend himoff, but his armsnaked in an odd angl e and
knocked her down. She tunbl ed back. The stake arced through the air and
bounced off a can of tomato soup. He was too intent on killing her to notice.
"Did you really think you could stop this from happeni ng, you bitch? Are you
really that stupid? Goddamm if | can understand what was goi ng through that

m nd of yours. No matter. I'll enjoy killing you." He grinned. "And your
little dog, too."

H s gl eami ng dagger literally sliced through the air. BEvil spirits slipped

t hrough the gash and flew up and away.

"CGet the hell away fromny girlfriend!"

Earl threw his arnms around the specter. He opened his nouth w der than hunmanly
possi bl e and sank long, white fangs into GI WIson's neck, or the best
possi bl e approxi mati on given the ghost's current bl ob-Iike shape.

The ghost screeched as Earl slurped down his soul. It burned his throat and
seared his stonmach, but he choked it down. It was the only way for a vanpire
to kill a ghost. Wlson tried to ooze away but escape was inpossible once the
fangs were in. He could only bluster and flail while his ectoplasmc form

di ssol ved.

"This is ny destiny! Nothing can stop ne! Nothing! Not even death!"

Earl inhaled the last of G| WIson. He grinaced and spat. "Goddamm that guy
tasted like shit." He lifted Cathy in a tight enbrace and ki ssed her. "You're
alive. Uh ... | mean you're not dead. Uh ... | nean you're here. | thought 1'd
| ost you." He kissed her again, long and hard. "But how?"

"I"ll explain later. Ri ght now, we have to stop Duke."

"Stop himfrom what ?"

"Fromstarting the end of the world. He's going to make the final sacrifice.”
"He wouldn't do that."

"He doesn't know he's going to. That's why you have to stop him™

Earl bel ched, and a shred of spirit fell fromthe corner of his nouth. The

wi ggling thing hissed in a tiny, tiny voice.

"A god. A god."

Cat hy squi shed the pathetic ectoplasm c speck beneath her sneaker. It expired
with a squeal .

Deep red |light shone beneath the storeroom door

"Hurry up. It's alnmost tinmel"

* kK

"Eyes-ray! Eyes-ray! Eyes-ray!"

Tamy threw her arnms wi de and gazed into a ceiling alive with withing
tentacl es, dripping maws, and shadowy beings of the outer real ns straining
agai nst the stucco.

"Wth this offering, | grant thee passage, Frush'ee' aghov! Your tinme is nigh
I msway ee-thay iver-ray of-ay ud-blay at-thay oo-yay ite-may ani sh-bay
ee-thay ite-lay! Eyes-ray! Eyes-ray!"

The scarlet moon cast a crinson glow through the di ner wi ndows. The air becane
the col or of bl ood.

"Now, Chad! Do it now "

Her disciple didn't hesitate. He drove the kitchen knife deep into Duke's
heart. It would have been a fatal blow to the werewolf if the blade had been
made of silver. But it wasn't, and all it did was jerk Duke out of his



pseudo- deat h sl unber.

One neaty hand grabbed Chad by the throat. The beast tore its way free of
Duke's flesh. The towering, hairy wolf howed. H s |ips drew back in a
drooling snarl. He raised a massive clawed hand.

Earl threw open the kitchen door. "Wait, Duke! Don't do it!"

Hs cries fell on deaf ears. Duke didn't |ose his temper often, but when he
did, his rage was terrible to behold. After being beaten and stabbed, he
reached | evel s of pissed off even he didn't know he had, and sonething had to
die. Chad was just the nost convenient target.

A flash of claws was all it took. Three precise strokes ripped Chad open I|ike
a package. His guts spilled to the floor. The stain swall owed the offering
with a wailing shriek. Duke tossed aside the corpse as he turned on Tanmy. He
sprang. An unseen force snatched himfromthe air and threw himaway. He

| anded beside Earl and Cathy. The jarring bl ow served to cal mhimdown a

t ouch.

From deep in the earth, the old gods shrieked their rejoicing.

"Goddam it, Duke," Earl grunbled. "You stupid prick. You just ended the
worl d, you stupid nother—=

Tammy cackl ed. Her body cracked and warped. Her linbs grew |l ong and
spiderlike. Gay streaked her living hair. Her nmouth grewto three tines its
size. Dozens of m sshapen teeth poked through bl eedi ng guns.

She spoke with a thousand voi ces, not one of them human. "The sacrifice shal
be made by he who knows not what he does. The Gate shall swi ng w de, and
Frush' ee' aghov the Lesser shall be the first."

Chad's bl ood collected itself into the black pool. It ate into the floor. A
hot wi nd poured forth. Every glass object in the diner shattered into
crystalline powder.

"And he shall open his eye and behold the world and unmake the light. And the
ol d gods shall step upon the world!"

An i mense colum of sline thrust through the hole. On its tip was a single
cl osed eyelid. Frush'ee'aghov rose higher, smashing his way through the

di ner's roof.

"Ni ce going, dipshit," Earl sighed

And the eye of Frush'ee'aghov slowly began to open.

THI RTY- TWO

It is said by those who study such forbi dden know edge that the old gods

exi sted before tine itself, and that they would exist long after eternity has
crunbl ed into oblivion. For such tineless beings, a thousand years is but a
blink of the eye. Frush' ee'aghov the Lesser, harbinger of the old gods, was
eager to extinguish the light, but time passes slowy for an eternal evil,
even an inpatient one. The tremendous lids parted to reveal a thin, yellow
slit. Dimess spilled over the world like a gray haze covering the universe.
Tammy' s thousand voi ces cackl ed. She stood before Frush 'ee' aghov, hands

rai sed, chanting in a | anguage ol der than humanity.

Earl, Duke, and Cathy squatted behind the kitchen counter, happy to be ignored
for the monent.

"Goddam it, Duke," Earl whispered. "You picked a helluva time to | ose your
t enper."

The werewol f grow ed

"Wat ch' a gonna do?" Earl said. "Kill nme? Too late for that. You' ve already
killed everybody. And pull that knife out already."

Duke yanked the blade fromhis chest with a snarl

Earl couldn't honestly say he was surprised by this turn of events. Life
seened out to screw up his happiness as long as he could renmenber. And now
that he'd found Cathy, hell had to bubble up and claimthe world. It made
perfect sense, really.

He squeezed her hand.

"I love you."



The words just blurted out. He hadn't said themmany tinmes in his hundred
years, but there was nothing like the end of the world to put things into
perspective. He was glad he'd said it. He'd have been even gl adder had she
been |i stening.

A thoughtful expression across her face, Cathy stared at Frush'ee' aghov.

Earl cleared his throat. "Uh, | just wanted you to know that before ..."
Cat hy spoke without taking her eyes off the sliny colum. "W can still stop
it, Earl. We can send him back before it's too late."

" How?"

"W have to sever his ties to this plane. W have to disrupt the portal and
kill Tammy."

"I"ll take care of Tanmy," Duke said.

He vaulted over the counter and pounced upon the chanting girl. Vicious

swi ping claws tore her to pieces. She never stopped chanting. Even after her
head was ripped from her shoul ders, she kept singing the dirge of the old
gods. The floor split, and a nobnstrous tentacle grew behind him It swatted
asi de the eight-hundred-pound werewol f with a casual sw pe.

Tammy's bits and pi eces rose and reassenbl ed thensel ves. She stopped chanting
and strode toward Duke with a gl eeful sneer. Her own voice, barely

recogni zable, boiled to the top of a thousand others. "It's a little late for
that, dunbass."”

Duke hunched. His eyes reddened with the bl oodlust. The man was gone. Only the
beast remained, and once it set its mnd to killing sonmeone, that person
usual |y wound up dead. Tammy m ght prove an exception, but the fact she was
still alive only enraged him further

The nmutating energies of the old gods threw Tamry's body into chaos. A pair of
twisted |linmbs sprouted from her back. Her neck stretched three feet. Bl ack
claws extended fromher fingertips. Her skin dripped away to reveal gray,
nottled flesh beneat h.

Had he an ounce of reason left in him Duke would have turned and ran, but the
wol f want ed bl ood.

As did Tammy. She crouched on all six and grinned. "You want a piece, little
doggi e? Cone on, and take it."

They sprang. Fang and cl aw cl ashed. Flesh ripped. Fur and hair flew. Snarls
and growl s overwhel med the shrieks of the old gods. The two nonsters spun
round and round in a bloody clash. And though Duke gave better than he got,
Tammy' s wounds heal ed in noments. Hi s own powers of regeneration weren't
hol di ng up nearly as well. Though Earl hadn't thought it possible before, he
knew Duke was going to lose this fight.

The vanpire noved to join Duke. If he was going to die anyway, mght as well
go down fighting.

Cathy stopped him "No, Earl. It won't do any good. She can't die as long as
the portal is open.™

"How do you know t hat ?"

"It's not inportant. You've got to trust ne."

Earl didn't need much convincing. He already trusted her, and whet her she knew
what she was tal king about or not, he didn't have any better ideas.

"How do we close it?"

"We have to disrupt the inter dinmensional matrix."

"Matrix?"

"The diner."

"Shit. How are we supposed to destroy this place?"

"W don't have to. W just have to do enough danage to upset the energies
hol di ng open the Gate." She pointed to the thick support columm. "That right
there is the central energy drain. If we destroy it, Frush'ee' aghov will be
sent back." She focused on the remmant nenories of G| WIlson. "I think."
"You think, or you know?"

"I know. | think."

The eye of Frush' ee' aghov opened wi der. The air turned the consistency of
thick coal dust. "Goddamm," Earl sighed, "I hope you're right."



He took her hand and headed for the door. Earl could barely see ten feet

t hrough the darkness. He skirted whipping tendrils and snoky crevices. Mre
feet fromthe door, the dark parted to reveal Tammy standi ng between t hem and
t he out si de.

"Naughty, naughty. Nobody |eaves this party early.”

Earl pushed Cat hy behind himand switched into full vanpire-conbat node. At
nonents |i ke these he envied werewolves. Al he could do was show her his
fangs and call upon his scary, undead voice (which wasn't nearly as scary as
Tammy's current voices) and try to |l ook intimdating.

"CGet out of our fuckin' way!"

"Make ne."

Tammy sl apped hi m asi de, slashing open his cheek. He stunbled to the wayside.
Cat hy swung her bat. The ectopl asm ¢ sphere was one of the hal f-dozen

di mensi ons brought to the surface of reality by the opened Gate. The spectra
bat cracked across Tanmy's face. Her |ong neck swi shed back and forth like a
pendul um Cathy took a second swi ng. Tamy caught the blow in one hand. She
snat ched the ghost up and dangl ed her over a pit falling through the

i nterdi mensi onal voi d.

Duke, a streak of black and red fur, crashed into Tammy. The werewol f and the
priestess tunbled into the thick fog of unnatural night. Cathy's spirit body
fell victimto expectations of gravity. She clung to the pit edge with
slipping fingers.

I nhuman shadows hi ssed and shrieked bel ow. Sonething slithered around her
ankl e.

Earl took her arms and yanked her onto solid ground.

She coul d see the inside of his mouth through the cuts in his face. "Ch ny
god, are you okay?"

"Just a scratch.”

The eye of Frush' ee' aghov buried the world in a heavy tw light. The sounds of
Tammy and Duke tearing each other to shreds cane from somewhere nearby. Earl's
natural night vision allowed himto see, but just barely at that.

"Cron." He dug his keys out of his pocket and ran for the door

VWhile the fate of reality was being decided in the dining area, the kitchen
was the sight of a | esser struggle. Though nuch of the interdi nensional
activity took place in the front, the back was experiencing di sturbances of
its own. Loretta and Sheriff Kopp stood ami dst the nadness, rendered hel pl ess
by the Dust of Waking Sl eep. Warped nonstrosities, minor horrors really,
craw ed on nushy bodi es. They were just blobs of flesh with gnashing teeth.
Al that stood between themand their first meal in ages was one hal f-faced
ghostly Scottish terrier mssing his tail

Napol eon bri st ed.

Al the lesser horrors rolled into one great lunmp of flesh and two dozen

sl obbering jaws. Napol eon barked a warning. The hungry thing kept coning

The humans | ooked on in frozen terror. They could see the specter, but as the
creature was nearly twi ce Napol eon's size, they didn't hold nuch hope.

Fearl essly, Napol eon | aunched hinself into his opponent. The creature
squealed. It had yet to fully adjust to this reality, and one bite was all it
took to deflate it like a hideous, yellow balloon

Napol eon snorted even as nore toothy |unps boiled up through cracks in the
floor. The terrier readied hinself for battle.

Earl jamed the key in the ignition and started the truck. He flicked on the
brights in an effort to see past the hood. It helped a little.

"Where are we goi ng?" Cathy asked.

Earl put the pickup in reverse and backed away, kicking up a cloud of dust and
gravel. He ground his way to first gear

"W're going in."

He fastened his seat belt.

"You sure this is going to work?"



"Pretty sure."

He revved the engine. Steaming fissures cracked the parking I ot. The massive
tentacl es of Frush'ee' aghov thrust through the earth. A withing wall began
sprouting in front of GI1's All N ght D ner

Earl mashed the accel erator while a gap of opportunity remained. The pickup's
wheel s spun. The truck didn't nove. A glance in the rearview mrror showed a
gray tendril holding the truck by the tail gate.

"Coddamm it!"

Earl pushed harder, but the pedal was already all the way down. The engi ne
roared. The truck stayed put.

"W're not going to make it!"

Cat hy junped fromthe cab and hopped in the bed. She brought down her bat on
the tentacle's tip. Frush' ee' aghov didn't even notice. Blow after blow after
bl ow acconpl i shed not hi ng.

"Damm it, let go! Let go!"

Rust ed hinges surrendered to opposing forces. The tailgate bent and snapped
of f. The pickup shot forward, rocketing toward the shrinking hole in the
barri cade and the unholy tenple behind it.

"You're persistent," Tamry mused. "I1'll give you that."

Duke was a bl oody ness, barely able to keep standing. Organs spilled froma
tear in his side. He held themin with one hand, using the other as a third

| eg. Ragged, wheezing breaths slipped fromhis throat. His right |leg trenbled.
A jagged bone poked fromhis left thigh

Tammy flicked her finger at him A new cut slashed across his nuzzle. She
waved her hand, and five cuts tore into his already thoroughly serrated flesh.
"I'"'m beyond death now. Beyond the pathetic nortal speck | was, and very soon
"Il take my place beside the old gods." She gently cupped his nuzzle and

rai sed his head to ook into his eyes. "I like you, Duke. You were the one
thing | desired | could not have when | was but a child. And even though you
could not kill ne, you gave it a good try. | respect that. | respect you." A

I ong, red tongue darted fromher lips and |licked his nose. "That's why [|'1]
offer you this. Join me. As | sit by the new masters of the world, you shal
sit by nmy side. What do you say?"

He spat out a glob of phlegm vomit, and bl ood. "Fuck you."

"Have it your way. | could kill you, but | wouldn't dream of denying you the
honor of w tnessing ny ascension to glory."

She sl apped himto the floor and turned away. He was of no consequence. She
stroked Frush' ee' aghov's sliny mass with loving fingers. The light would
forever extinguish soon. In her joy, a flitting thought danced barely in her
consci ousness. She wondered where Earl and Cathy had gotten to. No doubt
crushed beneath Frush'ee' aghov's great body or fallen into hell itself.

A broken headlight cut through the darkness. A battered pickup smashed its way
t hrough the front doors. It swerved around a tower of tentacles and collided
with the central pillar. The front end wapped around the cracked col um.
Frush' ee' aghov screeched. Tammy felt the Gate narrow. Arcane energies slipped
away, but the damage was not enough to stop her. She didn't know how t hey
knew, how they canme so close to breaking the matrix. But they had fail ed, and
now she was to beconme a |iving goddess. A |ong, rough chuckl e bubbl ed up
within her.

"l cannot be denied!"

The pillar trenbled. The pressure of holding up the ceiling and hol di ng open
an interdi nensional gate were too nuch to bear. The brick colum began to
crunbl e.

"No. This isn't right. This isn't howit's supposed to be."

The central colum coll apsed, crushing the truck cab, and what was |left of the

roof fell in. The old gods bellowed as their portal to Earth swung nearly
shut. A fraction of their power filtered through the remaining crack. Tamy's
body shrank into a vul nerabl e human shape. Suddenly her wi |l al one anchored

Frush' ee' aghov to the world. The strain was i mense, al nost unbearabl e, but



she need only weather it for a few nore nonents.

A savage grow issued from behind her. She whirled on the werewol f |inping
toward her.

"Stay back, or suffer my wath!"

But there was no wath to suffer. Even a rudimentary magi c required
concentration, and all her arcane power was focused on hol ding open the Gate.
Duke's cl awed hand punched t hrough her chest and ripped out her heart. The
still beating organ |ooked tiny in his hand. Tanmy stunbl ed. The ol d gods
poured all their energies into her, but she was dying. If she could just hold
on alittle |onger.

"Stop screwi ng around, Duke!" Earl call ed.

Duke squeezed Tammy's heart in his fist. It popped. The priestess of the old
gods hi ssed her |ast breath.

"Aw, shit."

Frush' ee' aghov sank into the earth. Flailing and thrashing, he fought the
irresistible pull. H's nearly open eye sucked back through the Gate. A
desperate tentacl e wapped around the pickup and dragged it along to hell.
Earl and Cathy junped fromthe doomed vehicle.

"Dam it!"

Earl tried to save the weck of twisted steel. The pickup and he had been
through a |l ot together, and he wasn't going to let it go without a fight. The
bunper canme off in his hands. The autompbil e bobbed, tipped downward, and sank
into the turbulent Iinoleumsea. It disappeared into the void with a
heartrendi ng scrape of warping netal. The dark fog swirled into the bathtub
drain of Creation. The many rifts and crevices seal ed thensel ves shut so tight
not even the tiniest cracks remained. The old gods shrieked one | ast defeated
cry fromtheir prison

But it was a distant wail, hardly worth noticing.

The portal closed with a belch and spit out a nmuffler that came to rest at
Earl's feet.

Cat hy grabbed himand whirled through the once again seem ngly nornal diner
There were a few screwups. The tile ran slightly askew. A table stuck through
a wall in a mngling of space. The bat hroom door had relocated itself severa
feet fromwhere it once stood, but these were all mnor slips in the
space-time continuum and easily ignored at the nonent.

Napol eon cautiously trotted into the dining area. Cathy knelt and took the dog
in her arnms. "We did it, boy! We actually did it!"

Duke and Earl glanced up through the gaping | ack of roof. The noon and stars
were back in place. The thousands of twi nkling |lights beanmed down upon the
diner with a blinding brilliance conpared to the eternal twlight that had
nearly snothered the world. In a hundred years of endl ess night, Earl had
never seen anything as beautiful.

"Thought we cashed in our chips for a second there."

Duke nodded.

Earl stepped in something wet and squi shy that had fallen fromthe | eaking
gash in Duke's side

"You alright?"

The werewol f shoved his droopi ng organs back in place. H's canine |ips peel ed
back in a weak snmile. "I'Il live. How you doin'?"

Earl took a good long | ook at Cathy. Napoleon |icked her face while she

| aughed. The beauty of the reborn night pal ed beside her musical giggle.
"Never better."

THI RTY- THREE

Things returned to normal by the end of the week. The citizens of Rockwood
were far too accustomed to such happenings to nake a big deal out of a little
thing |i ke a near apocal ypse. The world hadn't ended. Everyone pretended not
to notice. Life went on.

There were changes, small shifts in Rockwood's paradigm The sun shi ned



brighter. The brown grass turned a healthier shade of yellow. A wen was
spotted singing sweetly on a diner sign anid a flock of ravens, and a stain of
bl ood on a linoleumfloor was finally nmopped away for good. And in MAllister
Fi el ds two new ghostly guardi ans stood watch

Sonmewhere in the back, two young lovers lay side-by-side, laid to rest in a
single cerenony that they might find the happiness in eternity denied them by
a tragic coyote attack

Tammy stood at the graveyard gate. Nothing stood between her and the other
side, but she just couldn't step across. It wasn't |like there was an invisible
wal I, yet every time she thought about lifting her | eg and crossing, the foot
stayed put.

Chad charged the gate. He started froma good way off, but the closer he got,
t he heavier his steps became. Just before he would have crossed over, he cane
to a reluctant stop.

"Dam, babe, | thought | had it that tine."

Tammy rol |l ed her ectoplasnmi c eyes. There was no way to break the term of
guar di anshi p. They were trapped until somebody died and got buried. Then it
was of f to whatever waited on the other side for a fallen priestess of the old
gods. In the meantinme, she could only kill time. She didn't mnd the waiting
itself, but the conpany left nuch to be desired.

Chad tried pushing his fingers past the barrier for the thousandth tine and
was unsuccessful for the thousandth tine. He scratched his head and thought

| ong and hard.

"I think we're stuck."

"Ya t hi nk?"

She headed back toward her grave. Chad trailed al ong.

"So we're, like, dead, right?"

She nodded.

"Bumer." Smiling, he put an armaround her waist. "I just want you to know
that 1'mnot nmad about you letting that guy kill ne."

"dad to hear it," she replied through clenched teeth

Hi s hand slid down to her butt.

Tammy had killed, invoked the forbidden arts, and tried to sacrifice the world
for her own gain, but she wondered what she'd done to deserve this.

"Aw, c'non, baby. W can just make out. We don't have to do anything serious."
Deat h had not di m ni shed his hornones nor rmade himany | ess annoying. If Chad
t he ghost was anything like Chad the living, it was just easier to give hima
screw and get him off her back

"Ch, alright," she sighed.

He wrapped her in powerful, yet yielding arns and kissed her. It was strong,
passi onate, electrifying wthout being overwhel m ng. Heat washed through her
and she pushed hi m awnay.

"What? Did | do sonething wong, babe?"

She took a noment to adjust. Chad had al ways been a | ousy lay when alive. He'd
possessed the enthusiasmand the desire. Everything but the talent. He'd

al ways tried, but clumsy hands and a feebl e endurance had been his downfall

But ectoplasmwas a construction of the soul, and somewhere in Chad hid the
soul of a lover.

She ki ssed himagain. The nerest touch of his |lips made her weak in the knees.
She shoved himroughly to the ground. There were worse ways to kill time, she
supposed.

He grinned stupidly in a way she found surprisingly charm ng. Then he opened
his mouth and said sonething stupid to ruin the nonment.

"Are we going to do it?"

"Chad. "

"Yeah?"

" Shut up."

Deep within the earth, the old gods grunmbled. Only Tamy, anong the living and
t he dead, heard.

And she just ignored them



THI RTY- FOUR

Earl shoved with all his mght, but all the unnatural strength of the undead
couldn't fit a steaner trunk into the back seat of a used Volvo. He adnitted
defeat, dropping the trunk to the ground.

"Cuess we'll have to tie it to the roof."

"Quess so," Duke went into the diner to borrow sonme rope.

Earl glared at the stubborn little car. It was a poor replacenent for the
reliable old pickup Frush'ee' aghov had taken from him

Cat hy sat cross-1egged on the hood. He | eaned on the bunper beside her and

t ook her hand.

"Do you think he mnds ne com ng al ong?" she asked.

"Who? Duke? Naw, he's alright with it."

"And what about Napol eon?"

The terrier, complete with a whole head and tail, sniffed around the tires. He
raised a leg and took an ectoplasm c whiz.

The ghost pee passed through its target and evaporated upon hitting the
gravel . Napol eon proceeded to tour the three renaining targets.

"Duke likes animals."

"Are you sure?"

"Ch yeah."

Earl was reasonably positive. Duke hadn't said anything about it yet. Wen
Earl had mentioned Cathy was going to be traveling with them he'd just nodded
and shrugged. It seened |like a good sort of shrug.

"Y' know, it's funny," she said. "It all cane so close to ending."

"Best not to think about it."

"CQuess so."

He hopped onto the hood and put an arm around her

"Cathy, | know we've only known each other a few days and all, and | don't

expect you to feel the sane way." He fidgeted and twitched. He didn't know why
this had been so nuch easier when he'd thought he was about to die. "And

don't want to scare you or pressure you into saying something you don't really
mean or anything, but..."

She graced his cheek with a soft peck. "Earl."

"Yeah?"

"I heard you the first tinme."

She leaned in. Their lips net, and a |l ong nminute passed in a tender enbrace.

"I love you, too."

She ran her fingers through his thin hair. He smled crookedly.

Duke and Loretta appeared. Earl tried to wipe the smle off his face, but it
stayed in place. He didn't care. He braced hinself for whatever cruel remark
Duke m ght throw at him but Duke just shot Earl a |look that, try as he m ght,
he couldn't interpret in any bad way.

"CGot the rope.”

They threw the steaner on the roof and tied it down. Earl shook his bed to
make sure it was in place.

“"That'll do."

Loretta awkwardly | owered her ample frame on one knee so she could pet

Napol eon. The interdi mensional crisis had left her and Marshall Kopp with a
talent for seeing ghosts. Though she couldn't pet the dog who had saved her
life, she could stroke the air. It seemed enough for Napol eon

"You boys sure you have to go?" Loretta asked. "Wuldn't mind some help fixing
t he di ner up."

"Thanks for the offer," Earl said, "but it's time we noved on. Nuthin'
personal . Just the way we've been doing things for so long. Helps to keep us
out of trouble. Usually."

Loretta rose with much effort. She dug into her tight shorts and pulled out a
winkled fifty-dollar bill.

"That ain't necessary," Duke said. "You already bought us a car."



She sl apped the bill into his hand. "Take it. You boys saved the world. It's
the least | can do."

"You sure keeping the diner open is what you wanna do?"

"Figure a portal to hell should have sonebody keeping an eye on it, and there
ain't a whole |lot of business opportunities in Rockwood. Al part of the Good
Lord's plan. According to Hector, all it'll take is a few mnor renovations to
make the diner into a |l ock instead of a key."

Earl questioned her wi sdom but if she wanted to live atop an interdi nensi onal
rift, that was her choice. He did find some confort know ng the form dabl e

wai tress woul d be guarding the Gate.

He gl anced up at the starry sky. "W should get going, Duke. Like to get a few
mles under our belt before sunrise.”

Loretta slid into Duke's arm Duke lifted her bulk, calling upon every
avai |l abl e ounce of werewol f nuscle, and they shared a brief kiss. If planets
could make out, Earl supposed that was about what it would | ook Iike. Duke set
her down.

Loretta adjusted her tangled yellow hair. "You boys feel free to drop by if
you' re ever passing through again." She threw Duke a wink and a snile and trod
back into the diner.

Duke's nmouth betrayed a very slight grin.

"You horny bastard," Earl grunted.

They shared a chuckl e.

"Gve nme the keys. I'mdriving."

Duke tossed them over the roof. Earl was about to ask Duke to sit in back when
he did so without pronpting. He whistled, and Napol eon hopped on the seat
beside him The Scottish terrier's tail wagged as Duke went through the

noti ons of scratchi ng Napol eon's chin.

Earl went around and opened the door for Cathy, even though doors neant little
to specters. Wiile he was there, he leaned in Duke's w ndow. "Uh, one nore

thing before we get going. | just wanted to thank you for, uh . . ." He
| owered his voice to a whisper so she wouldn't overhear. "Thanks for not
killing me."
"Forget it."

Earl clinbed behind the wheel and started the car. The Volvo wasn't nuch to

| ook at, but the engine purred with only the occasional hiccup. A brown police
cruiser pulled into the lot as Earl was backing out. Sheriff Kopp stepped out
of his vehicle. He tipped his Stetson

"Where you fol ks of f to?"

d ances were exchanged ami dst the passengers. Finally, Cathy spoke up. "l've
al ways wanted to see Las Vegas."

"I went there once. Be sure and catch a magi c show while you're there."

The Vol vo's occupants all frowned.

"I think we've seen enough magic for a while," Earl replied.

"I guess you're right. Well, have fun anyway." Hands on his belt, he stepped
back. "And don't forget to buckle up now Seat belts save lives."

"Wl do."

Earl pulled onto the dirt road al ongside the diner. "Vegas, here we cone."

"Uh, Earl," Cathy said, "isn't it the other way?"
"She's right," Duke seconded.
"You sure?"

Napol eon vyi pped.

"Alright, alright."

Cathy by his side, Earl couldn't work up to his standard of irritation. He
just smled, turned the car around, and headed down the road | eadi ng out of
Rockwood and to wherever the | aw of Anomal ous Phenonena Attraction m ght |ead
him Wth a vanmpire, a werewolf, and two ghosts in the car, it was only
reasonable to expect a lot of weird shit. Hopefully later rather than sooner
But, for now, there was just Earl, his best friend, his girlfriend, one
spectral dog, and a long dirt road heading into a distant horizon and a nice,
qui et, normal night.



